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        “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith; in the future there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day; and not only to me, but also to all who have loved His appearing.”

        - 2TIM 4:7-8
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        For Pop-pop Dan,

        Forever in our hearts

      

      

      

      One of the most common questions I get about this series is “What was the inspiration behind the character of Karian Vanador?”  And for years, I’ve been vague about it, saying only that her background was based on a real person but nothing more.  Part of it was that I just didn’t want to spoil the mystery until the tale was complete, but it was also because I don’t actually know the name of the person who inspired her, only their tale.

      Writing about a character who was sexually abused as a child was not an easy thing from the beginning.  In all honesty, it’s probably not something I would’ve ever done without the inspiration that came from another artist’s work.  I tried to stay true to a story of a woman who endured such a personal hell, eventually rising above and coming to terms with what she had gone through, even if she was never able to overtly forgive her abuser.  And while this may or may not mirror the true life of the person who inspired Kari’s background, I can only hope that it is a fitting tribute.

      I don’t remember the first time I heard the song, but it was after 1992, during a turbulent time in my life that I came across Amy Grant’s “Ask Me.”  And as it turned out, all the damage I’d done to my ears over the years of listening to heavy metal was a blessing.  Because I can rarely understand all the words to a song without reading them, I looked inside the CD jacket for the lyrics to this song that unabashedly called upon God numerous times – which wasn’t something I heard often, if at all, outside of church.

      On the inside jacket of Mrs. Grant’s “Heart in Motion” CD, before the lyrics to “Ask Me,” is the following dedication: “This song is about a girlfriend of mine.  If you or someone you love has been a victim of sexual abuse, please don’t be afraid to seek help.  The Sexual Abuse Hotline is open 24 hours a day, and someone who cares is waiting for your call… (800) 4ACHILD.”  (This service is now also available at http://www.childhelp.org.)

      And it was this dedication that started the wheels turning.  It would be a few years before I got the idea to use this inspiration as a background for a character in a Dungeons and Dragons campaign.  And that character was none other than the first incarnation of Karian Vanador, a terra-dracon woman with a troubled past and a terminal disease, neither of which she dealt with well.  I can’t tell you what the other players really thought of her, but she was one of my favorite characters I ever played, and over time, I continued to develop her story.

      Other characters took the spotlight when I first began writing – Kris Jir’tana foremost.  But when I finally found the motivation to sit down and write a novel, not just some fanfic or little story for myself, I found he just wasn’t as interesting as this wounded woman.  True, Kris did have a troubled childhood of his own, and he did have to overcome many obstacles to reach the point you see him at in this series, but it wasn’t the same.  He was, to put it in gamer terms, simply “too OP” – too overpowered – and didn’t present the concept of overcomer nearly as well.

      And so, Kari became the central focus of the story of Citaria and the Eve of Redemption series.  While I’m sure Kris could’ve drawn plenty of people to his side and eventually prevailed, I don’t think this series would’ve been half as interesting told from his perspective.  Kari has a unique heart, one that was born of tragedy but that taught her to love and trust in a way that wasn’t originally in the cards when I was plotting the series.  And as you know, it was Grakin, and more specifically his faith, that helped bring Kari out of that nightmarish past.

      In the end, what I want to tell you is that if you, too, have suffered abuse, YOU ARE NOT ALONE.  There is a God who walks beside you always, and there are thousands upon thousands of people in the world who have gone through or are going through the same thing (1PET 5:9).  You are strong.  You are loved.  And you can endure, I promise you.  Take your strength and comfort in God, or with your fellow survivors, but know you don’t have to walk alone.  Just like Kari, you never have been and never will be alone.

      And to the woman who inspired Mrs. Grant to write the song “Ask Me,” whoever you are, this series is dedicated to you and to the One who stood beside you.  Thank you for being an overcomer and for inspiring others to be so as well.  God bless you.  REV 3:12
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      Karian Vanador – Our central heroine.  Terra-dracon demonhunter, mother of Grakin Tesconis, jr. and Uldriana Vanador.  Widowed after the death of Grakin Tesconis, Sr.

      Kristofer Isaiah Jir’tana – Part serilian-rir, part angel; son of Kaelariel; grandson of Arakiel; Prince of Askies Island.  Currently mated to Karian Vanador

      Corbanis Tesconis – Half-guardian demonhunter; Kari’s father-in-law by her marriage to Grakin Tesconis.  Father of Serenjols, Erijinkor, Grakin, Aeligos, Sonja, and Typhonix Tesconis

      Kyrie Kyleah – Half-guardian high priestess of Kaelariel; Kari’s mother-in-law by her marriage to Grakin Tesconis.  Mother of Serenjols, Erijinkor, Grakin, Aeligos, Sonja, and Typhonix Tesconis

      Sonja Tesconis – Half-guardian archmage; Kari’s sister-in-law by her marriage to Grakin

      Erijinkor “Erik” Tesconis – Half-guardian demonhunter; Kari’s brother-in-law by her marriage to Grakin

      Typhonix “Ty” Tesconis – Half-guardian demonhunter; Kari’s brother-in-law by her marriage to Grakin

      Serenjols “Jol” Tesconis – Half-guardian warrior and blacksmith; Kari’s brother-in-law by her marriage to Grakin.  Married to Damansha Sul’Imadra; father of Jessirra Tesconis

      Aeligos Tesconis – Half-guardian spy and infiltrator; Kari’s brother-in-law by her marriage to Grakin.  Mated to Eryn Olgaryn

      Grakin Tesconis – Kari’s deceased first husband

      Kuritarra Kivekt – elestram architect and engineer, girlfriend of Erik Tesconis

      Eryn Olgaryn – half-brys assassin, mated to Aeligos Tesconis

      Damansha Sul’Imadra – Serenjols’ half-elite wife; Captain of the Guard in DarkWind; mother of Jessirra Tesconis

      Auremax Talvorus – luranar paladin, king of the Talvorus Luranar tribe; husband of Audrei Talvorus, and father to Ariana and Alexis Talvorus

      Audrei Talvorus – luranar priestess; wife of Auremax and mother of Ariana and Alexis

      Leighandra Evenstar – half-elf chronicler/bard of Solaris

      Yiilu ’n’Torae D’ansu – elven druidess from Laeranore

      Galadon Tercullin – human paladin, former king of Dira Ch’Tori

      Delkantar Clintarrin – human ranger, member of the Ghosts of Liam

      Starlenia Mekusha Simmuin – human huntress and infiltrator from the Okonashai

      Yelza “Lion” Tumureldi – queen of the shakna-rir Khalarin Empire

      Seanada “Isharra” Te’Montasi – half-syrinthian, half-succubus assassin of the Ashen Fangs; daughter of the Vandrasse

      Se’sasha Aesiasi Solaristis – syrinthian high priestess of Sakkrass-Ashakku

      Se’lucia Liria Aliristis – female syrinthian demonhunter; Kari’s assistant

      Ashanti Blackscale (S’Laviolor) – Kari’s female half-dragon companion; daughter of Ashurinax the Black

      Earl Markus Garant – human paladin; deceased husband of Katarina Moreville

      Katarina Moreville – human paladin; widow of Earl Garant

      Sherman Moreville – human paladin; twin brother of Katarina; husband to Sharyn Valsares

      Sharyn Valsares – female black werewolf; wife of Sherman Moreville

      Gillian Erin MacKenzie – female silver werewolf; member of the Royal Special Forces

      Karinda Bakhor – shakna-fury archmagus; head of the High Council of Wizardry; wife of John Terkani

      John Terkani – human archmagus; husband to Karinda Bakhor

      Elias Sorivar – half-corlyps warrior and ex-enforcer for an assassin’s guild; husband of Danilynn Stahlorr

      Danilynn Stahlorr – fures-rir priestess of Garra Ktarra; wife of Elias Sorivar; mother of Amayalou Stahlorr

      Tormaar Te’Mordrin – half-gnoll, half-mallasti warrior; son of Emmalikas Te’Mordrin

      Emmalikas Te’Mordrin – daughter of Glorya and Emanitar; king of the realm of Tess’Vorg

      Triela – kirelas-rir war wizard; member of the High Council of Wizardry; mated to Talbett Krissas

      Celigus Chinchala – Mehr’Durillian king of the realm of Sansrigar; father of Karaman, Eliza, Kierna, and Arelerase Chinchala (among many others)

      Marracir Vakt, “The Wraith” – elestram tailor and assassin; head of the Ashen Fangs; husband to Evanja Vakt

      Evanja Vakt – elestram seamstress and surgeon to Glorya; wife of Marracir Vakt

      Karaman Chinchala – half-elven son of Celigus Chinchala; general of the armies

      Kimlerin Chinchala – kwarrasti oracle and adopted daughter of Celigus Chinchala

      Glorya Koursturaux S’Bakthrael – Mehr’Durillian king of the realm of Mas’tolinor; kast’wa to Celigus Chinchala

      Morduri Irrasitus – elestram king of the realm of Pataria on Mehr’Durillia; mated to Emmalikas Te’Mordrin

      Giamalla Irrasitus – Morduri’s widowed mother; regent of Pataria

      Lestanaek Cabra – erestram king of the realm of Ekkristis

      Arlerase Chinchala – son of Celigus and king of the realm of Arlerase

      Xafastu Kenochian – son of the Overking, king of the realm of Kalrossus

      Se’Lurasjza Echerisjza Surisjza – syrinthian Grand Empress of Irrathmor and high priestess of Sakkrass-Ashakku

      Captain Massech Te’Voliz – mashintaka mallasti officer of the defected 419th Legion

      Kas’Yari Drakkara – gnoll ranger; adopted brother to Audrei Talvorus

      Basirri – ancient mallasti court sorceress of King Glorya

      Wind Harrier Saijon Sang’Gallier – general among the tenku lancers

      Atauridar – elite serilis-rir general, formerly one of Seril’s subcommanders

      Alamarise the Cloud Dragon – the great silver dragon

      Hastucilliara (Fireblade) – the great red dragoness

      Malaseshasizi – the great cobalt dragon

      Ceridolinasha – the great emerald dragoness

      Kashazenuyari (DoomFire) – the great red dragon, son of Hastucilliara

      Ashurinax the Black – the great black dragon

      Turvinasku – the great ivory dragon

      

      For more information, see the Appendices at the back of the book.
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      It had been decades since he’d spent so much time on his home world.  No matter how far he was from the place where he’d been born and raised, that was a fact he couldn’t overlook.  Whether he fell in battle to the glory of the Great Mother or lived to see the end of this liberating war, that alone was a blessing.  He had longed for many, many years to breathe the air of Mehr’Durillia again, to feel her grass beneath his feet, to call this place home once more and perhaps sire a child before one war or another took him.

      If he did the last of these, it would not be with one of his people; not truly.  But the Caerumach gnolls – the Dirt Dogs of the Badlands as they were now commonly known – were cavistrem, essentially the same as his people, the mallasti, but for some minor physical and major societal differences.  Rasaarra was no mallasti, but she was a fine female even to his discerning eyes and nose, and with time, she would acclimate herself to the ways of his people.  Perhaps then, she would allow him to take her as a proper wife, not simply a mate, and there was no telling what such a thing might mean when they returned to her people on Citaria.

      But there was little time for him to consider the bounties of her body and her clan, for the fires of the approaching army grew closer by the hour.  It wouldn’t be long now before battle was joined in full.  Despite the preparations and stratagems that had already been laid out by the tacticians, he was always a tad nervous before a fight.  The Great Mother knew he’d seen enough of his friends and allies chewed up and spat out by the maw of war.  It wasn’t death that he feared…

      …it was living with the scars of war.

      Captain Massech Te’Voliz continued to absently brush his striped white fur as he leaned against one of the crenellations on the outer wall of King Lestanaek Cabra’s fortress.  Being returned to the rank of captain may have rankled almost anyone else, but it was a position he’d served for decades, and the one he was most comfortable fulfilling.  He had served as a “general” during the war on Citaria, but then only to a few score of the Caerumach gnolls.  Here, the rank of captain sat better in his mind, more reflective of his command status and experience.

      “Nerves, Captain, or has that female of yours been disheveling you again?”

      The mashintaka – one of the mallasti who bore colorations similar to a striped hyena – laughed but bowed his head respectfully when the king made an appearance beside him.  In contrast to Massech’s impressive, muscular, six-foot-two frame, the erestram king stood nearly ten feet tall, broad and powerful with the features of a timber wolf.  The heavy plate armor he wore only served to accentuate his massive stature.  He leaned on one of the deadly war scythes he carried, staring out toward the horizon of flame which grew increasingly close.

      “A little of both, my lord,” Captain Te’Voliz answered.  The Great Mother knew Rasaarra was a rough lover; it seemed to be the case with gnolls in general.  Massech had taken more than his fair share of teasing on account of it.  “Are we to let the Herdmaster’s forces reach our walls without contest?”

      “That is the plan thus far,” the erestram king answered.  He had all but relinquished his status as a monarch; the Council of Anthraxis was smashed, and the title should have theoretically meant little to anyone outside his realm of Ekkristis now.  But this was yet his home, and even those guests who’d come to help defend it from their enemies to the south continued to treat him as royalty.  At the very least, he was a High General in the army of the Crimson Huntress, and thus someone to be respected.

      “Has Anthraxis been captured yet, Your Majesty?” Massech asked.

      “The Scarlet Legions are close enough to take it, but Glorya continues to move cautiously, wary of attack by any or all of our enemies when the center is claimed,” Lestanaek said.  “What we accomplish here will have a profound effect on whether she can proceed with capturing the black city.  So, we must not fail here, Captain.  We will use the defensible positions of my home and let our enemies crush themselves upon it like the sea upon cliffsides.  And I trust that what legions the Crimson Huntress has loaned us will soon bring the realms of Resaddek, Horturris, and Malmortia under our sway and alliance, bolstering our rear position.”

      The mallasti captain nodded; he knew the basics of their plan well enough.  But it was one thing to lay a plan and quite another to see it last more than five minutes after engagement.  It was odd that Augrus Tiveron and Sheila Darkstorm, two of the enemy kings, had simply abandoned their realms here, and the lack of fighting from those realms raised more suspicion than relief.  And soon, the armies of Garrivokt Solimant, son of Baphomet, would come upon the allied forces here.  They would either crush themselves against the walls of the fortress and the mountains into which it was built, or they would claim the first great victory of the war for Mehr’Durillia.  And Massech had been in enough conflicts to know the value of the first victory.  More than just morale would suffer if the allied kings of the north lost their first battle – and to a lesser king at that.

      But he has the backing of Baphomet, not to mention Baal and Abaddon, even if only in theory, Captain Te’Voliz thought.  Garrivokt may be no match for Lestanaek, but this will be no contest between two kings.  With him, he brings his considerable army along with part of his father’s, no doubt.  Even with the backing of the Scarlet Legions, this will be no easy task for us.

      And not for the first time in recent days, Massech silently added, I wish Lady Vanador was still here with us.

      What a difference that one woman would make, he knew.  Not only was she the symbol of hope for all Mehr’Durillia, she was a phenomenal fighter and a passable tactician as well.  And whatever she lacked in the latter, her husband more than made up for, and the two would have the brilliant minds of King Celigus Chinchala, his son Karaman, and Glorya to consult with.  Kari couldn’t win the war on her own, of course, but Massech knew she would have a profound effect on its progression in many ways, the hope of the people of Mehr’Durillia not the least of them.

      But she wasn’t here now.  She had finished the war on Citaria, come to Mehr’Durillia, killed King Sekassus the Calculating, and then began bringing what volunteers she could here to fight.  They had a portal directly to Sorelizar now, and Lady Vanador had begun moving forces from Citaria to the land of the syrinthians in preparation to defend the snake-folk’s realm.  But she was exhausted, too many long months and years spent on the road and battlefield, much like Massech.  She needed time to spend with her new husband, her children, and her family to renew and reinvigorate herself for what was to come.

      Massech was no stranger to that.  He, too, had been fighting for decades, and though Lady Vanador hadn’t been fighting quite as long, he suspected she’d been under far more pressure than any grunt or even captain like himself.  She’d had the very weight of her world on her shoulders for some time, and if anyone in the entirety of creation deserved a break, he figured it was that terra-dracon avatar of the gods.

