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“You have enemies?  Good.  That means you have stood up 
 
    for something, sometime in your life.” 
 
    – Sir Winston Churchill 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For Eric Gouveia 
 
    Where would we be if we’d never known you, old friend? 
 
    Until we meet again… 
 
      
 
  
 
  





Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Watch your flank! Come back to me,” Kari called, circling to keep her enemies before her.  The flash of her silvery scimitar backed one of her opponents away, and she stepped in and cut across wickedly on its companion.  A spray of black blood and a pained cry preceded the thump of a body hitting soft soil, and Kari’s toes dug in as she turned to intercept another attack. 
 
    The corlyps balked with Kari’s focus fully back upon it, but its attention was in the wrong place.  Annabelle’s longsword pierced neatly through its armor, and though she failed to fully impale the demon, Kari slashed across its neck and then snapped the heavy tip of her scimitar up through the underside of its jaw.  The creature collapsed in a heap, and Annabelle dashed past Kari so they stood back to back. 
 
    Five of the crimson-skinned corlypsi circled the two demonhunters.  “Keep them in front of you,” Kari reminded her young partner.  Though corlypsi were normally cowards, their confidence grew as their numbers did, and in a band this size, they were a lethal force.  “On my mark.” 
 
    Kari suddenly threw her wings out, and the corlypsi before her hopped back defensively.  Kari turned with Annabelle, and the two attacked the other corlypsi in tandem.  The first, caught completely off-guard, fell quickly before the two well-armed and trained women.  The others made to flank the demonhunters, but Annabelle put her back close enough to touch Kari’s wings again, and the women circled warily.  Now only four corlypsi remained, and Kari knew from experience that as each one dropped, the others would lose confidence. 
 
    Annabelle split off from Kari and dashed at the two in front of her, and Kari mirrored her motions.  It was a feint, however, and Kari swept her opponents out of range before backtracking to flank the very corlyps trying to flank Annabelle.  Caught between the two demonhunters, the corlyps was cut down in seconds, but its partner capitalized on Annabelle’s attention being on its companion, and its claws tore through the terra-rir’s armor and drew blood. 
 
    Annabelle staggered, and Kari grabbed her by the wrist quickly and pulled the young demonhunter behind her.  Kari met the rush of her attackers, stepping in on them rather than back.  They were shocked at first, but they split up to triangulate their attacks.  Kari danced and wove her weapons around her, just as her mentor and lover, Suler Tumureldi, had taught her.  The corlypsi found their attacks stymied by the precise placement of her whirling scimitars, anticipating and stifling each attack, and they began to relay a strategy between them. 
 
    Once again, their attention was in the wrong place.  Annabelle, her pauldron and bracer streaked with her silver blood, drove her offhand sword through the nearest corlyps, and Kari hardly paused in her dance of death as she relieved the wounded creature of its head.  She came to a stop, sidestepping to her left to get the two remaining demons before her, and Annabelle wisely stayed behind her unharmed partner. 
 
    The corlypsi reacted just as Kari expected: they glanced at each other only briefly before they ran.  They used a short rise in the ground to get some altitude and took wing, their crimson forms beating a hasty retreat into the forests to the north.  Kari would have liked to pursue, but though she had wings, those of a terra-dracon were weak and unsuitable to attain flight for more than a minute.  She could glide just fine, but the demons had flight and endurance on their side, and there was no way she could keep pace with them, on foot or otherwise. 
 
    Annabelle was stabbing the fallen demons through the diaphragm and up through the heart and lungs, just as she’d been taught.  The terra-rir girl was in obvious pain, but despite her wounds, she was doing her best to continue to be an asset and not a liability to her senior partner.  She hadn’t even taken a moment to call upon their deity’s power to stanch the flow of blood, and though that was somewhat silly, Kari still had to smile. 
 
    “Well fought,” she said to her young trainee.  “You’re getting better and better.  You’re not going to be training under me for much longer.” 
 
    Annabelle looked over and managed a smile through the grimace of pain, the corners of her draconic snout creasing upward.  She looked much like Kari had in her youth, before the damnable terminal illness called Dracon’s Bane had sapped so much of her vitality.  Both had ebon hair and eyes, and though Annabelle’s frame was a little slimmer, she was still well-toned and muscular, and a fine credit to the headmasters of their Order back in DarkWind.  Non-rir might even mistake them for sisters, but Annabelle had a shorter, wider snout and a set to her brow that sometimes made her appear to be scowling for no reason. 
 
    “One of them got me, though,” Annabelle said, looking at the blood staining her armored shoulder and arm.  “If I’d been alone, I’d be dead.” 
 
    “If you’d been alone, I trust you wouldn’t have engaged seven corlypsi,” Kari said.  She stepped behind her partner and began undoing the straps that held her damaged pauldron in place.  Once the armor was removed, Kari wiped at the gouges oozing blood.  The cuts were deep, but the demonhunter touched her fingers to her friend’s shoulder and began to channel some of their deity’s power.  Soon the bleeding stopped, and Kari had Annabelle sit down so she could properly dress the wounds to heal. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind if they keep me assigned to you permanently,” Annabelle said. 
 
    Kari glanced at her, though the terra-rir girl was facing the other way.  They made fine partners, an efficient duo when hunting demons and other problems plaguing the people of Terrassia.  Still, the girl clearly wanted more from their friendship.  She had taken advantage of Kari being drunk just a few weeks past to be intimate with her, and Kari was still torn on how she felt about that.  She considered Annabelle a sister, and the amorous nature of Annabelle’s infatuation with Kari left the demonhunter confused.  And that, of course, was to say nothing of the fact that Kari was not going to live for many more years. 
 
    She sighed near-silently, finished the bandaging, and strapped the pauldron back into place.  “Even if they do, you know I only have a few years left,” Kari said quietly. 
 
    Annabelle turned and hugged Kari tightly, and the terra-dracon demonhunter didn’t bother to avoid it or pull away.  “But I can give you eternity,” Annabelle whispered in her ear, and then she sank her fangs into the side of Kari’s neck. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter I – Serenity 
 
      
 
    The thunder woke Kari.  She sighed quietly, trying not to wake Grakin or the children.  The rumbles and their echoes weren’t bothering Uldriana, who lay curled up on Kari’s chest.  Little Gray never stirred either.  He was long past the point of being afraid of thunder, but still used it as an excuse to slip into his parents’ bed and sleep between them.  It hardly mattered anymore; in the months since Uldriana’s birth, Grakin’s illness had continued to accelerate, and had resulted in impotence. 
 
      It was definitely odd to get a thunderstorm in the cold dawn of winter, but it seemed to match Kari’s mood.  She rose cautiously from the bed, holding Uldriana tight to her breast.  She put on a robe and headed down to the great fireplace room, a better spot to have some tea, warm herself in front of a fire, and nurse her child without disturbing the others.  The house was silent in the pre-dawn except when another rumble of thunder passed overhead.  Cradling her daughter in one arm, Kari stoked the fire and then set a full kettle over it. 
 
    She paced anxiously toward the kitchen and pantry to retrieve a mug and tea ball.  She had that dream so many times now, and it always ended with her waking up as Annabelle sank her fangs into Kari’s neck.  There was little doubt why the dreams were coming: Kari had never let go of the guilt of failing to put her friend to rest after she was turned into the undead.  What she couldn’t quite understand was why she was dreaming so often and so furiously about it now.  Was Zalkar telling her to go do something about her friend now, so many years later?  Did that mean no one had ever put a stop to Annabelle in the centuries since Kari had tried? 
 
    Uldriana squeaked in her sleep, and Kari rubbed her back absently as she gathered the mug and tea ball.  The symbol of Zalkar emblazoned on the little girl’s chest was a mystery, but one that required nothing in the way of alarm.  She was marked by Zalkar for some reason, whether just because Kari had sworn a Blood Oath while pregnant, or because of a calling the girl was going to receive in seventeen-odd years to join either the Demonhunter Order or the Temple of Zalkar.  Either way, it was nothing to be concerned with now: Uldriana was healthy and growing quickly. 
 
    Still, the thought of both prospects made Kari tired.  She hadn’t slept very long or very well with the persistent nightmares and the crowded bed.  Still, she would be heading to the campus of the Order not long after dawn to go help train the recruits.  As she eased back into her role as the head of the Order, she was teaching Tumureldi’s fighting style to several groups of cadets, not the least of whom was her syrinthian assistant, Liria.  The snake-girl had taken to the style easily, almost more so than any other hunter Kari had begun training.  There was a certain irony in one of Kari’s best students being a former enemy and prisoner. 
 
    There was a grunt and a squeak from one of the side rooms on the main level, and Kari moved to grab another mug.  Typhonix, still confined to a wheelchair, came rolling slowly out of his room moments later, and Kari held the mug up toward him.  He nodded and rolled over to his spot between the two couches, and Kari moved over to sit next to him.  He was restless and bored, with little to do managing her estate as winter set in, so Kari had taken him into her confidence on several matters before her.  The last thing she wanted was for him to sink into another bout of depression and melancholy over his injuries. 
 
    She didn’t imagine he could forget how they had come any more than Kari could.  Every time she saw him in the chair, she remembered the sight of him lying on the top step of the syrinthian temple, his spine exposed from the neck nearly to the base of his tail.  Taesenus, the Demon Prince, son of the now-dead Devil Queen Seril, had ambushed Kari’s friends and family and nearly killed Ty.  And there were times, Kari knew, that Ty wished he had.  Ty, once a proud demonhunter and a drill sergeant on the Order’s campus, was now crippled, confined to a wheelchair, and thoroughly unhappy with his life. 
 
    Managing Kari’s estate kept him busy throughout the summer and harvest seasons, at least.  Ty was a shrewd businessman and manager, which was surprising to most who saw him before he was in the wheelchair.  Nearly six-foot-five and broad as an ox, most assumed he was a typical dumb warrior, but Ty was anything but.  He was a student of history and economics, and the latter had turned out to be a blessing to Kari when she was granted the title of baroness and the estate that came with it.  Without his help, she was sure her attempts to run the estate would have been disastrous, but instead, the land had turned a profit larger than Kari would likely have earned over the course of her lifetime working for the Order. 
 
    Her thoughts turned back to the man who’d crippled Ty.  Taesenus had attacked Kari’s family and friends again just a few months before, when they were hunting down a demon called a Tilcimer.  They had managed to best him again, and thankfully there were no serious injuries in the last conflict.  Since then, Kari’s brother-in-law Erik and her father-in-law Corbanis, also both demonhunters, had been organizing searches for the Demon Prince.  He was currently the Order’s top priority, though the search parties were under strict orders not to engage him without a considerable amount of backup. 
 
    Kari glanced at Ty and wondered how long she’d been daydreaming.  The building whistle of the kettle told her well enough, and Ty moved to make the tea so Kari could stay seated with Uldriana in her lap.  “Anything more we have to do for the winter?” she asked him when he handed her a mug of tea. 
 
    Ty shook his head.  “No, everything is pretty much taken care of.  Just looking to sell off the last of the inventory that our buyers didn’t want.  Aside from that, I’m putting some money together to give the workers a New Year’s bonus, about a hundred gold apiece.  That’ll still leave enough to pay the Duke his taxes and not even touch what we set aside for you.” 
 
    “I thought we paid the taxes already?” Kari said, taking a careful sip. 
 
    Her blonde brother-in-law laughed and waved a hand around.  “We paid the taxes on the harvest,” he said.  “You’re still due to pay property taxes on the first of the New Year.” 
 
    “How many other taxes are there?” 
 
    Ty shook his head.  “That’s it, and you only pay the property tax because your barony isn’t required to keep a standing garrison for defense.  Besides, some of that money goes to the Order.  So it’s like you’re paying yourself.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “But you said we’re giving the workers a hundred gold as a bonus?  Isn’t that about what we pay them for the whole year?” 
 
    “Yup,” he answered, but didn’t elaborate. 
 
    Kari was happy with that.  She was wealthy and living well, able to house her entire family and allow them all to share in the comforts of her home and barony.  To further share her bounty with the workers was something Ty had advised her to do, and he was following through on it.  It might cost her some employees if they ended up wealthy enough to move elsewhere, but when she had a reputation for being generous, replacing them wouldn’t be that difficult at all. 
 
    “Getting back to speaking of the Order, how’s your training going?  The recruits giving you any trouble?  I may be in a wheelchair, but the sound of my voice may still make some of them piss themselves.” 
 
    “It’s going well,” Kari answered with a smile.  “It’s a lot of work, but most of them take to the style pretty easily.  Of course, everyone wanted to sign up for the training, but unless they’re already proficient with dual-wielding, there’s not much I can do with them.  So that narrowed down the number of recruits significantly, and what I was left with were some of the easiest to train.  Liria in particular has taken to the style like she was born to it.” 
 
    “I kinda like her, even if she is a snake,” Ty said.  “The syrinthians you have working for you are a hard-working lot, too.  The other workers are leery of them, but they’re dependable and they don’t complain much.” 
 
    “Probably still afraid to from having served Sekassus for so long,” Kari mused, referring to the demon king who ruled the realm of the syrinthians on Mehr’Durillia.  Her brother-in-law nodded.  The snake-folk she had in her employ had been sent to spy on her Order and maybe even kill Kari but, after being discovered and imprisoned, they had quickly defected, and now seemed quite happy living like commoners here on Citaria. 
 
    Uldriana woke and started to fuss a bit, so Kari put her on the breast, and the little girl settled right back down.  Ty watched in wonder and smiled when Kari met his gaze, and she returned it.  “How’s the search for Taesenus going?  Any leads?” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “Nothing promising yet.  It’s possible he fled to Mehr’Durillia again, so he may not even be here to be found.  Amastri is supposed to be keeping her ears open to his movements on Mehr’Durillia, so if he shows up there, we should find out pretty quickly.”  She met his gaze evenly again.  “Don’t worry, Ty, he’s going to get what’s coming to him.  I promise you.” 
 
    “Just wish I could be the one to give it to him,” he answered grimly. 
 
    They both turned as quiet footsteps sounded on the stairs.  As was typical for her, Danilynn was up with the dawn so she could pray with the sunrise.  The fures-rir priestess ruffled her long blue hair groggily when she reached the bottom of the stairs and greeted Kari and Ty.  She was starting to show now, her normally flat, toned belly sticking out a little bit as it stretched to accommodate her new passenger.  Even her breasts were already starting to fill out, though Kari understood that was more obvious because Danilynn was fures-rir; theirs were normally very small or virtually nonexistent until they had children, for some reason. 
 
    “Better be prepared to get wet if you’re going outside to pray,” Ty teased her. 
 
    “I think under the window here will do nicely this morning,” she said, moving to the wide glass on the east side of the great room.  “The cold I can deal with, the wet not so much.” 
 
    “Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll get some breakfast started,” Kari said, and she waved away Danilynn’s protest before she could even raise it.  “From one mother to another.” 
 
    The priestess smiled shyly and went to pray near the window.  It was no mystery to Kari that Danilynn felt indebted for being given a place to stay in Kari’s new home.  Her mate, Eli, was working on selling his properties in Lajere, including the brothel known as The Satin Palace, but he was doing so via correspondence, so it was taking longer than it really needed to.  From what Kari understood, Eli was a wealthy man, but little in the way he lived his life made that apparent.  He promised to repay Kari for her kindness when his assets were liquidated, but Kari wasn’t worried about it. 
 
    Kari’s thoughts turned to her pregnant sister-in-law, Damansha.  The half-elite and Kari’s brother-in-law, Serenjols, had wasted little time in having children, and Damansha and Danilynn were due to have their children within weeks of each other.  Damansha and Jol, though, had bought a little house in the city proper, one that was a bit closer to the smithy where Jol worked.  Kari imagined that once Damansha had the baby, though, she’d probably be spending plenty of time with Kari and Danilynn and their children. 
 
    “Got any more trials coming up?” Ty asked, rousing Kari from her thoughts again. 
 
    “They’re all taken care of,” she answered.  “The only two we had to worry about weren’t even spies for the underworld, just criminal guilds.  The rest are mostly just information sources for broadsheets or the wealthy.  Lord Allerius had a couple of them watched for weeks, and they turned out to be fairly harmless.  I’m still not happy about them ‘spying’ on us, but it’d be more trouble than it’s worth to arrest and interrogate them.” 
 
    “So we never found the go-between for Sekassus?” 
 
    Kari looked sideways at Ty and couldn’t hide a smile.  He may have been crippled and confined to a wheelchair, but in his heart, he was still a member of the Order.  “Not yet, though I passed along my suspicions to the Council and Lord Allerius about that.  I’m starting to wonder if Irressa was the go-between for the other syrinthians and Sekassus.  It might explain why none of them were aware of her plot to kill me, and why no word of her own death ever seemed to get back to Sekassus himself.” 
 
    Ty bobbed his head.  “Makes sense.  You haven’t really considered the Duke as any sort of suspect yet, though, have you?” 
 
    “No,” Kari said with a sigh.  “I’ve been able to use being a new mother as an excuse to avoid attending his court so far, but that won’t last forever.  Eventually, I’m going to have to start putting in appearances there, and I’m honestly afraid of what I might find out.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t look at it like that,” he said.  “Most of them will probably be in awe of your position as head of the Order.  And I think even the Duke is going to tread a little lightly around you for the same reason.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” she said.  “The Duke had, or maybe even still has people spying on my Order.  The Blood Order has ears in his court.  And if an assassin’s guild can use his court to get its information, who knows who or what else has spies there?  I’m really just afraid that if I find spies there, I’m going to draw my swords and start cutting them down.” 
 
    “You’re not going to be attending the Duke’s court armed.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Maybe I can get away with just breaking some arms, then,” Kari said with a chuckle, though she wasn’t even sure she was kidding.  She rose from her seat and clutched Uldriana tight to her breast as she moved to the kitchen. 
 
    Kyrie Kyleah, her mother-in-law, was already there, which surprised Kari; she hadn’t even heard her mother descend the stairs.  Kyrie was placing eggs and breakfast meats on the butcher block to prepare the meal.  Kari moved over and wordlessly gave her mother-in-law a peck on the side of her snout.  A grin creased the demonhunter’s snout when Kyrie’s little helper stepped up on a stool next to the butcher block and said, “Hi mama!” 
 
    “Good morning, sweetie,” Kari said. 
 
    “Grandma making cookies!” 
 
    Kyrie chuckled while she worked.  “No, darling, grandma is not making cookies,” she told him, then turned to Kari.  “Are you going in to work today?” 
 
    A deafening peal of thunder crashed nearly right over the house, close enough that it made Danilynn jump and skitter away from the window.  Kari would definitely not be training the recruits out on the campus square today.  There was still plenty for her to do in her office, though, not the least of which was to continue going through Jason Bosimar’s things.  One of the duties she’d picked up to ease back into her office was to investigate the records and personal effects of the former Avatar of Vengeance. 
 
    She was finding out so many interesting things about Jason, and she wondered if his father, the Duke, would be interested in any of it when she was finished.  Jason had, by all accounts, been one of the finest members of her Order, let alone to achieve the rank of Avatar of Vengeance.  But he’d met his end during the Apocalypse, falling to the blade of none other than Taesenus.  It was just another reason Kari wanted to find the Demon Prince and put an end to him once and for all. 
 
    “Yes, there’s some things I need to go over with the Council,” Kari said casually.  She didn’t want to talk about her nightmares with her family; not yet.  But the Council might have better insight into the reason why she was dreaming about Annabelle again.  If it was part of Kari’s testing to reach the rank of Avatar, then there was little doubt what it meant. 
 
    “If you see Corbanis, would you thank him for the flowers he sent me?” Kyrie asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Kari agreed with a smile.  Kyrie and her husband had been separated for over twenty years.  Kari still didn’t know the whole of it, and neither her own husband nor his family was keen on spelling it out.  But since Corbanis had aided his children in hunting down the Tilcimer several months earlier, he had moved to DarkWind to be reassigned by the Order.  He and Kyrie were now courting, almost like they had before they’d married.  Things were moving slowly, but they were trying to fix their family, and Kari couldn’t have been gladder for it.  Corbanis lived on the campus of the Order and only visited Kari’s house by invitation, but he was in his children’s and wife’s lives again.  It was a start. 
 
    They got to work cooking breakfast, and Danilynn came and helped as well.  Grakin came downstairs just before they finished, chatting lightly with Danilynn’s mate, Eli.  Kari was a little surprised at how well the two got on considering the differences in their personalities.  Both were good men, but where Grakin was quiet and a little withdrawn, Eli was headstrong and outspoken.  But each seemed to recognize the same qualities in each other that Kari easily saw, and the men were friends, if not the best or closest of them. 
 
    Kari ate breakfast quickly and passed Uldriana over to Grakin.  He had plenty of help watching her, and Danilynn knew a terra-rir wet nurse through the temple of Garra Ktarra who was also lending her aid.  It would have been optimal for Kari to simply stay on maternity leave until the girl was weaned, especially in light of how much money the estate pulled in, but as Kari got older, she got more and more impatient.  She could feel the sands passing through the glass, and there was still so much more she wanted to do before she was retired from front-line duty altogether.  Closing in on forty years old, she didn’t know how much longer she had, others’ comments about how she looked aside. 
 
    Erik, her brother-in-law and fellow demonhunter, joined her on the walk to work.  He was just as bemused by the rare winter thunderstorm as Kari was, and made several comments about it as they walked.  Dawn was dark enough without black clouds choking out the sunrise, and the occasional flash of lightning as the front pushed on to the southwest didn’t make up for it.  In the back of her mind, Kari simply hoped it was a natural storm and not something related to her dreams. 
 
    There was nearly no one about on the muddy streets of the city, and they reached the campus of the Order without delay.  The gate guards, no doubt dismayed to be on duty in this weather, nonetheless snapped to attention and saluted Kari, tapping their fists over their hearts as they bowed their heads.  She returned the salutes, as did Erik, and then her brother-in-law split off from her to go take care of whatever he was about.  Kari, by contrast, went first to her office to grab a couple of Jason Bosimar’s journals before she headed to the temple to speak with the Council of the Order.  It was too early for them to be convened, so she wanted to grab something to read while she waited. 
 
    She was surprised when she reached the temple and found most of the Council already gathered.  The Council consisted of nine human priests of Zalkar, and though they weren’t all there at this early hour, five of them were, and they were those she was most interested in talking to anyway.  They waved her forward with interest as soon as she walked through the door, so Kari slipped Bosimar’s journals back into her cloak pocket and approached. 
 
    “Masters,” she greeted them with a respectful salute. 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” Master Bennet said.  He was the head of the Council, the second-highest ranking priest among Zalkar’s clergy.  He was an elder human of pale skin and wispy white hair and beard that seemed to get brighter with every passing month.  “We were just gathering to await the latest reports from your father-in-law and brother-in-law.  What brings you here, and how are the little ones?” 
 
    “The kids are doing great,” she said, allowing a bit of a smile.  “I wanted to ask you a question about my testing.  I had a dream that I thought might have to do with my testing, but…I don’t know.  It’s rather personal, so I’m not sure if Zalkar would have anything to do with it.” 
 
    “What sort of dream?” 
 
    Kari started to think about how to skirt around the content, but then she shook the thought away.  She wasn’t going to get much of an answer if she didn’t give them the entire truth.  “Well, Masters, it involves Annabelle Sol’Ridachi.  I’m not sure if you’re familiar with the name, but she was assigned as my training partner in my prior life.  We traveled together for about a year before she…um, graduated, I guess you’d say, from being partnered with me.” 
 
    She could see the priests knew what she was talking about, but they made no move or sound to interrupt.  It was always the same: everyone wanted to know about her prior life and the heroics she was so renowned for, and they were much keener to hear it directly from her than to just read it in their history books.  Normally it tended to irk her, but the priests of the Council – some of Zalkar’s highest ranking priests – taking such an interest in her life was really sort of an honor, so she decided to just tell them everything. 
 
    “Annabelle and I remained friends even after we were separated by assignments.  About a year or so after we split, I received word from her that she needed help with a demon up near Fort Sabbath, and she asked me to meet her at the fort.  To keep this somewhat short, Masters, that fort was usually a base for former bandits who became outriders and scouts for the fures-rir to the north and the kingdom based in Dira Ch’Tori in the east.  When I got to the fort, though, I found them all dead.” 
 
    Kari paused and sighed.  This part of the story always pained her to tell; Annabelle was like a sister to her, and to have to speak of her as an enemy was painful in a way few people could understand.  “When I investigated, I found Annabelle, but she…she’d been turned into a vampire somehow,” she said, and she had the rapt attention of all five of the Councilors.  “She had killed all of them, and she offered me the ‘gift’ of being a vampire as well.  I tried a couple of times to fight her, but she had some kind of vampire-dragon in the keep with her, so I never did manage to put her to rest.” 
 
    “And in your dreams…are you fighting her again?” Master Bennet asked. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “No, Master.  In my dream, she’s still my partner, but when we’ve beaten our enemies, she bites me to turn me into a vampire, and that’s when I wake up.”  She could see the recognition in their eyes.  “I’ve been having this dream for weeks now, Masters.  If this isn’t the work of Zalkar testing me, then I have to wonder if I’m being attacked in my dreams again, like I was by Turillia.” 
 
    “In light of the wards your mother-in-law placed around your home, I doubt it could be any sort of attack from an outside force, demonic or otherwise,” said Master Arinotte, youngest of the Council.  He was a darker-skinned human, and being in charge of single-target missions, he worked most closely with Kari in running the Order.  “No, I have little doubt this is the work of our lord, ushering you toward some final test.” 
 
    Kari grunted.  “I’d like to have a word with him about his timing.” 
 
    The Councilors laughed in spite of how blasphemous the joke may have sounded to an outsider.  “I think you will find the dreams subside a bit now that you know their source and meaning,” Master Bennet said.  “Assuming, of course, that you do not ignore them for too long.” 
 
    “No, I suppose I’ll have to take care of this as soon as possible,” Kari commented, but then she turned as a hunter approached. 
 
    The young human recruit saluted his leader and the Council respectfully.  “Ma’am, there’s someone here to see you.  She said to tell you Amastri is requesting a meeting.” 
 
    Kari glanced at the Council.  “I’d like to have a word with her about her timing, too.  By your leave, Masters.” 
 
    The Councilors sent her off with more scattered chuckles. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari shook the water from her cloak irritably.  The rain had become steadily heavier since she’d left home, and even just the short jaunt from the temple back to the administrative building had left her thoroughly soaked.  At least the winter hadn’t turned bitterly cold yet.  Virginia, one of the human secretaries, came to take Kari’s garment from her and offered her a hot pot of tea.  After agreeing, Kari turned her attention to her guest. 
 
    It had been a few months since Kari had seen Amastri.  The half-elf was a servant of the demon king Koursturaux S’Bakthra, also called The Crimson Huntress.  Amastri was the king’s eyes and ears on Citaria, or at least for certain parts of it, and though she herself wasn’t all that dangerous, the things she uncovered could prove very much to be so.  Thankfully, the arrest and imprisonment of Kari’s assistant, Joaquim, had stemmed the tide of information about the Order landing in the ears of their enemies, though there were still details lost to loose lips.  Amastri also had her own wiles to get information from just about anyone, and she remained a dangerous entity, however cordial and well-behaved she might normally be. 
 
    “Amastri, good to see you again,” Kari said, and though that hardly described how she truly felt, she could honestly say the woman intrigued more than bothered her.  Amastri could prove useful from time to time, which made her an asset despite her being an enemy, at least in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    The half-elf, half-something-else bowed her head graciously.  She was beautiful and charming, and whatever the non-elven half of her was had lent her an almost preternatural allure.  Her green, catlike eyes took in Kari as though they were meeting for the first time again.  “Lady Vanador, it has been far too long.  Thank you for taking the time.” 
 
    “Come to the conference room, we can get a good fire going in the hearth and drive the chill out, and then we can talk,” Kari offered with a gesture, and Amastri preceded her down the hall toward the back room. 
 
    Curiously, Amastri wasn’t wet at all, not even her shoes, which seemed inappropriate for trudging through the muddy streets in the rain.  As always, she was dressed impeccably in one of her favored red dresses with the ebon designs that highlighted the curves of her form.  Her hair, however, betrayed that she had worn a cloak in the rain, laying straight and brushed out rather than in a high tail as usual.  Once they reached the conference room, she seated herself in one of the chairs near the hearth. 
 
    Kari added a couple of pieces of wood to the low fire already burning and then sat down across from Amastri.  There were so many things she wanted to ask or outright confront the half-elf with, but she decided to be patient and see how much Amastri said without prodding.  There would be plenty of time to pick Amastri’s brain, but Kari sensed she had the half-elf at a bit of a disadvantage for a change. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you?” Kari asked. 
 
    Amastri didn’t answer, and Kari realized why after a minute when Virginia brought in the teapot and a couple of cups.  Once the secretary showed herself out, the two women fixed their own tea and sat staring at each other silently.  Kari had to wonder how much, if anything, Amastri knew about what Erik, Corbanis, and the others had uncovered when they’d hunted down the Tilcimer.  That information was being kept completely secret, and so far, to Kari’s knowledge, no one else had found out about it.  But Amastri seemed to always find out things she wasn’t supposed to, so Kari wouldn’t be surprised if she somehow already knew. 
 
    Amastri took a sip of the hot tea and her brows rose briefly before she muttered a hmmm.  She held the hot cup tightly in her hands for just a few seconds before she set it down.  “I trust all is well with your family?” she began, catching Kari somewhat off-guard. 
 
    “Yes, all is well,” Kari answered, which was true for everyone except her mate, really.  But there was no chance she was going to discuss that with Amastri.  If the woman was truly interested in Kari’s family, she’d already know the answers to her questions. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” she said, flashing that smile that was at once beautiful and unnerving.  “I have a message from Her Majesty.  You agreed to meet with her when a suitable time came after the birth of your child.  It has now been over six of your months since you gave birth, and Her Majesty is becoming increasingly impatient.  You do intend to honor your promise, Lady Vanador, do you not?” 
 
    “I do, but when it suits me, not her,” Kari answered evenly.  She’d be damned before she let the demon king badger her into taking her child on a long and dangerous trip. 
 
    Amastri sighed, something Kari rarely heard from her.  The half-elf was quite adept at showing very little emotion – or at least showing the wrong one to throw off those she spoke with.  She and Kari had managed to foster a pretty good working relationship, though, one that saw the half-elf use her personal time and connections to keep Kari apprised of some of the goings-on of her homeworld.  If she was upset, Kari mused, it was entirely possible it was on behalf of Kari, and not King Koursturaux. 
 
    “Her Majesty is hesitant to threaten you, Lady Vanador.  She wishes your relationship to remain on good terms, such as they are, but your continued stalling is coming across as playing Her Majesty for a fool.  She expects that you will make time for her very soon.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “Stalling?  Amastri, I had a baby.  She’s not weaned, and she’s still barely old enough to take on a trip anywhere, much less to Mehr’Durillia.  I also have other things to consider, like being away from my mate for a month or more.” 
 
    The half-elf shook her head and took a quick sip of tea.  “You would not be gone so long, Lady Vanador.  Her Majesty currently resides at her winter palace at Maurinoth, which is but a few days’ journey from Anthraxis.  You are expected to spend a week in Her Majesty’s palace, so all told, your sojourn on our world would last perhaps two weeks, or a couple of days more.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kari said.  “Winter palace…at Maurinoth?  How many palaces does she have?” 
 
    Amastri smiled again, but this one seemed genuine, showing her perfect teeth that lacked the succubus fangs most people suspected she had.  “Two.  The timing of your visit now would be fortuitous, as her summer palace is located much farther north at Takks’Metaallu.  That palace would take you nearly a month to reach by carriage, meaning much more time away from your family.” 
 
    “There’s going to be another Council meeting soon, isn’t there?” Kari asked, receiving a nod in response.  “So I could meet with her in Anthraxis then, and accompany her back to her realm…Mas’Tolinor, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that is her realm, but meeting her in Anthraxis would be completely unacceptable.  While your visit will not be a secret, neither does Her Majesty wish for your relationship to be common knowledge.  Surely you understand that meeting with her would alert all of her enemies – not to mention yours – that the two of you are up to something, yes?  Just as she would not meet with you when she aided in your liberation of the syrinthian turncoat, so now she will not meet with you for the same reasons.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  She hated politics in general, but the machinations of the kings made the politics of Citaria look downright simple.  “How long has she been kast’wa to Celigus?” she asked, referring to Citaria’s resident turncoat demon king. 
 
    The question was clearly unexpected, and Amastri hesitated for a few moments while she considered Kari.  “For well over one of your millennia now, though their relationship, even as kast’wasi, is rather atypical.  But that is not for me to discuss with you; you may bring it up with Her Majesty if you truly wish all the details.  Her activities in the bedroom are not my business, and certainly not to be discussed so casually, even to you,” the half-elf said, taking another sip of tea. 
 
    Kari took a sip of her own, keeping up her poker face as well as possible.  Amastri had strategically taken a sip of tea to hide a reaction, and Kari had to wonder if the half-elf had been chastised for letting out too many secrets or sensitive matters.  It was obvious Amastri was being a little too forward and open with Kari, and the demonhunter had little doubt that the half-elf would quickly meet her end if she became a liability to her king.  While a small part of Kari was tempted to make the demon king kill one of her own spies, Kari recognized that Amastri was as much an asset to her as the demon king. 
 
    “So what can you tell me about this trip?  What should I expect?” she asked. 
 
    Amastri smiled – nervously? – and gestured lightly with her hands.  “You will be under armed guard the entire way to Maurinoth, completely safe unless one of the kings themselves attacks you, which I assure you is an absolute impossibility within the Overking’s realm.  From Anthraxis and the Overking’s holding, you will pass directly into Her Majesty’s realm, so there will be no opportunity for enemies to strike at you.” 
 
    “Once you arrive safely at Her Majesty’s palace, I honestly cannot say what will occupy your time.  As I have told you before, Her Majesty sees you as an asset, but she has also taken quite an interest in you.  I am certain she will have several offers to make you, like services in exchange for services.  Some, she will expect you to reject outright.  Others may interest you, depending on what she desires in trade.  Aside from that, you may expect some fine dining, perhaps a short tour of her local holdings, and a lot of chess.  I do hope you enjoy playing chess.” 
 
    Kari shook her head lightly, suppressing a smile as memories came to her.  “Suler tried to teach me, but I never really took to the game.  Maybe just because he managed to fluster me at every turn, even when he was only teaching me to play.  Honestly, I spend enough real time on the battlefield without playing a game about it.” 
 
    Amastri chuckled.  “It is among Her Majesty’s favorite pastimes.  She also uses it to gauge the abilities of her allies and enemies alike, so consider it a bit of a test, but not one that she will use to judge you completely.  If I may be so bold as to make a suggestion, humor her as much as you can on the matter.  She will recognize that she is being patronized, but it should go to your credit.” 
 
    Kari nodded, her thoughts wandering.  She really wanted to know whether Amastri and, thereby, her king was aware of the Order’s discovery about the demon king.  During the hunt for the Tilcimer, Kari’s in-laws and their close friends, collectively called the Silver Blades, had uncovered evidence that King Koursturaux had been somehow wrapped up with Seril.  That evil would work with evil didn’t come as a surprise to anyone, but that the two had a relationship and even shared a surname was cause for alarm.  If King Koursturaux had been considered or truly was a relation of Seril’s, then everything in the demon king’s plans might be some form of revenge on Citaria and its warriors. 
 
    And that was only to speak of a king that saw Kari as an asset.  After freeing Se’sasha, the syrinthian priestess, from Sekassus’ clutches, Kari was certain many of the kings now saw her as a direct threat.  Sekassus was likely already setting numerous plans in motion to ensnare both Kari and the turncoat snake-woman, and the thought of his interference was what made Kari leery about going to Mehr’Durillia most of all.  She and her friends had uncovered so much and been told so much more while they were there, and the Order was still sorting through all of it.  Another trip to Mehr’Durillia, even if just to go have dinner and play chess in the realm of a “friendly” king, might unearth another wealth of information about their demonic enemies. 
 
    That brought to mind an elestram who’d been killed aiding the Silver Blades when they confronted the Tilcimer and Seril’s son, Taesenus.  Kari had used her limited contacts on Mehr’Durillia to try to locate the slain elestram’s sister, but to no avail.  All they had was a pair of names to go on: Nessandra and Tarra.  That wasn’t terribly much as it was, but the fact that Kari’s contacts could only enter Anthraxis or their own kings’ realms made getting any sort of information near-impossible.  She had briefly considered “hiring” Amastri to put her contacts to work on the matter, but decided it wasn’t that big a priority yet. 
 
    Remarkably, Amastri said and did nothing distracting while Kari was thinking.  “All right, I’ll have to get in touch with Eliza again to take me to Mehr’Durillia, and I’m not sure when she’ll be available,” Kari said finally.  Eliza was Celigus’ daughter, an archmage who sat on the High Council of Wizardry, and an ally to the people of Citaria.  She was the one who took Kari and her companions to Mehr’Durillia the first time, and had helped them get settled in the city of Anthraxis once there. 
 
    “Simply inform her of the urgent nature of this visit, and she will make time,” the half-elf returned.  “Especially in light of her father’s relationship with Her Majesty.” 
 
    Kari snorted.  “So let’s move on to other matters, then.  What news do you have of King Sekassus, or the Ashen Fangs, or of Taesenus, if any?” 
 
    “Hmmm, well, I was not expecting to speak of those matters when I came to see you, but I will tell you what I may.  King Sekassus has been quiet these last few months.  As I believe you know, keeping spies in his realm is exceedingly difficult, so we have little reliable, first-hand information about his plans, but we do get the occasional message from rebellious sources.  It would seem that his killing of another vulkinastra has upset the beshathan population of his realm, and rumor – as unreliable as it may be – points to him working to quell the very rebellion her death was supposed to prevent.  It certainly makes one wonder if he has simply misread the prophecy that makes him so murderous when it comes to the albino mallasti, does it not?” 
 
    “My brother-in-law said something like that some time ago,” Kari agreed.  “Something about how sometimes, trying to prevent a prophecy from coming to pass is what actually makes it come to pass.  He said something about the gods…about omniscience meaning that the prophecy takes into account the actions or inactions of those it affects?” 
 
    Amastri bobbed her head.  “Your brother-in-law is quite intelligent.  I find myself in agreement with him on this.  King Sekassus may, to borrow one of your peoples’ phrases, be tightening the noose about his own neck.  We can only hope, yes?”  Kari laughed.  “Now, as to the Ashen Fangs, I have not heard much with regard to them, either.  I can tell you that I have heard nothing about any sort of revenge aimed at you for the killing of Turillia, but again, my word only means so much where they are concerned.” 
 
    “One of them was killed hunting Taesenus when my mate’s siblings and our friends went south to hunt that Tilcimer demon you’ve likely heard about by now,” Kari said.  She tried to include as much information as possible without actually tipping her hand; she hoped that if Amastri knew anything about the journals and records they’d discovered, she might let that slip.  “I don’t suppose you might know anything about that?” 
 
    “I know only that Her Majesty put a sizeable bounty on Taesenus’ head.  I have already told you what I know as far as the Ashen Fangs being contracted to make good on that bounty.” 
 
    “The one that was killed was an elestram named Nessandra.  She asked my friends to get a message to her sister if possible, a girl by the name of Tarra.  Is there any way you could help get that message to her?” 
 
    Amastri made a face.  “There are likely a thousand Nessandras just in Mas’tolinor,” she said.  “And I thought you would know that elestram are born in litters of three to five, so the odds of those Nessandras having sisters is exceedingly high.  How would your people put such a prospect…finding a needle in a haystack?” 
 
    “Some information gatherer you are,” Kari teased. 
 
    The half-elf chuckled.  “I can pass along your request, but the likelihood of us finding the elestram you are looking for is very small, without even taking into account that Nessandra and her sister may not even live in Mas’tolinor.  Do you at least have a clan name to go with these two?” 
 
    “Kivekt, I believe.  Just put out the message, see what turns up, if you would,” Kari asked, fully expecting a price to be attached. 
 
    Amastri nodded but made no such demands.  “Kivekt is a very common surname, but it may help to narrow down where to look.  As far as Taesenus, he has gone to ground, it would seem.  I have no word of his presence here on Citaria or in Abaddon’s realm of Vistarra.  It may be that your siblings and friends brought him closer to being caught than he was comfortable with, and he is looking for other friends and allies.  If he is, however, he is not doing so on Mehr’Durillia, so far as my contacts are aware.” 
 
    “I have no doubt we’ll see him again soon,” Kari said.  “Likely when there aren’t so many of us working together.”  That made her consider her potential hunt for Annabelle, and the dangers of going alone.  Still, she was expected to complete her trials without an army or even a small unit at her back, so that would be a risk she’d have to take into consideration. 
 
    “Any other questions for me?” Amastri asked, and Kari shook her head.  “Very good.  I will let Her Majesty know that you are planning to come see her in the next few weeks…?  Yes, then I will pass that along and return to keeping my eyes and ears open to your other needs.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I’ll see you soon, I’m sure,” Kari said by way of dismissal, and the half-elf rose and bowed her head respectfully.  That surprised Kari a little bit, and she watched Amastri leave the conference room and shut the door behind her. 
 
    Kari moved to her office, where she gave her attention to Jason Bosimar’s journals that were on her desk, and thought about all the things the previous Avatar had hidden.  He’d hidden much of his work from his father, the Duke; it seemed he had hidden a family from just about everyone; and he’d hidden a few of his plots with the denizens of Mehr’Durillia from his own Order.  Kari’s job as head of the Order was to sort it all out and make sure the former Avatar’s plans came to fruition if they were proper. 
 
    It made her glad she hadn’t hidden her intentions from the Council on any of the matters she’d undertaken since becoming the Order’s head.  She kept her leadership as transparent as was possible without letting all of the Order’s enemies in on their plans.  The reward she got for such transparency was the complete and total trust of the Order, its Council, and their very god, Zalkar.  Kari was well on her way to becoming the Avatar of Vengeance, and it seemed she had only one last but very dangerous mission to undertake to claim that title.  But before she could do that, she had to go meet with a demon king. 
 
    She was certainly living in interesting times.  The real challenge would be explaining all of it to her family. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter II – Stability 
 
      
 
    The trip home from work was a trudge through the rain and muddy roads, but the sound of Little Gray yelling “Mama’s home!” made all the aggravation melt away.  Kari lifted up her son and carried him into the fireplace area, where most of her friends and family were gathered.  Kari sat Little Gray down on one of the wide chairs and then took Uldriana from Frannie, the wet nurse.  Kari sat down beside her son, holding her daughter, and Frannie rose and began gathering her things to leave. 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay for supper if you like,” Kari offered. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t want to impose,” the nurse said. 
 
    “There’s more than enough room, you wouldn’t be,” the demonhunter answered, and she crossed an ankle over the other knee and used it to support her arm and child.  Uldriana latched on but seemed to have already had her fill, but Kari was glad to share the moment with her after a long day of work. 
 
    “I made a couple of casseroles, so there will be plenty for everyone,” Kyrie said as she approached from the kitchen. 
 
    Frannie agreed shyly and sat back down.  Kari looked from the wet nurse to the rest of her family and friends, all presenting such a fascinating range of body types, from Eryn’s four-foot-eleven frame to the strapping, seven-foot-two Serenjols.  Most interesting to Kari was Damansha, the burly half-elite beginning to show now as her pregnancy progressed.  It wouldn’t be long before she was put on leave as a captain of the city watch, but with the success of Jol’s smithy, Kari figured they could easily support themselves on his earnings. 
 
    “Anything interesting going on?” Ty asked Kari from the usual spot where he parked his wheelchair.  “You were gone a long time today.” 
 
    “Lots of things I can’t talk about,” Kari answered with the barest hint of a smile.  She wondered if anyone would pick up on the fact that she’d invited Frannie to stay for dinner so she wouldn’t have to get into any of those issues now.  “The rain never let up, so I never got a chance to train the recruits, but I had a lot of administrative things to take care of.  Spent a while reading some more of Jason Bosimar’s journals, too.  Did any of you know he was a five-time national champion in wrestling?” 
 
    “Yes, Sifu has mentioned it before at the dojo.  They used to bring Jason in to help train their jiu-jitsu students because he was so good on the ground,” Aeligos answered. 
 
    Danilynn asked Kari a question in the imperious tones of the infernal language, and the demonhunter took a few moments to translate the words in her head.  The fures-rir priestess and Kari’s sister-in-law Sonja had been teaching her the infernal language when time permitted, and though Kari wasn’t fluent, she could understand conversations well enough and answer certain questions.  She was confused by Danilynn’s question because the words seemed out of order, but then she remembered: word order changed in infernal when you changed to past or future tense.  It was a fascinating language, but definitely a tricky one for Kari to pick up compared to elvish. 
 
    “Not particularly, no,” she answered.  “Why, did you need me for something?” 
 
    Danilynn didn’t answer right away, and Kari rolled her eyes and chuckled, then she tried answering back in infernal.  The priestess nodded encouragingly, but then thankfully switched back to the common tongue.  “Eli wants to show me something at Kyrie’s old house tomorrow,” she said.  “He wondered if you’d come along with me.” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Kari agreed.  Kyrie’s old house had been converted into an orphanage at Kari’s suggestion when Kyrie moved into Kari’s home.  Kyrie was high priestess to the god Kaelariel, and among his domains of freedom and death, he also had his clergy look out for and care for widows and orphans, of whom there were many after the Great War.  If Eli wanted to show Kari something, assuming he wasn’t looking for a child to adopt – which would be odd, considering his mate was pregnant – the demonhunter figured the place might need repairs that she could put up the money for.  When Kari thought of what a handful of wily orphans could do to her mother-in-law’s old house, she nearly burst out laughing. 
 
    “Well, if no one else has any questions or requests for the lady of the house, dinner is served,” Kyrie said, calling them all to the supper table. 
 
    No one else posed any questions or requests to Kari, so they moved to the formal dining area and sat around the table.  It was crowded, as it usually was when Jol, Damansha, and Eryn visited, but the table was big enough to accommodate everyone.  Kari only took a brief detour to put Uldriana in her downstairs crib, and then she went and sat between her mate and their son at the table.  Kyrie offered prayers before the meal got started, and then everyone was dished out a portion. 
 
    Kari looked at her four-foot-eleven half-brys friend, Eryn, and wondered what might be occupying the assassin’s time these days.  Things had been quiet since the Tilcimer was killed, and Kari wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing for the Blood Order, the guild to which Eryn belonged.  Certainly political killings were not the only business the guild was in, but Kari didn’t know if Eryn was involved in or even knew anything about the other illicit activities of the guild and its rivals.  The thought of rivals brought something else to mind, and Kari decided to risk posing the question to the oft-tight-lipped assassin. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from the Black Dragon Society since I got back from Barcon?” Kari asked.  During her hunt for an “underworld” serial killer in Barcon that turned out to be a half-succubus, Kari had uncovered the identities of the assassin’s guild and secret society of that city and its county.  As far as Kari had heard, plans were set into motion just after she left to destroy the guild, but she didn’t know if it had ever come to pass. 
 
    “Nope, all quiet down that way,” Eryn said.  “Tarek sent some people down to Barcon to see about expanding our own operation there, but they got scragged by Earl Black within hours.  Not sure what happened to them, but they never came back, so I think the most obvious guess is the safest.” 
 
    “And nothing out of the ordinary prowling the streets around here?” 
 
    Eryn eyed Frannie for a moment.  “Not since that werewolf incident.” 
 
    Kari was glad Eryn kept a lid on the true involvement of the werewolves, not that it was a surprise when it came to the assassin.  While Kari and her werewolf companion, Gil, had convinced the Council to occasionally ask the werewolves for help, their existence and presence were both being kept out of the ears of the public.  Gil had caused enough of a stir with her little “demonstration” for the Council; to have the werewolves openly aiding the Demonhunter Order would no doubt bring about a stern rebuke from the Duke.  Instead, the Order was using them at a distance, typically in investigations outside the major cities. 
 
    “I actually saw that beast!” Frannie said, eyes wide.  “It was terrifying.  I’ve never seen anything so large before.” 
 
    Kari smiled knowingly.  “Well, Damansha and the rest of the guard seem to have gotten rid of the troublemaker,” she said, and the captain of the guard managed a solid poker face, nodding sagely. 
 
    Conversation moved to Little Gray’s antics for the day, climbing furniture and being a whirling dervish while confined to the house.  As much as he smiled and laughed about it, trying to keep up with the boy was wearing on his father, and Kari looked at Grakin’s haggard, if upbeat, features grimly.  He had survived a remarkably long time for someone with Dracon’s Bane: Kari had lived to the age of twenty-seven in her prior life before succumbing to the disease, and that was considered an incredibly long life.  Grakin wasn’t far from forty himself, about two years Kari’s junior, but now the disease was accelerating.  Kari stared down into her cooling dinner and tried not to think about her husband’s mortality, no matter how certain it was. 
 
    She blew out a quiet sigh, but it was obvious no one missed it.  There was simply so much going on in her life these last few years, and the demands of King Koursturaux for a face-to-face meeting were just going to complicate matters.  As preposterous as it was, Kari thought she’d be happier having the demon king come to Citaria to meet Kari instead of the other way around.  After all, it wouldn’t be the first time King Koursturaux had set foot on Citaria, and the volatile demon king hadn’t tried conquest the last time. 
 
    No one prodded Kari during dinner, and once the plates were cleared from the table, Frannie gave her thanks and made her way home.  With only close friends and family at the table, Kari knew she’d run out of stall tactics, and it was time to tell them all what was coming.  She wasn’t really sure where to begin, what with her dreams and the demands of the demon king, but Kari realized the demon king was going to win the battle for precedence.  Annabelle was probably going to be Kari’s final test to become Avatar, but King Koursturaux was not likely to wait the months it might take Kari to hunt down the vampire. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sonja asked, her empathic sensitivity surely alerting her to the storm of emotions Kari was going through. 
 
    “I had a meeting with Amastri today,” Kari answered, and everyone sat up straighter.  “It seems King Koursturaux is getting more impatient, and wants me to come visit her in the next few weeks, I guess before the winter session of the Anthraxis Council.” 
 
    “And you are still considering actually going?” Grakin asked, being allowed to voice the concerns of the entire family to his wife.  “Even with what was discovered regarding her ties to Seril?” 
 
    Kari huffed.  “That may be the one positive in all this: they don’t know we know yet.  So that means if they still have any spies within the Order, they’re not passing along much in the way of sensitive information.  But yes, I am planning to go once I can contact Eliza Chinchala and arrange for her to take me to Anthraxis.” 
 
    “How long are you going to be gone, and can anyone go with you?” Erik asked, his thickly-muscled arms folded tight to his chest.  He rarely made it difficult to discern his feelings, even when he managed to keep his mouth closed.  Erik was bull-headed and could still be fairly overbearing at times, but he was getting better about it, and his objectivity still never wavered. 
 
    “Amastri said it would only be about two weeks, maybe a couple of days more.  I’m expected to stay at the palace for a week, and she said it would only take a few days to get there by carriage.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right,” Danilynn put in.  She turned to Sonja.  “Remember how long it took us to cross Tess’Vorg and then Sorelizar?  If Mas’tolinor is to the west of Sorelizar, I don’t see how you could get there in just a few days, even by fast coach.” 
 
    “Me neither, but Amastri has no reason to lie about this,” Kari returned.  “Could just be that whatever pulls coaches on Mehr’Durillia is a lot faster and more, um…resilient than the horses we have here.”  She turned to Grakin then.  “As far as who can go with me, Amastri said immediate family, but no one else.  So if you wanted to come with the children, you could.  I’ve been told we’ll be safer under King Koursturaux’ care than we are here.” 
 
    Grakin shook his head.  “As much as I would prefer to stay by your side, even in the face of such danger, I think it unwise in my condition.  I think it best if I stay here with the children.” 
 
    Kari let forth another sigh.  “I want to take Uldriana with me.  There’s something I want to do while I’m there, and I need her with me.” 
 
    Danilynn and Sonja both looked at Kari with interest at that, and the red-haired sorceress reached over and took Kari’s hand in her own.  Sonja fought back the tears that welled up in her eyes at the thought of her temporary mentor, the mallasti girl for whom Kari’s daughter was named.  Danilynn glanced at Eli, who nodded his head in understanding. 
 
    “What exactly does she want with you?” Ty asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  It probably has something to do with my rude response to her letter, but it’s more than that.  I think after we rescued Se’sasha and made Sekassus look like a fool, she’s realized that we’re useful tools, and I think she wants to keep our relationship positive so she can use me – and the rest of you – to…enact her plans.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t need to say how dangerous this all sounds,” Kyrie said quietly. 
 
    Aeligos played around with his hair, a mischievous look on his face.  “You know, I could go, pretending to be Grakin.  She’s never met either of us.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  Grakin and Aeligos, born two years apart, looked incredibly similar, nearly as though they were twins.  Grakin’s features were gaunter and he wasn’t as muscular, mostly due to his illness, but it was an entertaining thought for the fact that King Koursturaux didn’t know what either of them looked like.  Aeligos was a skilled gambler, negotiator, and deceiver: a natural infiltrator.  But risking the wrath of a demon king represented higher stakes than anything he had ever undertaken in his life. 
 
    “Forget it, you’d probably end up bedding her, and then we’d have a demon king in the family,” Ty said, sending hands over mouths all around the table. 
 
    “Ty, do you want Eryn to cut your throat?” Erik managed between snickers. 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” the half-brys assassin said evenly, keeping her own mirth in check behind that stony-faced façade. 
 
    Aeligos shook his head, trying not to laugh too much in front of his girlfriend.  “I don’t think that’s even a remote possibility, for what I’ve heard and read about her.” 
 
    “There’s something else, too,” Kari said, rubbing her hands up and down her arms.  The house was warm, and she wasn’t cold, but the expected reactions of her family gave her a chill nonetheless.  “As some of you may have noticed, I haven’t been sleeping well lately.” 
 
    “You’re not pregnant again, are you?” Ty asked when she paused. 
 
    “Good grief, Ty, being crippled hasn’t had any effect on your mouth, has it?” Erik admonished him. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Kari half-smiled.  “No, but I wish that was the reason instead of this: I’ve been having nightmares for a few weeks now, the same one over and over.  I keep dreaming about when Annabelle Sol’Ridachi was my partner, except at the end of the dream, she’s…well, I guess I should explain about her first.  Annabelle served as my partner for close to a year.  After being separated by assignments, she went north to hunt a demon, and to make a long story short, she was turned into a vampire by a black dragon named Zaliskower.” 
 
    Kari glanced at Erik, who nodded.  She had shared a few of the details with him years before, so he was at least familiar with the tale, if not where it was headed.  Kari continued, “I fought her a couple of times, but wasn’t able to kill her.  Zalkar never brought it up again in my prior life, so I had assumed someone else had gotten the job done.  But if my dreams are a clue of some kind, she’s still out there, undead, and causing problems.  In my dream, she bites me, and that’s when I always wake up.” 
 
    “This is my final test to become Avatar of Vengeance; the Council and I are almost sure of it.  So when I get back from Mehr’Durillia, I may be headed right back out into danger.  I think I’m supposed to take care of Annabelle alone, but I’m not sure.  That didn’t work out too well the last couple of times I tried, so maybe the lot of you can go with me and help.  If not,” she said, looking directly at Grakin, “you may at least be able to come as far as Flora, and then wait for me there.” 
 
    “No wonder you can’t sleep!” Damansha fumed.  “As if having two little ones isn’t taxing enough, you have all this on your mind to go with it?  Demon kings, werewolves, and vampires…and gods know what else.” 
 
    “And owning and running a household,” Ty put in. 
 
    “And learning the infernal tongue,” Danilynn added. 
 
    “And hunting Taesenus, and keeping an eye on the syrinthians, and trying to find out more about Jason Bosimar,” Erik continued with a grunt and a shake of his head. 
 
    “And a dying husband,” Grakin said quietly, silencing the others.  He pulled Kari to him and held to her tightly, and it was all she could take.  Tears ran without pause down her cheeks, though she managed to keep from sobbing or weeping bitterly.  All of her accomplishments, all of the goals and victories she had achieved or was in pursuit of, none of them made a lick of difference when it came to her mate.  She could keep herself busy to try to take her mind off of it, but every day she came home from work and the delighted laughter of Little Gray and the needful love of Uldriana could only dull that knife edge so much. 
 
    “Anything you need, I can try prodding my guild for help,” Eryn offered meekly.  It was rare for a half-brys to show emotion, but even through her tears, Kari could see that her friend was perturbed on her behalf.  “It’ll cost money, of course, but if it eases some of your burdens, it’s worth it.” 
 
    “I’d like to think that becoming Avatar of the Order would ease some of them, but I’m smart enough to know it’s just going to mean more problems,” Kari finally managed with a sigh, sitting up straight again.  “Anyway, tomorrow I’m going to make a list of things I need done while I’m on Mehr’Durillia.  Ty, I don’t really need to go over the house, because you’ve got things pretty well in hand, right?” 
 
    Her blonde brother-in-law nodded.  “Yea, not a lot going on here,” he said.  “I’ll take care of those bonuses and whatnot, like I said.” 
 
    She turned to Erik.  “I have a big responsibility to give you and your father, and I’ll make it official with the Order when I go to work tomorrow.  If anything happens to me while I’m on Mehr’Durillia, you’re to kill Amastri and deliver her body to Celigus, so he can give it to King Koursturaux.  Understand?” 
 
    Erik looked like he was going to ask if she was serious or otherwise protest, but he bit back whatever it was.  “Understood.” 
 
    “Amastri is a good information gatherer, so I’m pretty sure King Koursturaux isn’t going to put her in a position to be killed as…collateral.  Just keep an eye on her,” Kari said.  “Mom, if you could do me a favor, I’d appreciate a chance to speak with Celigus before I go.  Kaelariel usually seems to know where he is, so if you could ask?” 
 
    Kyrie nodded.  “Of course.  But are you going to listen to him this time if he advises against your going?” 
 
    “Nope,” Kari said, eliciting chuckles from her family, if uncomfortable ones.  “He can take his secrets to the grave if he wants, but I’ll go to mine trying to wrest every last one of them from the other kings.” 
 
    “Anything else you need?” Jol asked, the normally shy half-guardian more outspoken since he and Damansha had been married.  He still didn’t talk all the time just to fill the void, but he seemed more sure of himself and willing to be the focus of attention when he had something important to say.  And that was to say nothing of his sense of humor, which was well-timed, almost always hysterical, and rarely required being bawdy or foul to elicit a response. 
 
    “A tall drink, a warm bed, and about a week of sleep,” Kari answered, and she thought of the cuddled form of her daughter.  “I guess I’ll have to settle for one of the three.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The storms blew through overnight, though the sky remained overcast and the coming deeper chill of winter was obvious in the late morning air.  Kari and Danilynn departed down the damp streets into the northern district of DarkWind, where the more luxurious homes were.  Kyrie’s old house, now converted to an orphanage by Kaelariel’s people, was in one of the cleanest parts of the city, not far from his temple.  The city, draped in the shade of the overcast sky, was cast in gray, which seemed to mirror Kari’s mood.  She hoped that whatever it was Eli wanted to show her wasn’t anything too important. 
 
    Traffic was light as noontime slowly approached, though it wouldn’t stay that way for long once people began taking care of their lunch and lunchtime errands.  Kari sent word for Liria to meet her at the orphanage for the syrinthian woman’s assigned time as Kari’s assistant.  The young woman was coming along quickly as a hunter, and her lessons in Tumureldi’s sword-fighting style under Kari were only helping with that.  Liria was becoming a terror wielding two blades, and despite how many others felt about that – the Duke not the least of them – the young snake-woman had given Kari no further reason to distrust her these many months. 
 
    Thinking of the Duke only blackened Kari’s mood more.  She had yet to actually attend the Duke’s court, but she was still incensed at his meddling and the fact that he had eyes and ears fixed firmly on the Order and its business.  Attending his court was just another in this seemingly endless line of things and people that required Kari’s attention, and consequently pulled it away from her dying mate.  Impotence, worsening chronic fatigue, and frequent vomiting were sure signs Grakin was slipping away from her, and yet she was torn: as much as she wanted to simply stay home and be with him, she couldn’t leave all of her responsibilities in the hands of others.  It simply wasn’t who she was. 
 
    “What do they teach you about death in Garra Ktarra’s church?” Kari asked. 
 
    Danilynn clearly understood the reason for the question, but still seemed stunned to have it posed to her so bluntly.  “It’s simply a transition into another state, one of peace and comfort, apart from the pains and toils of this world,” she quoted.  “Kari, you know what’s waiting for Grakin when he dies.  He’s spent his entire life healing and comforting others, at the cost of his own health.  There’s no greater gift a person can give, and the rewards for it…” 
 
    Kari nodded as the priestess trailed off.  “He showed me a spot on the property near the house where he’d like to be buried,” she said with an almost numb calm.  “He asked me to bury him there and plant a tree over his grave, so I could…”  She paused and swallowed a sob, but it didn’t stop the tears from escaping.  “So I could sit in the shadow of his wings and remember him.” 
 
    Danilynn half-hugged her as they walked.  “I can’t pretend to know what you’re feeling.  Even all of the friends I adventured with were fortunate enough to survive our endeavors.  All I can really do is remind you to take comfort in knowing where he’s going, that he’ll be waiting for you, and that you have two beautiful children because of him.” 
 
    The demonhunter sighed and shook her head.  “I’d like to spend more time with him, but there’s just so much to take care of.  Thank you, by the way, for helping Sonja fill the Order in on most of what we learned on Mehr’Durillia.”  The priestess nodded.  “At least my duties keep me here in DarkWind, behind a desk, in a place where he and the children can come visit me if they want to.  But now this stupid bitch wants me to go to Mehr’Durillia and waste my time playing chess…the timing of this makes me want to punch her!” 
 
    The fures-rir priestess had to stifle a laugh despite the serious nature of Kari’s words.  Kari could well understand it, though.  “Well, for one thing, I would highly advise against either calling her a bitch to her face or making good on wanting to hit her,” she chided playfully. 
 
    Kari grumbled.  “And that’s to say nothing of this final test to become Avatar.” 
 
    “Take things as they come,” Danilynn said, putting her hand to Kari’s shoulder. “It’s all you can do.” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded, and they began to approach Kyrie’s old home.  The sound of children laughing echoed down the nearby streets, and Kari guessed they wanted to be out playing no matter how cool or dreary it was after the previous day’s rains.  When the house came into sight, the children were playing ball in the yard, its fruit trees conspicuously absent.  And there, in the middle of the pack of laughing, smiling kids was Eli. 
 
    Danilynn’s hand moved up over her heart, and Kari didn’t miss it.  The priestess’ hand then dropped to her lower belly.  Kari smiled despite her somber mood: if she or Danilynn had any doubts that Eli would make a good father, the scene before them would have crushed any such thoughts.  The demonhunter turned her gaze up to the porch, where some kids sat in the rocking swings and chairs along with a couple of caretakers.  The caretakers, both terra-rir at first glance, seemed to clearly appreciate Eli’s interest in the children. 
 
    “So this is where he spends all his time?” Kari asked rhetorically.  “I figured he had gotten a job working with Jol down at the forge.” 
 
    Danilynn didn’t respond immediately, but turned a confused gaze Kari’s way after a few moments.  “At the forge?  Eli doesn’t know the first thing about smithing.  No, he’s been tending to these kids almost since we arrived here in DarkWind.  I thought maybe he wanted to adopt one, but now that we have one of our own on the way, I’m not sure what he’s thinking.  Maybe he wants to settle down and work here instead of adventuring.” 
 
    “Well, no sense wondering when we can just go ask,” Kari said with a half-smile.  This scene was lightening her mood beautifully, and she thought of her own husband playing with their children in similar fashion.  The thought of him not being there to do so nearly blackened her mood again, but she concentrated on what was, and not what would be. 
 
    “Danilynn, Kari!” Eli called when he saw them.  He waved them over, but then began looking around at the children.  “Sidney!  Sidney, come over here for a minute.” 
 
    A young boy came running over and stood beside Eli when Kari and Danilynn reached him.  Sidney had the black hair and dull red eyes that suggested serilian-rir, and the black teeth when he smiled confirmed it.  The boy looked to be about four or five, just a bit older than Little Gray, and he was dressed in mud-stained black pants and a shirt that seemed to have a boat on it, for what little Kari could see through the dirt.  He was too young to have the wing buds yet, but those would come in a few years.  A mischievous smile found its way to Kari’s face as she thought of the launderer cursing Eli’s “help” in tending to the children. 
 
    Eli squatted down next to the boy and handed him the ball.  “Sidney, this is Miss Danilynn that I told you about, and this is my good friend–” 
 
    “Oh my goodness!  You’re Karian Vanador, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Lady Karian,” Eli corrected with a smile. 
 
    “Kari is fine,” the demonhunter said.  The boy stared at her wide-eyed for a minute, as did most of the other children, but then Sidney got his wits back about him and said a shy hello to Danilynn.  “You thinking of taking a job here, Eli?” 
 
    “Funny you should ask, but the answer is no,” he said, rising to his feet.  “Go ahead and play with the others, Sidney, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  The children returned to playing, and Eli took a deep breath and faced his mate.  “Sidney’s half-corlyps.  His mother died near the end of the War, and the temple’s been taking care of him since.  Danilynn, I…” 
 
    “You want to adopt him?” the priestess finished when he trailed off. 
 
    “Yea, if that’s all right with you,” he answered, turning back to watch the children play.  “It’s just…he has nobody, obviously, and it seems unlikely anyone else is going to up and adopt a half-corlyps…” 
 
    Danilynn hugged Eli without a word, and Kari turned to look at the children.  It was a shame to see so many orphans, but that was the cost of war for many, and the Apocalypse had been a war like no other.  At the very least, these children had the temple of Kaelariel to take care of them, so they’d be warm, well-fed, and well-educated growing up.  It didn’t erase the lack of parents, though, and if not for the fact that Eli and Danilynn were possibly about to adopt one of them, it may have added to the weight on Kari’s heart. 
 
    She’d become a self-imposed orphan, but at least she was fourteen when she ran away from home to escape her father’s abuse.  As much of a street rat as she’d become, she was old enough and wily enough to take care of herself.  It made her think of Kaelariel, and of the deity growing up with only a single parent, and then how he had been required to learn to take care of himself at a young age just like Kari.  It made the picture before her make more sense, and she became so much more appreciative for the efforts of her husband and mother-in-law, working for a temple that met such demands. 
 
    “There’s one other thing, though,” Eli said, breaking Kari free from her introspection.  “These people don’t really know me, and I have old ties to the Five Clans.  And, not that they’ll say as much, but I’m a half-corlyps, so…they’re a little leery about the sale and adoption, so I was hoping you could vouch for me?” 
 
    Kari blinked.  “Sale?  What sale?” 
 
    “I told you she wasn’t paying attention,” Danilynn whispered with a chuckle. 
 
    “The fellas that used to work for me at the Satin Palace scraped together enough gold to buy the place from me, so I think it’s high time Danilynn and I moved out of your house,” Eli said.  “Much as I appreciate you giving us a place to stay, mind you.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to leave unless you’re ready,” Kari said, waving off his words. 
 
    “Well, that was what we were just discussing.  I made the people next door,” – he pointed to the neighboring house – “an offer for their house that they couldn’t turn down, so we’ll be moving in there, and Sidney will be coming to live with us – all assuming you’ll vouch for me.  This way, he can have a home of his own but stay close to his friends here at the orphanage.” 
 
    “Why do you need me to vouch for you?” 
 
    Eli half-shrugged.  “Like I said, they wouldn’t specifically say so, but I’m a half-corlyps and they don’t know me, so they’re a little nervous about letting me adopt a kid or move next to an orphanage.  Danilynn can at least tell them she’s a priestess of Garra Ktarra, but if you told them you know me, it might make all this a bit easier.”  Kari narrowed her eyes, and Eli held his hands up.  “Easier than what you’re probably thinking right now, anyway.” 
 
    Kari let out a dissatisfied hmph, but her mood quickly changed again.  “So you two are going to adopt that little boy?  And you said he’s half-corlyps?”  Eli and Danilynn both nodded, and the priestess took Eli’s hand in hers and leaned into him.  “That’s very kind of you.  How did you even meet him?” 
 
    Eli turned and watched Sidney playing with the others.  “I walked by the old orphanage a few days after I arrived back here with you the first time,” he related.  “There he was, sitting on the steps all by himself while the others played, and I just knew.  I don’t think he’s had anywhere near as hard a time of things as I did growing up – Kaelariel’s people see to that well enough, it would seem – but he’s still a bit shy.  Started telling him about some of the things I did for the Order and for you, and that being half-corlyps didn’t mean anything where it really matters.  I think he took it well.” 
 
    Kari watched the kids playing for a minute and was amazed.  She guessed Sidney was a bit older than he looked at first glance.  While some of the other children were sitting up on the porch, that seemed more by choice than force, and the ones playing in the yard were all having a good time.  If any of them thought less of Sidney on account of his parentage, it didn’t show in their faces.  Kari was glad that whatever the general populace might have thought about half-corlypsi, the caretakers didn’t seem to let the kids subscribe to those theories.  The children all had one major thing in common: they had all lost their parents, presumably to the War, and that bound them together rather than allowing their differing races to divide them. 
 
    “Have you given any more thought to joining the Order?” Kari asked. 
 
    Eli shook his head.  “I did.  I’ll work with you when you need me, but being a soldier just isn’t for me,” he answered, which was what Kari had gathered over the previous months.  “I sold The Satin Palace for a lot less than I could have, because selling it to people I trusted meant more than the gold.  But I have enough to live on comfortably for a long time.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s other ways you can help us,” Kari suggested, and that clearly piqued Eli’s interest.  “I know you were never really a member of the Five Clans, but you seem to know your way around information.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “Can you see if you can find the link between the Duke’s court and the Blood Order?  Eryn can’t tell me anything without betraying her own guild, which I don’t expect her to do, considering it would likely get her killed.  But there’s someone from the Blood Order in the Duke’s court, and I want that person exposed.  The Duke’s got people spying on my Order, and then his information ends up in the lap of the Blood Order, which I don’t appreciate.  I don’t want you to put yourself in any danger, but if you can ask around and get some names, would you do that for me?” 
 
    Eli stroked his chin, red eyes wandering.  “I don’t have a lot of contacts here yet, but I can certainly get things started,” he offered.  “Anything else specific you’re looking for?” 
 
    “You couldn’t infiltrate the Blood Order itself despite your old ties to the Five Clans, right?  Because you and Eryn know each other?” Kari asked, receiving the expected answer.  “All right, then, nevermind that.  Was there anything you needed from me other than to vouch for you buying the house and making the adoption?” 
 
    Eli glanced at Danilynn, who simply leaned into him again.  “No, I think we’re good.” 
 
    Kari smiled.  “I’ll see you at supper, then.” 
 
    She waved farewell and headed off to the city center, DarkWind’s busiest trade plaza, where the black tower of the Archmage Gareth Maelstrom stood in vigil.  All that remained for the morning’s business was to meet with Amastri.  Liria would be heading to the orphanage, but she’d likely go back to the campus when she realized Kari wasn’t there anymore.  Kari had a brief wave of anxiousness as she considered the snake-girl walking the streets of DarkWind alone, but she’d been doing so for months without trouble.  Kari had to trust that the Duke, and consequently his guards and subjects, understood that there would be hell to pay if anything happened to the syrinthian cadet. 
 
    Kari arrived at the up-class Silver Chalice Inn, Amastri’s home on Citaria and where the half-elf conducted her business.  It was quiet and sparsely populated before the lunch hour, and Kari found Amastri at her usual table, reading through a stack of letters.  Kari wondered if they were correspondence from King Koursturaux, or possibly even leads from a network of spies.  Either way, it wasn’t what Kari was there for, so she approached. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Vanador, please take a seat,” Amastri said without even looking up from the letter she was reading.  This close, Kari saw that it was written in some other language, and she could tell that it wasn’t infernal.  “What brings you here this morning?  Good tidings, I hope?” 
 
    Kari gestured over her shoulder with a thumb.  “I’m on my way to the Archmage’s tower after we’re done.  I’ll be sending a message to Eliza asking her to take me to Mehr’Durillia next week.  Is that going to be suitable for your king?” 
 
    Amastri glanced over the rest of the patrons with a flick of her eyes.  “Her Majesty will be quite pleased by your prompt attention to her desires,” the half-elf said, her smile actually reaching her eyes, which was rare.  “As I said, you will be met at Anthraxis and escorted safely to Her Majesty’s realm.” 
 
    “But you said it would only take a few days to get there by carriage?  It took a lot longer than that to cross Tess’Vorg and Sorelizar; isn’t it a lot farther to Mas’tolinor?” Kari prodded. 
 
    The half-elf smiled again.  “Suffice to say that the erestram are not the only great runners of our world.  The carriage will not stop for rest until you have reached Maurinoth, and its beasts of burden can maintain a considerable speed even when towing a coach.  Your escorts are also likely to be erestram, so that their endurance allows them to deliver you quickly and safely.” 
 
    “I guess that makes more sense.  So they’re not horses, then?” 
 
    “Not as you would know them, no,” Amastri answered.  “Similar, but of a much hardier stock.  Her Majesty uses them for her own transportation between Anthraxis and home.” 
 
    Kari considered that.  “She must hate the summer Council session, no?  I mean, if her summer palace is much farther north, it must take her some time to get to Anthraxis.” 
 
    “Very perceptive.  Usually, she tours her holdings between her summer and winter palaces so that the trip to Anthraxis coincides with her presence near Maurinoth.  Are there any other questions you have regarding the journey?  And may I inform Her Majesty as to who will accompany you?” 
 
    “It’ll just be me and my daughter,” Kari answered, and she decided to throw her disdain on the table as politely as possible.  “Grakin is too ill to make the trip, and having both children would be too much for either of us in this situation.” 
 
    “I understand,” the half-elf said with a nod. 
 
    “As for questions, I was curious if there is something King Koursturaux likes, some small token that I could bring her as a gift?” 
 
    Amastri tiled her head.  “As a matter of fact, there is something I was meaning to get for Her Majesty myself, but I will allow you the honor.  Have you heard a particular bard who plays here that folk call ‘The Ivory Maestro’?”  Kari shook her head; she spent very little time in inns and taverns these days.  “He is a pianist, and an astonishingly talented one.  He plays one piece in particular that I believe Her Majesty would positively love, and was planning to ask him for a copy of the sheet music.  If you were to do so instead and bring it to her, I believe it would set you rather high in her good graces.” 
 
    “She plays piano?  That’s interesting; when we went to the Overking’s palace, we–” 
 
    “Doubtless heard Her Majesty playing at some point,” the half-elf finished, and she let out a short chuckle at Kari’s surprised reaction.  “She is fond of many of the human classics, but as I am certain you can understand, she gets a bored of them after a thousand years or so.  So when a talent like ‘The Ivory Maestro’ comes along and presents a new portfolio of music, she takes quite an interest – through me, of course.” 
 
    Artists, in Kari’s experience, usually guarded their work rather jealously.  “And you think he’ll just give me a copy of his sheet music?” 
 
    “Give?  Perhaps not.  But for the head of the Demonhunter Order, he might be willing to part with some.” 
 
    It was the best thing Kari wouldn’t have even thought of, and seemed easy enough to get.  “When can I find this pianist here?” 
 