      Though I could use some leave myself, he thought, staring out at the approaching firelights of Garrivokt’s army.  He and his allies had maybe another day or two before the Herdmaster’s army tested their defenses and their manpower.  It may have been a little selfish, but as much as Massech hoped his side – the Great Mother’s side – was victorious, he hoped just as much that he lived to see it.  To find a little bit of peace, time to settle down with his mate and enjoy life for the first time in over a century.

      He’d almost forgotten the erestram king was beside him until Lestanaek’s great, furry, clawed hand landed on his shoulder.  “Go and spend some time with your mate,” the king said as if reading his thoughts.  “Do your best to clear your mind and rest.  We will need you in the coming days.”

      “Of course.  Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said, excusing himself with a respectful bow.

      Massech headed down the inner stairs to the bailey, then proceeded toward the reinforced doors of the keep, carved into the mountain itself.  It was a short jaunt into the stone castle and to the middle levels where officers were being housed.  The rooms here weren’t terribly spacious – especially when one was quartered with a seven-foot-tall gnoll female with territorial issues – but it was better than being in the barracks.  There was no better evidence of that fact than shouldering his way through the door to find his mate waiting for him in their bed.

      And yet, still the image of that approaching army stayed in his mind, even as he joined his gnoll lover under the covers.

      I hope you come back soon, Lady Vanador, he thought.  We could truly use you…
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      Kris took his hands from over Kari’s eyes, and she blinked for a moment under the strong sun.  Then she blinked several more times in utter shock.

      “By the gods… what is this?” she blurted.

      Beside her, Kuritarra’s jackal-like ears flattened back a bit.  “You do not like it?”

      Kari scoffed, rubbing a clawed hand across her snout.  “No, I love it.  It’s just… it’s a lot more than I was expecting.  I figured Mr. Schultz and his crew were going to build the same house they designed last time.  But this… by the gods…”

      The elestram woman smiled at that.  “Ah, I saw some minor inefficiencies in their design, so I began reviewing it with Mr. Schultz, and soon enough… well, this was what we came up with.  I hope it is pleasing to you and a fitting tribute to your departed husband.”

      “Don’t let her lie to you,” John Schultz said from Kari’s other side.  “Me and my men just did the work; this lady handled all the designs, calculations, and engineering behind it.  I’ve never seen anything quite like it myself.  How many times did I tell you something was going to fall apart if we did it your way, Miss Kivekt?”

      “Thirty-one, sir,” she answered.

      The human foreman laughed and shook his head.  One wouldn’t have guessed he was speaking with one of the Mehr’Durillian jackal-folk by his tone.  “Well, suffice to say nothing’s fallen apart, Lady Vanador.  In fact, we’ve had a lot of requests to design and build similar houses and amenities on your neighbors’ land as well.  Miss Kivekt and I are already in discussions to bring her on full-time as my architect and engineer.”

      “Please, just call me Tarra.”

      Kari blinked and turned to them, only having caught the basics of their conversation.  She was too enraptured by the home that stood before her, her home, grander than the last and stunning in all its curves and arches.  And what was more, Kari could see that up top, there was an open-air patio that would be glorious for sitting and watching sunsets – or some of DarkWind’s famous thunderstorms – while the children wound down before bedtime.  She found herself at a loss for words about the house, but fortunately, the conversation kept her mind going despite being dazzled.

      “Well, that was what you did back in Si’Dorra, isn’t it?” Kari asked, referring to the realm the woman had helped Erik escape from.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the elestram woman said.  “I was a class seven architect, highly-rated enough to perform work for the homes of the kings.  It will be nice to return to something I am good at, and far away from the front lines of war.”

      Kari turned to the elestram woman and they embraced.  Tarra was still a bit surprised at how easily she had been welcomed into Erik’s family, but despite there still being a little skepticism on the part of some of Kari’s in-laws, no one had made her feel unwelcome.  Her relationship with Erik was odd for the differences in their races, but they had been together for a little while now, and Kari hadn’t seen any hints that their relationship was or ever had been purely physical.

      “How are the townsfolk treating you?” she asked when they split apart.

      “I still get many a curious stare when walking the city’s streets, but it has been bearable,” Tarra answered.  “I think the news that many other beshathan people have taken up residence on the campus of your Order while awaiting assignment to the invasion has eased that a little.  Still, Kestriana and I are outsiders, and we know Se’sasha and your hunter Liria still receive the same curious stares despite being here much longer.”

      Kari nodded, glad the elestram woman was getting on well with their vulkinastra guest living on the Order’s campus.  It had to be quite helpful to have other beshathans to speak with to alleviate a bit of the homesickness and the fact that they were such strangers on Citaria.  That Kris had rescued the vulkinastra woman while trying to rescue Erik from Arku – which was how Tarra had ended up in their lives – was just another example of how things just seemed to work out by the will of the gods, unless one was willing to chalk it all up to coincidence.

      “It’ll pass in time.  Especially once they know you build things like this,” Kari said, gesturing toward the house.  “So, who’s giving me the tour?”

      “Come, let us show you everything,” Tarra said with a glance at Mr. Schultz.

      Kari followed them inside, her mother-in-law Kyrie trailing behind her.  Corbanis, Kari’s father-in-law, was still on Mehr’Durillia along with Sonja, his daughter.  As for Kari’s brothers-in-law, Erik was busy helping organize units that were arriving to pass through to Be’shatha’s world.  She hadn’t seen Serenjols or his wife Damansha yet since returning.  Typhonix was somewhere managing her estate’s harvests, and so that left only Aeligos to wonder about.  He’d been gone for some time now, having followed his mate, Eryn Olgaryn, to the Strekan Province after her arrest.  It felt like it’d been years since Kari had seen either, despite the truth.

      She wasn’t as worried about them anymore, not since the war on Terrassia, anyway.  Dynas, the shapeshifting member of the Royal Special Forces who’d arrested Eryn, had assured Kari that the two were well and being inducted into his unit, and that had come as a massive surprise.  But it was more than pleasant; both had the same sort of skillsets that Dynas did, and Kari knew they could make a world of difference working with him and his people.  And she could only imagine the profound effect it might have on Eryn to finally be able to employ her skills to do the right thing for the right people.

      At least, I think they’re the right people doing the right thing, Kari thought.  Still underhanded for my tastes, but they were invaluable in freeing the shakna-rir from the influence of the Tempis’ra and his daughters.

      Thinking of them and the war in the Khalarin specifically brought it all back to Kari in an instant.  Glorya, the redeemed angel and king of the realm of Mas’tolinor, had all but ordered Kari and Kris to take a month of leave here at home, but it hadn’t even been one day, and Kari was already thinking about the war on Mehr’Durillia.  The shrieking of her children as they dashed past her into the house didn’t diffuse it, either.  There was a storm in her mind and in her blood, one she wasn’t sure any length of time away from the front would dispel.  But she had to learn to put the wars aside, otherwise she’d never be able to enjoy the peace of her home and family.

      The layout of the ground floor was similar if more spacious and open.  Gone were many of the support posts that had held up the second floor of her previous home, replaced by sweeping arches.  Kari looked around the fireplace room, the customary spot where she and her family would sit and enjoy some after-dinner chatter.  She didn’t see many straight lines anywhere, and though she knew next to nothing about architecture or engineering, she expected that had a lot to do with the more open space.  She couldn’t blame Mr. Schultz for not expecting it to work.

      All those thoughts fled when she turned toward the fireplace, though, and the entire family went silent as they waited on her reaction.  Kris came up and wrapped her in a hug from behind as she stood, speechless, staring at the wondrous display.  She folded her wings tight to her back so he could fully embrace her, and she reached up and gripped his wrist as she sorted through the sudden wave of emotions.

      Above the fireplace, framed in gold, was a portrait of Grakin, and more specifically, how Kari imagined he’d looked before Dracon’s Bane had ravaged his body and drained the life from him.  Kari took in his shoulder-length raven hair, the soft smile upon his features, the light in his eyes that the artist had managed to capture perfectly, even without having him as a reference.  He wore his priestly robes, hands resting upon the bannister of this very house, the one he had never set foot in, but which was built in his memory.

      “Look, Mama, it’s Daddy!” Little Gray said, taking her unoccupied hand as he jumped up and down in excitement.

      “Daddy,” Uldriana echoed, milling around Kari’s legs.

      “Gods, I miss you,” Kari said, closing her eyes as the tears rolled free.  She felt guilty to even say such a thing in front of Kris, but he only hugged her tighter.  He understood, and he’d made it clear time and again that he would never be jealous of what Kari and Grakin had.  In that moment, Kari wished she had DeAnna, Kris’ baby sister that they were raising, to hold onto, but the girl was with Danilynn much of the time, as the fures-rir woman was able to nurse her along with her own child, Amayalou.

      Kyrie came to stand beside Kari and leaned her head on her daughter-in-law’s shoulder as they stared at Kari’s departed husband.  Through her own grief and longing, Kari felt terribly for the woman, who’d lost one son to disease, another in Aeligos as he’d set off after Eryn, and then she’d lost her very deity.  There was still a lot of confusion surrounding Kaelariel’s death, but though it had come as a shock to Kyrie, the woman still seemed unflappable.  As Kari understood it, the half-guardian matriarch of the family had taken up serving Kaelariel’s father, Arakiel the Lightbringer, who had returned to lead the pantheon.

      Soon enough, Kari gestured for Tarra and Mr. Schultz to continue the tour, and they showed her around the rest of the house.  Much of the design was the same, altered mainly by the change in weight distribution as Tarra explained it.  The rooms were similar but larger, and they’d been able to add some more storage spaces and “water closets” as they called them.  The latter was one of the amenities Kari missed most when she was out on the road, and the laughs of her family when she said as much told her they felt the same way.

      The tour ended with the ascent to the housetop patio with its arches, equipped with glass doors that could be closed to allow its use even in the rain or cold.  It was unfurnished as of yet, but Tarra pointed out the stone slab in its center with a chimney above; it was already equipped for a firepit or miniature hearth.  All of it was so much to take in, and Kari spun in circles, trying to come up with the words to properly express her thanks.  But she didn’t get the chance.

      “And now, the best part of this terrace,” Tarra said, gently guiding Kari to its north face.  “Look out to the east of your olive grove; what do you see?”

      Kari squinted in the afternoon light.  “Orange flags?  What are those for?”

      “Demarcation,” the elestram woman said with a smile.  She waited until Kari turned her way before adding, “They mark the lines for the foundation of Ashakku’s temple.”

      “The duke approved it?” Kari whispered.

      “Approved it?  He ordered it built on your behalf,” Kyrie said.  “I think the priests of the Order and several others helped convince him, not that it took much convincing.  It’ll take a while to be built, Kari, but it will be done.”

      “And you’re helping with the design?” Kari asked the elestram woman.

      “With input from Se’sasha, now that we are both back home,” Tarra confirmed.  “I believe she is returning to Mehr’Durillia soon, but we have nearly finalized all the designs.  It will be quite the undertaking to see it built, but if all this city’s laborers are as hard-working as Mr. Schultz’s crew, I expect it will not take more than a couple of years.”

      The war on Mehr’Durillia could take longer than that, Kari thought.  Would be a nice thing to come home to, at least.

      “Well, you must all be hungry, spending so long eating war camp food or rations.  Come on downstairs and I will fix us some supper,” Kyrie said.  “And cookies, of course.”

      “Cookies!” Little Gray yelled, preceding them all down the stairs.

      Kari picked up Uldriana, then wrapped an arm around Kris and turned to face Tarra and Mr. Schultz.  “This place is wonderful.  Thank you both so much.  Have all the payments–”

      “Don’t you worry about any of that,” John Schultz cut in.  “It’s all taken care of.  Just enjoy your new home as our way of saying thank you for all you’ve done.”

      She wasn’t sure what to think of that.  A thank you was simple enough, and certainly most of the people in DarkWind looked at her as a returning hero.  Still, they didn’t seem to understand the gravity of what had happened on Terrassia, and what was to come on Mehr’Durillia.  On the one hand, she wondered how they even could, but on the other, she wondered why they would.  Life had to go on.  Perhaps it was better if the common folk never knew of the atrocities of war being committed across seas and on other worlds.  In that, Kari envied them.

      And so, she forced a smile onto her features and gestured everyone ahead of her as they took to the stairs down for a meal.  Kari paused only once to look out to the northeast again, toward the orange flags that said there will soon be a temple to Sakkrass-Ashakku here.  It was something she’d dreamed of, something worth fighting for.

      When at last she descended to the dining room, the smile wasn’t forced.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kari walked the grounds of her land.  Autumn was in the air, the scents, sounds, and sights of harvest season all about her.  Kari tried not to pay too much attention to the numbers attached to it all; her land was bountiful, she was well taken care of, and her workers and all those who’d helped rebuild her house shared in it.  Now that Typhonix was back to walking, Kari wasn’t sure how long her blonde brother-in-law would stick with handling the financial aspects of her land, but for now, he was getting everything caught up.  And by his reactions, things seemed quite good.

      The children were running around kicking a ball, Uldriana valiantly trying to keep up with her brother though she fell down now and again.  It was reminiscent of the memory Kari had lived with her surrendered mallestrem child, the one where Antonio had played football with Little Gray and Uldriana.  Now that she was home, her bare feet treading the warm earth of her land, the memory stuck more poignantly.  She should’ve felt heartache at having given the child away, but she didn’t.  She felt only warmth and affection for him, however far away he was now.

      Marracir and Evanja will be good parents to you, I’m sure, she thought.  And if I’m truly lucky, I’ll be there when you’re born.

      Kari stopped by the great tree memorial for Grakin and ran her hand down the oak’s rough but familiar bark.  Just touching it brought Samasurassa to mind, and Kari could remember the white dragoness – hen, from what her allies on Terrassia had said – swooping over the remains of the old house, extinguishing the flames with her icy breath.  Only the dragon’s heroics had saved the tree, and now Samasurassa held a place in Kari’s heart beside the marker for Grakin.

      Of course, thinking of Samasurassa brought Turvinasku to mind, and Kari wondered if the two ivory dragons would get along.  Dragon courtship rights weren’t really her business, though, so she tried to push those thoughts to the side.  She hoped, at the least, that they might become friends, and if they weren’t suited to each other, perhaps Turvinasku could introduce Samasurassa to others of their kind in the far northern reaches.  Such might help Queen Yelza Tumureldi fulfill her promise to aid the dragons in repopulating Terrassia – or perhaps even here on Askies.  That would be up to the dragons to decide.

      At last she passed into the greater gardens of the vineyard, and all her syrinthian workers stopped what they were doing to approach.  Many of them had tears in their eyes and fell to their knees before her, whispering what were either thanks or prayers in their quick, sibilant tongue.  Even those who didn’t bowed before her, hands over hearts or mouths as they met her gaze.  It hadn’t taken long for word to spread among the snake-folk that Kari had killed their despotic king, Sekassus the Calculating, and their homeland was one step closer to being free.

      Kari smiled, looking from face to face.  “Just a couple of weeks ago, I had the privilege of taking Liria home to her family,” she said, and a few of the syrinthians began to openly weep for joy.  “She was fortunate to have family in a place that was largely untouched by the wars.  I hope that turns out to be the case for all of you, and with that in mind, I’m dismissing you from service.  You’re free to return home if that’s what you want.  Of course, you’re always welcome to stay here, but I know you’ve been away from home and your families for a long time.

      “I’m not lying when I say it’s been an honor to get to know all of you.  I hated syrinthians just a few years ago, but working with Se’sasha and Liria and learning the truth about your people has really opened my eyes.  I now consider your people allies – siblings, even, in Ashakku – and I hope if the same doesn’t hold true for you, it may in time as we fight to free Mehr’Durillia from the grip of the remaining kings.  So, again, you’re welcome to stay here if you have nothing to return to on Mehr’Durillia, but if you have family or someplace to go and that’s what you want to do, you have my permission and my blessings to do so.  As my sister, your high priestess, has taught me to say: Edanasi Sesi’suvra.  May his light ever shine upon you, my friends.”