    “He should be due to play here in two nights.  You can check with Mr. Simmons, the innkeeper.  But you should be able to find the Maestro before your planned trip.” 
 
    “All right, then, thank you,” Kari said.  “I have some work to do, and plenty to get ready for the journey, so if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    Amastri bowed her head and gave a short, casual wave farewell.  Kari stopped only long enough to verify the performer’s schedule before she left the inn.  She had to arrange for Eliza to come take her to Mehr’Durillia, let the Council know of her plans and the timeline of them, and then let her family know as well.  A peal of thunder rumbled from the east, and Kari grimaced. 
 
    “You and me both,” she muttered. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter III – Departure 
 
      
 
    Kari sat in her office, perusing another of Jason Bosimar’s journals.  She wasn’t learning anything pertinent to recent events, but she was finding that the more she knew of Jason, the better she understood his decisions and thinking.  She certainly wouldn’t have gone about things the way Jason had before the War, but Kari understood two basic principles: firstly, she had the benefit of hindsight, whereas Jason likely didn’t know the Apocalypse was coming.  And second, she had what they called outcome bias, where she could judge a decision based on the results it had garnered rather than how risky it may have been at the time. 
 
    The journals were careful to leave out any details that might have pointed to Jason having a relationship or family.  Kari and Aeligos had suspected he was hiding something, and after she spoke to Danilynn about it, Kari was all but certain that Jason had courted Jori-an Stromrider, if they weren’t mated.  So much about Jason was a mystery, and she wondered what all his other official records might say about his tenure as Avatar.  He’d reached the post at a very young age, even younger than the legendary Turik Jalar, and despite being killed in the Apocalypse, he had accomplished a great deal as Zalkar’s champion. 
 
    Kari considered her own impending promotion, should she succeed in the final task her deity had set before her.  Was it too late for her to make the sort of differences Turik Jalar and Jason Bosimar had as Avatars?  Kari was nearly forty now, and though she still felt fairly young and she was incredibly fit, she knew that Time eventually defeated even the greatest warriors.  At the very least, she figured she was helping to tilt the balance in the gods’ favor in their struggles against the demon kings, and even if Kari never went out and personally slew some god-like being when she became Avatar, she’d accomplished something very important. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door.  “Yes?” she called. 
 
    The door opened a crack, and Virginia peeked in.  “Uh, ma’am, there’s…someone here to see you.” 
 
    Kari shook her head slightly, wondering why everyone was always so hesitant to let any guests come and see her.  Certainly, she was busy but, as head of the Order, there was always someone that needed to come and speak to her.  “Who is it?” she asked, using the inquiry to help mask her impatience. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” came a gruff voice, and Virginia disappeared from the doorway.  It swung open quickly a moment later, and in stepped the impressively-muscled, eight-foot form of Celigus Chinchala.  The demon king was about as manly a specimen as Kari had ever met, and with the physiques and machismo of most of her in-laws, that was saying something.  He had nary an ounce of fat on him, his gray skin covered in soft white fuzz showing off the veins and corded muscles beneath.  His ivory mane was long in much the same manner as a rir warrior’s, and Kari suspected perhaps for the same reason: to demonstrate how long it’d been since he was defeated in battle.  The fact that he wore naught but a pair of black half-trousers and a leather harness that held the vicious black greatsword to his back gave Kari more than an eyeful. 
 
    Most interesting, however, were the eyes: pools of swirling orange and red that were in a constant state of flux, giving the appearance of something molten.  In that moment, they seemed stern but passive, suggesting he wasn’t here to yell at Kari.  But then she thought of her previous trip to Mehr’Durillia, when he had graced her with only a single-word response telling her not to go.  If he was here in person now, she imagined it must be a more forceful plea for her to not go to the realm of his peers, and especially one of the most powerful and volatile of them. 
 
    Kari started to rise, but the demon king waved her to sit right back down.  “Don’t get up on my account,” he said, shoving the door closed in Virginia’s face.  He took a seat across from Kari, his broad girth barely fitting into one of the padded chairs.  He seemed to pay his seating arrangements no mind, however, and merely leaned to the side, a curled hand to the end of his canine snout as he considered Kari. 
 
    “If you’re here, I’m guessing your advice not to go is going to be a little more strongly worded,” Kari offered to break up the growing silence. 
 
    One of those thin white eyebrows rose ever so slightly.  “No, advising you not to go would be a mistake, as would you following any such advice.  At this point, you’ve committed to go to Mas’tolinor and spend time in Koursturaux’ company.  To change your mind or miss your appointed time would be a grave, and possibly fatal, error.” 
 
    Kari stared across at Celigus and tried to put the entire situation into context.  Here was a demon king who had betrayed his peers – to some extent, at least – giving Kari advice on how to interact with one of them, and one he had an intimate relationship with, no less.  That made Kari wonder if he was here for exactly that reason: Koursturaux was his kast’wa, and would anyone know her better than he did? 
 
    It was all so strange to Kari.  Having the lord of the brys or even Amastri sit across this desk and speak to her of the affairs of demons was strange enough.  To now have Celigus, one of the “Major Kings,” as they called them among their Council in Anthraxis, come and give her his time, his attention, and his advice was something she couldn’t quantify properly.  At the most basic level, he was a demon king, and should have been her enemy, but he wasn’t.  He was an ally – however limited – to the gods, and thereby an ally to Kari and her Order. 
 
    “So then you have some advice for me, I assume?” she prodded again.  It was odd that he came to see her but wasn’t initiating conversation. 
 
    He continued to stare at her, but eventually he glanced out the window into the bright grounds of the Order and sighed.  “I wonder if you understand what you’ve gotten yourself into,” he said before meeting her gaze again. 
 
    “Do you think I’m in danger?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” he answered without pause, but then he held his hand up.  “Not while you are her guest, of course, but you’ve become entangled with her, and with several other kings.  As I told you when we spoke in Anthraxis, they have their hooks in you, Kari.  Their schemes and plots are going to come more forcefully, and more often, and you’re going to find that those you love may be used to leverage power over you.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s any different than before.” 
 
    Celigus glared at her briefly, but he turned his head to the side slightly with narrowed eyes and then blew out a snort.  “It is.  You’re right, in a sense, but the intensity will be greater.  That’s what I meant.” 
 
    Kari conceded the point; as much as she wanted to pretend otherwise, he was, of course, completely correct.  “I know.  I’m holding to the hope that I can play most of your fellow kings against each other, and that we can handle whatever manages to get through that defense.” 
 
    The demon king nodded.  “That is and has always been your best option,” he agreed.  “There are some kings that will not move against you directly – those like Emanitar, or Morduri, and perhaps a few others.  But they may still use you to their ends, to garner reputation, power, or perhaps even favor among our peers.  The simplest way I can put it is to tell you to never, ever regard any of them as friends; some may not be your enemies in a direct, overt sense, but you can’t ever make the mistake of thinking they are your allies.  In some instances, your goals may align with theirs and you may find help from them – as you did with Koursturaux and Morduri on your previous visit.  But never go to them expecting that you will get such; make them come to you, Kari.  Always make them come to you.” 
 
    “Well, here you are,” she teased. 
 
    Celigus smirked.  “Sense of humor; good.  You’re going to need it where you’re going.  Not that my kast’wa is one for telling jokes, but certainly you’re going to find a lot of things out of place or confusing.  I recommend you keep a good sense of humor about it, at least until you are safely back home.” 
 
    “Amastri said that I’m going to end up playing a lot of chess, and maybe listening to King Koursturaux play the piano, but she wasn’t very specific on anything else.” 
 
    “Yes, well, let’s get down to the reasons I came here,” Celigus said.  “There are a number of things you should remember to do and not do while you are in Mas’tolinor, and especially in the presence of Koursturaux.” 
 
    “First and foremost: always make certain to refer to her as Your Majesty, and use king should you call her by name, unless she gives you permission otherwise.  You seem to already be familiar with referring to the kings as such, so that’s good.  On that note, make sure to never call her queen, or use the nickname the Crimson Queen unless she gives you her permission.  And, equally as important: I know it can be difficult and unnerving to stare into those black eyes, but maintain eye contact with her whenever you are speaking.  Looking away or failing to meet her eyes is always taken as a sign of either weakness or disrespect, both of which will earn you her contempt, if not her scorn.” 
 
    “I assume I should bow the first time I meet her, right?  I mean, she’s not going to be informal like you are, is she?” Kari asked. 
 
    “She may tell you to dispense with doing so, but I’d advise you to the first time you meet as a token of your respect.  Respect will be the cornerstone of your relationship with her, Kari.  You don’t have to trust her, agree with her, like her, or work with her willingly, but as long as you show her the proper respect, she will do likewise.  Your relationship with her will be of the reciprocal variety but, if she crosses a line with you, you’d do well to protest, but do so in a respectful manner.  This way, you do not come across as weak, but neither do you come across as disrespectful.” 
 
    “I asked Amastri about a gift, and she had me get some sheet music for Her Majesty.  As I said, I understand she plays piano?” 
 
    Celigus nodded.  “She’s brilliant at it.  I think you’ll be surprised.” 
 
    “Not really, I think I heard her playing the first day we were in Anthraxis the last time,” Kari countered. 
 
    “Ah, yes, that was probably her, then,” he said.  He leaned to the other side in his seat.  “Another thing I want to go over is her living arrangements.  There are no males living or serving in her palace.  To dispel any rumors of impropriety, she doesn’t keep any males on her staff, not even eunuchs.  Likewise, her female staff and servants live apart from their mates, or some work in the palace and then return to the city at night.  But her closest servants and several of her advisors, like her court mage, live in the palace.  Did she invite Grakin to go with you?” 
 
    “She did, but he’s going to stay home,” Kari answered.  “He’s not really in any condition to travel to Mehr’Durillia, much less spend a few days riding in a coach to Mas’tolinor.” 
 
    “That simplifies things, then.  If he were to…,” he continued, then stopped.  Kari looked back up to his eyes and realized her emotion must have played out across her face in those brief moments.  Would a demon king understand?  Did Celigus know what it was to lose a loved one?  Was he even able to care as a demon king?  The fact that he’d stopped speaking seemed to suggest he could, and did.  “Are you all right?” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “I have to be honest, Celigus, your kast’wa’s timing on demanding this meeting is frankly quite awful.  I don’t have a lot of time left with my husband, and even two weeks away from him to go play some political game with her is far too much.  To be honest, I’d rather she come here if she wants to meet, as ill-advised as that would be.” 
 
    “Hmm, careful what you wish for,” the demon king grumbled, and Kari almost chuckled for the way he’d echoed Amastri’s warning on the matter.  “I can understand your feelings.  Is Koursturaux aware of Grakin’s issues?  Did you tell Amastri?” 
 
    “She knows virtually everything about me, I didn’t think it was necessary.” 
 
    “Don’t ever take information for granted,” Celigus chided her gently.  “Amastri knowing something doesn’t necessarily mean that Koursturaux knows it.  If Amastri is trying to gain more favor with her king, she might have hidden that fact to get you into Koursturaux’ presence more quickly.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be sure to bring it up with Her Majesty, and then Amastri can explain herself to the king,” Kari muttered.  In a way, it amused Kari to think of Amastri getting a beating from her own king for something she did to offend Kari.  At the same time, though, she realized that as annoying as Amastri could be, the woman was a good source of information, and whoever was sent to replace her should she fall out of King Koursturaux’ favor might not be so open with Kari or her Order.  “Maybe.” 
 
    Celigus chuckled, and Kari followed through on her previous thoughts.  “You had a twin brother according to a book Sonja read when we were in Anthraxis, is that right?” 
 
    He looked shocked, but Kari wasn’t sure if it was because she was changing the subject and possibly wasting his time, or because he didn’t want anyone to know about that.  “What’s this about, then?” 
 
    Kari made a semi-apologetic gesture; she couldn’t let the demon king’s normal casual nature cause her to treat him as an equal or worse.  “Nothing, I just thought you’d understand how I feel about Grakin.” 
 
    “Completely different relationships,” he returned, though his tone was nowhere near as short as his words sounded.  “And my brother was killed in battle, it was not a long, drawn-out thing like you’re facing.  I have lost consorts and even some children along the way, Kari, so I can understand what you’re feeling, even if I don’t exactly know.” 
 
    “But losing a twin must have–” 
 
    “I don’t want to discuss this,” he said curtly, and Kari dropped the line of questioning without protest.  “Let us stick to the matter at hand, since if I know your Order, it won’t be long before…” 
 
    He trailed off, looking at the door after a few moments, and Kari understood why when there was a knock.  “Come in,” she called, and she got to her feet hastily and offered a salute when Master Arinotte came in with Lord Allerius in tow.   
 
    “Lord Chinchala!  What an unexpected and pleasant surprise,” Master Arinotte said.  He offered a handshake to the demon king, who looked at the priest’s hand, then his face before rising to his full eight-foot height.  Kari wasn’t sure what to expect, but Celigus did shake after that short delay, Master Arinotte’s hand all but disappearing in the grip of the demon king.  “I take it your visit involves Lady Vanador’s impending trip to your homeworld?” 
 
    “Yes, and to assuage your own fears about it,” Celigus answered, taking his seat once more.  “I’m sure her family, friends, and all of you are quite concerned about Koursturaux’ intentions.  You needn’t be.” 
 
    “So Amastri was being forthright when she said Lady Vanador will be under King Koursturaux’ protection while on Mehr’Durillia?” Lord Allerius asked.  He and Celigus didn’t shake, but the demon king’s reaction to Kari’s former superior seemed much warmer than that for the priest.  Kari assumed Celigus knew Allerius well from the War, when the Order had been coordinating efforts between DarkWind’s resistance and the demon king’s forces in the Ceritan Mountains to the north. 
 
    “Quite,” Celigus answered.  “You may safely trust that Koursturaux has not invited Kari to her realm to see any harm done to her.  As such, Kari will be considered a guest, almost an ambassador if you will, and will be under Koursturaux’ protection during her sojourn.”  He turned those smoldering eyes back on Kari.  “This is not to say, however, that you will ever be completely safe from harm.  Should you insult her, grievously offend her, or do something unimaginably stupid, it will be answered swiftly.  On that note, there are some things we must go over with regard to how you interact with her.” 
 
    Master Arinotte tried to interrupt, but one of Celigus’ large hands being held up before the priest’s face kept him silent.  “First and foremost,” the demon king continued, “you should become well-acquainted with the phrase we will not speak of this further.  If she should say this to you, do…not…attempt to continue your train of thought.  It doesn’t necessarily mean you’ve offended her, but you have reached the extent of her patience on the matter, and are advised to simply drop it or suffer the consequences – which can range from being punched in the mouth to having your tongue cut out, depending on how irritated she is.” 
 
    “You certainly have a lot of courage in choosing her as a kast’wa,” Lord Allerius joked. 
 
    Celigus turned and looked at Allerius.  He didn’t seem annoyed by the interruption, but there was something in that wolfish countenance that managed to be amused and predatory at the same time.  “What makes you think I chose her?” the demon king queried, but then he snorted at his own words.  “Well, aside from the obvious.” 
 
    The irony of Kari, Allerius, and Master Arinotte sharing a laugh with a demon king wasn’t lost on anyone, which only made them chuckle harder.  “You’re saying she chose you?” Lord Allerius pressed. 
 
    The demon king waved off the topic.  “It’s a long story, one I’m not getting into here and now.  Getting back to the matter at hand, there are numerous little things you should be aware of, Kari.  Don’t sit at the supper table until Koursturaux has been seated.  Observe all the etiquette you might at your own table, and then some.  Don’t speak with your mouth full.  Don’t belch in her direction, and excuse yourself when you must.  Keep eye contact when she’s speaking to you, and show deference when you speak back to her.” 
 
    He paused for a minute, considering his own words.  “I mentioned that there are no males living in the palace, and generally, visitors are quartered in the city of Maurinoth.  That being said, however, Koursturaux observes some particular rules about nudity and…fraternizing.  I understand nudity doesn’t faze you as a rir, but in her palace, you will be expected to observe more human rules of modesty.  And you will no doubt be offered the services of any willing female in the palace itself.”  Lord Allerius’ and Master Arinotte’s brows rose in perfect tandem at this statement.  “Keep any experiences of such to yourself, no matter what you decide.  Do not kiss and tell, as I believe your people would put it.  Likewise, make no comments to anyone about Koursturaux’ bedroom activities, whether assumed or witnessed.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be an issue,” Kari said slowly.  “I suppose this means you won’t be spending any time with her while I’m there?” 
 
    Celigus shook his head.  “I will not be welcome in her realm while you are her guest.  Remember, Kari: she’s not my wife, she is my kast’wa.  As tempted as you may be to share, I don’t want to hear a thing about your meeting with her, or anything that occupies her or your time while you are there.  As far as she and I are concerned, treat me as one of her enemies when it comes to sharing your experiences with her.  What she wants me to know, she will share with me when I see her.” 
 
    “She’s not going to try to seduce me, is she?” 
 
    “I would find that extremely unlikely,” he answered evenly.  “However, I can’t say for certain.  She may take that much of a liking to you.  She may make a pass at you simply to test your integrity – you are married, after all.  And as much as it may surprise you to hear so, she respects the sanctity of marriages among her people.  Considering how powerfully that bond can manifest itself among the syrinthians and beshathans, it is one of the things that her people are most fond of in their ruler.” 
 
    Kari tilted her head, and Celigus chuckled.  “Yes, you heard me right,” he said.  “You may assume that the people of Mehr’Durillia all hate the kings, but that would be rather biased and naïve, don’t you agree?” 
 
    That could complicate things, Kari thought.  “No, I suppose it does make sense.  So it sounds like I’m going to visit the court of a noble – because I am,” she said.  “I guess I’ll just try to be on my best, most noble behavior, and keep my intrusive questions to myself, then.  But do you have any idea if she’s going to interrogate me about the Order, perhaps the Temple, and the fact that I’m Salvation’s Dawn?” 
 
    “You haven’t been invited there for companionship, Kari,” he said, only a slight hint of chiding in his tone.  “She will undoubtedly poke and prod you where she can, but remember that you’ve been invited there.  Don’t be afraid to refuse to answer more pointed questions, whether they’re about you or Citaria.  Just be polite about it.  Remember always that she is a king: treat her with the deference due the noble station, but don’t feel beholden to her.  She’s not your king.  You are her guest.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “That makes me feel a lot better.” 
 
    “And me as well,” Lord Allerius said. 
 
    “Don’t let your guard down, though,” Celigus warned.  “Remember, you’re going to see a demon king.” 
 
    “I’m seeing a demon king right now,” Kari shot back with a crooked smile. 
 
    He snorted and blinked slowly.  “I’m a whelp compared to her, Kari.  What you’re about to deal with is like nothing you’ve dealt with before.  Morduri and I – even Sekassus – are of very little threat to a being like Koursturaux.  And, as I’ve already told you, don’t make the mistake of treating Koursturaux the way I or Morduri have allowed you to.” 
 
    “How much do you know about my meeting with Morduri?” 
 
    Celigus waved a hand and rose to his feet.  “I know what the bugger is like.  What he lacks in confidence, and what we both lack in years, Koursturaux has in abundance.” 
 
    Kari stood.  “Thank you for coming, and for the advice,” she said, offering her hand for the demon king to shake.  He shook with her, and with Lord Allerius, and he seemed to have taken a new view of Master Arinotte with the priest’s unobtrusive presence.  He and the priest shook.  “Give our regards to Kaelariel.” 
 
    Celigus nodded.  “I will.  And if you would, tell my daughter to come see her father some time, will you?” 
 
    “Will do,” Kari agreed, and the demon king left her office.  Kari looked at the faces of the two men left with her, and though they were both still concerned with Kari’s plan, she wasn’t the only one relieved by the demon king’s words.  Master Arinotte seemed the more worried of the two, which was saying a lot when Kari considered Lord Allerius looked out for her like a sister. 
 
    The priest rose and held his hand out to Kari, but not for a shake.  She offered her hand to him, confused at first, but she understood when Allerius took her other hand, and then he and Master Arinotte also joined hands.  Kari closed her eyes and dipped her snout toward her desk, and felt a warmth course through her as the priest began a prayer to Zalkar for Kari’s safety.  In the wave of emotions and thoughts that evoked, Kari felt one in particular: the knowledge that she was one of Zalkar’s chosen, and that Koursturaux had to be taking that into consideration. 
 
    There was still the matter of passing along what she’d just heard to her family, but by contrast, that seemed an easy thing to do now. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Eliza arrived on the specified day to take Kari to Mehr’Durillia, either too busy to come sooner or simply wary of spending too much time among Kari and her Order.  Beautiful as ever, the half-succubus was showing the beginnings of a tan, which seemed strange when Kari thought of her usually milk-white skin.  Then again, Kari was pretty sure Eliza lived on the northern half of the world, where summer would soon be settling in. 
 
    She’d arranged for Eliza to meet her in her office.  The last thing Kari wanted was a long, drawn-out farewell or an onslaught of questions and concerns right before she left.  Instructions had been left with everyone regarding what to do in her absence, and what to do should she fail to return within the allotted time.  Kari had laid out contingencies, but she was hardly nervous at all when Eliza came to transport her to Mehr’Durillia.  Everything she’d been told pointed to this being a fairly pleasant business trip, and it was going to let Kari take care of something she’d wanted to for several months as well. 
 
    The “customs house” in Anthraxis was still cool, shaded from that angry red sun that beat down upon the rest of the realm.  Anthraxis was hazy, hot, and arid, never touched by rainfall or even shaded by an overcast sky according to what Kari had learned.  It was a place of discomfort and tension, broken up only if one was lucky enough to be afforded guest quarters in the palace of the Overking.  Kari recalled the baths and the luxurious bedrooms there, and now that she thought about it, the interior had often been much more comfortable in terms of temperature than the rest of the city. 
 
    No sooner had Kari gotten her wits back about her from the odd sensation of crossing worlds – which felt rather like being shoved through a tunnel of warm water – than she and Eliza were approached by a harmauth.  Kari had seen the ram demons – people, she reminded herself – a few times on her previous visit, but only when she and her friends were questioned by a roving patrol had she been this close.  The harmauths stood nearly ten feet in height when their legs were completely stretched, but they typically hunched, which still left them around eight feet tall.  Muscular and broad, even this female was an impressive specimen in terms of raw strength, and though she wore nothing and carried no weapons, she had a commanding presence. 
 
    Kari was shocked when the corners of the ram’s mouth curled upward.  “Lady Eliza, it has been some time,” she said cordially in infernal. 
 
    “Durisha!  I didn’t expect Her Majesty would send you personally to escort Kari,” the half-succubus replied.  She bowed her head politely, and the harmauth made a gesture with her hands that seemed to be a warm greeting.  Eliza turned back to Kari.  “Now you really have nothing to worry about.  Durisha is one of King Koursturaux’ personal bodyguards; you’re going to be about as safe as one can be.” 
 
    “Good morning, Durisha,” Kari said politely with a gracious nod. 
 
    “Greetings, Lady Vanador,” the harmauth returned, glancing at the child in Kari’s arms.  “Her Majesty’s coach awaits at the northern gate.  If you will but follow me, we will get your journey underway immediately.”  Kari glanced at the elestram seated behind the counter, but the harmauth waved off what she was thinking.  “Your presence and destination have already been confirmed; you need not speak with them.” 
 
    Kari turned to Eliza.  “Thank you for bringing me,” she said, and didn’t hesitate when the half-succubus offered a hug, only being careful not to disturb Uldriana too much. 
 
    “I’ll see you in about two weeks.  Enjoy yourself, but don’t give away all your secrets,” Eliza returned playfully.  Kari was surprised, and turned to look at the harmauth.  “Ah, don’t worry, Durisha is the sweet one.” 
 
    That made the harmauth smile again, and after offering to take Kari’s bag, she gestured the demonhunter toward the exit.  Stepping out into that stifling air, Kari turned her head only briefly as she heard the pop of Eliza’s egress.  The half-succubus apparently had no reason or desire to stay in Anthraxis, and Kari couldn’t blame her.  She was simply thankful Eliza had taken the time to deliver her safely, even if it was to the realm of her enemies.  Kari turned left and headed northward along the road between the trade and military districts. 
 
    “We need to make one stop along the way, before we go to Mas’tolinor,” Kari said. 
 
    The harmauth regarded her skeptically.  “I am under orders to deliver you safely to Maurinoth, and Her Majesty mentioned no stops.” 
 
    “I need to visit a village on the edge of Pataria,” the demonhunter insisted.  “It shouldn’t take very long, and we’ll be on our way to your king’s home as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    “I am under orders–” 
 
    “I’m changing them,” Kari cut her off.  “If your coach and its animals are as fast as I’ve been told, then it will only delay us a few hours.  I’ll take full responsibility for the delay if it annoys your king, but if you won’t take me there, then I’m going home, and then you can explain that to your king.” 
 
    Durisha stared at Kari and folded her muscular arms across that broad chest.  There was a hint of malice in those red eyes, but Kari could easily see the intelligence in them as well.  It was obvious that the harmauth knew she was cornered, but that wasn’t stopping her from trying to grind Kari a bit.  At last, Durisha continued walking and gestured for Kari to follow.  “So be it.  You are lucky I am the sweet one, as Lady Eliza puts it.  My sister would have bashed you over the head and dragged you to Mas’tolinor by the tail.” 
 
    Kari considered a retort, but went with a more casual one.  “You have a sister?” 
 
    “A twin sister, yes.  Surisha.” 
 
    “Are twins common among your people?” 
 
    Durisha glanced at Kari with interest, but turned back toward the road without saying anything at first.  After a few moments, she responded, “Twins are rare; females even more so.  Twin females are nearly unheard of, hence our great value to Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Because she keeps no males on her staff, right?” Uldriana fussed with the conversation, more than likely because of the baritone vibrations of the harmauth’s voice.  Kari shuffled and resettled her, and the baby went back to sleep. 
 
    “Correct.  When Her Majesty was presented with the opportunity to buy twin females, she paid a great sum to acquire us as babes.” 
 
    “Paid to acquire you?” Kari echoed, but the harmauth answered only with a nod, and the demonhunter suspected further inquiries might ruin the pleasant mood.  Instead, she went quiet and followed the harmauth the rest of the way to the northern gate. 
 
    The gateway stood open, the arid, crimson-bathed wasteland of the Overking’s holding stretching out to the horizon.  Kari knew there were beautiful realms just a day or so to the north, but this barren badland was still disheartening to look at.  She stirred from her thoughts when the two erestram guards at the gate said something to Durisha.  Kari turned to take in the conversation, but they were speaking beshathan, and Kari hadn’t even started learning that new language yet. 
 
    Durisha’s response, complete with stretching out to her full ten-foot height, striking an elegant pose, and giving a quick lash of her tuft-ended tail, set the two erestram to laughing.  Kari found it an odd interaction, but Durisha smiled again and gestured Kari over to a beautiful coach waiting just a few dozen paces from the gate. 
 
    “What was that about?” she asked her escort. 
 
    Durisha let out a snort.  “The erestram are more prudish on matters of nudity, so they like to jest about our people.  It is a common bit of humor between our peoples.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “It was the same way with our people and humans for a long time.  It still is, in some places.” 
 
    She turned to the coach, and was immediately impressed.  It was like any of the fancier stagecoaches back home, but much larger to accommodate its tall owner.  Four massive beasts were hitched to the front, appearing somewhat like horses but with narrow, bovine-like horns.  They had muscular ridges on their shoulders, akin to the hump on a hyena, and their hindquarters were thick with strength.  Their tails, tapered but then hairy from halfway down to the end, were almost like a cross between bovine and equine.  The beasts themselves were a mottled brown in color, with black hooves and tan horns. 
 
    Kari didn’t think they looked like speedy, long-distance runners, but she admittedly knew nothing about them, so she pushed the thoughts aside.  Durisha stepped forward and opened the door, and Kari paused only to take in a typical, salt-and-pepper-colored erestram guard that came around the rear of the vehicle.  The giant wolfman bowed his head respectfully to her, and Kari mirrored the gesture before climbing into the coach. 
 
    The interior was impressive.  A large, comfortable, padded seat took up half of the rear side, its other half composed of cabinets with an eating surface on top.  Across from this was a wider bench seat, which appeared suitable to being slept upon.  The floor was carpeted with a fur rug from corner to corner, the seats were likewise upholstered with soft, short-haired pelts, and from the ceiling hung several lamps that looked like lanterns but lacked any sort of way to light them.  They had a little turning knob like a lantern, and Kari wondered if these were arcane in nature, or some amazing craft of the elestram. 
 
      Durisha came up into the coach behind Kari and crouched beside the demonhunter.  She put Kari’s bag on the floor near what was obviously Koursturaux’ seat, and gestured for Kari to sit down.  “Despite the comforts and the speed of the beasts, you will likely need to move around when you can to relieve boredom and cramping.  Tug the cord above the seat here if you need to stop and see to your other needs.  If you are satisfied, we will make our way to the border of Pataria now.” 
 
    “By all means,” Kari said with a grateful nod.  She got comfortable in the king’s deep, wide seat, and nestled Uldriana comfortably in her lap.  The baby woke up and peeped, so Kari settled her down to nurse and waited for the coach to get underway. 
 
    Durisha and the erestram called back and forth to each other a few times, and soon there was a lurch as the coach began to move.  Kari swept aside the curtains from the window beside her and saw that the erestram was jogging easily beside the vehicle.  She suspected Durisha was either driving or sitting up with the driver, as the harmauths didn’t have the speed or stamina of the wolf-folk.  The coach turned north as Kari had instructed, and the crimson-hued, dead wastes of Anthraxis’ surrounding land began to roll by at surprising speed. 
 
    Despite the bumps and jolts of the road, Kari found the trip quite comfortable in the king’s seat.  She felt a little out of place sitting in the monarch’s chair, but it was what she’d been instructed to do.  She found the cabinets filled with various long-lasting foodstuffs and several jugs of clean, if warm, water.  All of Kari’s most basic needs were accounted for, from food and drink to blankets and towels, enough of which were present for Kari to build Uldriana a little nest to sleep in beside her. 
 
    The coach rolled on into the afternoon, and eventually came to a stop near the stream that marked the southern border of Pataria.  Kari exited the vehicle and finally noticed the elestram driver.  He bowed his head respectfully when their eyes met, but he offered no words.  Dressed casually for the dusty journey, he was still an obvious professional, even armed with a dueling rapier and long dirk should he need to defend his passenger. 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly,” Kari said, and Durisha nodded.  The harmauth leaned against the side of the coach and folded her arms across her chest, watching Kari cross the stream and start to ascend the hill. 
 
    The climb was slow going with Uldriana in her arms and the bag over her shoulder, but Kari trudged on quite soldier-like.  The crimson haze had disappeared as soon as she crossed the border, replaced by clean air, blue skies, and strong, beautiful sunshine.  Kari only made it about a quarter of the way up before a pair of mallasti guards appeared on the crest of the hill.  They called down to her in beshathan, and though Kari couldn’t understand the words, she had little doubt what the inquiry was.  Taking her time to articulate properly, she identified herself in infernal, and the two guards looked at each other, apparently having a quiet discussion.  She was waved up, and continued the ascent. 
 
    When she reached the top, the mallasti guards regarded her with those impassive gazes.  These weren’t the same ones as Kari’s first trip here – so far as she could tell, anyway.  One of them spat before asking, in infernal, “Are you here by order of the king again?” 
 
    “No, I came to visit one of your people, just for a short time,” she answered. 
 
    The two looked pointedly at Kari’s weapons, but the bag over her shoulder and the baby in her arms seemed to override any concerns there.  “You remember the elder’s tent?” the one asked, and Kari nodded.  “Go directly there.  He will judge the merits of your visit.” 
 
    Kari agreed and paced down the backside of the hill, past the totem poles and into the village proper.  It must have been mealtime; the youths were not playing football on the grassy field to the east, and the population was mostly out of sight, probably within their tents.  Kari bowed her head politely in response to the few gazes she received from the hyena-folk around the village, and soon found herself before the elder’s tent.  She had to wait only moments before the shuffling, aging gait of the mallasti leader brought him out to her. 
 
    “You,” he said in the Citarian trade language.  “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Greetings, elder,” she returned in infernal.  “I know your people do not like this tongue, but now I can at least speak in a language we will all understand.  I came to pay my respects to the memory of the young girl who died under my care.  If it is not too much of an imposition, I would like to meet with her family.” 
 
    The elder didn’t need to say anything.  The mallasti woman had already approached from her family’s home, her mate just a pace behind her.  As she beheld Kari, she tried to hold up that impassive gaze, but it was difficult to keep the anger and the hurt from her eyes.  She may have forgiven Kari’s part in the death of her daughter, but that death still weighed heavily on her heart.  Kari wasn’t sure that was a weight that she would ever find reprieve from. 
 
    “Why have you returned?” she managed in infernal, without even bothering to spit.  Was it because she remembered spitting on Kari the first time, and was afraid of causing offense? 
 
    “I am Karian Vanador; I think you already know that.  But I have never learned your names,” the demonhunter prompted. 
 
    “Cestriana.  I am called Cestriana,” the woman answered, then she gestured to the male behind her.  “My mate is Amalikor.” 
 
    “Cestriana, Amalikor,” Kari greeted the two of them with short bows of her head before holding up her daughter toward them.  “This is my daughter, Uldriana.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes went wide, her hand coming up to the end of her snout, and Amalikor came forward to lay a hand comfortingly on his mate’s shoulder.  “What is this?” Cestriana managed to whisper. 
 
    “She is named for the bravest, and possibly the most noble young woman I have ever met,” Kari answered.  “Would you like to hold her?” 
 
    The mallasti hesitated, but then she held her hands out and took Uldriana from Kari.  The baby seemed infatuated with this new face, smiling and cooing while the hyena-folk gathered around her.  The village still seemed empty, and Kari wondered if the others were simply keeping their distance, or if maybe they thought Kari’s presence was an ill omen.  Tears rolled from Cestriana’s eyes, but there was the warmth of healing in them, and the open wound of having lost a daughter was being cauterized, if only a little, by the moment. 
 
    “You named her to honor our daughter?” she asked rhetorically. 
 
    “I named her to honor my friend.” 
 
    Cestriana barked a sob, but it was as joyful as it was tinged with pain, and more tears fell from her cheeks.  “Come.  Come!  Share a meal with us, honored guest.” 
 
    Kari bowed gracefully and followed the two back to their tent, accompanied by the slow-moving but sharp-witted elder.  He touched Kari on the shoulder, and smiled openly when she regarded him.  She helped him get settled comfortably in the family’s tent, and noted once again that most of the tent’s usual occupants were absent.  Were they all out farming, gathering, or hunting?  Kari pushed the thoughts aside and seated herself near the extinguished fire pit, and several more mallasti joined the small gathering, mostly females who sat with Cestriana and adored Kari’s child. 
 
    “Where are all of your people?” she asked the elder. 
 
    “The Overking called for additional soldiers, and many of our people were duty-bound to answer the call,” he returned.  “Dozens of our people went off to war, leaving many children to an insufficient number of caretakers.  Thankfully, our last cycle of children has been weaned, so the strain is not too much on our females, but they are still woefully overworked with so many young, active pairs of mischievous paws.” 
 
    Kari had to make an effort not to laugh at mischievous paws.  She was disturbed by the notion that no matter what happened, whether the Overking’s forces on Irrathmor succeeded or failed, people were going to suffer.  If the Overking’s armies were successful, then Sakkrass’ people fell, but if the Overking’s forces failed, then the people of Mehr’Durillia suffered.  It was a terrible situation, one that left Kari feeling helpless and a little hopeless.  She wanted nothing more in that moment than to go decapitate this world’s idiotic and despotic ruler, and possibly free the peoples of two worlds with one stroke of the blade.  But that would never happen. 
 
    A fire was started in the pit, and some meat and carved vegetables were put on spits to roast over it.  Kari compared it to her first visit, when she and her friends had been exiled to the village square to eat alone, not offered even a taste of the mallasti food except by one kind male.  To be invited into Cestriana’s home and offered a meal wasn’t what Kari was looking for, but it was the outward expression of what she’d been seeking.  She wanted Cestriana’s absolution, to ease the woman’s pain and burden, and to offer her some bit of hope. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Kari offered after a pause.  “I imagine King Morduri must not be happy about this.” 
 
    “No one is happy about this.  Those who go off to war do not return.  But this is not the time or the place for such discussion.  Let us enjoy this meal, and celebrate the little one you have been blessed with by the gods.” 
 
    Cestriana was talking with the other mallasti females in beshathan, and one of them rose and excused herself from the tent.  Kari sat quietly and watched the other women fawn over her child, who did her best to walk with her hands held up, giggling and smiling the entire time.  She paid no mind to the way her playmates looked compared to her family; the mallasti women were no strangers to raising children, and it showed. 
 
    The other female returned just before the food was ready to be served, and without even asking, she began wrapping Kari in one of their traditional woven pup carriers.  It was different than the usual ones, though, cleverly designed with clasps so it could be fitted around Kari’s wings.  It was soft and comfortable, and when Uldriana was handed back to Kari, the little girl slid into it snugly and started cooing, close to her mother’s scent and warmth. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kari said. 
 
    The food was prepared and passed around, and Kari waited, remembering her previous visit.  Sure enough, the mallasti took up a low song that was haunting and yet beautiful, an obvious prayer of some kind, and though Kari knew virtually nothing of their deity, she paid her respects along with them, if silently.  The expressions of the mallasti people were appreciative when they saw Kari had waited along with their prayers.  Though conversation was virtually nonexistent while they ate, the atmosphere was light and warm. 
 
    When the meal was finished, Cestriana rose and took down a pendant from the central nexus of poles supporting the tent.  She handed it reverently to Kari, and said, “This belonged to my daughter.  I give it to you.  Let your daughter wear it if she so pleases, in remembrance of who she is named for.” 
 
    Kari rubbed her thumb across the mallasti-like countenance of Be’shatha, and she put the pendant on.  “When she is old enough, I will,” she promised.  “In the meantime, I will carry it with me, that Be’shatha will be with me as I travel among your people.” 
 
    The eyes of the hyena-folk went wide with that declaration.  “Be careful!  Even speaking the Great Mother’s name is punishable by death.” 
 
    Let them try, Kari thought, but she knew better than to say as much or really hope for such an outcome.  “Of course,” she said with a deferential nod, and rose to her feet.  “I must take my leave.  I have an appointment that I cannot delay.” 
 
    “Thank you for honoring our daughter,” Cestriana said, her words echoed by her mate.  She rose and approached, and graced Uldriana with a touch of her nose to the child’s.  She let out a laugh and smiled in response to the child’s own, and Kari gladly leaned in for an embrace.  “May the Great Mother watch over you even in her slumber.” 
 
    “And you as well,” Kari answered.  She turned to the elder as he rose slowly to his own feet.  “Thank you for welcoming me to your village, and your home.  I am deeply honored.” 
 
    “Safe travels,” he returned. 
 
    Kari left the tent and ascended the hill, the climb much easier now with Uldriana snug in the woven carrier.  Kari turned at the crest of the hill and saw all of the villagers watching her egress, and she waved farewell before continuing on her way.  The guards, too, offered her a polite farewell, which she returned.  The descent down the hillside was steep, but Kari felt so much lighter, a weight lifted from her shoulders and her heart. 
 
    As the coach came into sight, its driver and escorts sprang into action, getting ready to depart immediately.  Kari looked west into the afternoon sun, hazy and crimson again now that she was back in the Overking’s realm, and she sighed. 
 
    Now came the trial. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter IV – The Garden of the Huntress 
 
      
 
    The coach rolled along for a couple of days, and despite the discomfort of sitting for interminable stretches of time, it was a pleasant trip.  King Koursturaux’ seat was wide, deep, and well-padded, which made it comfortable to sit in several different positions, as well as being perfect for a nursing mother.  The opposite bench was comfortable to sleep on as well, and with the abundance of blankets, Kari was able to make a little nest for Uldriana to sleep in.  Though it was supposedly winter on Mehr’Durillia, Kari couldn’t tell by the temperature. 
 
    Her escorts weren’t exactly personable, but they did spend the majority of the day sitting in seats that were likely far less comfortable than Kari’s own.  The erestram, who declined to give Kari his name, kept pace beside the fast-paced coach, and was allowed to rest at night while Durisha kept watch.  The harmauth female assured Kari that watches were a formality and nothing more, particularly within the Overking’s realm.  With such a powerful creature watching over her, and the still, warm quiet of the night, Kari found it easy to sleep. 
 
    Approaching Mas’tolinor, Kari was presented with a breathtaking sight.  Beyond the hills and forests of Sorelizar and the jagged crags and bluffs to the south lay a pass leading northwest, up into a long range of high, proud peaks.  Orange glow on the sky or the underside of lazy passing clouds suggested there were volcanoes within the range itself, but none were close enough to give Kari pause.  It lent a foreboding air to the entrance to King Koursturaux’ realm, though, and Kari wondered if the entire place would be a nightmare, or if it would reflect its nickname of The Garden of the Huntress. 
 
    Despite how close they seemed at first glance, it took some time to reach the range and then pass through it.  Kari was surprised when the coach came to a stop along the pass, and she wondered if anyone might be stupid enough to waylay the king’s own vehicle.  She glanced out the window, and soon the horned visage of the harmauth appeared.  “Come, take a look.  You will not likely see such a sight where you come from.” 
 
    Kari scooped up Uldriana and descended from the coach with a helping hand from the harmauth.  When she looked northward, her jaw fell open slightly.  She had indeed seen sights like this back home, particularly when passing through the mountains during the War, but the view before her was impressive.  While the mountains stretched west and north, cupping the realm before her, what she could see was a tapestry of open land, lush and beautiful, untouched by the obvious ravages of war, famine, or even the volcanoes that lurked among the peaks.  In those first few moments, Kari could see orchards, farms, forests, lakes, rivers, and in the distance, a solitary bluff, like a mountain that had its top half removed. 
 
    “That is our destination: the city of Maurinoth, and Her Majesty’s winter palace,” Durisha said, pointing toward the bluff.  “We could reach it on the morrow, but Her Majesty gave strict instructions that we should stop in Maurinoth and remain there, so that you are brought to the palace in the morning.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  It was apparent King Koursturaux didn’t want to waste a moment of the time Kari spent in her palace, which was a nice gesture.  “Where do you come from?” the demonhunter asked casually, wondering if the harmauth would even answer. 
 
    “I live in the palace with Her Majesty,” Durisha answered, confused.  She shook her great, horned head when she realized what Kari meant after a moment, though, and gestured to the east.  “Ah, our mother came originally from Zaphatar, realm of King Garrivokt.” 
 
    Zaphatar, Kari thought, trying to remember what her friends had discovered in the many atlases and books of the Overking’s library.  “The Hills of Malice?” 
 
    Durisha grunted a laugh.  “Come now, let us take our usual break here, and then be on our way quickly.  Your audience with Her Majesty is near!” 
 
    The harmauth sounded genuinely excited about that, and it made Kari smile.  She was a bit nervous about meeting the demon king, but she remembered what Celigus had said about how the people of Mehr’Durillia didn’t all hate the kings.  “You like working for King Koursturaux?” Kari asked, though she wasn’t sure what kind of answer she expected aside from yes. 
 
    “Of course,” Durisha answered, curiosity in her gaze.  She waved one of those massive hands, which Kari realized had only three fingers and a thumb.  “Most people fear the kings, and rightly so.  My sister and I were raised by Her Majesty from the time we were but calves.  She has ever treated us well, even as her bodyguards, and I would dare say it is a pleasure to serve her, and so closely.” 
 
    The harmauth glanced across at the erestram, who was leaning against the side of the coach, and Kari followed her gaze.  “I was purchased by Her Majesty at auction in Anthraxis,” the wolf-man said.  “It was probably the best thing that has happened to me.  Surely she is a strict and demanding monarch, but she is fair and not prone to fits of violence like my old master.” 
 
    Kari declined to ask who that might have been.  She knew what it was like to dredge up memories of abuse, and it wasn’t something she would do even to her enemies.  She bounced Uldriana in her lap, and the little girl started giggling.  Durisha watched with interest, and glanced only briefly at the elestram tending to their horses, or whatever the beasts were called.  Kari could see that particular light in the harmauth’s eyes, which made her smile again.  “Would you like to hold her?” 
 
    Durisha seemed shocked at the question, but quickly held her hands out.  Instead, Kari stood Uldriana up, holding her by the hands, and stutter-walked the infant toward the harmauth.  Uldriana squealed with glee, and Kari didn’t miss the snorted chuckle of the erestram behind her.  Durisha picked up the little girl once Uldriana reached her, the infant dwarfed in those massive hands, and she held the child up before her face.  Soon, little hands began batting the harmauth’s nose and horns, and both Kari and Durisha laughed. 
 
    “Do you have any children of your own?” the demonhunter asked. 
 
    “Nay; Her Majesty has not seen fit to breed me yet,” Durisha answered, and Kari found the wording peculiar.  “My sister has had two, both males.  Females are very rare among our kind, which is why we are considered so valuable.  My time is coming, I am certain.  But that is up to Her Majesty, not me.” 
 
    That struck Kari as somewhat unfair, but if Durisha wasn’t inclined to say so, Kari wasn’t going to press the issue.  “So your nephews can’t live in the palace, though, right?” 
 
    “No, they live with their grandmother and her clan, to the northeast,” Durisha said.  She got to her feet quickly and handed Uldriana back to Kari. 
 
    At first, Kari thought perhaps she was upset, but the harmauth sniffed the air a few times and glanced to the erestram, who nodded.  “What’s going on?” Kari asked.  Was it possible they might be ambushed within King Koursturaux’ own realm? 
 
    “Change in the air; storm is coming,” Durisha answered, which eased Kari’s tension.  “They come up quickly here because of the way the mountains funnel the wind.  Please get back in the coach with your little one, and let us get back underway.” 
 
    Kari didn’t bother to argue, as clear as the skies seemed to be.  She got situated with her daughter in her lap, and the lurch of Durisha climbing up onto the driver’s bench preceded the coach beginning a careful descent down the interior end of the pass.  It wasn’t long before Kari could feel the change in the air, and what light made it into the pass started to fade as dark clouds approached the edge of the range to the north.  A distant peal of thunder rumbled through the pass, echoing off of the mountains and clinging to life as long as it could before fading.  Just as soon as it did, though, another followed in its wake. 
 
    Fortunately, DarkWind was known for its impressive thunderstorms in the spring and late summer, and Uldriana was accustomed to the deep rumbling.  Kari’s erestram escort approached the coach while it was moving slowly, and secured the shutters of the windows from the outside, leaving only the one beside Kari open.  He indicated he would close it when the rains came, and Kari was glad for the opportunity to watch what she could of nature’s performance. 
 
    The rains came shortly after, and the erestram still showed no hint that his pace would suffer because of it.  The coach rolled on through the night, though Kari found sleeping a little difficult.  The storm swirled with the curve of the mountain range, just as Durisha had said it would, so the thunder was a long time in dispersing as it pounded against the cooler air of the range.  When Kari finally woke, the storm had passed, and the strong, bright sun of Mas’tolinor streamed in through the opened windows of the coach. 
 
    She took in the sights and scents of Mas’tolinor, finding it not unlike home.  The farms and orchards in particular reminded her of the trip to see Captain Machall the year before, and she wondered how her friend was doing.  Same as ever, I imagine, she thought.  He seemed to know what he wanted from life and to work for it, and he had profitable land and a bright and loving family.  Kari couldn’t help but smile as she considered she had the same now, and even the darker aspects of her life couldn’t dim the light that shone from being grounded in faith and family.  They were two things she’d never really had in her prior life, and she wondered how she had lived without them. 
 
    Well, I guess I didn’t, she mused to herself with a chuckle. 
 
    They reached the city of Maurinoth in the middle of the afternoon, and Kari watched from the windows with interest.  There was a ball field where a crowd was beginning to gather, and though the city wasn’t that large, the number of spectators was already considerable.  Kari turned back to the rest of the city, well laid-out, neat, and orderly.  It fronted the southern base of the bluff upon which the palace sat, with only a winding road leading up to the castle.  The city had the sounds and smells associated with one to some extent, but it was clean, and there was a lack of stenches or filth. 
 
    The coach stopped in front of an inn, one of the few multiple-story buildings in the city from what Kari could see.  Durisha came and opened the door, helping Kari down from the high chassis of the coach.  The harmauth took Kari’s bag as she had when they’d first met, and she gestured toward the front door of the inn while she handed the bag to the elestram driver. 
 
    “You had best go and check in, it looks like the football squad arrived here a bit ahead of schedule.  Farris will take you in and assist you,” she said, indicating the elestram. 
 
    Kari followed the jackal-man inside, and found the inn almost completely deserted, its usual occupants likely gathering at the field.  Kari was surprised to find a syrinthian tending to the bar and the inn, a typically lithe fellow who introduced himself as Salitulo.  He arranged for a room for “the king’s royal guest,” and showed Kari up to her dormitory so she could stow her things.  It had been a long ride, but Uldriana was awake and alert, and Kari didn’t want to spend any more time in a chair staring at four walls. 
 
    “Can I go and watch the game?” she asked Farris when she descended the stairs. 
 
    “If you wish,” he answered in the flowing accent that seemed common to those who spoke beshathan by nature.  “The Rulaj Reds are visiting from Tess’Vorg, so there is sure to be a tightly-contested match.  The youngsters are likely already playing ahead of the adults, if you do not wish to be cooped up again immediately.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Kari returned.  “Who is representing the city?” 
 
    “Morinauth’s team are called the…Crimson Starlets, named for a particular flower Her Majesty keeps in the royal gardens,” he said, pausing to translate the team’s name.  “Our men are very skilled, but the Rulaj Reds are one of the finest teams among the realms.  Do you gamble, lady guest?” 
 
    “Kari is fine,” she said, waving off the clumsy honorific.  “And it depends on the game.” 
 
    “I will give you five-to-two odds that the Crimson Starlets can manage at least a draw against the Rulaj Reds,” he offered. 
 
    That sounded like good odds, but Kari smirked inside.  He was obviously baiting her into making a bet she was highly unlikely to win.  “I’ll pass,” she said, the faintest trace of a chuckle in her voice. 
 
    She left the inn with Farris beside her, and Durisha approached.  “Leaving so soon?” the harmauth asked, and her gaze fell on the elestram.  “He did not trick you into gambling on the coming match, did he?  Farris…” 
 
    “She turned down the wager,” he replied with a grin. 
 
    “You are wise to not gamble with elestram,” Durisha grumbled, her stare lingering on the jackal-man.  “If you cannot calculate odds as quickly as they can, you are sure to be swindled.” 
 
    “Swindled?” he protested. 
 
    The harmauth folded her arms across her chest and straightened out to that imposing ten-foot height.  “Farris, Her Majesty would not be appreciative of you swindling her guest and leaving a poor impression on her first stay in Mas’tolinor.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” he agreed.  “I was only jesting.” 
 
    “I was going to watch the youngsters and then the match,” Kari said.  “Are you supposed to stay with me until tomorrow?” 
 
    Durisha looked up toward the palace before meeting Kari’s gaze again.  “I thought Her Majesty would expect me back immediately, but she never said as much.  I suppose I can remain with you and escort you to the palace come the morning.  That will free Farris and Illegiu to go and do as they please.” 
 
    “Oh, so you do have a name,” Kari said to the erestram.  He smiled, but remained silent. 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose I should go see my wife before I watch the match…,” Farris mused. 
 
    “I’ll give you five-to-two odds that you live longer if you do,” Kari muttered.  She was fixed with three stares for only a moment before her escorts began laughing.  So, humor is sort of the same everywhere, she thought.  It was still strange, even with all she had learned about the beshathan people, to think of the elestram having a wife, much less a sense of humor about it, but there it was.  She considered this entire visit might not be so unpleasant if the demon king had even a fraction of the personality her subjects did. 
 
    The erestram and elestram made their way into different parts of the city, and Kari and Durisha returned to the field at the south end.  The youngsters were already underway with their match, and with the lighter crowd attending the preliminary contest, Kari was able to find a good seat.  She sat at the end of one of the bleachers, marveling briefly at the comfort of the smooth, sanded wood, and she stood Uldriana up in her lap.  Durisha was able to stand beside Kari, the harmauth declining to take a seat. 
 
    The youngsters played with fervor, and as near as Kari could tell from watching, their game followed much the same rules as a contest back home.  Most of the youngsters were mallasti, with only a trio of elestram participating in the game.  The official was an erestram, which Kari surmised meant he had little issue keeping up with the action or having a good vantage point over the adolescents who stood only half his height.  The game was rougher than the ones she had watched in the village of Moskarre on her first visit to Mehr’Durillia, but still fairly tame, despite the official having to give out warnings to several players. 
 
    One mallasti teen scored three goals just in the time Kari spent watching, and she knew from things she’d heard that scoring was not often easy in this sport.  The young mallasti clearly had a career looming in this soccer-like game, if it was popular enough that the kings had teams that traveled between the realms to contest each other.  Kari wondered if the players were well-paid, which she thought was likely if they were entertaining the kings themselves.  A player of this young mallasti’s quality was sure to be a favorite of King Koursturaux’, assuming she took enough interest in the sport to watch. 
 
    If he doesn’t get called off to war by the Overking and killed on Irrathmor, Kari thought darkly.  She remembered the images of Sakkrass incinerating the beshathan invaders of his world, and though it was probably only symbolic, the truth was still there.  She remembered Moskarre and how empty it seemed in the wake of their men – and even some women – being called away to war.  Every life lost on Irrathmor was a husband, wife, father, mother, son, or daughter to some family, possibly a highly skilled athlete, or craftsman, or musician.  Everything that made them what they were was stripped away, forced to fight in a conflict neither side was truly interested in fighting. 
 
    Kari sighed, trying to push her own battle fatigue from her mind.  She had been “at war” for the better part of two lives now, and the more she came into contact with the demon kings and their servants, the more she recognized the toll it was taking.  All of the newer facets of her life – being a mother, a wife, a sister-in-law to a large family – were all things she wanted to cling to more.  But in the end, she surmised, being willing to fight for those things was what made her who she was.  It made her an effective hunter, an inspiring commander, and someone courageous enough to sit at the dinner table with a demon king and negotiate. 
 
    The sound of the crowd cheering broke her from her introspection, and Kari saw that a team of mallasti had taken the field.  They were all the reddish-brown that seemed so common among the people of Moskarre, and in addition to the red uniforms they wore – Kari reminded herself that mallasti wore clothes among the other people of Mehr’Durillia – they had the bone-and-bead chest coverings like their cousins in the rural areas.  Kari figured these must be the Rulaj Reds, and she was surprised that they received generous applause and cheering from the people of Mas’tolinor. 
 
    “Do your people play any sort of sports?” Kari asked her harmauth chaperone. 
 
    Durisha shook her head.  “Our youths find other ways to entertain themselves until they are old enough to work.  As you noticed during our journey, my people are herbivores, and as a whole, we are farmers, workers of the land.  And the schedule of a farmer does not lend itself to idle time.”  She glanced at Kari briefly, and seemed to blush.  “I find these games interesting to watch, though I am not certain my people would have the dexterity to partake of it, certainly not against the elestram and mallasti peoples.” 
 
    Another great cheer erupted, and Kari turned back to the field.  The other team still had yet to make its appearance, but she saw what drew the reaction from the crowd quickly enough.  There, on the far side of the field, stood King Koursturaux herself, and she waved casually to her people before taking a seat on a large, comfortable-looking throne.  The Rulaj Reds lined up before her and bowed respectfully, and the king made what appeared to be a welcoming gesture to the visitors.  Once that was done, the Crimson Starlets made their appearance on the field and also went to show their respect to their monarch. 
 
    “Does Her Majesty take in games often?” Kari queried. 
 
    “Occasionally,” Durisha answered.  She stretched out to her full height and waved until she attracted her monarch’s attention, then she bowed respectfully. 
 
    “Should I get up and bow?” 
 
    “No need; you will have plenty of opportunity to show her respect over the next week,” the harmauth said.  “As I was saying, Her Majesty occasionally comes to take in the games, but she makes more of an effort when visitors come from other realms.  It is quite easy to cause offense to the other kings, as I am certain you already know.” 
 
    “And they come from the realm of her former kast’wa,” Kari agreed, and Durisha turned a surprised look her way.  “Do you have any idea what drove Her Majesty and King Emanitar apart?” 
 
    “I know only that their relationship ended after he was thought killed, murdered by King Sekassus,” the harmauth explained, but she shook her head.  “I should not wag my tongue about such things, you understand.  Her Majesty will be forthright with you on a great many things, and you may always ask her when it seems appropriate.” 
 
    “Right, sorry,” Kari said, but Durisha waved off the apology. 
 
    The game seemed to go by in a blur.  Kari could scarcely believe how fast-paced and non-stop the action was, rarely letting up for even a minute.  It was a much more hard-fought game than the spectacles she had ever witnessed back home.  Just as her interaction with Farris had foreshadowed, the Reds beat the Crimson Starlets soundly by a margin of five goals to two.  The fact that the score reflected the odds the elestram had given her struck her as quite curious, and she wondered at his foresight.  Watching the dejected elestram goalkeeper for the Starlets leave the field, she wondered if he had expected the same outcome. 
 
    “What a grand match,” Durisha gushed with approval.  “Her Majesty was surely pleased with the excitement, if not the outcome.” 
 
    “I should get Uldriana to the inn to feed her and bed her down for the night,” Kari said. 
 
    Durisha agreed and led Kari back to the hostel.  There was a lot of buzz in the air, the many people of Maurinoth clearly pleased by the enjoyment of the game.  The inn had filled up with the visiting players before Kari and Durisha arrived, but the harmauth cleared a path through the crowded commons and led Kari upstairs.  The inn was a cacophony of excited chatter, people eager to speak with the visiting players and congratulate them on a hard-fought victory.  Kari couldn’t understand beshathan just yet, but she could pick up tone and inflection, and the air was warm and welcoming toward the victorious Rulaj Reds. 
 
    After nursing Uldriana and getting her settled, Kari returned to the common room, where Durisha sat by the fire, watching a group of elestram playing cards.  From a distance, it looked like they were playing poker, though with a different set of cards.  The demonhunter made her way to Durisha and stood beside the squatting form of the harmauth.  “Thinking of joining in the game?” she asked. 
 
    Durisha looked up with amusement.  “That would be a terrible idea.  I believe they have already relieved some of the visiting Reds of much of their money.  Hmmm, I have not been in contact with your people often, but I can understand that look.  You are going to try your luck, are you not?” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “Why not?  I have some marks left over from the last time I visited your world.  A drink and a game of cards sounds like a good nightcap, to be honest.” 
 
    “Hmph.  Suit yourself.  But do not tell Her Majesty I failed to warn you.” 
 
    “Twice,” Kari said, holding up the appropriate number of fingers.  “If she asks, I’ll tell her you told me so both times.” 
 
    Kari went to the bar and asked for a drink, something fairly strong but hopefully nothing like a double-godhammer.  What she got smelled like a fruity cocktail of some kind.  With a drink in hand and her belt pouch full of marks, she made her way over to the table of elestram.  They all stopped and looked up at her approach.  “Apologies, I don’t speak beshathan,” she said in the infernal tongue.  “Mind if I join your game?” 
 
    The five jackal-men exchanged glances but told her to pull up a chair.  Kari placed half of her marks on the table, and after a short discussion, new limits were imposed that seemed to give her a chance to play for a little while.  They appeared to be playing with multiple decks, and soon the cards were dealt and Kari picked up her hand.  The images on the cards were certainly different than she was used to, seeming to depict important figures of the realm, or things related to everyday life, closer to tarot cards than standard playing cards.  By the number of images on the cards, Kari could still tell what she had, which really only left the “royal” cards in question.  On a hunch, Kari kept any such questions to herself, and surmised that in this realm, the female monarch was the equivalent of the king. 
 
    The first couple of hands left her astounded.  The elestram seemed quick to fold, and in both cases where she thought one of them was bluffing, it turned out she was wrong.  When they bet big, they had good hands, seeming either unaccustomed to bluffing, or simply folding too soon to ever really try.  Kari had to fold or was beaten soundly the first five hands, but just as Aeligos had taught her, she learned something about each of her opponents, even in defeat.  The elestram were shrewd and they seemed to count cards, which Kari thought must be difficult with so many players and more than one deck.  She thought back to Farris, the odds he had given her, and the fact that they coincided with the score, and she adjusted her game. 
 
    Running low on marks, she began to emulate the elestram players, folding early and often when a hand looked unpromising.  On the eighth hand, she turned the gameplay to her advantage and managed to bluff one of her opponents.  She was surprised at all the nodding heads around the table, even the last to fold, who cited that she had beaten the odds.  With that win, she was just shy of breaking even, and she graciously bowed out of the game.  Five pairs of elestram eyes turned to her, in shades of brown, gold, and green, and despite the normally dispassionate stares of the jackal-folk, there was respect on all of their faces.  They bid her a kind farewell, and Kari made her way over to Durisha, who now squatted by the bar. 
 
    “Your little one is still sleeping soundly,” the harmauth said. 
 
    “Thank you for checking on her,” Kari returned.  She stretched out, feeling the strange warm numbness in her muscles from the Mehr’Durillian spirits.  “Now, I think it’s time I went and joined her.” 
 
    “Get a good night’s rest.  Tomorrow will be a busy, eventful day, no doubt.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Farther to the west than Anthraxis, the time in Maurinoth more closely approximated where Kari had come from, and she woke just before dawn the next morning.  She fed Uldriana and then got busy readying herself for the day.  She planned to arrive in the palace armed and armored, a show of both strength and respect to her powerful host.  In light of this, she spent some time polishing her blades and her armor, and actually tended to her hair, something she did rarely before she had children, and much less often after. 
 
    Durisha was waiting for her in the commons when Kari descended the stairs, and the demonhunter wondered where the harmauth had slept.  The inn was empty and quiet except for the two of them, but Durisha gestured Kari toward a table.  Before Kari had even taken a seat, the syrinthian innkeeper came out of the back room with a tray of breakfast.  He placed a hot gruel that smelled like oatmeal, a glass of berry juice, and a miniature loaf of bread with a dish of honey on the table, bowed, and departed.  Kari sat down and, after giving a quick prayer of thanks – which felt especially odd in this place and situation – she began to eat. 
 
    “Good morning,” she greeted Durisha before she took the first bite. 
 
    The harmauth simply nodded before showing off her blunt, square teeth in a wide yawn.  “Tomorrow morning will be better, I suspect, after I have slept in my own bed again.” 
 
    Kari chuckled at that.  Despite the many months she had spent sleeping in her bed with her mate, she still felt acclimated to sleeping on the road.  No doubt it was different for someone who lived and worked in the palace.  It made her think of her days living and training with King Suler Tumureldi in her prior life, and how much of an outdoorsman he turned out to be despite his own position in the palace.  The years before he’d taken the crown had been spent riding horses, exploring the forests to the north, and engaging in showmanship and sports, mostly related to the blade.  The palace hadn’t changed him much, from what Kari had seen. 
 
    Once she was done eating, they left the inn and made their way to the road that led up to the castle.  Despite the elevation, the incline was gradual and winding, which served a double purpose: it was easy for pedestrian traffic and beast-drawn coaches to ascend, and yet it was a long and winding ascension ripe for archer fire should the palace come under attack.  Kari had to wonder at that; how large an army would it take to storm the castle of something as ancient and powerful as King Koursturaux?  If King Sekassus could tear apart a mallasti girl with willpower alone, just what sort of violence was Koursturaux capable of? 
 
    The thought of her daughter’s namesake being slaughtered put a lump in Kari’s throat, and she had to work to swallow it.  “Do not be nervous, Her Majesty has asked you here because she is interested in meeting you,” Durisha cut into her thoughts. 
 
    Kari simply nodded, figuring it wasn’t worth the effort to explain what she was really thinking about.  Durisha carried her bag and eventually took Uldriana as well, keeping the little girl perched in the crook of her elbow.  The harmauth looked as though the weight barely even registered on her, her strides remaining long but slow to allow Kari to keep up.  Though the great ram-folk were not speedy like the erestram, Kari now had to wonder if they had stamina for days like the wolf-folk. 
 
    They reached the front gate of the castle, where another pair of harmauths stood guard, one to either side.  Kari immediately recalled her encounter with harmauth guards when crossing Tess’Vorg with her mallasti guide on her last visit.  These were clearly male, for though Durisha had no noticeable breasts, these ones had longer hair on their lower bellies that hung down and provided some modesty despite their not wearing clothing.  Not much else served to distinguish them from their female counterpart: she was as burly and muscular as either of the males, and even her horns were comparable in size. 
 
    The two males bowed their horned heads respectfully to the king’s bodyguard, and with only a gracious wave of the hand, they directed Durisha and Kari to enter through the open arch.  Beyond it was a bailey before a second wall, and this area was populated by a small number of elestram and even a couple of erestram.  A quick glance told Kari that these, too, were male, and she wondered at that.  “I thought no males served in Her Majesty’s palace?” she queried. 
 
    “Not in the palace itself, no,” Durisha said.  She gestured around at the males working the stables and training their combat routines.  “What men are assigned to the castle live out here in the bailey, where they train and take care of the outer tasks.  Once we pass through the inner portcullis, you will find only females.” 
 
    Kari saw the team of beasts that drew the coach from Anthraxis to Maurinoth in just a few days, lying in the stables, eating and resting.  She had so many questions, but none of them were particularly important, so she continued along with the harmauth.  When they drew closer, Kari could see that the two erestram guarding the inner archway were, in fact, female.  They, too, bowed their heads respectfully to Durisha and Kari, and ushered them inside without delay. 
 
    “How many of the people in the palace speak my language?” Kari inquired.  “You speak it very well, I have to say.” 
 
    Durisha smiled briefly.  “Only a handful, though you may speak with any of them in the infernal tongue,” the harmauth answered.  “My sister and I were taught by Her Majesty from a young age, and she keeps us fluent by changing languages often.  I will let her explain the reasons if she so desires.” 
 
    Kari nodded, not wanting her companionable escort to get in any sort of trouble.  The inner courtyard was gorgeous, an immaculate garden being tended to by a number of delicate, beautiful women who looked vaguely half-elven but for their white, feathered wings.  Kari somehow knew what she was looking at was not a group of angels, but to the casual observer, it surely appeared to be so.  The women wore light, flowing white garments that were perfectly modest and yet accentuated their feminine forms in striking ways.  They bowed their heads or smiled to the passing harmauth and demonhunter, but offered no words. 
 
    In the middle of the garden was a fountain with a statue in it, reminiscent of the one Kari had seen in the central plaza of the holy city of Sarchelete.  In the center of this, however, stood an angelic male, armored and carrying a greatsword that Kari recognized despite having only seen it once before.  It was a model of the very blade King Koursturaux carried, and Kari felt herself snapped suddenly and cruelly back to reality as the image before her fell into place in her mind.  My people are not demons, we were conquered by them, Uldriana’s voice rang in Kari’s ears, and the reality of who and what King Koursturaux was came back to the fore, overriding all of the charm and grace Kari had witnessed until now. 
 
    Here stood a statue of an angelic being, a stark reminder to anyone who passed through this garden that King Koursturaux was a conqueror.  Kari might have suspected otherwise, but the male in this beautiful stone rendition looked nothing like the demon king, and that left the demonhunter with only one plausible conclusion.  It made her wonder about the angelic-looking women around the courtyard, what they were, where they’d come from, and how they had taken to serving the demon king so willingly. 
 
    “Beautiful, is it not?” Durisha asked, shaking Kari free of her thoughts.  “Well, come along, Lady Vanador, we do not want to delay Her Majesty’s plans.” 
 
    The front entrance of the palace, a wide, high double door that would easily allow even the tallest harmauth or erestram to pass through, was unguarded.  Kari looked up at the castle’s high towers and flapping pennants, depicting the sword that the demon king wielded entwined by a single red rose as their standard.  Kari recalled the tales of Celigus’ marble palace in Sansrigar, and wondered if this amazing feat of architecture before her was the inspiration for the other demon king’s home.  The smooth stone reflected the strong sunlight, casting great beams of nourishment to the garden, and keeping the place pleasantly warm despite the later season. 
 
    Durisha escorted Kari into the palace itself and down a quiet, cool passageway into the deeper portions.  Hallways crisscrossed the building’s main floor, with decorative wooden doors everywhere.  The interior was cool, the marble floor making Kari’s feet tingle after her trek up the hot dirt road to the palace.  The ceilings were nearly twelve feet above her, stretching well over Durisha as the harmauth walked fully extended.  The harmauth allowed Kari to look around a little, but kept her headed toward the north side of the castle. 
 
    An exquisite double wooden door inlaid with gold and numerous crimson gems was their destination, and Durisha listened before opening them.  “Court is in session, so keep quiet until you are called forward to speak.  When we enter, take a place to the side and wait there.  I will be expected to go stand beside Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Understood,” Kari said.  Durisha handed Kari her pack and her child, and the demonhunter followed the harmauth in when she opened the door as quietly as she could.  Kari stepped off to the side and found a row of chairs against the wall.  When she saw that there were others seated even in the presence of the king, she simply bowed toward the throne and then sat down. 
 
    Durisha approached the throne boldly, and the proceedings stopped for a minute.  The harmauth reached the base of the raised dais on which the throne sat, and she bowed deeply to her monarch.  King Koursturaux nodded and waved a hand casually to her side, and Durisha climbed up the steps and took her place beside the throne, opposite another female harmauth that had to be her twin sister Surisha. 
 
    The proceedings continued, but were in beshathan, and Kari quietly cursed the luck.  She had hoped she might overhear some things in infernal that would be of use or at least interest to her.  She looked over the magnificent crimson form of the demon king again, and saw a bit of a contrast to seeing her in Anthraxis.  Here, the king sat on a stately, beautifully-sculpted, high-backed throne covered with cushions and pelts in black and crimson.  Kari saw that Koursturaux preferred things in the same colors as her body, and it brought her back to wondering if that might be why Seril chose the coloration of her soldiers when she created them. 
 
    What was the relationship between the two? Kari wondered.  Sonja had mentioned, in the debriefing after the hunt for the Tilcimer, that she had seen Koursturaux and Seril speaking in the depths of the Devil Queen’s complex.  Sonja was highly empathic and even a bit telepathic, and she was sensitive to thoughts and feelings that lingered in a place.  She wasn’t able to tell Kari what Koursturaux and Seril had spoken about, but the fact that they spoke together and in an odd language Sonja didn’t recognize was concerning.  The fact that Sonja said the lingering image of Koursturaux had stared directly at her was terrifying.  Just how had the demon king managed that across space and time? 
 
    King Koursturaux began to finally speak in response to all that was being said to her, and the mallasti and elestram subjects who had argued before her kept bobbing their heads to her words.  Soon, they both bowed gracefully before her and said their thanks – one of the few things Kari could understand in the beshathan tongue.  They were escorted from the chamber, and then one of the angelic-looking women called forth the next group of petitioners.  Kari wondered how long she would be expected to sit through the proceedings.  Glancing around, she quickly intercepted Uldriana’s attempt to get fussy with an impromptu feeding.  Thankfully, no protests were raised about her doing so in the king’s audience chamber, though Kari’s opened breastplate hiding both child and chest might have had a lot to do with that. 
 
    The proceedings dragged on for a little while, and then King Koursturaux stood up.  All in the chamber bowed to a knee, and she waved a hand casually in dismissal before she turned and exited the chamber herself.  Surisha followed the monarch, but Durisha returned to Kari and squatted down before her. 
 
    “Her Majesty will see you at supper,” she said.  “In the meantime, Basirri, her court sorceress, will get you settled in a guest chamber, and then show you around as time permits.” 
 
    A mallasti female leaning on a walking staff came forward then, her face painted in white so that it almost resembled a skull, which was only amplified by the fact that her eyes were red.  She wore a fancy robe, though not so spectacular as the one Emma wore in the presence of the Overking.  Basirri was stocky and thick-furred like most mallasti, her hair the spotted light brown that was closer to a hyena’s.  Her black ears flicked a couple of times before she found her voice.  “You will come with me–” 
 
    “Basirri,” Durisha interrupted before shaking her great horned head.  “Speak her tongue.” 
 
    Kari hadn’t even registered that the mallasti had spoken infernal, and she took that as a good sign.  It meant she was learning to recognize and translate the words faster, meaning she was getting more familiar with it, even if she was still far from fluent. 
 
    The mallasti grunted.  “Greetings, Lady Vanador,” she said stiffly with a bow of her head.  “Please come with me, I shall show you your chambers and then give a brief tour of the palace, as Her Majesty has requested.” 
 
    The tone of her voice was the same, but it was amazing to Kari to contrast the languages in the same context.  Infernal was an imperious language that seemed devoid of niceties and grace, even though words could be inserted to evoke the appearances of such.  It was the language of conquerors, she mused, and that meant it was designed to put people in their place, to let them know who was in command at all times.  No wonder the mallasti in Moskarre hated speaking it so much, she thought. 
 
    “After you,” Kari answered, not wanting to delay things with her musings. 
 
    Basirri took Kari’s bag and then gestured for her to follow.  Kari lifted Uldriana up to her shoulder, and didn’t miss Durisha waggle her fingers at the little girl.  She followed the mallasti sorceress to the west end of the castle, where she was afforded an open room with several couches, a fireplace, and a bed that was probably large enough for two harmauths.  There was a crib there as well, and Kari found that to be a nice gesture. 
 
    “A crib has been provided, as was ordered,” the mallasti woman said, gesturing toward the wooden bed.  It looked exquisitely carved, the work of the amazing hands of some talented elestram carpenters, most likely.  “Guest quarters are cleaned around midmorning by the staff.  If you have need of anything, you may tug the cord beside the bed to ring for a chamber servant at any time.  I will leave your bag here, and take you to see the east sitting room, the dining hall, the privy chamber, and the baths, the last of which I would advise you to partake of before you dine with Her Majesty.” 
 
    Kari snorted at that, but she found the smile of the mallasti female disconcerting with the face paint.  “So, what does a court sorceress do for someone as powerful as Her Majesty?” 
 
    “Hmmm?  Oh, I keep abreast of situations involving the use of the arcane, whether by my people, the elestram, or anyone else who resides in Mas’tolinor.  Issues that are not easily dealt with are referred to Her Majesty for summary judgment.  However, most of the responsibility falls to me to be taken care of.  Mas’tolinor is, as you can imagine, an expansive realm, and to keep posted on all of the arcane goings-on would take far too much of Her Majesty’s time.” 
 
    “So you’re like the king’s High Council of Wizardry,” Kari said, comparing the mallasti to the wizards of Citaria who kept the balance among arcane practitioners. 
 
    “I am her minister in charge of all things arcane, I cannot put it more plainly than that,” Basirri said, her impassive gaze making the words less condescending than they sounded. 
 
    She led Kari to the opposite end of the castle, where a library with cushioned chairs and couches and a grand piano constituted the east sitting room.  It was impressive, to say the least, and Kari couldn’t help but notice that most of the décor was, again, in the same color scheme as the demon king’s body.  Kari appreciated the crimson and black, but wondered why everything was in the same two colors, aside from things crafted of wood or the marble walls themselves. 
 
    The dining hall was smaller than Kari expected, cozy and intimate, which suggested Her Majesty didn’t typically host large dinners in it.  It was reminiscent of Earl Garant’s breakfast table, and Kari recognized that in sharing dinner with the demon king, they would likely be alone and very close to each other.  The demonhunter had gotten an image in her mind of sitting at a long table for perhaps a couple dozen people, letting her and the monarch sit at opposite ends while they ate and fenced with words.  This, however, said otherwise. 
 
    The privy chamber was sort of like her private water closet back home, comprised of simple indoor plumbing that kept it free of persistent stenches.  This one, assuming there was more than one, was also along the outer wall of the castle, allowing for a window that kept the room bright in the sunshine.  Considering what had passed for a privy or even an outhouse in some of the places Kari had stayed over the courses of her two lives, this was among the finest she’d seen.  The numerous sinks and mirrors were a nice touch, and an adjoining door led to the bath chamber, which was the next thing Basirri showed her. 
 
    Durisha was in the bath chamber when Kari entered, which was fortuitous.  The harmauth was happy to watch Uldriana while Kari took a bath and washed her clothes.  Basirri departed, and Kari took her little girl into the bath with her when she was done washing.  She waded around in the pool-like bath with her daughter.  There was no waterfall for showering like the Overking’s palatial bath chambers, but there were the signs of indoor plumbing involved again, and Kari was suitably impressed.  When she considered the fact that King Koursturaux was reputed to be over ten thousand years old, it wouldn’t have surprised Kari to find her palace outdated or even primitive.  She was glad neither was the case. 
 
    Once Uldriana was washed and Kari’s clothes dried, she got dressed and in her armor once more.  “You will not be permitted to bring weapons into Her Majesty’s presence at supper,” Durisha advised when Kari was getting prepared. 
 
    “Should I not have taken them in the audience chamber?” 
 
    “You are permitted to be armed in the palace, just not at the supper table,” she clarified. 
 
    “Will you and Surisha be at the table?” Kari asked. 
 
    Durisha shook her head.  “We take our meals with the servants when Her Majesty hosts guests.  You two will doubtless have much to discuss that does not concern us, and that Her Majesty does not wish to fall on idle ears.  Enjoy your intimate time with her, and make certain that you touch on the issues you would like to discuss; do not simply be a target for questions.  Her Majesty has afforded you a great courtesy in granting a face-to-face meeting; be certain you take advantage of it.” 
 
    “I will,” Kari said, amused at the way the harmauth bodyguard gave her the same advice as Celigus and even Amastri.  Kari glanced at Uldriana, the girl’s head draped on her shoulder with her eyes closed.  “I should put her down for a nap before I’m called to supper with Her Majesty.” 
 
    Durisha nodded.  “I will see you again in the east sitting room after supper.  Until then.” 
 
    Kari bowed her head to the harmauth and followed her out to the hallway.  Durisha went east, and Kari retraced her steps back west to her guest chamber.  The palace was beautiful and quite comfortable, a place Kari could certainly get used to visiting. 
 
    But then a chill went down Kari’s spine when, in the distance, she heard the echoes of a pained scream. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter V – The Breaking of Bread 
 
      
 
    Kari was escorted to the dining hall just as the sun was approaching the horizon.  The hue of the sun as it set cast the crimson and ebony coloration of many of the palace decorations in an eerie light.  Kari wasn’t sure that was the intent, but it was the effect it achieved regardless.  It was almost as if things were arranged to say that even the light of the sun – of Sakkrass, she mused – was under Koursturaux’ control here.  That alone was enough to give Kari a shiver. 
 
    She was hungry, and hoped that there wouldn’t be a significant delay before she and her host began to eat.  Basirri led Kari into the dining hall, which was brightly lit by a roaring fire in the hearth and a bit by the remnants of the setting sun outside the north-facing windows.  The table was set for two, and Kari saw that while one of the chairs was high-backed, decorative, and clearly meant for the monarch, the other was wide with padded arms.  It looked like it would be perfect for Kari to have support for her arms while holding Uldriana. 
 
    That thought was dispelled a few moments later when Durisha entered the room.  “Allow me to watch your little one for you while you share supper with Her Majesty.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure exactly how she felt about that.  While she did trust Durisha somewhat, and she knew the harmauth was enthralled with her child, it would leave Kari feeling disarmed, in a sense, to not have her child with her.  The fact that she truly was disarmed only added to the discomfort, and she rubbed a hand along her hip where her scabbard would normally be.  After a moment of fidgeting, she handed her daughter over to the ram-woman, and Uldriana began to giggle and coo almost immediately. 
 
    The other door to the dining hall opened then, and Durisha turned and bowed to her king.  Koursturaux’ face was a mask of impassiveness, but there was an air of demand in her stride.  It was all Kari could do to look into those solid black eyes that reflected the light in the room, but she couldn’t read whatever the demon king was thinking.  Koursturaux was dressed in a beautiful garment that was far less modest than her court attire.  It was a black wrap that went around her neck, covered her breasts, looped around her back, and then met before her lower belly, where it fell toward the floor in a long and decorative strip.  It showed off her navel, the fine lines of her belly muscles – not as sculpted as Kari’s own, but enticing nonetheless – and the shapeliness of her hips and shoulders.  As alien as her coloration and horns may have made her, the woman was a stunner. 
 
    “You are dismissed,” she said shortly to Durisha, the authority of command in her voice despite the offhanded way she spoke. 
 
    The harmauth bowed again and departed with Uldriana in her arms, and Kari watched their egress before turning back to the demon king.  She bowed respectfully toward Koursturaux and greeted her, “Your Majesty.” 
 
    The demon king stepped just inches away from Kari, forcing the demonhunter to look up to meet her gaze.  “Let us first dispense the unpleasantries, Lady Vanador,” she said, and Kari felt her hackles rise.  “Should you ever tell me to shove something up my arse again, that will be the end of our relationship – and your life.  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    A few retorts came to mind, but Kari deflected any sense of foolish pride or even the anger that had flared when she’d first read Koursturaux’ letter.  She bowed her head.  “Forgive me, Your Majesty.  I was caught up in emotion when I said those things, still angry and scared because my brother-in-law was badly injured, and I thought you might have had something to do with it.  Amastri even offered me the chance to take back what I’d said, and I didn’t.  So I offer you a sincere apology.” 
 
    “Duly noted, and accepted,” the demon king said almost immediately.  “And with that, allow me to apologize for the poor timing of the letter’s delivery.  That missive was meant to be read when you returned home from Mehr’Durillia, not several weeks later.  In no way was it meant to be a taunt regarding your sibling’s injuries, which obviously had not happened at the time it was written.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kari said, but she furrowed her brow.  “I still don’t understand the reason you sent the letter in the first place.” 
 
    Koursturaux waved a hand toward the table.  “Let us speak of this over supper.  I’m quite famished, as I imagine you must be.” 
 
    Kari nodded but waited until the king had taken her seat before she followed suit.  It was so hard to read those black eyes, but Kari was pretty sure she saw a twinge of humored respect in the corner of the demon king’s mouth.  Within moments of King Koursturaux taking her seat, a pair of elestram dressed in spotless, white linen cooks’ outfits filed in and set several covered dishes on the table before the demon king and her guest.  Once they removed the lids, the cooks bowed to their monarch and left the room after a casual gesture from her hand. 
 
    “Smells like venison,” Kari commented. 
 
    “Ah, so you’re familiar with it,” Koursturaux approved.  There was a slight change to the tone of her voice, a little more familiarity there now and less authority.  Still, she spoke with very particular diction and pacing; surprisingly, Kari found the demon king was quite pleasant to listen to.  “I felled this animal myself just this week.  It smells as though they prepared it with a citrus and herb glaze.  Help yourself, Lady Vanador.  Whatever my kast’wa may have told you with respect to manners, I expect only the basic formalities while you are a guest at my table.” 
 
    Despite her words, Kari allowed the king to spear herself the choicest piece of meat first.  There were glazed vegetables to go with the savory dish, most of which looked familiar to Kari even on this alien world.  She made a subconscious effort to keep her elbows off the table, put a cloth napkin in her lap, and didn’t indulge in the bottle of wine until she had begun to eat.  King Koursturaux appeared intent on her supper at first, but for all Kari could tell, those black eyes may have been looking at her.  She tried to assume the former and avoid any fidgeting while the two ate in silence. 
 
    After finishing nearly half her meal, Koursturaux wiped her mouth with her napkin and rested her chin in hand, considering Kari.  “Sometimes my subtlety can be my undoing when attempting to manipulate someone,” she said at length, surprising Kari.  “I knew the cost of your bargain with Sekassus, and I was nearly certain what your reaction would be.  I wrote that letter to test your resolve, Lady Vanador, not to mock or taunt you.” 
 
    “Please, call me Kari, Your Majesty,” she put in when the demon king paused. 
 
    Koursturaux nodded.  “I have such a different perspective than you do, having lived so much longer and seen so many turnings of the heavens.  It’s not unusual to see even a champion lose their will, their resolve, in the face of death.  King Morduri didn’t expect you would form an attachment with his vulkinastra citizen, but he hasn’t studied you or your lives in detail as I have.  I don’t pretend to know you intimately, Kari, but I understand the heart and mind you possess, the way you think in certain circumstances, and the reason you are as devoted and devout as you are.  There were many possible outcomes of your gambit with Sekassus, but I foresaw what came to pass, and was not surprised.” 
 
    “You thought I was going to give up?” 
 
    “No.  As I said, I think I know your spirit fairly well.  But the question was whether you would go with your heart or listen to so-called well-meaning people around you.  You and I do not have the luxury of waiting on others to attain our goals.  So, I thought to prod you, to ask if you had the will to soldier on, if you please.  You are Salvation’s Dawn; you know it, I know it, and a great many others know it.  I mean to use you to see to an end, Kari, and if you were too weak-willed to survive what is to come, I needed to know that beforehand.” 
 
    “And what end is that, Your Majesty?” she asked, doing her best to remain civil.  It wasn’t every day that someone told her to her face that she was being used.  In truth, she hadn’t expected anything less, but it was still shocking to be slapped across the snout with it. 
 
    Koursturaux waved off the question.  “We have several more days to spend together, and we will get to that in due time.  I simply want to be sure you know the intention of my letter.” 
 
    “I do now, thank you,” Kari said. 
 
    “Has there been no change in your brother-in-law’s condition?” 
 
    Kari shook her head and nearly looked away, but she remembered Celigus’ advice and maintained eye contact.  “No, Your Majesty, he’s still…paralyzed from the hips down.  Even the best healers in the land haven’t had any luck helping.” 
 
    The demon king’s black-eyed, unblinking stare was imposing, no trace of what she might be thinking playing upon her countenance.  “Your people have a saying: good things come to those who wait.  Have faith that a solution will present itself in due time.” 
 
    “Is there anything you could do to help, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “On this matter, I’m afraid not.  Nor, before you ask, is there anything I could do for your mate.”  Kari’s jaw tightened and she looked away into the fire before she realized what she was doing.  “Yes, I’ve no doubt you are unhappy to be here while your mate languishes, but you must understand that this meeting between you and I will have a far greater and longer impact than even the bond between you and your mate.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Kari blurted, her voice quivering.  The only way to stop it from doing so was to get angry, but she knew, even speaking before she considered her words, that to do so would turn this encounter and the entire visit quite sour. 
 
    Koursturaux stared at Kari intently, those black pools reflecting firelight in their corners.  “Come now, Kari, do you think you are the only one to ever lose a loved one?  Do you think, in twelve thousand years, that I’ve never lost anyone I care for?”  She chuckled darkly.  “Or do you honestly believe that I have never cared for anyone?” 
 
    “I don’t really know anything about you, that’s part of why I’m here,” the demonhunter replied after a pause.  “All I really know about is how powerful you are.” 
 
    “You know nothing of how powerful I am,” the demon king countered, but she waved off her own words.  “If this meeting goes as I hope and suspect, it will likely remain that way for the rest of your days.  I invited your mate specifically so you would not be apart during these times of trouble.  Instead, I find you brought your infant daughter, but no one to watch her while we are otherwise occupied.” 
 
    “Durisha seems happy to watch her,” Kari said, and the demon king actually smiled.  “I’m curious why you haven’t let her have a child of her own?  She certainly seems interested.” 
 
    Koursturaux fixed Kari with that unblinking stare again, tilted her head, and let forth an amused chuckle.  “I would never have suspected that breeding harmauths would be among your interests.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not…I mean, it’s just that she seems to love playing with my daughter, and Eliza said she’s the sweet one.” 
 
    “And that is exactly why I haven’t bred her yet,” the demon king returned.  She waved her hand around casually.  “I suppose it would be pointless to pose it to you as a question, with how little you know.  Females make up less than ten percent of the harmauth population.  They are rare, and because of this, they wield the power among their kind.  A female will typically have a harem of as many as ten mates, who must compete for her attentions to be chosen to breed.  The young are weaned at an exceedingly early age relative to most other races, and as such, the attachment between mother and child is brief.” 
 
    “Durisha is too sweet, and I know she would become too attached to a child that is her own.  Surisha is more headstrong and has a more dominant personality; she birthed two sons and relinquished them to her mother’s clan with little fuss.  The same would not be true of Durisha, and I am wary of breaking her heart, lest she become more like her sister.” 
 
    “Oh.  I think I understand now,” Kari said.  “They’re really close to you, then?  I know they’re your bodyguards, but Durisha said you raised them?” 
 
    Koursturaux nodded.  “From the time they were calves.  Birthing twins nearly killed their mother, and I don’t believe she has ever been able to conceive again since – which, you probably understand now, is a tragedy among their people.  I raised them like my own daughters, and they love me as far more than simply their king and patron.” 
 
    That was certainly interesting.  Kari thought of what Celigus said regarding the people of Mehr’Durillia not all hating their kings.  She suspected it was easier for the harmauth twins to love Koursturaux, having been raised by her and serving so closely with her, but it still made Kari wonder.  No one denied what Koursturaux was – not even her kast’wa or she herself – but there was clearly more to the demon king than what the title suggested.  Kari wondered what it took to get into the king’s good graces, and realized it was an opportunity she was being given at this very moment. 
 
    “You have children of your own, though, don’t you?  Amastri mentioned you almost died in childbirth once, and said I should ask you about it if I was curious.” 
 
    Koursturaux shook her head.  “I am going to have to have a word with Amastri about that wagging tongue of hers,” she said.  “To answer your questions, I have had dozens of children over the long years of my life.  Most of them are dead; some by my own hand.  Oh, don’t give me that look, Kari, the temptation of power can corrupt even the best-raised children, and open attempts at usurping one’s throne cannot be tolerated.  If your children tried to kill you, I suspect they would meet the same end, no matter what you may think now, before it has happened.” 
 
    Kari was mortified, but she didn’t get a chance to answer before Koursturaux continued, “The last time I was with child, there was a complication, and I am told I nearly perished.  Yes, I suspect you thought that such a thing couldn’t happen to a demon king, or that such surely could not kill one of us.  Incorrect.  Thanks to the efforts of an elestram surgeon who is now part of my personal staff, both the child and myself were spared.  I still have the scar here.”  She leaned back far enough in her seat to indicate a barely-noticeable line of scar tissue below her navel that was only a slightly different shade than the rest of her crimson skin.  “Should you wish to know more about it, you will have to ask my surgeon, Evanja, as I was not awake for the procedure.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure what to say to all that; it was certainly more open than she expected the demon king to be.  The conversation dried up for a while as they finished their dinners.  Kari was pleased by the quality of the food, and she made certain to thank the king for the honor of eating something Koursturaux had hunted herself.  The little niceties seemed to register well with the imposing king, and though she had declared that she cared only for the basics of etiquette while Kari was her guest, the demonhunter did her best to be proper in everything.  It had the desired effect, as far as Kari could tell, and oddly enough, Koursturaux seemed more relaxed when the wine was poured to go with their dessert. 
 
    Kari indulged in a sweet, chewy pastry and a little bit of wine, afraid of putting off her host.  Durisha brought Uldriana back once dinner was complete, and with the demon king’s permission, Kari began to nurse her at the table.  With a command from Koursturaux to a couple of servants, there was soon a masterfully sculpted marble chess board on the table.  Kari wasn’t well-acquainted with the game, but unless they used different rules on Mehr’Durillia, she suspected she could at least play along. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to be much of a match for you, Your Majesty,” she commented as she looked over her pieces.  They were different than those she had seen back home, but the setup seemed to be the same.  “Are all the pieces and the rules the same as what I know?” 
 
    “Of course,” Koursturaux said.  “This is the more typical game popular among humans.  We do have a different set that I prefer, but it would take too much time to explain its rules and get you acquainted with the particulars.” 
 
    They began playing, and less than a minute passed before the demon king tipped over one of Kari’s pieces, declaring, “Checkmate.” 
 
    “What?” the demonhunter blurted, nearly tipping her daughter off her lap as she leaned over the board.  “What?  How is that possible?” 
 
    “Ah, Kari, you really aren’t familiar with this game, are you?” 
 
    “Not really,” she said, remembering to make eye contact when speaking.  “I figured I do enough real fighting on the battlefield, so what’s the point in playing games about it?” 
 
    “Hasht,” the demon king said, and Kari wondered at how, in the context of Se’sasha – the syrinthian priestess she’d rescued – having made a similar sound, it was more like a word.  “Tactics are not something one divides between battle and relaxation.  Chess is a game, but it teaches you many things about life, like seeing what is coming well before it happens.  Knowing how to be several moves ahead of your enemies and anticipate their moves will not only make you a better fighter, but a better leader in general, a better negotiator, and even – dare I say – a better lover.” 
 
    “For all the good that will do me,” Kari muttered. 
 
    “Relationships change after you have children,” Koursturaux said with that casual little gesture.  “You and your mate will figure things out when your children are a little older.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Kari explained.  “The disease that’s killing my husband has, well, already killed his ability to make love.” 
 
    “Ah,” the demon king offered, but she said no more. 
 
    They set the board up again for another game, and this time, Kari was prepared for the four-move strike.  She lasted a little longer, but the demon king bested her handily yet again.  What was worse, Kari was pretty sure that after the four-move victory, Koursturaux had gone easy on her, for all the difference it made.  She managed to capture only a couple of the king’s pawns before her own king fell. 
 
    “So, you and Celigus play this all the time, I heard?” Kari offered. 
 
    Koursturaux regarded her for a moment.  “He has the greatest tactical mind I have come across in twelve eras,” the demon king said.  “He may be the greatest tactical mind of this age, and perhaps of any age.  Surely you saw as much in his results during your Apocalypse, yes?” 
 
    “I didn’t see or hear much about it, but I know his defense along the Ceritan Mountains was instrumental in keeping Seril contained to the heartlands,” Kari said.  “News was hard to come by during the War, and usually just centered around where aid was needed, how things were going overall, and important deaths.” 
 
    “You know he trained your Warlord?” the demon king asked, and Kari couldn’t stop her brows from going up.  “Oh, yes.  Kristofer’s father was not his sole teacher.  That tactical mind is the product of several tutors, one of which was my kast’wa.” 
 
    That explains a lot, Kari thought.  “I know he’s also a master with that black greatsword of his…what does he call it?  Bloodfang?”  Koursturaux nodded.  “Did he teach you some of his tricks with the blade, Your Majesty?” 
 
    The demon king’s brow came low, which was only made more imposing by the horns and the eyes.  After a moment, though, there was a twitch in the corner of her mouth, and she let out a chuckle that may have been humorless.  “Quite the opposite,” she answered.  “I taught him much of what he knows regarding its use.  He was a fairly proficient fighter when we met, but he was not the warrior his brother was; his was always the tactical mind, whereas Sherkenn was the battlefield master.” 
 
    “So you knew Sherkenn?” 
 
    “Only by reputation.  I was required to watch their ascension to power from a distance, as I was barred by the Overking’s law from intervening in what we call the War of Seven Fronts.  I didn’t care for the minor kings that squabbled in Sansrigar, but when Celigus and Sherkenn killed their father and waged war on their neighbors, it caught my attention.  I had never seen such tenacity and tactical genius: while Sherkenn should have been outmatched and easily beaten by his enemies, he and Celigus outfoxed them all.  They turned the other kings on each other, and then used surgical strikes to remove most of them.  When the final three joined forces, that was when Sherkenn ultimately fell to his own arrogance, but Celigus took up the reins himself and ultimately conquered Sansrigar.” 
 
    “And you two became kast’was after that?” 
 
    “Kast’wasi,” Koursturaux corrected.  “But no.  It wasn’t until Celigus came to his first session of the Anthraxis Council to be recognized by the Overking that I actually met him face to face.  Even as the conqueror of Sansrigar, he had still not seen the turning of an era, and I was not pleased that he was to ascend to a Council seat when he wasn’t a true king.  One must see the passing of at least a thousand years before they are eligible to become a recognized king and member of the Council, normally.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how he got around that?” Kari asked, thoroughly enjoying this.  She wondered what Celigus would think if she confronted him with all of these secrets. 
 
    “Soul stealing,” the demon king answered, the tilt of her head making Kari think she expected that was common knowledge.  “Celigus once tapped into a black magic that he used to steal the life-force of his enemies.  While none of those ‘minor kings’ he defeated to conquer the realm of Sansrigar would have been strong enough to sit on the Council, combined their power would have been considerable.  Add to this those who lay dying on the battlefields, and – I have long suspected – Sherkenn, and Celigus was already considerably more powerful than many of the older kings serving on the Council at the time.” 
 
    “He killed his own brother to become a king?” Kari balked.  “No wonder he never talks about his past.” 
 
    “No, he did not kill his own brother, but I suspect he absorbed his brother’s power after Sherkenn was killed.  He may have done the same to his father after they killed him.  There is no way of telling just how many people Celigus absorbed his power from, and he has ever remained silent about it.  Fortunately, he ceased using this power some time ago, though I suspect that the damage was already done.” 
 
    Kari squinted and shook her head.  “Damage?  Why would you, of all people, be afraid of black magic?” 
 
    “Even as a demon king, there are lines that must be drawn,” Koursturaux answered.  “The use of such power scars the heart and the soul, and absorbing the power of your enemies does not simply grant you their power.  A portion of their very soul becomes a part of you, their voices ever in the recesses of your mind, their wants and desires tugging at your heartstrings and your very sanity.  Now do you understand his secretive nature, his hesitance to talk about his past?” 
 
    “He’s going to be mad that you told me all this, isn’t he…Your Majesty?” Kari realized she hadn’t been appending the king’s title to her words as often as she should.  Though King Koursturaux hadn’t said anything about it, Kari thought she should refrain from getting too congenial with the monarch. 
 
    “Perhaps, but I think not.  The weight of secrets is crippling.  Sometimes it is better to share them and save ourselves the agony of keeping them, and since you are an ally and close to what he might consider a friend, I think you are the proper person to share such with.  If he does get angry, he can always refuse to lie with me.  But which of us do you think that would have the greater effect on?” 
 
    Kari burst out laughing, startling Uldriana from her nursing, and she worked to settle her daughter down while she got her mirth under control.  “How did you two end up becoming… kast’wasi?” 
 
    The demon king looked into the fire, her hand to her chin thoughtfully as she reminisced.  “When he came to the first Council session, he was put in the room adjacent to my own, as you found when you went to see him in Anthraxis some months ago,” she answered at length, her gaze returning to Kari.  “I believe the Overking didn’t much care for Celigus, and hoped that putting him in the room next to mine would lead to his swift demise – which it almost did.” 
 
    “The first time I met him, I was in the bath, washing off a few days’ travel by coach, as I am sure you can understand after your travels here,” she said, and Kari agreed with a bob of her head.  “I was unaware that he was quartered on my floor, so when he walked in the bath chamber and our first face-to-face meeting involved both of us completely naked, I was not impressed.  This was only exacerbated by the fact that when I detected his presence, it was his thoughts that gave him away…and they were exactly what you might expect, knowing him as you probably do.  So there he was, fully aroused, staring at me intently.  But then he surprised me.” 
 
    Koursturaux sighed, almost wistfully.  “When I turned on him, he covered himself and apologized for invading my privacy – a rare thing, even among the more subordinate kings.  He simply asked that I knock on his door and let him know when I was finished, and then he tried to leave the room.” 
 
    “Tried?” Kari echoed. 
 
    “I told him to halt, and then demanded a service from him in payment for his indiscretion, unintentional or not.  And then I told him to wash my back.” 
 
    “So he sort of tickled your fancy right away?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  It was a trap.  All I wanted was for some part of his body other than his hands to touch me, and I was going to disembowel him – which I assure you I would be well within my rights to do to anyone who so disrespected me, even in Anthraxis.  But again, he surprised me.  He managed to be a perfect gentleman – though I would hesitate to use such to describe him in general – and did as he was asked, managing to control his thoughts very well considering the situation he was in.” 
 
    The demon king shrugged.  “After that, I invited him to take his baths with me, so long as he continued to behave himself, which he did.  I subsequently invited him here for a visit, and as I was still reeling a bit from the death of my mate, we were intimate.  He has his faults, to be sure, but Celigus is quite a man.  We have remained kast’wasi ever since, though that has not amounted to much over the years, and he has obviously had many children by other women.” 
 
    Kari nearly got lost considering the demon king’s having lost her mate, but managed to focus on what Koursturaux was saying.  “Does that annoy you?” she prodded.  She was honestly curious how the two viewed each other, and was amazed at how open the demon king was about Celigus. 
 
    “I find it disappointing that he is so careless with his seed, but it is honestly not my business,” she said.  “Our intimacy is only a small part of what I love about the man, so I try not to let it cloud my judgment of him.” 
 
    Kari couldn’t help but wonder at the demon king saying she loved anyone, much more so when it came to Celigus.  “Forgive me if I’ve been too forward, Your Majesty; he did warn me not to ask about your love life.” 
 
    Koursturaux waved off the apology and checkmated Kari yet again.  “Discussing our mates and lovers is well within the bounds of our relationship thus far.  Ask me about any of the specifics, and then we will have crossed a line.  We will not speak of these things further.” 
 
    “Understood,” Kari agreed and bowed her head.  “While you humiliate me at another game of chess, would you mind telling me what you know about my role as Salvation’s Dawn?  I know you said we have a week to go over things, but you said you aim to use me, and I’d like to know exactly what for.” 
 
    “Vengeance,” the demon king said without hesitation. 
 
    “Vengeance?  Against who?” 
 
    “Everyone who has wronged me these many long years,” Koursturaux answered.  “I suppose we may get to this portion of our business now, if you like.  It will give you time to consider my offer and your alternatives.  All I ask is that you not give me an answer just yet.  I want you to think on this while you are here, and while you may give me a preliminary answer before you leave, I want you to discuss these things with your friends and allies.  Consider all the ramifications of what I tell and ask of you, and then do as your heart commands.  You have fine instincts, Lady Vanador, and I expect you will come to the proper decision in time.” 
 
    “A great change is coming to the world – worlds, I suppose, would be more accurate – that you know.  A changing of leadership is needed, and at hand, and the Temple of Archons, as your people call it, will give me the means to both enact my revenge and bring about said change in leadership.  Now, I don’t expect you will simply aid me, but I will offer you something you may have difficulty believing, but ultimately have more difficulty refusing.” 
 
    Kari took a deep breath and let it out in a long, calming sigh.  “What’s your offer?” 
 
    “I will guarantee a complete and total end to all threats to your world, Citaria, from this world of Mehr’Durillia,” Koursturaux said evenly.  “In exchange, you will put your time and resources to gathering the keys and then granting me access to the Temple of Archons.” 
 
    “You must be kidding,” Kari said, forgetting herself for a moment.  Thankfully, the demon king either expected such a response or simply didn’t take offense to it.  “You can’t ask me to give you the keys to becoming a god in exchange for a promise that you’ll keep the other kings from attacking Citaria.” 
 
    “I fail to recall saying any such words,” the demon king countered.  “Where did you learn that the Temple of Archons holds the key to divinity?” 
 
    “It’s what everyone seems to suspect back home.  Are you saying it doesn’t?” 
 
    “I am saying only that the Temple holds the means to my vengeance, and nothing more.  If I am given access to it, I will not promise to keep the other kings from attacking Citaria: I will guarantee that they stop attacking your world.” 
 
    “But that could just mean you will be the one attacking,” Kari said. 
 
    Koursturaux chuckled.  “Oh, you are shrewder than I was led to believe.  No, Lady Vanador, I said I would guarantee an end to all threats to Citaria from Mehr’Durillia, meaning either from myself or any of my peers, or any other power or army here upon this world.” 
 
    Kari considered whether to throw down her hand.  She figured she had to, or she would never get the full picture of what Koursturaux wanted.  “But that could just mean you attack from Irrathmor.  Your offer is actually too specific.” 
 
    The demon king smiled.  “No wonder Amastri likes speaking with you so much.  You certainly play chess with words far better than with physical pieces.  Yes, Lady Vanador, there is only so much I can guarantee.  Irrathmor is not, and likely will not be, under my control at any point.  But you are reading too deeply into what is being presented to you.  I am not trying to trick or deceive you; my offer is what you hope it to be, not what your mind twists it to be based on suspicions and skepticism.  I am leaving out only the details of what I suspect is in the Temple of Archons, because to lay out my plans before you in totality would be my downfall.” 
 
    “Check,” Kari said, surprised at herself.  It lasted only a moment, though, until King Koursturaux moved her king.  Kari realized she had a good setup, though, and put her host’s king in check again.  “Check.  You realize I have to refuse on principle at this point?” 
 
    “I told you I don’t expect a decision until you leave, and that I understood it would be as much of a reaction as a decision.”  The demon king moved her king from danger once again, and Kari carefully worked to set her pieces up to go for the checkmate once again.  She realized her error a few moments later when her gambit left her defenses open, and with one brilliant, patient move, Koursturaux put Kari’s own king in checkmate.  “You are improving, but you still need to learn to plan several moves in advance.” 
 
    Kari considered Koursturaux’ words.  “Something you obviously have experience with.” 
 
    “Twelve thousand years’ worth,” the demon king agreed with a smirk.  “So recognize the truth of this conversation: I have already planned for you to agree, and for you to disagree.  I am offering you the opportunity to get something you need while giving me something I want, but you should realize that I am going to get what I want either way.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  It was what she should have suspected all along.  Kari was far from stupid, but she was dealing with beings that were older than her race, possibly her entire world, and their plans had been a long time in coming.  Koursturaux didn’t pretend to be Kari’s friend or that she had pure, honorable intentions, and she had made Kari an offer that benefited Citaria in ways the demon king didn’t have to bother accounting or planning for.  Kari was duty-bound to refuse on principle, just as she’d said, but it was an offer she had to discuss with her Order and its Council. 
 
    “I’ll go over things with my masters when I get home,” she said at last.  “At the very least, let me say thank you for even presenting such a generous offer, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Koursturaux dipped her head in recognition of Kari’s respect.  “Tomorrow, I would like to take you on a hunt,” she said.  “We need not leave early, so don’t fret about preparing your daughter.  You may leave her here in the care of a wet nurse.  Yes, you will find that because your people have a magical nature somewhat similar to a mallasti, they may nurse your young with no trouble.  We will leave on the morrow and return after dark on the third day.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Majesty,” Kari said.  She was leery about leaving her daughter with strangers, much less ones that weren’t her species, but she decided to trust in Koursturaux’ assurances. 
 
    “You are dismissed to do as you please.  I will be retiring to the east sitting room in a short time, to play some piano and enjoy some elestram wood bourbon near the great fire.  You are welcome to join us there at your leisure.  Do not let my proposal or the coming decision you must make leave you uptight or discomfited.  We have business to discuss and take care of, Kari, but I want you to feel relaxed while you are my guest.” 
 
    “Thank you, I look forward to attending,” Kari answered, considering she would surprise the demon king there with the new sheet music. 
 
    Koursturaux rose to her feet.  “I am not sure what you have been told by my kast’wa, but in light of your mate’s impotence, you may wish to partake of some…carnal frivolity while you are my guest here.  As you’ve no doubt heard and seen for yourself, I keep no males on staff within the palace, but you may feel free to go to the outer bailey for companionship, or find one of my girls who strikes your fancy.” 
 
    Kari started to respond, but the demon king waved her hand to cut off any answer.  “I only say this so that you do not feel embarrassed if you decide to seek companionship.  You are under no obligation or expectation to take advantage of your mate’s absence.  I think I know you well enough to understand what to expect.  I am only saying do as you please, and don’t worry about what I may think.  That is all.  As I said, I want you to relax while you are my guest.  I will see you either in the east sitting room, or else for breakfast tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Kari watched the swinging hips and long, slender tail of the demon king as she made her way from the chamber.  Kari lifted up her sleeping daughter and cradled her to her shoulder, and she made her way back to her bedroom.  She got Uldriana settled into the crib, and reached into her pack to get out the sheet music, carefully pressed between thin metal sheets bound together.  She considered the demon king’s final offer, and a lump formed in her throat.  She thought of Grakin, sitting home worried about her, and how much she missed their intimate time together. 
 
    There’s no replacing that, she thought.  There was simply no replacing what Grakin meant to her, not even in the realm of “carnal frivolity” as the demon king put it.  The more Kari was away from Grakin, the more she realized just how much he meant to her.  It was clear that his death was going to be like losing a part of herself, as though something was cut from her that would never grow back or even heal.  What Koursturaux offered was little more than temporary release, the kind Kari was certain she was not interested in, not with anyone.  With a final glance at Uldriana’s sleeping form, Kari rose and left the chamber, headed toward the east sitting room. 
 
    There was a fair-sized gathering there when Kari arrived, though within moments she saw that none of the king’s servants that she knew was there, and the conversations were in languages Kari didn’t speak.  Many of the women here were those angelic-looking creatures, but there were several mallasti and a few erestram as well.  Kari felt out of place almost instantly, but her arrival drew the attention of the demon king, who waved her over.  Now Kari felt even more out place with all the eyes of the other women upon her, but she made her way over to the monarch, seated on the piano bench. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Kari greeted her in infernal with a bow of the head. 
 
    “Speak your own tongue,” Koursturaux said.  “My girls get little enough exposure to or opportunity to practice it.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kari said, switching back to the Citarian common trade tongue.  “I asked Amastri about a gift for you, and she made an interesting suggestion, so I brought this for you.” 
 
    She handed the demon king the sheet music, and even black eyes couldn’t hide her shock.  “Interesting, I’ve not seen this before,” Koursturaux said quietly.  “Hmmm, shades of some of the human classics – Johann Sebastian Bach, Chopin, and perhaps even a touch of Mendelssohn.  Whoever wrote this has a wonderfully technical talent in music, especially the piano.”  She looked up at Kari, not bothering to hide the surprise upon her face.  “This is a very kind gesture.  I thank you.” 
 
    Kari smiled.  “I don’t suppose you could play it tonight?” 
 
    “I fully intend to try,” she answered, setting the music on the piano.  “Though, I will make no guarantees as to how well on my first attempt.” 
 
    The other women in the room laughed, and Kari maintained her smile.  It was odd to see a demon king thankful, modest, and humorous all in a short stretch.  There was so much more to King Koursturaux than Kari had expected, and though she still represented a danger and a force to be reckoned with, Kari was happy to find there was a side of the demon king that she could relate to.  She took a seat at Koursturaux’ gesture. 
 
    “I can’t stay long; I’ll need to go check on Uldriana now and then,” she offered as a preemptive apology. 
 
    “Stay as long as you like,” the demon king said.  She waved one of the mallasti females forward.  “This is Mildasa; she will be taking care of your daughter as a wet nurse while we are out on our hunt.  Mildasa, go and watch over Lady Vanador’s child while she is with me.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” the mallasti woman said with a bow, only the slightest trace of an accent in her voice as she spoke the Citarian trade tongue.  She was carrying a pup with her in one of the traditional woven carriers that were so popular with the hyena-folk.  She acknowledged Kari with a bow of her head, which Kari returned, and then the mallasti woman left the chamber. 
 
    “As you can see, Mildasa has a pup barely older than your daughter,” the demon king said, turning back to Kari, “so she will be well-prepared to care for your child in your absences.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Kari said, not bothering to articulate her true feelings on the matter.  She trusted Frannie with her child; was it because Mildasa was a mallasti that Kari was less inclined to leave her daughter with her?  As much as she would have liked to pretend otherwise, she knew that was the truth of it.  It was partially because the woman was a different species, but there was more to it, and Kari admitted that to herself, if not the demon king or the mallasti woman. 
 
    She sat and enjoyed a glass of bourbon, watching the dance of the flames in the hearth while Koursturaux prepared to play the piano.  It was a smooth but powerful drink, better than the few times she’d tried similar stock back home on Citaria.  It suddenly struck Kari what was odd about this situation: the demon king was going to play piano to entertain her guest and her servants.  Kari had to wonder how many other kings would do such a thing.  It was another facet to the enigma that was King Koursturaux, and Kari found herself intrigued. 
 
    Kari recognized a few of the songs the demon king played, having heard them performed on a harp or other instruments on occasion.  Many of them were completely new, and Kari marveled at the grace of the large woman’s hands dancing across the ivory keys.  She knew that having long fingers was an advantage when playing piano, but Koursturaux was much larger than a typical human, and the demonhunter expected that made playing the slightly-too-small instrument a little trickier.  If that was the case, however, Koursturaux showed no sign of it.  Even when she tried playing the music Kari brought as a gift, she managed a passable performance, though she did stutter on the keys a few times. 
 
    “I can see this will keep me busy for a while,” the demon king commented when she’d finished, and she grinned ever so slightly as her girls applauded. 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” Kari commented.  “Sounds like you’ll be playing it with ease in no time.” 
 
    “Because you’ve never heard it before,” Koursturaux said, turning back to examine the sheet music.  “You have no idea how many notes I missed.” 
 
    There was light-hearted laughter again.  Koursturaux asked a couple of the angelic-looking creatures to dance.  After watching and finishing her drink, Kari thanked the demon king for her hospitality and excused herself to return to her chambers.  When she arrived, she found Mildasa asleep on the bed with Uldriana and her own child cradled tight to her.  Kari undressed and climbed into bed quietly, mindful of waking any of them.  While it was her bed, she let Mildasa share it with her for the night, and she drifted off to sleep. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VI – Huntresses 
 
      
 
    Mildasa and the children were gone when Kari woke the next morning, even though the demonhunter had woken before dawn as usual.  Within moments of dressing and leaving her room, Kari was directed to the general dining hall, a larger room with a table for far more guests.  There she found the caretaker having her own breakfast while balancing two nursing children in her lap.  It was quite a feat to behold, and Kari began to suspect that the mallasti gave birth to single children, and simply raised their pups communally.  It was an interesting facet that they even took turns nursing the pups to give new mothers a break, and the fact that they apparently could nurse as many as six at a time was quite an advantage. 
 
    Kari took her breakfast beside the mallasti mother, who seemed to have adjusted to Uldriana’s nursing habits quickly.  “Is this your first?” she asked while she ate. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Mildasa said, her grasp of the Citarian trade tongue a bit stiff, with the mallasti accent carrying over into it more noticeably now.  It lent a pleasant edge to the way she spoke.  “This is my fourth, my second son, Dillon.  My family lives in the city; Her Majesty asked that I come and tend to your children if it proved necessary.  Is this your first, lady?” 
 
    “Second,” Kari answered with a smile, brushing Uldriana’s short black hair gently with her fingers.  She found it interesting that the mallasti child had a human-sounding name.  “I have a son back home, named for his father.  My daughter is called Uldriana.” 
 
    The mallasti woman’s eyes lit up at that.  “That name is quite common among my people.  Is it common among yours as well?  I would not have expected such a thing.” 
 
    “I named her for one of your people, a vulkinastra.” 
 
    Mildasa’s jaw dropped open slightly.  “You met a vulkinastra?” she asked.  “They are considered the blessed of…”  She stopped and looked around warily.  “We should not speak of such things.” 
 
    Kari considered that.  It was the first spoken evidence she’d heard that despite all of the rich hospitality and congeniality of the demon king, she was still exactly that.  These women, pleased as they may have been to work in Koursturaux’s palace, were still slaves, still subjugated by the demon kings.  They were supposed to be Be’shatha’s children, living free to serve their celestial queen, but instead, they bent knee to a demon king, whether willingly or not.  Koursturaux had proven to be an enigma thus far, but there it was: she was still a conquering demon king. 
 
    Kari thought about the vulkinastra, whether they were truly blessed among Be’shatha’s creations or just albino, a product of genetics, as sages would say.  She considered the prophecy that led King Sekassus to kill any vulkinastra he could get his hands on, and it seemed a safe bet to assume that if the mallasti rose up and deposed him, they might not stop there.  It made Koursturaux’ and Morduri’s involvement in Kari’s previous mission to Mehr’Durillia even more fascinating, and Kari quickly surmised that it might be a means of eliminating a lot of Koursturaux’ competition in an ultimately legal way. 
 
    Kari looked around for a moment and then pulled forth the pendant she’d received from Cestriana back in Moskarre.  Mildasa’s eyes went wide again and she nearly dropped her child when she lunged forward to stuff the pendant back under Kari’s armor.  “Are you a fool?  Do not show such a thing, especially in the very house of a king!  You would be well served to hide that where it will not be seen.” 
 
    “Her Majesty would take offense to it, then?” Kari asked, settling it beside her dog tags. 
 
    “She will kill you.”  There was fury in the woman’s voice, even kept low as it was.  “That symbol is forbidden everywhere on the Overking’s world.  Do not be a fool.” 
 
    Kari nodded and went back to her food.  Mildasa settled down after a couple of minutes and did the same.  Eventually, she broke the silence, but she didn’t look at Kari when she asked, “Why do you wear such a thing?” 
 
    “It belonged to a friend,” Kari answered. 
 
    “The vulkinastra?” the mallasti prodded, and Kari nodded.  “Epaxa chi’pri.” 
 
    Kari turned to the mallasti woman.  “I don’t speak your language; what does that mean?” 
 
    “Ask someone when you get home.  We should not speak of this any further, please.” 
 
    Kari wondered if the woman had learned that phrase from her monarch.  She finished her breakfast and bid the wet nurse farewell.  Kari made her way to the audience chamber, where she was surprised at the sight that greeted her.  Koursturaux was sitting on the floor in front of her throne, and one of the angelic-looking women was seated in it while she braided the demon king’s long, raven hair.  Kari paused just inside the doorway, but approached when the demon king waved her forward. 
 
    She had expected court to be in session, that the demon king would be getting last-minute affairs in order before they left for their hunt.  There was only Koursturaux, the woman braiding her hair, and two other angelic-looking women chatting in another language.  The more she was exposed to it, the more Kari was convinced it wasn’t beshathan, either.  It flowed a bit like the beshathan and syrinthian languages, but it was something wholly different.  Simple deduction said it was probably the language of these angelic-looking creatures, whatever they were. 
 
    Kari paused at the base of the steps of the dais, and Koursturaux flashed that fanged smile.  “I know what you are thinking, Lady Vanador.  The king makes the throne, not the other way around.” 
 
    “I know that, Your Majesty,” the demonhunter answered with a casual wave.  “But I’ve never met a king that lets anyone else sit on their throne.” 
 
    “Your Suler Tumureldi never let you sit on his throne?” 
 
    Kari bit back her initial response, wary of offending her host.  “No, he didn’t.  His people suspected I was trying to take the throne as it was.” 
 
    “Hmph.  Indeed,” the demon king said.  She rose to her feet once the woman was finished braiding her hair, and she secured the end of the lengthy tail with a metal clasp.  “Would you like your hair tended to?  It won’t do to be hunting with it loose like that.” 
 
    Kari didn’t typically bother braiding her hair.  In all her years, she had gotten used to fighting with it loose, and thanks to its length, it usually stayed between her wings anyway.  If the demon king was offering her the service of her beautician, though, and expected Kari to take advantage of it, she wasn’t going to refuse.  Kari agreed with a gracious bow of her head and took a seat before the throne.  It felt odd to have someone besides Grakin running their fingers through her hair, but the girl got a measure of Kari’s length quickly, and then said something to her monarch. 
 
    “Would you like it set in…cornrows?” Koursturaux asked on the girl’s behalf. 
 
    “Sure, that’s fine,” Kari answered, though she wasn’t exactly sure what it meant.  At worst, she might end up looking a bit foolish. 
 
    The girl set to braiding Kari’s hair, and the speed of her work made it clear that it was something she did on a regular basis.  It wasn’t long before Koursturaux put a hand to her chin.  “I quite like it.  Now you look like a woman who means business.” 
 
    Kari beheld the demon king’s scantily-clad figure.  “Well, Your Majesty, as much as I know you always mean business, your outfit doesn’t look appropriate for a hunt.” 
 
    The demon king smirked.  “I am going to get changed into my hunting apparel.  Is your armor light enough for a hunt?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Kari answered, and with a nod, Koursturaux made her way from the chamber. 
 
    Once the girls were finished, they presented Kari with a hand mirror so she could admire their handiwork.  Koursturaux hadn’t been kidding; she definitely looked more intimidating with her hair set in the tiny braids.  She had seen cornrows many times before, but never knew that was what people called them.  It was amusing that they would refer to them the same way here, or even have some of the same hair stylings.  The three women looked at Kari expectantly. 
 
    “I like it.  Thank you very much,” she said, unsure if they would understand her. 
 
    “You are…most welcome,” the girl said tentatively.  “Enjoy your hunt.” 
 
    Kari left the audience chamber and looked down the long hallways.  A shrill cry echoed off the marble walls, and Kari wondered where the sound had come from.  With no servants or demon king in sight, Kari followed the apparent trail of the sound, eventually coming to a set of stairs that led into a lower level.  Even from the top, Kari could hear distant moans of pain and hopelessness, and she could faintly smell blood.  She had little doubt that she had found the way to the dungeons, something that was whispered of in tones of fear even in Anthraxis.  To be sent to Koursturaux’ dungeons was apparently one of the most terrifying punishments, perhaps second only to being called before the Overking himself for judgment. 
 
    “I see you found the way down,” came the voice of the demon king from behind her. 
 
    Kari had to make a conscious effort not to jump.  The demon king had approached in complete silence, her soft footfalls not betraying her movements at all.  When the demonhunter turned around, Koursturaux was standing behind her dressed, quite literally, to kill.  Gone was the soft black wrap that accentuated her femininity and strength in equal measure, replaced by a set of leather hunter’s armor.  It was far more modest than her casual attire, and as much as she still looked sexy in this outfit, the bare feet, the unstrung bow across her back, and the sheathed greatsword crossing her back in the other direction spoke of strength and power.  Kari’s gaze lingered on the unstrung bow for a few moments; the staff had to be seven or eight feet in length.  The demon king apparently hunted with a longbow, which was odd. 
 
    There was challenge in Koursturaux’ eyes, as though she was waiting for Kari to ask what was down below.  “Shall we go, Your Majesty?” Kari asked, avoiding any such questions or even hinting at judging the demon king.  She was judging her, certainly, but Kari planned to keep such thoughts to herself. 
 
    The demon king smirked again, and gestured down the stairs.  “We will go out the lower exit,” she said.  Kari hesitated, and Koursturaux swept past her and began to descend.  “Come along, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    She didn’t bother asking the demon king to call her Kari.  Something gave her the feeling that the demon king was using the more formal and distant form of address on purpose.  Kari began to descend in Koursturaux’ wake, and she swallowed the feeling of wanting to retch as the smell of blood and other things far less pleasant became stronger.  By the time they reached the base of the long stairs, Kari wondered how the stench of blood and excrement didn’t managed to rise up to the main floor of the palace.  From the top of the stairs, she’d only noted the slight scent of blood. 
 
    Turning down a hallway, Kari tucked everything she’d seen and heard of the demon king in the last day into the side of her mind.  Before her was a row of prison cells, and the occupants cowered into the back corners at the sight of the demon king.  Koursturaux strode past as though they didn’t exist, but she did stop in front of one cage, and turned to scowl in at its prisoner.  “I will be going hunting for a couple of days, Mijer.  But you and I will…talk more when I return, make no mistake.” 
 
    The whimpering of the mallasti male, curled into a ball in the corner of his cage, further confirmed to Kari that talking would have no place in the king’s interaction.  Kari said nothing, merely following the demon king deeper into the bowels of the palace dungeon, until they came to an open room with a long, wide stone table in its center.  The chains restraining an elestram male to the table, nude, and the blood that dripped in near-silent testimony to the pain he was in nearly made Kari turn and walk back.  She had a prisoner in the Order’s jail back home that she had briefly considered torturing, but nothing like this. 
 
    The walls of the open room were covered in hooks, from which hung numerous knives, prods, and razor blades of all shapes and sizes.  A brazier in each corner shed light to illuminate the room, a stark contrast to the arcane nature of the light elsewhere in the palace.  The reason was made obvious by the many metal implements left casually in their flames, heating to an orange glow whose use was all too apparent. 
 
    “Evanja,” Koursturaux greeted the elestram female who stood across the table holding a long razor. 
 
    Evanja glanced at Kari and then spoke in the Citarian trade tongue, accented and stilted as was common to the foreign speakers.  “Your Majesty,” the elestram returned with a slight bow of her head.  “This one seems to be approaching the talking phase, finally.” 
 
    “Good.  Make certain he is ready to speak when I return in two days,” the demon king said, and she continued through to the door on the other side of the room. 
 
    Kari hesitated a moment, her eyes locked with those of the elestram “surgeon” who was clearly also a torturer.  Evanja held Kari’s gaze with an unblinking one of her own, and then she slipped splash goggles over her eyes and ran the razor she was holding down the center of the trapped male’s belly.  Kari sucked in a sympathetic hiss, and she shook her head and loped to catch up to Koursturaux quickly.  For the briefest of moments, Kari wondered if an opportunity might present itself to kill the demon king while they were alone out in the forest. 
 
    “Do not feel badly for those you have just seen,” Koursturaux said over her shoulder as they continued to another staircase.  This one was narrow, its top arranged into a defensive setup, apparently should anyone invade through the castle’s lower exit.  “These are spies, rapists, abusers, miscreants of all kinds.  Contrary to what you think, I do not simply torture people for amusement.” 
 
    “But you do enjoy it,” Kari accused before she could think better of it. 
 
    Koursturaux turned back and fixed Kari with those glistening black eyes.  “Oh yes, I do.  Do not hold Evanja too much to blame, Lady Vanador.  She does as she is ordered, as is right.” 
 
    I fail to see anything right about it, Kari thought as the demon king began to descend the stairs.  After a couple of minutes of descent, they emerged through two locked metal gates and out into the sunshine at last.  Away from the sounds of pain and the smells of a dungeon, the light of the sun seeped into Kari’s skin and helped dissipate the images of what she’d just borne witness to.  Not completely, of course, but she tried to focus on what was before her, and not what lay behind.  She had to entertain the demon king for a few more days, and then she could go home and think all the rotten things she wanted about Koursturaux. 
 
    There was a wide stream behind the palace, and Kari saw that it sprung out of the rock cliff upon which the castle stood.  It seemed to explain where the palace got its water from, and Kari looked down its length and into the forest to the north of the castle bluff.  Koursturaux stretched out under the sun and yawned.  She looked up the cliff at the back of her castle, she let forth a hmph, and strode across the stream toward the woods. 
 
    “So…what are we planning to hunt?” Kari asked, skipping across the stream to fall into step beside the demon king. 
 
    Koursturaux didn’t answer immediately.  She knelt down in the soft, cool soil below the shade of the canopy of foliage, and Kari quickly saw the many sets of tracks.  It seemed animals came to the stream even close to the castle bluff, but Kari noted that the size of the tracks and the way they dashed into the underbrush suggested they weren’t good hunting.  It looked like the tracks of smaller animals like raccoons or porcupines, and Kari wondered if Mehr’Durillia had counterparts to those animals from back home. 
 
    The demon king stood up and began walking again.  “My personal larder is fairly full from my last hunt, but we will stock it for the weekend’s gala.  I will be hosting a ball to send you off home again, but you can put in some work helping to supply the food.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “Of course.” 
 
    “I think a few stags and some wild turkeys will do nicely.  We should be able to find some of both to the northeast, though we will likely enjoy our best hunting tomorrow.  Tonight, perhaps you and I will spar, and you may test the wisdom of your earlier thoughts.” 
 
    Kari’s heart nearly stopped, and her stomach dropped into the pit of her pelvis.  She felt the sweat bleed out of her skin in nervous prickles.  “Your Majesty?” she stuttered. 
 
    Koursturaux stopped walking and turned to face Kari.  “You think far too loudly, Lady Vanador.  If you are going to treat with me and my peers, you must learn to better guard your thoughts.  I heard you wondering if you could kill me in my sleep as clearly as if you had spoken such aloud.”  Kari started to reply, but the demon king cut her off with a sharp wave of her hand.  “I understand why you would think such a thing, Lady Vanador, but do not insult my intelligence by trying to suggest otherwise.  The one I can understand and forgive, but disrespect me like a fool and this visit will be concluded immediately.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “How much of my thoughts can you hear?” 
 
    “Since you arrived?  Nearly all of them.  Why do you think I have such keen insight into my enemies and allies alike?”  Koursturaux turned and continued along a narrow track through the underbrush.  “Don’t be so put off, Lady Vanador; if anything, it is a testament to your resolve that I can read you so easily.  You are very steadfast and sure in your ways, which makes it easier to determine your thoughts and feelings.  If you were lacking in conviction or intelligence, your thoughts would come across as little more than garbled gibberish.” 
 
    “So how do I guard my thoughts better?” 
 
    “The same way you do so in a game of chess, or poker.  You must learn to mask your thoughts and feelings.  Let your enemies – and allies – see what you want them to, and only become aware of your underlying intentions when you desire them to.  You will find this is not solely effective against those like myself and your empathic sister-in-law, but even more so when dealing with those who have no such extra perception.” 
 
    Kari wondered how the demon king knew Sonja was empathic.  Had it come up with Amastri at some point, and she had passed along that information to the demon king?  “So you’re going to give me a beating tonight to teach me this lesson, are you?” Kari asked. 
 
    Koursturaux regarded her with slightly narrowed eyes.  “Do you think so little of your prowess?” 
 
    “You could kill me easily, we both know this.” 
 
    “Indeed I could, but in a contest of steel only?  I suppose that remains to be seen.  And out here, we will not have to listen to the admonitions of my staff,” the demon king said, waving her hand about impatiently. 
 
    Kari chuckled despite the gravity of the discussion.  Koursturaux was powerful, enough so that she didn’t see the need to lash out against someone that threatened her, no matter how unwittingly.  That she would not only refrain from rising to Kari’s unspoken threat, but in fact warn and advise Kari about doing so with their mutual enemies said a lot.  And that was to say nothing of the fact that she would resort to humor immediately afterwards.  She truly was an enigma. 
 
    They hiked for several hours, and it felt good for Kari to get some miles under her feet after days in the coach and the palace.  She got so little time to go out and feel the world beneath her feet anymore with two children and a demanding job.  The beautiful estate she owned was a breathtaking wonder and she thoroughly enjoyed walking its grounds, but she found fewer and fewer opportunities to do so.  That would change as the children got older, but she had to consider that as they got older, so did she. 
 
    They came across tracks in the early afternoon, and Kari pulled out her folding bow from the hollow short-staff that housed it.  Koursturaux took an interest in the small but efficient bow, but she grabbed Kari and pulled her back roughly when she nocked an arrow.  “Don’t kill the hinds.  I cull the male population, but leave the females to keep their numbers populous.” 
 
    Kari found it curious that the demon king would even have such considerations, but as instructed, she worked to mask such thoughts behind those of admiration and an agreeable nod.  Koursturaux smirked, and Kari wondered how much she had heard, but the demon king simply led her quietly along.  They didn’t come across anything the demon king deemed worthy of hunting even deeper into the afternoon, and as the sun started to fade through the forest, the monarch looked for a good spot to set up a camp. 
 
    “This looks like suitable ground,” she commented, finding a flat clearing between some trees.  “You take your spade and dig us a privy over there, and a fire pit just here.  I will fashion us some shelter.” 
 
    Kari raised a single brow.  The demon king didn’t bring a pack with her, and certainly no tent.  As it stood, Kari had brought only the bare essentials in her own pack: some rations, water, the spade, her folding bow, and a blanket to sleep under the stars.  “Should we have brought some tents?” 
 
    Koursturaux didn’t answer.  She turned away from Kari and faced the trees, and she held her hands out slightly to the sides, palms up.  Kari felt a surge of power, not all that different than the one when Sekassus had killed Uldriana, but not as forceful or hostile.  It caused none of the same discomfort as the previous time, but it was if the ground itself was welling up with power below Kari’s feet.  The air became heavy and thick, charged with electricity like during a thunderstorm, and Kari was sure her hair would’ve stood on end if it wasn’t tied down in cornrows. 
 
    The trees were the first thing to change, their branchless lower trunks sprouting growth between them that soon meshed into a living wall.  More braches sprouted from among the closer boles and wove themselves into a roof, and soon they had formed a dome-shaped hut that was tall enough for the demon king to enter and exit without crouching.  The ground began to reshape itself as well, and Kari saw soft soil form up into two raised beds for them, perfect to put a blanket or bedroll on and sleep.  When all was complete, Kari was staring at a comfortable-looking domicile made out of the forest itself. 
 
    “This is my realm, and it obeys my call and command,” Koursturaux said before Kari could even voice her thoughts.  “Now, uphold your end of the work.” 
 
    It had been a while since Kari had done any such back-breaking work, but she got busy with her spade and dug out a fire pit first.  Once she was finished, the demon king began piling up some loose wood and sticks she had gathered while Kari worked.  The demonhunter dug out a privy just away from the camp as directed, and when she returned, she found the demon king tending to the fire.  Kari wondered what she planned to cook, but took a seat on a hard mound of dirt that hadn’t been there when they’d started. 
 
    Koursturaux looked around between the trees surrounding their camp, and she took up Kari’s smaller bow and an arrow and bounded off.  Kari stretched out her weary limbs and grimaced, not used to going so long without holding her children.  It was about the time she’d be getting home from work, and she found herself a bit depressed.  She missed that feeling of coming home and being greeted with a happy shout from Little Gray, and having Uldriana placed in her arms.  Kari was confident Mildasa would take good care of her daughter, but Kari would have much rather done so herself, and she felt alone, even with the company of the presently-absent demon king. 
 
    Koursturaux came back into the camp minutes later with Kari’s bow hanging over one shoulder.  She had a felled turkey, or something akin to it, under one arm.  She passed the bow and arrow back to Kari, and moved over to the privy pit, where she sliced the bird’s head off and hung it up, Kari assumed to drain the blood.  She moved back to the entrance to their hut, where she called forth that incredible power once more.  In this display, a rock bowl formed and rose up on a mound of dirt to waist level, and shortly filled itself with water, which the demon king used to wash the blood from her hands. 
 
    “How do you do that?” Kari asked. 
 
    “As I said, this is my realm, and it answers my call and command,” she repeated, but she seemed to anticipate that such wasn’t exactly an explanation.  “It is not dissimilar to the arcane power your sister-in-law wields, simply much stronger, and more rooted in willpower.  Dinner will be a short while before I prepare the bird for cooking.  Would you like to cross blades with me before then?” 
 
    “I’m not keen on crossing swords with you at all,” Kari answered honestly.  She got to her feet and drew her scimitars, though, twirling them around to loosen up her hands and arms.  “I suppose if we’re going to, best to do so before dinner, though.” 
 
    Koursturaux drew her greatsword, and Kari nearly went weak in the knees.  The sword was easily seven feet long, beautifully forged with a golden, gem-encrusted pommel and a silver sheen down the blade that said it was sharp enough to split hairs.  Despite wearing her paluric armor, Kari had no desire to be hit by that weapon, certainly not by someone as powerful as King Koursturaux.  The demon king twirled the blade around just as Kari had done with hers.  Based on the motions, Kari got the impression that the greatsword was either lighter than it appeared, or the demon king was well-accustomed to a heavy blade. 
 
    “So how do you want to do this?” Kari asked.  “Touch points, sort of like fencing?  First blood would seem a little unfair with this armor; even though I don’t have my helmet on, I’d appreciate not having my head broken.” 
 
    “Likewise, do not cut off my tail,” the demon king said, lashing the thin extremity back and forth.  “Touch points seems fine.  Shall we say first to five?  If you are as hungry as I am, I shouldn’t wait too long to prepare the bird.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Kari said.  “Say the word when you want to begin, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Begin when you are ready,” the demon king said, taking up a stance. 
 
    Kari began to pace back and forth in a semi-circle.  Her style, learned from Tumureldi, was primarily defensive, and she wondered if the same might hold true for Koursturaux’ style.  Ideally, she needed to get the demon king to swing at her so she could parry and get a feel for the strength behind Koursturaux’ swings.  Just as important, though, was to gauge distances: the demon king had long arms, a resulting long reach, and she was wielding a sword that was larger than Kari.  Simply getting inside to allow for counterstrikes and jabs would be a feat in itself. 
 
    Kari danced in suddenly, hopping slightly side to side in her approach, hardly shocked when the greatsword came at her in a sweeping motion.  She scissored the massive blade with her scimitars, her bones vibrating with the force of the impact as she was pushed aside.  Keeping her head about her, she slashed at her opponent’s blade, trying to knock it well out of position, and then she twirled in and slashed twice at the demon king’s exposed side. 
 
    Koursturaux moved in tandem with Kari, staying out of reach and bringing her blade to bear.  The whoosh of the greatsword cutting the air made Kari tense, and the demon king cut down, then across, and then spun a quick pirouette that brought the massive sword around the other way faster than Kari would’ve thought possible.  She parried hard, but the demon king’s strength was going to wear her down quickly, and she was nearly knocked from her feet by the power of the spinning cut.  In any other fight, such theatrics would be ill-advised, but with the reach of the demon king coupled with her long blade and the speed with which she moved, she could afford to be a little reckless toying with Kari. 
 
    Kari stumbled, but turned and lunged back the way she’d been driven to try to surprise the demon king.  The only surprise, however, was that greatsword coming at her from the same angle a second time in quick succession, and Kari felt the wind blasted from her lungs as she was flattened by the demon king.  The paluric armor kept her alive, but her padded clothes could only absorb so much of the impact.  She was afraid she’d cracked a rib or two, but once she got to her feet, she was hopeful that it was just bruising.  That would make nursing Uldriana interesting for a week or so… 
 
    Kari got back to her feet and squared off with the demon king again.  She wanted to fight defensively, but Koursturaux would not come at her, forcing Kari to take the initiative.  She tried to quick-step in and sidestep before continuing her path, but the demon king seemed to know just what she was thinking.  The blunt side of the greatsword – it was not double-edged, thankfully – came up and hit Kari under the chin, the bad blind spot on a rir.  She felt her teeth smash together, and her knees buckled as she flopped unceremoniously to the ground. 
 
    After a few moments of near-blinding pain, Kari picked up her scimitars again.  Thankfully, the sharp tip of the sword hadn’t cut into her, but that bloody well hurt regardless.  “This is obviously a waste of time,” she hissed, spitting out some blood.  She ran her tongue over her teeth, but they were all still firmly attached.  She’d bitten the inside of her mouth and her tongue, though, and they were bleeding steadily, if not profusely. 
 
    “Cease your whining,” Koursturaux chided her.  “This is hardly a waste of time.  If you challenge one of my peers or their children – I understand you had quite the interaction with Prince Amnastru – do you think they will fight you where you are strong?  I could kill you in an instant without even drawing my blade.  You must assume that should you ever come up against one of my peers, the same will hold true to some extent.  You will need to engage them where you are strong – in a contest of steel – and these disadvantages you find stymie you so badly will be exactly what you must overcome.” 
 
    “So you’re teaching me to kill your peers?” Kari asked with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “I knew you were smarter than Amastri let on,” the demon king answered evenly.  “As much as I have enjoyed your company thus far, Lady Vanador, you didn’t believe I invited you here as a friend, did you?  We share some common goals, and have several common enemies.  I told you from the start that I planned to use you toward my ends.  And as I also told you, you have the option of working with me or against me.  Know that in the end, I will get what I want.  Does it not benefit you to work with me, and get what you want?” 
 
    Kari clenched her jaw and rose back to her feet.  She re-engaged, but this time, she went against her instincts.  Just as with her game of chess, she tried to think several moves in advance, and fought in a style unorthodox even for a student of Tumureldi.  Her contrary thinking worked well, fooling the demon king however briefly, and she got close enough to strike.  Her first few attacks were dodged, but Kari kicked the inside of Koursturaux’ planted knee, and her scimitar found one of the many unarmored parts of the demon king’s hunting garb. 
 
    Koursturaux hopped away gingerly and chuckled humorlessly.  “That is more like it,” she said, though Kari was busy staring at the blade of her scimitar. 
 
    She had clearly struck home, yet there was no trace of blood on her blade or the demon king’s leg.  Was Koursturaux impervious to physical blows with a sword?  Even one fashioned by Terx, the legendary harmauth smith?  Kari wasn’t truly looking to injure the demon king, but she had struck home cleanly and yet garnered no result.  Much like when someone struck Kari’s paluric armor, the kick seemed to do more than the sword strike. 
 
    Koursturaux came in this time, and after only the most momentary panic, Kari fell into Tumureldi’s defensive style.  Around and around they went, Kari fending off the demon king’s blows now that she knew the strength and speed to expect.  Kari was sure that Koursturaux was holding back to some extent, but she held her own in their deadly dance, and had put in a good deal of work before the greatsword at last found her armored hamstring and dropped her to a knee.  Kari blew out a deep breath and leaned on one of her swords.  Five rounds of this just might kill her from exhaustion… 
 
    Koursturaux slid her greatsword into its sheath across her back, then unstrapped the scabbard and leaned it against their hut.  “Not a poor performance for your first time,” she said, no trace of fatigue in her voice.  “Now you are more accustomed to the strength and speed you would encounter dueling one of my peers.  I suppose it was a touch unfair to march you for most of the day and then have you spar with me, but understand that fairness is something you will never encounter when it counts the most.  You must assume that should you fight any of my peers or their children, they will fight you where they are strongest, and use any and every type of advantage they may hold over you.” 
 
    Kari nodded, got to her feet, and blew out a long sigh as she got her wind back.  “When Amnastru slapped me, it felt like I got hit with a hammer,” she said.  “If you’ll forgive me saying so, you don’t look as strong as you are.” 
 
    The demon king made a short gesture of agreement.  “You are not used to dealing with something of my size and stature.  An erestram doesn’t look as strong as a harmauth, but they use their size and body styling to advantage, and nearly match the mighty rams.  You are too used to the physiques of your mate’s siblings which, while impressive, don’t match those of my size or that of a harmauth or erestram.” 
 
    “No doubt about that,” Kari returned.  She moved in tandem with the demon king to ready a spit to cook while Koursturaux prepared the bird.  They had dinner cooking in but a few minutes’ time, and took seats near the fire.  While it was still warm, the winter season was nearly upon Mas’tolinor, and even this far south, with the forest blocking much of the sun’s light during the day, the night was going to cool off a bit. 
 
    Kari took a long drink from her canteen.  There was no conversation around the fire while they waited for dinner to cook.  Kari wanted to ask Koursturaux many things, but she thought they might sit better after dinner than on an empty stomach.  It was going to be an early night with how tired Kari was, but that made sense anyway if they were planning to hunt in the morning.  Kari simply hoped she wasn’t too bruised and sore after the exercise she’d just gotten. 
 
    Once dinner had cooked, the demon king served it up.  Kari wasn’t exactly surprised or amazed, but she found it impressive that despite being a king for ten thousand years or more, Koursturaux was still self-sufficient and not just a pampered monarch.  She seemed to relish her time away from palace life, and getting dirty and physical clearly appealed to the demon king.  It left Kari to wonder how old she would get before she started preferring the politics of the Duke’s court to the front lines of battle.  At nearly forty years old, Kari still felt no inclination to give up the life of the hunter, even when she took a beating like she had in the sparring session. 
 
    Kari gave a short, silent prayer of thanks before she began to eat, but when she opened her eyes, she found the demon king staring at her with those unreadable, glassy ebon pools.  She wondered if she had possibly insulted the king, but Koursturaux said nothing and began to eat.  It did leave a bit of tension in the silence between them, though, and Kari considered what the demon king was thinking.  A part of her wished she could hear the thoughts of others the way Koursturaux could, but she nearly chuckled when she thought of reading the mind of someone like Typhonix. 
 
    With a good deal of meat consumed, Kari pulled out her trail rations and offered some dried fruit, nuts, and cheese to the demon king.  Koursturaux accepted them with a grateful nod, and she wrapped some of the cooked meat in leaves to save for the morning.  Once the meal was done, the demon king went and filled a cup from the nearby brook.  Kari found that interesting in light of Koursturaux having filled a bowl with wash water.  When the demon king returned, she sat across from Kari and looked as though she expected Kari to ask questions. 
 
    The demonhunter obliged.  “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but my family hunted a demon several months ago, before I had my baby.  It was a last creation of Seril’s, called a Tilcimer.  Do you know anything about them?” 
 
    “I have heard of them, yes,” Koursturaux offered. 
 
    “While they were chasing it, it led them to one of Seril’s…laboratories.  They searched the place, and turned up a few journals, some of which talked a great deal about you,” Kari added.  Koursturaux seemed surprised, and Kari pushed her momentary advantage.  “And my sister-in-law said she saw an…impression of you and Seril seated in front of a fire, talking.” 
 
    “You spoke with Chiylija many times yourself,” the demon king returned. 
 
    “Chiylija S’Bakthra?” Kari prodded.  “That’s what she called herself in the journals.  I know Seril was a title we gave her and not her name, but why does…or rather, why did she bear your surname?  Was she your mother?” 
 
    Koursturaux burst out laughing, a harsh, mocking sound, and it turned bitter before she stopped.  “No, Lady Vanador, Chiylija was not my mother.  I was a great deal older than she was when we met.” 
 
    “When you met?  Then she wasn’t your daughter, either, then?” 
 
    The demon king waved off the question, not bothering to hide the effort she made to not laugh again.  “We were business acquaintances, little more.  I suppose you might call us friends, but our relationship was more complicated and less intimate than that.” 
 
    “Why did she bear your surname, then?” 
 
    “Supposedly to honor me, though I never saw it that way.  She was far too consumed by hatred, and very rarely did she listen to my advice in her dealings with your world and its people.  Oh, stop looking at me like that, Lady Vanador.  Yes, I am pursuing a path of vengeance, but do you see me throwing thousands upon thousands of my people and soldiers at my enemies in a sad attempt to overwhelm them by attrition?  No.  I have spent the better part of ten thousand years plotting and planning my vengeance, and it will come when the time is right, and not a moment before.” 
 
    “What did you tell her about fighting my people, though?” Kari asked, intrigued.  “I spoke with her from time to time, but she never told me why she fought my people.” 
 
    “She was the recipient of what she considered a terrible slight, one she never forgot or forgave,” the demon king said, her tone giving no indication of what she thought of the matter.  “Your Arakiel – or Gori Sensullu, if you prefer – deeply wounded her in some way, something related to the Temple of Archons.  And that is how I came to know what lies within, and that it is the means to my own vengeance.” 
 
    Kari remembered Kaelin Black mentioning that Seril hated whatever was in the Temple with every fiber of her being.  In light of that, it made little sense that the Temple might hold the key to divinity: Seril – Chiylija – was already a goddess.  Se’sasha and Aeligos had concluded that the Temple was the great meeting place of a circle of seven deities.  Kari worked to shield her thoughts as she considered the implications.  Did Koursturaux want to enter the Temple to kill some of the five deities that remained? 
 
    “As far as what I told her about fighting your people, I often advised against her all-out attacks upon Citaria.  She kept her soldiers in a deep part of my realm that is sparsely inhabited, and each time she mobilized, I warned her against it.  Your world could have fallen so much more easily had she come at you through subtlety and wiles.  Creating demons that unified your people in the fight against her was one of many mistakes.  She should have had you turn on yourselves from within, stoking racial, theological, and other enmities.  Instead, her actions over the many millennia solidified your people in spite of their differences.  Not completely, but in a way that is not often seen in a world so diverse.” 
 
    “I told her the Apocalypse would be her undoing, my final warning to her.  She had a much better plan of attack the last time, but she was still fighting against a strength she didn’t understand.  In the last years of the war, she beseeched me for my help, but I refused.  It was not my battle to fight, and my plans for Citaria do not include a violent conquest such as she was undertaking.  When I enter that Temple, and gain the means to my vengeance, Citaria will bow before me willingly.” 
 
    “Don’t count on that,” Kari blurted, then put her hand to the end of her snout. 
 
    “Worry not, Lady Vanador, I appreciate your candor, and have little reason to rebuke you away from the eyes and ears of my people.” 
 
    “What are your plans for her son?” 
 
    “Why, to kill him, naturally.  I suppose that should he ask forgiveness for his mistake and return what is rightfully mine, he may only see a stint in my dungeon.  But I don’t see such a thing coming to pass.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Amastri hasn’t had much news about his whereabouts in recent months.  He seems to be laying low.” 
 
    “In a sense, yes, but make no mistake: he is planning to attack you and your family when the opportunity presents itself.” 
 
    “Any idea why?” 
 
    “Because she loved you,” Koursturaux said, and Kari cocked her head.  “Chiylija loved you almost like a long-lost daughter.  She warned Taesenus not to pursue you during the Great War, but he paid her little heed.  You know well the results of that.  That she would not take revenge on you, or give him the means to do so himself, was the final insult, I imagine.  He now sees you as the last vestige of a mother’s love that he never received.  Pity him if you must, Lady Vanador, but when the opportunity presents itself, do not hesitate to kill him.  He will not afford you any of the mercy your heart is considering for him.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  She started to ask what Seril might have told the demon king about her, but Koursturaux silenced her with an upraised hand.  “We will not speak of this further.  The hour grows late and we should rest.  The mind remains awake far too long considering all we hear in a day as it is, and it will be some time before you sort through your thoughts and get any meaningful sleep.” 
 
    The demonhunter couldn’t disagree with that, as much as she wanted to prod the demon king about her old enemy.  They sat silently by the fire for a little while before retreating into the hut.  Kari wondered if they should keep watches through the night, but then she laughed in her mind at the thought of anything attacking the demon king.  At worst, they might find some animals nosing through their things in the wee hours.  She packed up her belongings, undressed down to her undergarments, and then lay down on her raised bed.  She expected Koursturaux to undress, but the king lay down under a cloak with her hunter’s garb still on.  With the fatigue of all the hiking and the sparring, Kari easily fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    When morning came, they worked like two seasoned hunters, packing up their things and removing nearly all trace of their presence.  The woods and the ground reabsorbed the hut and its contents, and Kari buried and covered the privy and firepit as best she could.  Her ribs were sore and she had a bruise where Koursturaux had hit her on the hamstring, but she found little trouble in her movements.  Soon, they were on their way again in the grey hour of dawn, except now the demon king carried her great bow in hand, strung and ready. 
 
    They took turns reading the trail signs, and Kari got the impression that Kousturaux was as impressed with her hunting skills as Kari was with the demon king’s.  They felled several bucks before lunch, and racked up a good number of turkeys and even some geese near a pool in the stream.  Koursturaux didn’t bother with any of the carcasses except to affix tags to their feet.  She explained briefly that the tags carried a latent aura that her woodsmen would detect, and that it was their duty to bring the felled animals back to the castle.  When Kari considered how many animals they had hunted, she thought of trying to carry even half of them back and had to laugh at the image.  She wasn’t sorry the king had servants to take care of that. 
 