      Many of the syrinthians began chattering back and forth in that rapid speech, but Shezuo, one of the older men, said, “You have been so gracious to us, Lady Vanador, but you would truly grant us our freedom?”

      Kari cocked her head, but then nodded.  They’d been free to live and work on her land rather than stay under guard on the campus of the Order, but it’d never been true freedom.  “Yes, you’re completely free to go your own way.  You only have so many options here, though, as it’ll be some time before your people are welcome on Citaria as you are.  But there’s one other thing you have to consider before you think about heading home.

      “Though my sister or her other arcanist friends can take you back to Mehr’Durillia, you’d end up in Anthraxis, and you might be trapped there.  The Overking is dead as well; I’m not sure if you’ve heard about that yet.  But his city is at the center of the war now, and it’s not likely a safe place to be, even if you plan to return to Sorelizar.  There is another option, though: a portal to the city of Sorelizar that we’ve captured on the continent of Terrassia.  You can take a ship there, and be escorted with the military to the portal, to land safely behind friendly lines in Sorelizar.”

      “You would truly do this for us?” one of the women asked.

      “It’s already done; you just have to accept the offer,” Kari returned.  “We have soldiers making their way to Terrassia once a week if I’m not mistaken, so you won’t even have to wait long.”

      “But your harvests…”

      She waved off the protest.  “There’s always people looking for work, and between the quality of work that gets done here and what Ty usually pays, it won’t be hard to find some hands.  You all need to do what’s right for you, and don’t worry about me.  I mean that.”

      “Then… as much as it pains me to say it… I do not think any of us will be staying,” Shezuo said.

      “That’s fine, just remember that there’s a war going on back home, and it’s going to take us a while to win it.”

      “But you will win it; of this, we have little doubt,” one of the other women said.

      Kari nodded toward their flats to the south.  “Go on home and get washed up, pack your things, and don’t forget to see Ty for your final pay.  I have a feeling with the Overking’s reign ended, you won’t have to use marks anymore, which means some gold may go a long way for you.”

      Each of them came forward to shake her hand, some even giving her hugs, and Kari accepted each with a gracious smile.  She watched their retreating forms for a few minutes, considering all she’d said to them about how her perceptions had changed.  It was all true: she had hated the snake-folk with a passion for most of her life, and only this chance meeting with a greater plan had made her change her mind.  Now, they were brothers and sisters to fight for and free; they were children of Ashakku, Kari’s adoptive father.  She hoped they all had as joyous a reunion with their families as Liria had with hers in Ahrue-Sililue.

      “Come on, rascals,” she called to her children as she headed deeper into the vineyards.  Little Gray and Uldriana came shrieking in her wake, and Kari led them into the far reaches of her land.

      Her workers graced her with friendly waves as she went by, and she returned each of them.  They were all busy, and as much as Kari hated to see others working while she was idle, that was the entire point of her being here.  The warrior in her wanted to return to Mehr’Durillia that very moment, but she needed the time away from battle to relax, spend some days with her children and, not the least, her new husband.  For the mother in her fought a battle of her own against the warrior’s heart, arguing instead for more children.

      She touched her belly briefly, remembering what it was like to carry her children, and longed to feel it again.  Would something else crop up after the war on Mehr’Durillia was finished?  Or might she finally find the time to settle down, for a while at least, and perhaps have some children with Kris?  She didn’t know if she would truly live as long as he would – a few thousand years, by his estimate – but she still felt young enough to have more either way.  And it was probably the thing she wanted most in her life.

      But first, the war, she thought.  I won’t let others finish what I’ve started.  I’ll see it through to the end, one way or the other.

      Kari couldn’t help but feel a little guilty looking at her children as the thought crossed her mind.  It wouldn’t be fair to them if, after all the time she’d been away in their lives, she finally succeeded in getting herself killed.  They deserved to have a mother, deserved to have her around in their lives far more than she was now.  But as much as she wanted to be there for them in the here and now, she wanted to be there for them in the sense of protecting them – by winning the war on Mehr’Durillia.  And it wouldn’t solely be her children she protected by doing so.

      She glanced back over her shoulder, but the syrinthian people were long out of sight.  How many of them had left behind lovers, spouses, even children to come see to Sekassus’ evil plan?  Now that was all washed away and they were finally free to return home.  Kari prayed that they would find their families and friends alive and well, untouched by war or the vengeance of their former king.  They deserved it.

      Kari thought of Irressa, then, the sole syrinthian infiltrator who’d been killed in the process of exposing them all.  She’d tried to murder Kari in her own home, but now, so far removed from the harrowing experience, Kari understood it hadn’t been personal.  The girl had been thrust into a horrible situation and choice, forced to choose between murder and having her family slaughtered.  Kari hadn’t killed the girl herself, but she’d witnessed it, and the betrayal of the young woman – who’d been disguised to appear shakna-rir at the time – still hurt to some degree.  But overall, Kari just found the whole thing to be a shame.

      I hope she’s home with you, Father, she thought, but she received no confirmation one way or the other.  It was just as well; it wasn’t her business, and she trusted Sakkrass-Ashakku.

      At last they passed through the olive groves and reached the edge of the demarcated area set aside for the pyramid temple to Ashakku.  Plows and other tools had already been used to flatten the area as much as possible.  It was only the first step in a long and arduous process, but Kari was looking forward to seeing the finished product.  One day, there would be a temple to her father here, and she’d be able to see it from the roof of her house – along with whatever dragons came to visit it now and then.

      Little Gray, naturally, began climbing the many rocks and boulders that had been removed by the plowing crews, and his sister tried to follow.  Kari sat on one of the larger stones, staring out over the flattened land and letting forth a long, quiet sigh.  If someone had told her, when she was fourteen, that she would one day be the adopted daughter of a god, entrusted to have a temple built to him on land that she owned, become the princess of a nation, the highest-ranking Hunter of Zalkar in the world, and lead a war that would depose nearly ten demon kings, she’d have simply laughed at them.  Then probably pickpocketed them.

      But all of it had come to pass.  She had come so far, and only had a little farther to go before she’d find the time and ability to settle down.  When the children saw her pensive posture and gaze, they came over to see what was wrong.  Smiling, Kari picked them both up and sat them in her lap, then gestured over the field.

      “We’re going to build a temple to Sakkrass-Ashakku here,” she said.

      “Who’s that?” Little Gray asked, following her pointing finger.

      “Well, essentially, he’s your grandfather.  Let me tell you about him.”
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        * * *

      

      Kari lay with her head on Kris’ chest, warm and relaxed in the wake of their passions.  It was something she wanted on a routine basis, but still the war kept its claws dug into her thoughts.  The more she relaxed, the more she feared she’d have a tough time getting back into the mindset the conflict on Mehr’Durillia would require.  Still, it eased the tension of wondering whether she’d ever be able to walk away from war for an extended period or even for the rest of her life.

      Like I told Kris, we both seem married to war, she thought.  But I know it’s something I can break away from when the time is right.  The question is, can he?

      She remembered his admission to having problems being still and away from the front lines.  For all the warmth and love of the man, Kari knew there were issues below the surface.  She wasn’t worried about him being a drunkard; though he’d drunk himself to sleep that one night she’d found him in the reading room, it wasn’t something he did often.  In fact, he rarely seemed to touch any kind of alcohol during wartime, enforcing that on himself if not the rest of the army.  But he carried some hurt inside him, something he kept hidden from Kari.

      She knew what it was, because she had come face to face with it before and continued to when she found peaceful times like this.  Both of them were just tuned differently than the average person, but then again, she thought perhaps not.  How many other people brought their work home with them to some degree, their thoughts never on the here and now but always on the then and later?  It was a difficult mindset to break oneself out of, and it almost made them pitiable.

      But I’ve never been one to enjoy feeling sorry for myself.  I can bring him back from the edge of war… bring us both back.

      Kari slipped her hand under the blankets and Kris’ eyes shot open.  He turned a sly grin to her, and she couldn’t help but chuckle when he turned on his side to face her.  “What do you think of taking a teaching position at the campus?” she asked.

      “A teaching position?” he echoed.

      “Tactics, strategy, small-unit combat… things that’ll be in your expertise, but applicable to the way our hunters work.  It’d let you pass on some of what you know – maybe some swordplay, too – but stay close to home… and me.”

      “Well, I hate to be a doomsayer, Kari, but you don’t think liberating Mehr’Durillia is going to be the end of all wars, do you?  Terrassia seems like it might see something of a golden age in the next few decades with all the peoples coming together, but there’s always rumblings.  Once all the outside threats are gone, that’s when the inside ones usually come to a head.”

      She fought down the sigh that bubbled up.  “I know.  I’m talking about when we’re not at war for a change.  Maybe if we both put in more effort training the next generation, we won’t have to run out and fight all of the wars ourselves.”

      Kris chuckled, and Kari admired the red stripes that decorated him.  “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to look at it.  Trying to always be the hero isn’t usually the best idea, is it?”

      She rubbed the tip of her snout against his.  “It was tough to send Erik and the rest of the family to hunt the second Tilcimer,” she admitted.  “I wanted to be there with them, but I wasn’t in any condition to fight or even walk a long way with my belly all swollen.  We can’t always be the ones everything falls to, Kris, as much as we might like it to some extent.”

      “I know, but–”

      “At least promise me you have no plans to return to Dannumore.”

      Kris grumbled, glancing away from her for a moment.  That was the one thing she feared more than anything else, even the prospect of one or both of them dying on Mehr’Durillia.  She was afraid he’d return to Dannumore and disappear for decades, as he’d already spent so much time there fighting their wars.  Even when he’d returned this last time, he hadn’t seemed convinced the wars were done with, just temporarily stopped.  If he went back…

      “That’ll depend,” he said, turning back to her.  “They’ve had their hostilities turned inward for a long time; with that war at least paused for a while, they might be looking outward again.  I expect they probably won’t, since they have a lot of rebuilding and internal expansion to do in the wake of all they lost to themselves, but if they look at coming here again, Kari, none of us will be able to avoid that war.”

      She nodded.  “Of course; if anyone comes here, that’s a different story.  I just don’t want you to run off here, there, and everywhere looking for fights.  At the same time, I don’t want you to feel trapped here with us.”

      “Trapped?” he echoed.

      “Well, to be blunt, you don’t seem very domesticated, Kris.  Sort of like a better-looking and better-smelling gnoll.”

      He laughed at that but held her gaze.  “Yeah, well, I haven’t spent much time at home since I was a teenager.  Left home when my parents’ relationship turned to crap and haven’t really had a home since.  But don’t think it’s not something I want, Kari.  I think it’s what I’ve been fighting for all my life without realizing it – until now, until you.  I just… I want to protect you and the kids no matter what, and if that means going off to war…”

      “Have to is one thing; want to is another,” she returned.

      Kris sat up and cocked his head.  “Where’s this coming from?  You don’t think I want to leave you, do you?  After the vows we took before Max and all our friends?”  She didn’t answer, only searched his eyes, and he leaned in and kissed her.  “You’re never getting rid of me, Kari.  I said till death do us part and I meant it.  There may be times when I have to go to war, but I’m always going to come back to you.”

      “I know, but… I thought the same thing with Grakin, and then one day, I came home, and he was gone,” she whispered.

      “Oh,” he blurted, then looked away with a nod.  “I’m sorry, I hadn’t even thought about it after you saw the portrait downstairs.  No, I get it now, Kari.  I hear you.”

      “Kris…”

      “I get it,” he repeated, turning back to her.  “I get what you’re saying.”

      She reached up and ran her fingers down the length of his snout.  “I want to have children and raise them with you, Kris.  And if it’s selfish of me to want to keep you close while we do that, then I guess it’s time I was a little selfish.  I’ve missed a lot of my kids’ lives as it is.  I don’t think it’s unfair for us to want to think about ourselves first for a little while.”

      “And we will,” he promised her, leaning down for a kiss.  “Let’s just finish what you started.”

      She returned his kiss passionately, drawing him to her to make love.  Soon, the two were one again, soothing each other’s doubts and fears with intimate touches.  Thoughts of the war never left Kari’s mind completely, but as their passions flared, she started to think of it less as a menacing claim on her time and more as a last job to be completed before she could get what she truly wanted.  She longed to make children with this man, bear and raise a large and loving family, and now that was almost in reach.

      We’ll be back to you all soon, Glorya, she thought as the last images of war faded from her pleasure-ridden mind.  We have a future to fight for.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s good to see you again, Masters,” Kari said with a formal salute.  It wasn’t necessary, as she technically outranked them, but she respected these men.  They had helped shape her career since her resurrection, and they were a vital part of every plan and success that had come to fruition in the years since.  They were as responsible for the way the Order had been run and all its victories as Kari, and she never hesitated to let them know how much she admired them.

      “Welcome home, Lady Vanador,” Master Bennet said as the entire council rose to bow to the Avatar of Vengeance.  “We are still receiving reports on the tremendous victories you achieved on Terrassia with your allies.  The tremors of change that still rock both our world and Mehr’Durillia in the wake of all of it has been staggering to try to process.”

      “Ha! Try chronicling it all, my friend,” Master Goldberg said, adjusting his spectacles, and the others chuckled.

      “What is the state of things on Mehr’Durillia?” asked Master Perez, the priest in charge of military integrations and tactics.  Doubtless he wanted to know how many more hunters to prepare to send to their sister world to fight for freedom.

      “Eh, right now it’s a mess,” Kari said with a sigh.  “Our allies hold the north; our enemies hold the south.  Anthraxis is right in the middle, and I think even the elestram are being put to the test trying to calculate the odds and cost of taking and holding it.  Our enemies have to know that if we take it, we can bring in more soldiers almost at will.  Right now, we’re limited in where we can bring soldiers from, at least until Master Maelstrom and the other wizards finish the final touches on their new portals – and assuming they work as we hope.”

      “And what are your plans in the meantime?” Master Bennett asked.

      Kari shrugged.  “Well, Glorya told me to stay home for a month, spend time with my husband and children.  I’m sure you know well enough by her reputation that disagreeing with or disobeying her is just asking for trouble.  So, I’m home for the time being, but once that month is up, Masters, I’ll be heading back to Mehr’Durillia until the war is done.  Kris will be going with me, of course, but I’m not sure about the children, despite all the safe ground behind friendly lines.  Maybe at some point when things seem stable.”

      She smirked, then, and shook her head.  “There is one odd development you might want to know about, something that relates back to you trusting me on something,” Kari said, and the councilors waited on her surprise.  “You may remember a certain elite serilis-rir named Atauridar that we spared after my father-in-law captured him?”

      “Don’t tell me he’s joined our enemies…,” Master Arinotte grumbled.

      Kari chuckled.  “Quite the opposite.  As it turns out, the… other place Kaelariel had prepared for the serilis-rir who didn’t want to live with us is in Mas’tolinor.  They’ve been under the watch of Glorya for some years, and now that she’s mobilized her legions, the serilis-rir have joined her.  Atauridar is now one of our generals, and he’s taken up leadership of the serilis-rir legions on Mehr’Durillia.”

      “And what does he think of being allied with you?”

      “He finds it as ironic as I do, but I just told him that Zalkar’s tenet is Love justice but do mercy for a reason.  Things won’t always work out this way, but as my luranar friends on Terrassia would tell you, there’s no coincidences when it comes to things like this.”

      “I am not certain anyone is going to believe the records of your tenure as Avatar one hundred or more years from now,” Master Goldberg said.  “The irony of some of it, the incredible gains and allies you have made… I can scarcely believe it myself at times, Lady Vanador.  Gentlemen, do you remember the woman who returned from Tsalbrin several years ago, pregnant and unsure where her road would lead her?  Did any of us imagine she would come this far, despite how much we knew she was capable of?”

      “It has been some journey to witness.  I can only imagine what it’s been like to live it,” Master van Holtzer agreed.

      “How did things turn out on Salkorum?” Kari asked the duo.  They had gone to the tropical island chain months before, bringing word to the displaced seterra-rir that they would soon be under the Order’s protection and no longer hunted.