    They spent much of the afternoon walking back to the palace, following the stream’s meandering course rather than trailblazing.  They spent one more night out in the forest, but thankfully, Koursturaux didn’t ask Kari to spar again.  Conversation was light, involving mainly the little day-to-day things that occupied Kari’s time as a mother.  She thought Koursturaux might share some of her own experiences as a mother, but the demon king never became quite so personable on such matters.  It pointed to one of Kari’s suspicions being true, but she kept those thoughts locked up tight. 
 
    They reached the castle bluff the next day around midmorning.  Kari was looking forward to a bath and nursing Uldriana again, and it was all she could do not to dash past the demon king and up the back stairs to the castle.  But then the memories returned, and she recalled what they were about to walk through.  This time, Evanja was not in the torture room cutting anyone up, but when they passed among the prison cells, Koursturaux paused before the bars of the mallasti’s holding cell again.   
 
    “Hello, Mijer.  It’s time you and I had a talk,” the demon king said, and the mallasti male, curled up in a ball, began to whimper uncontrollably.  “Go upstairs, Lady Vanador.  You will not want to witness what is coming.” 
 
    Kari glanced at the mallasti and tried to remind herself that Koursturaux had said he was some sort of horrible criminal.  Still, there was punishment, and then there was torture.  She wished there was something she could do, feeling utterly helpless.  It put the presence of her own prisoner back home into better context, though, and she realized that though she had to pass some sort of sentence on him and get it over with, torture was completely out of the question. 
 
    Ultimately, she sighed, turned, and headed toward the stairs.  She looked back over her shoulder only once, at the predatory smile on the demon king’s face, and she recognized that The Crimson Huntress had more than one connotation.  With another sigh, Kari continued to and up the stairs. 
 
    At least there was a little girl waiting for her up above. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VII – The Ashen Fangs 
 
      
 
    Kari woke the next morning, and had just gotten Uldriana fed and prepared for the day when Durisha came to fetch her.  The harmauth escorted Kari down to the city at Koursturaux’ request.  The demon king had arranged for Kari to have a dress made for the upcoming ball, and Koursturaux’ favored tailor would be taking measurements and preparing the garment.  Kari and Durisha traveled to a shop called Vakt’s Needlework, and were otherwise dismissed to do as they pleased while in the city.  Even traveling with the harmauth escort, Kari insisted on being armed and armored, and received no orders to the contrary. 
 
    The city was warm and pleasant, and Kari found that she had missed a couple of matches between the Crimson Starlets and the Rulaj Reds over the previous days.  Durisha filled her in on some of the more exciting tidbits from the games, but Kari found the harmauth’s explanations to be a poor substitute for watching.  The Reds had prevailed in all of the matches, but the Starlets, by Durisha’s account, had improved with each outing.  The two didn’t have too much time to get into details, though.  They arrived at Vakt’s Needlework, located on the north side of the city close to the ramp to Her Majesty’s palace, after only a short walk.  Durisha excused herself to go take care of some personal matters, so after watching the harmauth female head farther into the city, Kari turned and looked at the shop. 
 
    Much like any reputable tailor back home, the front of Vakt’s Needlework was mostly window, showing off stands with many different outfits and accessories.  There was a wide range of goods, from the woven pup carriers that the mallasti favored, to some of the fashionable two-piece outfits that elestram females wore to show their midsections, and even what Kari thought was formalwear.  Kari could tell without even feeling the fabrics that they were finely-made garments, and whoever Vakt was, he had likely earned his reputation and place as the monarch’s most favored tailor. 
 
    Kari entered the shop, her humor tickled by the jingling of the door’s bell.  She looked around at the amazing line of clothing about the shop’s interior.  She thought of her time at the football match, and realized she had seen many beshathans wearing such clothing, her attention had simply been elsewhere at the time.  She turned to a doorway to the back as an elestram male emerged into the shop’s showroom.  He was tall and lanky, as was common for the jackal-folk, with those intense orange eyes, a professional-looking set of knee-length trousers and button-up shirt, and a leather belt with an elaborate design tooled into its surface.  He certainly made a good first impression as a tailor and seller of clothing. 
 
    There was only the slightest hesitation before he addressed Kari.  “Welcome to Vakt’s Needlework,” he said in the Citarian tongue with the flowing accent of the beshathans.  “I am Marracir, proprietor.  How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Her Majesty said to come have a dress prepared for the upcoming ball,” Kari answered.  “She said you would take care of everything, and that she would see to your payment?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said with a bow of his head.  “You are Lady Vanador, then?  Her Majesty said you would be visiting my shop at some point during your stay.  Have you taken a good look around?  Let me know if you see something you like.  If not, I can tailor something specifically to your tastes, if you can but describe it.” 
 
    “I like this one here,” Kari said, indicating a dress that was low-cut in the back, which usually made things much easier with her wings.  It was otherwise fashionable yet modest, not too revealing – especially in light of what King Koursturaux typically wore outside of her court.  “I don’t suppose you have the same thing available in purple?” 
 
    “No, but I could easily have it done by week-end for the ball.  Would you like gloves and undergarments to go with it?  Perhaps a neckpiece to accentuate your feminine beauty rather than your strength?” 
 
    “Erm, sure, I guess,” Kari blurted.  She was surprised enough that he could make her a dress in a day or so, but that he would also be able to do the other bits of a full outfit was hard to believe.  She figured he must have some assistants working with him, perhaps in the back room.  However, it was the fact that he referred to her beauty that caught her completely off-guard. 
 
    “Come, let me take some measurements in the back room,” he said, gesturing toward the door.  He opened it and ushered Kari through. 
 
    She stopped just inside the doorway as her guts dropped.  She put her hands on the hilts of her swords and prepared to draw them, staring across the room at its other occupant.  Sitting there on a luxurious couch was the Silent Fang, the twin sister of Turillia: Seanada Te’Montasi.  The half-syrinthian, half-succubus woman didn’t even bother to get to her feet when Kari entered the room, but Kari felt as though she’d just walked into a trap.  The woman was armed and armored just like Kari remembered her sister, one of the best fighters Kari had ever encountered.  The demonhunter glanced at Marracir over her shoulder, but the elestram gently prodded her forward a couple more steps so he could close the door. 
 
    “What is this?” Kari asked, sidestepping so that she could keep both of them before her. 
 
    “Please, have a seat, and allow me to explain,” Marracir said, gesturing to a soft padded chair a decent distance from Seanada. 
 
    Kari sat on the edge but kept her legs tensed, her hands ready to fly back to the hilts of her swords should she be attacked.  She met the golden-eyed stare of the half-succubus, but there was little emotion in those wide, slit-pupiled eyes.  Seanada was an alien beauty, just as her twin had been, but there was such an underlying danger there that the beauty was hard to appreciate.  This was an assassin, an efficient and ruthless killer who was most likely at least Kari’s equal when it came to combat prowess.  Still, a part of Kari’s mind prodded her, asking if Seanada was all that different than Eryn Olgaryn. 
 
    “We have a message for you,” the elestram said, folding his hands behind his back.  He marked well Kari’s reaction, though, and quickly brought his hands before him again. 
 
    “From who?” Kari asked, narrowing her eyes.  It seemed unlikely Koursturaux would have sent her into a trap with all the guarantees she’d made over Kari’s safety, but there was the tingle of danger prickling beneath Kari’s skin.  No, it was unlikely Koursturaux would have sent Kari to be warned by someone else rather than simply delivering any such warning herself. 
 
    “The Wraith,” Marracir answered.  “I believe you two were acquainted some time ago?” 
 
    “So you’re members of the Ashen Fangs, then?  Like Turillia was?” 
 
    “Not like my sister was, no,” Seanada said, the first sounds the half-succubus had uttered.  Kari expected she would have that strange, otherworldly voice, but hers was more natural, with a flowing accent closer to that of the mallasti. 
 
    “Yes, we are members of the Ashen Fangs,” Marracir confirmed.  “Turillia was also a member of our society, but she turned rogue.  She was acting of her own volition when she drew you to the city of Barcon and attempted to murder you.” 
 
    “Why should I believe anything you say?” Kari challenged.  “Members of an assassins’ guild aren’t exactly used as examples of being trustworthy.” 
 
    The two exchanged a glance, but there was hardly a change in either’s expression before the elestram addressed Kari again.  “You should believe us because we are associates of the Wraith, and you were under his protection for some time.” 
 
    “So what’s the message?” Kari asked, hardly in the mood for this.  She didn’t trust these people at all, no matter what their boss or leader or whatever they wanted to call the Wraith had done for her.  As far as Kari knew, the Wraith had only protected her and her family to fulfill his duty to some demon king.  She saw no nobility in his actions, and no reason to trust him or those he worked with. 
 
    “You have now parlayed with a demon king, and you have waded out into waters you are not prepared to stand in,” he said, folding his hands behind his back again.  “The attacks and the plots of the other kings are now going to come at you more frequently, forcefully, and with more dire consequences for you and your family.  The Wraith is not able to dedicate the same time and effort to protecting you as he did when you were targeted by the syrinthians in your Order.  So he has assigned the task of protecting you and your family to Seanada.” 
 
    Kari laughed.  “Forget it.  Her sister almost killed me, I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her anywhere near me or my family, much less on a regular basis.”  She turned and looked at the half-succubus, but there was nothing in the woman’s expression.  She seemed to have that mallasti impassiveness, and even Kari’s insults or referring to killing Turillia didn’t evoke any emotion on the woman’s face.  She briefly considered the notion of calling Seanada an abomination to see if it had any effect on the woman’s demeanor, but she didn’t want to be quite so petty and rude. 
 
    “You do not understand,” Marracir said, holding his hands up in a placating gesture.  “As I said, Turillia was a rogue; she was not ordered to harm you or use you as bait.  She did all of that of her own accord, for her own purposes.  On the contrary, she was to honor the Wraith’s orders to leave you be or, more pointedly, to protect you.” 
 
    “You’re the one who doesn’t understand.  I don’t know you, I don’t trust you, and I don’t have any reason to trust her at all,” Kari countered, glancing at Seanada’s expressionless gaze again.  “Did she forget to mention the part where she was helping to hunt me and my friends in Sorelizar for King Sekassus?  Or that she followed us all the way to Anthraxis afterwards?” 
 
    “No, she did not neglect to report on her activities.  She did exactly as she was ordered.” 
 
    “What?” Kari blurted, her fingers tightening on her left hilt. 
 
    “She was assigned to protect you in Sorelizar to the best of her abilities…but in such a way that she could not physically engage or even confront King Sekassus’ minions,” Marracir said, and his accompanying gesture said clearly he expected to be challenged on it. 
 
    Kari swung her gaze back to the half-syrinthian.  “Did you see us…?” 
 
    There was a slight change to her expression for a moment, as though she was trying to suppress a knowing smile.  “At the edge of the woods that day?  Not exactly, but I was following your scent.  I knew you were there.  That is why I went south, to draw the other trackers in my wake and give you as many hours’ head start as possible.  With erestram pursuing you, you and your friends had little chance of escaping without aid.” 
 
    “And you followed us all the way to Anthraxis…?” 
 
    “To be certain you had escaped.  Had you not arrived there within a few more days, I would have traveled to Si’Dorra to look for you and your friends.” 
 
    “But you showed me your swords in Anthraxis…” 
 
    “I showed them to the elf who accompanied you, whose identity I did not know.” 
 
    Kari shook her head, astounded.  “And the Isle of Morikk?  Where you there as well?” 
 
    A slight dip of the half-succubus’ head.  “I was.  I had to be certain neither Emma nor any other servant of a demon king came to capture you while you were so close to the Temple.” 
 
    Kari blinked several times as the weight of all of this settled in her mind.  “How is it you can go from world to world?  Or even just realm to realm?  I thought that was illegal?” 
 
    “Not many are willing to claim an abomination as a citizen of their realm, and then it is not as though I stand out when I go from place to place.  As for going world to world, that is best left unsaid.” 
 
    Kari was shocked, but tried to stay on point.  “But you serve King Sekassus?” 
 
    “He believes so, as I am a citizen of his realm,” the half-syrinthian answered.  “I see you are confused, Lady Vanador.  Know this: I hold loyalties to no one but family.  The syrinthians see me as an abomination.  King Sekassus sees me only as a tool, as does my birth-mother.  I hold no loyalty to any of them.  I was raised by a mallasti family in the southeast of Sorelizar, hence my surname of Te’Montasi.  They are the only people I hold any allegiance to aside from the Wraith and those who work for him, for they, too, are my family.” 
 
    “An assassin’s guild?” Kari asked, not intending to be rude, but honestly curious.  Did Eryn see her guild as family?  Was that part of the reason she didn’t seem to be making any headway trying to “escape” that life? 
 
    Seanada looked to Marracir, who shrugged.  “I will explain it in greater detail once Seanada is on her way.  But first, we must assess whether or not you will accept her protection for you and your family at the Wraith’s command.” 
 
    “My family is not going to want her around,” Kari answered, even as her mind was working through the possibilities.  “But I have something to attend to when I return home, and my family will need some protecting.  I’m just not sure I can trust you.” 
 
    “Well, Seanada will go to Anthraxis and await you there,” the elestram said, nodding to the half-succubus in dismissal.  “When you arrive there, you may make the choice whether to take her with you.” 
 
    Seanada rose to her feet and Kari mirrored her actions.  She was leery about being seated when the half-succubus assassin was at the ready, no matter how much assurance she received that Seanada was an ally.  “Are you angry that I killed your sister?” the demonhunter asked. 
 
    “She was my sister only by birth,” Seanada answered.  “We were not raised together, nor did we know of each other until…until he found us, and gave us purpose.  We were sisters more of the blade and of the cause than by blood.  And she was a traitor to our cause, so No, I do not hold you to blame for her death.  If anything, you saved me the possibility of having to fight and kill her myself.” 
 
    With that, the half-syrinthian pulled up the hood of her cloak and, with a bow of her head toward Marracir, she left the shop.  Kari stood in the back and listened while Marracir had a brief conversation with another customer or passerby in the beshathan tongue.  Soon, she heard the door close, and he bolted it shut.  He glanced out the front window in both directions, then came to the back room again and shut that door also.  Kari had her hands on her hips just in case, but she suspected if he wanted to accost her, he would have done so with Seanada’s help. 
 
    “We have things we need to discuss, as your trust is, understandably, difficult to earn,” he said, and he gestured to the center of the room beside a full-body mirror stand.  “Remove your clothes, and I will begin taking measurements for your outfit while we speak.” 
 
    Kari almost had to laugh at the absurdity of the situation.  Here was an assassin working as a tailor, asking her to take her clothes off so he could talk about his guild.  Something about him alone put her more at ease, though.  Simply not having Seanada in the room was part of it, certainly, but his demeanor and the fact that he was unarmed confused Kari’s instincts.  If he was an assassin, he was probably very good at it, because she didn’t get even the slightest feeling that he was dangerous at all. 
 
    She unbelted her swords and then took off her armor and padded clothes, laying them on the chair she had occupied.  She went and stood before the mirror, admiring the cornrows in her hair that were still in fairly good condition after a few days.  She was glad she’d enjoyed a long bath the night before, though her armor and clothes were going to need laundering soon.  She saw Marracir looking at her reflection in the mirror, and wondered what had caught his attention, but then she saw what he was looking at: the Great Mother’s symbol. 
 
    Kari covered it with her hand, and the elestram made a sound deep in his throat.  “You are either very brave or very foolish to wear such a thing, particularly when you are a guest at Her Majesty’s palace.” 
 
    “I know,” Kari said, removing it and folding the string before she tucked it into one of her belt pouches.  “Someone reminded me the other day and it just slipped my mind again.” 
 
    The elestram knelt down beside her.  Kari felt exposed standing there in her panties while he inspected her rear end.  “Forgive the stare; your peoples’ tails are quite different than those of our peoples, and I am not accustomed to tailoring a garment around them.  I will need to touch you to properly measure you, so please do not take offense.” 
 
    “Don’t you need a tape or a measuring string?” Kari asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, I have been tailoring for over six hundred years, I have no need of such implements anymore.”  He laid his hand along the top of the base of her tail, and Kari had to make a conscious effort not to turn and punch him.  “Now, we still have the issue of your trust to address.  Tell me, do you find your current undergarments comfortable?” 
 
    She glanced at him over a shoulder.  “I trust you enough to let you put your hand there.  As far as my panties, they’re comfortable enough, I guess.  I don’t really think about them.” 
 
    “That is a start, I suppose,” he said, moving his hand to get a feel for the shape of her tail where it joined her body.  It was something she would have enjoyed if it were Grakin doing it, but having an unfamiliar person touch her so intimately was grating.  “You have quite a lovely figure, if I may say so.  There is so much more to see and feel when you are not so covered up with fur as my people are.” 
 
    “Don’t make me regret taking my clothes off any more than I already do,” she grumbled. 
 
    “My apologies.  I believe I could fashion a garment that fits your figure better and is more comfortable around your tail.  A halter top will not be necessary with the outfit style you have chosen; the support will be built into the garment itself.  Now, let me see your arms.” 
 
    Kari turned toward him and held her arms out, staying still while the softly-furred hands of the elestram passed from her elbows down to her wrists.  “Quite muscular, even for a warrior of your sex,” he commented evenly, squeezing the muscles of her forearms gently.  “I believe a light pair of purple, elbow-length gloves will accentuate the look nicely.  I will make them snug, but you should be well-acquainted with the feel, being armored and padded as you usually are.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect, thank you,” Kari said.  She tried not to get impatient again when he swept her arms out to the sides and began inspecting her ribs.  He met her eyes for a moment, and Kari suspected he was about to try cupping her breasts the way he had her tail.  If he was, he thought better of it, inspecting her from the side to get an impression of her measurements.  “I can’t believe you’re going to make me clothes without actually measuring me.  Can you really do this just by sight?” 
 
    “Lady Vanador, I make garments for Her Majesty.  Do you think I touch her at all, much less the way I have put my hands upon you?” 
 
    Kari grunted a laugh.  “I suppose not.  So tell me, what other information do you have that you think will make me trust you?” 
 
    “The Wraith has given me leave to share something with you to ensure you heed his wishes with regard to Seanada’s service,” he said, straightening out before her.  He gestured for her to get dressed again, and took a seat while Kari put her padded clothes and armor back on.  “However, he has asked that you keep this bit of information between you and Seanada, and do not share it with your Order or your family and friends unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    Kari turned to face him, half dressed, and noted the sudden impassiveness of his gaze.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “You keep referring to the Ashen Fangs as an assassin’s guild.  I suppose, from your point of view, it is as accurate as necessary, but it is not the truth of the matter.  While we have many skilled assassins among our number, that is a means to an end; it is not the purpose of our society.  To more accurately describe who we are and what we do, the Wraith has asked that I tell you that we are the remnants of over ten thousand years of resistance to the rule of these usurpers who call themselves demon kings.” 
 
    Rebels? Kari thought.  That was the about the best thing she had heard with regard to Mehr’Durillia in her life, but she quickly realized it was too good to be true.  While the Ashen Fangs being rebels didn’t mean they would necessarily be allies to the Order or the people of Citaria, it was one less group of people working directly against her.  If it was true, if the Ashen Fangs could be counted on as a common enemy of the kings, then she could trust him and Seanada, to some extent.  They would have no real reason to harm Kari, her family, or anyone from the Order; quite the contrary, in reality. 
 
    That made her think of Sherman and Sharyn’s encounter with an elestram assassin while hunting the Tilcimer in the south.  Nessandra had been her name, if Kari recalled correctly, and per the report she was given, the elestram had fought Sherman and Sharyn, but only to defend herself.  She’d had the opportunity to put both of them to the sword, but instead had disabled them – painfully, but carefully.  And then the elestram had aided the rest of their party in fighting the Tilcimer and even Taesenus – something that had cost her life. 
 
    “Rebels?  You’re a rebel and you serve this closely to the king?” Kari asked at last. 
 
    “My wife serves her even more closely,” Marracir returned, and his impassiveness finally gave way to a slight smile at Kari’s reaction.  “Evanja should be here shortly, should you like to join us for the midday meal.” 
 
    “Evanja?  Her Majesty’s surgeon?” Kari asked, and the elestram nodded.  “This is…quite a lot to take in.  Are you planning to kill Her Majesty at some point, then?  And didn’t your wife have the chance when Her Majesty had trouble giving birth?” 
 
    Marracir shook his head and gestured for Kari to keep her voice down when sharing such thoughts.  “It is not that simple.  There is far more afoot than you even suspect thus far, and though the deposition of these so-called kings is our ultimate goal, there are many, many steps that must be taken before such could become a reality.  I would advise you to not think too much on these things for the time being; concentrate on doing what you have been.  Your revelation as Salvation’s Dawn has added a wrinkle to things, one the kings themselves have not fully accounted for yet.  But you must be protected – from them and yourself – and that is why the Wraith has requested Seanada watch over you.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe you, but her sister tried to kill me not so long ago,” Kari returned as she finished getting dressed.  “How does the Wraith know Seanada’s not going to go down the same path as Turillia?” 
 
    “Despite being twins, they were quite unalike,” the elestram said.  “Where Turillia was consumed by grief and hatred, Seanada was raised…correctly, I suppose you would say, by the mallasti who took her in.  Though she is deadly and a highly skilled swordsman, she is loyal and able to form bonds.  You heard how she called herself an abomination…it is of no concern to her what her father’s people may think.  Family made all the difference in her life.  And…from what the Wraith told me of you, I believe when Seanada sees your family and its bonds, she will feel quite at home around you, and perhaps you around her.” 
 
    “Now that would be something,” Kari admitted, intrigued. 
 
    The bell on the front door jingled, and Marracir led Kari back out to the showroom.  They could see Evanja and Durisha standing outside, so Marracir unlocked the door and let them in.  A quick explanation that he was taking Kari’s measurements for undergarments in the back was all that needed be said.  Durisha was happy to stay for lunch with Kari and the elestram couple.   
 
    Evanja did give Kari a strange look when she thought Durisha’s attention was elsewhere.  Kari wasn’t sure if it was because she’d been undressed with the woman’s husband in the back room, or because Evanja knew what Marracir must have told the demonhunter. 
 
    She looked into the golden eyes of the elestram woman and was amazed at the duplicity of these people. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next couple of days passed lazily.  Kari and Koursturaux had discussed all the major things the demon king wished to speak of.  They passed the time walking the impressive gardens of the palace, of which the front bailey garden Kari had seen was only a small sample.  It was a nice, relaxing stay for the most part, as Kari partook of fine meals with the demon king, and got to sit and listen to her play piano or watch her ladies dance.  Kari would have preferred to be home with her family, obviously, but as far as a stay on Mehr’Durillia could go, it was quite pleasant and Kari made the best of things. 
 
    The most interesting thing to her was the night she returned from Vakt’s Needlework.  A violent thunderstorm had come in the early hours after dinner.  Strangely, it kept Uldriana awake, so Kari had taken her to the east sitting room to watch the lightning outside and relax in the quiet recreation area.  Her surprise was complete when she found the demon king stretched out on one of the long, soft couches, fast asleep under a wooly blanket.  Recalling a lesson from her old friend Carly Bakhor, Kari had sat across from the demon king and simply watched her sleep. 
 
    Kari couldn’t help but think of Marracir’s words regarding Seanada: Family made all the difference in her life.  Koursturaux had a navel; Kari had seen it numerous times thanks to the outfits the demon king wore.  Koursturaux had to have had parents, and that left Kari to wonder what sort of family life bred such an awful creature.  While Koursturaux was refined and not a raving psychopath like some of the other kings appeared to be, she was rooted in evil, and Kari had little doubt what the demon king’s ultimate goals were.  Vengeance against “all those who had wronged her” could really only mean one thing. 
 
    What happened to you as a girl? Kari wondered.  Had she just been raised rotten?  Were Koursturaux’ parents also demon kings, perhaps in a time and place before Mehr’Durillia?  Was she abused, neglected, or simply brought up wrong?  I wish I could read your mind the way you can read mine, Kari thought, carefully tucking her feelings away. 
 
    When the last night of her stay arrived, Kari entered the king’s audience chamber to find it converted into a grand ballroom.  It wasn’t filled to capacity, but there was a good number of people there, including many men.  It seemed Koursturaux had allowed the mates and suitors of her female staff to attend, and Kari looked around, wondering if the king’s kast’wa would also be there.  She saw no sign of Celigus, however; it seemed she and Koursturaux would both be unpaired for the night. 
 
    There was music, dancing, and dining, as grand a ball as Kari had ever heard of.  She had attended few of them in her own life, usually even avoiding the ones Suler Tumureldi had held in Aurun Ch’Gurra.  The food was amazing, and Koursturaux’ piano playing was even better than the previous times Kari had heard it.  She wondered how they’d gotten the piano from the sitting room to the audience hall, but with at least a few harmauths and erestram on staff, Kari guessed it wasn’t all that difficult.  There were other musicians as well, mainly elestram playing long, stringed instruments stretched out across the ground like expansive guitars.  Their music was alien and yet hauntingly beautiful in many cases.  The dancing, by extension, was different than what Kari was accustomed to, but she saw a side of the beshathans she had never witnessed before. 
 
    As the evening began to wind down and the dances became slower and closer, Kari sat beside the demon king on a bench to the left of her throne.  There was a serenity about the demon king, and though it was hard to see where those black eyes were truly looking, Kari was pretty sure she was gazing over her romancing staff.  “Why didn’t you invite Celigus to come?” she prodded her host. 
 
    Koursturaux regarded her from the corner of a glistening black eye.  “I would not have spent much time in your company were my kast’wa here,” she returned flatly.  “I had hoped your mate would come with you.  I put together this romantic ball for exactly that reason, that you and your mate would enjoy a final night here before you make your way home.  I regret that he did not come with you, and that you have spent this time apart when he is in failing health.” 
 
    Kari nodded, took a deep breath, and let it out in a long but quiet sigh.  “I think if we knew what this visit would be like, he’d have been more likely to come.” 
 
    The demon king chuckled.  “You expected me to be less hospitable, hmmm?” 
 
    “Despite everything Amastri and Celigus told me, I had no idea what to expect,” Kari returned honestly.  “I wasn’t sure if my response to your letter was going to make this a long and uncomfortable week.  And I really had no solid reason to believe this wasn’t a giant trap of some kind.  You know I can’t trust you, not completely, no matter how well I know your kast’wa and how well he speaks of you.” 
 
    “Because you have the wisdom of experience.  Just remember, Lady Vanador, as Amastri told you – and I say this not to sound like a threat – but if I wanted you dead, I would not be subtle about it.  When I call upon you to come speak with me, that is what I desire.”  Kari nodded to the demon king’s words.  “Have you given further consideration to my offer?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” the demonhunter answered.  “I can’t give you a real answer until I’ve spoken with my masters and maybe even my deity about this.  I can’t speak for our entire world, especially when I don’t even know what’s in that Temple that you’re so interested in getting your hands on.  If you’d tell me that, at least, I’d have something to go on when I explain all of this to my Order’s priests.” 
 
    Koursturaux waved a hand gently.  “I cannot tell you that, other than to assure you of what I already have.  It holds the means to my vengeance, and in exchange for such, I will ensure that no further attacks come to your world from Mehr’Durillia, myself included.  It is the best offer you are going to receive from any of my peers capable of seeing it through.” 
 
    Koursturaux looked around the ballroom, and gestured toward the romancing couples, the decorations, the splendor of it all.  “Look about you, Lady Vanador.  I understand you do not trust me as a demon king; I will grant you that you are wise to feel this way.  However, you have seen the fruits of the Overking’s rule, and you can see the fruits of mine.  If you had to choose one of us to rule your world, which would it be?” 
 
    “That’s not exactly a good way to pose such a question.” 
 
    “Oh, come now.  Answer me, honestly.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Kari said with a shake of her head.  “I don’t want either of you to rule my world.  And I’ll fight both of you to my dying breath.  That’s the truth you need to learn to accept.  My people will never end up like these people; we’d rather die than submit to you and your fellow kings.” 
 
    Koursturaux fixed Kari with those black eyes, and the demonhunter was sure a sharp rebuke was coming.  The demon king leaned in slowly, though, and whispered, “That’s what they said before we conquered them.”  She leaned back then, and gestured toward her other guests.  “Look at them now.  They love.  They mate.  They raise families.  They are subjects of mine, but are their lives so different than yours?  What freedom do you have that you suspect they are missing?” 
 
    Kari reached down inside her dress, pulled up the symbol of the Great Mother, and laid it over her chest.  “How about the freedom to wear something like this?” 
 
    Fury.  It was the only word that could describe the demon king’s reaction.  Koursturaux’ hand came up in the span of a heartbeat and gripped Kari by the throat.  “You stupid, insolent little woman,” Koursturaux spat, showing those sharp, cat-like fangs.  She tore the symbol from around Kari’s neck, crushed it in her palm, and threw the pieces away across the floor.  The others in the room stared wide-eyed at the two, and under Durisha and Surisha’s direction, they began filing out of the ballroom. 
 
    Koursturaux squeezed, and even with just one hand, Kari was pretty sure the demon king was going to break her neck.  She could scarcely believe the strength in those delicate-looking hands.  Koursturaux turned and threw Kari halfway across the room, skidding across the floor.  The room was quickly emptied, and Kari only briefly caught Durisha’s wide-eyed stare as she closed the doors to the audience chamber behind her when she left.  Kari turned back to the approaching demon king, and the words of Eli rang in her ears as she looked into those obsidian pools.  Like looking into death itself. 
 
    Kari started to scramble away, but Koursturaux was on her in an instant, and caught her in that bone-crushing grip again.  “You fool.  Ten thousand years I have plotted my revenge, I will not see it go to waste because of the impudence of a single girl.  If you wish to throw your life away, so be it, but you will not do it in my household, nor my realm, nor will you make me the instrument of your death.” 
 
    She lifted Kari clear off the floor, carried her toward the throne, and threw her to the ground before the dais.  The demon king then walked up the steps and sat upon the symbol of authority.  “You know, by law, I should kill you for simply wearing such a symbol, much less taunting me with it?” she said, more calmly now. 
 
    “So I’ve heard, Your Majesty,” Kari coughed, rubbing her neck as she rose to her feet.  Her appending the answer with the noble title clearly intrigued the demon king, who cocked her head.  “You answered my question, though not quite in the way I expected.  Would I rather have the Overking or you rule my world?  The one that can rule without crushing the faith of the people.  You’re not gods, and we’ll never worship you, no matter how hard you grind us under your feet.  You want to know the secret to conquering my people?  Look to your kast’wa.  He did it, and the people embraced him.  For a time, at least.” 
 
    Koursturaux was silent for a span, and even with those black eyes, there was wonder in her gaze.  “You were testing me, and I actually could not sense it,” she said, the briefest twinge in the corner of her mouth suggesting a suppressed smile.  “Well done.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, as much as I’ve appreciated your hospitality, you don’t think I came here as a friend, do you?” Kari echoed the king’s own words from days before. 
 
    Koursturaux held Kari’s gaze intently.  There was a bit of pride there for how well Kari had taken in her lessons, but also the realization that she had been played.  “Very interesting,” the demon king responded after a minute.  She looked off to the side and held forth her palm.  The pieces of Kari’s shattered pendant flew to her hand, where they quickly reformed the symbol of the Great Mother.  Koursturaux sent it to Kari with a gesture, and seemed to look through the demonhunter as she added, “Do not make the mistake of showing this symbol here again.  As it stands, you now owe me the favor of your life.” 
 
    Kari put the symbol back on and tucked it into her dress.  “With all due respect, Your Majesty, I don’t,” she returned.  The demon king cocked her head once more, and Kari stood at attention and folded her hands behind her back.  “Read my thoughts if you want to know why.” 
 
    Kari thought of Erik and Corbanis, and her orders to them before she left.  The image of Amastri’s head rolling from her shoulders played briefly through her mind’s eye.  She held still, doing her best not to fidget while she played her gambit; if this angered the demon king, she might find herself in that bone-crushing grip yet again, maybe this time without escape. 
 
    “You are very perceptive,” Koursturaux said, but with the barest of smiles rather than a scowl.  “Perhaps bringing you here was a mistake.” 
 
    Kari scoffed.  “If it was, I’m sure it was one you considered all the consequences of and accepted beforehand,” she said.  The demonhunter looked down and brushed the last traces of dust from her dress, straightened it out, and then stood tall before the throne of the demon king.  She swept into a low bow, then addressed the monarch in the infernal tongue as best she could, “Your Majesty, thank you for the honor of your hospitality this past week.  Aside from the last couple of minutes, I’ve thoroughly enjoyed myself, and you’ve given me much to consider.  And I will consider your offer very carefully in the weeks and months to come.” 
 
    “As I will consider you very carefully in the days to come,” Koursturaux returned in the Citarian trade tongue.  She bowed her head graciously, then waved a delicate hand with authority.  “You are dismissed.  Enjoy your return journey.  We will speak again soon.” 
 
    Kari bowed again and retired from the chamber.  Durisha and Surisha were outside the doors, and they beheld Kari in shock before they made their way to the demon king’s side.  Kari went to her chambers, where she found Mildasa nursing Uldriana, and she took over doing so. 
 
    “Thank you very much for tending to my daughter during this visit,” Kari said, and the mallasti woman nodded.  “Feel free to stay the night and share my bed again if your child is sleepy.” 
 
    “I appreciate your offer, but I should like to return home now,” Mildasa answered.  “With my service to you and my king complete, it is time I was with my family again at home.  Fare you well, and be safe in your journeys, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    Kari bolted the door once the mallasti wet nurse left, for some reason a little leery that she might receive an unwanted visitor in the night to deliver a threat.  She curled up in the bed with Uldriana tucked close to her.  The little girl was everything to Kari, and she considered what she would do to protect her daughter, the lengths she would go to in order to protect her children and family.  Here she was, forging relationships with demon kings and perhaps even negotiating some sort of truce to protect her world and, thereby, her children. 
 
    Despite all the evidence to the contrary, no matter how callous and vicious the demon king could seem, Kari’s gamble had worked.  She found herself thankful that as much as she was willing to do to protect her two children, Koursturaux apparently felt the same way about her own child. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter VIII – Perspectives 
 
      
 
    The trip back to Anthraxis was uneventful, which Kari was thankful for, considering how her visit with the demon king had ended.  Durisha carried Kari’s bag into the city for her just as she’d done when Kari arrived, and escorted her to the customs office.  Eliza wasn’t there, so after a pleasant farewell from the harmauth, Kari made her way to the Overking’s palace.  The traffic in and out was light in the later afternoon, and despite the weight of the bag on her arm, at least Kari didn’t have to contend with holding Uldriana, who was tucked tight into the mallasti pup carrier. 
 
    Kari made her way up to the library without any interference, and it didn’t take her long to find the striking figure of Eliza Chinchala.  The half-succubus was seated in a chair reading a book, but she looked up as soon as Kari came into view.  The demonhunter supposed it wasn’t every day that one saw a rir in Anthraxis, so she stuck out, as the humans would say, like a sore thumb.  The sorceress rose quickly but gracefully and set her book down when Kari arrived. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, good to see you again.  Are you prepared to return home?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, but we have another guest coming with us.  Will that be a problem?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head.  “No, one more certainly will not be an issue.  Who is it?” 
 
    “Follow me,” Kari said.  She remembered her previous trip to Mehr’Durillia, when Seanada had followed – or preceded, whatever the case may have been – her and her friends to Anthraxis.  Seanada had been in the Mortal Quarter, no doubt because she was half-syrinthian and could better keep out of the Overking’s sight in that section of the city.  Kari led Eliza to the Mortal Quarter and had her wait at its edge, since Eliza was not even half-mortal, and thus not legally allowed to enter the area. 
 
    Seanada was, as Kari suspected, waiting at the inn called Hope’s End.  There were no words exchanged, just a nod of the head and a gesture of agreement from the half-syrinthian.  Seanada followed Kari to the central plaza, where she and Eliza engaged in a staring contest for over a minute. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Kari asked neither of them in particular. 
 
    “I trust you know what you are doing,” Eliza said, turning to Kari. 
 
    Kari wondered if Celigus knew the truth behind the Ashen Fangs, or if Eliza had any idea about them.  She kept her thoughts carefully guarded, just in case.  “I think so,” she answered with a soft sigh.  “Things have gotten a lot more complicated since I last saw you.  Seanada is going to help me with some of them.” 
 
    “Seanada Te’Montasi?” Eliza queried the half-succubus, who replied with the barest of nods.  “I’ll say things have gotten more complicated.  Hmph.  Come, join hands and let us be off.” 
 
    “Is the Overking going to be watching us when we get back home again?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No.  We were here by invitation this time, so there should be no reason for him to be suspicious.  If he wants answers, he can force them from King Koursturaux, he will not bother asking us,” she answered. 
 
    “We were here by invitation last time, though,” Kari countered, confused. 
 
    “Yes, but that was here in Anthraxis, right under his nose.  You were conspiring within his very city; suffice to say it was different, whether it seems so to you or not.”  With no further argument coming, Eliza got them underway.  With a short chant and a surge of power, she pulled Kari and Seanada through a portal to Citaria, which once again felt like passing through a tunnel of warm water. 
 
    They arrived in the central square of the demonhunter campus, and were surrounded in moments by hunters and cadets.  “At ease, soldiers,” Kari ordered, and the many hunters relaxed when they saw their Grand Commander among them.  “Cadet, go and ask the Council to gather.  Let them know we have a visitor that they need to be introduced to.  Also, send a runner to my home and let my family know I’ve–” 
 
    “Kari!” she heard Erik bark from the back of the gathered hunters, and he made his way through the crowd.  He snapped a demonhunter salute and amended his greeting, “Ma’am.  Gods, who – or what – is this?” 
 
    Seanada didn’t even react to Erik’s words.  “It’s a long story, one I don’t plan to sit here and go through with cadets and trainees,” Kari said rather stiffly.  The crowd began to disperse.  “Would you take Uldriana home and let Grakin and the others know I’m back?  I have to take Seanada before the Council, so I’ll be here a while, but we’ll be making our way home soon.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said formally with another salute.  He hesitated a moment, and Kari accepted a hug from him.  She handed Uldriana over to Erik, though he declined to wear the mallasti pup carrier.  Then he was on his way home to deliver the good news. 
 
    Kari turned to Eliza.  “Thank you again for your help.  How much would it cost to put you on retainer?” 
 
    The archmage laughed.  “My pleasure, Lady Vanador.  Just contact me again if you need my help with another trip, or if Seanada needs to return home.” 
 
    “I am home,” the half-succubus said, her eyes drawn across the square.  Kari turned to see what she was looking at, but had little doubt she was staring at Liria, who was engaged in her training exercises across the way.  The half-syrinthian turned back to Kari.  “At least for the time being.  Where you go, I go.  Where you stay, I stay.” 
 
    Eliza left in a sorceress display that was punctuated by a pop, and Kari led Seanada to the Temple of Zalkar.  Kari half-expected that the assassin would hesitate to enter the temple, but she continued beside Kari as though nothing was miss.  The demonhunter led her guest through the temple and to the back room, where the Council was gathering.  Once they were indoors and away from the eyes of the Order’s cadets, Seanada took off her hood and followed Kari to stand before the Council. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, welcome back,” Master Bennet greeted her as the meeting came to order.  “Who is this you bring before us?” 
 
    Kari gestured toward the assassin.  “This is Seanada Te’Montasi,” she introduced, and Seanada lightly crossed her wrists and bowed her head.  “She’s going to be staying with me for a time, helping to protect me and my family from any backlash from Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “This is Turillia’s sister?  The one you said hounded you all the way home when you went to rescue Se’sasha?” Master Arinotte asked. 
 
    Kari nodded but waved a hand dismissively.  “She works for the Wraith, the elestram that saved my life last year.  Turillia did, too, but she turned rogue and that’s…well, why don’t I just let Seanada explain herself?” 
 
    The half-succubus regarded Kari for a moment, but quickly found her voice.  She spent some time explaining her actions in Sorelizar and on Morikk to the Council.  She wouldn’t tell them how she normally went back and forth between worlds, but she held back little else.  She talked about the Wraith, about her sister, and even a little about her mallasti family that lived in Sorelizar.  There wasn’t much detail there, but Kari was fascinated to hear it again when she wasn’t steeped in distrust.  The girl was forthcoming with almost anything asked of her, and somehow, she struck Kari as the type of woman who didn’t bother lying. 
 
    “So, you are here to protect Lady Vanador?” Master Perez asked the woman directly. 
 
    “With my life, if necessary,” Seanada answered.  “I am sworn to protect her at all costs.” 
 
    “And what can you tell us about the Ashen Fangs?” 
 
    “I will tell you nothing.” 
 
    There was a tense silence, but Kari made a gesture to let that matter drop. 
 
    “So, your stay with King Koursturaux was productive?” Master Bennet asked, turning everyone’s attention back to Kari. 
 
    “I’d say downright pleasant, with the exception of a few minutes of hot tempers,” Kari answered.  “She has an offer for us, one I’ll let you consider and consult with Zalkar about.  I assume the answer is going to be No, but it’s at least an intriguing offer.  King Koursturaux has offered that, should we help her attain the keys and enter the Temple of Archons, she will put an end to any and all attacks upon our world from Mehr’Durillia, her peers, or even from herself.” 
 
    “I should say the answer will be No,” Master Perez muttered, drawing a chuckle from Master Arinotte. 
 
    “It does beg the question of what’s in that Temple,” Kari returned.  “She knows, but how did she find out?  How can none of our gods know what is in there and yet a demon king does?” 
 
    “Remember that she is older than your gods,” Seanada commented quietly. 
 
    “Hmm, that is a valid point,” Master van Holtzer agreed. 
 
    “I did think of something about the Temple, though,” Kari said.  She wondered briefly if it was wise to be discussing it in front of Seanada, but she figured if she was supposed to trust the half-succubus at all, she had to be able to trust her becoming privy to some of these things.  “Lord Kaelin Black told me that Seril hated whatever was in the Temple with every fiber of her being.  Seril – or Chiylija – was a goddess, so I don’t think the Temple holds the means to become a god like we thought.  I think it must be something else, something that was much more personal to her and Gori Sensullu both.” 
 
    “Young lady, you said that you followed Lady Vanador and her friends to the Isle of Morikk; did you look at the Temple at all while you were there?” Master Bennet asked, and Seanada nodded.  “Were you able to make any sense of it?  Did the writing seem familiar?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Seanada answered.  “And I do not understand the tenets of your theology well enough to speculate on its purpose.” 
 
    Kari raised a brow at that, and saw that she wasn’t the only one.  Seanada was clearly well-educated, especially for having been raised by a mallasti family out in the countryside.  There was a lot more to this girl than just being an assassin and a rebel, and Kari had to wonder if the same had been true of Turillia.  Turillia had turned out rotten for whatever reason, but in Seanada, Kari saw a more refined, less volatile, and possibly more intelligent version of Turillia.  She wondered if it would turn out that Seanada was anywhere near as intelligent as Sonja or Aeligos. 
 
    “There was one other thing I wanted to mention to you,” Kari told the Council.  “I was able to speak with King Koursturaux at length about her relationship with Seril.  I told her what we’d found in the journals, and she didn’t seem offended or secretive about it at all.  She told me that they weren’t related, but that Seril had taken King Koursturaux’ last name to honor her – which, she also mentioned, didn’t do any such thing.” 
 
    “Was King Koursturaux involved in the Devil Queen’s attacks upon our people at all?” Master Goldberg asked, dipping a quill into his inkwell. 
 
    “Not according to her, no.  She could certainly have been lying, but after spending a week with her, I’m pretty sure I have a good feel for King Koursturaux.  She’s crafty, and a lot smarter than I am, but she strikes me as someone powerful enough that she doesn’t have to lie.  She told me that she never aided Seril, and in fact she advised against Seril attacking our world just about every time she did.” 
 
    A thought struck Kari, though, as she recalled one of the things she had spoken to the demon king about.  Koursturaux had mentioned that Seril often housed her soldiers in a largely uninhabited part of her realm.  Could that be where Kaelariel is sending the serilis-rir who don’t want to live with the rest of us? Kari wondered. 
 
    “King Koursturaux had little issue with criticizing Seril’s tactics,” Kari continued.  “She said if she tried to invade Citaria, it wouldn’t be by force or…what was the word she used?” 
 
    “Attrition,” Seanada offered. 
 
    “Yes, attrition.  She said if she wanted to conquer Citaria, she would have started by turning all of our different races, nations, and religions on each other.  And, frankly, I thought that was pretty brilliant.  She said Seril’s mistake was making everyone her enemy, and that that was what made us unify, and that’s why we were able to beat her consistently.” 
 
    “So, you believe King Koursturaux may be coming at our world from a different angle, then?” Master van Holtzer asked. 
 
    “I’m not certain.  She taught me very quickly in chess that she’s always thinking several moves ahead.  She made us this offer regarding the Temple, but I think that’s only one of many plans she has.  If that one fails, there’ll be others, for sure.” 
 
    “Well, we will have plenty of time to discuss these matters in the days to come,” Master Bennet said.  “You should go home and see to your family, relax, perhaps get this young lady acquainted with your household if you plan to take her there.  We will speak more tomorrow.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kari said, surprising the priests.  “Masters, I’m being called to go take care of Annabelle on Terrassia; that’s to be my final test for our lord.  I’m going to find the first ship heading to Terrassia or at least Sarchelete and make my way there as soon as possible.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “I may take some of my family with me, at least to Flora.  They can stay there while I work, and then I can spend time with Grakin on the way.  But I know exactly what Zalkar wants now, and I’m going to see to it.” 
 
    “Very well.  Keep us informed,” Master Bennet said.  “Good day.” 
 
    “By your leave, Masters,” Kari said with a salute, and she gestured for Seanada to follow her back out.  They left the temple and Kari began leading the half-syrinthian across the campus.  “I should go secure passage on a ship, but I want to see if my mate and children want to come with me as far as…Flora.”  She wasn’t sure why she hesitated to mention Salkorum to Seanada, as though the assassin would have any idea what it was or who was there. 
 
    “You have a syrinthian among your Order,” Seanada said, looking across the square to the training form of Liria again.  “How did this come to pass?” 
 
    “Let’s just say Se’sasha has had quite an influence on your people that came here.” 
 
    “They are not my people, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but stop and meet Seanada’s eyes at that comment.  “You don’t consider yourself a syrinthian?” 
 
    “I am an abomination,” the assassin returned.  “You call the serilian-rir half-demons, but I am half-demon, Lady Vanador.  I was fortunate to be taken in by a family, but I belong to no people, and no people will ever fully accept or trust me.  Not even you or yours.  There is no need to deny it or apologize; it is something I have long since come to terms with, and honestly, care little about.  My sense of duty supersedes your feelings.” 
 
    Kari touched Seanada’s shoulder in an attempt at a comforting gesture.  The assassin regarded Kari’s hand briefly and met her eyes, but didn’t smile or say anything.  They walked on in silence to Kari’s home, the half-succubus drawing many of the same skeptical or outright fearful gazes that Liria often did.  It suddenly occurred to Kari that Seanada’s appearance might have more than this typical effect on two people in particular – Eli and Damansha. 
 
    It would be tricky to introduce the two of them to the assassin, though Kari wasn’t sure Damansha would even remember what Turillia looked like.  Eli was usually pretty level-headed too, so it was unlikely he’d do anything rash.  Still, Seanada’s appearance might reopen those wounds from their dealings with Turillia.  It left Kari to wonder what Seanada’s reaction might be to others acting threatening toward her.  She didn’t seem to care what people said or how they treated her verbally; would the same hold true if someone made a threatening move toward her?   
 
    Kari hoped everyone would be smarter than that.  If anything, the fact that Seanada might be as deadly – or more so – than Turillia would likely keep any foolishness in check. 
 
    Soon, they reached Kari’s estate, and many more sets of eyes watched the pair walk up the road to the house.  There were waves and respectful nods to Kari, which she returned, but no one graced Seanada with the same courtesy, and she didn’t seem inclined to do so either.  When they reached the house, Seanada stopped and looked around, then gazed at Kari expectantly. 
 
    Kari hesitated, but then said, “Welcome to my home, Seanada.  You may enter freely.” 
 
    The half-succubus strode forward with Kari, who was soon met and wrapped up in hugs by Grakin and Little Gray.  She clung to them tightly, taking Little Gray in her arms and sitting him on her hip.  Grakin didn’t ask intrusive questions or pester her about business, he just used touches and kisses to welcome her home and let her know how much he’d missed her.  Little Gray was just as insistent in hugging her, and Kari basked in their love for a couple of minutes.  It occurred to her suddenly to look and see what Seanada’s reaction was, but the half-succubus looked as impassive as usual. 
 
    Erik and most of his siblings came out of the house after giving Kari and Grakin a few minutes for their reunion.  Everyone was there except for Serenjols and Damansha, who were most likely working, and Corbanis, who didn’t live at the house.  Every set of eyes was upon Seanada, wide and questioning, especially Eli’s, though he didn’t make any move toward her as Kari feared. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Seanada Te’Montasi,” Kari introduced her, and the half-succubus gave that crossed-wrist gesture and bowed her head graciously toward the gathering.  “Turillia was her twin sister.  Now, I know you all have questions, but it’s a long story, one I’ll go over with you during dinner.  But I’ll sum it up for you now by saying that Seanada is sworn to protect me and my family from the demon kings, and–” 
 
    “From any threats,” the assassin interrupted. 
 
    Kari glanced at her, then back to her family.  “So, we have another bodyguard that’s going to be staying with us a for a while, sort of like…”  Kari looked at her son.  “Sort of like the Fuzzy Man, except we can all see Seanada.” 
 
    “Snaky lady!” Little Gray greeted Seanada. 
 
    “No, no, Little Gray!  This is Seanada,” Kari corrected.  “Can you say Shen-AH-duh?” 
 
    “Snaky lady!” 
 
    There it was: the slightest trace of humor and a suppressed smile on the assassin’s face.  Did anyone else see it? Kari wondered. 
 
    “Welcome home, darling,” Kyrie said, wrapping Kari in a tight hug.  She whispered in her daughter-in-law’s ear, “Are you certain this is wise?” 
 
    “There’s a lot we need to go over,” Kari said, casting an apologetic look Grakin’s way.  “Let me feed the baby, and then we can have dinner, and I’ll tell you all what you want to know, if not what you want to hear.” 
 
    Everyone started to head inside, but Kari took Grakin’s arm and kept him outside with Seanada and the children.  “You know I have another hunt to take care of,” she told him quietly, as if low volume might soften the blow.  Grakin sighed, but merely nodded, avoiding her eyes.  “Grakin, I want you and the children to come with me, at least as far as…” She glanced at the half-succubus again and mentally shrugged.  “At least as far as Salkorum, or all the way to Flora if you prefer.  You can’t come with me during the hunt itself, but we can have a few weeks together on the way there and back.  And then I’ll make time to spend home with you and the children when I’m done.  I promise you.” 
 
    “That seems unlikely if you reach the rank of Avatar,” he said, but there was the hint of a smile on his features.  “The children may be a lot to manage on a sea voyage, but I think you are correct.  We should not waste a moment that we have.” 
 
    Kari cupped the side of his face.  “You could’ve come to Mas’tolinor with me.  It was a pleasant stay, all things considered.  And King Koursturaux had a grand ball the last night; she had hoped you’d be with me for it.  Gods, I wish we’d known.  It was a pretty amazing place, even considering it was home to a demon king.  And you should see the dress she gifted me.” 
 
    Grakin took her hand and led her inside the house, with Little Gray and Seanada in their wake.  Kari sat near the fireplace and took Uldriana in her lap to nurse.  Seanada looked around at the home’s layout, and then she leaned against the fireplace mantle with her arms folded across her chest.  She spent a good deal of time studying each of the people in Kari’s home, and had no issues meeting Eli’s stare whenever she noticed it. 
 
    Kyrie started preparing supper, and it seemed to Kari as if her mother-in-law needed an inordinate amount of help.  She wasn’t sure if Kyrie was just trying to get people to stop sitting and staring at Seanada, or if her mother-in-law was passing comments back and forth.  Either way, it didn’t seem to bother Seanada, which was apparently the case for nearly everything.  With most of the family dodging this way and that running quick tasks for Kyrie, Seanada appeared to relax, exchanging stares only with Typhonix, who was taking a great interest in the half-succubus. 
 
    Seanada, by contrast, seemed to be taking the most interest in Kari nursing Uldriana.  The demonhunter supposed it might have something to do with her daughter bearing a mallasti name.  It was just as likely the half-syrinthian had been raised among a family with many generations living in one domicile, as seemed common to the hyena-folk.  Depending on how many mothers were in Seanada’s family and possibly neighborhood, she no doubt saw quite a lot of nursing.  Kari wondered if any part of the woman desired a family of her own, or if being an assassin in service to the Ashen Fangs was pretty much the entirety of her life. 
 
    Questions for another time, Kari thought. 
 
    As if to punctuate her thoughts, there was a knock at the door.  Ty rolled over and opened it, and he wheeled back to let Se’sasha enter the house.  The syrinthian priestess wiped her feet once she was in the door, and she approached Kari.  “Sister, I have heard…,” she began, but she stopped when she suddenly noticed Seanada leaning against the wall beside the hearth.  “By the word, it is true!” 
 
    Seanada stared at the priestess with that same unwavering, impassive gaze.  “Seanada, this is Se’sasha Solaristis, high priestess of the syrinthian people,” Kari explained, but she turned back to Se’sasha.  “How did you find out so fast?” 
 
    “My people saw her on your Order’s campus, and alerted me.  I thought you would bring her here if you were leaving the campus, so I followed.”  The syrinthian priestess turned back to the assassin.  “What brings you here, sister?” 
 
    That clearly caught Seanada by surprise, a shock that she didn’t bother trying to mask.  “I am not your sister, Lady; I am but an abomination sworn to protect Lady Vanador and her family from any and all threats, including the kings of Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “You are a child of Ashakku, just as I am…” 
 
    “No, I am not.” 
 
    “…and just as Lady Vanador has become.”  Seanada’s golden eyes fixed upon Kari, that shock still not having dissipated.  Se’sasha finished, “And you are not an abomination.  You are a child of free will, with a destiny of your own to seek.  And you have taken a positive step by protecting my sister.” 
 
    “Your people will not accept me any more than hers will,” the assassin said with a gesture toward Kari. 
 
    “Worry not about the approval of the people.  Find your approval in Ashakku, and in him you will find the love and honor of our people.” 
 
    Kari watched the two women staring at each other, and she wondered if those kind words might be all it took to turn someone’s life around.  It seemed such an easy offer, yet Kari knew Sakkrass-Ashakku: she knew that he wouldn’t turn away those who sought him honestly and earnestly.  Even his shaman among the tribe on Tsalbrin, who had insulted and misrepresented the deity in error, had been welcomed back with a simple apology.  He was a very forgiving deity, and as far as traits went that was always an attractive one – much like Zalkar’s tenet of loving justice but showing mercy. 
 
    “Thank you for your kind words,” Seanada said, though she offered no actual reply to Se’sasha’s offer. 
 
    “I should like to speak with you further when time permits,” Se’sasha requested, being answered by a simple nod. 
 
    “Dinner is ready,” Kyrie said, approaching.  “Good evening, Se’sasha.  Would you like to stay for supper?” 
 
    “If it is no trouble, I would be delighted,” the syrinthian priestess said. 
 
    The family gathered around the table, making room for everyone.  After a good deal of coaxing, Kari finally got Seanada to sit beside her and take a plate of food.  The assassin seemed quite self-conscious as she began to eat, and that was only multiplied when everyone else waited to say a prayer first. 
 
    “I have already disgraced your table,” Seanada said in exasperation.  She started to rise. 
 
    “Sit.  It’s not an issue,” Kari assured her.  She gestured for the woman to continue eating. 
 
    Once everyone had started on their meals, Kari spoke.  “As I mentioned before I went to Mehr’Durillia, I’m being tested to become Avatar of Vengeance.  I’ll be heading to Terrassia to see to it, and Grakin and the children are going to come with me at least as far as Salkorum, if not Flora.  The rest of you, though, are going to remain here.  This is something I have to take care of myself.”  She saw peoples’ eyes wandering to Seanada, and cut off their line of thought.  “Seanada will be going with us, but staying with Grakin and the children wherever they go.” 
 
    “If that is what you wish,” Seanada said. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Aeligos said. 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Aeligos, I–” 
 
    “I’m not taking no for an answer,” he interrupted.  “I know you have Erik and our father busy, and you won’t want Jol or Eli to come while their ladies are expecting, but you’ll want to bring someone who can get information from sources that won’t talk to you.  I’ll help you find out where to go and what you’re doing.  If you want to duel your old friend alone, I’ll honor that, but sorry, Kari, I’m not letting you go over there blind.  And I don’t think that’s what Zalkar wants or expects, anyway.” 
 
    Kari shook her head; he was always so hard to argue with.  “All right, well, let’s make it a challenge, then,” she said with a smirk, and he grinned back at her.  “If you can get us a ship to take us to Flora or at least around to Sarchelete, you can come.” 
 
    “Four adults and two children?” he confirmed.  “That should be easy.” 
 
    “This would come up when I’m pregnant,” Danilynn grumbled, and Eli patted her thigh.  “Otherwise, I would go with you.  Might give me the opportunity to visit home.” 
 
    “Maybe next time,” Kari said.  “As it stands, you two have a home to move into and an adoption to process, no?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Eli and Danilynn.  Kari hoped she hadn’t spoiled a surprise or secret.  Thankfully, her friends both beamed under the attention. 
 
    “You are adopting a child from the orphanage?” Kyrie asked, her breath catching for a moment.  “That is so wonderful of you.” 
 
    Kari made a conscious effort not to look, but she could see that the conversation was having some sort of effect on Seanada.  She recalled Marracir’s words, and hoped that they would turn out to be true: that Seanada would be enticed to open up and relax around Kari and her family when she saw their bonds of love.  Kari suspected it was possible that should the half-syrinthian spend enough time in her household, she might eventually become like family, just as Eli, Danilynn, Eryn, Damansha, and even Se’sasha and Liria had or were starting to. 
 
    “Sidney, the little half-corlyps boy you have at your old house,” Eli elaborated. 
 
    “You will no doubt set him a fine example,” Kyrie said, obviously fighting tears.  It was no mystery that as the high priestess of Kaelariel, she saw all of the orphans under her care as her children to some extent. 
 
    As dinner progressed, Kari began to explain everything that had happened in Mas’tolinor that she was comfortable sharing.  She talked a bit about the Wraith, and Seanada’s service to him and the Ashen Fangs.  She left out the fact that they were rebels and not assassins; that was something she was going to have to give a lot of thought to before she went against the Wraith’s wishes and revealed it.  She even touched briefly on Seanada’s family and background, taking visual cues from the half-syrinthian with regard to how much to say. 
 
    Sonja arrived at the end of the meal, and welcomed Kari back with a long, tight hug.  She took Seanada in with a great deal of interest, but sat down without asking for an explanation.  She declined the offer of food from her mother, but beamed when Kari asked where she’d been.  “I was confirmed,” she answered. 
 
    “Confirmed?” Kari echoed, confused. 
 
    “As an archmage,” Sonja said, barely able to restrain her excitement.  “I’ve been with the High Council while you’ve been gone, having my strengths and weaknesses tested.  Karinda says I still need to work on my necromancy a bit, but she was more than impressed with my grasp of illusions and abjurations.”  She looked at Aeligos expectantly.  “Necromancy for fighting those who raise the dead, not joining them.” 
 
    “I figured,” he said, no change in his pleasant expression. 
 
    “Karinda Bakhor?” Kari prodded, and her sister-in-law nodded.  “Gods, it’s been ages since I’ve seen her.  How is she doing?  She’s a member of the Council, then?” 
 
    “She’s the head of it,” Sonja confirmed.  “And you’ll never guess who else is on the Council!”  She paused only until she realized no one was going to play.  “Triela!” 
 
    “Oh, I hope you passed along our well-wishes,” Kari said, to which Sonja nodded.  “Are they going to make you a member of the Council now?” 
 
    Sonja snorted.  “Good heavens, no,” she chuckled.  “Eliza is one of the weaker members of the Council, and still far, far more practiced and powerful than I am.  No, it’d be some time before they extended that kind of offer, but being confirmed as an archmage means they may ask me to run errands and countermeasures for them from time to time.  And, you know, now you have a direct contact with the Council without having to go and bother Master Maelstrom.  I already took the liberty of asking them about the summoning of those beshathan ambushers that attacked Eli, Danilynn, and the others.  They’ll be looking into it soon.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good,” Kari said.  “I always feel bad sending for Eliza every time I need someone to take me to Mehr’Durillia.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll still need her for that,” Sonja returned sheepishly.  “I’m confident taking us around our own world, but going to another one is something I want to put significant study into with some of the other members before I try it myself.”  Kari and the others all smiled encouragingly.  “So, who’s this?” 
 
    Kari introduced Seanada and gave Sonja the brief version of what the assassin would be doing.  Aeligos declined to stay for an after-dinner drink, throwing on his cloak to make his way to the docks to arrange their passage to Terrassia.  Kari was fairly certain that meant they would be leaving in the next couple of days.  She sat and enjoyed an after-dinner spirit with her friends and family, and Seanada sampled the liquor, though her reaction was comical.  In what Kari thought was an interesting gesture, she looked to Se’sasha as the priestess drank some of the smooth alcohol. 
 
    “A little different than what you are accustomed to back home, hmm?” the syrinthian priestess asked. 
 
    Seanada answered with a short nod, and finished the drink in short order, though she declined a second helping.  Once everyone was done and relaxed, they moved back to the sitting area by the fire, chatting lazily while they waited for Aeligos to return.  Kari took her children up to put them to bed, and by the time she came back downstairs, Aeligos was home.  Kari rushed to the couch and sat down, eager to hear what he had to say. 
 
    “We have passage on a ship the morning after tomorrow.  It’s headed north to one of the southern islands of Masceria, then it’s headed west to Flora.  They didn’t mention Salkorum, and I wasn’t going to bring it up with them in case they don’t already know about it.  So Grakin and the kids can stay in Flora, unless we do make an unscheduled stop on Salkorum.” 
 
    “Has anyone heard from Gil since I left?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Oh, we haven’t seen her, but a letter did arrive while you were gone,” Kyrie said.  She went to the china cabinet and pulled a rolled, sealed letter from a tray and brought it over to Kari. 
 
    Kari broke the seal, unrolled the scroll, and began to read: 
 
      
 
    Kari, 
 
    On the trail of who I think took the records you’re looking for.  Scent was definitely rir.  Spent some time sniffing out as much of Gnarr as I could, but turned up nothing.  Sorry, but it’s been far too long for my nose alone to solve this mystery. 
 
    I do have other methods, though.  The people I work for have other means of finding out information, so I’m using my contacts to see what we can dig up.  Also sorting through what the underside of Gnarr might know, and trying to get access to government records.  Sorry I have nothing solid for you to go on yet, but I think that’ll change soon. 
 
    My advice is to go through Jason Bosimar’s journals again, and talk with your friends who worked for him.  It’s too early to say for certain, but I think this may have been an inside job. 
 
    --Gil 
 
      
 
    Kari looked up, and everyone was watching her.  She handed the letter to Danilynn but said nothing.  The priestess read through it quickly before she turned a confused gaze back to Kari and handed the letter to Eli.  Predictably, he had the same reaction. 
 
    “An inside job?  Really?” Eli asked. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Erik queried. 
 
    “I assigned Gil, our new werewolf ally, to look into a theft,” Kari started.  “Back when Eli and Danilynn and their friends were working for the Order, someone broke into Turik Jalar’s tomb and stole his armor and greataxe.  Eli and his friends recovered them, but I recently became aware of records that were entombed with Jalar that were also stolen and never recovered.  So Gil and her friends have been looking into it for me.  She says it’s too early to say for sure, but she thinks the whole thing may have been an inside job.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Ty asked. 
 
    “That someone robbed Turik Jalar’s tomb to cover up the fact that they wanted those records,” Aeligos said.  “Which would mean there was something really important in those records.  It could be something to do with the noble line of succession, or something that Jalar may have been hiding from the common folk.” 
 
    “We’ll find out when we get those records, but there’s obviously something important in them,” Kari bluffed, hoping no one would ask her what it was really all about.  “But this whole mess is an embarrassment for the Order, which is why, once again, we have people outside the Order working on resolving the problem.  So, Erik – please don’t mention this on campus, or to anyone, really.  Same goes for the rest of you.  The truth will come out in due time.” 
 
    They passed the evening hours listening to what Kari was willing to share about her experiences in Mas’tolinor.  She didn’t tell them about Koursturaux nearly strangling her or how she had technically committed a capital crime.  She regaled them with the tales of their hunt together, of witnessing the demon king’s power in the weaving of the hut, and some details about the ball and Koursturaux’ piano playing.  It was clear that her visit to Mas’tolinor did not go as any of them expected, either. 
 
    Eventually, Kari retired to bed with Grakin.  Though they couldn’t mate, they romanced as they could, and fell asleep nestled together.  As nervous as Kari was about what might come in her hunt, she was looking forward to spending time with Grakin and the children where work and business wouldn’t bother them for a week and more at a time.  It might be their last real opportunity to do so, and Kari was prepared to cherish every minute of it, her feelings about sea-based travel aside. 
 
    Kari spent the following day packing and preparing for the journey, and speaking with the Council about the implications of what she had learned from Koursturaux.  Seanada was like Kari’s shadow, following her all about the city, much to the annoyance of the Duke, it seemed.  The city watch asked that Kari keep her ‘syrinthian guests’ off the streets, and despite the fact that the Duke had authority over her as a citizen, Kari pulled rank as a demonhunter and told them, politely, to mind their own business. 
 
    She and Grakin received quite a sendoff from their family and friends.  There was a grand barbeque dinner, one of the last they’d be able to have outside before it grew too cold.  Kari realized that was another benefit of this trip: she was taking Grakin somewhere warm and sunny, and she would escape the winter months by traveling to the northern half of the world again.  Kyrie, Danilynn, and Se’sasha blessed Kari on her hunt, and after spending another semi-passionate night with Grakin, Kari managed to sleep easily. 
 
    The following day found them boarding a large trade ship bound for the continents of Masceria and then Terrassia.  Kari and Grakin were afforded a large cabin with enough space for them and the children, and Seanada was given a smaller one nearby.  With the accommodations taken care of and an important task before her, Kari settled in for the trip. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter IX – Fear and the Red Mask 
 
      
 
    The journey to Terrassia was quite pleasant.  The southern city on Masceria, called Port Jeremiah, was a tropical resort, and Kari and Grakin got to spend most of a day on the beach with their children.  Masceria was rumored to be more technologically advanced like the Strekan Province of Askies, but if that was true, Kari saw no evidence of it during their stay.  She and Grakin enjoyed warm sands, warm water, and cold tropical drinks while their children played near the water’s edge.  It was like their first time together on the beaches of Salkorum, and even without either saying it, Kari felt it was a fitting bookend on their life together. 
 
    The journey was faster than Kari remembered, favorable winds carrying their ship along a northern trade route.  They didn’t stop at Salkorum like Kari had hoped, which left her to wonder: did the crew know Kari was a demonhunter, and suspect she might report the existence of the seterra-rir to her superiors?  Or did they not even know of the existence of the seterra-rir and their islands at all?  It seemed unlikely that veteran sailors wouldn’t know about a chain of islands and the people inhabiting them.  While she was disappointed to miss out on a visit, she was also proud of the crew’s protective nature with regard to the seterra-rir. 
 
    Seanada wasn’t what Kari would consider a brooding creature, but she certainly gave everyone else aboard the ship the impression she was.  That silent, impassive stare was enough to give even the most hardened sailors the shivers, and few of them dared to speak with her, much less ask her to move.  She did her best to stay out from underfoot, so far as Kari could tell, only requesting that she be given an open space on the deck to practice her martial routines when it would be least inconvenient to the crew.  Kari half-expected some of the brawnier sailors to ask if they could brawl with the half-syrinthian, but not one of them mustered the gumption. 
 
    Kari watched Seanada practice her routines a few times.  While she wasn’t surprised that the half-syrinthian was as skilled as her sister, the similarities between their style and Kari’s own was curious.  Kari was certain that Turillia and Seanada had both trained under the same master, possibly the Wraith himself.  She recalled Seanada mentioning that “he” gave them purpose, and the Wraith seemed the most likely person she was talking about.  It gave Kari much to consider when it came to the Wraith and her own master, Suler Tumureldi.  Had they possibly had a common link as well?  Or were the similar styles simply the result of two men passionate about their craft? 
 
    Aeligos brought along several Jason Bosimar’s journals, and spent much of the trip finding tucked away spots on the deck to read.  He explained to Kari that his current search was for anything related to the plundering of Turik Jalar’s tomb.  He found numerous references to the event, including reports of Eli and his friends’ involvement and results.  Apparently, they had mentioned Emma being involved to some degree, but not directly.  It seemed she helped them in some minor way, but what she sought to gain from it was a mystery.  The secrecy around all of it was clearly frustrating to Aeligos, and Kari understood completely, quite miffed at it herself. 
 
    Mystery was what the entirety of Jason Bosimar’s tenure looked like at this point. 
 
    Flora’s south-facing, sheltered harbor came into view after the leisurely journey, and Kari was disappointed that the time she got to spend with her family was coming to an end.  While she needed a break from the antics of her children, she cherished every moment with her family all together.  Work had kept her so busy, and even while on administrative leave, it was never far from her mind, to say nothing of the running of her estate.  And as much as she tried not to dwell on it, there was no denying or missing it: Grakin was fading fast, and Kari wasn’t sure how much longer they had together. 
 
    The thought of her mate dying did little to ease her tensions as the ship began to dock in Flora’s port.  Kari couldn’t help but remember their journey to Tsalbrin, when she’d suffered a terrible waking nightmare born of the memories of her abuse as a young girl.  This city still had a haunting effect on her, the place of her birth and where her father’s torments inflicted upon her had spread out over years.  Even looking at the graves of her parents had done little to give her any sort of closure.  And now, here she was again. 
 
    “I don’t plan to stay here for more than just tonight,” Kari said, and the concern was easy to see in Grakin and Aeligos’ eyes.  Seanada stood by, aloof and intent on something unseen as usual.  “I think maybe we can just go to the same inn we stayed at when we went to Tsalbrin.  The Ranger’s Respite, I think it was?  We can get a big room for Grakin and Seanada to use to keep watch over the children, since I don’t know how long we’ll be here.  I doubt this is going to be as simple as walking to Fort Sabbath and killing Annabelle.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” Aeligos said.  “Though there is something I’d like to show you while there’s still sunlight, if you’re up to some walking.” 
 
    Kari looked at Grakin, who smiled.  “I will get Little Gray fed and keep Uldriana busy while you two go look at what Aeligos has to show you.  Seanada, what would you like to do?” 
 
    “I would prefer to stay by Lady Vanador’s side, but I will remain with you at the inn, and hopefully partake of a bath and launder my things,” she answered without looking at them. 
 
    Kari could well understand those sentiments.  Though she and Grakin had shared a large cabin, they weren’t afforded a bathtub or some of the other amenities they’d received on their voyage to Tsalbrin.  Kari felt dirty, but a part of her realized it was those haunted memories fighting their way free again as she approached the city of her birth and torment.  She wanted to wash away the feeling of a couple of weeks’ journey, but just as grating was the feeling of the memories that clung to her. 
 
    The ship docked and soon they were able to disembark.  Seanada kept her cowl up, so Kari compensated by keeping her dog tags out over her breastplate.  It was unlikely anyone would question Seanada’s identity or intentions when she was traveling with a demonhunter.  They passed from the docks district and onto one of the main roads, walking toward the heart of Flora.  The city was so named for its botanical gardens and the trees that lined the streets, and Kari all at once appreciated and hated the beauty of the city.  It seemed unfair, in a sense, that a city so draped in darkness and pain to her mind should be so beautiful to her eyes. 
 
    They reached the Ranger’s Respite, and upon entering, they found that it was still run by the same man, Clinton Darby.  After a short exchange, the human remembered Kari, Aeligos, and Grakin from their previous stay, even though it had been about four years earlier.  Kari supposed that their group had left an impression – or maybe it was the impression she’d left after her waking nightmare.  If that was the case, Clint was too kind to say so.  He set the group up in two rooms as requested, and set his serving girls to work getting food and baths ready. 
 
    The introduction between innkeeper and assassin was interesting, but not many words were exchanged.  Kari simply assured him that Seanada was there to watch over her family, and the word of a demonhunter was enough to satisfy the otherwise suspicious human.  Still, he spent some time taking in Seanada’s finely-scaled skin, her pointed ears, and most of all, those wide, golden, slit-pupiled eyes.  It was likely Clinton Darby had never seen such a creature in his life, nor would he again.  Kari did, however, leave out the fact that Seanada was half-succubus.  It may have been dishonest to a degree, but it was simpler that way. 
 
    Seanada was satisfied boarding with Aeligos, which Kari found interesting.  Was it because she knew Aeligos had a mate?  There was something almost asexual about the half-syrinthian, and Kari wondered if she overcompensated for the fact that she was half-succubus.  Of course, she had only known Seanada for a couple of weeks, and realized she was making judgments based on very little evidence.  And, more pointedly, about things that were really none of her concern.  Perhaps she preferred to board with Aeligos because he was a fellow infiltrator.  Or maybe it was because she was stingy.  It could have been any number of reasons. 
 
    Once their things were stowed and Grakin got the children settled in the common room for some supper, Kari and Aeligos bid them farewell and took to the streets.  The sun was still at a decent height in the sky despite the late hour, Kari’s senses fooled by the fact that she was expecting deep winter soon.  Aeligos led her south, and Kari fell into step beside him, looking around the city warily, as if the ghosts of her past might take physical form and assault them.  In her mind’s eye, she remembered the little swinging sign on the school, and was thankful that Aeligos hadn’t taken her northward in its direction. 
 
    “You may not appreciate this at first, but I’m doing this to help,” Aeligos said, and Kari cocked her head, waiting for further explanation.  “The last time we passed through, after you had your…incident, Eryn showed me something.  It wasn’t something I could really talk to you about, it’s something you have to see for yourself.  Just try to keep an open mind.” 
 
    Kari took a deep breath and sighed.  As she expected, Aeligos led her to the south edge of town and into the hills of the cemetery.  This was a pointless exercise to her: she already knew her parents were dead; she had come to terms with that at the end of her incident, as he called it, and also when she’d done her mental exercises with Triela on Kirelia.  Seeing the graves of her parents wasn’t going to bring her any more closure, but she followed Aeligos anyway. 
 
    He led her to the great tree beneath which her parents’ graves lay.  She turned and looked toward the harbor to the east, then over the city center to the north.  She could scarcely remember her flight to the graveyard in her shattered state.  But she remembered waking here, and that it had been Eryn and Typhonix that came and brought her home to the others.  She turned back to her parents’ graves, wanting to spit on them, piss on them, tread back and forth across them until they were as stained and soiled as she felt. 
 
    “Kari,” Aeligos said, breaking her free of her growing anger momentarily.  “Look.” 
 
    She started to reply, but bit back the vehemence.  Whatever she felt, Aeligos had brought her here with good intentions.  “At what?” she managed with some civility. 
 
    “Look at the dates,” he elaborated. 
 