      “We’ve stationed a number of hunters there – human hunters – to watch over them as they consider the risks of leaving.  Our churches are spreading the truth about them as quickly and as widely as we can, but it’s a lot to take in, you understand, especially beside all the news spreading about the beshathans, syrinthians…”

      “I know it,” Kari said with a nod.  “I’ll just be glad when they’re finally safe and not confined to a small chain of islands.  The fact that our new duke is of seterra-rir stock may help open a lot of people’s minds as well.  I guess the only other question is whether you gentlemen need anything from me while I’m home on leave?”

      “It would hardly be leave if we put you to work!” Master Bennett chuckled.  “Your second-in-command has been performing admirably in your absence.  You would be well-served to let Red Eagle handle things while you get the rest you deserve.”

      “I’ve learned not to argue when I get ordered to take care of myself.  But on that note, Masters, now that I think about it, there’s one order I’d like to issue indirectly through you, and I also wanted to give you warning about something coming.

      “As far as the order, I’d like you to keep Erik here at home.  I know he wants to go aid in the war effort, and I’m sure the rest of my family expects him to, but… he’s not ready.  I can see it in his eyes and hear it in his voice; he’s not ready to go back to Mehr’Durillia.  Not after everything that happened to him there.  But I can’t tell him not to go without it looking like some favoritism on account of his relationship with Tarra or such.  So, I’d like you to order him to stay home and do what he can to organize efforts here with Red Eagle.”

      There were some interested looks among the priests at that; no doubt Erik’s relationship with an elestram was stretching a lot of people’s tolerance.  Still, no one protested or contradicted her thoughts on her brother-in-law, and they certainly didn’t voice any prejudices.  In fact, Master Arinotte bobbed his head and then exchanged a look with Master Perez.  If any of these men had seen what Kari was talking about, it would be those two.

      Master Bennet took in their silent exchange and then bowed his head in agreement.  “And the warning?” he prompted.

      “Once the war on Mehr’Durillia is done, I think… I may retire,” Kari said.  “Maybe just for a while.  At the very least, I’m planning to have some more children.”

      The councilors remained speechless for a few moments, their expressions ranging from shock to pride.  And then Master Arinotte said, “And there is no one on Citaria that deserves either more.”
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      Four days.  They’d only lasted four days holding the keep at Ekkristis.  Granted, it was all supposed to be part of the plan, but Massech wasn’t pleased with it.

      For one thing, he’d had to evacuate his mate, taking her from the safety of a fortress out to the open air of the mountains.  She hadn’t minded, coming from the wilds of what they called the Badlands back on Citaria, but it was far from what Massech had wanted.  Rasaarra was a fighter – all her people were, really – but she wasn’t a trained soldier, wasn’t prepared to fight alongside the legions, and wasn’t ready for the chaos of battles on this scale.  And, even if she was, that wasn’t what he’d brought her here for.

      Weighing just as heavily on the mallasti’s mind was abandoning King Lestanaek’s stronghold.  The erestram noble-turned-king had ruled from there for thousands of years, and his forebears had built the mountain hold in days that were ancient even to the long-lived people of Mehr’Durillia.  To see Lestanaek abandon the halls of his ancestors, even if it was hoped to be temporary, had left a black mark on Massech’s heart.  He could only pray to the Great Mother that the keep wouldn’t suffer too much vandalism and abuse while their enemies held it.

      “They will not hold it for long,” she said, rousing him from his doubts as he stared down into the valley.  “Trust in the strategy of Lord Celigus.”

      Massech turned to regard the odd Citarian woman.  She was a half-dragon according to her own words and what else he’d heard, her other half apparently of czarikk stock.  The lizard-folk had once lived here on Mehr’Durillia but were driven to extinction when they refused to bend knee to the Overking and his lieutenants, if one believed the stories.  Dragons, on the other hand, were never more than legends here to Massech’s knowledge, and so to find someone who was bred of both species was difficult to wrap his mind around.

      Marshal Ashanti Blackscale was an enormous woman, not so tall as an erestram but taller than the jackal-folk – the elestram – when one took that long neck into account.  She had the fearsome features of a dragon of lore, but with a humanoid body, encased in lustrous black scales that had fine purple highlights on their tips and down her belly.  She wasn’t what he’d consider attractive in a romantic sense, lacking breasts and boasting a lithe body that was smooth curves and scales, but she was a powerful ally and a terror on the battlefield.  She was someone he admired and was glad to fight alongside.

      “Of course, Marshal.  I am simply eager to retake what we have lost,” he managed in Citarian, as she couldn’t understand much beshathan or even infernal yet.

      Language barriers were one of the lesser disadvantages their legions were dealing with now that help was coming from Citaria and elsewhere.  It had come as a bit of a surprise to Massech that Glorya, formerly known as King Koursturaux, had long enforced that many of her people learn and practice the Citarian trade tongue.  No doubt it was in preparation for this war, something she’d apparently known was coming and had built towards.

      He didn’t understand all the nuances of that, but apparently Glorya had never been a willing participant in the shattering of Be’shatha and the stealing of the Great Mother’s power.  And now, all these millennia later, she was working to put things right once again.  Thanks to her efforts and those of Lady Vanador, the Great Mother had reclaimed the power of eleven of the seventeen demon kings most recently in power.

      And soon, we will release the power of the other six back to her, he thought.  Or four of them, at least.  The other two… the Koryonite gods… may be beyond our ability to defeat.

      “It will not be long now,” she answered after a pause.  “Soon, our enemies will flood this valley, seeking to flank our main legions to the west.  And we will crush them and begin the rout they think currently lies in their hands.”

      Massech nodded.  It always sounded so easy, yet war was anything but.  Plans never survived more than a few hours or a day at best, and even when they did, success didn’t diminish the pain or the terror, the knowledge that one might never see their loved ones again.  Such had never really been a concern to Massech when he’d fought on Irrathmor, but now, he had a woman he wanted to get back to, a people he wanted to go live among, a place to call home.  Now, every time he and his allies took up arms and engaged their enemies, there was a true risk of loss of more than just his own life.

      The sound of marching began to rattle the ground and cut through the air with dull thuds.  From the south came portions of Garrivokt’s legions, pressing through the hooked eastern valleys just as Lord Celigus had said they would.  The main fight was to the west, where King Lestanaek and the primary legions held the passes north to Kalrossus and Resaddek, the realms of King Xafastu and deceased King Ouraggra, respectively.  If Garrivokt was able to capture these realms, he and his father, Baphomet, might be able to bring Augrus Tiveron and Sheila Darkstorm to their side, and they would hold most of the eastern coast.  Besieged then from three sides, the allied forces loyal to Be’shatha wouldn’t last long, no matter how many legions Glorya could bring out of Mas’tolinor.

      The plan was simple: King Lestanaek could stymie the arcanists of their enemies when in his own realm while allowing his allies to effect changes to the land itself.  With their enemies deep in the valleys, Massech’s mallasti comrades and the arcanists from among the elestram would collapse as much of the valley walls as they could.  Further collapses were planned to use mundane methods – the alchemical concoctions of the elestram demolitionists.  That would take much of the fight out of their enemies, but then the true work would begin – Massech would have to kill his eastern kin.

      He absently fingered the hilts of his waushims, the leather grips of his curved axes comforting to his idle hands.  It would take some time before their enemies were properly in place to begin the crushing counterattack.  He supposed he was fortunate to be up in the mountains, looking down on what was to happen below, rather than standing with Lestanaek’s soldiers to the north, down in the valley itself to draw their enemies deeper into the trap.  Massech would be in the thick of things once battle was joined, but he couldn’t imagine standing at the end of this valley and watching death march at him with nowhere to run.

      The captain turned to another mallasti standing near him, armed and armored similarly to the mashintaka.  “Lieutenant, make sure the sappers are in place for the crush.  Then pass word to the southern battalion to be ready to rush down and clog up that end of the valley.”

      “Yes, sir,” the other mallasti said, saluting with a fist tap to his opposite shoulder before he rushed off to do as ordered.

      Ashanti watched the other run off but said nothing.  She trusted Massech to know what the plan was and that he could properly command his company.  Ashanti oversaw the southwest battalion, but Massech spoke beshathan and could more easily instruct the soldiers.  He took it as a point of pride that she trusted him enough to let him handle things.  “Remember Lady Vanador fighting on that bluff on Irrathmor?” she asked.

      It took him a moment to translate her words in his head, but then he nodded, letting a few teeth show in a partial grin.  “I wish she was here.”

      “She will be, have no doubt about that.  When we truly start to get overwhelmed or overwhelm our enemies, she will be here.  I expect at least half of the enemy kings may meet their end at the tips of her blades.”

      An hour passed in excruciating tension as Garrivokt’s men refused to break ranks and charge at their distant enemies.  Many looked upon the hills and mountainsides, searching for the ambush they had to know was coming.  Garrivokt and his father may have cared little for the lives of these men, but they were people, not much different than Massech and his allies.  They had chosen – or been forced – to fight for the wrong side for whatever reason, but they felt the same misgivings and fears Massech did.  They didn’t want to die here any more than he did.

      But they will, and in great numbers.

      When the tide of soldiers into the valley thinned to a trickle of stragglers, rear officers, and the mousivas and carts used for transporting supplies, Massech turned to look south.  He gestured toward the valley with two fingers, and his lieutenants relayed the signal down the line.  Within minutes, a great shout rose from the southwestern hills and reverberated through the valley.  This was the lynchpin of their strategy and would determine whether this was a short battle or the longest day of Massech’s life to date.  They wouldn’t charge just yet; not for at least ten minutes, depending on how things played out.  But they would be ready now.

      Garrivokt’s legions tightened up, forming a giant phalanx at first as they waited to see from what direction the ambush came and how many attacked them.  They were ready for attack on all sides; whoever their officers were, they had prepared these men well despite the near-suicidal plan their monarch had forced upon them.  Their arcanists began calling upon their power – which was a considerable sight with so many mallasti among them – but it was being effectively canceled out by Lestanaek’s army or by the very will of the king himself.

      “Now we have them,” Ashanti hissed.  “Give the second signal.”

      Massech nodded.  This time, he gestured toward the valley with all five fingers of his right hand, spread apart to signal the time for the arcane attack and the explosives.  And then he covered his ears in preparation for the deafening roar that was to come.

      Even through his furry fingers and with his hyena-like ears pressed down over the openings, Massech heard the concussive shockwaves that ripped through the granite sides of the mountains.  Entire faces of cliffs and the sides of hills were shorn off by mallasti arcane power and the thunder of elestram explosives, and the resulting landslides were deafening even when he was prepared for it all.  Part of him wanted to look away, but he found he couldn’t, his attention captivated by the scene of chaos and death unfolding before him.

      The valley was wide, so the initial destruction wasn’t as encompassing as it could’ve been.  But blood sprayed as men were crushed beneath stone and the rolling tide of shattered land.  What had been a full legion – nearly three thousand men – just moments before was now two thirds of that number or less.  And what was more, they were trapped in the center of that destruction, in a lower ground of an even worse type, surrounded by broken land that would take time to traverse.

      Massech knew they wouldn’t be given the time to do so regardless.

      After another two-finger gesture, the southern end of the valley began to fill with Lestanaek’s men, the southmost battalion setting a line and preparing to defend themselves from two sides.  It took only minutes to pen in an entire legion of Garrivokt’s men, and Massech’s comrades were prepared for more enemies to come from the south.  What he found truly sad was that Garrivokt likely didn’t care if all these men were slaughtered.  They were fodder for the maw of war and nothing more to that king.

      Ashanti brought forth her staff, the blades on each end a curiosity to many of the people of Mehr’Durillia.  It was the weapon commonly associated with a sylinth, but Massech knew the half-dragon wielded it with terrifying proficiency.  “Let us proceed, Captain,” she said.

      Massech turned north, west, and south and gave the hand signals.  Then he drew forth his waushims and began the steady descent across the rubble beside the half-dragon, preparing to kill his distant kin.
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        * * *

      

      “Fall back!  Have the men fall back,” Morduri called, his officers spreading the word farther down the lines.  “Surrender this near hill and take up position at the next.”

      He’d suspected this might happen.  Celigus had accounted for many possibilities, but as brilliant as he was, he didn’t have the mind of an elestram.  Morduri’s legion, holding position on the hilly but flatter plain west of Ekkristis, was a tempting target for Garrivokt’s and Baphomet’s combined armies.  Morduri’s men didn’t have the protections of a walled keep, high cliffs, or fortified landscapes to hold their enemies at bay.  So, while much of the harmauth kings’ might had been sent up through the valleys to the north, more came to the west to attack Pataria.

      A decision they are going to greatly regret, Morduri thought.

      “What are they doing?  The fools,” she said.

      Morduri turned to his mother and marked the contrast in how he usually thought of her.  Gone were the embroidered robes of the Widow Consort, replaced by armor and a pair of flawless elestram longswords.  Giamalla Irrasitus had served with such grace and distinction for so long, whether as his mother, his father’s wife, or as the sitting regent of Pataria, it was easy to forget that she had once been an athlete.  She had been a champion duelist, a sprinter, and had even led a nearly professional-level career in archery for years before being betrothed to Morduri’s father.  And now, with a war before them, that side of her personality was coming back to the fore.

      “Spreading themselves thin, which is exactly what we want,” he answered.

      She nodded absently, the whiskers of her jackal snout twitching as she fumed at the folly before her.  Morduri could well understand; it was one of the many things his mother had never imagined she’d see.  For centuries, she’d never dreamed she would become a mother, and then she had conceived and given birth to Morduri – a single birth among elestram, which was exceedingly rare.  She’d never dreamed of losing her husband to assassination, and yet Morduri’s father, Ansular, had fallen to the murderous trickery of Baphomet.  She’d never dreamed of living to see the day when the Overking fell, and yet now no one sat on the Obsidian Throne in Anthraxis.  Most of all, she’d never dreamed of the opportunity to avenge her husband’s murder by Baphomet.

      And yet here was his army, invading Pataria and exposing their flanks in the process…

      “My son, shift our lines south.  Draw them as far in that direction as we can to expose more of their flank to the waiting Scarlet Legions,” she said.

      “You think we’re too far north?” Morduri asked, taking stock of the position of the sun to gauge their location.

      “No, but the more of their northern flank we expose, the harder Lady Glorya’s legions can hit them.  If we cut them off from their eastern columns completely, they will be little trouble to exterminate.  I believe it is the most promising course of action.”

      “I’ll trust your instincts, Mother,” he returned.  He turned and began waving for his captains to shift their companies southwest, and they did so without hesitation or argument.  Then he gave his mother’s shoulder a gentle shove.  “You, too.  Get behind the lines.  I don’t want–”

      “Allow me to stay by your side,” she countered, dipping her snout slightly in deference.  He was still her king, after all, though he never lorded that over her.  “You and I are all that remain of our family, my son, and I would go where you go, fight where you fight, and die where you die if that is the fate that awaits us.”

      Despite the ominous implications, Morduri couldn’t help but smile.  His mother was the type of woman he admired the most, and he saw so many similarities between her and his mate, Emma, despite all their differences.  “Together, then,” he agreed.

      “Where is that kast’wa of yours?” she asked.  Giamalla had always been exceptionally sharp, to the point where Morduri sometimes wondered if she, too, might be clairvoyant.  But he knew that wasn’t the case.  No, she was simply observant, perceptive, and gifted with a mind that was far above even the high elestram standards for intellect.  Morduri could only wonder what she might have ultimately chosen as a profession had she not become wife-consort of a king.

      “Setting the lines south of Sorelizar and Tess’Vorg,” he answered, glancing out over the far hills, where the dust of approaching soldiers was beginning to rise.  “She and Glorya are certain none will cross the black city, so once the lines are set, she should be joining us, I think.”

      His mother turned to stare at him, and even as an elestram, he found her impassive gaze intimidating.  It was equal parts the strength of her stare and the fact she was his mother, and all the filigree, highlights, and piercings only made her visage that much more fearsome.  After holding him under that gaze for the better part of a minute, she finally asked, “And when will you be properly taking her as a wife, hmmm?”

      Morduri snorted, amazed at how quickly the deference she showed him as king disappeared when she addressed him as her sole son.  “Maybe when things are a little less hectic…?”

      “My son, my only child, to marry into the very bloodline of Be’shatha,” she mused, turning her long stare out toward that rising cloud of dust.  “What a blessed life this has been.”

      He wondered at that, shocked but impressed that his mother should feel that way considering all that had gone wrong and all she had lost in her life.  He didn’t have much time to reflect on it, though, as the dust cloud continued to approach at an intriguing speed.  These soldiers coming were not marching in formation, but practically charging across a great distance, which told him a number of things: they were clueless to his defenses, they were mostly elestram and erestram, and they were desperate to achieve a quick victory.

      The first skirmishers came over a rise nearby, and Morduri drew the bastard sword from across his back.  His mother likewise drew her dual elestram longswords and began loosening up her wrists and knees.  The skirmishers were closing quickly, and it was almost time to spring the trap.  But Morduri didn’t want to unleash his surprise on them until more of the vanguard was in range.  It seemed he and his mother had some fighting to do before then.

      The skirmishers were all elestram, which was a good sign; had they been erestram, Morduri and Giamalla would’ve been in far more trouble.  And if there were no erestram in the vanguard or foremost skirmishers, then there were either few or none of them among this coming attack force.  That left only the possibility of harmauth shock troops as Morduri considered the lack of valirasi air raiders as well.  Whatever Garrivokt and his father were planning, this was clearly just a ruse of some kind meant to force his enemies where they weren’t supposed to be.

      An elestram charged at Morduri, his long strides not slowing at all as he brought his swords to bear.  He had a wild look about him, lacking the sophistication and poise their kind were known for in the urban centers.  Morduri took the charge with a step back and a hard, sweeping parry meant to knock both of his enemy’s weapons aside.  As it turned out, the parry was only partially necessary, as Giamalla impaled the enemy elestram on one her swords.

      Withdrawing her blade from the dead man’s flesh, Giamalla regarded the blood on its length and her eyes hardened.  The truth and the urgency of the situation had settled into her, and Morduri knew his mother would do what was necessary.  Whatever softness may have taken hold of her as the wife of a king and then as regent for so many years flaked away under the ringing strike of metal piercing metal and flesh.  The duelist-athlete in her was reborn in but the blink of an eye.

      Another and then another came, and Morduri fended them off, striking with all his might when opportunities presented themselves.  He took little pleasure in killing fellow beshathans, even those who had succumbed to the evil of their kings and refused to return to Be’shatha’s service.  Now, as he struck down one elestram after another, he felt the ache that he had seen in Lady Vanador’s eyes in the midst of the war on Citaria.  He knew why she’d felt that way, and now he did as well.

      But we must do what we must do, he thought, hewing through another of his distant kin with his silvery bastard sword.

      Morduri’s style was one of grace and power, his strength as an athlete-warrior laying low any who tried to stand toe-to-toe with him.  His bastard sword was the edge of death, cleaving the life from his foolish enemies regardless of his feelings on them as people, and he helped stem the tide of these foremost skirmishers while he waited to enact his plan.

      His mother, by contrast, was just as graceful but more elegant in her movements and strikes.  She didn’t try to stand and parry, trade blows, or go strength-for-strength with their enemies.  Instead, she danced a routine of death, her lean strength adding potency to the sinuous strikes born of a life training as a duelist.  Each of her opponents’ clumsy, overpowered swings determined to put the female in her place met nothing but air, leading only to a dodge that flowed like the wind, and then a counterattack that left them dead on the tip of her sword.

      She reminds me of someone, Morduri thought with a half-smile, fending off another attack as he gave up a couple of steps of ground.  A few steps or a few dozen yards; it mattered little.  He only needed to wait for the bulk of the approaching battalion or legion to get close enough for his trickery to have maximum effect.

      Giamalla took a hit as their enemies became more numerous, the press of attackers growing out of hand for the pair to handle themselves.  The pierce of her cry was a shock to his heart, and Morduri wanted to turn and try to protect her.  She returned to her evasive, deadly dance in moments, though, and he had his own enemies to worry about.  He fended off one and claimed a hand, then brutally decapitated another that sought to flank his mother.

      And then it was time.  He could see the eyes of over a hundred enemies as they crested the nearby hill, the full might of Garrivokt’s forces about to descend on him and his mother.  Despite yielding up the power that had been granted to him, the royal power that had been stolen from the shattering of Be’shatha, Morduri still had control of this realm.  Pataria still bent to his will, and his will was considerable.  And so, he altered the realm to protect what he loved and what he lived for: his mother, his people, his world.

      Shards of sharp rock erupted from the ground, impaling many an enemy between the legs, their lifeless bodies being lifted up on jagged spears of stone.  These then formed a maze, causing the soldiers to bunch up, congested among this field of deadly stones and fresh corpses.  The hills ahead rose up, then the sides collapsed, trapping many soldiers atop them so that they either had to jump down some fifty feet and break their legs or else wait until makeshift ladders or ropes could be used to descend.

      Giamalla fended off a few more attackers as her son worked, and Morduri put her selflessness to good use.  He repeated the sculpting of the hills with those behind him, making certain his soldiers had the advantage of cliff walls to defend when their enemies finally reached them.  All told, it was a minor effect to enact despite the concentration it required, but it would be all Morduri and his army would need for now.  With a last flick of his power, he knocked down all those before him and his mother, and then he covered her retreat as she dashed back to their friendly line.

      Morduri followed her, his rage simmering as he watched the rivulets of red that streaked and blew from the edges of his mother’s armor.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, having wings wasn’t as much of an advantage as he’d hoped.

      Atauridar growled, watching the wounded forms of his comrades returning, their crimson forms streaked with black blood after being shredded by arrow fire, spells, and whatever else as they’d tried to strike at their enemies from the air.  He and his battalion of serilis-rir had been assigned to hold the pass from Sansrigar through the mountains into Mas’tolinor.  Friendly beshathans were still filtering through the passes to safety, the last of the stragglers from Lord Celigus’ realm of Sansrigar and from Arlerase, the realm of his son of the same name.

      The elite serilis-rir found the situation ironic, and now better understood his own failings and shortcomings so long ago.  He’d been in this situation before, but on the other end of it, trying to capture mountain passes from the Warlord during the Apocalypse.  Again and again he’d been thwarted by his enemy’s tactics and dug-in positions then, but he worked to use that to his tactical advantage now.  He mimicked the Warlord’s strategies, augmenting them with swooping strikes on wing by his many serilis-rir soldiers.

      It seemed there was more to the Warlord’s brilliance back then than simply having the terrain advantages and fighting defensively, though.  What was it about that man that had made him so unbelievably difficult to outmaneuver?  Atauridar almost wished he had the Warlord here to give him a demonstration, but at the same time, he knew that with the Warlord would likely come Lady Vanador.  And as much as he respected the Avatar of Vengeance as a warrior, Atauridar didn’t want her around his men.

      They had to hold this pass on their own.  It was the will of Glorya, who had long been an “ally” to their maker, and who had allowed his people to live in her realm free of harassment.  It was, in effect, the last wish of his maker, and whatever his feelings or those of his men, they owed it to her, to Glorya, and to the world of Mehr’Durillia if they wanted someplace peaceful to call home for the rest of their lives.

      “Set the edge there, one hundred paces,” he said, glad to finally be able to command all his men in the proper serilian tongue he was born to.  “And get my brys archers on that ridge to start loosing volleys on these fools.”

      He had a decent army, all things considered.  After the War, after his maker’s… death, or destruction, or however one wanted to put it, her lowest creations – the solas and kyrons – had been rendered lifeless.  The guardians had all defected to the side of their maker’s enemies, and most of the elites had followed suit.  However, that still left Atauridar a fair number of elites with the bulk of his army being corlypsi and brys.  And while the former were typically cowardly, when they were banded together in companies, they were a force to be reckoned with.

      Still, their enemies were powerful.  Whoever Abaddon was, he didn’t command some ragtag bunch of marauders and berserkers, but a disciplined, stalwart army that fought like they’d been well-trained but bored for some time.  Sansrigar was in tatters, what portions of it that weren’t desert now reduced to a smoking ruin as Abaddon’s forces marched north.  And the realm of Arlerase had suffered a worse fate, for while it wasn’t burned, it had fallen into the hands of the enemy and was now being used for its many resources.

      Fortunately, Atauridar had the Crimson Huntress at his back, his maker’s most powerful companion, if not a true ally during the wars on Citaria.  If he and his men failed and fell, Glorya would have another plan to plug the gap, wall off their enemies, and force them to throw away countless lives trying to ascend the mountains and cross into Mas’tolinor.  All told, this felt like a losing battle, but they had nowhere else to go.  Citaria was at least as hostile to them as they were to it and its people.  And the other worlds would fall after this one if this war wasn’t won.

      Here we make our only stand, he thought.

      It didn’t help that there so many bloody spell-flingers among their enemies, either.  That was a boon the creator had never seen fit to bequeath to her soldiers, and they found themselves at a disadvantage any time they faced such enemies.  They could withstand much of it and were gifted with the constitution to survive the pain and the injuries, but it would’ve been nice to have had some of that same power on their side.  As it was, they had only Glorya’s power to keep their enemies from destroying the very landscape to dislodge them from their defensive positions.

      With a gesture, Atauridar set his brys to loosing several volleys of arrows, forcing the enemy to cover up or seek shelter.  The corlypsi and what elites he commanded rushed down in the wake of the storm of arrows, crashing into the front lines as more of their brethren struck from the air.  They were chewing through the front lines of their enemies effectively, but they were taking damage and losses in the process.  And Atauridar knew he couldn’t win a war of attrition here; there were too many enemies coming up from Vistarra, Abaddon’s mountainous realm.  Tens of thousands of them, by all accounts.

      Missile fire came in return, and Atauridar ducked behind a rocky outcropping, tucking his black wings tight to his back.  Glorya had used an odd phrase to describe this kind of fighting; she’d called it a shit-fight, if he recalled correctly.  And as he considered the meaning, it felt true.  They may as well have been flinging excrement at each other for all the gains either side was making.  This wasn’t even war; this was a waste of time and life.

      Those thoughts fled as the enemy began to fall back.  He straightened a little, just enough to see what was happening without making his head a ripe target for an archer.  The beshathans were beginning an organized retreat; were they giving up for the day, at least?  Was it some sort of ruse?

      “Press forward but stay together,” he called.  “Be fierce but organized.”

      Rank-and-file fighting was not their strength; serilis-rir were made to swarm and overwhelm their enemies, the strength of elites and ultimately guardians used to shock the initial surge.  But they had none of the last of those, and few enough of the elites.  Atauridar had to get his men accustomed to fighting in orderly lines, guarding each other, and working together rather than trying to crush their enemies under feral savagery.  The brys formed brotherhoods as often as not, as did the elites, which helped, but his most numerous fighters, the corlypsi, weren’t the same.

      At last, they drove the remaining beshathans out of the pass, the Mehr’Durillians retreating down the slopes to safety.  Atauridar and his men had held the pass for another day.  Hopefully, they would receive reinforcements in the next several hours.  If not, he wasn’t sure they’d be able to hold it for another day.  In the distance, he could see columns of marching beshathans and the light of fires of others camped in Sansrigar to the south.  They weren’t going to stop coming until they wore out and overran the serilis-rir, gaining a breach into Mas’tolinor.

      A grim smile creased his draconic snout.  Glorya was no fool, and she had considered every possible way into her realm.  She had entrusted this pass to Atauridar and his men, and that had to speak highly of her regard for him as well as this valley.  She wouldn’t let them fall; they just had to hold on a little longer.  If she was letting the fight here get this drawn out, she was trying to force Abaddon to overcommit to this pass for some reason.

      And so, we will hold it as long as we must, he thought.

      “Fall back and reset our defensive positions,” he ordered.  “Then get some food and rest and prepare for tomorrow, when it begins again.  Reinforcements should be here soon.”

      The serilis-rir weren’t like other soldiers.  They didn’t bother to salute; or tell him Yes, sir; and they certainly didn’t cheer even when presented with good news.  But they knew what was at stake, what they were fighting for, and here they were – even the corlypsi – determined to see it done.  They might bend, but they wouldn’t break.

      They’d done that once.

      Never again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Push!”

      Corbanis threw his weight behind his shield, forcing the press of beshathan soldiers back another two paces, then set its lower edge on the ground and thrust his blade beside it.  A growl of pain and anger came in response as he sank the Edge of the Victor into some elestram’s flesh.

      They had the forward legion of Garrivokt’s army pinned in the central valley, and were beginning to turn the tide, forcing the beshathan attackers to retreat to the stronghold at Ekkristis.  This was true warfare, the kind Corbanis had rarely partaken of but knew well from his studies of history.  This was the trenches, where the bloodiest, grittiest fighting took place and men lived or died by the sword in their hand and the shields of their comrades.  And it was on that note that the serilian-rir hunter glanced at the mallasti beside him.

      Gavak Te’Strikk, the fellow was named, and though the mallasti weren’t known for their prowess in melee combat, he was a fine shield-mate.  He and Corbanis had been pushing back against Garrivokt’s front line for hours now, neither’s constitution giving in even under incredible strain.  Those in the lines behind them could be heard muttering about their stubbornness, as both refused to fall back and let someone else take the front so they could rest.

      On his other side, Corbanis had one of the cavaliers from Dira Ch’Tori, a James Mackum by name, who hadn’t been here as long but was proving just as capable a shield-mate.  The three of them along with the rest of the line had gained several hundred yards over the course of the day, foot by foot, inch by inch, driving the outmanned and haggard forces of Garrivokt to surrender the valley back to them.  Behind Corbanis and his many shield-line companions were the archers, the spell-weavers, and the pikemen, taking down as many of their enemies as they could while driving them back to Ekkristis.

      And through it all, howling encouragement and orders to stand strong or shift this way or that, was the great erestram king, Lestanaek.  Corbanis couldn’t say he’d ever cared for beshathans for obvious reasons, and even in recent years, he hadn’t fully committed to Kari’s viewpoint.  But now, standing in the mud and the trenches with these men and women, getting accustomed to their smell, their speech, their mannerisms, and – most of all – their brotherhood, he was starting to see things differently.  He was starting to understand what Kari felt about these people, what she saw in them.

      And in that, his encounter with Be’shatha started to take on more and more meaning.

      Gavak took a hit to his flank, a spearhead finding its way through their redoubt, and an angry line of red blood blossomed on his back.  Corbanis shoved forward a half-step, then slammed the offender with his shield.  Another shield-bearer stepped into his place, and the half-guardian shifted sideways, then back into Gavak’s place so he could retreat for rest and medical attention.   The mallasti’s furry hand patted Corbanis’ pauldron once before he withdrew, gritting his teeth, and then he disappeared into their ranks.

      “James, fall back and let another take your spot,” Corbanis said across the man between them.

      “Not until you do, sir,” the human returned.

      “Push!” came Lestanaek’s call again, and Corbanis repeated his earlier movements in time with his shield-mates.  They gained another few feet of ground, then Corbanis stabbed whatever beshathan was fool enough to stand before him.  He was hardly cognizant of the faces or races of his enemies; it was push, stab, hold fast while the backing ranks did their work.

      How long had they been at this?  Corbanis wasn’t sure.  The clouds had long since obscured the sun and begun dropping a light but persistent rain on them all.  Furthermore, there were so many men around him – ally and enemy alike – he couldn’t tell how far through the valley they had pushed.  But it hadn’t been long past dawn when the fighting started, and the growl of his stomach told him it might almost be time for the evening meal.  He could go for weeks without food, but that didn’t mean his stomach wouldn’t protest his fasting.

      “Duck and cover, sir,” came a voice from behind, and Corbanis knelt behind his shield.

      A beshathan shield-bearer laid his over Corbanis’, and then stepped in as he replaced the serilian-rir hunter.  Corbanis gave the elestram’s shoulder a pat of thanks and then he began to slip sideways back through the ranks.  With his girth and wings, it wasn’t an easy thing to do, but he received many a nod, a pat on the back, or a word of thanks in beshathan as he passed along.  It had been a grueling day of fighting, and he’d apparently impressed his allies.