    Kari looked at the tombstones, worn over the centuries but still easily legible.  Her father’s was carved with that insulting Beloved husband and father lie that stood as an engraved insult to Kari and all she had gone through.  Her mother had long outlived their father, but not long enough by Kari’s reckoning.  She wished, in the deepest recesses of her soul, that he had died when she was born, or at least before he started abusing her.  She wondered, and not for the first time, if the bastard abused Kari’s sisters the same way.  Had it all been because of Kari’s illness?  Or had he been damaged to begin with, and having children simply gave him an outlet? 
 
    “Look at your dog tags,” Aeligos prodded gently.  He was clearly making an effort not to make Kari feel like an idiot, but she knew she was having trouble focusing. 
 
    Lady Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, T03172849, the inscription read.  What was Aeligos trying to tell her?  Look at the dates, he had said.  Kari looked down to her parents’ markers once again.  It took another minute of clearing her mind before she saw what Aeligos was pointing out.  Her father’s marker read: 
 
    Dak Vanador 
 
    Beloved Husband and Father 
 
    Born 2827 
 
    Died 2863 
 
    2863, Kari thought.  He died the same year I ran away? 
 
    Kari turned to Aeligos, confused.  “You think my mother killed him after I ran away?” 
 
    Aeligos shook his head.  “No, Kari.  We don’t think your mother killed him.” 
 
    She blinked.  “So what, you’re saying I killed him?” 
 
    The rogue came forward and took Kari’s face in his hands.  “Kari, I think you defended yourself the only way you could,” he answered.  “And I think that’s why they put this epithet here that I’ve no doubt you find insulting.  I think your mother had to cover up what you’d done so the authorities wouldn’t look for you, and making it seem like your family’s home life wasn’t full of conflict was the best way she could do that.” 
 
    “You think I murdered him?” she sniffled.  This was a truth she didn’t want to think about.  It was bad enough to remember his abuse, but the thought that she was a murderer, and that her father’s death might still be on the books as an unsolved murder to this day made her feel far worse. 
 
    “I think you killed him to defend yourself – not murdered him,” Aeligos repeated, not releasing his gentle cradling of her face.  “Don’t you see?  Kari, you’ve been defending people your whole life.  Even when you were a young, abused woman, you killed your father to defend yourself and the rest of your family.  Don’t feel guilty about this; it was a good thing you did.  A loving thing, something that had to be done.  More importantly, though, you need to remember that in the end, you won.  Not him.  You.” 
 
    Kari blew out a sigh and squeezed out the tears that were fogging her vision.  She pulled gently from Aeligos’ grip, and turned to squat before the graves.  “Why didn’t you stop him, Mama?  Why did you let him hurt me for so long?” 
 
    Aeligos knelt down beside her, and Kari didn’t miss the tears in his eyes.  “I imagine he was abusing her in some way, too,” he said.  “A different method, probably, and one that you would have never seen.  She would have likely felt just as helpless in his grip as you did.  Not all of us have the strength or the courage to stand up the way you did, Kari.  Your father may have threatened to kill you and your sisters if your mother told anyone or resisted in any way.  I can’t know for sure, but I’ve…seen abuse before.  I know the patterns.” 
 
    Her mind whirled, and she remembered that fateful day when she’d passed through Flora for the last time in her prior life.  She had run into her mother and one of her sisters in the market square, and they had been so excited to see her.  Kari had rebuffed them, told them they had her confused with someone else, and walked away from them without a second thought.  Now she understood, or at least she thought she did: she had freed them from her father’s tyranny, and they had hoped she would rejoin the family. 
 
    Sorrow threatened to overtake her, but she wondered if it had been better that way, even in error.  Her family had never been forced to worry about her hunting demons, and they didn’t have to watch her die slowly of Dracon’s Bane.  They had seen her, they had known she became a demonhunter, and whatever else they thought and remembered, that was the last of her they’d seen.  Hopefully, the image had kept a warmer place in their hearts than it had in Kari’s. 
 
    Only then did Kari look at the other nearby markers, and she realized that the family had all been buried in the same area, despite the cemetery being arranged largely by dates.  Beth-Ann and Marian were both interred in plots beside their parents, with adjoined markers naming and memorializing their mates.  Kari cried, but it was a pleasant cry, pain mixed with tears of joy that her sisters had found some normalcy in their lives.  The dates said her sisters and their mates had lived long lives, and the mentions of being mothers left a glow in Kari’s core.  Kari’s was the only marker missing; it stood beside a stone cottage in the forest of Laeranore, the home of the elven people, where her old friend Saint Carly Bakhor had laid her to rest. 
 
    She thought of the mental exercise she had gone through with Triela, and the vehement statement of hatred she had offered to the memories of both her parents.  “I’m sorry, Mama,” Kari sniffled, laying her hand on her mother’s marker.  “I forgive you.  By the gods above, I forgive you.  I will see you again someday, but not any time soon.  I’ve got a whole world to protect now, and far too much work to stop now.” 
 
    Aeligos was clearly thinking about something personal, but when Kari got to her feet, he offered her a hug.  They embraced, and he held tight to her, stroking her hair comfortingly.  “I suppose maybe it’s time I did the same,” he said quietly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kari asked. 
 
    “My father and I have had a strained relationship for a long time,” he answered with a sigh.  “I think I’ve been angry long enough.  Maybe he doesn’t deserve my forgiveness, but then, forgiveness isn’t really about deserving, is it?” 
 
    “Love justice, but do mercy,” Kari intoned quietly. 
 
    “Yea, something like that.  I hope this helped more than it hurt you, Kari,” he said, taking her face in his hands again.  “You know I would never do anything to hurt you willfully.” 
 
    “I do, and this did help a lot,” she said.  “Thank you.  Let’s get back to the inn.” 
 
    He took her hand in his own and began to lead her back.  When they arrived, Kari took her children in her arms and sank down to the floor.  Grakin crouched down beside her and wrapped her in a hug as tears flowed from her eyes, but Kari didn’t weep.  The release of her long-held pain felt good, and the tears were those of joy.  She had broken the cycle. 
 
    “What have you done?” Seanada hissed.  She was on her feet with a long, slender straight blade to Aeligos’ throat in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “No, Seanada, it’s okay,” Kari said quickly.  The half-syrinthian’s eyes were wide, her brow low as she held Aeligos at swordpoint.  She wasn’t kidding when she said she’d protect me, Kari thought.  “I’m not upset.” 
 
    “You’re fast,” Aeligos said with hardly a hint of nerves in his voice as the assassin put her blade away. 
 
    Seanada bowed her head to the compliment but sat back down as though nothing had happened.  Kari wondered if that was going to put a strain on the two of them sharing a room, but at the least, she figured it might lead to them speaking of what was common between them.  Aeligos wasn’t an assassin, but he was an infiltrator and a rogue, and he employed much the same skill set that Seanada did.  Kari wondered what Aeligos might be able to tell her about her mysterious bodyguard on the way to Solaris. 
 
    Dinner was served once Kari and Aeligos were ready.  Kari was pleased that Grakin seemed to be taking her impending mission without him well.  They had spent as much of their time on the journey here together as they possibly could, and it was a nice change from the rigors of Kari’s trip to Mas’tolinor and her return to work.  She held tight to his hand when they said their dinner blessing, and Grakin amended their prayers with an extra one for the safety of his mate and his brother.  Seanada was silent through it all, but she made no move to eat until they had finished their routine. 
 
    “We’ll be heading to Solaris first thing in the morning,” Kari said.  “I figure we’ll follow Pike’s Route toward the Tenari Kingdom.  That will take us close enough to Fort Sabbath, which is where we’re heading.  I don’t even know if that’s where Annabelle is anymore, though, so Aeligos – I’ll be depending on you to dig up information that I can’t.” 
 
    “Pike’s Route?” he echoed. 
 
    “An old caravan route that runs from here up to Castle Tenari,” she elaborated.  “I think it was named after an old caravan master that established the original trade routes after the humans came here to Terrassia.  Though, of course, my knowledge of history is mostly word-of-mouth.” 
 
    “How dangerous is this creature you hunt?” Seanada asked. 
 
    “Well, she was my partner once upon a time,” Kari answered, not bothering to fill in the part about having died already and being resurrected.  “She’s a well-trained demonhunter, and a vampire on top of that, and she has some sort of vampire-dragon that she’s partnered with.” 
 
    “And you plan to engage her with just this one with you?” the assassin asked, indicating Aeligos casually.  He chuckled but didn’t seem to take too much offense to her implication. 
 
    “No.  I plan to see if she’s still there, what she’s got for support – last time I saw, she had a fortress full of people that we thought might all be vampires.  She could have an actual army by now, it’s hard to say.  That’s why we’ll be collecting information as we go along, and then we’re just going to scout out the fort.  Once I know what we’re dealing with, I’ll put together a strike force, and we’ll take her down the smart way.” 
 
    The assassin nodded with Kari’s assessment, as did Aeligos, which eased some of Kari’s tension.  Then the half-syrinthian asked, “Why did you not bring more of your family or some of your Order with you?” 
 
    “Because of something I remember from…my past life,” she said, though those words didn’t evoke any sort of reaction from Seanada.  She either knew everything about Kari, she wasn’t fazed by much, or she was just very good at covering her thoughts and emotions.  “My Order isn’t exactly trained to hunt and kill vampires, but there’s an adventuring company here on Terrassia that is – or there used to be, at least.  They’re called the Red Mask, and if they’re still around and in business, they’re going to most likely be the backbone of our assault.” 
 
    Aeligos looked at Grakin and chuckled.  “What’s funny?” Kari asked. 
 
    Grakin turned to her.  “Aeligos just won a lot of money from Typhonix,” he said, though that hardly dispelled Kari’s confusion.  “Many of the family thought you might be coming here with no real strategy, and that you were going to dive in and try to fight your way out.  Aeligos turned their skepticism into a quick and easy profit.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad at least one member of the family doesn’t think I’m a lunatic,” she grumbled.  Grakin patted her hand but sniggered. 
 
    “Are you planning to ride with a caravan?  Or are we going on foot?” the rogue asked. 
 
    “We can ride with a caravan if any are on the way.  Might be we catch up with one on the road.  From Solaris, though, I plan to go on foot.  Unless there’s a reason to, I don’t want to just move from city to city and leave anyone a trail to follow.” 
 
    “I agree, good thinking.” 
 
    “Seanada,” Kari said to gain the woman’s attention. 
 
    The assassin looked up.  “I will protect your mate and your children to my dying breath.  If anything should befall them, Lady Vanador, it shall befall me first.  That is my oath to you, and to my master.” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  “Good.  I just wanted to make sure you weren’t going to be tempted to follow me instead of doing as I asked.” 
 
    “I am quite tempted, but I will follow your orders.” 
 
    They enjoyed their dinner, and Kari took the children upstairs and put them to bed.  She planned to spend a little more time talking with Seanada to get to know her, but Grakin came up and joined her in getting the children settled.  She decided she would have plenty of time to get to know Seanada, and that she should spend every moment she could with her mate. 
 
    And so she did just that. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari and Aeligos departed just before midmorning, giving Kari a little more time with her children, and to make sure Little Gray knew she’d be back soon.  The road to Solaris was well-traveled, cutting northwest across the Roaring Plains to the edges of the more forested lands of the north.  Solaris was the biggest inland trading hub on the continent, serving as the crossroads between the many kingdoms of the shakna-rir, humans, elves, and even the luranar, kwarrasti, and gnolls in the south.  It wasn’t centrally located, but gave a wide berth to the mountains that might still house red dragons to this day. 
 
    She asked Aeligos about spending a night rooming with Seanada, but disappointingly, he didn’t have much to say.  Apparently, Seanada wasn’t any more talkative with him than she was with Kari or anyone else.  Kari had hoped their similar skill sets would pique Seanada’s interest at least, or failing that, perhaps Aeligos would use his other skills to get some information from her.  Kari didn’t expect that the two would participate in anything sexual, and Aeligos simply laughed at the suggestion when Kari posed it as innocently as possible.  Seanada was going to be an enigma for some time, it seemed. 
 
    They eventually encountered a merchant caravan just as Kari expected.  While the caravan wouldn’t be fast-moving, it would make their travel easier.  With her credentials as a demonhunter, Kari got them passage easily, and offered her blades should any trouble arise.  The main trade routes were well-patrolled, however, and with the sizable caravan, they encountered no issues.  The caravan delivered Kari and Aeligos safely to Solaris after several days, and they entered the city as pedestrians. 
 
    Solaris was a sprawling city, home to a considerable population that swelled with the trade seasons.  Its center boasted some multi-leveled buildings and establishments, but the outer edges were mostly single-story domiciles and businesses.  It was walled, but the community had expanded beyond the walls since Kari’s time, and she was surprised to find the wall hadn’t been moved out to keep the entire populace defended.  When she had lived on its streets, it had been one of the safest cities in which to live, despite the activities of urchins and lowlifes like herself. 
 
    Kari’s first order of business was to speak with some of the city watch and ask what they knew about current events.  She laid her dog tags over her breastplate and approached a pair of human guards watching traffic through the south gate into the city proper.  They appeared to be officers keeping tabs on their underlings.  Despite their rank and the stripes on their shoulders denoting they were a sergeant and a lieutenant, they both straightened out when they saw Kari’s tags.  The lieutenant graced Kari with a military salute, and the sergeant followed his example. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Kari greeted them with the Order’s salute, tapping her fist over her heart as she bowed her head.  “Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, by his grace.  I’m on a hunt, and wondered if I might trouble you for some information.” 
 
    “A Hand of Zalkar?  Gods above,” the sergeant remarked to the lieutenant. 
 
    “Lieutenant Pascoe, at your service, ma’am,” he said by way of introduction.  “This is Sergeant Hoskins.  What can we help you with?” 
 
    “Well frankly, lieutenant, I haven’t been on Terrassia in a few years.  Is there anything major going on that we should know about?” 
 
    “Other than tensions running high in Aurun Ch’Gurra, things are fairly quiet.  The north is as wild as always, ma’am, and the elves still don’t like visitors.  Apart from that, I can’t think of anything that might affect your hunt.” 
 
    “So there hasn’t been any trouble with demons, vampires, or anything of that sort?” Kari prodded. 
 
    The two men exchanged a look.  “Not that we’ve heard about, ma’am,” the lieutenant answered.  “If there’s trouble of the sort that you’re here to fight, then you may want to talk to the more regional governments.  Little of note has happened anywhere near our city here, and as you may know, we are not affiliated with any of the major kingdoms.  If they’re having issues, you’ll need to ask them or find talkative travelers and merchants from other areas.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “What about the Red Mask?  Are they still around?” 
 
    The sergeant pointed up the main road.  “Their headquarters are just off the main square.  Can’t miss it, ma’am.  Building has stylized red masks painted on both sides of the front door.” 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen.  Aeligos, anything you wanted to ask?” 
 
    “What’s going on in Aurun Ch’Gurra?” the rogue asked. 
 
    “Ah, the usual troubles with the nobility, I think,” Lieutenant Pascoe answered.  “Too many noble families and powerful factions for one monarch to keep them all in check, if you ask me.  But if you want specifics, I’m afraid you’ll need to follow the same methods I already told you about.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aeligos said. 
 
    Kari saluted the men again, and they returned their military salutes and waved for the guards to let the two through the gate without delay.  “We have no time to investigate whatever’s going on in Aurun Ch’Gurra, and it’s really not our responsibility,” Kari said as they walked toward the main square of the city. 
 
    “Oh, I know.  I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t something to do with Annabelle,” Aeligos answered. 
 
    “Hmm, hadn’t even considered that.” 
 
    They found the headquarters of the Red Mask as easily as the sergeant had suggested.  The building was large, suggesting that the guild wasn’t just still around, but doing quite well for itself.  During Kari’s prior life, the Red Mask was an adventuring group of nearly a dozen self-proclaimed vampire hunters.  The building that stood before her said that there were far more of them now, and that they were well-organized.  It was entirely possible they were a farce now, more show than results, but Kari was hoping they would be the muscle she might need to finally take care of Annabelle. 
 
    Kari mounted the steps and entered, the door unlocked.  The entry floor was a gym, with practice dummies, weightlifting equipment, and sparring circles spread out across its breadth.  Several men in boxing shorts and sleeveless shirts stopped their fisticuffs to look over, as did a pair of warriors dressed more like soldiers practicing their swordplay.  In those brief moments of Kari taking in her surroundings, she got the feeling the adventuring company might be as large as its guildhall suggested. 
 
    “Eugene!  New recruits on deck!” one of the pugilists bellowed, and then he tagged his partner with a cheap shot right across the nose.  There was some scattered swearing, and then the two began bludgeoning each other with renewed fury. 
 
    Kari chuckled along with Aeligos, and they exchanged amused glances while they waited for Eugene to come greet them.  There were footsteps coming down a staircase in the corner, a dark-skinned human warrior making an appearance.  His short black hair and closely-trimmed beard were peppered with grey, but he was muscular and fit, like he could go and apply to the Demonhunter Order and be given serious consideration regardless of his age. 
 
    “Glad to see my initial thought about them being a bunch of beer-swilling braggarts was wrong,” Aeligos whispered to Kari. 
 
    Eugene approached, his brow furrowed.  “Williams, you idiot.  This is a demonhunter, she’s sure as hell not here to join us.”  He offered his hand and shook with Kari and Aeligos.  “Eugene Ingram, Major of the Red Mask, at your service.  What can I help you with, ma’am?” 
 
    “Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, by his grace, and this is my companion, Aeligos.” 
 
    “Karian Vanador?  As in the Karian Vanador?” 
 
    “Yea, that’s me,” Kari said, and all sparring around the gym went quiet.  “I remember your company from back in my first life, so when I got an assignment to hunt a vampire, you folks were the first allies that came to mind.” 
 
    “You’re going after Annabelle, aren’t you?” Williams the boxer asked as he approached. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Kari confirmed, eliciting some good-natured swears under the breath of the vampire hunters.  “But the last I dealt with her was, well, in my prior life, so I was hoping for two things from you folks: updated information, and some muscle when it’s time to strike.” 
 
    “She’s been the crowning achievement we’ve failed to complete for as long as this company has been together,” Eugene said.  “We’ve lost more than a few men trying to take her down, root her out, or even just get her away from that black dragon she keeps as a pet.” 
 
    “Or that keeps her as a pet,” Williams added. 
 
    “So she’s still based up in Fort Sabbath?” Kari prodded. 
 
    “Sure is.  Why don’t you come up to the office, and I’ll show you our files about her?  There’s not going to be a lot I can tell you that’ll prepare you for what you’re up against, but I’ll tell you what we know.” 
 
    “You want us to come help?” Williams asked the Major. 
 
    “No, you boys get back to training.  If, uh…Lady Vanador is going after Annabelle, you’re going to need it more than ever.  Ma’am, if you’ll come with me?” 
 
    Kari and Aeligos followed the Major upstairs while the others got back to training.  Kari watched for any cheap shots this time around, but the men behaved themselves, it seemed.  The upper level of the building was barracks and offices, and Eugene led them to an efficient square room with a desk and one chair.  He offered his chair to Kari and went to get two more from an adjacent office, and soon all three were seated around a simple oak desk.  Eugene pulled some papers and drawings from a drawer and spread them across the top of the desk. 
 
    Kari studied the drawings first, and was dismayed to see her old friend this way again.  She was gaunt and terrifying in the drawings, though Kari wasn’t sure how much embellishing the artists did when rendering the images.  Annabelle otherwise looked much like Kari recalled, wearing a breastplate and greaves, bracers, and carrying a pair of longswords.  Annabelle had tried to emulate Kari’s fighting style, but they were usually too busy and didn’t spend enough time together for Kari to ever teach her.  At least, that was what Kari had told herself. 
 
    After Liria’s inquiry about why Kari had never taught any of her fellow hunters to use Tumureldi’s style, though, Kari began to question that.  Part of her wondered if Annabelle might have survived fighting whatever turned her into a vampire – whether it had been Zaliskower, the black dragon, or not – had Kari just taught her to fight a little better.  And she couldn’t think about that without wondering how many of her fellow hunters – particularly those who had fallen to the blades of the Demon Prince, Taesenus – might still be alive had Kari trained them. 
 
    “So what do you know about Fort Sabbath?” Kari asked, breaking free of her thoughts.  “The last I saw of it, there was an army stationed there, but that was almost two centuries ago.  What sort of forces does Annabelle have now?” 
 
    “That is where our help to you is going to be limited,” Eugene said.  “She knows our company well enough by now, her and that damned dragon.  They sniff us out and attack us whenever we get too close, or if we try to marshal our forces to attack.  Plenty of militias have tried to take the fight to them over the years, but not one has ever made it as far as the fort and had survivors to tell the tale.  Thankfully, she and that dragon seem content to rule the fort and the area around it, and have never made any push to conquer additional territory.  Whether that’s got to do with our resident silver dragon or not, I can’t say.” 
 
    “Alamarise?” Kari prompted. 
 
    There was silence for a moment, the stares of both men fixed firmly upon her.  “Aye, so you know him?” Eugene asked at last. 
 
    Aeligos seemed amused that Kari knew another dragon, but the demonhunter shook her head.  “No, I don’t know him, but I’ve heard plenty about him.  Worse comes to worst, I may go to him for help, too.” 
 
    Eugene looked sideways at Kari and smirked.  “Well, if you think your wings can take you that high up, good luck.”  He laughed when he saw their reactions.  “They say he lives in a castle up in the clouds, high over Emerald City.  But no one’s ever gotten up there to see him.  At least, not that I’ve ever heard of.  You know dragons…all reclusive sorts.” 
 
    “Well, we’re getting ahead of ourselves, anyway,” Kari said.  “My first goal is to get close enough to scout Fort Sabbath and see what we’re up against.  Once I have an idea of what she has as far as soldiers and the condition of the fort, I’ll probably call upon the Red Mask, and maybe that dragon, and who knows what else.  But you said your men have trouble getting near the fort?” 
 
    “But she knows us pretty well,” he said.  “We’ve been trying to get her for generations.” 
 
    “True, but she was my partner once upon a time.” 
 
    “Two hundred years ago?” Eugene asked, waving a hand.  “Not to mention you live over on Askies these days, don’t you?  She probably knows less about you than you do about her.” 
 
    “We can hope,” Kari muttered.  “Anything else you can tell us?” 
 
    “We’ve been hearing about some trouble with gnolls to the north, but the knights of Dira Ch’Tori have been handling that, I think.  Sometimes we get hired to take care of problems like that, but you know, the gnolls have a kingdom or nation or something down in the southeast.  Last thing we want at this point is to garner a reputation as gnoll-hunters and end up at war with them.  Or anyone else, for that matter.  So we solve smaller problems where we can, but try not to get involved in anything political, or that could turn political.” 
 
    “Heard anything about the problems in Aurun Ch’Gurra?” Aeligos queried. 
 
    “Same story.  Too political.  And the shakna-rir empire is not to be trifled with.  Now and then they call upon us for aid with undead problems…you know, minor necromancers and the like.  But we stay far away from affairs of state.” 
 
    “Ever have any problems with the reds of the Dragon Mountains anymore?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Fireblade still lives there, still patrols the plains.  None of the kingdoms claim anywhere near the mountains to avoid coming into conflict with her.  And there’s another one that lives south of Aurun Ch’Gurra in those mountains.  I think they call him DoomFire for short.  Dragon names are usually nigh-unpronounceable.  Nasty sorts, though from what I’ve heard of you, you gave ‘em what for way back when.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I had a lot of help,” Kari said, suppressing a smile.  “All right, we’re probably going to set out tomorrow morning toward Fort Sabbath.  If things haven’t changed too much, I remember the city of Jade was closest to Fort Sabbath?  How long would it take you to marshal your forces there if I need your help with Annabelle?” 
 
    “I can send out messages this very day,” Eugene offered.  “If you’re heading to the fort on foot, I figure we can probably marshal most of the company by the time you returned to Jade with your report.  That’s about sixty or seventy men.” 
 
    “That’s a good number, assuming she doesn’t have an entire army,” Aeligos said.  “I don’t exactly have a lot of experience with them, but I figure sixty or seventy armed men will give even a dragon pause.” 
 
    “And that’s really all I need…a distraction,” Kari said.  “If I can just fight Annabelle, and kill her, the dragon might leave, or we can try a concerted effort to get rid of it altogether.” 
 
    “But for now, we’re just scouting, yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kari said.  “This isn’t a suicide mission.” 
 
    “Still, if you said Annabelle and the dragon usually sniff you out if you get too close, do you want to marshal your men in Jade so soon?” Aeligos asked of the Major. 
 
    “No, we don’t, that’s true.  I can at least send out messages asking the men to get ready to be called upon.  We can wait for your preliminary report and then find a way to bring our forces to bear without sending up flares and other warning signals for our enemies.” 
 
    “You probably just want to have your men get somewhat close, taking care of little issues in the areas around the fort in a wide circle.  When the times comes, you send out word and tighten that circle like a noose.” 
 
    Eugene smiled broadly at the rogue and rose to his feet.  “Even the Colonel would be proud of that plan, I think.  Well, good luck to you.  I’ll get that message taken care of, and make sure the men are as quiet as they can be in encircling the fort.  Won’t do to get there only to draw Annabelle’s attention bumbling around.  Can I offer you two a place to stay?” 
 
    Kari recalled the look of the barracks, and though she didn’t want to come across as a snob, neither did she want to bunk in a room full of strangers.  Not when she needed a bath and time to talk to Aeligos.  “We’re going to stay at the Pyre Peaks if it’s still around,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, too fancy to stay with us grunts, eh?” he grumbled, but then he laughed.  “Just kidding.  Though I think you’ll find the ole Pyre Peaks is a lot classier than you remember.” 
 
    “That’s okay, he’s paying,” Kari said, pointing at Aeligos. 
 
    “Go with the gods,” Eugene said, gesturing toward the stairs back down.  He showed Kari and Aeligos to the door, and waved a polite farewell as they left.  Kari and Aeligos hadn’t even taken two steps away from the building before they heard Eugene hollering something to the men, and then a cheer broke out from within. 
 
    “Gotta say, I feel a little better about this after that,” Aeligos admitted. 
 
    “Easy money?” Kari teased. 
 
    “Any idiot that bets against you is always an easy mark,” the rogue smirked. 
 
    They walked to the main square, then up the north road a bit to where Kari remembered the Pyre Peaks being located from her prior life.  It certainly looked more upscale than she recalled, but she still saw it the way it was in the past.  It was the place she’d shared drinks with Seril; it was the place she had met Carly Bakhor for the first time; and it was where she had first met her erestram friend, Trigonh.  It was the home of many of her most pleasant memories from her prior life, and she was looking forward to a stay there, though she mused that she’d much rather spent the night there with Grakin than Aeligos. 
 
    The interior was set up like she remembered, but redone and much more pristine.  Kari gazed across the room and the years, seeing her younger self sitting and talking with Carly and her companions over a drink.  She could so easily picture the strapping, ten-foot Trigonh approaching her for the first time at the bar.  And she could well remember the gorgeous, golden-eyed, snowy-locked terra-bengal form of Seril offering to buy her a drink in exchange for some conversation. 
 
    “Bring back memories?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    “You have no idea,” she answered, striding forward to take a seat at the bar. 
 
    Even the barkeep was meticulously groomed and dressed, his service impeccable.  Kari and Aeligos enjoyed a light dinner and a couple of drinks, and opted to share a room rather than waste money on separate accommodations.  They took turns using the private bathtub, shared one more late-night drink, and then turned in for the night.  Come the morning, they would be on their way to Fort Sabbath to scout the enemy. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter X – The Huntresses’ Game 
 
      
 
    Kari dreamed of flying.  The wind rushed past her face, heavy with the pall of smoke, but the sound of its caress was lost to that of her wings beating powerful blasts of air to keep her aloft.  She rarely dreamed of flying since, in reality, she couldn’t.  Her wings were sufficient to glide, but she weighed far too much to get airborne using them.  She looked around for the source of the smoky smell, and then she heard the screams. 
 
    Kari sat up quickly in bed and found Aeligos already getting dressed.  “What’s going on?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Looks like a fire,” he said, and Kari noticed the brightness outside the window. 
 
    She heard it, then: that heavy beat of massive, leathery wings.  She hadn’t dreamt that, she realized, and she met Aeligos’ wide-eyed stare.  “Dragon,” she breathed, on her feet in an instant to get her armor and sword belt on as quickly as possible. 
 
    With Aeligos’ help, she was dressed in her paluric armor in just a couple of minutes.  They rushed from the inn, its common room crowded with scared folk watching through the windows.  The streets were utter chaos, screaming people running to and fro, silhouettes against the raging inferno that burned to the west.  The city watch was yelling above the din, trying to organize a bucket brigade to begin combating the fire. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos instinctively ducked as the thunderous rush of wings passed over them, a smashing wall of wind hitting their faces in the dragon’s wake.  Its long, sinuous neck craned and unleashed another torrent of fire, igniting a two-story structure that the dragon must have understood would be much tougher to extinguish.  It then arced up into the night sky, virtually invisible against the starry backdrop thanks to the cold ebon scales that encased it. 
 
    “Ashurinax, I hope that’s not you,” Kari whispered. 
 
    “Do you have your bow?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    Kari scoffed.  “Bows are useless against a dragon, unless maybe you’re a brys,” she said.  “Unless it’s stupid enough to land, we’re going to need harpoons and chains.  Let’s see if we can find that lieutenant, or another officer of the watch.” 
 
    She led Aeligos toward the worst of things, where the watch officers would undoubtedly be organizing relief and rescue efforts.  The press of the fire’s heat was incredible even at a distance, and the oily smoke that was billowing from the buildings being consumed made it difficult to breathe.  Kari pressed on, trying to find the watch officers.  They passed through throngs of fearful, panicked people, but eventually, following the sound of yelled commands, they came across an armored man with the markings of a captain. 
 
    “Demonhunter!” he yelled when he saw Kari.  “Gods, I don’t suppose you know how to fight a dragon?” 
 
    “I do, but not unless we can ground it,” she answered.  “Captain, if you have ballistae, you’re going to need to try harpooning it with chains to bring it down.  Then we’ll have a fighting chance.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, relay those orders to the keep, get those arbalests ready!” the captain said, sending his subordinate running toward the center of the city. 
 
    “I’m going in to see if there’s anyone I can help,” Aeligos said.  He shed his cloak and weapons, anything metallic that would absorb the heat too fast, leaving himself with just his leather vest and trousers. 
 
    “Are you crazy, man?” 
 
    “Half-demon, sir,” the rogue explained, and he dashed off into the inferno. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” the captain said, watching Aeligos’ retreating form.  “Can’t say I’ve ever thought we could use more of them around, but we certainly could about now.  Ma’am, what do you suggest?” 
 
    “You’ve got a bucket brigade forming, I assume?” Kari said.  She realized, from the rawness of her throat, just how loudly they had to talk to be heard over the roar of the flames.  Her eyes, too, were squinted from the bright blaze and the smoky air. 
 
    “Aye, and there’s one of those nature-witches in the city, too.  I sent some men to ask her to make it rain if she could,” he answered, looking eastward across the city.  “I’m not sure how much of their power is real and how much is storytelling, but it can’t hurt to ask.” 
 
    Kari ducked again as the whoosh of the dragon’s wings passed overhead.  She hissed in pain and moved away as the blast of its passing shoved the heat of the fire into her and the captain.  She turned and looked back over the conflagration as the dragon loosed a deafening roar, and though it was hard to follow against the night sky, she saw that it turned northward and flew off.  “Better get some men to the north side of the city, the dragon headed that way,” she said, and the captain called for some of his men to come relay the orders. 
 
    There was still screaming and shouting coming at them from all sides, but Kari couldn’t get close enough to the flames to really help.  She shook her head as the captain’s words echoed in her skull, and briefly wished she was serilian-rir so she could shrug off the effects of the fire and lend her aid.  She hoped Aeligos was all right, and that he wouldn’t be overcome by the smoke or have something fall on him.  He was resistant to fire and heat to some extent, but those were only the primary dangers of an inferno like this. 
 
    People began lining up for the bucket brigade at last, passing water from the city’s central well.  Kari joined in, and the captain followed her lead.  They started to make some headway on the buildings closest to the city’s center, but Kari assumed much of the western quarter would be lost by sunrise.  She kept looking over her shoulder to the north, waiting for the dragon to return or begin burning another section of the city, but no more attacks came just yet. 
 
    “Kari!” she heard her name from within the burning district.  She was afraid Aeligos might be in trouble, but soon she saw the rogue’s smoking-armored form emerging from the flames.  He huffed out some smoke and coughed a couple of times, stumbling as he reached her.  “Kari…the dragon…it’s…” 
 
    “It’s gone, I think,” she said, glancing northward over her shoulder again. 
 
    “I know,” he said, trying to get his wind back.  “Kari, the dragon…it’s a diversion.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the captain demanded. 
 
    “It set the commons ablaze,” the rogue said, gesturing over his shoulder.  “Its goal wasn’t just to kill some people, but to draw the city’s defenders to the western quarter.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “So its companion could attack another part of the city unnoticed,” Aeligos answered, his gaze locking with Kari’s. 
 
    “The Red Mask,” she whispered.  “Captain, if you can spare a squad, send some men to the headquarters of the Red Mask.  Aeligos, let’s go!” 
 
    The streets were eerie as they moved away from the conflagration, most of the residents and watchmen busy fighting the fire.  Long shadows draped the wide streets from the light of the moons, filtering down through the tendrils of smoke.  It was hard to hear much beyond the shouts and screams emanating from the west side of the city.  Aeligos was still catching his breath, so Kari outpaced him, and though she made one wrong turn, she eventually found the headquarters of the Red Mask. 
 
    Two still forms lay in the street before the building.  Kari slowed her approach and strained to hear anything besides the chaos to the west.  Soon, she caught the sound of swords clashing, and she rushed forward to open the door to the building.  She threw it wide but stepped to the side to avoid any immediate attack.  When nothing flew from the portal, she pushed the door wide again with one of her scimitars and then dashed inside. 
 
    More bodies littered the floor of the main level, men killed as they came down from the barracks ill-prepared for a fight.  They were unarmored, barely dressed really, and the bodies showed numerous precise stabs and cuts, much like Turillia’s victims in Barcon a year before.  Kari started to mount the stairs, pausing only when the front door flew open again and Aeligos came in behind her.  He drew out a pair of longswords, and Kari nodded, thankful to have him at her back. 
 
    Aeligos had been quite dissatisfied with his fighting skills when he’d returned with the rest of the family from hunting the Tilcimer.  Erik had begun training him to dual-wield longer blades, the better to use distance and leverage to his advantage.  Apparently, Taesenus had once again humiliated Aeligos in close-quarters combat, but rather than shy away from fighting, the rogue took up sword-fighting lessons with a voracious will.  He was becoming quite proficient, from what Erik said. 
 
    They reached the top of the staircase, and Kari realized the sounds of combat had ceased again.  There was only a low groaning, and she stepped from the stairwell to the upper floor and crouched.  In the sparse lighting, her rir night vision took over, and she could see two forms in the office where she’d sat with Eugene.  As her focus improved, she realized it was a rir woman holding a human man, sucking on the side of his neck. 
 
    “Stop!” Kari yelled, rising to her feet and tightening the grip on her blades. 
 
    The rir form straightened up, the white teeth glistening with blood even in the little light of the moons that made it this far into the building.  “Ah, I wondered when you would make an appearance,” it rasped, releasing the human body to crumple to the floor.  “I had heard you were coming, so I thought I would save you the trouble of coming to me.” 
 
    “That’s Annabelle?” Aeligos asked as he stepped out from behind Kari. 
 
    The demonhunter looked at what was left of her friend.  Once, Annabelle had looked a lot like Kari: a little under six feet tall with ebon hair and eyes.  The wings were the biggest thing that had separated the two.  Now, though, Annabelle was a shell of her former self, her black skin turned pale grey, her eyes dead and milky white, the snout shriveled so the fangs stood out in a permanent grin.  Her hair was unkempt and haggard, and there was a terrible gauntness to her that was even more pronounced than Grakin’s.  You call ending up like this a gift? Kari thought as she looked at her friend.  I’d rather just die again. 
 
    Annabelle wore the same armor Kari remembered, though it was covered in so much dried blood it was sickening.  The vampire fingered the hilts of her longswords and strutted side to side a few times.  “What’s the matter, Kari?  Not interested in another taste of what I have to offer?” 
 
    “That was a mistake,” Kari said forcefully. 
 
    “A mistake?  You slept with hundreds of men you cared nothing for, and sharing one intimate night with someone you cared for was a mistake?  That is rich.  Is that why you cast me aside?  Refused to teach me all you knew?  Sent me off to die on my own, so you could live with yourself for making a ‘mistake’?” 
 
    “What’s she talking about?” Aeligos asked, though Kari was pretty sure he knew. 
 
    “I didn’t cast you aside.  Our partnership was ended by the Order, not me!  Damnit, I loved you like a sister!” Kari shouted. 
 
    “Oh, you loved me like far more than a sister,” the vampire taunted, her blood-coated tongue sliding forth between her teeth.  She pulled it back within and hissed over it.  “Pathetic whore.  How many did you sleep with before Dracon’s Bane mercifully rid the world of you?” 
 
    Kari felt like her heart stopped, time slowing all around her.  She was aware of Aeligos turning to look at her, and she was pretty sure he said something, but Annabelle’s words rang so loudly in her ears that they started to burn.  She was a vampire, but what did that really mean?  Was this some malevolent force controlling her body, or was the soul and mind of the woman still in there, venting her true feelings at Kari?  It knew that she and Kari had spent a passionate night together so long ago, and Kari wasn’t sure what was the truth of the situation. 
 
    “I’ve heard quite enough of this,” Aeligos said, striding forward.  He engaged Annabelle and called for Kari to help, but she was rooted to her spot, still stunned by the vampire’s words. 
 
    She and Annabelle hadn’t just been partners, they had become the best of friends.  Kari never slowed down in her hunting even once she took on the younger hunter as a sidekick, and Annabelle had learned quickly being thrown to the wolves.  Through everything, they’d always had each other’s backs, and Kari could recall almost every time they had survived some risky hunt and returned to the nearest town or city to indulge in some celebratory drinking.  Normally Kari drank to drown her troubles and the thoughts of her mortality, but when she was partnered with Annabelle, the drinking became more joyous. 
 
    And then everything had changed that one night.  They had destroyed a unit of corlypsi, far more than any hunters would normally have engaged.  Kari realized it was the very encounter she had been dreaming about over and over, with Annabelle biting her at the end, which would inevitably wake her up.  In reality, they had survived the encounter and returned to Dira Ch’Tori to heal up and rest.  And, as had become their usual routine, to spend the night drinking in toast to their victory and friendship. 
 
    How many double-godhammers had Kari consumed?  Five?  Six?  More?  Annabelle had helped her to bed, but then Kari remembered waking up to find her friend taking advantage of her.  The girl she had loved like a sister for months had taken their relationship into uncharted waters.  Kari’s taste had always been in men despite all her father had done to her, but she loved Annabelle, and trusted her in a way she often had trouble trusting any man.  Suler Tumureldi had been a notable exception, but in Annabelle, Kari had found a lover she could trust for more than one reason. 
 
    But it had been a mistake.  Professionally, demonhunters on assignment together were not supposed to fraternize.  The Order most commonly assigned hunters to partners of the same gender, differing races, or both to try to discourage such.  Personally, Kari loved Annabelle like a sister, and being intimate with her changed that, no matter how much her terra-rir partner wanted that to not be true.  It hadn’t changed how close they were, not in terms of their effectiveness or camaraderie, but Kari was always very careful to never over-indulge with Annabelle around after that.  In her mind, she was never able to reconcile loving Annabelle as a sister and a sexual partner; there was an either-or demand there to Kari’s thinking. 
 
    Being called a whore by her former partner now cut Kari to the quick.  While it was more than likely that this wasn’t Annabelle at all, but some malevolent spirit controlling her undead body, it still hurt.  It still knew her, had the memories of their travels and their intimacy together.  And that left a cold inside Kari that had paralyzed her until Aeligos’ yelp finally broke her free of the hell of her roiling thoughts. 
 
    Annabelle was pressuring him, toying with him, forcing him to give too much ground and dance around what open area there was in the upper level.  He did catch the vampire with a front switch kick, which she had clearly never seen coming, but it hardly fazed her.  She laughed at him, openly taunted and dared him to come strike at her.  As much as Erik had taught his brother in the last few months, Aeligos was still barely an apprentice when it came to swordplay, and if Kari didn’t intervene, this would be his last sword fight. 
 
    “Ah, the whore is finally ready to join the fray, is she?” Annabelle mocked when she saw Kari approaching.  “When I kill you, I will give you the gift of being my thrall.” 
 
    Kari didn’t bother responding, but tried to push what the vampire had said out of her mind.  She concentrated on her mate and her children, on Aeligos, the people of Solaris, and all the others Annabelle and Zaliskower threatened.  The soft blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol began to pulse on her chest even without having sworn a Blood Oath.  Kari recognized that he was with her, that this was her final test to become his avatar.  Kari tensed, brought her swords up to their ready position, and stalked between her overmatched brother-in-law and the remnant of her friend. 
 
    Kari waited for Annabelle to attack her the way she had against Aeligos, but the vampire made no move to initiate their fight.  Annabelle remembered Kari well, and her fighting style in particular; she was not going to wade foolishly into Tumureldi’s defensive style.  Kari instead used some of Tumureldi’s taunting jabs and measuring strikes to try to provoke a response.  The vampire parried and dodged easily, not bothering to counterstrike yet.  Kari pressed the attack, maneuvering to try to pin Annabelle near the wall. 
 
    The counterstrike was sudden and blindingly fast, but Kari met it and turned it aside.  It was much like one of Tumureldi’s trademark counters, and Kari wondered where Annabelle had learned it.  Even as Kari turned aside the counterstrike, the vampire went on the offensive, her swords whirling in a wild-looking but short, controlled weave that nearly knocked the blades from Kari’s hand.  The demonhunter stepped back and then to the side, trying to reset her stance and strike sequence, but the vampire stayed in tight, driving her backwards. 
 
    Aeligos came in from the side then, working to flank the vampire and help Kari strike true.  Annabelle hissed and met the rogue’s gaze, though, and said, “Bow to my will, and aid me in killing your friend.” 
 
    The rogue snorted.  “You’re going to have to do better than that.” 
 
    Annabelle seemed surprised at Aeligos’ willpower, but she was canny enough to not let it distract from her current situation.  She surprised Kari and Aeligos both by changing direction in an unforeseen way, cutting between them rather than trying to circle and put Kari between herself and the rogue.  She cut wickedly at Aeligos as she danced through the gauntlet, but his reflexes were sharp enough to dodge and keep her at a distance.  Kari caught her own attacks from Annabelle on the edges of her blades, parrying hard and sidestepping with the vampire’s momentum to attempt a counter of her own. 
 
    Annabelle closed her eyes briefly and backed up.  When those dead, milky eyes opened again, she curled the end of her snout with what little mobility it had left to sneer.  “Come, my pet, join me in death.” 
 
    Kari scowled and waded forward, their blades clashing each time they got within striking distance of the other.  Annabelle had put the last two hundred years to effective use, learning to fight a much more controlled and deadly game than she had when they both lived.  She forced Kari to attack as much as she was attacked, stymying Tumureldi’s defensive style and forcing Kari to fight the vampire’s way.  Worse than that, it suddenly dawned on Kari that Aeligos wasn’t helping and exactly why. 
 
    The body of the human she’d killed had risen from its place on the floor.  Worse than that, it didn’t shamble after Aeligos: it drew its weapons and fought him like one of the living.  If Annabelle was controlling it directly, such did little to divert her attention from fighting Kari.  From the quick glimpses Kari could catch over her shoulder, it looked as though Aeligos was able to hold his own against the undead Mask, but for how long? 
 
    The sounds of men rising to their feet carried from down below; this fight was going to quickly turn against Kari and Aeligos.  “Look on the bright side: at least you won’t have to fight your mate and children.  They’re still in Flora with the rest of my pets,” Annabelle taunted, and that made Kari pause.  The vampire took full advantage, slamming Kari hard in the head before she could get her defenses back in place. 
 
    She’d hit with the flat of her blade, and Kari saw stars, but she gave ground and brought her swords up before her to try to buy time.  Four more undead thralls made their way up the stairs, and Kari could hear others moving around inside the building.  All that was to say nothing of the raging inferno outside and the possibility that Zaliskower returned to continue his rain of fire.  The day was lost, but Kari wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t give in.  Not now, not ever. 
 
    “Come on, then,” Kari growled, waving the vampire in. 
 
    Annabelle looked at the approaching thralls.  “My work here is done, my little whore.  If you manage to survive this, you know where to find me.  I have now beaten you on your ground.  Come face me on my own and it will cost you your life.” 
 
    Great black wings sprouted from Annabelle’s back, and she walked and smashed one of the larger windows of the second floor.  She jumped out with a taunting laugh and flew off into the night, but Kari had other concerns.  Four of them, armed but thankfully not armored, undead but still full of the agility of life.  This would be no easy contest against zombies and skeletons, she realized.  She was about to engage four well-trained vampire hunters, and their recent failure didn’t belittle their abilities at all, to her thinking. 
 
    The thralls at least knew nothing of Kari’s fighting style, and they moved to swarm and overwhelm her.  The first she cut down in moments.  There was no point in holding back; these men were dead already, and though she might normally hesitate to desecrate their bodies, she couldn’t be concerned with that now.  Survival was the demand of the moment, one she fully intended to meet. 
 
    She heard Aeligos’ swords clatter to the ground, and turned for just a moment to see what had happened.  It wasn’t his swords at all; he’d disarmed his vampire thrall, and was using a mix of kicks and sword jabs to keep the creature at bay.  Kari turned back to her own opponents, who hardly gave her a moment to breathe.  “Just do what you have to, Aeligos, they’re already dead!” she called to him. 
 
    A second thrall fell to Kari’s blades, cut apart by the same routine she’d used to defeat Erik when he was under the control of Ressallk so many years ago.  To an unarmored opponent she wasn’t worried about harming, though, it was far more effective, essentially limbing him at the joints before she took his head off to ensure the deed was done properly.  The other two came in and landed solid jabs and thrusts, but Kari was able to shrug them off, deflected as they were by her paluric armor. 
 
    Kari swore under her breath when she heard more footsteps coming up the stairwell.  She and Aeligos could hold their own for a time, but their stamina was limited, unlike that of the undead they fought.  She breathed a sigh of relief a moment later when she saw it was Lieutenant Pascoe and a couple of city watchmen with him.  “Demonhunter!  What’s going on here?” he yelled as they charged up the stairs.  Only then did they seem to realize what they were dealing with.  “Gods above, are all these men already dead?” 
 
    With their help, Kari was able to quickly coordinate her attacks and finish the remaining thralls.  “A vampire attacked at the same time as the dragon,” she said.  “I think they came for the Red Mask and me, specifically.” 
 
    “What in blazes for?” the lieutenant demanded, casually finishing off the thrall Aeligos had until then hesitated to destroy. 
 
    “They know I’m here, and that I’m coming for them,” Kari said.  “Are there any more of the undead downstairs?” 
 
    “No ma’am, we dispatched a couple down there, it’s all clear,” he answered with respect, as if he was giving a report to a superior. 
 
    “What’s the status of the fire?” Kari asked quickly. 
 
    “Still raging, ma’am.” 
 
    “Let’s get out there and help, then,” she ordered, and received no protest or suggestions to the contrary from Aeligos or the guardsmen. 
 
    They made their way to where the bucket brigade was still combating the blaze, but the damage was even more widespread than it had been at the start.  As hard as the people worked, it was late, they were tired, and they were barely making any headway.  It was more likely the fire was going to burn itself out than be put out by the citizens, though as Kari thought about that, she realized the whole city would likely go up in flames before the blaze died out on its own. 
 
    There was a commotion from the east, and Kari turned to see what was happening.  A pair of city watch approached, excited and calling for their captain.  Instead, they approached Lieutenant Pascoe when they saw him.  “What’s going on?” he demanded. 
 
    “Sir, the elven witch is coming to aid with the fire!” one reported, snapping to attention. 
 
    “She’s a druid, ye idiot,” the other corrected.  “Ye don’t know the first thing about elves.” 
 
    An elven druidess? Kari thought.  She remembered the nature-tappers of the elven nation quite well, having been enthralled with their use of magic those times she lived or walked among the elven lands.  Their control over nature was not complete; indeed, they didn’t even refer to it as control.  Nature was an untamable force, they reckoned, but hers was a power that one could borrow in limited quantities, for limited times, to sometimes effect great changes in the world.  Some of the most powerful, Kari remembered, were believed to be responsible for altering the trees of the elven kingdom to detain or forcibly remove unwelcome intruders. 
 
    “Most people don’t know the first thing about elves.  Might be because they don’t let anyone into their homeland, eh?” the first protested. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this is hardly the time or place,” came the accented and stilted voice of the druidess as she caught up to the guardsmen.  She started to march right past them, but then her eyes locked with Kari’s, and she came to a stop, fixated on the demonhunter.  “Seeds of the Earth Mother, are you Karian Vanador?” 
 
    Aeligos snickered despite himself, and Kari shoved his shoulder playfully.  “I am, my lady.  I’ll be more than happy to speak with you once the city is safe.” 
 
    The elf nodded curtly and continued on her way.  Her robes swayed as she walked, her figure tall and slender, and in the odd light of the distant fire, it was hard to make out that the garment was a deep forest green.  She had long silver hair rather like Gil’s, to Kari’s thinking, and her eyes were golden.  She carried a gnarled staff with her, one that looked like it grew into its shape rather than being fashioned.  It was topped with beaded leather thongs and even a few green leaves, and Kari recognized that this was a woman of power. 
 
    The druidess stopped a good distance from the flames and tapped her staff into the ground at her feet.  She began to call out a prayer in her native tongue, and it took Kari’s ears and mind only moments to attune themselves to her words. 
 
    “Earth Goddess, Mother of All, hear the call of your servant!  Unleash the force of the spring downpours, save your children from the inferno that rages.  Where unbalance has been brought by fire, bring now new life and relief to your body, and to those affected.” 
 
    The others stood watching with rapt attention as the elven nature priestess chanted, and Kari touched the lieutenant’s shoulder.  “Um, you all might want to take shelter.  This isn’t going to be a gentle shower.” 
 
    “Quite right,” the druidess said.  She raised her staff skyward, and a lightning strike with no apparent source lit up the sky in the distance.  Within moments, the stars that had dotted the skies began to disappear behind a wall of billowing inky clouds.  Wind swept through the streets before the coming storm, blowing some of the fire to cause additional trouble, but it was to be short-lived.  The sound of the rain even at a distance was considerable, and soon the bucket brigade began to scatter beneath overhangs and covered porches to watch what was happening. 
 
    Kari pulled up the hood of her cloak and moved near a filled porch.  Lightning struck again, followed by a thunderous crackling boom a heartbeat later, and the entire city lit up for that brief moment before the rain hit.  Sizzling and hissing gave way to great clouds of white and black smoke as the flames protested their demise.  The rain pounded mercilessly, a torrential downpour that might have suggested a typhoon if it weren’t known to have been summoned.  Kari cast her gaze back and forth between the druidess and the storm, and noted that not one drop of rain fell on her.  She got wet, to be sure, but remained untouched by the downpour itself. 
 
    A great cheer erupted from the city folk, glad to see the fire being brought to a swift and complete end.  There were still pockets of fire that the rain couldn’t reach, but a brave citizen ran and grabbed a bucket, followed by another, and soon the bucket brigade was back in full force, ignoring the rains.  With much smaller targets to deal with, their effectiveness was multiplied, and even in the harsh downpour, their spirits seemed uplifted.  There was tremendous damage and many of the houses and shops would be beyond repair, but the city would survive. 
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am,” Lieutenant Pascoe said, and he dashed off to both help and oversee the bucket brigade.  With the city watch helping and directing, the threat soon passed. 
 
    Kari watched the skies to the north.  She hoped Annabelle and Zaliskower had truly left, and that they wouldn’t return.  “Aeligos, did you see Eugene when we were fighting in the guildhall?” 
 
    The rogue shook his head.  “No.  A couple of the folks we saw in there this afternoon were missing.  Maybe they were dead in other rooms or another barracks, but I didn’t see many of them.” 
 
    “We should go find them.” 
 
    The druidess approached and offered a gracious bow of her head to Kari.  “It has been some time, Karian Vanador.  Word spread through our nation that you had been resurrected, and our dear friend Shefter returned with quite a tale of you rescuing him from the underworld.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you,” Kari said.  “What is your name, lady?” 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” the guard captain interrupted as he arrived. 
 
    “Lady Vanador?  Oh my, where are my manners?” the elf chided herself. 
 
    Kari waved off the apology.  “What is it, Captain?” 
 
    “Did you drive off the other attacker you mentioned?” 
 
    “Yes, I think the city is safe for the moment.  I’d advise you to keep those ballistae manned all night, though, in case that dragon comes back.  And don’t let too many of your men dally in the western quarter; the guildhall of the Red Mask was attacked, and several of them are dead.  The guildhall probably needs some guards posted, and I’d increase patrols until daylight, at least.” 
 
    “You’re right, ma’am,” he said.  “I’ll set my officers to following that plan, and then go and make my report to the city council.  Thank you for your help.”  He turned and bowed his head to the elven woman.  “And to you as well, madam.  On behalf of the city, I apologize for this happening while you are on a diplomatic visit.” 
 
    “It is not the fault of your people, Captain,” the druidess said.  “And I am honored to be of service to our neighbors in a time of crisis.  Please, go and see to the needs of your city, and I will discuss things with Lady Vanador.” 
 
    The Captain saluted Kari respectfully and made his way to his officers once Kari returned the gesture. 
 
    “So, as I was saying, I don’t remember you,” Kari said a little sheepishly. 
 
    “I expect there is no reason you would; I was only a girl when first you walked the lands of our people.  I am Hierophant Piriin’vuae so’Lant’aerii.  You may call me Peri.  This is a most exciting encounter for me, Lady Vanador.  To meet someone who was resurrected…surely the Earth Mother has great things in store for you.” 
 
    “If I survive,” Kari muttered, drawing a smile from the elf.  “This is my companion…” 
 
    “Aeligos Tesconis,” he introduced himself with a respectful bow. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Tesconis, it is a pleasure,” the druidess said, offering her hand. 
 
    Aeligos took it and kissed it lightly.  “I’m not a lord, my lady.  Just Aeligos is fine.” 
 
    “So, what brought you home to Terrassia, as your people call it?” Peri asked. 
 
    “Hunting the creatures that attacked the city,” Kari answered.  “Problem is, now they know I’m here, and getting close to them or spying on them is going to be a lot trickier.  I learned a lot about scouting from your people, but when the enemy knows you’re coming, it’s not so much a matter of skill anymore.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps I can be of assistance to you again.  I can beseech the Earth Mother to cover your movements and your tracks, and allow you to reconnoiter your enemies from safely beneath her wings.” 
 
    Kari looked at Aeligos, and he chuckled.  “You certainly draw all the right people to your side, one way or another,” he commented. 
 
    The demonhunter looked around, trying not to smile too broadly in the face of all that had happened.  What she saw solved that problem rather quickly.  “Eugene!  Over here!” 
 
    The Major of the Red Mask looked around and then spotted Kari, and he approached.  Kari introduced him to Peri.  He looked a little distrustful of the elf, but she took it in stride; it wasn’t uncommon with how reclusive the elven people tended to be.  Outsiders were not allowed in their lands, and though they weren’t too rare in the cities, not many people could say they knew an elf personally.  When one considered the druids were often called “earth witches” or something similar, it wasn’t hard to understand why someone like Eugene might be uneasy around Peri. 
 
    “Is it true?  Did Annabelle attack the city?” the Major asked. 
 
    “Yes.  A number of your men are dead,” Kari said.  He looked as though he was going to run to the guildhall to see for himself, but Kari stopped him.  “Eugene, wait.  Listen…she didn’t just kill them.  She raised them as…thralls, she called them.  So, we had to destroy them.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    The Major grimaced.  “You did what they’d have wanted,” he said, waving off her words.  “Please, would you come see to the guildhall with me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kari agreed, but she looked at Peri.  “Something on your mind?” 
 
    “To take life without cause is vicious enough, but to wake the dead with necromantic power cannot go unanswered,” the elf said sharply.  She kept most of the emotion from her face, but the scowl was in her voice.  “I will accompany you as well.  I shall say a prayer to the Earth Mother for your fallen companions.” 
 
    Eugene seemed surprised, but nodded.  “I think they’d appreciate that.  I appreciate it,” he amended. 
 
    They went with Eugene to the Red Mask guildhall.  There were already guards posted at the scene.  They had moved the bodies from the road to beside the porch, and laid shrouds over the fallen.  Eugene lifted each shroud, identifying each of his men before he went inside the building with the guards’ permission.  Kari waited beside Peri while she prayed for the rebirth of the fallen, while Aeligos went in with Eugene to make sure no one was caught alone by any stragglers. 
 
    Kari entered with Peri, and the druidess went to pray over the other bodies here.  Eugene had already identified them, and he and Aeligos were arranging the dead respectfully and placing cloaks or other available shrouds over them.  The Major couldn’t understand Peri’s prayers, but he stopped and waited for her to finish before he moved on. 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense!” he yelled into the echoing depths of the guildhall when the elf was finished.  “They’ve attacked our people before, but never in a city!  Never like this.  They’re getting bolder.  They must be planning something major if they struck at us like this.” 
 
    “They know I’m here.  I think that’s what made them attack the city.”  Kari suddenly recalled that Annabelle said she’d already attacked Flora and killed Kari’s family.  “She said they attacked Flora already, but I doubt that.” 
 
    “She said a lot of things that either made no sense or simply weren’t true,” Aeligos said in an obvious effort to head off Kari’s stormy thoughts.  “She was just trying to shake you, Kari.  Don’t pay what she said any mind.” 
 
    “But she still knows me,” Kari said.  “I know that’s not really my friend anymore, but whatever it is, it knows me.  It remembers what she knew, and all the…adventures we shared.  Peri, can you commune with the Earth Mother and ask for her blessing tomorrow morning?  We need to get away from the city before they attack again.  They’re going to know we’re coming, but if the Earth Mother can disguise our movements, we can at least scout them out.” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, she turned to Eugene.  “Your part in this is going to change a little bit as well,” she said, but she motioned for him not to interrupt. “I still need your help, but I don’t want your men to marshal in Jade or go anywhere near the Fort.  What you should do is have some of your best scouts go to Corilon, and do some reconnaissance from there.  Annabelle’s going to be looking for me, which may open the way for your men.  The rest of your men can get ready to move on the fort, but have them stay well clear.” 
 
    “Corilon?” Eugene repeated.  “Kari, that town’s gone.  Next closest town to Fort Sabbath nowadays is Chandler’s Grove.  Closest city is Jade.” 
 
    “Gone meaning they destroyed it?” 
 
    “Not just them, but they had a hand in it, some decades ago.  Between them, the gnolls, the brys…that town didn’t stand a chance.  There’s still a trading post and ranger’s station near the old site, but that’s it.” 
 
    “Chandler’s Grove it is, then, I guess,” Kari said, leaving the ultimate choice to him. 
 
    Peri waited until both parties had stopped speaking to answer Kari.  “I will be prepared to aid you at first light and send you on your way,” she said.  “But if you plan to leave at dawn, you would be best served getting what rest you can for the remainder of this evening.” 
 
    Kari yawned.  “Ain’t that the truth.”  She rubbed the back of her neck and looked at Aeligos. 
 
    “I can stay up and keep watch over you,” he offered.  “Not like I need much sleep as a half-guardian.” 
 
    “All right, but let’s help Eugene check upstairs and take care of the rest of the men before we go.” 
 
    It was gruesome work, and it was well past midnight when they returned to the inn.  As bad as things were, Eugene seemed no less dedicated, and promised Kari he would take care of her request the next day.  Peri returned to the city’s keep, where she was being housed as an ambassador from Laeranore, but she arranged to meet Kari and Aeligos at the Pyre Peaks for breakfast.  Kari was a little nervous about planning to walk right up to Fort Sabbath when her enemies knew she was coming, but she was counting on them not expecting her to have the help of an accomplished hierophant.  Nature magic, she mused, might be completely alien to them as undead, which might give me the advantage.  I may even be able to strike at Annabelle right then and there. 
 
    By the time they retired to bed, Kari could scarcely keep her eyes open, but she kept her gaze on Aeligos, who sat in a chair beside the window, weapons at the ready.  He noticed her stare after a few minutes, and grimaced.  “Kari, listen: I don’t care what that thing said, whether it’s true or not.” 
 
    “I can’t believe my friend thought I was a whore,” Kari said quietly, closing her eyes. 
 
    “She didn’t,” Aeligos insisted.  “That…thing just said so to rattle your nerves.” 
 
    “So you don’t think I’m a whore?  Even knowing I slept with my friend and partner?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, so Kari opened her eyes to meet his gaze.  “Kari, I know you.  No, I don’t think you’re a whore.  And I don’t care if you slept with a woman or a man or how many of each.  You’re my brother’s wife, one of the best people I’ve had the privilege of knowing, and someone I’d give my left wing to have as a wife if things were different.  I love you.  And I don’t care what some undead husk thinks of you.” 
 
    “Please don’t talk like that,” Kari said, closing her eyes again. 
 
    “Kari, Eryn knows I’m always going to come back home to her.  She knows how I feel about you.  It doesn’t bother her that I’m over here helping you this closely.  So think about it: you know how I feel about you, and you know how Eryn feels about you.  How often are either of us wrong about someone?”  Kari smiled, but didn’t answer.  That certainly eased her tensions a bit. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” he told her, and she didn’t even hear him approach until he kissed her chastely on the side of the snout.  “We’re going to be busy tomorrow.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XI – Trail of Fire and Blood 
 
      
 
    Kari woke the next morning, still terribly tired and sore.  Aeligos was asleep beside her in the bed, but she could hardly fault him for it.  He had done just as much fighting, had braved the inferno to look for survivors, and probably overextended himself too much to stay up all night watching over her.  She rose from the bed quietly and didn’t rouse him; she wasn’t sure what time he had finally succumbed to sleep. 
 
    She moved to the window and opened the drapes and then the panes.  There were no shouts of terror, no signs of trouble in the immediate area.  The streets near the inn were mostly deserted.  Kari was certain the city was coming together to assess and fix the damage of the prior night’s attack.  It would not be so easy for the Red Mask, who’d lost more than a building or property.  More than half a dozen of them had fallen to Annabelle’s assault, and the way she had raised them as thralls was of deep concern to Kari. 
 
    She wondered just how many thralls a single vampire could make, and if that was what manned the fort when she’d seen its walls in her prior life.  Were they all vampires?  And were all of them under Annabelle’s command?  They seemed autonomous, but Kari knew they had to be enslaved to the vampire’s will somehow.  It didn’t seem as though Annabelle had to consciously control their actions, but on some level, she did.  That could represent an advantage if Annabelle tried to bring too many underlings to bear against Kari: her attention might be too fractured to fight as effectively. 
 
    Kari reached up to scratch the side of her head, and her claws found the remnants of dried blood.  She had almost forgotten about the strike to the side of the head she’d taken, another in a long list of reminders that she needed to wear her helmet, no matter how much she hated it.  She tucked into the back of her mind the thought that she needed the helmet redone again so it didn’t make her appear horned.  Kari turned and glanced at her pillow, and sure enough, it was marked with dried blood where she laid her head.  Had Annabelle wanted to kill her, Kari would be waiting for her mate in the realm of the gods instead of the other way around. 
 
    That just raised even more questions.  Why hadn’t Annabelle simply killed her?  What was this game the former demonhunter was playing at?  It reminded Kari a bit of Turillia’s plan to lure Kari to Barcon and kill her there; did Annabelle have a similar idea?  What was special about Fort Sabbath that kept the dragon and vampire there, and made them seek to lure others to their doom within the old keep? 
 
    “You’re not still thinking about what she said last night, are you?” 
 
    Kari nearly jumped in shock, and she saw Aeligos was awake and watching her.  “No, I’m wondering why they want me to come to Fort Sabbath.  Annabelle should’ve killed me last night, but she just clubbed me instead.  This isn’t the first time someone’s tried to draw me to a specific place to be killed, so I’m suspicious.” 
 
    “Well, that’ll be something else we can try to figure out while we scout the fort,” he answered, rising from the bed. 
 
    Kari watched him dress, but tried to be somewhat discreet about it.  She admired his build, the finely-toned engine that was his body, as capable in bed as it was in a sword fight.  She couldn’t imagine much that she wouldn’t sacrifice for her mate to be in such a condition, to not be dying of a dreadful, wasting disease.  Kari figured Grakin and Aeligos must have looked like twins at some point, before Dracon’s Bane began to drain the vitality from her husband.  The thought of her husband being in the same physical condition as Aeligos left a longing in Kari’s heart, but she pushed it away.  There were too many pressing matters before her. 
 
    Once they had their things together, they made their way down to the commons to have some breakfast.  Peri was already there waiting for them, and the elf was enjoying a hot meal with a cup of something steamy.  She smiled when she saw the two approach, and gestured for them to join her at the table.  “Were you able to get any sleep, my friends?” she asked. 
 
    “Enough,” Kari said, but she yawned despite herself.  “Better than nothing, I suppose.” 
 
    Aeligos nodded with Kari’s assessment.  “How’s the city?  Did you take a look before you came here?” 
 
    “There is much work to be done, but the spirit of Solaris has always been one of hard work and perseverance.  The people of this city will recover, and thankfully, the death toll was fairly small considering how extensive the damage was.  But this cannot be your concern.  If you are to hunt this vampire and her dragon, then you must leave the rebuilding to those better suited to that task.  And I will aid you with the power of the Earth Mother, as promised.” 
 
    “What exactly do you have in mind?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I can cloak you in the Mother’s shadow,” Peri explained.  “You will need to move swiftly, for I believe this particular shroud will last only one week.  It will hide you from prying eyes, and allow you to slip past their defenses.  Be forewarned, however, that should you move too close to them, the effects of the enchantment will falter.  You said you wish to scout their stronghold first, so this power should be sufficient for you.  If you plan to attack, know that the Earth Mother’s shroud will not protect you in combat.” 
 
    “No, reconnaissance is our goal for the time being,” Aeligos assured her.  “I think we know what we’re dealing with now where Annabelle is concerned.  We’re going to need to make sure when Kari fights her, it’s either just the two of them or, hopefully, the two of us against her.  If she’s got even just a handful of thralls, she might be too much for us.” 
 
    Kari rubbed the former wound on the side of her head reflexively.  It wasn’t bleeding at all anymore; in fact, she couldn’t find the wound itself, just the traces of it dried in her hair.  “And I’ll be a lot smarter about things next time,” she promised. 
 
    The innkeeper brought over fresh eggs and ham, and Kari and Aeligos began to eat.  It didn’t look like Peri was eating any meat.  The elves weren’t vegetarians, but they were specific about how and when they consumed meat.  Kari never understood all the particulars, but she knew that eating meat for a casual breakfast would be atypical among the elves.  Still, they held their associates and guests to none of the same rigidity, and Peri didn’t seem at all mindful of what her companions were eating. 
 
    “Thanks for your help last night,” Kari said between bites.  “I don’t think we’d have had a chance of putting out that fire without some kind of magical aid.” 
 
    “As I said last night, my people consider it an honor to be of service when visiting our neighbors.  The luranar have a saying that, while we do not necessarily agree with it, I have always wondered about: there are no coincidences in life.  While surely there are, one does have to wonder if the hand of the Earth Mother moves us to places we should be.  My presence here coinciding with a fiery attack that required my assistance does seem curious, does it not?  It may be that you find your presence here in this place at this time is not simply to do the work of your deity, but to witness his divine influence in some other area.  Keep your wits about you and do not overlook anything, Lady Vanador.  The ways of the gods are yet a mystery to us.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I hope it’s not rude to ask, but your deity…the Earth Mother isn’t the same as the Great Mother of–” 
 
    “No, she is not,” Peri answered before Kari could complete the question.  “The goddess of the Mehr’Durillians is not our goddess.  Our goddess embodies and encompasses nature and the world around us…and you!  She is not a deity that one bends knee to the way your people show their devotion in church or in supplication.  She is a part of us, and we a part of her, what you would call a symbiotic relationship of creator and creation.  Oh, I do seem to rambling, do I not?  I am always pleased to find those who are truly interested in learning about our goddess.” 
 
    Kari smiled, and she and Aeligos finished their breakfasts.  Peri accompanied them to the north gate out of the city, and the demonhunter was pleased to see there was no further damage outside of the western district.  She wanted to go see it, and lend her aid, but knew the elven druidess was correct: her work was of a different nature, no less important, and it demanded her immediate attention.  If she didn’t put a stop to Annabelle and Zaliskower, the damage to Solaris would only be the beginning of something much worse. 
 
    They made their way a short distance up the road.  Peri was obviously mindful of using her power in plain sight of the people too often.  Away from the gate and into the forests a short distance, the druid beseeched her goddess with a prayer not all that dissimilar to the one that summoned the rain.  Kari didn’t feel any different when the elf was done; she didn’t feel a tingling or a surge of power anything like after receiving the czarikk shaman’s blessing on Tsalbrin.  When she looked to her left, however, Aeligos practically blended into the forest around them.  The way he was looking back at her suggested it was the same for Kari. 
 
    “Blessings of the Earth Mother be upon you, wherever you are,” the elf teased, a rare bit of humor from the normally rigid people.  “Go and scout your enemies.  Gather your strength, and bring victory to your people and honor to your gods.  Should you need the aid of my people, Lady Vanador, know that you only ever need ask, and the Queen will be happy to assist you.” 
 
    “We’ll keep that in mind, we may need it,” Kari said.  “If I could trouble you for one last favor, are you able to send messages across distances?”  The druidess nodded.  “Could you send word to my husband, Grakin?  He is staying at the Ranger’s Respite in the city of Flora.  If you could just let him know we are on the way to scout out the enemy, and we’re both fine, I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Consider it done.  Now, off with you!  The enchantment will not last beyond six days from now, so be fleet of foot and complete your reconnaissance before then.” 
 
    “Farewell,” Kari said, echoed by Aeligos, and the two turned and made their way deeper into the forests, staying off the road but following its general path toward the city of Jade. 
 
    Kari paused after a couple of minutes and closed her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Aeligos asked, but she ignored him. 
 
    She took in a deep breath through her nose, pulling in the scent of the rain-moistened earth, the mix of pine and deciduous trees, the undertones of decay among the fallen leaves and needles.  She smelled the early spring berries, listened to the songs of the birds calling to or for a mate, heard the distant sound of a deer treading through the underbrush.  All around her were the smells and sounds of nature – of the Earth Mother, as Peri would no doubt correct her – and they opened the floodgates. 
 
    Memories of her past life crashed into her consciousness like a wave.  There were shards of her abuse in there, but they were crushed into fine particles, like sand borne on the surf.  This land had been her home for years, and after treading its roads and paths for all that time, learning from the elves to see the land for more than what it appeared to be, she felt like a part of it.  It was the same feeling she’d gotten when she’d fire danced with the czarikk for the first time on Tsalbrin.  She wasn’t just a single life existing on the world, but part of it and, more specifically, a defender of it.  This was her world, her land, her home. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Aeligos asked when she opened her eyes again. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said.  “Come.” 
 
    She led her brother-in-law unerringly through the vast wilderness, no longer concerned with where the road lay.  Her instincts and the small, telltale signs of the forest around them let her know where they were headed, and kept them on the proper course.  Aeligos was amazed with her tracking and navigation, and made no secret of it.  Kari felt like one of the elven rangers she had befriended and learned from in that past life: like she was part of the forest, and it was not such the strange and mysterious place it normally seemed. 
 
    They traveled for a few days until Kari turned them eastward for a while.  “I want to see if the city of Jade was attacked at all,” she explained. 
 
    “I wondered if it was wise to have Eugene start to muster the Red Mask anywhere near the fort.  If Annabelle and Zaliskower think the Red Mask are going to marshal in Jade…,” the rogue mused.  “It could turn out that they attack the city, and a lot of innocent people get hurt to cover our movements.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “I don’t think they’ll do that.  The attack on Solaris was to flush me out, but if they attack Jade to get at the Red Mask, they’re going to want to cause as many deaths as they can.  They’ll wait until the Red Mask is gathered before they attack, and hopefully, by the time they realize they’ve been duped, we’ll be attacking their home.” 
 
    “Timing is going to be everything.” 
 
    “It always is,” Kari agreed. 
 
    They reached the edges of the city after sundown, and there were no immediate signs of damage.  Jade was a trapping and logging town that had grown into a city as more services were required and more people moved in.  With a name that played on the evergreen trees of these northern forests, it still felt nestled among the woodlands despite its urban nature.  It was smaller in the days of Kari’s past life, now boasting a sizeable wall and defensive fortifications, though the gates were still welcomingly left open.  Kari had to imagine the troubles with Annabelle and Zaliskower over the centuries, not to mention the gnolls, rogue brys, and whatever else led to the city becoming more fortified. 
 
    While tempted to stay in the city overnight and enjoy a bath and a hot meal, Kari opted against entering at all.  Annabelle and Zaliskower clearly had eyes and ears in some or all of the major cities if they’d become aware of Kari’s presence and intent so quickly.  Even if the city had shown signs of attack, Kari wasn’t sure it would be wise to go announce her location to her enemies.  They already knew she was coming, but not how or when, and it was likely they expected Kari to simply raise an attack force and siege their fort.  And even if they suspected she was coming to scout them out first, the elven druidess’ blessing would hopefully keep her and Aeligos safe. 
 
    They returned to the deeper woods without attracting any attention or approaching the city.  Kari trusted that if her plans or tactics were flawed, Aeligos would let her know.  As much as she’d been against anyone accompanying her, she was glad for his help.  He was a lot more intelligent than she was, and also just presented an outside point of view on things.  If Kari was working alone, she may have missed out on opportunities thus far, or even been overwhelmed in the Red Mask guildhall a few nights ago. 
 
    The cemetery was in a cleared area of the woods to the west of the city, and Kari made to skirt it, but something caught her eye.  She nudged Aeligos and gestured toward some activity in the deeper region of the graveyard, and he made a sound deep in his throat, low but threatening. 
 
    “Necromancers,” he whispered, getting a hold of his emotions. 
 
    Kari remembered the tale of the family’s battle with necromancers and their animated zombies during the hunt for the Tilcimer.  It was possible these were just common grave robbers, but either way, Kari planned to put a stop to them.  She gestured for Aeligos to go around to the west while she crept to the east.  He was able to disappear into the shadows of the forest, while Kari used the tombs and sepulchers to keep herself out of sight. 
 
    Drawing closer, it was clearly a necromancer, accompanied by one shambling corpse already.  What the hell is going on here on Terrassia? Kari wondered.  It seemed too strange for there to be problems with Annabelle and Zaliskower, necromancers, political uprising in Aurun Ch’Gurra, gnoll attacks in the north, and who knew what else all at the same time.  She briefly recalled Peri’s mention of the luranar proverb about coincidences.  Was there something greater going on that nobody had made the connection to yet? 
 