      Corbanis turned and watched as Lestanaek got close enough to the front lines to lay low a score of their enemies with some broad sweeps of his war scythes.  The erestram king was like a juggernaut, and Corbanis wondered how many men it might take to bring him down.  Whatever the case, his soldiers weren’t going to let him try to find out, sheltering their king behind their shield wall and the press of bodies, letting him strike with opportunity.  Even the missile fire of their enemies couldn’t penetrate the king’s armor, and for a moment, it reminded Corbanis of his daughter-in-law.

      Can’t wait until you’re back here, Kari, he thought, and then he made his way to the rear camps for some food and a couple of hours’ rest.

      Then, he’d be back at the front, either with James and Gavak or whoever was holding the line at the moment.  And they would take back the rest of the valley.  They would press ever forward, reclaiming the land an inch at a time, until they once again held Ekkristis, the home of King Lestanaek Cabra.  The enemy had already overextended themselves with their initial push, and now they were reaping the rewards of that.  The distant sounds of explosions and demolitions in the other nearby valleys said things were going well there, too.  What Garrivokt’s forces had thought would be a quick first victory was instead turning into a deadly trap they had to extricate themselves from.

      And all compliments of none other than Celigus Chinchala.

      They’re definitely a lot more than just the furball demons we’d long seen them as, Corbanis thought as he reached the main encampment.  He took a seat beside Gavak, who graced him with a nod, and he returned it.  There was an elestram surgeon already working to suture the mallasti’s wound, and Gavak was trying to wolf – or was it hyena? – down some food while he had a chance.  Corbanis could only imagine how hungry the others must be, not having the ability to shrug off the needs for sustenance the way a half-guardian serilian-rir could.

      Corbanis looked up as one of the mallasti camp servants handed him a canteen, a mug of warm beer, and a skewer of roasted meat, and he smiled his thanks to her.  A hell of a people to fight for and with… and we never would have, if not for Kari.

      “Do you need anything else, warrior?” she asked, crouching before him.

      “I’m fine,” he said, waving off the question.  He looked up again when she didn’t leave, and it occurred to him after a second.  In an uncharacteristic gesture, he ran his hand down the side of her snout.  “Thank you, darling, but I’m married.”

      The mallasti girl dipped her snout with a smile, then went to continue distributing meals.  In the distance, Corbanis once again heard the bellow of the erestram king.

      “PUSH!”
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            Securing the Black City

          

        

      

    

    
      He sat on the outer wall, leaning partially against one of the rare crenellations that marked the presence of a support column.  The night was black as clouds closed in on this place for the first time in eras, yet the city managed to be even darker, its obsidian walls and streets absorbing what little light the moonless skies held.  It was improbable anyone would notice him here at this hour and under these circumstances.  Nevertheless, he kept his goggles down over his eyes so they would block reflection or glow – if he wasn’t already invisible.

      No lights shone anywhere in the city’s silent depths.  Many of its residents had left in the wake of the Overking’s death.  The uncertainty of the future coupled with the sudden lack of need to see to his wishes left many with no work and no reason to stay.  Furthermore, without his might to maintain neutrality and the resulting exodus of the soldiers who’d acted as his personal garrison, there was nothing to protect the city from outside attack.  Even those soldiers who’d come back from Irrathmor were already gone, returned to their homes all over the world.  So now, with the remaining kings looking to capture the center here, it was a dangerous place to be.

      It wasn’t abandoned, though.  Some had nowhere to go, exiles or those with a criminal past who couldn’t go to some realms and wouldn’t go to others by choice.  The Wraith could only imagine how terrified those who’d crossed one of the Ancient Ones at some point – especially Koursturaux, even if she was redeemed and going by Glorya again – must be at the prospect of being exposed to their wrath.  Anthraxis, the City of Black Glass, had long been their only haven, finding safety in the shadow of the Overking even if he’d cared nothing for them.

      This was to say nothing of the humans and other off-worlders who’d long taken refuge in the black city.  Curiously, Anthraxis hosted quite a population of humans, and even had the occasional kwarrasti or other non-Mehr’Durillian living in the Mortal Quarter.  Many of these came from her sister worlds of Citaria, Koryon, Irrathmor, Hrastiria, and Morrencia; nothing tended to come from the primarily water-covered Xirrinxia.  But over the many long years of his life, the Wraith had heard countless tales of how some of these people were descended from star travelers who’d been stranded here ages ago.

      The Wraith didn’t have extensive experience with humans, but what he had pointed to them being an incredibly adaptive and resilient folk.  They survived where others would perish, thrived where others barely survived, and as a whole – no matter what the case for individuals – they had an unbreakable spirit.  Even here, in the shadow of the Overking, confined to his black city, they had carved out a life for themselves, often serving as intermediaries between residents of different realms.  They oversaw and took care of off-world arrivals and made sure they didn’t find a quick death on Mehr’Durillia, and no matter how crowded the Mortal Quarter got, they always seemed to have room for one more.

      Thousands more, now that nearly the entire city is theirs, he mused, scratching under his jackal-like snout with a black claw.

      They were going to pay a terrible price if the city was taken, he knew.  And with his wife home in Mas’tolinor, her pregnancy passing in blessed safety, it was something he felt ever more keenly.  The humans weren’t his people and hadn’t really been one of his concerns when he worked to liberate Mehr’Durillia as the leader of the Ashen Fangs, but that was changing.  They were an as-yet untapped resource, one he knew would side with him and his against the Ancient Ones of the south.  They only had to be welcomed, and they would fight for Glorya and the Great Mother, just as their distant kin on Citaria did already.

      A single pinprick of light appeared in the depths of the city, a lantern hung on a peg outside the door of the inn called Hope’s End.  It was shortly followed by a second on the opposite side of the door.  The Wraith straightened out at the signal, glaring enough that he wouldn’t miss it and yet innocuous enough that enemies wouldn’t take notice.  It was an inn, after all, and lanterns were lit and set out every night to guide wanderers to their door.  Two lanterns set out at the same time, though, was a signal.

      The Wraith remained invisible as he dropped to the obsidian streets silently.  The city was nearly empty but still far from deserted, and there was no telling who else had spies here.  Most of the “mortals” – he had always found this nomenclature strange – were acting as eyes and ears for Glorya’s army, but they had to be beyond cautious.  There was no telling if Baal, Baphomet, Abaddon, or even Garrivokt had humans and other off-world mercenaries or even loyalists among their hordes.  The wrong word said in front of one of their spies could spell disaster.

      He padded silently through the streets, only the occasional swish or scuffle marking the passing of another, on their way quickly to shelter for the night.  The Wraith could remember all the stories of valirasi snatching up those out after curfew and dropping them to the street from several hundred feet in the air.  With the Overking gone, so too was the curfew, but that didn’t mean the city or its inhabitants were safe.  If anything, being out after dark in the now-lawless city was likely even more dangerous.

      For so much of his adult life, he had been the hunter, the Wraith, the shadow of death that even many of the “demon kings” feared.  Now, though, walking these uncertain streets under a sky devoid of its moon, the silence draped heavily like a burial shroud, the city’s remaining population holding its breath in anticipation, he felt like a mouse.  He stood at the epicenter, the convergence point for several armies that were going to clash sometime soon, and he was one man, no matter how deadly he might be when in his element.

      I am still in my element, he thought as he drew closer to Hope’s End.  He wasn’t on the hunt or even the prowl, but he was engaged in espionage, undermining his enemies with the cloak and dagger rather than the unsubtle sword.  And that thought curled his lip ever so slightly.

      He would’ve preferred to be home with his wife, reestablishing their relationship as they waited for their coming child.  The best way he could provide for her and that child now, though, was to give them a world free of the Ancient Ones.  There would never be a true end to war, not to his thinking, but there were squabbles between neighbors and then there was a true battle of good and evil.  This was the latter: there was no doubt what Baal, Baphomet, Abaddon, and Garrivokt represented, and the rumors of their true intentions were terrifying.

      There was hope, though.  The Great Mother was back, the Circle was complete once again, and they had the redeemed Glorya along with six other allied “kings” fighting for the gods.  And on top of it all was the singular woman, Karian Vanador, who had somehow stood at the crossroads of all these plans and prophecies and managed to not be drawn and quartered by them.  She, in turn, had the love and support of dozens of people, if not entire worlds, bolstering her resolve and allowing her to shine as that epaxa chi’pri, that light from without that would guide Mehr’Durillia to a new and glorious dawn.

      It was with that thought in mind that he made the final approach toward the inn.  He remained invisible, so he didn’t have to worry about the lanterns; he didn’t even need the door to open to allow him entrance.  Instead, he melted into the shadowy, insubstantial form of the Wraith and slipped through the cracks around the portal to get inside.  The cold roil that accompanied this form set most of those within on edge immediately, but his contacts recognized what it was and made their way up to a private room.

      The Wraith spilled through the cracks around the door to that room as well, congealing in a far corner so there could be no one at his back.  He took the elestram form of Shadak, though he now simply went by the Wraith no matter his form, and he lifted his goggles to sit on his forehead.  As he faded into sight, the three humans started despite themselves, but soon two of them bowed politely to him, the other giving a nod of greeting.

      The sandy-blonde male was the one the Wraith didn’t trust completely.  Joaquim Shenassy had once been Lady Vanador’s assistant, and he’d betrayed her and her order thoroughly.  Now, though, he was working toward a redemption of his own, though the Wraith found his motivation wanting.  Joaquim was doing the right thing but for the wrong reasons, concerned only with being allowed to go home to the safety of Citaria and avoid the war that was coming.  He didn’t seem to care about Mehr’Durillia or her people at all, but the Wraith was willing to hand him as much rope as he wanted to form his own noose.

      The other two, though, were the backbone of the work here in Anthraxis.  Qin Lixiao and her husband, Qin Shu, had long served as the proprietors of Hope’s End, and had once even hosted Lady Vanador herself.  They were mainstays of the city, completely unremarkable because of how long they and their families had lived here, and so they made perfect spies.  Their frequent trips to what few markets remained in the city would be observed but otherwise unimpeded, and they would hear all manner of things from those who thought little of weak-looking humans.

      Within the breast of the seemingly weak can beat a heart of incredible strength, the Wraith thought, fighting off the smile that threatened to curl his lip again.  Stoicism was his façade, and he didn’t want to give these folks the impression of closeness and perhaps cause his allies to let down their guard.  He respected them greatly, but it was best to keep their relationship professional for the time being.

      “What news?” he asked at last.

      Qin Shu gestured for his wife to speak, so she bowed her head to the Wraith and said, “It is as you suspected.  They are preparing one last slave auction, presumably to raise funds so they may leave the city for good.  I saw no one of note, and did not hear anything important of those to be sold, but that was not our sole concern, yes?”

      The Wraith nodded.  “I am here to send a message to them and to our enemies.  Caushun and Gromnal were the last possibilities that a new pseudo-king would come to rule Anthraxis; if they are not interested, there is little reason to delay our plans.”  He turned and stared at Joaquim, not bothering to mask the coldness of his gaze.  “And you?”

      “I put out the message, sir, but haven’t heard a word back,” the sandy-blonde human answered.  “If Taesenus is somewhere in the vicinity or even on Mehr’Durillia, he’s staying out of sight.”

      The Wraith blinked once, snorting to catch the human’s scent without making it obvious.  He didn’t get any impression Joaquim was lying.  It didn’t much matter if he was; if Taesenus was in the area, it just meant the Wraith had another person to kill.  But his absence meant one good thing: if he was still in service to Abaddon, the Ancient One wasn’t using him for espionage, surgical strikes, or anything else – yet.

      “Keep your eyes and your ears open,” he said after a minute, and Joaquim nodded.  “And all of you remember: Should you see or hear evidence that the southern armies move this way, you are to flee north with all due haste.  Escape into Pataria, taking all who can go, and allow Lord Irrasitus’ people to guide you to safety behind the Scarlet Legions.  There is no sense in any of you laying down your lives here for nothing.”

      “We will, the slaves included,” Qin Shu said.  “Would you care for some food and drink while you await the correct time, Master?”

      The Wraith shook his head.  “I never work on a full stomach, but thank you.  Return to your normal duties.  I suspect it will not take long for you to hear the news come the morning.”

      “Ancestors watch over you, Master,” Qin Lixiao blessed him, she and her husband bowing.

      “And you as well,” he returned, mirroring the nod he received from Joaquim.

      And then the Wraith pulled on his goggles, melted into the shadowy form, disappeared from sight, and escaped through a gap in the window.
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        * * *

      

      The force of power that had once protected the Obsidian Keep was gone now.  All the wards and protections that had long defended the Overking’s home had died with him.  The building stood now as a memorial to someone almost universally loathed by the people of Mehr’Durillia, like a black sword stabbed irreverently into the corpse of Be’shatha’s world.  Soon, though, it would fall, just like the man who had once sat in its obsidian throne.  Already that crimson tang, the remnant of the bloody shattering of Be’shatha, had left the air of the city and the land around it; eventually, things would return to normal.

      And the Wraith had no sooner thought as much before a bead of water hit the tip of his jackal-like nose.  It was followed by another and then another, drops of cool rain pattering his ears and forehead, the first to fall in this place since Be’shatha’s shattering.  Were he not wary of anyone seeing or hearing him, he might’ve laughed on the spot.  As it was, though, he simply let his lip curl in amusement, uttered a silent prayer to the Great Mother, and then dissipated into mist to slip unseen into the keep.

      If the city outside was dark, the interior of the keep was virtually lightless.  Even the Wraith’s strong low-light vision as an elestram, coupled with the enchanted goggles he wore, was barely enough to make out any detail.  He padded lightly to the right of the door, out of the way of anyone or anything that might come in or make its egress, empty as the place appeared.  The life-detecting enchantment on the goggles revealed nothing, either, so the Wraith was satisfied that this place was as deserted as it looked and sounded.

      Normally, there was a barely audible hum reverberating through the obsidian stonework, the sound of the baths in the kings’ chambers up above, but even that was silent now.  He had never spent a great deal of time here, not in any form, wary of drawing attention to himself or his rebel society.  But there had been times when the kings sought his people’s services yet feared him enough to want to meet on neutral ground.  He was no stranger to the City of Black Glass or the Overking’s palace, and so he was familiar enough with its feel.

      Shapes began to resolve from the void as his pupils widened to their maximum, the goggles unable to create light but able to amplify it in harmony with his dilated eyes.  He strode forward as silently as his moniker, laying a hand on the railing around the open floor that looked down into the meeting hall below.  A wave of excitement and awe washed over him as he saw, before he even smelled, the fact that no one had removed the Overking’s body from where it’d fallen.  It lay in two parts before his obsidian chair at the great meeting table, the former likewise cut in two.

      Ah, Glorya, he thought with a wispy sigh, how long I had hoped, prayed that you were the means to this end, whether willingly or otherwise.  And now, though we have so much left to do, you have become a champion of our cause, just like Lady Vanador.

      He ran his hand along the rail as he walked around the central opening, noting the ruined form of King Ouraggra, also left to rot.  He wasn’t sure how much more vehemently the destruction of the Anthraxis Council could have been proclaimed.  Ouraggra had only been a minor king, a valirasi noble who’d risen to power through careful political maneuvering and garnering loyalty from a good deal of his subjects.  He would hardly be missed by those same subjects.  But the Overking?  The very ruler of Mehr’Durillia as a whole, usurper though he was, now lay dead at the foot of his own seat of power.

      Or one of them, anyway.

      The Wraith slipped sideways as he walked into a waft of decaying stench, making his way to the rear of the entry level.  He stepped up onto the glyphed dais at the back, the teleportation pad that would take visitors to whatever level they desired.  When the Overking was in power, going to the wrong floor would result in a quick execution, but now, the Wraith was free to come and go as he pleased.  There was little point to going to the meeting hall floor to further turn his stomach in the pall of rotting flesh, so he turned his sights upwards as he stepped onto the dais.

      The chambers of the kings would be pointless to visit, as would the harem, lifeless as the keep was.  Instead, the Wraith concentrated on what was the Overking’s throne room, only to find he wasn’t whisked away as expected.  Just as with the defenses and other amenities of this place, whatever had powered the teleportation dais was now defunct.  Undeterred, he turned and made his way to the first of the staircases up and continued on his way.