    The necromancer, a shaven-headed human, made his way to one of the crypts and began to fiddle with its lock.  Kari crept closer, but couldn’t see Aeligos across the way.  She realized she wouldn’t be able to see him at all with the blessing they were under, and trusted he would wait for her to make the first move.  She slid her scimitars silently from their sheaths, less concerned about being seen when she considered she couldn’t spot Aeligos.  The human was intent on the lock, and had no idea his death was approaching.  Kari would kill him first, and if that didn’t sever the force animating the corpse beside him, then she would dispatch that as well. 
 
    There was a sudden cold to the air, and Kari looked around quickly in a near-panic.  It was similar to the cold emanations of the demon she’d fought in Barcon.  Was the necromancer possessed?  If that was the case, she needed to… 
 
    A black mass erupted from the door of the crypt, and the human fell to his rump and then scrambled backwards from it.  His zombie servant moved to intercept the inky cloud that gave chase, but the cloud passed through the undead creature.  With his mobility limited, the man couldn’t get away from the pursuing, roiling mass, and once it was upon him, it took a vaguely human shape. 
 
    Not a demon, a wraith, Kari thought.  She remembered the description well from the stories Eli and the undead-hunting priests, Deirdre and Piotyr, had traded when they’d all met in Barcon.  She couldn’t help but think of the elestram assassin that used the moniker as his own name, and wondered if he was even half as terrifying as the creature before her. 
 
    A scream brought her focus fully back to the matter at hand, and she saw the wraith put its clawed hand-like appendages into the human’s chest.  He screamed again, but it was cut short, coming out as a groan, then a gasp before his body shriveled and turned pale grey in moments.  The zombie fell to the ground unceremoniously with its master killed, and the wraith turned to the west.  It began to glide in that direction. 
 
    It must sense Aeligos! Kari realized, and she dashed forward to try to intercept it.  It moved like the wind, though, and by the time Kari reached it, it was already upon the rogue.  He tried to fend it off with his swords to no avail, and then he called upon his minor grasp of the arcane to try to stop it. 
 
    “Make a light source!” Kari cried.  Aeligos summoned a glowing ball of light, but it seemed to have little effect on the wraith as it grasped the rogue in its smoky hands.  The rogue screamed, and Kari sprinted to close the distance, shouting, “No!” 
 
    Her scimitars cut through the inky blackness of the wraith’s form, and it recoiled and let out an ethereal moan that reverberated through Kari’s chest.  It released Aeligos, who collapsed to the ground, groaning.  The undead creature whirled on Kari and reached out, but she met its attack with one of her own, severing the end of an incorporeal arm.  It hissed in what Kari assumed must be pain, and then it glided back when Zalkar’s symbol began to glow on her chest. 
 
    What was more than that, the black inlay on the blades of her silver scimitars began to glow in a golden hue.  She had never seen them do this before, but she didn’t let it distract her.  She pressed the undead apparition, slashing at it in brutal but controlled strikes, mindful not to use the same routines she would against an opponent that would counterstrike with material weapons.  The wraith made no effort to fight back, howling in pain with each cut of the glowing scimitars, until finally it made it to the shadows at the forest’s edge and dissipated. 
 
    Kari kept her blades up and backed over toward Aeligos.  The cold was dispelled as the natural warmth returned to the air about them.  Aeligos got up to a sitting position, but he looked disoriented.  “You all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Aside from feeling exhausted, I think so.  What the hell was that thing?  Did that idiot summon it?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that was a wraith,” Kari said.  “I don’t think that fool was strong enough to create one.  But I don’t really know much about them.  Can you walk?” 
 
    “Barely, but yes.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, then,” she said.  She helped Aeligos to his feet, but before they went back into the forest, she decapitated the dead necromancer and the zombie, to hopefully keep them from rising under the wraith’s power.  With that taken care of, she left the fixing of the cemetery to the city’s caretakers, and she and Aeligos went to the safety of the deep woods. 
 
    “That thing…must have sensed my lifeforce,” Aeligos huffed as they walked.  “What if Annabelle and Zaliskower can do the same?” 
 
    “I’m sure they can, which is why we’ll be keeping our distance,” Kari said.  “We should be able to get enough details about the fort without moving so close that they sense us.” 
 
    He agreed, and they put a bit of distance between themselves and the cemetery before they stopped for the night.  Aeligos was going to need rest, and Kari made sure he had a hearty meal before he turned in for the night.  She silently wished they had a horse or other animal with them, something that would be sensitive to the presence of the undead and give warning.  It was going to be a long night with no one to watch over them, but she trusted in Zalkar’s power and the blessing of the Earth Mother. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The following day was slow going as Aeligos got his legs back under him.  They were able to cover a decent amount of ground, and weren’t too far from Fort Sabbath if they could keep up a good pace for the next couple of days.  The forest was turning more and more pine as they headed further north, and while the spring days were pleasant, the nights were still quite cool.  Kari was a little nervous about being too close to Aeligos after his remarks in Solaris, but they cuddled up to stay comfortable at night. 
 
    The paths started to become more pronounced as they neared the Fort, though they were still far from any established roads.  Kari began tracking, trying to get a feel for the movement around the fort, and how many patrols they might encounter.  The majority of the tracks here were animalistic humanoid, which suggested gnolls.  With the rumors of gnoll troubles and the reports of attacks, Kari wasn’t sure how concerned they should be.  It seemed unlikely that even gnoll marauders would operate in the vicinity of a vampire’s lair unless they were thralls. 
 
    They pushed onward, avoiding the larger trails that might see traffic.  It required effort to not go crashing through the undergrowth, but Kari was certain they still had the luxury of time, so they took things slowly.  The undergrowth was more scarce in the northern pine-dominated woodlands, but there was a lot that could give away their position, even with the blessing of the Earth Mother.  They moved steadily but quietly, doing as fine a job walking the woodlands as any journeyman ranger, but as it turned out, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    It was their scents that gave them away. 
 
    The gnolls made no effort to hide their presence.  Kari saw them before they were able to pinpoint her location.  Their hyena-like noses kept rising, sniffing the air, correcting their course as they followed Kari and Aeligos’ scents.  They were bestial in appearance, somewhat like the mallasti but with bent, canine-like legs.  Their coats were brown and dirty, highlighted with black spots and tufts of lighter tan on the back of the neck and on the upper chest.  Unlike the hyena-folk of Mehr’Durillia, the gnolls wore armor over clothing, and were heavily armed. 
 
    This was no hunting party, but more like a small, roving war band.  What was worse, Kari and Aeligos were going to be forced to fight them.  They couldn’t hide their scents, not without some preparation, and they couldn’t very well go crashing through the woodlands when they were this close to Fort Sabbath.  Kari just wondered why they were this far north in the first place; the gnolls preferred the warmer regions as often as not, and were known to populate the badlands of the southeast.  Again, it sparked her interest in whether there was something larger going on behind the scenes, whether it was the work of Annabelle or simply involved her. 
 
    Kari could smell them now, dirty and unwashed – and far more so than she was.  They carried the scents of mangy fur, dung, and unwashed mouths.  She had to wonder how they could smell anything other than themselves.  Kari had no love for gnolls, but part of her wondered if they were related to the mallasti, and whether that should temper her hand at all.  Tormaar was only half-mallasti, as she’d learned, being also half-gnoll.  Was there anything to be redeemed among these people?  Or, more specifically, among this group? 
 
    They growled back and forth in their guttural language, and Aeligos obviously reached the same conclusion as Kari.  Four blades were drawn from sheaths just as the beasts’ fine senses of smell brought them upon the hiding rir.  Kari disarmed one and punched it hard across the snout before it truly recognized she was standing in front of it.  The creature shook its hyena-like head and snarled.  Those teeth and, to a lesser extent, its claws still made it a force to keep an eye on, even without weapons in its hands. 
 
    Aeligos singled out a gnoll that was wielding a battleaxe and began to duel it.  Its swings were powerful, but he was able to deflect rather than bluntly parry its attacks, and worked to give it a serious of stinging, smaller wounds to weaken and exhaust it.  Kari was satisfied the rogue could hold his own, as long as they didn’t gang up on him, so she worked to make sure that didn’t happen. 
 
    She and Aeligos didn’t fight back to back, but they stayed close enough that it would be difficult for anything to get between them.  Kari used brilliant swordplay to disarm or discourage her foes, and mixed in kicks and hilt-punches in an effort to show them she wasn’t looking to kill them.  They were strong, fierce, and hardy, but Kari’s skill was too much for them, and she had the majority of them disarmed in minutes.  Four fell back while the final two tried their luck, and Kari kept swiping weapons into a pile between her and Aeligos to keep the beasts disarmed. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you speak gnoll?” Aeligos joked from behind her. 
 
    Kari riposted and caught hers too cleanly, her scimitar biting deep into its side.  The beast yelped in pain and fell to the ground, clutching at a wound that would no doubt kill it if it didn’t receive some aid.  Kari readied her weapons again, but a quick glance over her shoulder revealed that the one fighting Aeligos had stopped attacking.  The others, disarmed, were looking at each other in confusion, and yapping back and forth to each other in tones of fear. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” Kari asked. 
 
    There was recognition on those hyena-like faces.  “A little,” one of them returned in a guttural snarl that was more natural than effort. 
 
    “Why did you attack us?” 
 
    “Not know.  No remember how got here.  Forest…unfamiliar.” 
 
    Aeligos came around beside Kari.  “You think they were being controlled by Annabelle?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Kari said.  “But I could see them break free of something when I wounded that one.  Protect me for a minute.” 
 
    Aeligos nodded, and Kari moved to channel some of Zalkar’s power to heal the gnoll she’d wounded.  She was able to stanch the bleeding; thankfully – she supposed, anyway – she hadn’t hurt it too badly.  With the help of her healing energy and some bandages, she was able to make sure the creature wasn’t going to die from that wound, as long as it made some effort to keep it clean.  The gnolls began yapping back and forth in their guttural language again, obviously surprised by Kari’s help. 
 
    “Where are you from?” she asked them, rising back to her feet. 
 
    “North of human city on morning sun’s shore,” the one replied.  “No know how got here.  No remember leaving home.” 
 
    “That’s definitely weird,” Kari said to Aeligos.  “I doubt Annabelle and Zaliskower are going that close to Dira Ch’Tori to press gnolls into their ranks.” 
 
    “Something else to look into that we have no time for,” he agreed. 
 
    “You can keep your knives, but we’re not giving back your weapons,” Kari said, making motions to indicate each as she explained.  She pointed east.  “Go home, and don’t let me hear about any gnolls attacking travelers, or I will come find you.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure they understood all of her words, but they understood her tone and her gestures well enough.  They ducked their heads submissively as they backed away from Kari and Aeligos, and then they turned and made their way east through the woods.  They had no apparent concern for stealth, crashing through the forest heedless of danger.  Kari smirked, considering it was probably because they were danger.  She hoped she had done a mercy and not something foolish; if they harmed other travelers, it would be partially her fault.  But something had been controlling them, and they seemed repentant to some extent when they realized what they’d done. 
 
    “What are we going to do with these?” Aeligos asked, indicating the axes and short blades they’d taken from the gnolls. 
 
    “Just bury them a bit.  They can probably come back and find them by scent, but we don’t have time to guard them or haul them around.” 
 
    They moved on after a half-hearted burial of the captured weapons.  The rest of the day and night passed without any sign of the gnolls returning.  By Kari’s best estimate, they were within a day’s walk of Fort Sabbath now.  She and Aeligos got the best night’s sleep they could, and kept up a good pace the following day as they approached the fort.  They wanted the cover of darkness to do their scouting, so they made sure to temper their enthusiasm and close the final distance once night had fallen. 
 
    Kari had only seen the fort twice before.  It was partially collapsed, the remnant of some of the first attempts at establishing kingdoms in the north on Terrassia.  Few even knew the truth of who originally built it, but only the keep itself and some of the outer walls remained.  The keep was low, only two or three levels, with a dungeon below ground.  The walls encompassed a sizeable courtyard, but one had fallen into disrepair, and another was long destroyed before Kari had ever seen the fort for the first time. 
 
    There were no lights in the keep or the outer parts of the fort, but that meant nothing.  Kari could see numerous forms atop the walls here and there, and there was movement through the courtyard.  She and Aeligos circled the fort quietly, getting a feel for its layout, and both reached the same conclusions.  The keep had only one way in, with no windows allowing winged attackers entry to the upper levels.  There were arrow slits, but they were too narrow for anyone to fit through, as was intended.  It was possible there was an entrance at the top of the keep, but if not, it could be a disaster to fly up there and risk revealing themselves. 
 
    The southeast and southwest towers still stood, and these were manned by larger groups than the walls themselves.  The lack of light, fire, or other sources of warmth gave Kari the impression that these men were all undead, thralls or full-fledged vampires in their own right.  It was what she expected, but she quickly deduced that even with the sizeable force the Red Mask had promised her, this would be no easy task.  She figured she might be better served to go to Dira Ch’Tori and request help from the regional army.  If she had time, she’d ask several of the kingdoms and larger cities for aid from their militias and attack the fort from all sides. 
 
    She and Aeligos faded back into the shadows.  He suggested they wait an hour or two to see if the complement of guards changed at intervals.  Kari was agreeable to that, so they made a cold camp a good distance from the fort’s walls and shared a supper of dry rations.  Kari wished she had a brys or even half-brys with her.  Their incredible night vision would give them a much clearer impression of what they were dealing with.  Still, Kari was able to get a cursory head count and a feel for how the fort was manned thus far. 
 
    It seemed unlikely there would be many in the keep itself with Annabelle and the dragon.  They were the masters, and it seemed that the fort’s defenders were arrayed so that every single one of them would be dead before anyone reached Annabelle or Zaliskower.  That was what the vampire’s words suggested when they had parted ways in Solaris.  To kill Annabelle on her home ground was going to require either a lot of subtlety or a larger portion of brute force.  Kari was more partial to the former, but with vampires or undead guards, she wondered how effective a covert attack could really be.  If the gnolls could sniff them out, and the wraith could sense their lifeforces, how easily would vampires or their thralls find the intruders? 
 
    “Any idea why it’s called Fort Sabbath?” Aeligos asked quietly, wary of his voice carrying in the forest. 
 
    “Just bits and pieces I overheard in my prior life,” Kari answered, munching on some rations.  “Not sure who built it, but it became famous as the base for a bandit lord, Sabbathis.  I think it was originally called Sabbathis’ Fort, and people thought it was Sabbath’s Fort.  So it got what, bastardized?  And they ended up calling it Fort Sabbath.” 
 
    “A bandit lord?  So the place has been a den of trouble for centuries and no one ever just came in and destroyed it?” 
 
    “I think Sabbathis ended up going straight,” Kari explained.  “Came to realize he stood to make a lot more money acting as scouts and outriders for the kingdoms than robbing people here and there.  But then something changed, and the dragon came, though nobody seems to know from where.  Annabelle ended up caught in that, and Zaliskower turned her into a vampire.” 
 
    “A vampire dragon…I’ll tell you, every time I think I’ve seen it all, I get taught the hard way that I haven’t seen squat.” 
 
    “I’d never even heard of such a thing before I ran into him the first time,” Kari agreed. 
 
    They made their way back to the fort after a couple of hours, and marked any changes in the patrols and stationing of the guards.  Nothing seemed different, and Kari mused that being undead would mean the guards needed no rest or even meals.  And if the entire complement of Annabelle’s thralls and servants were set to guard duty as she expected, then what they saw was never going to change. 
 
    “I wonder if the thralls are affected by sunlight like a vampire supposedly is,” Kari said to Aeligos in a bare whisper. 
 
    “We’ll need to scout during the day, too,” he answered.  He gestured back toward where their cold camp was, and Kari nodded and fell into the shadows with him once again. 
 
    “So we know about how many we’ll be dealing with,” Kari said.  “I won’t assume that Zaliskower won’t set his own thralls on fire with his breath, but we can hope that’s the case.  If we can get the men here and invade, the numbers Eugene promised us should be enough to take that fort.  Then we can kill off Annabelle and see what sort of luck we have with a small army against a vampire dragon, if he stays to fight.” 
 
    “When we scout during the day, we’ll get a feel for the paths and their eyes,” Aeligos said.  “We need to know which direction will be best to attack from, where the trails lead to, and what sort of–” 
 
    He stopped abruptly.  Kari heard it, too: the snap of a branch too obvious to have been a mistake.  There was someone listening to them.  Kari got to her feet and drew her scimitars. Aeligos got up and armed himself as well.  They watched the shadows to the south of their camp – whoever it was had followed or circled around them – and waited for the spy to expose himself. 
 
    The creature that emerged from the darkness of the forest looked more like Kari pictured a half-dragon, such as the one who had worn her armor before she received it.  Its head was like that of a dragon with nearly a dozen horns of varying lengths.  Its body was humanoid but with clawed hands and feet.  It was covered in black scales, but its eyes began to glow a sinister red as it came into the circle of trees where Kari and Aeligos had sat.  Most peculiarly, it was armored in heavy plate, though it carried no weapons. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Aeligos demanded. 
 
    “Oh, you know me by my other form,” the creature said.  “But I find this one makes it far easier to sneak up on unsuspecting dolts such as yourselves.” 
 
    Kari started to reply, but the creature opened its mouth wide, and a cloud of inky black spilled forth and engulfed her and Aeligos.  And into that inky darkness she fell, unconscious. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XII – The Edge of Oblivion 
 
      
 
    It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the light.  Braziers burned here and there, casting the pleasant aroma of wood smoke skyward with their light.  She was standing on a wide balcony, its polished granite floor leading to a grand ivory railing.  Behind her stood the white columns of a palace or temple, its open archway well lit, revealing a long corridor into its depths.  She moved toward the railing. 
 
    The night sky was dotted with a billion stars, fading to obscurity around the bright face of an imposingly large but gentle moon.  The air here was warm, the scent of spring in the soft breeze that kept the temperature on the pleasant side.  She could see no trees or plants, but she could smell them on the wind, scents of jasmine, pine, and fruit trees.  It was a peculiar mix, but it set her soul at ease, blocking out the confusion and trepidation that clawed at the edges of her consciousness. 
 
    Reaching the railing, Kari took in a sharp breath.  She stood on the terrace of a mountain temple high among the peaks of a jagged range.  Far below were the sparkling expanses of rivers and lakes bathed in the moonlight that filtered between the crags.  There were settlements down there, little cliff-side houses where warm light spilled from their depths.  She could see people flying to and from some of the dwellings, and she was puzzled.  It was so unlike anything she had ever seen before. 
 
    The soft tap of claws on the granite floor turned her around.  Approaching was a creature she had seen only in her dreams, and then only once.  He was towering, even standing on bent, bird-like legs.  He had the head of a hawk, solid black eyes surrounded by a band of light blue that also made appearances across his plumage.  His wings spread out in a stretch, showing off the incredible pattern of his feathers before he folded them behind himself.  He didn’t carry the elegant war spear she remembered from her dream, nor did he wear the decorative breastplate, instead dressed in a toga-like garment that was pure white. 
 
    He stopped but a few paces from her and folded his hands behind his back.  He clicked and whistled a few times, a bit like Kari remembered the griffon Earl Garant had loaned her, and she couldn’t help but smile.  After a moment, he spoke in soft but specific tones.  “Welcome to my temple, daughter of Sakkrass.  I am Huirelius, also called The Welcome Rain.” 
 
    Panic threatened to overtake her, but Kari kept her wits.  She bowed down to one knee and lowered her head in the presence of the deity.  “Thank you, my lord, but why am I here?  I…I’m dead again, aren’t I?  Where is Aeligos?  Is he all right?” 
 
    Huirelius strode over to the balcony, where he took in a deep breath and looked out over the valleys and crags below.  “I will allow the Lord of the Green to explain,” he said.  “Be at ease.  You are, for the moment, quite safe.” 
 
    “Sakkrass is here?” she perked up. 
 
    It was hard to tell on a beaked countenance, but Kari was pretty sure the hawk-like deity smiled.  “Indeed he is.  He wished to speak with you, but as this is my temple, he thought it only fitting that I should be the one to welcome you.  Do not be in such a hurry to run off to him, young lady.  Stay here with me a while, and look out over my world.” 
 
    Kari moved to stand beside him and gazed out at the majestic peaks, the moonlit rivers, and the dwellings that clung to the rock faces.  “This is your homeworld?” she asked. 
 
    He waved an arm across the view before them.  “You look upon the world of Hrastiria, the birthplace of my people, the tenku.” 
 
    “You’re Sakkrass’ brother, right?” she asked, to which he nodded.  “Then you’re sort of like my uncle?” 
 
    Huirelius laughed.  “You may look at it that way if you wish.  I see that even the splendor of this view will not calm your spirit; there is too much fire in you.  Very well, then; come.  I will take you to your father.” 
 
    Kari glanced over the railing one more time.  It certainly was a beautiful view, but she was acutely aware that there was some reason she should be nervous about being here.  It was as if her mind wanted to be troubled, rather than basking in the peace this place afforded.  She couldn’t put her finger on what caused her anxiety, but she hoped seeing her father would either drown it out, or he would explain.  Huirelius seemed to suggest she wasn’t dead, but then it was possible that he meant that she was dead, and that’s why she was safe. 
 
    He led her down the marble corridor to the temple’s heart.  Upon the walls were colorful tapestries depicting the hawk-like tenku deity, a coat of arms, or an image of a six-pointed star in a circle.  That made Kari pause, and she stared at it.  Where had she seen that before?  She’d seen it somewhere on Citaria, she was certain, but her life was becoming cloudy to her, much like her prior life had been for so long.  That could only mean… 
 
    So why aren’t I at ease if I’m dead? she wondered. 
 
    Huirelius led her to a sitting room.  Bookshelves lined the walls so high that Kari thought it would require flight to get to the upper tomes.  A beautifully sculpted fireplace took up a good portion of one wall, and before it was an intricately woven rug and several deep, cushioned chairs.  And sitting there in one of the chairs, with a crystal chalice full of something clutched delicately in one hand, was Kari’s adoptive father. 
 
    He was in his serpentine form, but now Kari found it didn’t faze her as it had the first time she saw it in her dreams.  He was beautiful, an elegant cobra-like man of deep green scales with golden patterns under the hood and down his chest.  He wore the same skirt-like garment he had in her dream, but no jewelry to accentuate his serpentine form.  His wide, slit-pupiled golden eyes turned to regard his adopted daughter, and a smile gently creased that face.  He did look a lot like Sekassus, but this smile was one of warmth and welcome, not hostility.  The differences between them were obvious just in the expression. 
 
    Sakkrass – or was it Ashakku? – rose to his feet, and Kari hesitated.  She wasn’t sure if she should kneel before him or run and embrace him as a father.  Ultimately, she decided to do both, bowing before him but then approaching him for an embrace.  He took her into his arms without pause, and in that gentle embrace, she felt the same safety and love she had when she’d danced with him on Tsalbrin.  It was as if his love wrapped around her, a shield against all harm or emotional pain. 
 
    “Welcome, my daughter,” he said, his voice slightly different in this serpentine form, but no less comforting. 
 
    “Father, why am I here?  Am I dead?  Have I failed?” 
 
    “What does your heart tell you?” 
 
    Kari pulled away just enough to meet his gaze.  “That if I was dead, I wouldn’t still be worried about it.”  Sakkrass nodded.  “So how am I here?  Have I left Aeligos alone with…with that vampire and dragon?” 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    “Father?” she asked.   “Has something happened to Aeligos?” 
 
    “Sit,” he commanded, and though his voice was still soft and comforting, Kari found she very much wanted to do as he said.  She glanced at Huirelius, who nodded his permission for her to use his chair, and she sat across from her adoptive father.  “You are, to put it in a context you might understand, outside of time for the moment.  As my brother has already told you, you are, for the moment, quite safe.  Do not be afraid.” 
 
    “Outside of time?  You mean I could go back, to before we were attacked?” 
 
    Sakkrass blinked slowly, shook his head.  “No.  You are a temporal creation.  We are not.  We exist outside of time; time is the way a man’s mind measures one moment to the next, the span of his life, the breadth of his accomplishments.  We exist outside of that.  We have seen the Beginning and the End.  We are here, and with you, but not bound to your concept of the passage of time.  It is both a mystery and the simple explanation of what we are: deity.  Immortal.” 
 
    Kari furrowed her brow.  “Hardly seems simple to me.” 
 
    “You are another type of being: temporal, mortal.  The things of the heavens are simple, but not to your perspective.” 
 
    “Why did you bring me here, father?  Can you help us?” 
 
    “I am helping you.  I am stoking the fire of your spirit, which is all the help you will need from me.” 
 
    Kari nodded, took in a deep breath, and sighed.  “Are you called Sakkrass, or Ashakku?  Or both?” 
 
    “I am called a great many things by a great many people.  The name I am called matters little; my children know me, and know my voice, and they love and serve me.  Whether they call me Ashakku as the Mehr’Durillian syrinthians do, or Sakkrass as the Citarian czarikk do, does not matter.  That they call me Father, Lord, and follow my commands, that is what matters.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about the Temple of Archons?  What’s in there that the demon kings want so badly?” Kari asked, suddenly remembering all the questions she needed to ask. 
 
    The edges of her vision started to fade, and Kari whipped her head to and fro.  Huirelius backed away into the shadows, and when Kari looked to Sakkrass, the light of the fire began to die, casting him in darkness as well.  It didn’t make sense; wasn’t he a sun god?  Why was he disappearing into darkness? 
 
    It hit her a moment later: she must be dreaming.  “Father?!” she called into the deepening shadows.  “Is this a dream?  Are we really speaking?” 
 
    “Search your heart, my daughter,” his voice came, as if from across a widening gap between them.  “But know this: even if it is so, what does that change?” 
 
    Kari sucked in a deep breath and gasped as she sat up.  The air was thin here, and it took a minute for her breathing to steady.  She was lying on a stone floor in her undergarments, the deep gloom of night all around her but for a moon high above.  As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw that she lay on the top of a castle tower shrouded in shadows.  Aeligos was beside her, but she soon realized he was not the only one. 
 
    Desiccated corpses surrounded them as well, though there were a few putrid ones that seemed a lot more recent.  Kari’s stomach turned at the stench, and she shook Aeligos to rouse him.  He was alive, but he didn’t wake up, so she left him be for a moment and got to her feet.  She walked to the tower’s parapets to try to get an idea of where she was. 
 
    The landscape far below was as black as the deepest night.  She could make out some detail, but not much.  She saw shadows and shapes moving, horrid figures that danced in the gloom.  The occasional inhuman shriek told her she was not anywhere on Citaria, and in fact in a great deal of danger.  The smell of death was all around her, the stench of old corpses and rot carrying to her even on the updrafts that swirled about the tower.  Only then did Kari look up at the moon, and her eyes widened as she realized it was not a moon at all. 
 
    High above her was a swirling vortex with a bright white light at its center.  It seemed to draw all heat and light into itself, leaving the landscape around her bathed in shadows.  She had no idea where she was; she had never even heard of such a nightmarish place.  Was this the very edge of death?  Was this where the souls of those enthralled or murdered by vampires went until they finally escaped into eternity?  Or was this the very precipice of Hell, an inescapable tower with no salvation but to fall into the doom of the shadows below? 
 
    I find it hard to believe my soul wears underwear, Kari thought ruefully, looking down at her barely-clothed form.  She searched around for her armor or weapons, but they were nowhere to be found.  The corpses were likewise devoid of anything useful, stripped to the undergarments and left here to rot.  Aeligos, too, was in his loincloth only, and Kari realized even her dog tags and wedding band were gone. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she spat.  The theft of her wedding band overrode all the other anger and anxiety this predicament bestowed.  She moved over to Aeligos and shook him more vigorously to wake him up.  It took several minutes of slapping his chin, shaking him, and calling his name before he even stirred. 
 
    His eyes were bleary when they finally opened.  “Shouldn’t have had that last drink,” he muttered, clutching his head.  He blinked a few times, though, and his eyes finally fixed on Kari.  “Oh, crap.  Kari, where are we?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said.  “But we’re alive, I think.  I just don’t know what that is, or where this place is.” 
 
    Aeligos blurted a blunt and obscene observation when he beheld the vortex above them.  “Well, won’t this be a story to scare the pants off of Mom,” he said.  “So how do we get out of here?  Anything down below?” 
 
    “Can hardly see anything from up here,” Kari answered, gesturing toward the parapets.  “We’re not in Fort Sabbath, though, that’s for sure.  I can’t tell what’s down there in the dark, but it’s not friendly, whatever it is.  But it’s really the only way to go that I can see.  Maybe there’s an exit under some of these corpses.  Not looking forward to touching them, though.” 
 
    Aeligos made a face that said he agreed with that sentiment.  They set to work moving bodies, looking for a hatch or other entrance to the tower itself.  The stench was only made worse by shifting many of the bodies around, and Kari had to take a minute to lose her last meal over the side of the tower.  She was lightheaded, and sat down for a couple of minutes to compose herself.  Aeligos lasted a bit longer, doing a better job of holding his breath, but eventually he came and sat beside her. 
 
    “I now have the utmost respect for undead hunters,” he muttered. 
 
    Kari snorted.  It hardly seemed the time and place for humor, but what was to be done?  They were dealing with the situation as best they could.  She wiped her slimy hands off on her undergarments and set back to work, trying her hardest not to breathe.  The updraft drew away some of the smell, but the wind itself carried the foul tinge of rot on it, so it was only marginally better.  They worked for what felt like an hour, but Kari was pretty sure it was only because of how disgusting their task was; she didn’t think she could’ve actually lasted an hour doing this. 
 
    Their work wasn’t in vain.  They found a trapdoor, and cleared the bodies from it and got it open.  There was a short ladder of metal rungs in the wall below it, and they descended to a small square landing.  The inside of the tower was pitch black, not even enough light available for their night vision to be of much use.  Aeligos summoned up a hovering sphere of light like he had in the cemetery a few days past – at least Kari hoped it was only a few days.  It didn’t illuminate much, and before they could take a step forward, they watched the light bleed from it and then die altogether. 
 
    “Whatever this place is, it doesn’t like light,” Kari said.  “I guess we’ll have to crawl down the steps.” 
 
    She was pretty sure Aeligos nodded, but she couldn’t see him at all.  Before she had even taken one backwards, child-like step down the stairs, the entire area was suddenly illuminated.  Kari looked at Aeligos staring back at her.  She looked at the source, a softly glowing ball of light that hovered just in front of her.  It began to lead her down the stairs, and Kari was glad Aeligos had found some sort of spell that didn’t get absorbed by the darkness of this place. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the stairs to find themselves on the main floor of an old castle.  None of it looked familiar; Kari had no idea where Annabelle and Zaliskower had taken them, or why they’d left them here alive.  The tower stairs emerged into an open antechamber, and Kari followed the light source as it led them down a side passage and through a couple of old rooms.  The furnishings were long reduced to dust or rot that was barely holding its shape, and the place smelled musty and unused.  In the light of the little globe, Kari could see that nothing had disturbed this place in untold years. 
 
    After a few rooms, however, Aeligos’ light source led them to an armory that was piled with equipment, likely from all the bodies at the top of the tower.  “That’s a pretty handy spell you have there,” Kari said as she began sorting through the things. 
 
    “What spell?” he queried as he fell in with what she was doing. 
 
    “The hovering light spell you summoned,” she said, gesturing toward the nearby ball of light.  It was bobbing and weaving, almost like it was pacing, while the two of them searched. 
 
    “It only lasted a few seconds,” Aeligos said, smiling as he found a pair of swords still in their sheaths. 
 
    “Then what’s this here?” Kari indicated the illuminating globe. 
 
    “Where?” he asked, looking around. 
 
    “You don’t see this ball of light behind me?” 
 
    “Ball of light?  There’s barely enough light down here to see at all,” he answered.  “If I’d summoned a light spell, you’d know it.” 
 
    Kari turned and stared at the little ball of light.  Was it a part of Sakkrass following her and casting light for her to see?  The little globe began hovering back and forth again, as though it was pacing, and Kari realized that whatever it was, she didn’t have the luxury of time to sit around trying to figure it out.  She got back to her searching, but realized quickly that her swords and her paluric armor were not here. 
 
    She found a set of plate mail that was fitted for a rir, and started putting it on.  With some help from Aeligos, she punched holes in the back to put her wings through, and they used strips of leather belts to hold the back of the armor together now that it had been compromised.  Kari got the entire set on and straightened out, and she took a short circular walk around the chamber. 
 
    “Gods, I forgot how heavy plate armor is,” she said.  “It’s like being pregnant again.” 
 
    Aeligos snickered.  “I’ll take your word for it; I’ve never dealt with either.” 
 
    They dug around until they found some studded leather gear that was in good enough condition for him to wear for the time being.  It wasn’t properly fitted for a winged rir, so they had to make some alterations.  Kari thought of how well she and Koursturaux had worked together to set up their hunters’ camp, and was pleased that she and Aeligos shared the same synergy.  There were no scimitars among the weapons, but Kari took up a pair of longswords that were in fair condition and gave them a few test swings. 
 
    “How long’s it been since you used something other than a scimitar?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    “About two hundred years,” she answered.  “But this may all be for nothing.  We have to find a way out of here, and hope that there’s a way back to Citaria.” 
 
    The globe of light buzzed around Kari and then moved toward the door.  Kari grabbed a couple of daggers and affixed their sheaths to her thighs, and then followed the light.  “Where are you going?” Aeligos called from behind her. 
 
    “Following the light,” she said, still a bit confused that he couldn’t see it.  He got to his feet without comment, though, and followed after her.  The light led them to the main doors of the castle, a surprising bit of rot-free wood in the form of reinforced double doors.  The little globe of light floated through the doors, and after tapping them to see if they were real, Kari worked to get the bar free from its resting place. 
 
    With Aeligos’ help, she managed to get the door open, revealing an odd, glowing sheet of arcane force of some kind.  Kari wasn’t sure what she was looking at initially, but recognition hit her at about the same time as Aeligos.  It looked like the force within the portal they’d destroyed in the syrinthian valley near Atrice.  Kari wasn’t sure where it led to, but she imagined just about anyplace was preferable to this castle on the edge of oblivion.  She glanced at Aeligos and, with a nod he probably didn’t see, she jumped through… 
 
    Annabelle turned and fixed wide, dead eyes on Kari as she appeared in the chamber.  She was alone in an open, grand room fallen to ruin and disrepair.  “What is this?” she barked.  “How is this possible?” 
 
    Kari drew her blades and rushed to the attack without waiting for Aeligos to come behind her.  Annabelle gave ground, unprepared and quite shocked, but she held two advantages: she was wearing Kari’s armor, and wielding Kari’s scimitars.  Kari pressed her attack before the vampire could arm herself, and landed a perfect thrust right to the gut, but it deflected off of the paluric plate harmlessly.  Kari had to stifle a laugh; now she knew how everyone who fought her must have felt when they finally landed a solid blow. 
 
    Annabelle snarled and got her swords in hand.  “Obnoxious whore, this time I will cut you limb from limb before I leave you to be drained of your lifeforce.  None escape our fortress.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’ve got gods and angels looking out for me.  All you’ve got is an undead dragon.” 
 
    The vampire laughed.  “How little you know,” she hissed, finally ready to attack. 
 
    Kari wasn’t used to fighting with longswords, but it didn’t take long to recall her training from the days before she learned to use scimitars.  She reacquainted herself with the difference in where they were weighted.  The scimitar was, to her, a more sinuous weapon, all the better for her dancing, elusive style of counterattacks that she learned from her master.  The longsword was a more straightforward weapon requiring a different fighting style, but one Kari had learned extensively when she was a cadet at the Order’s academy. 
 
    It was ironic: neither woman was using their preferred weaponry, forcing them to fight in styles they were unaccustomed to.  The advantage Kari had came through the portal a moment later, and Aeligos drew his blades and moved to flank their enemy.  Annabelle chased Aeligos off for a moment, and Kari pressed her attack.  When the vampire turned to fend her off, the rogue came back in and harried her.  Like wolves nipping at the heels and hamstrings of their overmatched prey, Kari and Aeligos slowly began to wear down the vampire’s defenses, impregnable as her armor may have been. 
 
    “MASTER!” Annabelle yelled, fleeing to one side of the room to escape her flanked position.  She began to circle, keeping her enemies before her as she waited for assistance. 
 
    “Oh, now what did you have to go and do that for?” Kari taunted her. 
 
    “We’d better get out of here, and fast,” Aeligos said.  “As it stands, we’re going to have to flee through an entire fort full of vampires or thralls.” 
 
    Kari dashed forward.  She wanted to end this before Zaliskower came and forced them to withdraw with whatever breath weapon it was he wielded.  If they could just kill Annabelle, the main goal of their mission would be complete, and they’d buy precious time to raise an army to come and kill the dragon.  Precious time, however, was something she didn’t have; Kari could hear the massive form of the dragon stirring somewhere below.  The depth of its breath and the weight of its form shook the very foundations. 
 
    Annabelle met Kari’s attacks, but not quite expertly.  Kari remembered the many lessons she had learned under Suler Tumureldi, concentrating on the form and function of the scimitar.  Annabelle was not a master of the weapon, and Kari used the vampire’s limited proficiency to her advantage.  She worked inside and tried to disarm her old partner, but was shocked when Annabelle feinted and turned the scimitar over in hand, using the chopping edge to cut right through Kari’s greaves. 
 
    Both women screamed at the same time.  The sword had bitten into Kari’s leg, though not so deeply that she couldn’t walk.  She hopped gingerly away, but even as she did so, she saw that the scimitars were emitting that golden light from the weave engraved on the blades again.  There was the hiss of burning flesh as Annabelle yelped and dropped both swords to the ground with a clatter. 
 
    Aeligos thought to capitalize on Annabelle’s predicament, but the vampire used her very armor to parry the rogue’s strikes, and snapped at him with wicked fangs.  She was like a wild creature, far more dangerous than any typical rir would be if trying to bite at someone wielding a blade.  Aeligos kept her busy, but was more measured in his attacks, seeking to push her back so Kari could get to her scimitars.  Kari made good on the opportunity, sliding down behind him and picking up her blades.  She had a hard time straightening her leg out again, and silver blood squirted through the hole in her armor for a moment.  She stumbled, but ultimately got her knee to lock, her feet solidly below her. 
 
    Annabelle made for her old weapons, and soon, Kari could hear the footsteps of the dragon’s humanoid form coming up the stairs.  The demonhunter rushed to the attack once more, and began a deadly dance with the vampire that rivaled the one she’d shared with Turillia the year before.  Back and forth they traded routine after routine, but Kari realized with the bleeding in her leg, she was going to tire long before she defeated her deadly adversary. 
 
    “Call the thralls and be done with this game,” Zaliskower said as he reached the top of the stairs and stood with his hands folded behind his back. 
 
    “NO!” the vampire snarled.  “I can beat this stupid whore myself without their help.  Get her sidekick away from me, and I will dispatch her in short order.” 
 
    Kari concentrated on healing her wound while they argued.  Normally, she had to touch a bad wound to channel Zalkar’s healing power, but then she’d never tried to do it by force of will.  She called upon his power, thought of sealing the wound, and soon felt the sharp sting and itch of skin stretching to fit back together and then seal.  It was amazing to her that healing could cause pain at the same time, but it did. 
 
    Zaliskower sighed.  “You ignorant fool.  We have hardly had a taste of this one’s power, and not only has she awakened, but she has escaped the oubliette.  This is not about your battle prowess.  Call the thralls and end this, now.  I would feast on this one’s lifeforce tonight.” 
 
    Kari slipped a scimitar into her belt and lifted one of the longswords up using her foot.  “Feast on this,” she said, heaving the blade end over end at the dragon taken humanoid form. 
 
    She didn’t even wait to see the results, drawing forth the second scimitar to engage the vampire again.  Annabelle met her intensity with rage, and sparks began to fly from the force of the pair’s weapons slamming against each other.  Aeligos moved to the other side of Annabelle, but Kari realized it was as much to get out of the dragon’s immediate area as to flank the vampire again. 
 
    “Insolent wretch!” Zaliskower bellowed, and Kari spared a glance over her shoulder.  He was wounded, something black and barely blood-like trickling from where the sword had struck him on the shoulder.  He opened his mouth and breathed forth that black cloud again. 
 
    Kari folded her thoughts in on themselves, and pushed her faith out to form that shield, like she’d learned to do in Barcon hunting Turillia.  The shadowy mist was pushed back by her aura, and Kari found that the weave of her blades was glowing again.  She turned, ready for Annabelle to counterattack, but she found that the vampire had retreated from her aura as well. 
 
    “Stay close to me, Aeligos,” Kari said, and he came over quickly to stay inside her pocket of protection.  Kari stalked in on the dragon-man, who watched her with narrowed eyes.  She got close enough that he entered her aura, and she could sense the ancient, terrible evil that was the animating force of this creature.  Zaliskower, too, was undead, just as Kari had suspected.  There was nothing there but a pure malevolence, and she made ready to engage him in swordplay. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos were thrown back suddenly as the dragon shifted to his normal form, nearly filling the entire upper floor of the keep.  No word needed be said; Kari and Aeligos ducked under one of Zaliskower’s rear legs and made for the stairs down.  Kari took a half-hearted swing at the dragon’s hamstrings, as she had learned long ago, but without a significant amount of force behind the attack, it glanced off his hardened, armored scales harmlessly.  The dragon attempted to tail slap them, but he was limited in mobility in the tight quarters and couldn’t muster a proper attack.   
 
    The demonhunter and the rogue ran down the stairs and to the front door of the keep, only vaguely aware that they were about to run out into the middle of dozens of vampire thralls.  It was certainly better than staying and fighting a fully-grown dragon and its vampire servant.  Kari threw the door wide and descended to the dirt floor of the courtyard in quick steps, Aeligos close on her heels.  She was expecting the thralls to gather and stop them, but Annabelle’s reluctance must have been true; it took the vampire servants time to answer the call and begin to filter out into the courtyard. 
 
    The exits were blocked first, as expected, even with the fallen and missing walls and the many gaps they could have escaped through.  Zaliskower, returned to humanoid form, and Annabelle emerged from the keep and stood on the top step while a wall of several dozen thralls hemmed in Kari and Aeligos.  Kari’s primary concern was for Aeligos; while she wasn’t wearing her paluric armor, she was pretty sure she could fight her way through the wall of bodies and flee.  What she wasn’t sure about was how well Aeligos could hold his own against the overwhelming odds. 
 
    “Take them,” Zaliskower ordered 
 
    Kari tightened her grip on her swords.  Just as the thralls were about to reach combat range, though, the entire courtyard was suddenly bathed in a radiance that was almost daylight.  The thralls, the dragon, and the vampire all shaded their eyes from the intensity of the light, and Kari glanced at Aeligos to see if it was his doing.  He was looking around at their enemies, brow furrowed, giving no indication that he saw the source of the light.  When Kari looked at it, she found it didn’t hurt her eyes at all. 
 
    “Let’s go!” she shouted, and she cut down a couple of the recoiling thralls to break through the line.  She and Aeligos ran faster than she could ever remember running, becoming like the wind as they dashed off into the forest.  It was the same desperation that moved her so swiftly when she’d been told Grakin was injured and taken to the healer god’s temple.  She had to get away, had to make sure she and Aeligos were safe, and then they could come back with a force large enough to destroy their enemies.  At that moment, though, flight was their sole concern. 
 
    Kari ran until her legs could no longer carry her, and she crashed into the underbrush in a spray of leaves and dirt.  Aeligos came up beside her and doubled over, breathing heavily.  Kari pulled herself back up to her feet using a nearby tree, and she concentrated on Zalkar’s power.  She touched Aeligos and felt a surge of energy leave her, and she could see in his expression and the lack of heavy breathing that he felt renewed.  Kari closed her eyes and pulled Zalkar’s power into herself, flooding her arteries with it and feeling the numbing tingle of relief. 
 
    Without a word, she dashed off into the forest again, putting miles behind her and the rogue before they finally had to stop again.  Kari felt she could draw on Zalkar’s power again, but she had no idea how long it would be before dawn, and proper rest was what they needed.  She estimated they must have run a safe distance away.  Zaliskower could easily outpace them in his dragon form, but if they used the forest to their advantage, he would have to take to the ground and a humanoid form to root them out. 
 
    Kari sat heavily at the base of a tree and looked around.  She had no rations, no water, not even a bow to hunt with.  Her armor was too heavy, but at least she had the right swords.  The city of Jade was still a good distance away, and she knew she wasn’t going to be able to walk or run all the way there without proper food and water.  Aeligos had obviously come to the same conclusions, his mouth pressed into a line as he looked at the forest around them. 
 
    “Do you know how to make a snare?” Kari asked him. 
 
    “If I had some rope, but…,” he trailed off. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “We’ll have to do this like the elves,” she said, once again glad that she had befriended the reclusive people in her prior life.  “Find some vines, thin and supple; they don’t have to be that strong, we’re not trying to catch a deer.  I’m going to see if I can find a spot to dig for some water, or else find a spring or brook nearby.” 
 
    Aeligos set off to do as asked, and Kari began searching for water.  She felt a slight grade to the forest floor, but it turned out to be nothing.  She didn’t lose heart, searching for similar grades that might lead to or at least indicate nearby water.  It took over an hour, but she came to a slow-moving brook, and she sat down by its edge, exhausted.  The last several hours had been a complete whirlwind in her mind, and it was hard to fathom that she and Aeligos had very nearly died.  She washed her hands off once she’d rested for a few minutes, glad to get that feeling of grime from them.  Then she ducked down and took a long drink from the cool waters. 
 
    Kari expected something would be standing across the creek from her when she looked up, but there was no one there.  She had the feeling someone or something was nearby, and she scanned the forest suspiciously, but there was nothing out of the ordinary.  She mused, as the elves might have, that she herself was the most extraordinary thing in the area, and she had to stifle a laugh.  Perhaps that ball of light was somewhere nearby; was it a guardian angel? 
 
    Kari knew so little about angels.  It had always seemed a tad strange and even unfair that demons seemed so widespread, while she had heard only whispers about angels.  Now, of course, she knew that most of what she considered “demons” were, in fact, just people of different races.  Still, she had seen a demon before, felt its cold, oppressive presence, and even fought against it with the help of her adoptive father.  So why were angels so reclusive or scarce? 
 
    She held up her scimitars, admiring the inlaid black weave that glowed golden when the swords reacted to the undead.  She’d been told by a couple of people that they were angel’s blades, and Kari wondered now if that was true.  Such would certainly tip things in her favor when she finally had her reckoning with Annabelle.  Considering the vampire was wearing Kari’s impenetrable paluric armor, Kari was going to need all the help and every advantage she could claim. 
 
    She couldn’t get that guiding light out of her thoughts.  Was it an angel?  A part of Sakkrass guiding her?  Or something more mundane, like a helpful spell cast by an ally from afar – Peri, or even Eliza Chinahala? 
 
    Kari heard approaching footsteps and readied herself, but it was just Aeligos.  He had a good length of vines wrapped around a shoulder, and he hurried his pace when he saw Kari had found water.  “I realized I don’t have anything to pick it up with,” she apologized when he knelt down beside her to take a drink. 
 
    Aeligos sat back on his haunches.  “Where are we headed next?  Back to Solaris?  To Chandler’s Grove, maybe Jade?” 
 
    “Solaris,” Kari answered.  “We’re going to look into some old local legends, and try to find more help.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I lived here in my prior life, the bards that used to pass through Flora and Solaris used to tell tales about dragon riders long ago,” Kari said, and the rogue’s brows both rose.  “It may just be legends, but maybe there’s something to it.  We know there’s a silver dragon living here, supposedly above Emerald City.  I’m guessing as strong as the Red Mask might be, we need something strong enough to fight a dragon while we take care of Annabelle and her thralls.  And the best thing I can think of to fight a dragon is another dragon.” 
 
    “It does make sense.  But they said the dragon lives in the clouds.  Any idea how we’d get his attention?” Aeligos asked, bending down to take another drink. 
 
    “I might know…another dragon who can help,” Kari said, and Aeligos chuckled.  “We’d have to go to Laeranore to talk to him, though, so Solaris seems like a good place to start for some information and to get better armor.” 
 
    “We can’t make it to Solaris living off the land, though, can we?” 
 
    Kari looked at the vines over his shoulder and the babbling brook before them.  “We’ll see how far my elven ranger training can take us,” she answered. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIII – Chasing Legends 
 
      
 
    Kari’s ranger instincts only got sharper the farther they traveled.  At first, they ate lightly and water was scarce.  As Kari got a better feel for the land, though, she was able to bag enough food – meat or otherwise – day to day to keep them energetic and moving.  The more northern forests weren’t the best for foraging, so hunting had to be their mainstay.  They had to follow the streams or look for ponds more often than they usually would, but were able to keep a good pace toward Solaris.  Kari felt as though she’d spent most of her life since being resurrected as a city-dweller, but then she realized she’d spent two thirds of it in the mountains during the Great War.  Thus, her old instincts returned quickly when the situation demanded it. 
 
    Solaris was already busily rebuilding the burned western portions.  Kari was briefly held up by the guards at the gate, but allowed to pass without incident.  Without her dog tags and in a different set of armor, she opted not to announce who she was.  She and Aeligos were allowed to enter the city after only a routine inquiry.  The look he gave her once they passed the guards said he was agreeable to not announcing themselves.  Better that Annabelle and Zaliskower have to put their minions to work searching. 
 
    Kari’s first order of business was to approach the keep of the city’s council and request an audience with Peri, assuming the elven druidess was still visiting.  She would most likely know if Ashurinax the Black still resided in Laeranore.  Kari hadn’t seen or heard from her old friend since her prior life, but she was pretty sure that if anyone could help them – directly or simply by putting them in contact with Alamarise – it would be the black dragon.  As far as she knew, he’d lived peacefully with his elven neighbors since swearing his oath to Kari, so chances seemed good he’d still live in their lands. 
 
    The demonhunter and the rogue attracted little attention as they made their way through the city.  Kari supposed that in the dingy, stained old plate mail complemented by her wings, she probably just looked like another half-demon to the common eye.  Whatever acceptance the serilian-rir were gaining in recent years, they were still considered by many to be dangerous and not to be trifled with.  In this instance, Kari was glad for that; one person spreading gossip about her returning to the city could bring down another, more insistent and deadly attack by their dragon and vampire enemies. 
 
    “Official business only,” one of the guards at the keep told them, barring their way. 
 
    “We’d like to speak with the elven ambassador, is she still here?” Kari asked. 
 
    “What’s your business with the elf?” 
 
    “It’s a private matter,” Kari nearly growled.  In that moment, she gained a new appreciation for how much more authority and respect she received when acting as a member of her Order.  The guard didn’t seem impressed, merely smirking at her and exchanging a glance with his partner across the way.  “Can you at least deliver a message to her?” 
 
    “I doubt that prissy elf would waste her time on a couple of tramps and vagrants,” the human scoffed.  “Why don’t you lot run along and hunt some tree goblins?” 
 
    Kari’s balled a fist, but Aeligos stepped forward and held out his hand toward the guard, clutching something.  The guard opened his hand, and Kari watched her companion drop one, two, three, and finally a fourth gold coin into the guard’s hand.  “If you could inform the lady that a couple of adventurers have invited her to dinner at the Pyre Peaks to discuss passage into the elven lands, we’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the guard said, biting one of the coins before he dropped them in a pocket. 
 
    Kari stared hard at the guard, but her gaze had softened from fury to disappointment.  If she found any of her Order’s people extorting bribes out of people to do their job, she’d toss them headlong into the dungeon to rot beside Joaquim, her former assistant who’d been selling secrets to their enemies.  The guard still had that obnoxious smirk on his face, and Kari imagined knocking it off with a right hook and then cutting off his asinine goatee with her dagger.  All it would have taken in that moment was for him to make one more gesture, like blowing her a sarcastic kiss, and she might have done just that. 
 
    Aeligos turned and made his way back northwest, toward the Pyre Peaks, and Kari fell into step beside him.  “Where did you get money?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess Annabelle and Zaliskower had no use for it; there were a couple of coin purses amongst all that armor and weaponry,” he answered.  “Good thing it jingles, or I would’ve never found it in that darkness.” 
 
    “You really didn’t see the light that was leading us?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.  I thought you could just see a little better in the dark than I could.  You were following some kind of light?” 
 
    “I think it might’ve been an angel or something,” Kari answered with a nod, and speaking of it made her smile.  “Remember when Se’ceria’s spirit came to commune with her daughter?  It was a little bit like that.” 
 
    “Really?  Hmph.  Wonder why I couldn’t see it…?” Aeligos mused with a shrug. 
 
    Kari patted his shoulder and they continued onward.  The day was mostly gone, so it was time to enjoy a long overdue bath, a hot meal, and a bed.  Kari was hyperaware of her griminess at this point, especially when a meeting with an elven druidess was looming.  She was dirty and streaked here and there with dried blood, some of it hers, some of it their enemies’, and some of it from whatever poor soul had worn this plate mail before her.  She was pretty sure the gnolls they encountered might find her attractive at this point. 
 
    Tomorrow would require significant resupplying.  When she thought of her equipment, Kari thought primarily of her armor and her swords.  How quickly she had grown to miss the simpler things like her bedroll, a blanket, or her canteens when forced to live off the land.  The elves may have taught her the ways of the ranger, but she still never got used to sleeping on the cold ground or subsisting only on what she could find on any given day.  She’d need all the sundries and more: her armor requiring fitting, cleaning, and polishing. 
 
    The innkeeper fixed them with an appraising gaze when they entered and approached the bar.  Aeligos put a handful of gold coins on the polished wood surface, and that changed the man’s disposition immediately.  Kari was so used to the instant respect that being a demonhunter usually evoked in people; having to pay them up front or outright bribe them made her remember her own sordid past.  Even once she’d cleaned herself up and gotten respectable work with the help of the demonhunter Mick Jacobs, Kari still had to buy most of the respect she got as a teen, even from her employers. 
 
    Kari let Aeligos handle the talking, and soon they had a room with a private tub, and two hot meals with drinks lined up.  They went upstairs to get washed off first, and Kari realized yet another thing she missed having: spare clothes.  A quick search of the room’s wardrobe turned up a set of his-and-her robes.  It would take some finagling to get them to fit their winged forms correctly, but it was better than putting the dirty armor back on after getting washed. 
 
    Servants brought up hot water and filled the tub to a good temperature.  Kari supposed it was more important to her than to Aeligos.  As soon as the door closed behind the servants, Kari stripped off the dirty armor and her soiled undergarments and hopped in the tub.  As much as she wanted to soak in the steamy water and try to recover the warmth she’d lost in the castle of shadows and sleeping on the cold ground, she set to washing off quickly. 
 
    The tub wasn’t large enough for two, so Aeligos got undressed and leaned on its edge while he waited.  As much as he avoided looking at her, Kari could see he was aroused, and she found that rather strange.  She and Aeligos had been close for years, training martial arts and living together, but he had always been so professional and their relationship completely platonic from her perspective.  To find him aroused, especially dirty, bruised, and battered as she was, came across as extremely out of place. 
 
    “Have you always been like this around me, and I just never noticed?” she asked, trying not to sound too condescending.  She did have a habit of walking around naked in front of her family; did all of them find it as uncomfortable as Aeligos apparently did? 
 
    “Not usually,” he said quietly, folding his arms across his chest.  He still wouldn’t meet her gaze.  “It’s just, well…I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but…Grakin asked me to, ah, take care of your needs if it came up.  Said he hasn’t been able to for months.  And as much as I hate to admit it, since he said that, it’s been difficult to get out of my mind, being this close to you.” 
 
    Oh, Grakin, Kari thought.  Why put your brother in such an impossible position?  She couldn’t help but think of Aeligos’ words during their last night here at the Pyre Peaks.  Grakin had to know his brother had feelings for Kari, and to even suggest that he wanted them to share intimacy for her sake seemed unfair.  Grakin was trying to do the selfless, compassionate thing, she knew, but it had caused tension between them. 
 
    “I know he meant well, but that’s not going to happen,” Kari said dismissively.  “We’re both either married or mated, and it wouldn’t be fair to anyone involved.  Not to mention, things would never be the same between us.” 
 
    Aeligos shrugged.  “Eryn and I see it differently.  Sometimes sex is just sex, Kari.  If you’re worried I’ll keep asking, I won’t.” 
 
    “It’s got nothing to do with that.  Well, it does, but that’s not the biggest part of it,” she answered.  “The way you look at someone changes once you’ve shared that with them.  I think that’s why you rarely see people remain friends after a relationship has gone sour.  You can say you’re still friends and that it doesn’t matter, but I don’t think it’s ever true.  Or if it is, only in rare circumstances.  If you and I have sex, I’m never going to be comfortable sitting in a room with you and Eryn together again.  I can assure you of that.  Hell, now I’m already going to wonder what she’s thinking every time she looks at me in the future.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said, managing to finally turn and look at her.  “I know how to take no for an answer.  I’m sorry to have brought it up.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Kari said, not considering the sigh before it escaped her.  “I do love you, Aeligos, but as a brother.  And that’s how I want to keep it.” 
 
    Kari finished washing her hair and rose from the tub.  Aeligos handed her a towel and she patted herself dry, then moved to sit on the edge of the bed to let the air finish drying her off.  Aeligos climbed in the tub and started washing, and it only took Kari a moment to realize he was putting on quite a show for her, turning and strutting about.  She put her hand over her eyes and laughed, then made her way to the wardrobe to try getting that robe to fit. 
 
    “You’re a horse’s ass,” she told him. 
 
    He chuckled behind her, but it sounded almost bitter.  She hoped their relationship wasn’t going to be strained now.  “Can I ask you a personal question?” he queried. 
 
    Kari looked at him over her shoulder, trying to convey to him with her facial expression not to ask the question she was afraid was coming.  “What is it?” 
 
    Aeligos climbed from the tub and started drying off.  Neither of them had managed to wash their wings well, but he seemed as pleased to be freshly bathed as she was.  “Do you plan to remarry once Grakin dies?” 
 
    Kari looked down, closed her eyes, and sighed.  That was a question she had avoided for months.  What did she plan to do once Grakin was gone?  She had family to help her raise the children, but with the duties of her position – especially if she became Avatar of Vengeance – she’d need a lot more than help.  The children needed a father, but Kari honestly wasn’t sure what was to be done about that.  Closing in on forty years old, and as a mother of two, she just didn’t think she would be very tempting to suitors.  Here I am, a middle-aged woman with two children by another man.  Oh, and I have a tendency to get sent on life-threatening missions all the time.  Who’s going to be interested in a date, or anything besides casual sex? 
 
    She sighed again and worked to calm her nerves.  “Did you have to bring this up now?” 
 
    “Well, we’re already talking about Grakin being concerned about you,” he answered semi-defensively.  He approached Kari silently and laid a hand on her shoulder.  “Trust me, this isn’t something I want to talk about, but he’s having trouble bringing it up with you himself.  He’s worried about you, Kari.  We all are.” 
 
    Kari tried to pull herself together, but the tears wouldn’t be denied.  She sniffled as they fled down her cheeks.  This was not what she wanted to think about or deal with, not out here on a mission.  She had to focus on defeating Annabelle, putting a stop to the vampire’s reign of terror, and possibly driving away Zaliskower in the process.  She was dealing with Grakin’s dying as best she could, but out here in the field, she couldn’t spare the emotions or thoughts on it.  There was too much at stake.  And yet her emotions overrode her thinking. 
 
    Aeligos turned her around to pull her into an embrace.  All she wanted in that moment was to feel the warmth of Sakkrass holding her, but her brother-in-law would have to suffice.  “I can’t deal with this right now,” she said quietly over his shoulder. 
 
    “Kari, you should…” 
 
    “Aeligos, no,” she snapped, the sorrow diving for cover under her fury.  “If we go out there to fight Annabelle and I’m thinking about who’s going to help me raise my children, I’m going to die, and then Grakin’s going to be wondering the same thing.  I cannot deal with this right now.  We’ll see to it after the mission is done.  But for now, drop it.” 
 
    “All right,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “Get dressed.  The last partner I had sex with during a mission ended up as a vampire.  That’s not going to happen again.  We need to focus.” 
 
    Aeligos chuckled, and Kari’s fury finally cooled off a bit.  She could see he was still concerned.  “So our plan is basically to recruit a dragon or two, rally the Red Mask, and overrun the place?” he asked. 
 
    “More or less,” she answered, finally tying the robe so it sat modestly, if ridiculously.  “Right now, we need to ask Peri if she knows whether Ashurinax the Black still lives in the land of the elves.  He’s a black dragon, but he and I became friends – long story.  If he still lives there, we can either ask him to help us, or at least help us get in touch with Alamarise.  Assuming he and Alamarise don’t hate each other.  I have no idea about the politics between dragons.” 
 
    “What about the dragon riders you mentioned?  Is there anything to that, or did it just make you think of recruiting a dragon to help?” 
 
    Kari shrugged and waited for Aeligos to finish getting his robe on the same way she had.  He managed to fold his wings tight enough to his back to lay the robe over them, though it would still be obvious what he was even at first glance.  “I figure if there’s anything to the legends, one of the dragons that lives here on Terrassia must know about it.  I’m not sure how old Ashurinax is, but stories about Alamarise go back centuries, and Fireblade is fairly old, too, from what I understand.  Not that we’ll be asking her for help, mind you.” 
 
    “That’s the red one you fought?” 
 
    They left the room and headed down to the commons.  “Yes.  We killed her mate and one of her children.  There were five of them at the time.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you engaged five red dragons,” he said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “We didn’t.  We engaged one, then we found out there were more.  Well, we knew there were more, but we thought we’d caught one of them alone.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me all about it some time,” he said hopefully. 
 
    “Maybe on the road to Laeranore or wherever we go next.  Oh good, it looks like Peri got our message.” 
 
    The elf looked up at the poorly-robed rir, but Kari made a subtle gesture for her to not get up and greet them.  The druidess waited until Kari and Aeligos reached the table before she stood and addressed them formally.  “Greetings.  I understand you wished to speak with me?” 
 
    Kari bowed toward her stiffly.  She had no idea if anyone recognized her and Aeligos; the innkeeper didn’t seem to when they arrived.  Perhaps serilian-rir were more common here, and the inn saw a lot of them pass through.  Whatever the case, Kari simply hoped word would not get back to Annabelle and Zaliskower too quickly that they had returned to Solaris.  “Yes, my lady.  Would you mind coming to one of the private booths to speak?” 
 
    Kari gestured toward one of the partitioned booths with a closeable door, and the elf preceded them inside.  “What is with the deception, my friends?” she asked once the doors were closed.  Partition or no, they kept their voices down to avoid eavesdroppers. 
 
    “We’re trying to make sure Annabelle and the dragon don’t know we’ve returned here,” Kari explained.  “We were captured, and barely escaped with our lives.  As it stands, we’ve lost most of our equipment and money.” 
 
    “Well, I can at least help you re-equip yourselves,” Peri offered.  “I am certain the Queen would be partial to your cause, and would gladly help outfit you on our account.  I sense, however, that there is more to this situation; how were you captured?” 
 
    “They spotted us somehow,” Kari said, but she waved off the elf’s blushing.  “It wasn’t your blessing; that did its job pretty well.  I think we just got too close to that dragon, and he came out and…I don’t even know, breathed some kind of darkness on us, and we woke up in what I can only describe as oblivion, if not hell.” 
 
    Peri listened with wide eyes, and Kari continued, “We had the opportunity to try to kill Annabelle, but that dragon is simply too much for us.  I can protect us from his breath, but that just turns any fight into a physical melee, which we weren’t equipped to handle.  Certainly not against a dragon, even if he was grounded.  I wanted to ask you if Ashurinax the Black still lives in Laeranore?” 
 
    “Ashurinax?  Oh, not for some years now.  While my people were never fond of him, and in fact quite distrustful of the onyx drake, we left him be after you secured his promise to bring us no harm.  However, as I understand it, he left our lands not too many years after you left us.  I do not believe he even lives upon Terrassia anymore, though it is difficult to be certain.  Dragons are reclusive in the best of times.” 
 
    Kari had to wonder if Ashurinax was even still alive, or how she could find out.  “What about the silver, Alamarise?  What do your people know of him?” 
 
    “Alamarise is an interesting specimen.  It is recounted among our tales that he was once a mount to what your people called dragon riders,” she explained, pausing for just a moment when Kari and Aeligos exchanged raised brows and smiles.  “According to the legends, his rider was killed in battle, and Alamarise became a bit of a pacifist after that, watching events unfold from his cloud castle, but generally refusing to become directly involved.  He is very rarely seen these days, though there was a time when his great radiant form could be seen flying high overhead, keeping vigil over our island.” 
 
    “A pacifist, eh?” Aeligos said, rubbing his chin.  “Kari, how good are you at apologizing?  We may have to ask your old friend Fireblade for help.” 
 
    “Most inadvisable!” Peri objected, apparently missing Aeligos’ sarcasm.  “The Mistress of the Fiery Sky is volatile at the best of times.  Given your history with her…”  She paused, and Kari realized she had almost said Lady Vanador.  Though it was possible anyone listening in on them would know who Peri was speaking to, it was best to be cautious anyway.  “Well, let us just say that should you go to her to beseech her for help, you likely will not have to worry about Annabelle or Zaliskower any longer.” 
 
    “Trust me, I have no intentions of asking that one for anything,” Kari said with a chuckle.  “We can at least talk to Alamarise.  The worst he can say is No, and all it costs us is a bit of time.  Our time is valuable, but not so much that we should pass up the opportunity to recruit a dragon to our cause.  That just leaves the trouble of getting up to his home to see him, or calling him down here to speak to us.  I don’t suppose you could…” 
 
    “I am afraid not,” the druidess answered preemptively.  “However, there are tales of a portal that leads to his cloud-borne home.  Normally I would never speak of such a thing to an outsider, but you are an elf-friend, practically a daughter of Laeranore in your own right.  I will share what we know, but I can make no guarantees that you are admitted to his home, much less that he will grant you the aid you need.” 
 
    “Just point us in the right direction, that’s all I ask,” Kari agreed. 
 
    “This portal is located somewhere among the DragonFire Mountains, as your people call them.  It is within sight of the lair of the Mistress of the Fiery Sky, but remains hidden within a shallow cave.  I wish I could tell you more, but these are considered little more than tales among our people; if any possess specific directions to the portal or have personally met with the great silver dragon, I know nothing of it.  I hope this is of help to you.  Now, would you like me to forward a request to the Queen for the aid of the Spearguard or the Arborean Guard in fighting Annabelle?” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that, but I have to think there will be too much…politicking between your people and your neighboring kingdoms for them to get to Fort Sabbath in anything like a timely manner,” Kari said. 
 
    Aeligos chuckled, and after considering the demonhunter’s words, Peri did so as well.  “You are likely quite right on that,” she agreed.  “I will pass along the request nonetheless.  At worst, you lose nothing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kari said. 
 
    “Let us then see to your logistical needs, that you may get on the road again as soon as possible.  Give me until the morrow to arrange for an outfitter to agree to do the work on the account of the elven people.  If the Queen cannot aid you militarily, then she will be only too happy to do so financially.” 
 
    With the new information and a plan in place, they broke up their meeting.  Peri left to return to the keep, where she could arrange for Kari and Aeligos to be equipped.  The rogue and the demonhunter shared a filling dinner and a couple of drinks, then retired to their room.  As she requested, the servants refilled the tub with fresh, steamy water, and Kari set to washing her undergarments and armor as best she could for the following day.  Aeligos joined her, kneeling across the tub from her. 
 
    “So, tell me a story,” he said, and Kari looked up at him.  “You keep hinting at all these adventures you’ve had with dragons.  So tell me about one of them.  Better yet, tell me about Fireblade and how you ended up tangling with her.” 
 
    “She’s a great fighter, I’ll tell you that much,” Kari said with a sigh.  “You know I used to travel with Saint Bakhor and her group, right?  Well, Fireblade and her brood started to get out of hand when her young were coming of age.  They were attacking travelers, flocks, just about anything that crossed the plains too close to their mountains.  It wasn’t that unusual, but the attacks were happening a lot more frequently as she trained her young to hunt.” 
 
    “We studied them for a long time before we tried attacking.  I knew a good deal about dragons and fighting them from Suler – but I don’t know where he learned, so I can’t tell you.  We had a young ranger in our group as well, and waited out their winter cycle before we made our move.  Dragons are most commonly active in the warmer months, and sleep more during the winter.  So when spring came around, we were ready to put our plans into action.” 
 
    “The rights to the first hunt go to the eldest male, which was Fireblade’s mate.  As far as we had figured out, their brood consisted of Fireblade, her mate, and three young.  When her mate came out for his first hunt, we ambushed him near a lake in the mountains, assuming he would go there to drink after his first kill of the season.  And our ranger friend, Suzette, was correct.  One of my friends, dressed like a mining prospector, lured the dragon under the trees, where his ability to take flight would be limited, and that’s where we ambushed him.” 
 
    “I severed his hamstrings on the left flank, and Carly’s mate, Hrothgar, severed the ones on his right.  He nearly ate Carly, but…well, you should have seen it.  She wielded this sledgehammer she called Mallet, and crushed the end of the dragon’s snout with it.  I’ve never seen anything like it again.  That woman was beyond fearless.  When the dragon recoiled, his attention on the wrong person, I groined him.  He tried to run, but he lost so much blood in the first minute, it turned the shore of the lake red.  Hrothgar drove a spear through the dragon’s eye while it lay dying, but then the others arrived.” 
 
    “How did you deal with four dragons at once?” Aeligos asked, enraptured, his loincloth hanging limply from his hand in the water while he listened. 
 
    “Well, like I said, three of them were young.  We used the elder dragon’s corpse as a defensive structure, hiding from fiery breath under his wing and forcing the others to attack from only one side.  Fireblade was crafty, and a great fighter, but Carly channeled the Beast’s power to deflect that fiery breath, and after taking a solid hit from that sledgehammer, she thought twice about fighting the priestess.  There was something special about that hammer, though I never knew what it was, exactly.  But between her divine power and that hammer, Carly was a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “Hrothgar, Suzette, and I managed to kill one of her young, and after bellowing out a cry that promised revenge, she took her other young and fled.  We didn’t go to their lair, though.  It was hard enough to fight a dragon under the best circumstances; to go fight Fireblade in her lair would’ve been a mistake.  We fell back into the shadows for a time, and it became clear they weren’t going to be as much of a problem anymore.  So we left well enough alone, and moved on to other things.” 
 
    “No wonder she hates you,” Aeligos said. 
 
    Kari shrugged.  “She brought it on herself.  There’s plenty to eat in the mountains and on the plains without attacking people.  You eat a cow or a bison, the herd’s going to miss them, sure, but that’s part of their life, and they accept it and move on.  But people?  You kill people, and more come to see what happened.  And if you kill those, even more come to put a stop to you.  It’s why I don’t understand someone like Taesenus; what’s his ultimate goal?  To die?” 
 
    Aeligos grunted at the mention of the Demon Prince’s name, but he nodded.  “Well said.” 
 
    “And that’s what I told King Koursturaux,” Kari said as they returned to their washing.  “She can conquer our world in theory, but we’re never going to stop fighting against her.” 
 
    They finished their laundering, and Kari got undressed and slipped into bed.  Aeligos got in beside her, kissed her chastely on the side of her snout, and lay on his side facing away from her.  Something tugged at her mind, and though Kari trusted him, she found she already couldn’t look at him the same way, knowing he loved her in more than just a brotherly sense.  And that made her quite sad. 
 
    Peri made good on her promise.  The next morning, Kari and Aeligos were able to work with an outfitter’s shop that had an attached smithy as well.  There they purchased quickly-tailored undergarments, fixes to the armor, proper belts and scabbards for their weapons, and all the sundries they needed for a trek.  It was going to cost a decent amount of money, and Kari was tempted to ask the local temple of Zalkar to pay for it.  She ultimately decided against that; for one thing, it might announce to her enemies where she was, and it might also come across as insulting to the elves after they volunteered their aid. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos were able to leave the city without any substantial attention, and they headed westward toward the Dragonfire Mountains.  It was going to take some time to get there, but Kari figured it couldn’t be helped.  They needed to make sure they were fully prepared to go back and take the fight to Annabelle and Zaliskower again.  That meant getting a dragon to help them, or at least give them some way of driving off his distantly-related, undead kin. 
 
    The mountains could be seen from some distance, which played tricks on the pair as they kept thinking they were getting closer.  It was almost as if the range was avoiding them, taunting them like a young child.  The plains were peaceful and quiet, awakening in the strong spring sun.  Kari pointed out various herds to her brother-in-law, some of the great ones coming to feast on the fresh spring grasses.  Aeligos was nervous that the presence of the herds might draw out the very red dragons they were hoping to avoid, but Kari doubted they’d come this far for food so early in the season. 
 
    After several days, they spotted a party of gnolls crossing the plains as well.  The hyena-folk noticed them from a distance and reacted defensively, but made no hostile moves toward the pair.  Kari was leery of interacting with the gnolls after her last encounter with the hyena-folk, but she realized these ones might have further information on things she had been hearing.  She hailed them from a good distance, making a gesture of open hands, and they stood their ground and allowed the demonhunter and rogue to approach. 
 
    As she drew closer, Kari could see these gnolls were different.  While they still had the same body styling as the ones farther north, including the canine shape of their legs, they were wearing hunters’ outfits.  They looked cleaner, more civilized, and their weaponry was efficient sets rather than haphazard.  Each had a bow across its back, a sword, a knife on each thigh, and used a spear as a walking staff that they leaned upon while waiting for Kari to come speak to them.  Their outfits were well-tended, and their fur didn’t appear matted or mangy like their northern cousins.  They could have almost passed for mallasti but for those legs. 
 
    One of them called out in their tongue, which still sounded a bit guttural like the others’, but perhaps more intelligent at the same time.  It regarded its companions, then tried again in the common trade tongue, “Keep your distance, travelers.  What business have you with us?” 
 
    Kari was impressed with its speech.  It still had a bit of a snarling accent in the common tongue, but its diction was pretty accurate.  Not to mention that it could speak her tongue, but she couldn’t say the same of its language, which she appreciated.  “We’ve heard talk of gnoll attacks in the north,” she said, leaving out her actual knowledge of it.  “We wanted to see what news you might have here in the south.” 
 
    The gnolls yapped back and forth in their language for a minute.  “Yes, something in the north is said to be capturing and enslaving our people.  Our tribes in the southlands have been taking in refugees, but their numbers are increasing, and we must expand our hunting grounds to properly provide for them.  It would not do to anger our luranar and kwarrasti neighbors, and our leaders seem hesitant to impose upon them.” 
 
    That’s interesting, Kari thought.  Have the gnolls in the south found peace, or something like it, with the wolf- and cat-folk? 
 
    “Where do you go, travelers?” one of the other gnolls asked. 
 
    “We’re headed to the mountains to speak with a dragon,” Kari answered. 
 
    The gnolls erupted into howls and laughter, and Kari wondered at their mirth.  “The only thing one says to a dragon is Ahhhhhhh,” one gnoll said, pantomiming running in terror. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos both laughed, but Kari considered what the gnolls had told her before that.  Something in the north was capturing and enslaving their people, but Kari was certain it wasn’t Annabelle or Zaliskower.  Something large and foul was afoot on Terrassia, and Kari believed it had to all be connected.  Someone or something planted the seeds of unrest, and they were sprouting from Aurun Ch’Gurra all the way across the continent to Dira Ch’Tori, from the badlands in the south as far north as Fort Sabbath, at least.  Defeating Annabelle and Zaliskower was Kari’s first duty, but she thought of something else. 
 