      The library was still full of books, and he felt a pang of sadness.  All the history here, as tainted and biased as it may have been, would be lost if this place was destroyed.  Many would be happy to forget what had happened over the previous ten eras, but no society ever advanced by forgetting history.  All of the Overking’s treachery, tyranny, and oppression would stand as a lesson and a reminder of how easy it was to lose one’s way, whether as an individual or a society.  The Wraith didn’t understand the subtler details, but someone, somehow, had failed Be’shatha and brought about over ten thousand years of suffering for millions of people.  Some record had to remain of the results, if not the original means.

      He continued to the next level, the third floor, the final one accessible without some arcane assistance or wings.  He could get to the other floors, but there was no need.  There was little reason for him to be here at all, really, having already confirmed there was no one inside the keep.  If nothing else, it was a way to pass the time until he was ready to strike at his targets.

      The Wraith had never been in the throne room before.  From everything he’d heard, it was a place you were never called to more than once.  It wasn’t a throne room in the most classic sense; it was sparsely decorated, doubly so under his extreme low-light vision, centered by a massive obsidian seat that was the symbol of the Overking’s power and authority.  Now, it lay lifeless and inert, just like the man whose corpse festered on the meeting hall floor.  Like the Overking’s body, its power was broken, and no one would ever be called to stand – or, more appropriately, kneel – before it again if the Wraith and his allies had anything to say on the matter.

      He ascended the four steps to stand before the uncomfortable-looking seat, shaking his head that it wasn’t a place of comfort even for its owner.  He stared at the throne, for so long the symbol of the oppression of all the peoples of Mehr’Durillia.  He could only think of how long the Overking had kept the people of Mehr’Durillia down, robbed them of their faith and their most basic rights.  He could hardly fathom what led a man to do such things; to simply call it “evil” didn’t seem to do it justice.  Evil, viciousness, vindictiveness, depravity… it wasn’t any one of these things, but all of them, and then more on top of it.

      Narrowing his eyes, Marracir Vakt, a humble tailor who’d become the Wraith, one of the most influential rebels against that tyranny, opened the front of his trousers and urinated on the throne of Mehr’Durillia’s former king.

      “You know, someone may want to sit there when this is all said and done.”

      The Wraith didn’t bother whipping around; if whoever had spoken wanted to kill him, he’d have never heard or sensed their presence.  That they’d spoken at all told him that was why they were here, so he turned his head slowly to see who was behind him.  All he saw, though, was an empty room.  Nevertheless, he calmly did up his trousers, turned, and made his way down the steps.

      “Who is there?” he asked in his even-toned voice, not demanding but also not fearful.

      A blinding radiance coalesced in the chamber, and the Wraith shielded his eyes to give them and his goggles a moment to adjust.  When he brought his hand down to focus on the source, he saw one of the beings of light, like the form Glorya was able to take when her physical form didn’t suit a situation.  It resolved into a man, something of a mix of human and elf to the Wraith’s eyes, though its coloration was bleached white, even its hair, only its eyes retaining the color of a clear summer sky.  It was dressed in armor, though whether it was any metal mortals had ever set their hands on, he wasn’t sure, and across its back was a pair of golden-hilted swords.

      “Messenger,” the Wraith said, lifting off his goggles before he bowed respectfully.  “Have I caused offense to you or the Great Mother with my childishness?”

      The angel laughed.  “Hardly.  I have come to warn you that your enemies will be expecting you tonight.  If you should go through with your plans, go with the knowledge that you will not take them by surprise, even with your considerable gifts.”

      “Thank you for the warning, Messenger,” the Wraith said.  “Will you tell me your name?”

      “A little tougher to recognize without the red skin, am I?”

      “Red skin…?” he echoed.  “Kaelariel?  Can it be?  I was told you had perished.”

      “The transition was… unexpected, but I think of it more as shedding my mortal coil.  Now I am a servant in a different capacity, and can serve alongside my… cousin, I suppose you might say,” Kaelariel returned.

      “Glorya?”

      The angel nodded.  “Yes.  My father and hers were, for all intents and purposes, brothers.  So, she is essentially my cousin, though I will not count on her seeing things that way just yet.  My tasks amongst you will be less overt than hers, but I am by your side, Marracir.  It is not just the peoples you and Lady Vanador have brought together that fight for righteousness here.”

      “Must this be kept secret?  It will greatly bolster our Citarian allies to know this,” the Wraith said.  “Certainly, the Warlord will want to know.”

      “I will be visiting him myself soon enough.  I just wanted to make sure you are prepared for what you are getting into tonight.  Our allies to the north and the northeast are making gains, but this will be no simple campaign like Terrassia, Marracir.  Because of its drawn-out nature, every champion and every step they take will be of greater importance, and that includes you.”

      The Wraith bowed to the angel.  “I am honored.  I suppose I have wasted enough time with this foolishness.  I have a task to see to.  Thank you for your warning, Messenger.  Epaxa chi’pri.”

      Kaelariel smiled, and it warmed the elestram to the core.  “Epaxa chi’pri,” he returned, and then as quickly as he’d appeared, he was gone.

      “Ketava,” the Wraith muttered.  It was odd enough to have learned that Glorya was the being of light, the angel that instructed him for so long.  To find now, though, that Kaelariel was not only much the same but somehow related to her… it was so much to consider.  There were so many layers he had never seen, never had the time to be concerned with when pulling the strings.

      Regardless, the time for contemplation and petulant defiance was over.  He drew down the goggles over his eyes again and prepared to accomplish what he’d come to the black city to do.
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        * * *

      

      The Trade Quarter didn’t have as many holdovers as the Mortal Quarter, but it wasn’t deserted like the Military and Residence Quarters.  The few brave souls who remained were trying to keep trade flowing to those in need within the city to prevent its total collapse.  The Wraith suspected it pointed more to these people being outcasts that couldn’t leave than any true philanthropy, but that mattered little.  They deserved the chance to redeem themselves if so, to make a life somewhere without getting crushed by the approaching armies.

      That benefit of the doubt, however, did not extend to Caushun and Gromnal, the valiras who ran the slave market and his harmauth enforcer.  For too long the pair had capitalized on the misery and ruin of so many, and the fact that they had remained and were even still trying to sell slaves in the face of the coming war was inexcusable.  Glorya hadn’t ordered their deaths, but the Wraith had worked with the angel-turned-king-turned-angel for centuries and felt he knew her wishes without needing to be told.  Despite her reputation and the truth behind some of it, she had long viewed this slave market with contempt, and would want to see it – and its owners – destroyed.

      It was a daring plan as it stood, to try to stand toe-to-hoof with a harmauth even with all the gifts and skill the Wraith possessed.  To do so when they knew he was coming, though, would be far worse and far more dangerous.  The fact that he had a pregnant wife back home only made the decision foolhardier, and the Wraith had mulled it over for days.  There were many ways he could serve the armies of the Great Mother without risking his life somewhat unnecessarily to punish the wicked.  But he was a man of careful planning, and this situation was no different.

      The rain continued to patter the obsidian streets, matting down his fur and tickling his long ears as it trickled along their edges and into the crevices.  Each footfall, muffled somewhat by his stance, made the slightest of wet slaps as he padded his way to the slave market.  Over the drum of the rain, it wouldn’t much matter, but it was something that grated on his espionage instincts.  The fact that he had forgone being invisible or even in his cloudy demonic form didn’t mitigate the feeling, either.

      The auction house stood before him, a high-roofed, single-story building with a long stage beside it more befitting a theater.  Perhaps, at one time, it had served that very function.  Now, though, the place was lightless and silent, and the Wraith knew what he’d been told was true at first glance.  They wouldn’t be asleep, not this early when there were a few armies looking in this direction and an alleged docket of slaves waiting to be sold.  No, they’d be looking over their inventory, making last minute preparations, and keeping watch for the first signs that the city would come under attack before their auction.

      They were waiting for him…

      Despite what he was here for, Marracir’s first priority was the slaves.  He didn’t need to kill Caushun and Gromnal; that was the overall goal, but not the most important to his thinking.  Every soul he could rescue and send back to the Great Mother’s army could be another soldier, cook, medic, tactician, or other part of the whole.  Some might not be in any condition to help, he knew, but many would want to in the face of their suffering and what more was promised should Baal, Baphomet, Abaddon, and Garrivokt seize power.  The choice would ultimately be theirs, just as the choice now to rescue them was his.

      The rain dampened sound and scent, robbing him of two of his finest senses as an elestram hunter.  But that didn’t give the advantage to his enemies.  He willed his enchanted goggles to fill in the voids left by the weather.  Where he normally would’ve been able to smell some or all of the people in the auction house and pick up on the sounds of footsteps, moans, or groans, he instead “saw” these things.  The cramped stretch of a prisoner in an insufficiently sized cell.  Another curled in a fetal position, trying to get what sleep she could through her pain.

      And in the corners, holding weapons and waiting for the Wraith, the valiras and harmauth he had come to kill.

      Caushun, the valiras, was of little enough concern to the Wraith.  The vulture-folk could be formidable fighters, but Caushun was an auction master, not a warrior.  Whatever fighting skills he had would be paltry next to the centuries of training and perfecting of his craft that was the Wraith’s strength.  He would either be bait, a distraction, or – most likely – blade fodder for the deadlier of the pair.

      A harmauth was never an easy opponent.  Not only were they half again as tall as an elestram and easily five or six times their girth, but their hides – not to mention their horns – were resistant to most weaponry.  A harmauth on its own was generally a docile person, given to working the land and avoiding the troubles that beset most other segments of society.  The females were their leaders, few in number but wielding the power, surrounded by protective harems of males vying for their chance to sire offspring.  It was nearly the only facet of their society that led to violence at all, and even then, only to establish a dominance hierarchy under the female they tended to.

      Bent to violence, though, harmauths were deadly adversaries.  Even the erestram couldn’t match the ram-folk strength for strength despite being the same height.  They normally eschewed weapons, their massive fists and all the girth and muscle behind them normally enough to shatter bones and confidence in equal measure.  And if that wasn’t enough, one good butt or slam of those giant ram horns would usually send an enemy to meet their maker.  Looking at this one through the walls of the auction house, though, the Wraith could see it carried an abnormally large cudgel.

      There was little mystery to the strategy here: kill Caushun to leave Gromnal on his own, then work to free the prisoners while trying to find some avenue to wound or kill the harmauth.  Putting it into practice would be far more difficult, he knew, but the Wraith had many gifts and advantages.  He just had to figure out how best to put them all to use and keep his soul from being knocked out the other side of his body.

      Studying their two life forces through the walls of the auction house, he contemplated trying to assassinate Gromnal first.  It seemed to make the most sense, the only issue being if he failed, he would have both to deal with, and just fighting the harmauth alone would be tough enough.  As much as the opposite seemed true, he expected killing Caushun – the “sure thing” – first would be the better option, leaving him to tangle with the stronger opponent one-on-one.

      Casting aside the possibility of endless internal debate, the Wraith approached the wall of the auction house and stabbed one of his shadowy blades through the wooden wall.  It was one of the only structures in the city not made of obsidian, and the Wraith silently gave thanks to the Great Mother for that, despite it being the Overking’s mistake.  The ghostly blade impaled his enemy right through the glowing mass of warmth that was the valiras’ heart, and he withdrew it just as quickly to let the corpse fall to the ground.

      His kill set off a flurry of interest and panic inside the auction house, many of the prisoners waking and beginning to ask questions when the harmauth bellowed.  The Wraith made his way to the open area before the auction stage as Gromnal barreled toward the building’s exit.  Soon, the harmauth’s hooves were clopping across the wooden stage, and the Wraith didn’t even bother to turn invisible to try to hide; a harmauth would not be so easily evaded.

      “You!” Gromnal growled in beshathan.  “Ashen cowards, always striking people down from the shadows.”

      “I will strike you down face to face,” the Wraith returned calmly.  “The trash was not worth any such honor.”

      The harmauth gripped his cudgel tighter and dropped down from the auction stage.  His red eyes smoldered in the darkness of the market, and he blew out a loud snort of anger as he raised his weapon and approached the Wraith.  Any hope of their duel being an artful dance of weapons-masters was dashed quickly, the harmauth striding directly at the Wraith with the straightforward intention of flattening him on the obsidian street.

      The Wraith extended the second of his shadowy blades, all but impossible to see in the gloom of night coupled with the persistent rain.  He made as if to parry but then sprang sideways, a long extension of his legs leaving nothing behind but air for the harmauth to strike.  He lashed out in an off-balance return swing, but between his precarious stance and the harmauth’s hide, it was to no effect.  They both squared up and then began to circle, Gromnal realizing he wouldn’t be able to simply crush the evasive elestram.

      Again, the harmauth strode in, sweeping broadly with the cudgel this time, leaving nowhere for the Wraith to dodge to.  Instead, he crossed his shadowy blades to parry, setting his feet and all his weight and strength behind them, for all the good he expected it would do.  The strength of the rams was incredible, and the Wraith found himself pushed several yards sideways, his feet finding little purchase on the rain-slickened street.  Still, his dexterity held firm, allowing him to stay upright, if a couple dozen feet from where he’d started.

      His blades didn’t crack or dissipate, and he breathed a silent sigh of relief.  The incredible weapons his father had bequeathed to him had never been tested like this, though they had held firm in contests of blades before.  His father had never explained what they were, saying they were only a shadow of the will of the man who wielded them.  The Wraith had considerable willpower and his faith in the Great Mother was now unflappable, but there was trusting in their Celestial Queen and then there was trusting in an enchanted weapon whose maker was unknown.

      Sensing the shift, when they squared up again, the Wraith danced in.  He imagined himself in the past for just a moment, training Seanada and Karian.  He wove his attack sequences in such a pattern that even those two amazing women would have had difficulty dodging or parrying, and it was clear from the outset that Gromnal didn’t know what to make of it.  The Wraith scored the harmauth’s ribs with a deep thrust, but the rest of his attacks failed to even penetrate the creature’s hide.  Viggaru had certainly created a resilient people.

      What was worse, the harmauth hardly registered the pain of the strike that had wounded him, stepping in to backhand the elestram.  The Wraith got most of his face out of the way of that massive fist, but instead took the hit in the shoulder, spinning him into a puddle a few steps away.  He didn’t think anything was broken, but he’d surely be feeling that in the morning – if he lived to see the dawn.  With one of his arms hurt, there was no guarantee of that.

      Nevertheless, he stood and flashed a cold, confident smile as he faced the harmauth.  The ram had the advantages of size, strength, reach, armored hide, and a steadier base.  But he lacked one particular thing, something the Wraith would have in spades in but a few moments: allies.

      An arrow sank into the ram’s meaty thigh, and despite their toughness and resistance to pain and injury, Gromnal brayed a pained cry and reached toward the arrow.  A second one followed the first, though it didn’t hit squarely and was turned away by that thick hide.  Behind their pesky, stinging hits, striking from the other side, came the male with the dual blades.  Like the Wraith, he was lithe and moved with a preternatural grace.  He was no warrior, not like the Wraith or any of his famed students, but this one moved with a purpose and certitude that lent the same confidence to his attacks as such studies might have.

      Bit by bit, flesh and blood were torn from the harmauth, a third arrow bouncing off his horn but managing to gash beneath Gromnal’s eye.  The harmauth snorted in anger and lashed out at the other figure, a rir black as night and nearly a living shadow to rival the Wraith’s legendary form.  But that shadow danced, wove, flowed away, dodging every attack to reestablish distance.  And then a fourth arrow struck home, this one in the harmauth’s rump beside his tail; the Wraith knew from experience that would make walking or turning painful for some time.

      That wasn’t the whole of it, for out of the auction house’s prison came the slaves waiting to be sold.  Just as the Wraith had asked, priority was given to freeing the slaves after he’d drawn the guards away.  And just as he’d hoped, those people joined the fight, eager to subdue or kill their remaining enslaver.  Some simply fled into the deeper parts of the city, but many stayed to lend their aid, and soon Gromnal faced not one, not three, but nearly a score of enemies.  And even a harmauth was hard-pressed to fend off that many attackers when some of them were as well-trained as the Wraith and his companions.