    It may be that you find your presence here in this place at this time is not simply to do the work of your deity, but to witness his divine influence in some other area.  Keep your wits about you and do not overlook anything, Lady Vanador.  The ways of the gods are yet a mystery to us.  The words of the elven druidess rang in Kari’s ears again, but she made an effort not to get lost in thought with the gnolls before her. 
 
    “You do not really go to meet with the fire lizards of the peaks, do you?” they asked after the silence. 
 
    “Not the reds, no,” Kari answered.  “There is supposed to be another dragon that way, and we go to ask his help, or at least his advice.” 
 
    More chatter from the gnolls.  “There are no other dragons in the mountains that we have ever heard of.” 
 
    “Well, we were told it might be a fool’s errand, but we’re duty-bound to try anyway.” 
 
    The gnolls nodded with Kari’s assessment, and Aeligos addressed them.  “Don’t suppose you have any fresh game you’d be willing to trade?” 
 
    “A couple of wild prairie chickens, only good enough for our own dinner,” the one said, turning so they could see the birds hanging from his muscular back.  “No trade, sorry.” 
 
    “No worries,” Kari assured them with a wave of her hand.  The gesture seemed to make them uneasy, and she wondered if they thought she was a spellcaster.  “Are things fairly quiet in your homeland?” 
 
    The change of topic dispelled their anxiety.  “Peaceful, but busy.  Many come from the north, some with mates and pups,” said a third gnoll.  “If you go and see the luranar or kwarrasti, tell them of our troubles.  Our chiefs do not wish to ask for aid, but our people need it.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re headed that way, but if we do, I’ll keep your request in mind,” Kari said.  The gnolls thanked her and, seeing no further cause for discussion, they continued on in their hunt.  Kari directed them back eastward toward the herds she had seen, and the thankful hyena-folk picked up their pace and departed. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos finally reached the hilly terrain around the mountains after a couple more days.  Kari knew the way to the red dragons’ lair, and led Aeligos that way.  They picked their paths carefully, trying to stay out of the open and not draw too much attention.  The hills and the mountains were less sparsely populated than the plains had been, but there were herds of goats here and there.  Kari was sure there was more animal life around, and that it was just a lot more mindful of being spotted by dragons than the goats were.  She got the image of a goat headbutting a dragon in the rump in her mind, and chortled as she walked. 
 
    By the time the sun started to set, Kari found and pointed out the mountainside lair of the legendary Fireblade.  There was no indication whether the dragon was home or not, and Kari couldn’t help but check the sky in all directions just to be safe.  “Let’s give it as wide a berth as we can,” she said, “Peri said the portal is within sight of it.  So we can start actively looking for a shallow cave now.” 
 
    They searched for a couple of hours, but turned up little by the time the light failed.  Kari doubted they would find the cave with their night vision; shadows upon shadows played tricks on the eyes in low light.  Instead, they made a camp on the far side of a hill, out of sight of the red dragon lair.  They risked a fire, shared a meal, and chatted a bit about what direction to try the next morning.  There could be hundreds of caves in these crags, or none at all; they really had very little to go on, but they trusted that Peri’s information would eventually yield something.  In sight of the dragon lair in a shallow cave was bare-bones information, but it pointed to an arc of land and a particular feature, at least. 
 
    Kari laid out her bedroll and blanket and took a long sip from her canteen.  She smiled, thinking she would never take such little things for granted again.  Aeligos agreed to take the first watch since Kari was an early riser anyway, and she bedded down to get some sleep.  Her sleep was dreamless, which was odd for her, and she woke up when a bright light seeped through her eyelids. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked grumpily as she sat up. 
 
    “What’s that?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    Kari didn’t answer, sitting agape at the sight before her.  There it was again, that little ball of hovering light, pacing back and forth impatiently.  Kari looked across at Aeligos, and saw he was confused as to what woke her up.  “You don’t see this ball of light right here?” she asked. 
 
    “No, and that’s starting to make me nervous,” he said.  “This could be some sort of trap.” 
 
    “It saved us twice already,” Kari disagreed, and she turned back to the light.  “Are you an angel?  Can you tell me that, at least?” 
 
    She received no response.  The hovering sphere continued pacing back and forth, and Kari got the impression they were supposed to follow it.  She rose to her feet, folded her blanket, put away her bedroll, and got her things together.  Aeligos still looked confused, but he doused the fire and got his things in order to follow Kari.  Once they were both on their feet, the little wisp finally began to move away from them, and Kari fell into step behind it. 
 
    They followed the light for a while until it stopped, and Kari turned when she heard the heavy flap of wings, afraid Aeligos might have been right.  She saw the heavy silhouette of a great winged reptile land on the side of the peak where Fireblade’s lair was.  It looked around and then skulked into the shadows of the cave entrance, and Kari blew out a sigh of relief.  In a sense, she was amused to see that Fireblade looked around for trouble before she went into her home.  What sort of trouble kept a red dragon up at night? 
 
    At last they reached the side of a hill, and the light disappeared into the ground.  Kari waited for it to return, but it didn’t, and after a few minutes, she stepped forward and touched the side of the embankment.  Her hand passed through, and she looked over her shoulder at Aeligos, who was shocked.  He couldn’t see the light at all, so Kari figured to him, it must have looked like she just found the illusory wall by chance. 
 
    “That is some impressive illusion,” he said, putting a hand to his chin as he inspected the perfect blending with the hillside. 
 
    “Seems like something a dragon would do to hide the entrance to its lair.  Unless maybe it was looking for trouble like you-know-who,” Kari answered, gesturing toward Fireblade’s lair with her head. 
 
    She passed through the false wall, only a little wider and higher than a tall man.  Aeligos came through the illusory wall behind her, and both stared in wide-eyed awe at the shimmering, archway-encased portal tucked within.  Much like the portal that brought them back from the edge of oblivion or the gateway to Mehr’Durillia they’d destroyed in the syrinthian valley, this was an obvious means of shifting people from one place to another.  There was nothing that indicated it belonged to Alamarise or would take them to his lair, but it was what they had been looking for, at least. 
 
    Kari’s little guiding light paced back and forth before the portal.  Its mannerisms were so odd, almost like it was too impatient to be an angel.  Then Kari reminded herself that she knew nothing about angels, and that sometimes, she appeared to be a little slow to those around her.  “Thank you, whoever you are,” she said, and the light dimmed and then brightened, almost as if it had winked at her.  It disappeared, then, leaving the two in the darkness of the cave with only the barely-perceptible shimmer of the portal before them.  Kari and Aeligos exchanged a glance and then stepped through the portal. 
 
    They arrived on solid ground, but all around them was the foggy fluff of clouds.  It was cool and the air thinner up here, and the night sky was bright and expansive over them.  Kari’s jaw dropped as she beheld a giant castle with a front door large enough for a full-grown dragon to pass through. 
 
    “Mom is never going to believe this,” Aeligos said. 
 
    Kari laughed.  “I can hardly believe it.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XIV – The Cloud Dragon and the Oracle 
 
      
 
    Kari and Aeligos approached the castle doors.  There was something odd about the walls of the palace, almost as if they lacked substance.  It was difficult for Kari’s mind to comprehend, since she was standing on clouds as it was.  What sort of magic was this, that allowed something to not just live in the clouds, but build a castle among them and have guests?  She looked at her feet, shrouded in the foggy fluff, and was suddenly glad she couldn’t see the ground, however far below it was.  Wings or not, she was pretty sure that was a sight that would turn her stomach. 
 
    More impressive was the starry sky above, somehow even more majestic and awe-inspiring than it appeared from the ground.  Kari had never spent that much time considering the heavens above, even when lying under a blanket beneath the night sky as she traveled from place to place.  Somewhere out there, presumably, was Earth – the planet the humans had come from some three thousand years before, and somewhere, too, were Mehr’Durillia, Hrastiria, and an untold number of other worlds.  The bright bands of light that streaked through the heavens’ brilliant, sequined overcoat were nothing short of spectacular, and even with the weight of everything before her, Kari felt small, insignificant. 
 
    “Enter,” came a deep, resonating voice as the doors of the palace opened. 
 
    I wonder if the heavens make even a dragon feel that way, she thought. 
 
    Though night had fallen outside, the interior of the castle was brilliantly illuminated.  At first, Kari expected to see innumerable light sources to brighten it so, but as it turned out, there were actually few of them.  What multiplied and intensified their splendor were the gleaming scales of an immense silver dragon whose curled, sinuous form filled the majority of the castle’s open entry room.  Every inch of the dragon’s metallic scales reflected the light in little rainbows and sparkling hues, casting a mock starry sky upon the domed ceiling above.  His great head was adorned with ivory horns, dozens of them of varying lengths and thickness. 
 
    Kari paused just inside the doorway.  While it appeared there were other parts of the palace that might accommodate humanoid visitors, the entire center section was one big, open room.  Alamarise filled the majority of it, though around its perimeter stood treasures and trophies of indescribable beauty and priceless value.  Sets of plate mail – some elven, some more traditionally human – stood at attention on mannequins.  Many of these also bore decorative and fascinating weapons.  Shields bearing unfamiliar coats of arms hung with crossed swords behind them at intervals along the walls. 
 
    The centerpiece of the grand hall – aside from the dragon residing in it, of course – was a set of polished plate armor with a winged helm and a great spear-headed lance clutched in the mannequin’s hand.  It was no more impressive than any of the other sets of armor or weapons about the room – less so than the elven, to Kari’s eye – but it held some great value to the elder silver dragon.  Its central location and prominence said that clearly. 
 
    The eyes of the great wyrm watched his guests as they inspected his domicile.  Deep purple with slit pupils, his eyes showed a great many things at first glance: wisdom, warmth, respect.  Kari might have even said hope if someone asked what she saw; was the dragon aware of why they had come?  Had he expected them, or at least expected someone to come and ask for his help with Zaliskower after all these years?  He was said to be a pacifist, but the armor and weapons around the room made Kari wonder if the people of Terrassia had him all wrong. 
 
    “Greetings, noble Alamarise,” Kari said, sweeping into a respectful bow that Aeligos mimicked. 
 
    The dragon lifted his great head and stared down at them.  It was a little unnerving to have something so large and powerful gaze down at them like they were insignificant, even if his gaze said he didn’t see them as such.  “Welcome, Lady Karian Vanador,” Alamarise intoned, his deep voice rumbling like thunder through his cloud-top palace.  “They are indeed strange times when someone I knew of several mortal lifetimes ago once again walks the world, and comes to visit me in my very home.  I welcome you to my abode.  You honor me with your presence.” 
 
    Kari was surprised at that.  “I am honored to visit your home, mighty dragon.” 
 
    He chuckled, a deep rumble in his lower throat.  “And what of you, young man?” he asked, fixing his amethyst gaze upon Aeligos. 
 
    “Frankly, I am a bit awestruck,” the rogue said.  “You are the first dragon I have ever come face to face with, my lord.  I am Aeligos Tesconis, and I consider it an honor and a privilege to stand in your presence.” 
 
    Alamarise crossed his front legs and looked a bit puffed up by the flattery.  Kari had to stifle a laugh, but Aeligos had done well.  It was always a good policy to lay it on a bit thick with dragons, and if Alamarise truly was the first one Aeligos had met, the rogue’s instincts hadn't failed him.  Still, dragons were very particular beings, and Kari understood that the initial flattery was only a part of the lengthy introductions that would be expected.  Dragons lived for centuries and millennia, and they were not given to casual relationships; when one was introduced to a dragon, the first impression was extremely important, both for dragon and acquaintance. 
 
    “I’m honored that you know of me, but most of what I’ve heard of you has been tales and rumors,” Kari said.  “We would be honored to hear of your name and deeds in your own words.” 
 
    Alamarise turned his head and gazed at Kari through a single purple eye.  “You know of the ways of my kind, it would seem.  This must be due to your relationship with Ashurinax the Black, yes?”  Kari gave an over-exaggerated nod, more of a bow of the head.  “I am called Alamarise, the Cloud Dragon, the Untarnished Winter Wyrm, the Coldbringer, and the Lord of the Morning Skies.  I am also called, by some of your people, a Veteran of the Apocalypse.  And lastly, I am the former mount to the honorable Sir Mitchell Steinbeck.” 
 
    Kari glanced at the suit of armor that had the honored place in the center of the great hall.  She pointed at it, and the massive dragon nodded.  “That is Sir Steinbeck’s armor, gifted to me when the great knight flew his last sortie with me.  I have borne other riders in my lifetime, but none so dedicated, gracious, or compassionate.” 
 
    “So the legends of the dragon-riders are true?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Indeed they are, though the tales told these days grow further and further from the truth,” he answered, reversing the crossing of his clawed front feet.  “It was a tradition brought here from the far west, on the island of Tsalbrin and the western coast of Dannumore in the early ages of your peoples’ history.  Oh yes, there are still dragon-riders amongst the bah’qitur of Dannumore to this day.  When the elves came here from Tsalbrin, they brought the ancient ways of the bah’qitur with them, though our kind have never prospered here, so keeping the traditions alive was impossible.” 
 
    There were elves on Tsalbrin, Kari thought.  I knew it.  How long did the czarikk keep the knowledge of their language after the elves left? 
 
    “Do you still have a rider?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    “No, young one.  A dragon of my size does not make a suitable mount.  Dragon-riders are bonded with and assigned to younger dragons.  As I understand it, it teaches the young dragons respect and humility, and once they grow to a certain size, they are released to return to our kind.  At least, that is how things are handled on Dannumore.  I have a much different history with the tradition, and have borne only one rider in these last several centuries.” 
 
    He paused, and Kari expected he didn’t want to reveal that if he had stopped there.  “Is Ashurinax still alive?  Do you know anything about him or where he’s gone to?” she asked to change the subject a bit. 
 
    “He left Terrassia many years ago for other skies,” Alamarise answered.  “He is not dead.  I have not had any contact with him in decades, but I have heard of him through secretive but reliable sources.  As I understand it, if he wants to be found, you will find him.  Otherwise, you should respect his wishes.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “You said you’re a veteran of the Apocalypse?” 
 
    “Some of your people call me by that honorific.  Others call me coward, pacifist, or other choice names I shall not repeat in polite company.  You must understand, I am not young, even by the standards of my kind.  I have been fighting for the majority of my life.  I choose now to spend my time waiting and watching, aiding where I am required, but otherwise enjoying what life has to offer one of my age.  I did not involve myself directly in the Apocalypse, but when the demon king Arku invaded my homeland, I was forced to intervene.  However, I was still hesitant to act until…” 
 
    He paused again, then looked toward what Kari suspected was the north, though what that gesture meant, she wasn’t sure.  He continued, “Until I heard his call.  The king of the luranar, Kalamaris Talvorus, called upon me to bear him into combat.  If you are wondering at our names being so similar, it is no coincidence.  I cannot explain it, but there was a connection between us, and I felt honor-bound to bear this noble paladin into battle against the demon king.  Alas, though I fought beside him and his allies, he fell in combat.  He and his people achieved victory, but at great cost; some of them attributed the victory to me, while others assigned me the blame for the great cost.  So yes, I am a veteran of the Apocalypse; make of it what you will.” 
 
    “I call you a brother-in-arms,” Kari said.  “Your reasons are your own.” 
 
    The dragon bowed his head graciously, then turned his attention to Aeligos.  “I know of the deeds of your companion quite well, most especially her efforts against the mighty Fireblade.  Would you care to speak of yourself, young one?” 
 
    Aeligos scoffed, then put a hand to his mouth and shook his head.  “No, my lord.  Like you, I’m a veteran of the Apocalypse, but I think beside you and my sister-in-law here, the things I have done in my life pale in comparison.  I am honored to aid Kari where I can, but when it comes to personal achievements, I fall quite short of her mark.” 
 
    Kari wanted to counter that, but bit it back.  “Humility, a trait lacking in so many would-be heroes these days,” Alamarise said approvingly.  “I am suitably impressed.  You have honored me and yourselves.  Now that we have dispensed with formality, please, tell me what you require of me.” 
 
    “My lord, Zalkar the Unyielding, tasked me with putting the vampire Annabelle to rest,” Kari began to explain.  “She was my friend, almost like a sister, and even served as my partner for many months when she was rising through the ranks of our Order.  On her own, I’m sure I can best her, but as you probably know, she keeps company with another of your kind – the great black dragon Zaliskower, who–” 
 
    The dragon made a sound deep in his throat, and Kari stopped talking.  “A shell of one of my kind, just as Annabelle is a shell of one of your kind.  Lost, corrupted, and devoid of the grandeur or the honor of our kind, Zaliskower has become.  But forgive my interruption.” 
 
    “I’m not tasked with destroying Zaliskower, though I’d like to if I can manage it,” Kari continued.  “But I can’t fight both of them at once.  Either one is enough of a test; and I have to bring reinforcements just to deal with their minions.  What I would ask of you, my lord, is that you come and engage Zaliskower.  You don’t need to kill him or even fight him directly; if you can just keep him away from Annabelle and let me do my work, that alone might drive him off.” 
 
    The dragon considered her for a minute.  “No,” he said quietly, or at least as quietly as he could with that thunderous voice. 
 
    Kari was shocked; she expected he would at least think about it before turning her down flatly.  She thought about the people who called him a pacifist and coward, but was more of the mind that Zaliskower might be even more powerful than she had come to believe.  She wanted to give Alamarise the benefit of the doubt, but that still left her a bit disappointed.  “If that’s your decision, my lord, we will respect it.  If you could just show us the way back down, we won’t trouble you any further.” 
 
    He angled his head back as if suddenly seeing her for the first time.  “Hmmm?  Oh, you misunderstand,” Alamarise said, shifting his long reptilian body so that the light sparkled and blinded his guests temporarily.  “I was simply answering my own thoughts, not your question.  I will, of course, aid you, Lady Vanador.  However, I do not think this coming battle will be as straightforward as you believe.  If I may be so bold as to make a suggestion, there is an oracle in the southlands that I would like you to speak with first.  She is kwarrasti, and lives among the nomadic tribe of her people despite her exalted position.  Let us go and speak with her first, and see what she has to say on the matter.  Once we have her insight, we will rally these allies of yours and take the fight to our enemies.” 
 
    Aeligos leaned toward Kari.  “I’m thinking you’re not going to need me to talk anymore once you reach the rank of Avatar.” 
 
    Kari shoved his shoulder playfully.  “I’m concerned about time, great Alamarise; the kwarrasti are far to the south, if we’re truly above Emerald City.  But if you think it’s best to see the oracle first, we can make the time for it.  The wisdom of dragons is considered almost sacred even among our people.” 
 
    “It is better to make the time and suffer minor loss, than to rush in hastily and suffer a total failure,” he agreed.  “I could see by your reaction that you put little faith in the words of those who call themselves oracles.  This one will change your perceptions, I believe.” 
 
    “Where do we need to go?” Kari asked, not bothering to hide her smile. 
 
    “Just north of the Valley of the Luranar,” he answered.  “I will be happy to take you there by wing to shorten the journey.  But first, rest here the night, and we will depart at first light.  Be aware that first light comes a little earlier up here in my cloud-top home.” 
 
    Aeligos laughed.  “Seriously?” he blurted, and turned to Kari.  “We’re going to ride a dragon now?  Nobody’s going to believe any of this when we get back home.” 
 
    Kari laughed as well, and the crease of the dragon’s snout and the upturn of the corners of his reptilian mouth suggested he was smiling as well.  “You have guest quarters here, my lord?” 
 
    The dragon nodded that great head again.  “I do.  Olitasiniri will show you to the guest quarters, and see to your needs should you be hungry.” 
 
    A miniscule drake flew into the great room, seemingly at the sound of his name, and came to hover before Kari and Aeligos.  “If you would follow me,” he said, his voice much higher pitched than his master’s.  He was barely larger than a good-sized housecat, and his little wings beat quickly to keep him aloft.  He started off to the west toward one of the corridors. 
 
    “Good night to you, my lord,” Aeligos said to the dragon. 
 
    “Rest you well.  Tomorrow may be a long day for you, my friends.” 
 
    Kari and Aeligos were shown to a massive bedchamber, and opted to share it, which seemed to come as a shock to their guide.  He made no protests, however, and left for only a short time.  He returned followed by a captivating sight: an invisible, ethereal essence carried a tray of foodstuffs aloft, and set it down for the pair to eat.  Kari wasn’t sure where the food came from, much less what had carried it, but she wasn’t about to ask irrelevant questions.  She and Aeligos shared the meal, and then the bed for the night. 
 
    Dawn came early up in the clouds, just as Alamarise had suggested.  Kari was used to getting up at odd hours anyway, on the wrong side of the world twice over.  She found there was already breakfast in their room when she woke up.  She surmised that Alamarise informed his servants that Aeligos said he was Kari’s brother-in-law, so the dragon expected little chance of romance happening between them. 
 
    Kari woke Aeligos and they shared the meal and got ready to leave.  The palace was a glowing maze of crystalline halls when they left their room, and Kari understood the strange form of its walls the night before.  It was a crystal palace, reflecting and refracting light in stunning, incredible patterns.  The walls of their chamber had been opaque, allowing them the darkness to sleep, but the rest of the palace was an arena for the glory of the sun’s light. 
 
    Alamarise was waiting for them in the great hall, already saddled and ready to go.  The double leather seat was affixed to the base of his long, sinuous neck, and Kari could see at just the first glance that what he’d said the night before was true.  While flying into battle on the back of a dragon was imposing and impressive in any situation, there was no way for a warrior to fight effectively from that position on a mount of Alamarise’s size, and the likelihood that a dragon needed the guidance and direction of a person when fully grown seemed negligible. 
 
    “Come, my friends, climb up and we shall be off.  It will take us some time to reach the lands of the kwarrasti, but I suspect we can arrive there by the evening,” the great dragon said, and he laid down and curled his neck to make it easier for them to mount up. 
 
    “By evening…?” Kari muttered.  Emerald City was a long way from the badlands; for Alamarise to carry them that far in a day meant he would be flying at incredible speeds. 
 
    Kari helped Aeligos into his seat first, and they got him strapped in.  There were safety harnesses and belts to keep them firmly seated.  Aeligos helped Kari get strapped in when she sat in front of him, and then Alamarise’s great head curled around to look at them.  “Take care not to spread your wings when I am in flight, lest you be torn from your seat or, at the least, severely injured.  I do hope you have dressed warmly enough.” 
 
    With that, the double doors of the castle swung open, and the massive dragon got to his feet and padded out onto the cloud.  Kari was tempted to ask him how he had made it so they could walk on the clouds, but that would require sitting and talking.  They were working against time, so she kept her questions to herself.  There would be plenty of time for such questions once Annabelle and Zaliskower were defeated. 
 
    Alamarise fell through the cloud without warning, and Kari’s stomach jumped up into her throat.  It was all she could do to keep her breakfast down as they plummeted and the dragon gained considerable speed from the dive.  He leveled out and gave a few deafening flaps of his expansive wings.  It took Kari a few minutes to get used to breathing the lighter, fast-moving air, but Alamarise continued to lose altitude, and brought them down to a more suitable level of the atmosphere.  Kari wrapped her cloak about her, and a glance over her shoulder showed Aeligos was probably even more affected by the cold. 
 
    The ground below raced by at dizzying speed.  The forests whipping past gave a physical gauge of just how fast they were traveling, and they dropped away, turning to plains after several hours.  Kari was hungry, and she needed to stop and take a break, but she kept her mouth closed.  They were concerned with speed first and foremost, and she didn’t want to interrupt the dragon in flight. 
 
    Fortunately, he expected they would need to stop, and he landed near a river to take a drink himself.  Kari and Aeligos were able to have lunch and take care of everything else, and soon they were back in flight.  It was a little more difficult for Alamarise to take flight from the ground, but once he was airborne, he picked up speed quickly with his powerful wings.  Even before the sun began to set, the plains gave way to the rockier, more arid place generally called the Badlands. 
 
    The dragon gained altitude again, and took them high enough that they could see much farther into the Badlands.  “See the green on the horizon there?” he called back to them, his deep, powerful voice strong enough to outdo the rush of wind.  “That is the Valley of the Luranar.  We are not headed that far south, but I will bank now toward the west, and bring you to the home of the kwarrasti.  Please be aware that you should not dismount until they have come to inspect you.  I am recognized as friendly to their people, but you will require an introduction.” 
 
    They reached the kwarrasti lands a short while later, and the great silver dragon landed on the edge of an expansive camp.  The kwarrasti were nomadic, so they lived in easily-collapsed tents and teepees, not unlike the czarikk or even the mallasti.  The dragon drew a great deal of interest from the cat-folk, which only multiplied when they saw that he had passengers.  A handful of hunters approached, and it was not lost on Kari that they were all female. 
 
    “Greetings, noble kwarrasti.  I bring you guests: Lady Karian Vanador and her brother-in-law, Aeligos Tesconis,” Alamarise said amicably.  He laid down and allowed the hunters to come touch him on his snout. 
 
    “Approach,” one of the hunters commanded, gesturing for Kari to dismount. 
 
    The demonhunter did as instructed, and stood at attention before the female kwarrasti.  The variety among the catfolk was astounding, some of them resembling the great cats of the wild, while others had features more like what Kari would call, for lack of a better term, more housecat-like.  The woman who addressed her was a pleasant tannish color, with lighter tones across her chin and belly.  She wore a hunter’s outfit in similar colors, the better to camouflage when out on patrol, but it showed off her arms and legs and the banded, ticked fur upon them, as well as her tail.  Her eyes were a deep green, full of intensity, but also wonder at the presence of the dragon. 
 
    What was truly fascinating about this huntress, however, was her companion: a massive black panther that regarded the guests with wise green eyes.  If Kari didn’t know better, she might have suspected that the black cat was a shape-changed druid. 
 
    “Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, by his grace,” she introduced herself. 
 
    The kwarrasti hunter looked at her sideways.  “You wear no tags to identify yourself?  This is most unusual for one of your hunters.” 
 
    “They were stolen from me by a vampire,” Kari explained. 
 
    The cat-woman simply stared at her.  Soon moments turned into a minute, and Kari wondered what she was thinking.  “I see.  The queen will no doubt wish to speak with you if you have come among us during a hunt.  I am Rhiannon al’Morinh, First Huntress of the Queen’s Royal Guard.  My companion is Lindi.” 
 
    “Rhiannon?” Kari repeated.  “The same one who traveled with Danilynn Stahlorr, Elias Sorivar, Tormaar, and Jori-an Stormrider?” 
 
    “Indeed.  Have they all broken their vows to Jason Bosimar, then?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but it’s a long story.” 
 
    “One that can wait until you have met the Queen, then,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    “They are not here to see your queen, First Huntress,” Alamarise said, the booming of his voice drawing even more attention.  “They are here to see the Oracle.” 
 
    That finally cracked the serious yet impassive gaze of the kwarrasti hunter.  “The Oracle?  Then you are here on account of something dire.  Very well, come then.  I will take you to the Oracle, and we shall see if she has something to say to you.” 
 
    The First Huntress turned to lead Kari further into the camp, but she waited until Aeligos dismounted and followed.  The other kwarrasti stayed near the dragon.  Some seemed amazed at the massive creature, while others acted as though they had seen him before.  The black panther took a minute to sniff Aeligos, and the rogue made no move while the cat inspected him.  Soon enough, Lindi returned to her mistress’ side, and once Aeligos came up beside Kari, she hurried to catch up with Rhiannon. 
 
    “The Oracle, is it a person or is it a spirit?” Kari asked. 
 
    “That is the subject of much debate even among our people,” the huntress said with a touch of humor in her expression.  “While she is kwarrasti in appearance, she is venerated as a spirit among our people.  This is a rare and nearly unprecedented honor: for one among the living to be revered as a spirit like our ancestors.  But it has long been known that she possesses the second sight, and that she acts as a conduit for the wisdom of the ancients.” 
 
    “Second sight?” Aeligos asked, and he nudged Kari.  “I wonder if she’s empathic or telepathic, like Sonja.” 
 
    Rhiannon glanced at him over her shoulder.  “No, much more than that.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of an oracle or two in my lifetimes,” Kari said to Aeligos more than their kwarrasti liaison.  “Always figured they were fakes.  I’ve always been suspicious of things like prophecy and fortune-telling.” 
 
    Rhiannon stopped and turned around quickly.  She didn’t look angry, but the intensity in her eyes bore into Kari with a smoldering impatience.  “What the Oracle does is neither fortune-telling nor any sort of sideshow, as my old companion Eli would have said.  She is a direct link to the spirit realm, and if she has something to say to you, you would do well to consider her words before you take action.” 
 
    Kari made an apologetic gesture.  “I wasn’t suggesting she’s a fake, just that the ones I’ve heard about or had some sort of interaction with in my lives haven’t seemed authentic.  If she is a true oracle, I’m more than a little intrigued to hear her advice.” 
 
    “How long has she lived among your people?” Aeligos asked.  Kari got the impression he was trying to change the subject and mood. 
 
    “She has far outlived her generation.  I believe she has seen nearly two hundred summers, if not more,” the huntress answered, leading them farther through the encampment.  “When she is asked, she simply says that she will move on when she has accomplished her purpose, but she gives no indication what that purpose is, or when she expects to fulfill it.” 
 
    The First Huntress went quiet when not pressed with questions.  They traveled to the far edge of the kwarrasti village, where a solitary teepee stood apart from the others.  It had its own good-sized firepit, separate from the communal one they’d passed in the village center.  The white walls of the teepee were decorated with glyphic designs, and though Kari didn’t recognize any of them, she remembered the function of similar ones in the city of Rulaj on Mehr’Durillia.  The demonhunter expected an aura of foreboding or power to hang about the place, but aside from a gentle breeze, the sound of insects, and the scent of the open plains, there was nothing in the air at all.  She tried not to think about it, but she couldn’t help wondering already if this oracle would turn out to be a fake. 
 
    Rhiannon called out in the kwarrasti language, and Kari was amazed at how it, too, was somewhat like beshathan.  It flowed with a purr-like grace, and Kari could hear the inflection of respect and reverence even in the foreign words.  After a moment, the tent flap was lifted, and out stepped something Kari had never seen before.  She was kwarrasti, but had the coat and markings of a black leopard, ashen fur accentuated with darker spots.  Like Rhiannon, she had deep green eyes, but though the huntress had said the Oracle was around two hundred years old, there was no sign of this woman being older than Kari or Aeligos.  She was tall, muscular like the great cat she resembled, but had the bearing of wisdom and grace about her. 
 
    “The Great Spirit said you would come.”  The Oracle made a gesture that was welcoming and yet unsettling to Kari in some way.  The demonhunter had expected such a trite beginning to any conversation with a so-called Oracle, but she worked to keep any judgment from her face. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, Aeligos Tesconis, this is Kimlerin Chinchala, the Oracle,” Rhiannon said to introduce them all. 
 
    “Chinchala?” Kari repeated.  Aeligos snorted a laugh but apologized quickly.  The cat-folk didn’t seem offended, but it was possible they simply hid their feelings better. 
 
    “Yes.  The old king is my father by way of adoption,” Kimlerin said.  Aeligos looked embarrassed now, and it dawned on Kari why he’d laughed in the first place.  “Is the great silver dragon with you?” 
 
    “Yes, he brought us here,” the demonhunter answered.  In the back of her mind, she found herself thinking, Why did she have to ask me if she’s an oracle?  All right, enough with the sarcasm; if she can hear thoughts like Koursturaux can, this is going to be a short meeting. 
 
    The black leopard nodded her head.  “Then it is as the spirits foresaw.”  She turned to Rhiannon then.  “Thank you, child.  Attend to the wishes of the Queen, and they will see you again after nightfall.  For now, I would speak with our guests privately.” 
 
    “As you wish, Exalted One,” the huntress said, and she departed. 
 
    Kimlerin held open the flap to her tent and gestured Kari and Aeligos in.  They ducked in and took seats around the central, more personal firepit.  Kimlerin came in behind them and shocked Kari with a sudden, loud clap of her hands.  Immediately a fire sprung up in the pit, and the Oracle took down a rattle and began shaking it, occasionally bumping it against her other palm.  It was precisely the type of theatrics Kari expected, but she tried to keep an open mind.  She had learned much of different gods and systems of belief in recent years, and she had no reason to believe this was any less genuine than her own deity’s practices. 
 
    The Oracle took a seat across from her guests, gazing into the fire for several minutes without sound or motion.  “The spirits say much concerning you,” she offered, turning her green eyes onto the demonhunter.  “The eyes of much of Creation are upon you, from the spirits to the demon kings, and even to an angel that follows you closely.” 
 
    “An angel?” Kari echoed.  “I keep seeing this floating light that guides me, but Aeligos hasn’t seen it at all.  Is it possible that’s the angel?” 
 
    “It is quite possible.  However, know that even the spirits do not see with perfect clarity regarding these current events.  Not all is as it seems, most especially where you are concerned.  Your entire focus revolves around a single goal, of conquering an old foe, yet this goal is not as simple as you believe, nor will the consequences be.” 
 
    Always in riddles, Kari mused.  “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I suggest that we first get to know one another.  You are not who you appear to be.  You have been living a lie these past years, one that you must come to terms with before you will be prepared to face your enemies on their ground.”  She turned to Aeligos as if noticing him for the first time.  “What part you will play, the spirits are unclear about; you have the potential to do both great good and great harm.  It will all depend upon whether you are where you want to be, or where you need to be.” 
 
    Aeligos sighed and glanced at Kari.  “So how did you end up being adopted by Celigus?” he asked, turning back to the Oracle. 
 
    Kimlerin bobbed her head.  “I see: you wish to know the truth about me before you will believe the truth about yourself.  This is acceptable.  As you were told by the First Huntress, I was born with what my people call the second sight.  Despite how much it may seem they revere such a gift, they are actually quite frightened by it, and I was left to die by the side of the river when I was scant days old.” 
 
    Kari was horrified, and she made no effort to hide it.  Kimlerin smiled softly and waved a hand casually.  “Do not judge our people too harshly.  Just as much as they succumb to fear, they believe in fate, and that if the gift was given willingly, the spirits would rescue me in some way.  And so it was: I was discovered by the invading demon king Celigus Chinchala, who took pity on a helpless child and raised her as his own.  Know that I was raised as much by the spirits as by my benefactor father, and so when I returned to my people, despite their trepidation, I was welcomed among them.  I serve now as their spiritual anchor and a guide to the lost who come to me, from anywhere.  I have far outlived my expected lifetime, and will continue to do so until I complete the task appointed to me by the Great Spirit.” 
 
    “Do you–” 
 
    “I have neither mate nor children, nor have I ever.  My focus is on the will of the Great Spirit alone, and all other considerations I have cast by the wayside.” 
 
    Kari looked at Aeligos, her brows raised.  “So, who first?” 
 
    The rogue scoffed.  “You’re the important one,” he said, and Kari recognized he wasn’t just being modest.  She wanted to argue that he was no less important, but knew he wouldn’t agree, and that it was a pointless argument to make. 
 
    The demonhunter turned back to the Oracle, but before she could even say a word, the kwarrasti seer clapped her hands loudly again.  The fire turned purple, and even in its chaotic dance, Kari started to see shapes and figures.  “You said that I’ve been living a lie since I was resurrected,” Kari said, and the Oracle nodded.  “Tell me what you mean by that.” 
 
    “Behold the truth of things,” Kimlerin returned. 
 
    The tent around them disappeared, and Kari took in her surroundings.  They were in a meadow high up on a mountainside, and she saw that Aeligos was with her.  Kimlerin was nowhere to be seen, so Kari homed in on a thin plume of smoke rising from farther along the meadow.  They approached a large house nestled on the hillside, a breathtaking wall of rising, spectacular, majestic mountains behind it.  The area to the side of the home was flattened out.  There was a massive forge there, and as they closed the distance, a great red bull harmauth emerged from the house and walked to the forge. 
 
    Kari recognized what they were seeing, though not why.  This had to be the Arcadian Highlands, a part of the Celestial Realm, and where the mighty harmauth smith Terx made his abode.  She had never visited Terx’ home while she was alive; this had to be a glimpse of things she had seen, heard, and done when she was dead.  Kari wondered if the living a lie comment had something to do with her scimitars, which were forged by the harmauth “turncoat,” and if that further had something to do with the swords rejecting Annabelle. 
 
    “Lord Terx,” Kari called as they reach the forge, but the harmauth paid them no mind. 
 
    “Kari, is that…is that you?” Aeligos asked, tugging her wing. 
 
    She turned and looked, and balked when she saw a perfect duplicate of herself emerge from the house.  She was dressed in a white robe, a stark contrast to the smooth blackness of her skin.  Kari tried to keep in mind that what she was seeing was a vision, though now she wasn’t sure if it was of the past or the future.  She leaned toward it being the past; after all, the Oracle had said she’d been living a lie all these years, which pointed to something she’d either forgotten or misunderstood in her past.  She and Aeligos watched with rapt attention as the image of Kari sat on the harmauth’s workbench and conversed with him in some unknown language. 
 
    A bright white light descended down the mountainside, and the great ram “demon” smith stopped his work at its approach.  When the light reached the smith’s home, he bowed to it, as did Kari’s image.  The light began to coalesce and take a humanoid form, and Kari’s mouth dropped open when it became the perfect image of a male terra-dracon with long, deep blue hair and crystalline blue eyes.  This was none other than Gori Sensullu, the creator of Citaria, also called Arakiel by others – most notably the Mehr’Durillians.  Kari was watching an image of herself standing before her creator, and she then understood this was certainly the past; after all, Arakiel was dead. 
 
    “Master,” Kari’s image said, bending down upon one knee.  They still spoke that other language, but Kari now found that she could understand them.  Was this the same blessing that had accompanied Sakkrass’ visit to the czarikk village on Tsalbrin? 
 
    “I have a request of you,” he said. 
 
    It was the first time Kari had ever heard her creator’s voice, and tears ran from her eyes without warning.  It was like someone strumming the very strings of her heart and soul in perfect tune.  Even in this dream, this vision, she recognized the voice of her maker and every fiber of her being reacted to it.  Aeligos didn’t seem affected, or if he did, he simply internalized it better. 
 
    “Yes, Master, what may I do for you?” her image intoned. 
 
    “The time of great change is coming upon our world.  I have need of a servant to carry a part of my being into these dark times, that when it seems the light has been extinguished, still will it shine within a champion of my people.  Your life was cut short, and despite how much you accomplished in the time allotted you, still do I feel your fire and your thirst for life, even here in the lands of peace.  If you are willing, I will send you back among my people: not as a child again, to be raised and retrained, but in resurrected form, to immediately begin my work and carrying my spirit with you.” 
 
    He held a hand up, stifling the image’s reply.  “Know that with this resurrection will come a reconnection to the pain and difficulty of facing your past.  These memories will be walled up, kept under control for a time while you acclimate yourself to being in a different time and place.  However, they are a part of you, and are a part of what has forged your soul into an elegant blade that never tarnishes nor dulls.  But on the mortal plane, you will not be free from the hurt and torment they pose.  And so this choice is yours and yours alone to make.” 
 
    “I will go,” Kari said without hesitation, in perfect unison with her soul’s image. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Gori Sensullu asked. 
 
    “I live to serve,” Kari answered, again in unison with her soul’s image.  This memory, like all those of her stay in the Celestial Realm, had been blocked.  Now it was all so clear to her.  She had not been brought back against her wishes, and Trigonh had done nothing to counteract her free will.  Like every other opportunity to serve since she had graduated from the Academy of the Demonhunter Order, Kari had leapt at the chance to make a difference.  She had lived her life, tormented as it was, and earned her peace in eternity, but the fire had never been quenched.  The moment she was offered the chance to return, she had accepted without hesitation. 
 
    “I always felt cheated,” she said absently to Aeligos, who perked up at her words.  They watched Kari’s image speak with Gori Sensullu, but the words were distant, muted.  “I always wanted more.  Felt like there was so much left undone.  He offered me the chance to come back, and even knowing the hell I would eventually remember, I said yes.  It wasn’t against my will; I just felt that way because of the darkness of my past.” 
 
    The rogue nodded.  “Still, saying you’ve been living a lie is a bit harsh.” 
 
    “No, it’s fair,” Kari said.  “I spent too much time feeling sorry for myself before I met your brother and my outlook changed.  I was so angry with Trigonh, felt so betrayed and lost, abandoned by the gods, and all of it was my doing.  Now I feel like an ass.” 
 
    The vision around them cleared, and Kari found herself staring across the fire into the deep emerald gaze of the kwarrasti seer.  “Do not feel ashamed or remorseful, but liberated,” the Oracle said.  “You now know that you are Salvation’s Dawn, and what this means, and why the demon kings covet you.” 
 
    Kari glanced at Aeligos and then back to Kimlerin.  “I carry a piece of Gori Sensullu with me…so he’s not dead.” 
 
    “Not as long as you live,” Kimlerin agreed with a nod. 
 
    “So whatever they want in the Temple must require a part of him to activate, and that’s why they’re all so interested in you,” Aeligos reasoned. 
 
    “Indeed,” the seer said.  “Know that you carry a great light within you, but that it is in addition to the one you already carried.  This vision was not granted to make you believe that your victories and steadfastness are the result of carrying Gori Sensullu with you.  He is in you because of your indomitable spirit, steadfastness, and resistance to the corruption of evil.  Likewise, your allies – and your enemies – are drawn to you because of you, not because of him.  Those who know what it is you carry simply covet you more for the prospect of using you, and not aiding you.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Thank you; this has been most enlightening,” she said.  “But Alamarise brought us here to consult with you about fighting Annabelle and Zaliskower.  What do your spirits have to say on that?” 
 
    “They are not my spirits,” the Oracle said with a dismissive gesture.  “I am simply more attuned to them, and listen more closely.  The spirits say you have a plan to rid the world of the vampire and her master.  They cannot speak to the likelihood of success or failure, only that to accomplish this feat will require a great deal of strength and courage.  You have both of these in abundance, but you run the risk of hesitating because of your connection to your creator and to the one you hunt.  Do not let these cause you doubt or uncertainty; you are meant to carry this piece of Arakiel’s spirit as your sword and your shield, not as something to be hidden from your enemies.  And what you fight is a remnant only.” 
 
    Kari found the kwarrasti calling him Arakiel instead of Gori Sensullu to be interesting, but she didn’t interrupt.  Kimlerin continued, “That being said, to accomplish this task may require the intervention, or at least the presence, of an angel.  You have spoken of a light that follows you and illuminates your way in dark times?”  Kari nodded.  “Then perhaps you have all that you need.  Cast your light into the dark, and watch the allies of the pantheon respond to its call.  Gather up your friends and allies, and do what you have always done: fight bravely, and selflessly, and without doubt.” 
 
    Kari bowed her head.  “Thank you.  Do you have anything to show my brother-in-law?” 
 
    Kimlerin stared at the rogue, atypically silent, for a minute.  “The spirits have things to say and show him, but I detect he would rather speak of these things in private.  I will show you later this evening, young man.  For now, I urge you to go and see the Queen, who is no doubt anxious to meet you, considering how much time we three have spent in private now.” 
 
    It didn’t feel like they had been together that long, but Kari wasn’t going to argue.  “Will you introduce us to her?” Kari requested. 
 
    The Oracle shook her head.  “There is no direct interaction between myself and the Queen.  The over-influence of the spirits is of great concern to our people, even as much as we venerate them.  It is important for the Queen to be independent of one such as myself, and so we remain distant from each other, both literally and figuratively.  I expect when you return to the Queen’s tent, the First Huntress will do the honors of introducing you.” 
 
    “Thank you again,” Kari said, rising to make her way out of the tent. 
 
    “I guess I will speak with you later,” Aeligos offered, and the seer nodded. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos left the tent, and made their way back across the kwarrasti village.  It was quite large, and started to feel homey with the many firelights that greeted the twilight skies.  The vision must have taken longer than Kari had thought.  Under the dwindling light, she could still see the shiny form of Alamarise across the village, and it was clear the dragon had now drawn a lot more interest from the young. 
 
    Rhiannon came to meet them, as Kimlerin expected – which Kari found humorous now.  The First Huntress led them into the grandiose tent of the kwarrasti monarch.  It was spacious and decorative, with a number of hunters, both male and female, sitting cross-legged in two columns before the monarch.  They appeared to be advisers, perhaps holy men and women, or important warriors or hunters, based on their dress and the decorative markings and trinkets they wore.  Kari walked down the aisle formed by the columns of kwarrasti, following Rhiannon with Aeligos beside her. 
 
    When they reached the end, Kari bowed respectfully before the Queen.  She had a more traditional leopard coat, and it was obvious even as she sat on her bone and pelt throne that she was quite tall.  She wore some golden necklaces and bangle-laden bracelets, but otherwise her dress was similar to that of her hunters.  It wasn’t until Kari met her orange-eyed stare and noted the distinguishing black markings that she corrected her own mental note from leopard-like to cheetah-like. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Kari intoned, “I am Karian Vanador, a Hand of Zalkar by his grace, and this is my brother-in-law, Aeligos Tesconis.” 
 
    “It is an honor to visit your court, Your Majesty,” Aeligos piped in. 
 
    The Queen smiled, but turned first to another figure beside the throne.  Kari wondered how she had missed him, as much as he stood out among the many kwarrasti.  He was luranar, his wolf-like coat of the salt-and-pepper variety, with a black mane gathered in a short tail.  Unlike the kwarrasti, he wore a breastplate and greaves, and stood beside the throne doubtless because it was more comfortable than sitting in the armor.  He had piercing blue eyes, not all that unlike Trigonh, and stood tall and muscular.  About his upper left arm were three golden bands. 
 
    “They are so well-versed in etiquette, are they not, my young friend?” the Queen said casually to the luranar male, quite fluent in the common trade tongue. 
 
    His stare was intense but welcoming at the same time, and there was a trace of humor in his eyes at the Queen’s comment.  “This is not surprising for one who follows the Unyielding,” he returned with a smile. 
 
    The kwarrasti monarch rose to her feet and made a welcoming gesture.  “I am Queen Cecia al’Morinh of the Kwarrasti, and this is our friend and neighbor, Prince Auremax Talvorus of the Talvorus Luranar.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Kari said, bowing her head toward him. 
 
    “Highness,” Aeligos corrected as he mimicked the gesture, and Kari blushed. 
 
    “There is no need to bow before me; I am a guest here, just as you are,” Auremax said. 
 
    “What may our people help you with, hunter of Zalkar?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “We came to speak with your Oracle, and since she said she keeps her affairs separate from yours, I won’t trouble you with what we spoke of,” Kari answered.  “Thank you for your hospitality and allowing us to consult with your seer.” 
 
    “This is actually fortunate timing,” Aeligos said, and Kari was glad to see him find his voice and diplomatic swagger again.  He had shrunk into her shadow, letting her handle the mission and its intricacies as she saw fit, but she valued his counsel and foresight, and was glad to have him speak on their behalf.  “Prince Auremax, in our travels, we’ve come across several rumors – and one physical encounter – suggesting there is quite an issue with hostile gnolls to the north.  A hunting party we encountered on the plains said that something is capturing and enslaving their people.  I am aware that your people share territory with the gnolls; do you know anything further about the issues to the north?” 
 
    “Not to my satisfaction, but rest assured, our people are working with our Caerumach neighbors to investigate.  We know that the population of the Caerumach villages has swelled with northern refugees in recent months, but they are a proud people, and hesitate to ask for help even when it is most needed.  When I return home, I will go and speak with their king, and see if I can convince him to pool our resources.  Considering your arrival on the great dragon and your meeting with the Oracle, however, I suspect you have more important things to look into.  Let this not trouble you; our people will aid our gnollish neighbors in setting things right.” 
 
    “If you need help, don’t hesitate to ask my lord’s temple in Flora or Solaris,” Kari said, and both the Queen and the visiting prince nodded.  “May we trouble you for a place to stay the night?  I’m guessing our dragon friend could use the rest as well.” 
 
    “It is no trouble at all.  Rhiannon, have someone see to their lodging, and then give them whatever they may need for their departure.” 
 
    “Yes, My Queen,” the First Huntress said with a bow, and the Queen gestured for them to all take their leave. 
 
    “Meanwhile, you have an appointment with the Oracle,” Kari said to Aeligos as they left the tent.  He chewed on his lip for a minute, and Kari realized he had no more idea what the seer would say than Kari.  She wondered what Kimlerin might have to say to him, and what would cause him to want to speak of it in private.  There was something he hid, much like his girlfriend, and Kari had no idea what it could be.  She had seen him naked – aroused even – and he had laid out his feelings for her plainly.  So what could he find embarrassing enough to hide from her? 
 
    After they were shown their sleeping quarters, Aeligos left to return to Kimlerin’s tent.  Kari, meanwhile, went to speak to Alamarise.  Soon it would be time to act, and she wanted to make sure he knew his place in what was to come. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XV – Revenge of the Red Mask 
 
      
 
    When Kari woke the next morning, Aeligos was already awake.  He was staring at the pointed roof of their domicile, lost in thought, and hardly registered that she had woken.  She wasn’t sure he had slept at all; had he stayed up all night considering whatever the Oracle told him?  And just what had she told him?  Something about being where he needed to be versus where he wanted to be.  A shiver coursed its way down Kari’s spine; that sounded suspiciously like suggesting he had to choose whether to live or die. 
 
    “Still thinking about what she said?” Kari prompted him, trying to shake him free of thinking about it endlessly.  It was a situation where being too intelligent might actually be a bad thing, forcing him to consider every word, every inflection, until he ended up overthinking every moment of his life, past and future. 
 
    “About a great many things,” he answered dismissively, but he did finally get up and get dressed.  Kari followed suit, determined not to pry into his life any more than she wanted him to pry into hers when they shared a room at the Pyre Peaks. 
 
    They left with surprisingly little fanfare.  Kari wasn’t sure if the kwarrasti were as aloof as Danilynn and Eli suggested, or if they were simply afraid of delaying their guests’ departure.  Alamarise had enjoyed his rest, and as soon as Kari and Aeligos mounted up, he took flight and began to carry them back north.  Kari directed him to the town of Chandler’s Grove, where they could find out if the Red Mask were ready to begin gathering. 
 
    “Are you sure you want him to draw attention to the town?” Aeligos asked.  It wasn’t easy to have a conversation above the sound of the rushing wind, but they managed. 
 
    “We won’t be delaying once we get there,” Kari answered.  “If they want to bring the fight to us when we have a dragon with us, that would probably be to our advantage.  But I don’t think they will.  I aim to get the Red Mask gathered, and then move, hitting the Fort in a single, concerted strike, and then try to isolate Annabelle.  Once I can get to her on her own, Alamarise just needs to drive off Zaliskower long enough for me to get the job done.  I don’t think we should overcomplicate this.” 
 
    “What did you make of the Oracle’s comment about an angel helping?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of angels in general,” she answered with a shrug.  “I’ve always found it a bit strange that demons seem so common, like they have free rein to do whatever they want.  Sure, most of what we’ve considered demons for so long aren’t actually demons at all, but still…I’ve seen a demon before.  I’ve met several demon kings face to face.  But I’ve never seen an angel.  Hell, I’ve never even heard of one showing itself, unless you count the stories about the Second Demon War.” 
 
    Kari made a dismissive gesture.  “Far as I’m concerned, either that angel or whatever it is that’s been following me will show up and help, or I’ll do it with Zalkar and Sakkrass’ power.  I don’t know what else to do at this point.” 
 
    “I think we’ve got everything we need,” Aeligos agreed.  “There is such a thing as over-planning and over-thinking a situation.  Unless we get to Chandler’s Grove and there’s only a handful of the Red Mask in the vicinity, I think we can proceed as planned.” 
 
    Kari considered the irony of him talking about overthinking something after the night’s trouble, but simply nodded and looked forward.  It nagged at her, though, so she turned to glance at him over her shoulder.  “So what did Kimlerin want to show you?  Something private?” 
 
    “Something very private,” he said, offering no more. 
 
    Kari sighed but didn’t get nosey.  Aeligos hid a lot of things from people, she had learned when her family returned from hunting the Tilcimer.  He was vastly intelligent, good-hearted, a shrewd negotiator, a skilled diplomat, one of the most gifted infiltrators she’d ever heard of, and above all, a righteous man.  Those were the qualities most people saw in him, never seeing past his heroic character to notice the pains he carried.  We all have our demons, she thought ruefully, and wondered if he ever felt as though Kari, like the rest of his family, didn’t notice his pains or burdens. 
 
    Aeligos was very close to his brother Grakin, and the fact that Kari’s mate was dying tore at the rogue just as much it did Kari.  Apparently, Aeligos and Eryn couldn’t have children, and it was possible something Corbanis had done was the reason.  Kari recalled Sonja’s tearful story about Aeligos’ outburst during their mission to the south, about how disrespected the rogue felt by his own family.  He was far more complicated than the card-playing, playboy persona he wore as a mask suggested, and the fact that the Oracle had something to tell him that he wouldn’t share fascinated Kari. 
 
    What are you hiding, my friend? she thought.  Have I disrespected you so much that you won’t even trust me with your sorrows? 
 
    As if he was reading her mind, Aeligos put a hand on Kari’s shoulder, and he nodded when she met his stare.  “It’s not you, Kari.  Never you,” he said, maintaining strong eye contact. 
 
    Only for a moment, though, as those black eyes wandered to the rush of scenery below them.  A part of her wanted to cry; she understood perfectly in that moment.  It wasn’t that Aeligos didn’t trust Kari enough to share his sorrows, it was that he thought she already had enough of her own to deal with.  It seemed unfair that he would share in her burdens but not share his own with her. 
 
    We’ll both be back in Flora before we know it, and see Grakin again, she thought.  That might be what we both need to calm our frayed nerves. 
 
    Alamarise flew them far to the north over that day and the next, but he landed a distance from Chandler’s Grove.  “You two enter first.  I am confident the people of Chandler’s Grove will recognize me and not be trouble by my appearance, but it is better to take things slowly and carefully.  Go and see to your allies, and while you do so, I will stay as inconspicuous as one of my kind may.  Once the people are aware of my presence and purpose, I will approach under the cover of darkness, and then we can begin planning the assault upon Fort Sabbath.” 
 
    Chandler’s Grove wasn’t as small as Kari expected based on Eugene’s description.  She supposed perhaps it had been some time since he’d seen it or heard details about it.  Villages in the far reaches had a tendency to become towns quickly, and then eventually cities before one realized it.  While Chandler’s Grove was far from a city, it had many of the major amenities that a city offered, just fewer of them.  There was a nice inn that centered the town along its two roads, a smithy and tannery, general store, and lots of other little shops.  It obviously saw trade from trappers and possibly even miners.  There was no wall, but houses seemed to be springing up at a good rate; some looked like they had been built just the year before, if not more recently. 
 
    What made Kari smile wasn’t the town, but the woods around it.  She could see and hear a lot of movement in the forest surrounding them.  Such would normally be cause for concern, but these were Red Mask keeping cold camps in the woods so the town’s population wouldn’t appear to swell too much to the casual observer.  They were doing a fine job of keeping hidden from the prying eyes of Zaliskower.  It was possible the vampires already knew of the Red Mask’s presence, but Kari suspected the town would’ve come under attack if that was the case. 
 
    “Looks like they’ve already gathered in force here; did they know we were coming?” Kari wondered aloud.  Was it possible the Oracle had sent word ahead of them?  That seemed unlikely; even two days shouldn’t have been enough time for word to reach the Red Mask and have them all gather in this place. 
 
    “Maybe they were determined to make this assault one way or another, and our mishap led them to believe they were on their own,” Aeligos offered. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos went to the inn first, and drew every eye in the place when they entered.  Eugene was there, and he approached and welcomed the two. 
 
    “We were starting to wonder if you’d given up,” he said, and Aeligos smirked when Kari looked at him.  “There was talk that you had been captured and killed, but a couple of my scouts reported that they’d spotted you in Solaris.  Are you ready to put this plan in motion?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kari said, and it was obvious that wasn’t the answer the Red Mask wanted to hear.  “We need to go over a few things first.  How many of these people in the common room are with you?” 
 
    “They’re my fellow officers.  Let me introduce you to the colonel.”  He turned toward the bar, where a few men in commoner’s clothes were watching with interest.  “Sir?” 
 
    One of the other humans approached Kari, rather distinguished-looking for a vampire hunter.  He looked to be in his fifties, his hair faded to white but well-kept in a slightly longer variation of a typical military cut.  He was in good shape, but to Kari’s eyes, he was more likely the brains of the outfit than a day-to-day hunter or trainer.  His eyes were intense, shrewd, and he stood rigidly before Kari as though waiting to be saluted.  She graced him with a demonhunter salute, and the man’s stoic demeanor cracked for just a moment as he returned a military salute. 
 
    “Major, I thought you said she wore paluric armor?  Gods know you raved about it enough,” he said. 
 
    Eugene looked back and forth between the two, so Kari answered for him.  “I lost it in battle with Annabelle,” she admitted, seeing the sudden doubt in the eyes of the men before her.  “Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, by his grace.” 
 
    The man finally offered his hand.  “Colonel Prescott,” he returned. 
 
    “Are you a military colonel, or is that just your rank in the Red Mask?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Both,” Prescott answered.  “That’s why we introduced military ranks to our officers.  I served for the better part of twenty years in the Dira Ch’Tori army.  So, what you’re telling me is you already engaged and were beaten by the vampires?” 
 
    Kari tried not to get impatient with the implications.  “We were ambushed by Zaliskower, but they didn’t kill us, and we escaped.  Now, we can get hung up on what armor I’m wearing, or I can tell you about the dragon we have out in the woods to help us, and we can form a strategy to kill those two and get my armor back.” 
 
    “You brought a dragon?” Eugene blurted. 
 
    “Alamarise,” Kari confirmed, drawing some good-natured swears from the men. 
 
    Prescott nodded with a twitch of his upper lip.  “And this gentleman is your brother?” 
 
    “Brother-in-law; Aeligos Tesconis,” the rogue answered, stepping forward to shake the human’s hand.  “Looks to me like you’ve got the numbers for what we want to do.  Now we’ve brought a dragon to even the odds against Zaliskower.  He’s a couple miles south of the town, hiding in the woods as much as a dragon can.  For now, let’s send a runner to tell him he can approach the town safely, and make sure the watch and whoever’s in charge knows it.  Then we can put our heads together and figure out how we’re going to siege the fort.” 
 
    “Eugene, send a couple of men south to find our dragon ally,” the colonel ordered.  “Get him close to the town, and send the word around to the encampments that we should be prepared for any preemptive strike tonight.  If a dragon landed nearby, Annabelle and Zaliskower may know we are here and planning something.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Eugene answered with a salute, and he left the inn quickly. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos joined the colonel and his administrative staff for a cup of coffee while they waited for Eugene’s return.  The Major was gone for a while, leading Kari to believe he was making the rounds personally to ensure his men were ready for any trickery in the night.  Kari and Colonel Prescott chatted a bit about their military ranks, but Kari’s title of lieutenant colonel was a field rank specific to the Apocalypse.  She held no official military rank outside of that conflict, but her rank as a hunter allowed her to assume military command if granted by a higher authority.  It was obvious that Prescott was impressed she’d held the rank at all. 
 
    Eugene returned, and several of the colonel’s staff among the Red Mask sat around the table with the two officers, the demonhunter, and the rogue.  “Is Alamarise on his way?  Did you send people to tell him he’s welcome in the town?” 
 
    “They did,” came a voice from the doorway, drawing everyone’s attention.  There stood what appeared to be a purple-eyed elf, dressed casually in an outfit that looked like he borrowed it from some of the hunters.  He was tall and trim, with a shimmering quality to his pale skin and a luster to the silver hair that hung to his waist.  The real shine was in those amethyst eyes, with a light that lifted Kari’s spirit and drew her to him in some inexplicable way. 
 
    Kari did a double take.  “Alamarise?” 
 
    “It is I, my friend.  I find this form is better suited to moving around the cities of your people,” he answered with a smile.  “I thought to lend my wisdom and experience to your circle of strategists, that I may be better prepared for the tasks you assign me.” 
 
    The others all stared at him, their expressions ranging from slack-jawed to suspicious.  The colonel rose to his feet, prompting his many assistants and underlings to do so as well, and he waited for the dragon-turned-elf to approach.  He and Alamarise sized each other up – and obviously so – but the dragon seemed less affected by what he saw.  Prescott seemed unsure whether he should offer the dragon a handshake or a salute, but he went with the former. 
 
    “I was told you’re a pacifist.  If you don’t mind my saying so, I’m surprised to find you here and helping,” the colonel said. 
 
    “I am a pacifist when it is feasible to be so,” Alamarise offered cryptically.  “This is not one of those times or situations.” 
 
    They all sat around the table again.  Though Kari had lived among the elves for a short time in her prior life, sitting next to one now was strange.  There was no convincing herself that she sat beside something other than a dragon, and to see him in such a frail form compared to his usual magnificence led her to wonder.  She contrasted his appearance and its softness to the harder, more battle-ready humanoid form Zaliskower assumed, and wondered if Alamarise could stand a chance in a fight with the undead black dragon. 
 
    She was further distracted by another thought: could Alamarise produce half-dragon children in this form?  Had he produced half-dragon children in this elven form?  It sometimes slipped her mind that her armor had once belonged to a half-dragon warrior, the daughter of her old friend Ashurinax the Black.  What had possessed him to mate with a mortal woman of some kind, Kari wasn’t sure, but it was an intriguing prospect.  How many different types of dragons could do so?  And how often was it done? 
 
    Kari snapped from her daydreaming when she realized the entire table was silent.  Had they asked her a question?  Were they waiting on her to lead things?  She looked to Alamarise, whose amethyst eyes were staring right back at her.  They didn’t seem to be questioning, so Kari thought perhaps they were waiting for her to get things started. 
 
    “It’s probably best if we get moving before dawn,” she offered, hoping she wasn’t about to make a fool of herself.  “The more daylight we have to work with, the stronger our advantage should be.  Or at least, the longer it should be.  I don’t know about the thralls, but sunlight may keep Annabelle and Zaliskower cooped up in the keep while we wipe out their underlings. I can’t say I’m an expert on vampires, but there has to be something to all the legends about them.” 
 
    “Well, even at a forced march, we won’t get the men to the fort in a day,” Aeligos said.  “So no need to leave before dawn tomorrow.  I think what we want to do is have a few different groups move straight to the fort, north of it, and south of it.  Hit it from three sides and stretch the defenses as thin as possible.  As long as we attack at daybreak or just after, we should be able to count on the minions being our only opposition.  Like Kari said, they may or may not be affected by the sunlight, but either way, without the vampires to back them up, we should outfox and even overwhelm them.” 
 
    Colonel Prescott bobbed his head.  He called for a rough map to be placed on the table, and small figurines were added to show positions and movement.  “Perhaps, then, we send out the northern and southern flanks earlier to ensure they all reach the fort at the same time.  This will expose them – all of us, really – to attack in the night, but it is an acceptable risk.” 
 
    “Right,” Aeligos said, then he looked across at Alamarise.  “My lord, I imagine you’re more familiar with Zaliskower…is he active during daylight?” 
 
    The dragon-turned-elf nodded.  “Yes, he is not affected by the sunlight to my knowledge.  So it may best serve your strategy for me to loop around and strike from the east, to draw his attention away from you and your warriors.  It is unlikely I can kill him, but I should be able to distract him, or possibly drive him off for a time.  There is something unnatural about him that leads me to believe I will not be able to kill him, though.” 
 
    “One thing we will need to be watchful for is–” 
 
    The colonel went silent as a massive whoosh sounded overhead, followed shortly by cries of panic.  The town outside lit up in a deluge of fire, and it took only moments for Alamarise to get to his feet and rush out the door.  Kari drew her scimitars but hesitated a moment, looking at the ill-prepared officers.  They had no druidess to counter the dragon’s fire this time; Chandler’s Grove was at risk of being obliterated, even by a quick strike. 
 
    “Form a defensive front here in the inn,” she ordered.  “Last time Zaliskower attacked, it was to cover Annabelle infiltrating the city.  Colonel, get reports from your men as quickly as possible; if the thralls aren’t with them, send your men to the fort now.  Plan to strike the day after tomorrow at daybreak.  Alamarise will engage Zaliskower, and I’ll try to drive Annabelle off.  Stay here with Aeligos; if she comes, try to hold her off until I can come help.  No heroics!  Be sensible about this; victory is close, but we have to be patient.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the colonel said with a salute, with no indication of impatience at being ordered by someone technically lower-ranking than himself.  He began issuing his own orders to his men.  Aeligos left his swords sheathed and began overturning tables to form barricades against an invasion of the inn. 
 
    Kari ducked out the door, and the sky shone with fire as a second set of thunderous wings joined the first.  Part of the town lit up as it caught ablaze, but a moment later there was the massive silver streak of Alamarise’s passing form, and he breathed out upon the burning portion of the town.  Even from a distance, Kari had felt the heat of the flames, and she balked as she now felt the deep chill of winter.  Was Alamarise breathing out a blast of icy wind?  Kari had never heard of such a thing; to her knowledge, all the dragons of Citaria breathed fire.  Whatever the case, the flames died down almost immediately, and she saw the two silhouettes nip at each other in flight.  Alamarise was already upholding his responsibilities. 
 
    Kari listened over their shrieks and the pounding of their furiously-working wings for the sound of screams.  She couldn’t hear the sounds of melee from anywhere around them; if Annabelle was with Zaliskower, they hadn’t brought their thralls with them.  Not that Kari could tell, anyway.  She stayed near the inn, wary of Annabelle making another surgical strike like she had in Solaris, except against the commanders this time. 
 
    The sound of screams finally erupted to the north, and Kari followed their echo.  Even in the dark of night, Kari could see Zaliskower breathe out that cloud of shadow that had knocked her and Aeligos unconscious immediately.  She rushed in that direction, calling down the two main roads of the town for soldiers to shift north to meet the enemy.  With any luck, strange as it seemed to think so, there would only be a few meeting her there, the rest on their way to begin the march to counterattack the fort. 
 
    Kari stopped in her tracks as she saw the winged form down the main road to the east.  It was Annabelle, still wearing Kari’s paluric armor, with a number of thralls at her back.  These didn’t appear to be from the fort, however, but rather recently-slain members of the Red Mask.  The vampire stalked in Kari’s direction, but waved her minions forward first.  Kari fought the instinct to go and engage Annabelle directly, and instead fell back.  She called for any nearby Red Mask or city watch to retreat to the inn and form a defensive perimeter, and soon found a trio of vampire hunters at her side. 
 
    They fell back in an orderly fashion to the inn, but the thralls overtook them.  Kari worked in tandem with her Red Mask companions, acting as armor for them.  She worked her defensive style furiously, frustrating the advances of the undead thralls while her companions counterattacked and used her as a shield.  They systematically eliminated Annabelle’s advanced attackers, thankfully not paying too much heed to the fact that these were their comrades and friends in undead form.  The vampire hesitated to advance with the rest of her minions.  A pair of Masks came out of an alleyway and attacked her, but Annabelle cut them down in moments, and then she called out something to Zaliskower in a vicious-sounding foreign tongue. 
 
    Zaliskower broke off from his aerial duel with Alamarise, and the great black dragon landed between Kari and Annabelle.  He breathed out a blast of fire.  Kari instinctively pushed back with her faith.  The aura sprang out like a bubble to deflect the blast, but the fire was too powerful, and she felt her armor begin to heat up and her hair begin to singe.  Kari swept her companions down an alleyway and out of the cone, and they sighed in relief when Alamarise flew overhead and breathed a blast of snowy breath over them. 
 
    Kari stole a glance around the corner.  Annabelle was now mounted on the base of the dragon’s neck, just as Kari and Aeligos had done when riding Alamarise.  There were shouts of coordinated orders and preparation for a united front to attack.  Zaliskower’s great head swung back and forth; he knew what was coming.  He breathed one last blast of fire side to side, igniting the nearby buildings, and then took wing with Annabelle on his back.  They were nearly knocked from the sky immediately by Alamarise, but Zaliskower got his bearings, and they turned east and left the thralls behind. 
 
    “Get on them,” Kari ordered offhandedly to the Masks with her.  They joined up with their companions on the main road, and the thralls were put to the sword quickly.  Kari turned and rushed to the inn.  Annabelle had been taken care of, but had something else outflanked her and attacked the command center? 
 
    Aside from some minor fire damage, the inn was still fine.  Alamarise was extinguishing the remaining fires in the town, drawing cheers from the people as frosty snowflakes came down in his wake.  Kari entered the inn.  Aeligos and the others were standing at the ready inside, and they tensed up when Kari came in. 
 
    “Everything all right?  Where’s Annabelle?” the rogue asked. 
 
    “We drove them off.  They killed some of our men, but I think it’s all clear.  Colonel, if you want to get an updated head count and then make sure the flanks are sent out, I think the orders were already spread, but I’m not sure.  We need to set watches over the town and start getting some sleep in shifts while we can.  We’ve got a couple of busy days ahead of us.” 
 
    “What put out the fires?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    “Alamarise.  Apparently, he’s got a different sort of breath than his kin, something I’ve never seen before.  But I’ll let him explain it if he comes back in for the night,” she answered.  “As for me, I’m not used to running around in plate armor, so I’m going to see if I can get some rest and be up before dawn.” 
 
    “We’ll handle things from here,” Colonel Prescott said.  “Thanks for your assistance.” 
 
    Kari saluted him respectfully in the demonhunter way, and she led Aeligos up to the bedrooms.  The innkeeper gave them an efficient domicile with a double bed, and they turned in with nary a word.  Kari spent a few minutes lying on her side, praying quietly to Zalkar and Sakkrass, asking that when they attacked the fort, that angel would be sent to help again. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari was, as usual, awake long before dawn.  She crouched at the edge of the camp’s perimeter, watching out into the woods for any signs of danger.  Soon, the sun would begin its ascent, and the three-pronged attack would strike at Fort Sabbath.  She had opted to travel with the main column, serving as heavy armor and a front-line combatant despite what the Colonel would have preferred.  Even Aeligos wanted Kari in the back, urging her to let the infantry do its work so she could slip in when the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    She chewed absently on some roasted almonds, waiting for the rest of the camp to wake up and prepare to march.  Most of their belongings would be left here, keeping them light on their feet in the final approach and then the attack.  Fortunately, with the fort in its ruined state, they didn’t need siege equipment.  This would be primarily a battle of attrition, but one that a solid shield wall and coordinated strikes could help mitigate. 
 
    Aeligos wasn’t with her.  He had gone with the northern flank, and Colonel Prescott went with the southern flank.  Major Ingram was with Aeligos as well to act as liaison between the rogue and the Masks.  Kari required no one to confirm her orders to the central column; they had witnessed her bravery the night before last, and Colonel Prescott had spoken highly of her with many of those under his command. 
 
    With the sun about to rise, Kari gave the order to move.  The column advanced in squads, with a trio of scouts out ahead to watch for traps, ambushes, or the dragon lurking among the trees in his humanoid form.  The forest was slightly misty and eerily quiet, but no reports of trouble came from the scouts, and the column moved ahead at a steady pace.  The plan was not to attack all three sides at once, but to hit first the north, then the south, then the west, and then Alamarise would attack from the east if and when Zaliskower made his appearance.  In theory, it would send the bulk of the defenders to one side first, and then they would gradually thin out to meet the assaults on all sides.  On that note, the first team to strike would be the shield bearers. 
 
    Kari prayed quietly as they marched, asking Zalkar and Sakkrass to watch over Aeligos and keep him and everyone else safe.  She likewise continued to pray that her angelic watcher would be there again, and lend her whatever aid she might need to put this situation to rest.  She was a bit saddened to think of finally “killing” Annabelle, but she had to believe she’d be doing her old friend a favor, if there was even anything left of her in that shell.  Zaliskower was another matter altogether; with any luck, he would flee for good once Annabelle was destroyed and the fort was in their hands. 
 
    After a couple of hours, they reached their target.  There were no sounds of combat yet, and the men stretched thin to keep from being spotted in a large group.  They used the forest for cover, and Kari walked back and forth along their front line, ensuring everyone was as out of sight as possible.  From the bits of the fort she could see through the trees, it didn’t look like the walls were manned, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have eyes on the forest.  She would keep her men out of sight until she heard two engagements, and then they would hit hard and fast. 
 
    Kari’s plan was to get inside and split her forces to flank both the north and south.  Being pinned in the center wasn’t usually a good idea, but she was confident the thralls would be stretched thin fighting on two fronts.  If any remained to guard the walls, Kari’s force would overwhelm them as quickly as possible and then proceed as planned.  At the very least, neither Aeligos nor Colonel Prescott had protested her idea, so she figured it wasn’t terrible.  She knew enough about battle to be prepared for the entire plan to fall apart after five minutes, though, so she was prepared to adapt as needed. 
 
    The sounds of fighting came from the north, and Kari motioned for her men to stay hidden and as calm as they could.  She gave the signal for an equipment check, anything to get their minds off the sounds of battle for a moment.  Armor straps were pulled, weapon sheaths were checked for ease of draw, and bow strings were tugged lightly so as to avoid any stray strum sounds from alerting their enemies to their presence. 
 
    A dragon’s furious cry went up, and Kari’s hackles rose.  It was earlier than expected for Zaliskower to get involved, but she figured he wasn’t going to sit idly by and see his fortress get overrun.  Her mind started to consider the reason they would have drawn Kari here specifically, but the answer occurred to her only moments later: they wanted her lifeforce to feed off by leaving her in that otherworldly fortress.  Zaliskower wanted Kari, but the rest of these men would be little more than a snack – physically or in terms of lifeforce – and so he had to get involved and dispatch them quickly. 
 
    Kari had to trust that Alamarise would intervene now, and keep the undead black dragon from turning their entire attack force into thralls.  She couldn’t see what was going on in the skies, but she kept her cool and motioned to her men that it would soon be time to move. 
 
    More sounds of battle came from the south.  Colonel Prescott and his men had engaged.  The Red Mask numbered only seventy-four strong after the casualties two nights before, but it felt like a lot in this situation.  Twenty-five were hitting from the north and twenty-five more from the south, with the remainder waiting in the wings with Kari.  The sounds from the fort started to become chaotic, and Kari realized something had happened, and all was not going according to plan. 
 
    “Let’s move!” she shouted, and it began. 
 
    The Red Mask advanced behind Kari, who was a little slower for wearing plate armor instead of her usual lightweight paluric suit.  The western wall was unguarded, as expected, but Kari directed two squads to secure the towers, and for her squad of archers to mount the walls.  As she and the remainder of her force took to the central courtyard, she saw what was causing the chaos: Zaliskower’s breath had turned a number of the Masks into thralls already, and there was another figure involved in the fray. 
 
    It was Annabelle. 
 
    Kari didn’t have time to consider the implications of a vampire that could walk in the sunlight.  She directed her men to split up as planned, and rushed to engage Annabelle.  She was instead knocked from her feet by a rush of wind as Zaliskower landed hard in front of her, his wings creating a vortex in the courtyard.  He took in a deep breath, sucking Kari’s hair toward him, but she scrambled on all fours and used her wings to launch herself upright.  She dodged out of the way of his fiery breath, which began to melt the wall itself, and then dashed in to try to get a few cuts at his long neck. 
 
    She was knocked to her back by another rush of wind as he reared up and took flight again.  Kari wondered where Alamarise was, but she had other issues. Annabelle was upon her in an instant, and it was all she could do to parry the vampire’s attacks and try to get back to her feet.  Tumureldi had taught her well, and defense was always her primary focus, so she was able to stymie her enemy until she got back to a standing, ready position. 
 
    “How the hell are you able to walk in the sunlight?” Kari spat. 
 
    “Oh, you truly are a moron, aren’t you?” Annabelle sneered.  “I don’t know what’s more pathetic: that you haven’t figured any of this out yet, or that you expect me to explain it.” 
 
    The vampire backed up and narrowed her eyes in concentration, and Kari saw that many of the fallen thralls and even members of the Red Mask were answering her call.  They rose to their feet, though those who had suffered great wounds were not as agile.  A few that were in worse condition shambled more like zombies, but the implications were clear: until the dead were completely destroyed, the vampire and dragon could continue using them as minions. 
 
    Kari ignored the vampire’s taunts, but she couldn’t ignore the thralls.  She worked to her right to keep from being pinned between all of them.  She stepped in and riposted when opportunities presented themselves, but unlike previous encounters, Annabelle fought beside her minions this time.  Her longsword bit through Kari’s armor, leaving a stinging gash in her side.  It forced Kari in the other direction, but the demonhunter realized in the process that she was being foolish. 
 
    “First squad, to me!” she called.  Heads up on the walls turned in her direction, but the archers were leery of shooting their leader by mistake.  The infantrymen holding the closer tower spilled forth, though, and came to Kari’s aid. 
 
    Zaliskower flew over again in a rush of wind, incinerating a couple of unlucky archers on the top of the wall, but Alamarise was close behind him.  The dragons’ breath didn’t seem to have any effect on each other, but if Alamarise couldn’t drive the black dragon away, he would decimate Kari’s allies.  She just had to hope her silver dragon friend could do his part. 
 
    Annabelle killed one of the Red Mask and raised him as a thrall almost before he’d even spilled to the ground.  She set her minions on Kari and then retreated to the doors of the keep.  From there, she beckoned for Kari to follow her.  Then she disappeared inside. 
 
    Kari helped her companions kill the thralls upon them.  “Cut them apart!” she shouted.  “I know these were your friends, but they’re just going to keep getting raised until we leave nothing to be raised.  Do it!” 
 
    Her companions were hesitant, but they dismembered their fallen comrades as ordered.  It was a horrible thing to do, but no less horrible for Kari to have to order it done.  These were not faceless enemies, but the bodies of their dead companions they were butchering.  Kari may not have known many of the Red Mask personally, but that didn’t ease the guilt of having to order their bodies desecrated so.  And above all, she had no time to worry about it. 
 
    So what’s the trap? Kari wondered.  Why does she want me inside, away from all of her companions? 
 
    Kari shrugged off the thoughts.  “Return to your posts until further orders,” she said to her companions.  They made their way back to the tower, and Kari looked north and south to see where she was most needed.  The north seemed to be where Zaliskower had used his breath most effectively to turn his allies on each other, so she headed that way.  In the back of her mind, she just hoped Aeligos hadn’t been hit by that inky, life-draining cloud again. 
 
    Aeligos was just fine; Kari found him in moments as she proceeded north.  He had his men organized in a defensive formation, almost like a phalanx, utilizing the shield wall they’d brought in case of archers among the thralls.  Well-protected, his men were inflicting heavy casualties among the vampires’ minions, and were able to steadfastly deal with those of their number who’d been turned.  It seemed like that was the biggest downfall of his defensive scheme: they were packed tightly together for Zaliskower to breathe upon.  But they had come through it fiercely, and were turning things to their advantage again. 
 
    Kari slipped to her knees when a rush of wind hit her back and then a thunderous crash slammed the ground behind her.  She turned and brought her blades before her prone form, and started to extend that aura of faith.  Zaliskower didn’t breathe upon her, though, opening his jaws wide to either snatch her up or simply swallow her whole.  Kari tried to get some leverage from her rump to keep him at bay with her swords, but it wasn’t possible.  He may have been solid onyx, but those teeth were startlingly white, massive, and sword-like, and coming straight for her. 
 
    There was a bright flash between them, and Kari’s jaw dropped as her little guiding light made yet another appearance.  This time, however, it was brighter, more congealed, in a vaguely humanoid, winged form.  Zaliskower shut his eyes tight against the being’s radiance, and let forth a monstrous roar that had Kari pressing her hands to her ears and screaming to counter the deafening sound. 
 
    The black dragon’s roar was multiplied when Alamarise landed upon his back, biting into his neck hard, and the two began to struggle.  Kari scrambled away and got her feet under her, and did the only wise thing in that scenario: she put distance between herself and the crushing weight of those two massive, reptilian beasts.  She wanted to help Alamarise, but she would be little more than a casualty – likely a very flat one – if she got too close while they thrashed about. 
 
    The guiding light was gone when Kari looked back, but it had served its purpose.  Kari was thankful that Kimlerin had warned her, as little as it affected her decisions directly, and she silently thanked Zalkar and Sakkrass for her angelic benefactor’s intervention.  With Alamarise and Zaliskower fully engaged in their deadly wrestling, Kari turned and made her way quickly to Aeligos’ defensive formation. 
 
    She hewed and dismembered those she could engage, calling out to her allies that it was the only way to keep their former companions – and the other thralls, for that matter – from being used against them again and again.  It was gruesome work, and many of the Red Mask were not up to the task, but Kari couldn’t fault them for it.  Plenty of them were, and they at last broke their enemy and began to slaughter them in a rout.  With Aeligos’ defensive formation holding and beginning pursuit, Kari made her way to the south. 
 
    Colonel Prescott’s forces were more than holding their own.  Unencumbered by any allies being turned to thralls, they were systematically eliminating their enemies.  Kari found it fortunate that the thralls seemed limited in their intelligence.  They gave little thought to self-preservation, and though they seemed to remember some tactics from their former lives, without Annabelle or Zaliskower to direct them, they didn’t work cohesively or know what to do when things turned against them. 
 
    Soon enough, all of the thralls were down and the courtyard belonged to the Red Mask.  Zaliskower and Alamarise had taken flight again, and the last Kari saw of them, the great silver dragon was chasing his undead kin to the north.  Kari felt it had all gone too easily for some reason; was it because she had hesitated to do this very thing in her prior life when she first came to destroy Annabelle?  What had kept anyone from doing this very thing for so long? 
 
    They didn’t have an angel and a silver dragon with them, of course, she thought. 
 
    Colonel Prescott called for a head count of survivors, but kept archers stationed on the walls, and squads at each gateway.  Forty-seven of the initial seventy-four Red Mask warriors had survived the siege.  It wasn’t a pretty result, but it certainly beat many of the alternatives.  The adventuring company had suffered heavy losses since Kari’s first meeting with them, but if the rest of this encounter went as she hoped, they’d be able to say something no one else had before this day: 
 
    They’d helped defeat Annabelle Sol’Ridachi and her army of thralls. 
 
    Kari looked at Colonel Prescott, and he nodded.  “If you want us to storm the keep all together, just give the word, ma’am,” he said.  “And do you need that wound looked after?” 
 
    “No need, already done.  And I think I’ve got this,” Kari said.  “Give me half an hour, and if I’m not back, storm the keep.  This could be a trap, but it’s personal at this point.  I need to go kill my sister now.” 
 
    Aeligos nodded, and with that, Kari marched toward Zalkar’s destiny for her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVI – Sisters of the Blade 
 
      
 
    Kari entered the keep, its musty dankness now triggering memories.  She remembered the first time she came here, when she’d discovered her friend’s terrible fate.  So little had changed on the surface since then, and yet so much was different.  There was something malevolent about this place, some dark history that pervaded its stone walls.  As Kari mounted each step, her ears straining to detect any trace of movement from her now solitary enemy, she took in every detail of this tomb. 
 
    There were the shredded remnants of tapestries here, testament to the fact that it was once the fortress of a band of thieves who changed their ways.  Kari wondered what had happened to them.  Was it the black dragon that had destroyed the fort and its occupants, and claimed the place as its own?  Where did Zaliskower come from?  How had the dragon been turned into a vampire?  How was any of this possible? 
 
    Kari allowed herself a small smile.  How differently her mind worked these days, looking not just at the immediate problem, but at the web of trouble that spread from it.  Zaliskower and Annabelle were her priorities here, but they had come from somewhere, and that source was another problem Kari had to investigate.  She thought of her mate and children, though: it wasn’t necessarily her problem to look into, but she would have people sent to do so. 
 
    She reached the top of the stairs, and there stood Annabelle in the center of what was once a great room.  Its exiting doorways were collapsed now, destroyed along with much of the fortress, and even its hearth was caved in and useless.  Destroyed, rotted furniture crowded the corners, with rubble making the footing treacherous near the former doorways.  Still, there was more than enough room for Kari to confidently duel her former partner without fear of getting tripped up or pinned, unless she made an incredibly silly mistake. 
 
    Her greatest challenge was an ironic one: Annabelle now wore the very armor that helped make Kari such a fearsome foe to her enemies.  While Kari’s defensive brilliance was based more on the style Suler Tumureldi had taught her, armor that was impervious to cutting and stabbing certainly helped.  Now Kari had to deal with an enemy that would have those same immunities.  She could try to bludgeon Annabelle with kicks, punches, or hilt strikes, but the vampire was no slouch; she recalled every bit of her training as a demonhunter, and had added to it over the long centuries.  Trying to fight her with martial arts while the vampire was wielding two blades would not end well for Kari.  As it stood, the vampire had even made her wings disappear, however she was doing that, in order to most closely follow the fighting routines she had when she was alive, and to give Kari one less unarmored target to strike. 
 
    “Oh, you always were a fool,” Annabelle said.  “Here I thought perhaps you might come with some of your allies, and try to do with overwhelming force what you weren’t able to do on your own so many years ago.” 
 
    “And bring you more people to control or raise as thralls?  I don’t need help to deal with a walking corpse like you,” Kari shot back. 
 
    The shriveled snout curled up even more, making a sneer out of the exposed fangs.  “Idiot.  You still haven’t figured out a thing.” 
 
    Kari rolled her eyes.  “By the gods, can we stop with calling me an idiot?  If the best you can do is call me a whore or a moron, this is going to be a very short day for you.” 
 
    Annabelle rushed forward with a snarl.  She pushed Kari toward the stairs with a vicious combination, and then slipped sinuously into the routine Kari remembered her favoring in their past lives.  Kari remained defensive, acclimating herself to her old friend’s style once more, and she feinted and sidestepped to get away from the stairs and into the open room. 
 
    The vampire came in, more quickly and fiercely this time.  Kari realized the value of the paluric armor wasn’t lost on her old friend; she was being much more reckless and taking greater risks, knowing the armor would protect her.  Kari, by contrast, was dealing with a much heavier set of plate armor than she was used to, and had to be more controlled and measured in her own movements to maintain her stamina. 
 
    Kari slammed Annabelle’s blade down, stepping in to riposte hard, and her scimitar cut brutally across the vampire’s throat guard.  It was for naught, though, as the paluric armor turned the attack aside harmlessly.  Kari threw her weight behind it, pushing Annabelle away, but the vampire simply came in again, engaging in a more reckless variation of her old routines.  Kari was left to wonder how long Annabelle could keep up her pace; would a vampire ever get tired? 
 
    Back and forth they traded combinations and gambits.  Kari remained conservative, more dependent on being defensive without that cushion of paluric armor.  Annabelle sensed it, and increased her pace, apparently intent on wearing Kari out if she couldn’t beat her outright.  The vampire certainly acted like she would never tire, but Kari had a backup plan.  When she began to reach her limits, she would open the floodgates of Zalkar’s power, and let his glory flow through her as she’d done when she fled her last encounter with Annabelle. 
 
    Kari parried another attack, and felt a tingle of familiarity in her mind.  While she hadn’t sought to draw Zalkar’s power into herself, what she could only describe as his memories began to come unbidden to her mind.  She moved in tandem with him as he defended his countrymen, shielding them in their retreat from the ambush that left so many of them dead.  Each turn of her wrist, each sliding step to stay balanced and yet steadfast mimicked one of his own, and in her mind, she danced with her deity.  She had done so before with Sakkrass, but never before with Zalkar, and she relished the moment. 
 
    His symbol began to glow upon her chest, and she felt union with her master.  She paid little heed to Annabelle’s movements and attacks, each one being met perfectly by the instinct of memory.  Every battle Zalkar had ever engaged in, every training session, every humiliating lesson learned at the hands of his own masters synergized perfectly with Kari’s experience.  She felt Zalkar’s strength side by side with Suler Tumureldi’s, felt the harmony between their differing styles that came from their purpose. 
 
    Selfless defense of others. 
 
    Kari continued her dance, turning aside Annabelle’s every attack.  She kicked on instinct, crushing the vampire’s teeth together as she hit that blind spot she had been struck in so many times in recent years.  Annabelle snarled, but Kari was almost in a trance, continuing to dodge and weave despite a lack of action on the part of her enemy.  The black weave of Kari’s blades began to glow golden again, and the symbol of Zalkar flooded the room with a synergetic blue light.  And in that moment, Kari realized an incredible truth. 
 
    “Can’t beat me with your own prowess, can you, little slut?” the vampire snarled.  “I’m not surprised.  Can’t fight your own battles any more than you can get someone to love you.” 
 
    Kari stopped her rhythmic defense.  “What?” 
 
    “I never loved you, you were a convenient plaything.” 
 
    “You are not my friend,” Kari insisted, pointing a scimitar at the obnoxious undead. 
 
    “Oh, but she is in here,” Annabelle said, tapping her temple with a desiccated finger.  “Every bit of her memories is still here, and I know the truth you have fooled yourself into being blind to all these years.  She never loved you.  She only wanted to learn from you, for you to teach her that legendary fighting style you hoarded to yourself.  And when you refused, and you left her to die, know that she hated you in the end.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Kari growled. 
 
    “She didn’t even enjoy being intimate with you.  Thought you tasted…tainted.” 
 
    That’s impossible; Annabelle never knew, did she? Kari thought, and her hesitation was all the vampire needed.  She was on Kari in an instant, and drove one of her blades into the plate armor of her belly.  Kari turned at the last moment, but the sword ripped through flesh, tearing the skin and the muscle beneath, even if it didn’t catch her squarely and impale her.  Annabelle drew out her blade and kicked Kari hard, sending her reeling and then down the stairs with a prolonged, echoing clatter. 
 
    Kari spilled upon the landing before the keep’s front door, and was able to stop herself from rolling all the way down to the lower level.  She was bleeding badly, and she wasn’t sure if the healing energy she could call upon from Zalkar would be strong enough to stop the flow, much less heal the wound enough to fight.  She set her mind to it anyway, though; after all, what did she have to lose?  Annabelle was stalking down the stairway, and unless Kari could get back on her feet, this was going to be over in a moment. 
 
    The door to the keep swung open, hitting Kari in the rump, but she welcomed the sharp pain.  The sun spilled in and reinvigorated her, but not nearly as much as the sight before her.  There was Aeligos, swords in hands, and he moved between Kari and Annabelle, causing the vampire to come to a stop.  “Are you all right?” he asked Kari over his shoulder, only taking his eyes off the vampire for a second. 
 
    “I will be, if you can buy me a minute or so,” Kari said.  “But be careful, Aeligos.” 
 
    “I will,” he returned, approaching the vampire warily.  He engaged her, but though he was dual-wielding longswords, he used a fencing style to protect himself and keep Annabelle at bay.  Aeligos was not nearly as armored as Kari, and likewise nowhere near as skilled with the blades.  All he needed to do, though, was buy her time and keep Annabelle busy. 
 
    Kari concentrated on her wound; it was healing fast.  Too fast to be the result of that limited healing power she had always called upon in the past.  She got to her feet, felt a tightness where the wound had been, but little pain or evidence she was hurt at all.  She recovered her swords, watched them emit their golden glow, saw the accompanying blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol, and felt his power flow through her again. 
 
    “Still can’t beat me yourself?” Annabelle taunted. 
 
    “That’s the whole point,” Kari answered, approaching.  “I almost failed this test, but I just realized it has nothing to do with beating you.  It has to do with trusting him.  This isn’t about my glory, it’s about Zalkar’s.  And you, whatever the hell you are, are about to taste of his glory for the first and only time.” 
 
    “Kari?” Aeligos prompted. 
 
    “Stay or go; your choice,” she said, thinking of the Oracle’s words to him.  It was entirely possible that Kimlerin’s comment to him had nothing to do with Kari or even this mission, but if he had to make a choice between living or dying here, Kari wasn’t going to take that away from him.  “I’d rather you were outside and safe, but if you think you should be here, then stay.”   
 
    “Then I’m staying,” he said. 
 
    He and Kari moved to flank Annabelle, and the vampire began to retreat up the stairs.  Kari was still wary; there was a reason Annabelle had wanted her here and hadn’t simply killed her on the previous occasions.  She pressed her momentary advantage, but not too forcefully; she wanted Annabelle to throw down her hand first.  Aeligos followed her lead, and Kari worked in carefully to engage the vampire.  Once they reached the great room, Annabelle ran out of space to run, and the companions took up striking her from opposite sides, working together to wear her down.  The paluric armor still protected her from any real harm, but if it was possible for the vampire to become fatigued, it wouldn’t be long at this pace. 
 
    Annabelle met Kari’s attacks, and the demonhunter realized they were getting a little too predictable in their flanking maneuvers.  Aeligos flapped his wings, and the sound captured Annabelle’s attention, so Kari tried to capitalize.  The vampire recognized the feint and caught Kari with a shallow stab.  The demonhunter backed off a step and hoped that Zalkar’s power flowing through her would seal this new wound as well. 
 
    Aeligos flapped his wings again, and nodded his head toward Annabelle.  Kari wasn’t sure what he was trying to suggest, but then it occurred to her.  She pressed the vampire with another routine, then backed off slightly as usual for Aeligos to press in.  Kari turned and spun to her left, though, and stabbed backwards at the vampire.  She had the right idea, but her aim was slightly off, and her scimitar missed the wing slits in the back of the paluric armor. 
 
    Annabelle turned on Kari with a snarl when she realized what had almost happened, but she cried out when Aeligos’ blade sunk into the other wing slot.  On a normal person, such a blow would’ve punctured a lung at least, but it didn’t seem to have all that much effect on the vampire.  Kari surmised her own swords would be necessary to inflict a more punishing wound on their enemy.  But now they had Annabelle cornered; they knew it, and she knew it.  Her only hope was to reveal whatever her locational advantage was. 
 
    The vampire fled to the stairs and down to the lower level.  Kari and Aeligos gave chase, with Kari on point as they rounded the bends.  The lower level, just as Kari recalled, was a sprawling, high-ceilinged room sufficient for the black dragon to curl up in.  She’d been suspicious that he might be waiting there for her, just as he was so many years ago when first she’d hunted Annabelle, but only the vampire was there now. 
 
    With only Annabelle in the room, it felt cavernous.  Kari and Aeligos approached again; she was out of places to run.  If she dared try to escape the keep completely, there were a few dozen men waiting for her.  They had her cornered, but Kari didn’t get overconfident; she could still well remember how fiercely Turillia had fought when so “cornered” in Barcon.  A measured approach would work best, and Kari thought it was about time she started working specifically to disarm their enemy, so the two could use their martial arts to subdue the armored shell. 
 
    Annabelle smiled, a decrepit, horrid expression that said she had something else up her sleeve, and that coming down here had not been a last-ditch effort to hide, but the exact ace-in-the-hole Kari had suspected.  The back wall of the cavernous dungeon turned to pitch blackness, even to the low-light vision of Kari’s eyes.  The luminescence of Zalkar’s symbol did nothing to light up that wall.  She could feel a force tug at her, almost like wind passing by, but it had no effect on her hair; this was something ethereal, tugging on the soul, not the body. 
 
    “Bow to my command now, worm,” the vampire said to Aeligos.  He shook his head and put his fingers to his eyes, and Kari knew at once something was different.  Where he’d shrugged off Annabelle’s attempt to dominate his mind in Solaris, the presence of this dark vortex gave her further power.  With this advantage going to the vampire, Kari understood she was going to quickly lose the upper hand. 
 
    Kari couldn’t concern herself with Aeligos at that moment.  She dashed forward and sought to sever the vampire’s willpower before she dominated the rogue’s mind.  Kari went on the offensive, but made sure to attack at angles, that Annabelle’s counterattacks might glance off her plate armor rather than piercing it.  Their fight reached a fevered pace, but Kari had to break off when Aeligos came in behind her. 
 
    The rogue struck true, slamming the flat of his longsword across the side of the vampire’s head.  Though it didn’t pierce the paluric armor – not that the flat of the blade was meant to in the first place – it knocked Annabelle off-balance.  And that was all the opportunity Kari needed.  She grabbed at the vampire’s wrist and turned with her, driving her scimitar deep into the wing slit in the back of her armor. 
 
    Annabelle screamed and thrashed, trying to dislodge herself, but Kari stayed with her, keeping her head low to avoid the vampire’s throes of pain.  There was the sizzling sound of flesh burning, and Kari pushed Annabelle to the wall.  Kari levered her blade up to the right, toward the base of the neck.  She had no idea what it would take to sever the malevolent force animating her friend’s corpse, but she was pretty sure tearing her head free would do the trick.  Annabelle fought even with Kari’s sword buried as far as it would go into her back, so the demonhunter thought of something better. 
 
    Kari hooked her hand under the chin of the helmet and yanked it off, the same way Turillia had done to her in Barcon.  She had now exposed Annabelle to the same weakness she herself had almost succumbed to so often.  The vampire stumbled, though, and Kari realized the damage she’d done was substantial.  She kicked Annabelle’s legs out from under her but caught her in a kneeling position. 
 
    For a moment, those faded, dead eyes looked up at Kari, and took on their familiar ebon luster.  “Kari?  Kari, what’s happening?” she asked. 
 
    The demonhunter shook her head; she was not going to be fooled again.  “No.  You are not my friend,” she growled, but still she hesitated, her sword held aloft, ready to decapitate the foul monster. 
 
    The milky white, dead eyes returned.  “Bitch!  I was always better than you!” 
 
    Kari tilted her head and sighed.  “Don’t listen to it!” Aeligos yelled, approaching with his own sword raised to strike. 
 
    Kari scowled down at the captive vampire.  “My friend would have never said that to me,” she spat.  “She practically worshipped me.  She wanted to be me.  Whatever you are, whatever pieces of her are still inside you, you know nothing about her, or about us.  You’re just a vicious, pathetic spirit that I’m going to send right back to the grave.  To hell with you.” 
 
    Kari sliced the vampire’s head off cleanly, and let the corpse slump to the floor.  A foul, black, gel-like substance seeped from the severed neck.  Perhaps it had been blood at one time, but whatever the ichor was now, it was disgusting and unnatural.  As unnatural as the cold chill that bit into Kari’s flesh a moment later. 
 
    “Aeligos, run!” Kari shouted. 
 
    He didn’t listen, staring wide-eyed at the corpse as an inky shadow seeped out from it.  “Gods, Kari, what is that?!” 
 
    “RUN!” she shouted again, breaking through his trance.  The rogue turned and fled to the stairs, not even bothering to look back. 
 
    The demon emerged from Annabelle’s corpse and coalesced into a vaguely humanoid form.  The chill of its presence was considerable, and Kari wondered why she couldn’t feel as much when it had been in possession of Annabelle.  And that in itself opened so many more questions; was Annabelle actually dead before Kari killed her, or simply possessed?  Was she a demon-possessed vampire?  Was Zaliskower, too, demon-possessed?  And how might all of this be connected to the current goings-on across Terrassia? 
 
    The range of possibilities and their ramifications was substantial, but Kari had little time to consider any of it.  The demon hissed at her, and Kari held her blades up, their golden light keeping the creature at bay.  It began to slink toward that wall of inky darkness, and beckoned for her to follow.  Part of Kari was satisfied that she’d done what she came for, but there was a rage that burned deep inside her at this insidious creature’s actions.  She wanted it to pay, and as long as she had the means to do so, she was going to take revenge for everyone this monster had ever hurt – Annabelle not the least of them. 
 
    She followed it to the wall, and after only the briefest pause, she passed through and into the realm of shadow.  Her swords and Zalkar’s symbol lit the area a little bit, and she could see that she was once again in that fortress on the edge of oblivion.  She was pretty sure she was in the entry chamber near its massive double doors, but it was hard to see much.  And wherever her enemy had gone, she could not see it at all. 
 
    “Show yourself, monster,” she growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    A cold pain in her arm told her it had touched her, and Kari swung instinctively in that direction.  It touched her again, and then again, the cold sapping the strength and stamina from her as surely as if she wielded a pair of overweight hammers.  She backed up toward the wall, trying to find the doorway back to Citaria, but she wasn’t where she thought she was.  Kari had a brief moment of panic, but even as she was touched a fourth time, she calmed and called out. 
 
    “Where are you, my angel?” she asked.  “I need you again, my friend.” 
 
    The room lit up, but Kari’s eyes adjusted without any of the blindness or painful period of getting used to the light.  There was that bobbing ball of warmth again, and its luminescence made the demon stand out clearly.  There was a moment where living light faced off with living shadow, but where the shadow caused the light no harm, the light clearly inflicted pain upon the demon.  The shadowy evil spirit fled through the doorway to the next room, but Kari hesitated. 
 
    “Should I go back and get my armor?” she asked her angel. 
 
    The light began to pace back and forth, so Kari figured it wasn’t necessary.  She made her way after the demon, and the light kept her way bright and clear.  Even in this shadow realm, the light of her angel fought off the darkness, and Kari could practically feel the discomfort of the realm itself at being lit up.  There was a vague sense that the light’s presence was awakening something greater, but Kari concentrated on her immediate goal.  Room to room she passed with her guiding light, giving chase to the demon, until at last they came to the very circular staircase Kari had come down when she’d woken up in this nightmarish place. 
 
    Kari mounted the stairs, and found herself hardly fatigued at all when she reached the top, even with the heavier plate armor.  Zalkar’s power was still flowing through her, the blades she held continued to glow golden, and she had the angelic light beside her.  She climbed up the metal rungs and threw wide the trap door, but took one cold, stinging hit as she emerged on the top of the castle tower.  The demon’s advantage of darkness soon dissipated, the globe of warm light emerging to reflect the swirling vortex above. 
 
    Kari looked at her luminescent sidekick and then up at the vortex.  There seemed to be some sort of connection there.  Was it possible the vortex was not swallowing light, but claiming what didn’t belong in this shadowy hell?  Whatever the case, another biting pang of cold along Kari’s side told her to get back to the task at hand, as did the distant sounds of moans and shrieks, and a sense of movement in that outer darkness.  Kari’s sidekick had indeed woken something in the deeper shadows, and if Kari’s instincts were right, it was moving toward the castle now. 
 
    The demon used the shadows as it could, but with the vortex above and the reflecting presence of the angel, Kari was able to stand her ground.  When she finally struck the demon, a piece of it burned off in a hissing whisper of smoke, and it howled in rage at the touch of the apparently holy scimitar.  Now that Kari had actually harmed it, it tried to flee, but found itself met at every turn by the ball of light.  While Kari’s benefactor didn’t directly engage the demon, they forced it to come back to her and fight. 
 
    Every cut of Kari’s swords caused the demon spirit unimaginable pain, and little by little, she whittled it away.  It struck her and left cold behind where it did, but she was burning from within with the righteous fury of her deity, and the presence of the warm light was only aiding in that.  Her inner fire could not be dulled, not by doubt, and certainly not by the chilling touch of her hellish foe.  With a final deceptive movement, Kari impaled the demon on one sword, which was quickly joined by the other.  Still it wouldn’t die, but on a hunch, Kari looked up, and then she heaved the demon skyward in the direction of that fascinating vortex of light. 
 
    The demon screamed in protest, but a tendril of light came forth and caught it, dragging it up into the vortex.  It uttered threats and curses in that alien shrieking and moaning, but it was no longer a danger, and Kari knew that in her soul.  It was dragged into the light, where its darkness was consumed by the thing it feared most.  She recalled what Sakkrass had said when he used her to threaten the demon that had possessed Kaelin Black; was that vortex connected to her adoptive father, then?  Kari considered the vortex for only a minute before she felt a stir in the very air, and she walked to the parapets of the tower. 
 
    Far below, shapes and shadows began moving in tandem, converging on the castle atop which she stood.  She had killed a demon, but what gathered below looked like an army of them, or perhaps something far worse, if any such thing existed.  Kari’s guiding light paced back and forth, and then made its way down through the hatchway and into the tower.  Kari followed after it quickly, and the light led her back to the front doors of the shadowy castle.  Throwing them wide, the demonhunter paused for a moment before she stepped back through to Citaria. 
 
    “Whoever you are, I owe you a beer, at the least,” Kari said.  “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    The ball of light winked at her, then disappeared, and Kari jumped through the portal back to home.  She arrived in the upper room of the keep again, alone in the quiet solitude of Annabelle’s old haunt.  She wanted to go get her things from her friend’s corpse, but first she resolved to go tell everyone that the threat had passed.  Or had it?  It was always possible that Zaliskower had returned and there was another battle raging outside.  With that thought, she made haste out the front door of the keep. 
 
    She was immediately greeted by men with swords drawn, but they quickly recognized her and began welcoming her back with cacophonous praise. 
 
    “Sir, Lady Vanador is back!” one of the Red Masks shouted. 
 
    Colonel Prescott and Major Ingram approached, but they were swept aside by Aeligos as he rushed to embrace Kari.  “Gods, girl, where did you go?” he asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Back to that shadow fortress on the other plane,” she said, and her explanation left the Red Masks in the area speechless.  “Annabelle wasn’t just a vampire, she had a demon in her as well.  That’s why you lot had such a difficult time outmaneuvering her and killing her.  But her body is down below, and I followed the demon back to its lair and killed it.  I think Zaliskower may have one in him as well, but there’s no way to be sure until we can kill him.” 
 
    The colonel saluted Kari respectfully.  “Well, ma’am, Alamarise is waiting for you.  He said he chased Zaliskower as far north as he could.  There will still be work to be done in the future, but you’ve won the day.” 
 
    “We’ve won the day,” Kari corrected.  “But if you’ll excuse me, there’s something I need to take care of.” 
 
    Colonel Prescott, Eugene, and Aeligos followed her downstairs, probably to keep an eye on her in case something else decided to try its luck.  Kari wanted to get her armor back from Annabelle, but there were two things she wanted even more than that.  The back wall was no longer a portal to the shadow plane – at least as far as Kari could tell – but she was still leery of it.  She had attracted a great deal of attention while fighting in that otherworldly hell, and she wasn’t sure if something would try to force its way here to avenge its friend.  With a shrug to herself, Kari took up her dog tags from the decapitated corpse and put them back over her neck, and found her wedding band loosely wrapped about the vampire’s finger.  “Now I feel complete again,” she said quietly. 
 
    No one offered any words, so Kari got to work removing her armor and padded clothes from her friend’s body.  Once she was dressed and armored again, she wrapped Annabelle in her cloak.  “Colonel, can I trouble your men to take her body back to town with us?  I want to bring her back home to DarkWind and give her a full military funeral from the Order.” 
 
    He seemed a bit confused.  “You want to give a military funeral to a vampire?” 
 
    “She was my sister, my partner, and my friend,” Kari clarified.  “Whatever the demon did with her body after it killed her, she’s still one of us.  She died in the line of duty, and I’ll see to it everyone remembers that, and that she’s honored, as is right.” 
 
    “My apologies, ma’am, I didn’t realize she was one of yours.  So you… knew her in your past life?” 
 
    Kari nodded, but didn’t feel like explaining.  As charged as she’d felt carrying Zalkar’s power into battle and fighting beside her little angel, she felt emotionally drained now.  Satisfied, but still drained. 
 
    They left the keep, and there was another great cheer as Kari emerged from the front door.  She saluted the applauding Red Mask soldiers in the demonhunter way, and took in all the faces around her.  These men had owed her nothing, and many of them had paid with their blood – and many of their companions with their lives – for this victory.  And that was part of what made this hunt so much different.  This victory wasn’t hers, nor was the glory: she had given all of it to Zalkar.  And now, she realized, she should also give a portion of the glory and praise back to these men. 
 
    “Thank you, all of you,” she said, normally not one for giving speeches.  “What we’ve accomplished here today is something your grandchildren’s children will talk about.  The Red Mask was around when I walked this world the first time, and let me say, you’ve all brought great honor and achievement to a company that already had both in spades.  On behalf of myself and my entire Order – Zalkar included – thank you.  You’re all heroes.” 
 
    Kari turned to Aeligos finally, and gripped him in a tight hug.  “And thank you,” she whispered in his ear.   
 
    “I’m glad I was worthy of fighting beside you,” he returned. 
 
    Kari leaned back and patted his face playfully.  “More than that,” she said, then she turned back to the gathered men.  “Come, let us take our fallen comrades back to town and honor them and their sacrifice.” 
 
    “I’ll handle that from here, ma’am.  Thank you,” Colonel Prescott said, and he started issuing orders to get the men moving. 
 
    Kari approached the great silver dragon, who had moved inside and curled up to fit in the courtyard but still allow the men to get to and fro.  “And you,” she said, staring into those purple eyes as he leveled his head with hers.  “I hope I’ve earned the honor of being called your friend, because I call you mine.” 
 
    “I have lived many generations, and may outlive you by several more, but know this, Lady Vanador: I will always cherish the memory of carrying the Avatar of Vengeance into battle on my back.  I have done a great many things in my lifetime, but this will ever hold a special place in my ancient heart.” 
 
    “As it will in mine,” she agreed. 
 
    Alamarise ducked his head in a bowing gesture, and Kari lightly brushed the side of his face with her fingers as she touched her forehead to his.  She had thanked all those who had aided her directly; now she only hoped that she might encounter Peri again on the return trip, that she could properly thank the elven people for their contribution. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They returned to Chandler’s Grove, where the town’s healer, a priest of Tigron, took care of prayers for the dead.  The men were prepared for their funerals, but only a few were interred in the town’s graveyard.  Others, marked by military-style dog tags, were set to be sent back to their home towns with honors.  Many of the Red Mask volunteered to accompany their dead companions back home, to explain their bravery and sacrifice to their surviving loved ones. 
 
    Kari wished there was some monetary gift she could give the surviving families the way the Order did for those who died in the line of duty.  “Our people’s families normally receive a death benefit when they’re killed in the line of duty; I don’t suppose your guild is able to do the same for those who fall?” 
 
    “We’ll make sure nobody’s left without a provider,” Eugene assured her.  He didn’t go into specifics on how they planned to do that, but the Red Mask was well-organized, and she considered Major Ingram and Colonel Prescott to be men of their word.  She supposed it was as much as she could hope for, and trusted that any widows and orphans could find further care through the temple of Kaelariel. 
 
    With funeral arrangements and the like taken care of, Kari and Aeligos began the long trek back to Flora.  Kari had hoped for a speedy ride from Alamarise, but the silver dragon opted to remain in Chandler’s Grove to watch for any sign of Zaliskower’s return.  It was a safe bet the dragon would seek vengeance for all that had happened if he returned.  With Annabelle’s body to transport, it was probably better that they took the slower overland route, as anxious as Kari was to get back to her husband and children. 
 
    The number returning directly to Solaris was a dozen and a half, so there was plenty of protection during their travels.  Kari and Aeligos shared a wagon with Eugene, with Annabelle’s body in the rear with the supplies.  Already desiccated and practically mummified, there was little rot or stench of decay to worry about, but Annabelle had been properly wrapped in a burial shroud in Chandler’s Grove regardless. 
 
    “You said Annabelle was your sister?” Eugene asked as they traveled. 
 
    “My sister of the blade,” Kari explained.  “She was a young demonhunter when we met, and she was assigned as my partner so I could make sure she was ready to advance to the higher ranks of the Order.  She became like a sister to me, but after a while, assigned partnerships are usually broken up.  We went our separate ways, and the next time I heard from her, she asked me for my help at Fort Sabbath.  By the time I got there, she was already a vampire; Zaliskower had already turned her.” 
 
    “That…must have gotten lost to history,” the human said, turning to look over the shroud lying in the bed behind them.  “Our company has been fighting her for so long, we just thought she was some ancient, nasty vampire.  We had no idea she was a former demonhunter.” 
 
    “I wonder where her dog tags ended up,” Kari said.  “Might be that Zaliskower has them as a trophy.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll get them back someday, I’ve no doubt.” 
 
    “Kari, when you fought the demon…,” Aeligos began from his seat in the rear.  Kari looked at him over her shoulder.  “Was it there again?  The angel?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a smile.  “I offered it a beer, but it still declined to tell me its name.” 
 
    That drew a laugh from the rogue, but Eugene beheld her curiously.  “An angel helped?” 
 
    “Some sort of angelic being aided us a few times during this mission,” she confirmed.  “But I’ve been the only one that could see it every time it showed up.  I’m not sure who it is, but I have some suspicions.  Might be it wasn’t an angel, but an avatar of a deity, or at least a piece of one trying to aid me.  I guess in the end, it’s not really important.  If they want their free drink, they’ll have to let me know who they are to get it.” 
 
    The men both laughed, and the wagon rolled on into the afternoon.  They reached Solaris after a week and a half.  Kari and Aeligos stayed only long enough to help get the Red Mask settled in their guildhall after handling funeral arrangements.  Peri had left the city during their absence, which Kari found disappointing.  The elf had been quite helpful, and Kari had looked forward to sharing the good news with her.  She trusted that the news would reach the elven court before long anyway. 
 
    Joining a short caravan taking goods to the coastal city for shipping, Kari and Aeligos were soon on their way back to Flora.  They spent most of the trip telling their benefactors all about the battle and all those who had helped in some way.  It seemed news was spreading even quicker than usual, and since Kari typically hated talking too much about herself or her deeds, Aeligos was happy to do the majority of the storytelling. 
 
    What was more concerning were the tales they heard in return.  The gnoll attacks to the north were getting more frequent and far deadlier, and there was no news of any luranar working to set things right.  More rumors continued to come out of Aurun Ch’Gurra, suggesting there was a conspiracy among several noble families to wipe out each other’s children.  From what Kari and Aeligos heard around the campfires at night, necromancers were causing issues in some of the smaller towns as well, and that left Kari to wonder about their encounter at the cemetery outside the city of Jade. 
 
    Terrassia was a mess these days, it seemed.  Kari made a mental note to increase the number of hunters being sent to patrol the continent.  She had that nagging feeling that all of it was connected somehow, and she had half a mind to turn around and return to Solaris to begin looking into it.  Thankfully, Aeligos told her flatly that she had other concerns, and that the many kingdoms of the continent were well-equipped to look into such things themselves.  She knew that was the truth, but oftentimes, being so duty-bound meant it took someone else to say so for Kari to accept it as such. 
 
    The caravan took nearly a week to reach Flora, but it didn’t matter.  Kari was so giddy when she got to the edge of the city that her sore rump, accrued boredom, and growing distaste for road rations fell from her mind.  She spent the time only to make arrangements to bring Annabelle’s coffin to the docks for storage, and then she was off, racing into the city.  Aeligos laughed as he worked to keep up with her, jogging through the streets toward the Ranger’s Respite and her family.  She saw many people point at the two of them, and had to suppress a laugh; news really was travelling fast on this matter. 
 
    They reached the square that housed the Ranger’s Respite, Kari’s heart thundering with the strain of her run and the anticipation of joy.  She skidded to a stop when she saw the long blonde hair.  It took her a moment to even process what she was seeing, and she wasn’t sure whether to be confused or even giddier.  “Mom!  What are you doing here?” 
 
    Kyrie didn’t answer.  She simply rushed forward and grabbed Kari in a tight, tearful embrace. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Aeligos said from behind Kari, and his voice broke.  “Oh, shit, no...” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter XVII – Unacceptable Loss 
 
      
 
    Kari sat on a bench, a lifetime between each breath and beat of her heart.  Grakin lay on a stone table, unmoving, his peaceful form perfectly preserved by the priests’ magic.  There was an annoying irony there: that the priests could preserve his corpse, but not his life.  After all he had given to the god of freedom and death, an unfairly shortened lifetime of service, now he lay in that god’s temple, a victim of Kaelariel’s own domain. 
 
    The tears wouldn’t even come anymore.  Kari felt empty.  All sense of accomplishment had been stripped away, the mixed emotions of finally putting her sister to rest and bringing some small measure of safety to Terrassia.  She couldn’t help but think if she had waited just a while longer to undertake her hunt, she may have gotten to spend Grakin’s last days with him.  It wouldn’t have softened the blow of his passing, but he would not have been left alone, far from home, when his time came. 
 
    But he wasn’t alone, a voice whispered in Kari’s mind.  As if on cue, she heard the patter of little feet across the cool granite floor of the temple, and Little Gray came and wrapped Kari’s lower leg in a hug.  She picked him up to stand in her lap, and he hugged her tightly.  He was too young to understand what had happened, but old enough to know something was wrong.  How long had he been living at the inn with only Seanada to care for him before Kyrie arrived? 
 
    “Daddy goed home?” he asked, his voice unsure and a little afraid. 
 
    “He went back to the gods,” Kari said, bringing up the tearful green eyes of her mother-in-law across the way.  Kari felt empty of anything but longing and pain, but she remembered what it was like to die of Dracon’s Bane.  Grakin was free now: free from the pain, from the emotional torment of having friends and loved ones watch him die.  It was confusing, but there was no denying that a part of Kari was happy that Grakin was finally at peace.  But there was so much of her life in tatters now that any such feelings lay buried under a solid bed of anxiety, loss, and longing. 
 
    His pain has ended, and mine has just begun. 
 
    Seanada wasn’t far behind Little Gray, and the half-syrinthian put Uldriana down to crawl across the floor.  Kari’s daughter was already quite proficient at it, when she hadn’t even begun when Kari left.  It was just something else Kari had missed in her family’s lives, another thing she had sacrificed to pursue her career.  If she wasn’t out doing the work of the gods and helping put an end to threats to her very world, Kari didn’t think she’d be able to deal with it. 
 
    The demonhunter lifted her eyes to Seanada.  “When did he die?” she asked, her voice sounding far too loud in the silence of the temple. 
 
    “Three days after you left,” the half-syrinthian said. 
 
    “And when did you get here?” Kari asked her mother-in-law. 
 
    “I left as soon as I felt him pass,” Kyrie said, fresh tears flowing.  She may have been the high priestess of the god of death, but it was her child lying on the stone table before her.  Kari didn’t imagine any beliefs would mitigate those feelings. 
 
    Kari gestured for her mother-in-law to come sit beside her, but then she turned back to Seanada.  “So you had the children alone for weeks?  Why didn’t you send me a message?  I could’ve come back.” 
 
    “You had work to be done,” the half-syrinthian answered with a shrug.  “And I grew up among the mallasti, so I am no stranger to having children to look after.  Completing the weaning of your daughter was a challenge, but they were otherwise little trouble to care for.  There was an elf that came to see to your children, but I did not know her and kept her away from them until I could verify her identity with you.” 
 
    “Peri was here?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I believe she still is.  Aside from a wet nurse and the proprietor and servers at the inn, I allowed no one to get close to your children.”  Seanada went and laid her hand on Grakin’s shoulder, and her golden eyes came up to meet Kari’s gaze.  “Forgive me; there are some things I cannot protect you and your family from.” 
 
    Kari waved off the comment, biting back the sob that threatened to break the peaceful quiet.  Kyrie leaned into her, and Kari wrapped her mother’s head with her free arm, the other clutched about Little Gray.  She wondered where Aeligos was; he was the only one who hadn’t come to the temple to see Grakin.  Aeligos and Grakin had always been very close, much closer than either was to any of their other siblings, and Kari had no doubt this was hitting Aeligos nearly as hard as it was hitting her.  She also had to consider that, as far as she knew, there hadn’t been any deaths in the family before.  Losing that first close loved one was always a trial, and it was only made worse the closer that person was to one’s heart. 
 
    She looked back up at Seanada, considering the blessing it had been to be assigned the half-syrinthian’s services.  Once again there was that sense that something bigger lay beneath it all, and that meeting her and Marracir had not been chance.  She recalled the dream she had – or had it been real? – of Sakkrass and Huirelius, and wondered how much control the gods could and did exert over the lives of their people.  The memories of Sakkrass’ words and of playing chess with Koursturaux lined up side by side in Kari’s mind, and she wondered just how many moves ahead the gods themselves could arrange things. 
 
    But did they?  Everything she knew pointed to people having free will, so did the gods really exert any influence on the outcomes at all?  It was too deep, too philosophical for Kari; as she explained to most people, she tended to only look at what was right in front of her.  Perhaps, though, that was part of the problem, and a big reason her husband lay dead on a table before her and she hadn’t seen it coming.  Had Koursturaux suspected what was coming, teaching Kari to see things well in advance? 
 
    Little Gray got antsy, so Kari set him down and then hefted up Uldriana.  She couldn’t help but wonder how things would play out now.  She had, in theory, just completed the test to become Avatar of Vengeance, but she was now a single mother and would hardly have the time to perform the duties of that office.  Certainly, the family would help, as they always had, but Kari couldn’t foist her children on others constantly while she went out seeking ways to get herself killed. 
 
    Everything in her life was about to change in so many ways.  If what she had been told was true, she would now share a direct connection with Zalkar.  She would be raising her children without their father and her husband.  She would still be a part of the Tesconis family, but the thread holding them together directly was now severed.  People were going to look at her and treat her differently now, for one reason or another.  She recalled that Grakin had asked Aeligos to take care of her needs while they were on the road, and now that felt even more awkward, and she was glad she hadn’t given in to what little temptation was there. 
 
    Did you know your time was that short, my love?  Why did you not say anything? Kari whispered in her mind. 
 
    She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out in a long sigh.  She thought of how close they’d been on the journey to Flora.  Aside from Grakin’s impotence, it had been like a honeymoon, even with the children.  They had spent nearly all their time close together, aglow with the bonds of spouses and parents.  Had he known?  Had he experienced some special lucent moment that his time was almost up, and that he wanted to spend what remained as close to her as he could be? 
 
    Kari had to be a little thankful.  Had she left Grakin behind when she left for Terrassia, she’d be completely crushed now.  But she’d gotten those last couple of weeks with him aboard the ship, and despite how inadequate it seemed overall, it was something to cherish.  She had that as her last memory of him, rather than remembering him standing on a dock waving goodbye, or thinking about how she had spent his last days visiting a demon king or sailing away from him. 
 
    Kari took off her dog tags.  She slipped the wedding band off of Grakin’s finger and slid it down the chain, then put it back around her neck.  Kyrie watched in stunned silence, so Kari leaned over to give her a kiss.  “I’ll be back in a while.  I need to go get the children fed.” 
 
    “I can take care of that for you, Lady Vanador,” Seanada offered. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “No, you’ve been doing it for weeks, I need to spend some time with them.” 
 
    The half-syrinthian bowed her head.  “As you wish.  Would you like me to instead go and try to contact the elf if she is still here?” 
 
    “Maybe after we have something to eat,” Kari sighed.  “You’ve obviously been a steady presence for the children, so I’d like you to come with me for now.” 
 
    Seanada agreed and accompanied Kari back to the inn.  Aeligos wasn’t there, either, so they got the children settled at a table while Mr. Darby brought them meals.  He expressed his condolences to Kari quietly, but didn’t want to impose, so he left her be once he had.  Once there was food on the table and they began to eat, Seanada pulled something from the folds of her cloak.  “This is for you,” she said, handing the sealed, folded letter to Kari.  “Your husband asked that this be given to you and you alone, that you may share it with the family if you desire.” 
 
    Kari took the letter and had to take a steadying breath.  “I’ll read this later, in my room,” she said, tucking it away.  “Did you two talk at all in the days before he passed?” 
 
    “We spoke a great deal,” Seanada said.  “Your husband was an exceptional person, one who spent his last days of life thinking not of himself, but those he would leave behind.  I believe he knew you would spend many days second-guessing your decision to undertake your mission, and the letter addresses that.  He was quite concerned for you.” 
 
    Kari stared at the half-syrinthian.  “He must have trusted you, if he was content in letting you watch the children after he died.” 
 
    “I swore an oath to protect you and your family; he had faith in that,” she returned.  “I am curious what you have faith in, Lady Vanador.  Your husband served your god of death, did he not?  You seem to be handling this quite well.  Are you content in knowing where he has gone?” 
 
    “We’ve known this was coming for years,” Kari answered.  “I suppose that makes it a little easier to deal with, but honestly, I’m still just working through everything.  I know where he’s gone, and that I’ll see him again, and I’m trying to be content with that.  What worries me is having the children to take care of alone, with all the other responsibilities I have.” 
 
    “But you are not alone,” Seanada said, curiosity in her eyes.  “Your family is not unlike a mallasti family.  You have multiple generations and siblings willing to aid you.  That is why the mallasti congregate in such large families, that the burdens of family and even village are shared, and never fall squarely onto one person.” 
 
    Kari half-smiled, trying to imagine how she would’ve felt being compared to a mallasti family even a year ago.  Her life was changing so rapidly, and the world with it, and nothing she did seemed to slow any of it down.  On the contrary, her efforts only served to accelerate all of the changes.  Changes that led to her sitting across from a half-syrinthian, half-succubus who had cared for her children for weeks.  Kari wondered how Kyrie dealt with finding her grandchildren in the care of the half-syrinthian. 
 
    “What is death like to the mallasti people?” she asked Seanada. 
 
    “They largely consider it a return to the embrace of the Great Mother, to join her in her sleep until such time as she reawakens.  But the faith is different from village to village, person to person.  Some have lost their faith and their way; others cling tightly to it, not unlike your husband did.” 
 
    Kari held her children a little tighter when the meal was done, and they returned to the temple of Kaelariel.  Aeligos was there, sitting a silent vigil beside his brother’s body, and Kari went and sat beside him.  Seanada took the children to another part of the temple to give the two some quiet and privacy.  The rogue didn’t say anything, just leaned into Kari and cried.  She let a few tears of her own go, but where she had initially felt cold and empty, now she felt warmth. 
 
    “I think it was him,” she said. 
 
    Aeligos sat up and looked at her.  “What was him?” 
 
    “The light that guided me,” she said.  “Seanada said he died a few days after we left.  I think that was him guiding me in the mountains, and in that shadowy place, making sure to get me home safely.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t I see him, then?” Aeligos asked, almost indignantly. 
 
    “He was my husband, Aeligos.  The light of my life.  Maybe more literally than I ever thought.” 
 
    He hugged tight to her, and they sat for a while.  Kari left to return to the inn and put the children down for a nap.  Once she got them settled, she took out the letter from Grakin.  It took her a few minutes before she could even bring herself to break the seal.  At last she did, and she began to read his impeccable script, something she hadn’t seen very often. 
 
      
 
    My dearest, sweet Karian, 
 
      
 
    I have only one regret in this lifetime, my love, and it is that our time together should be cut short.  In you I have found the perfect mate: a woman I can love, cherish, and respect, but whose heroism and bravery leave me consistently amazed.  I have told you often that I would not change a thing about you, and I reaffirm this now. 
 
    Because I know you too well. 
 
    You are no doubt wondering if you should have refused this last task assigned to you, to spend more time with me before my passing.  You will spend many a day asking yourself what you could or should have done differently. 
 
    The answer is: Nothing.  I am proud of you, my love.  Proud of everything you stand for, everything you do.  These last couple of weeks we got to spend together are among my most cherished memories, and they will go with me into the hereafter. 
 
    I spent many years of my life knowing and learning to accept my fate.  But always did I imagine I would die alone – surrounded by family, certainly, but without the bonds of a mate.  Instead, in you I found my soulmate, my love, and my partner, and had the blessed joy of having children.  If there is one consolation for me, it is that I will watch our family grow from beyond. 
 
    And it is on this note that I have a final request to make of you, my love: 
 
    Do not mourn me too long.  What we had, I will cherish forever, as I am certain you will.  But do not spend the remainder of your days unmated and adrift for my sake.  Remember always that I love you, but if you should find the opportunity to remarry, do not hesitate. 
 
    I know that you still have feelings for Kris Jir’tana.  Should your paths cross again, know that I want you to be happy, and if that means being with him, then do so.  While I cannot say I know him personally, his reputation precedes him, and as long as I have served his father, I know that he is a good man. 
 
    Raise our children well, and know that I will love you, always.  I do not think I will survive to see you return, and I know how this will hurt you.  Do not be overcome with regret or guilt.  I love you.  I love who you are, I love what you do, and I love that you never put your own wants above others’ needs. 
 
    Walk always in love and peace, and know that I will see you again. 
 
      
 
    With eternal love, 
 
    Grakin 
 
      
 
    Kari clutched the letter tightly to her breast and let out the last of her grief.  She felt guilty for a few moments, wondering if Grakin had ever felt like Kari’s second choice.  Did she speak so much and so highly of Kris that even her husband wanted her to pursue a relationship with him?  It didn’t seem to matter, really: Kris was still a young man by half-guardian standards, even though he was older than Kari.  And Kari was closing in on forty, and wouldn’t likely still be as attractive an option to someone so long-lived. 
 
    She couldn’t even think about that right now.  It was going to take her some time to let go of Grakin, if she ever could.  Any man trying to worm his way into her life in the short-term was going to get a taste of her fist.  And if she did decide to seek romantic interests again, anyone she courted was going to have to accept that they would be a father to her children.  And that was the one thing she really wasn’t sure about when it came to someone like Kris. 
 
    Kari fell asleep thinking about Grakin, and she woke up with her children after a little while.  Uldriana didn’t fuss to nurse, which was a good thing, since Kari wouldn’t even be able to anymore after so long apart.  She got down on the floor and played with Little Gray while his sister crawled around looking for things to use to stand up.  It hurt to think she wasn’t there for her child when he was dealing with his father’s disappearance.  Then again, she had to wonder: did her own frequent trips away help prepare her son for the separation? 
 
    She pushed it aside, and dug deep for that practicality that always amazed her family.  All she could do was deal with what was in front of her.  She would grieve for Grakin in her heart, but she had to tend to her children, and make sure they grew up knowing that their father was a gentle, caring man who had loved them very much.  She had to learn to depend even more on her family now, and make certain they knew how much she appreciated them. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Kari got up and hid the letter from Grakin before she went to let Kyrie in.  Her mother-in-law hugged her tightly, and then went to sit on the floor with the children.  “How are you holding up?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same,” Kyrie said, managing a slight smile.  “Is there anything you need?” 
 
    “Just time,” Kari said, sitting down beside her.  “Gods, knowing this was coming hasn’t helped at all.  And after having to kill my friend…”  Kyrie looked surprised, so Kari filled her in on all that had happened.  She made sure to punctuate the entire tale with details about Aeligos’ bravery, and that brought a fuller smile to the woman’s face.  “It’s a lot to take in.  I’m glad I’ll have the children to keep me busy on the voyage home.” 
 
    “You know, that woman…Seanada…she’s been exceptionally good with the children,” Kyrie said.  “I expected, when you first brought her home, that she was some cold, unfeeling killer.  There is certainly a lot more to her than I would have ever guessed.” 
 
    “I knew there was more to her based on what I was told before she joined me,” Kari said.  “It’s a lucky thing she was assigned to guard me, and that I had her come and watch over Grakin and the kids.” 
 
    Kyrie leaned into Kari at the sound of her son’s name.  “I’m glad he’s finally at peace, and no longer in pain, but I already miss him.  Kari, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask me.  Don’t let my grief supersede yours.” 
 
    “The same goes for you, Mom,” Kari said, hugging her tightly.  “That’s what I learned in this test from Zalkar.  Strength is multiplied when it’s shared.  We’ll get through this together, I promise you.” 
 
    “Will you help me talk to Aeligos?” 
 
    “Of course.”  Kari hefted up Uldriana and called for Little Gray to follow, and they made their way downstairs to find Aeligos. 
 
    Piriin’vuae so’Lant’aerii was there in the commons with Seanada and Aeligos.  The elf glanced sidelong at the half-syrinthian before she approached.  “Lady Vanador, allow me to express my deepest sympathies, and those of all the elven nation of Laeranore,” she said with a deliberate bow of her head.  “I came to see to your family when I received a response to the message you asked me to send, but this woman refused to allow me to see your children.” 
 
    Kari nodded, finding a bit of humor in the situation, even in light of the shadows that clouded her.  “She’s been assigned to protect us, and obviously takes it very seriously,” she answered.  “But I appreciate you going out of your way to help.” 
 
    “The Queen was all too happy to allow me to come here for such an honored friend of the kingdom,” Peri assured her.  “If there is any way we can be of service, you have but to ask.” 
 
    Kari considered that for a minute.  Would it be too much to ask? she wondered.  “It may be too much to ask of you, but Grakin’s final wish…was to be buried at our home, and have a great tree planted over his grave.” 
 
    “Then I will accompany you, and grow a magnificent reminder of your husband where he is laid to rest,” Peri agreed without further prompting. 
 
    “And could you help us speak to my brother-in-law?” 
 
    The elf glanced at Aeligos and smiled.  “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The journey back to DarkWind was a long and solemn one.  Kyrie and Aeligos asked if Kari wanted to bury Grakin with the rest of her family, but she was determined to honor his last wishes.  She told them of his request to be buried near the house, and Kyrie thought it was a wonderful gesture.  When Peri spoke of growing a great memorial tree over the gravesite, even the high priestess of the god of death was moved.  They would take care of that first when they got back, and then Kari planned to hold a funeral with honors for Annabelle. 
 
    They arrived in DarkWind after a few weeks.  During the journey, Kari was amazed by how well Seanada interacted with the children.  There was still a bit of that impassiveness she must have picked up from the mallasti, but she couldn’t hide the fact that she enjoyed playing with Kari’s kids.  Not only that, but the children responded well to her, and even Little Gray did as Seanada asked, usually without too much fuss.  It left Kari to wonder how old the woman was, and whether or not she had any interest in pursuing a mate or having children of her own. 
 
    Seanada considered herself an abomination, so Kari thought it was unlikely she planned to seek a mate or have children.  It was always possible that being part of a family had or would change that, though, so Kari kept a bit of hope tucked aside there.  She wasn’t sure why she cared so much for someone who was still a relative stranger, but she found she simply had to care for someone who had cared for her children so well. 
 
    The family met them at the docks when they arrived.  The mood was somber over the death of Grakin, yet joyous for Kari and Aeligos’ safe return.  Corbanis held Kyrie for several minutes.  Kari wasn’t sure how their relationship was progressing; she never wanted to get too nosey about it.  But the way the two embraced suggested it was more than just the loss of a child bringing them back together.  Corbanis was there when Kyrie needed him, and that clearly meant a lot to the priestess. 
 
    Grakin’s siblings comforted their mother before each came over to greet Kari.  The greetings were quiet, and the hugs lasted longer than usual.  Sonja in particular clutched Kari for some time, and then held her niece and nephew until each became too fussy.  Most of them went over to lay a hand on Grakin’s coffin after they welcomed Kari home.  They were hesitant in their greetings of Seanada; Kari could only imagine how quickly that would change when they found out the woman had guarded Kari’s children alone for weeks. 
 
    Peri stayed back, not intruding on the family gathering, but Kari called her forward and introduced her to everyone.  With that done, Kari sent Annabelle’s body ahead to the campus of the Order, then accompanied the family back to her estate.  Only the family had arrived at the docks to greet them, Kari guessed because the others wanted to give them private time.  She wondered how far along Damansha and Danilynn were now, having mostly lost track of time during the mission.  Damansha was getting really big, and Kari imagined it wouldn’t be long before either woman gave birth. 
 
    Deep winter had settled in, and the ground was frozen.  It wouldn’t be easy, if at all possible, to bury Grakin.  With Annabelle, it wasn’t as much of an issue; she would receive a funeral pyre, and her ashes would be scattered somewhere.  Kari wondered if her old friend had any relatives anywhere, but it had been so long it was a moot point.  Like with Kari herself before she became involved with Grakin, Annabelle’s sole family now was the Order, and her ashes would stay on its grounds. 
 
    To her astonishment, when they arrived home, there was already a grave dug in the spot Grakin had chosen.  The planting of the tree would normally have to wait for spring, but at the very least, Kari could inter her husband where he’d requested.  It remained to be seen what Peri would be able to do, but in any case, Kari didn’t hesitate or put it off.  She asked that they put Grakin to rest right away.  It was cold and dreary out, but no one protested the plan until Kari made her final request. 
 
    Ultimately, they gave in.  Kari opened up the coffin and lifted Grakin in her arms.  She held him for what would be the last time in this life, cradling him to her breast, and she refused any help from her larger, stronger relatives.  A pang of guilt struck her when Aeligos sobbed and then turned to make his way into the house.  This was what Grakin had wanted, and this was Kari’s last moment with him.  It might cause her family some pain, but she took this moment for herself and her dead husband. 
 
    Kari dropped carefully down into the grave and curled Grakin up with his wings wrapped over him.  It was the way Kari remembered the elves taking care of their dead, and how they spoke of the roots of the trees embracing the bones of their fallen brothers and sisters.  Perhaps it wasn’t exactly what Grakin had in mind, but it was the best way Kari could think to honor his wishes.  And if Peri was able to do what she had suggested, Grakin would soon be interred in just that way the elves would have done so. 
 
    Kari sat by the grave, and a group of the estate’s workers came and began to fill it in.  Erik and Serenjols began to help, though Corbanis stayed by Kyrie’s side, holding his wife while she watched their child buried.  Kari found she only had to close her eyes until her mate was out of sight, and then the hurt passed.  She watched the men fill in the grave, and she acknowledged the solemn nods of her employees, but she was already looking toward the future.  She imagined a great tree standing in this spot, the children playing under its shady leaves.  The tree would be his marker, and death would feed new life.  It was the way of things, as the elves had taught her, and in time, the pain of this wound would pass. 
 
    Once the grave was almost filled, a layer of stone was spread over and tapped down, and then that, too, was covered with topsoil.  Peri came forward and touched Kari on the shoulder.  With the demonhunter’s nod of approval, the elf approached and dug a little hole with her fingers, then deposited what looked to be an acorn.  Then the elf backed up and whispered a prayer to the Earth Mother.  It was too quiet for Kari to make out exactly what she was saying, but the effects were soon apparent. 
 
    The air about them warmed, and the ground thawed in such a way that it was obvious in the immediate vicinity.  Over the course of nearly twenty minutes, a sprout appeared where she had deposited the seed, green and full of hope.  It grew into a stalk, and then sprouted its first little leaves.  Words could hardly describe the miracle Kari and her family watched.  In the dead of winter, the elven druidess beseeched nature to erupt from its slumber – just in this place – to give life to a promise.  As the minutes went by, the tree grew to a sapling, and then a strong young tree.  And then, as it grew closer to full-sized, the tree’s trunk split into two high up. 
 
    Peri gasped, and tears fell from Kari’s eyes.  The tree’s trunk split and grew apart high up such that it looked like the spread wings of a serilian-rir.  That the miracle embodied Grakin’s words to Kari with respect to his final wishes was undeniable, and Kari recalled that it was, in fact, Peri who told her of the luranar proverb.  If there were no coincidences in life, and this wasn’t the elf’s direct doing – which seemed unlikely, given she was just as surprised – then something was looking after Kari in the wake of her husband’s passing.  And this display was the entity’s way of letting her know.  Whether it was Zalkar, Sakkrass, Huirelius, or Grakin himself in that angelic spirit form was irrelevant.  It warmed Kari’s soul, and massaged her pain. 
 
    The tree rustled in the cold wind that still worked to claim dominion in this altered spot.  Peri walked forward and touched the trunk.  “Sleep now, child.  Rest through the winter, but know that spring and rebirth are soon to come.” 
 
    The warmth seeped out of the land and the tree gave up its leaves as it readied itself for the winter.  It was slightly disheartening to see it now, devoid of its green leaves, looking as dead as everything else in the cold.  But Kari kept Peri’s words about spring and rebirth in her heart, and was simply thankful for the druidess’ help in establishing this marker for Grakin. 
 
    With that in mind, when Peri returned, she hugged Kari tightly.  “Thank you,” Kari told her with a sniffle.  “This means so much to me.” 
 
    “It is my honor to have been of service, my friend.” 
 
    “Please, stay with us until you’re ready to go home,” Kari offered, and the elf accepted graciously, then moved aside to give the family more time together. 
 
    After hugging Kari and then Kyrie again, the rest of the family retreated indoors to the warmth.  Kari stayed outside and sat by the grave for a while.  She dismissed Seanada and Peri with a nod, leaving her alone for the time being.  Aeligos came out and sat beside Kari again once everyone else was gone.  He was quiet for a time, and Kari left him to his introspection.  He had taken Grakin’s death harder even than Kari, and she and Kyrie had spent what time and effort they could comforting him. 
 
    Now, though, he laughed, and Kari looked at him curiously.  “You know, he used to tell me from time to time that he still didn’t know how he won your heart over me,” he said, then bit his lip and shook his head.  “I don’t think he ever really saw anything special in himself, not until you two bonded.” 
 
    “I don’t think truly selfless people ever do see anything special in themselves,” Kari mused.  “Suler Tumureldi was the only other man that I think ever saw something special in me.  I know, Aeligos, you see it, too.  But you have a mate, and a different path to walk.  You’ll always be my brother, and very special to me, but that’s as far as I think we’ll ever go.” 
 
    He nodded and put an arm around her, sharing a bit of his serilian-rir warmth.  “I know.  I hope you’re not upset about that night at the inn…” 
 
    “I’m not,” she insisted.  “And don’t you be.” 
 
    “I’m going to head inside,” he said, rising to his feet.  “You coming in?  Or do you want me to stay?” 
 
    “You go on ahead.  I’ll be in soon.  I have to get ready to go over to the campus and take care of the other funeral.” 
 
    Aeligos sighed.  “Kari, are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “I am,” she said, looking up at him over her shoulder.  “I’m not sure why, but I am.  I’m not happy, Aeligos, but I’m content for some reason.  I’m going to be okay, I promise.” 
 
    He went back in the house, leaving Kari to her thoughts again.  But she wasn’t alone.  Tears streaked down her cheeks as her little globe of light appeared again, hovering beside her, filling her with a warmth she couldn’t describe.  It was with her, and in her she carried a piece of Gori Sensullu, the love of Sakkrass, the blessing of Zalkar, and the pride of her Order and family.  Despite the emptiness she’d felt when she first saw Grakin’s body, now she felt full and fulfilled. 
 
    After a little longer, her guiding light began its pacing back and forth, and Kari chuckled.  “You’re right, it’s time to get going,” she said, rising to her feet.  “I have one more goodbye to give.” 
 
    She sobbed once but smiled, reaching tentatively toward that warm light, but she never touched it.  She could feel its warmth, the comfort its very presence brought, but she pulled her hand back.  Her practicality took over, and she knew she couldn’t keep reaching for him.  She had to let him go.  “Goodbye my love.  You will be with me, always,” she said, then turned and walked away from the light, which disappeared behind her. 
 
    By the time Kari got to the campus, much of the Order was gathered in its central square.  A quick pyre had been erected, and Annabelle’s desiccated, withered husk was laid upon it.  It was obvious from the many distasteful expressions on the faces of her subordinates that no one really appreciated this situation the way Kari did.  Annabelle was someone from the past, one that few of her Order had any real knowledge of.  While she had been special and close to Kari, Annabelle hadn’t led a legendary career or anything of the sort that would be detailed in the history books the cadets read. 
 
    The Council made their appearances, welcoming Kari home and congratulating her on a job well done.  Condolences were offered for the loss of her husband, the news of which sent whispers all through the gathering.  The Council silenced the cadets and hunters with their gazes, and took places around the pyre as they prepared to get the funeral started. 
 
    Lord Allerius stepped up beside Kari.  “Would you like me to handle this, my friend?” 
 
    “No, this is something I need to do,” she answered, trying to keep the fatigue and sadness from her voice.  In her mind, she had attended a few too many of these funerals in the last couple of years.  To be holding one for a close personal friend shouldn’t have been any worse, but Kari had to admit to herself that it was.  Annabelle had been one of her closest friends, like a sister to her, and someone she had helped train up.  Though it wasn’t the same as burying her husband or Kyrie and Corbanis burying a child, it was as close as Kari wanted to get to that feeling again. 
 
    “Today we lay to rest Demonhunter Annabelle Sol’Ridachi with honor,” Kari intoned loudly.  “Lost in the line of duty, Annabelle was my friend, my partner, and became like a sister to me.  For too long was she allowed to suffer the curse of undeath, but now that dark path has been ended, and our sister of the blade rejoins us in spirit.  Farewell, my friend; may…” 
 
    Kari trailed off.  She could remember it so clearly: Annabelle’s smile, her friend’s laugh, the embarrassed humor after a bawdy joke, the bittersweet tang of the alcohol of an after-hunt drink.  Every memory she had of Annabelle flooded into her mind, drowning out the images of her undead form, the things the demon had said through her, and the feeling of cutting Annabelle’s head off.  She managed to keep from bawling, but Kari couldn’t stop the tears from escaping.  This was exactly what she had hoped to avoid: breaking down in front of the Order, especially the young cadets who looked up to her. 
 
    “May the fire of your soul light the way for the next generation,” Lord Allerius picked up for her.  “Now we commit your body to the land, and your soul to the heavens, but your spirit we keep among us, for you are a part of this Order forever.” 
 
    The hunters about to light the pyre stopped and looked at Kari, as did the rest of the gathering.  Zalkar’s symbol was burning brightly on her chest, which evoked some scattered epithets from younger cadets.  Kari ignored the clamor around her, concentrating instead on the sound within: Zalkar’s voice, commending her on her service, not just her victory.  And, more than that, promising Kari that her friend was with him.  Kari saluted him and her dead friend at the same time, and the entirety of the Order snapped to attention and saluted. 
 
    The fire was set, and as the flames climbed higher, Kari began to see images within it.  She glanced around to see if anyone else saw them, but nothing suggested anyone else could.  She saw the image of a pyramidal temple being built, and she wondered at that.  Was this the will of Sakkrass, or was this Zalkar speaking to her?  The symbol on her chest pulsed again, and she figured she had her answer.  Convincing the Duke of Zalkar’s wishes would prove a challenge, but it was one Kari was ready and willing to accept. 
 
    Master Bennet turned to Kari then, and all nine councilors faced her.  “Karian Vanador, by the grace of Zalkar, you have been affirmed as his Avatar of Vengeance.  The command of this Order is now utterly yours, and though we will continue to advise you, you need not consult us before directing the Order.  Have you any change in direction in mind resulting from your most recent work?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do,” Kari said, wiping the last tracks of tears from her face.  She took up as authoritative a pose as she could manage with her emotions in disarray.  “Something important is happening on Terrassia.  There’s too many random events taking place, and I think they’re all connected somehow.  I want investigators and extra hunters assigned to Flora, Solaris, Dira Ch’Tori, Aurun Ch’Gurra, Jade, and even the fures-rir homeland around Castle Tenari.  Lord Allerius, I’ll leave it to you to send the appropriate people.  As for me, I think I have something else I’m going to need to look into.” 
 
    The others followed her gaze across the fire to where Amastri stood, dressed impeccably as always.  Kari beckoned the woman forward, and then led her to the administrative building. 
 
    “I understand you have had quite a rough few months,” Amastri said, no mockery in her voice.  “Her Majesty sends her condolences on the loss of your husband, and you have mine as well, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kari said somewhat absently.  She stopped before they even entered the office building, since everyone was still gathered in the square.  “What does Her Majesty need now?  Sorry to sound short, but I have a lot to take care of.” 
 
    “I am not here on Her Majesty’s behalf this time.  I was asked to deliver this to you, since we see each other fairly often,” the half-elven woman said.  “With that, if you have no further need of me, I shall take my leave, and allow you to get back to the many things you must see to.  Should you need anything from Her Majesty, do not hesitate to come and see me.  And if you need anything from me, Lady Vanador, you have but to ask.” 
 
    Kari bowed her head thankfully.  She wasn’t sure how genuine the last wishes were, but she was willing to take them in as positive a light as expected.  She watched Amastri walk off, then she broke the seal on the folded letter.  It wasn’t the red wax seal with the rose impression, so she wondered what it could be.  She opened and read through it quickly, written in simple print in the Citarian common tongue. 
 
    It was from King Morduri, asking her to meet him in Anthraxis at the summer Council session, and reminding her that she owed him a favor. 
 
      
 
    ~#~#~ The End ~#~#~ 
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 Appendix A: The Many Unique Races of Citaria 
 
      
 
    Terra-rir (TEH-ra reer): the first of the rir, black-skinned, silver-blooded, mammalian draconic species created by Gori Sensullu. Very similar to humans in anatomy with the exception of more draconic heads, tails, and small claws on their hands and feet. They are born of a magical process which involves a pregnancy, but they have no navels. 
 
      
 
    Terra-dracon (TEH-ra drah-CONE): a mutation of terra-rir that possess leathery dragon-like wings; highly susceptible to a genetic defect called Dracon’s Bane that slowly kills them. 
 
      
 
    Terra-bengal (TEH-ra BENG-ul): subspecies of rir that possesses white tiger-like stripes, and soft pads on their feet; much more lithe and graceful than a typical terra-rir. 
 
      
 
    Shakna-rir (SHOCK-nuh reer): green-skinned, desert-dwelling variants of rir; matriarchal, highly populous, and very militant; resistant to heat and flame. 
 
      
 
    Fures-rir (FYOR-iss reer): matriarchal, cold-dwelling variants of rir; all possess hair and eyes in shades of blue and are virtually immune to their cold climate. 
 
      
 
    Kirelas-rir (kur-ELL-ahs reer): mystical variant of rir differentiated by stripes on the sides of their snouts and mental powers; reclusive and few in numbers. 
 
      
 
    Seterra-rir (seh-TEH-ra reer): red-blooded variant created to be more human-like; their pregnancy is like that of humans, and accordingly, they possess navels.  
 
      
 
    Serilis-rir (SEH-rill-iss reer): also known as serilian demons; red-skinned, vicious creatures that come in six varieties, each with their own characteristics, personalities, strengths and weaknesses. The types are called solas, kryon, corlyps, brys, elite, and guardian. All serilis-rir are male except for the solas, who are genderless. 
 
      
 
    Serilian-rir (sur-RILL-ian reer): the result of a serilis-rir crossbreeding with any other type of rir. Also commonly called half-demons, they are as varied as their fathers’ types, and are accordingly named (half-kryon, half-corlyps, half-brys, half-elite, and half-guardian). Persecuted and despised by most people throughout history. 
 
      
 
    Bah’Qitur (BAH kih-TOOR): commonly miscalled bakatur; the bah’qitur is a very large, human-like race that has some reptilian features. They are very aggressive but are also a highly devout people. Virtually exclusive to the continent of Dannumore. 
 
      
 
    Czarikk (sah-REEK): the lizardmen of Citaria come in two varieties: the more humanoid mulrassa, and the more reptilian sulrassa. Very reclusive people. 
 
      
 
    Luranar (LOO-ruh-nar): bipedal wolfmen common to the southeast of the continent of Terrassia; considered savage and uncivilized by outsiders, though those who travel through civilized lands are typically well-behaved and therefore accepted. 
 
      
 
    Kwarrasti (kwah-RAHS-tee): bipedal catfolk common to the southeast of Terrassia; nomadic and aloof, they are somewhat reclusive and rarely travel into more ‘civilized’ lands. 
 
   
  
 



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



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



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