      With the covering fire of the archer woman, the Wraith and his shadowy companion led the offensive, tearing the harmauth down piece by piece.  The rams were grand and formidable, but the press of attackers was simply too much.  For every person he knocked down and injured, he took numerous attacks in return, until at last he stood in a partial crouch, bleeding from dozens of wounds and with arrows protruding from nearly every weak point.

      When the fight had left Gromnal completely, the Wraith approached and put one of his shadowy blades to the underside of the harmauth’s jaw.  “Epaxa chi’pri,” he said, then thrust the blade clean through the ram’s skull.  Their hides may have been thick and their constitution strong, but the enchanted shadow blade pierced through and took the harmauth’s life.

      There was no time to waste on satisfaction, though.  “Go north, quickly,” the Wraith said, nodding toward the gate.  “Go toward Tess’Vorg and get behind friendly lines before a true battle reaches this city.  Epaxa chi’pri.”

      Not all the freed slaves repeated the blessing, but several did, and they rushed to the north gate as quickly as their tired, wounded forms would allow.  None of the slaves had been killed, but some had been injured before or during the fight and required aid to leave.  The Wraith scanned the auction house with his goggles, making sure no one had been left behind.  True to the capabilities attributed to his allies, none had been missed; the last bastion of the evil hell of the Overking’s city was now rendered unused.

      He turned to his companions as they approached, the hoods of their cloaks up in the persistent rain.  “Well fought, both of you.  My thanks and those of the Crimson Huntress and the Great Mother to you both.”

      “Our pleasure,” Eryn said, her crimson eyes flashing as she glanced at Aeligos.  There was a lot of fire in this little woman, and the Wraith wondered what she might have become under his tutelage.  Whatever she thought of his piercing gaze, she gave no voice to those thoughts.  “Let’s not stand out in the rain celebrating.  We’ve got plenty more work to be done.  Where do you need us to go next?”

      The shadowy male chuckled.  While this shorter female – a half-brys – was deadly, her mate was the one who truly impressed the Wraith.  Aeligos wasn’t solely an infiltrator and gifted with the same assassination techniques as his mate, he was also a brilliant tactician and one of the most intelligent non-elestram people the Wraith had ever met.  He surmised that in another life, in times less turbulent with war, the half-guardian serilian-rir might’ve been an engineer or inventor of some kind.  Instead, he was what the situation demanded.

      The Wraith nodded.  “Quite right.  Go, then, and scout the southern armies’ front lines.  Get Lady Glorya reliable information about their stances, whether it looks as though Baphomet, or Baal, or Abaddon – or all three – plan to come take the black city.  When you have finished, return to Glorya and Morduri and report to them, then do as they ask.  Their command over you will supersede my own once this task is done.”

      “Yes, sir,” Aeligos said with a short salute.

      “Do you know when Lady Vanador is due to come?” the Wraith couldn’t help but ask.

      “Won’t be too much longer now,” Eryn said.  “And then we’re going to see things start to get really interesting.”

      “Not the least because she’ll be bringing the Warlord with her, too,” Aeligos added.

      “Indeed,” the Wraith agreed, folding his arms across his chest.  That was all the prodding they needed, and they were off, disappearing into the rainy shadows like…

      …like wraiths.

      Marracir snorted, his lip curling into a smile, and he turned toward his next destination… Zaphatar, the Hills of Malice.  For Garrivokt’s approach to the black city might come at a different angle than his father’s or his allies’.  Glorya needed to know, and who better to spy than a living shadow?
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      Tormaar Te’Mordrin strode through the camp, intent on the water trough to wash off the blood.  The greater part of him wanted to ignore the salutes, the stares, and the slack-jawed wonder of the beshathans he passed.  He hated the celebrity, but it was part of who he was to these people, and it could only cost him and his foremothers face to be moody or brooding in response.  And so, the great-grandson of Be’shatha, grandson of Glorya and Emanitar, son of Emmalikas, did the polite thing, returning the salutes as was proper, and nodding to any gazes he met.

      He was tired; it had been a long and gory day, as evidenced by the matted sections of his fur that had been soaked to the skin with blood.  It was going to be hell trying to wash it all out, but nothing compared to the battle that had brought him to this state in the first place.  Already this war was worse than anything Tor had ever seen except for the Apocalypse, but with the urgency of the fighting, he expected it would soon surpass even that.  Only weeks into the conflict, he was already desperate for some leave.

      He wouldn’t take it, even if it was offered.  Certainly, he’d had the opportunity to spend the duration of the war behind the lines, safely with his mother or grandmother as they commanded the many legions of Be’shatha.  But as much as that might have been the smart thing to do, it wasn’t who Tor was.  Half-mallasti and half-gnoll, he had a tall stature like an elestram, but with the broad features of a mallasti and the savage instincts of a gnoll.  The front, the thick of battle was where he belonged when it was feasible, and all those years serving as a staff sergeant among the human and rir military of DarkWind hadn’t dulled that instinct at all.

      Reaching the wash troughs, Tor stripped off his axes and then his armor, right down to his loincloth, though he was mindful of stripping that off in front of elestram or syrinthians.  All around him were the thankful and respectful greetings of the beshathan people, but Tor didn’t speak much of that language at all yet.  A smile would have to suffice, and even through the pain, the weariness, and the blood that all but caked him, he managed one.  It was enough, and he was able to start washing without getting drawn into any inquisitive conversations about his lineage.

      The water was already crimson before he’d even dipped his clawed hands in, and he bit down a groan or grimace; there were too many people watching him.  How much harder it must have been for his great-grandmother to look down upon the world she’d created and see her people do this to each other.  Tor didn’t understand it himself; why would anyone, least of all Be’shatha’s children, support the kings who had brought the world to this state?  Wouldn’t it have been better to die free than to live as a slave, live a lie of contentment, to turn one’s back on their creator all to safeguard their own wretched existences?

      He snorted but covered it up with a splash of water to his face.  He knew better than to think in such idealistic terms.  After all, he could only speculate what his life would be like if he’d never been taken back to DarkWind by the humans who’d “rescued” him.  What would life have been like had he been raised solely by gnolls?  Would he be savage and cruel, maybe as much or more so than the soldiers of the kings he now fought against?

      Tor’s thoughts came to a quick halt as he was upended to plunge face-first into the trough.  He came up to the sounds of laughter and hooting, and he shook his head to clear the blood and water from his face and try to locate his assailant.  He fixed his eyes on the mallasti camp servant standing there, scrub brush in hand, her arms folded across her chest as she smirked at him.

      I might be getting that sort of treatment more often if I lived among gnoll women, he thought.  Well, maybe not for bathing, but for other things…

      “It will be much quicker this way,” she said, then gestured for one of the other camp servants to let the water out of the trough and fetch some fresh buckets.  “Forgive me, descendant of the Great Mother.”

      “Of course,” he said, reclining in the tub as the servants began replacing the water and then giving him a thorough washing.

      It felt good to get the blood off him, to wash it from his fur and try to do the same with his mind, letting the events of the day pass.  He had to look at what they were accomplishing, and not so much the methods of doing so.  The lands of Mehr’Durillia – for it seemed this conflict was confined solely to this continent, if there even were others to speak of – had been cut in half, the legions of Be’shatha holding the north and west while their enemies held the south and east.  But already his allies had accomplished much in holding off the initial assaults, and he knew their first major counterstrike was coming.

      Soon, they would take Anthraxis and have a safe way to funnel their armies from other worlds without having to construct portals.

      There was still much to do, but capturing Anthraxis had always been their first goal.  Their enemies had played into their hands, seeking to push Lestanaek and the other northeast kings away before capturing it, but Garrivokt had overextended his armies.  Lestanaek and many of the soldiers who’d come from Citaria had held firm, Morduri and his legions had drawn more of Garrivokt’s soldiers into a trap in Pataria, and then Emmalikas – Tor’s mother – had sent her vanguard to cut off the overextended arms of Garrivokt’s forces.

      It was bloody work, and only the first true victory, but the opportunity to capture Anthraxis had been worth nearly any price.  With the Overking’s funneling defense of Mehr’Durillia still active even after his death, anyone coming to the world by arcane or divine means was shunted right into the city.  If Be’shatha’s legions held it, they could bring help from Citaria, Irrathmor, Morrencia, Hrastiria, Koryon, and even Xirrinxia.

      And with six worlds fighting half of one, the kings stand no chance, Tor thought.  He stood up after another couple of minutes, his fur looking mostly blood-free.

      “Would you like us to wash–”

      “That won’t be necessary,” he cut in, drawing giggles from the camp servants.  Tor sighed but tried to keep a smile up for show, if nothing else.  He let the servants dry him off, then headed to his tent for some much-needed rest.  The servants would clean his armor and his weapons, and if the camp was attacked, he’d have bigger problems than where he’d left his clothes.

      Tor’s tent wasn’t anything grandiose despite his “promotion” to the rank of Major and his status as a descendant of Be’shatha.  It was larger than a pup tent, at least, and at that moment, he’d have slept on an anvil if it was the only option.  After a final shaking out of his fur, he crawled in and curled up on the bedroll, intent on getting some rest, but he truly smiled when he realized it wasn’t to be just yet.

      Isharra crawled into the tent beside him and knelt to sit on her feet.  They’d spent so much time together since meeting during the Khalarin War, though Tor was a little confused about what she wanted from their friendship.  He was attracted to her, and he thought she felt the same, but she was still hesitant.  Nevertheless, she’d become a close friend to him, much like Danilynn had when friends had been few and far between in his younger adventuring days.  She’d stayed in his tent before, but now there was something to her expression, and he expected she might finally be ready to open up to him.

      She dipped her snout toward the ground, closing her eyes as she sighed.  “I knew this would never work,” she said at last.  “I told Lady Vanador I could never live such a lie; I should have trusted my own instincts on this.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tor asked, rising to lean on an elbow, only to be painfully reminded of a bruise that was forming there.

      She looked away, out through the tent’s open flap to the camp beyond.  “Lady Vanador once asked if I had ever considered simply living as a mallasti, with no one the wiser to what I truly am, Tormaar.  I told her I could never live such a lie, that the shame of the deception would never let me live in peace.  I was correct.  I have lied to Lady Vanador, to her friends, and to you.  I am… I am still Seanada, still a half-syrinthian, half-succubus… I was not turned into a mallasti by the Great Mother.  It was a lie.”

      “I know that.”

      Isharra turned back to him.  “What do you mean, you know that?”

      Tor snorted.  “Say what you will about gnolls, but we have extremely keen senses of smell.  More so than even our beshathan cousins, if you want to call them that.  I knew from your scent alone that you weren’t what you claimed.”

      “But you said nothing?”

      “Why would I?  I don’t care,” he answered.  “I never have and never would, any more than I would’ve cared that Danilynn was fures-rir if she’d felt something for me.  You and I… we have so many things in common, and whatever the truth behind what we are, we’re very much alike.  Both of us were born of two races but raised by neither.  Both of us learned to serve a military of some kind.  Both of us fight because we care about those we fight for, and not just because we hate who we fight against.  We’re close to the same age, and we both have a bit of something supernatural in our blood.  And… I like you.  Maybe even love you.  So, what you are… it’s not important.  Not to me.”

      She stared at him, eyes searching, that mallasti stoicism fallen away.  “You have known all along…?  But what about Lady Vanador and the others?”

      “Lady Vanador’s no fool; I’m sure she suspects the truth if she doesn’t know it for certain.  The point you need to realize is she doesn’t care, either.  None of us do, Isharra.  They’re thrilled that you’re alive, that you’ve come back to fight by their side.  You’re like a sister to Lady Vanador, and I know King Auremax and his friends were willing to risk their lives to rescue you.  I think that says how they feel about you pretty plainly, and the fact that Max is probably one of the most upstanding paladins I’ve ever met… it says a lot about you.”

      “But how did you know?”

      “As I said, I can smell it on you… just the faintest trace of syrinthian.  I might not have even known what it was if I hadn’t met Liria and Se’sasha as well.  Sorry to be blunt, but it was your scent that gave you away,” he said, flashing a little grin to soften the blow.

      For a moment, he thought she was going to sob, but when her shoulders shook, it was in a muffled chuckle.  “Nevertheless, I am sorry to have lied to you.”

      Tor waved off the apology.  “If you want to be sorry, be sorry for lying to yourself.  There’s no reason to do that… even the Great Mother said as much at the Temple.”

      “She did at that, I suppose.  But would she approve–”

      “I don’t care,” he reiterated.  “It’s my life, and my choice.  With all due respect to her, my mother, and Glorya, none of them were ever part of my life growing up.  And even if they were, they still wouldn’t get to make my decisions.  Certainly not this one.”

      “And what decision would you make, my friend?”

      Tor held his hand out toward her without a word.  Isharra took it and squeezed it, but she shut the tent flap and got undressed before she crawled into his embrace.  She seemed ready to ask more questions, and Tor had little doubt what they would be, so he preempted them by kissing her.  Whatever doubt and uncertainty existed in her mind seemed to dry up in that moment, and she relaxed in this mallasti skin, whether it was her true form or not.  She was warm, her shape athletic, and she smelled good no matter if there was the slightest of confusing scents about her.  Lying naked side-by-side, Tor didn’t even bother trying to hide his body’s reaction to her closeness.

      “Hmmm, there is a lot more gnoll about you than just this nose,” she said, kissing him on the end of his snout.  Tor considered her, and she let a bit of an impish grin show.  “I grew up among mallasti; I know the differences.”

      “Hmph,” he said, pulling her a little closer so he could lean over her.  He tried not to stare, but he’d been a child when he lived among gnolls, and he was still learning about his other people, the mallasti.  Everything about her naked form was a mystery and a surprise to him, and she didn’t offer any complaints as he explored her curves with his eyes and a delicate touch of his hand.  The soft intakes of her breath were the only thing he could hear over the thunder of his own heartbeat, the rush of blood echoing in his ears.  “I want you, badly, if it’s what you want as well.”

      “I have never done this before,” she whispered.

      Tor bobbed his head.  “Neither have I.  I’m sure we can figure it out.”

      Isharra smiled, pulled him back down, and kissed him.
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      Gil fought off her body’s desire to empty her bladder.  She felt like she’d been running on pure adrenaline since coming here to Mehr’Durillia.  She was a werewolf, something considered wild, savage, and dangerous, but she still felt very much like a young, frail human girl when she stood among the peoples of this world.  For so long, the beshathans had been considered demons, and despite that falsehood being stripped away, they were still large, inhuman – and it almost pained Gil to think of them this way as a werewolf herself – and dangerous-looking to Gil’s eyes, whether human or lupine.  And so, even now, striding through the camp on all fours in her hybrid form, she felt a nervous tingle like ice cubes sliding down her human spine.

      Her destination didn’t help one bit.  She’d heard much over the last couple of seasons, but several months of testimony didn’t erase ten thousand years of terror.  For as little as Gil knew about Koursturaux – or Glorya, if that was her true name – she knew to be terrified.  This was a being older than anything Gil could comprehend, reputed to be the daughter of two different species of “angel,” and who had served as a demon king for ten millennia.  Her hard edge may have softened a bit according to Lady Vanador, but nevertheless, every time the angel’s orange, slit-pupiled eyes passed over Gil, the werewolf had to clench her nethers to avoid soiling herself.

      The angel stood on a hill overlooking the camp, gesturing here and there as she passed down orders through her chain of command.  Just from that initial glance, Gil could see she wasn’t the only one who still feared the massive woman.  She may have been one of the leaders here, but her reputation still stuck in most people’s memories.  Nevertheless, her armies, collectively called the Scarlet Legions, were pushing ever farther south and east, securing the newly freed Sorelizar along with its neighboring realms of Tess’Vorg and Pataria.  Soon, it would be time to “take the center,” as Gil kept hearing.  Apparently, capturing Mehr’Durillia’s former capital and the seat of the Overking’s power was the masterstroke in the entire invasion.

      And then Kari can start bringing armies from everywhere, Gil mused.  It was about as much as she knew of the overall plan at this point, and that grated on her a bit.  She was being used as a scout, but there was so much she was ignorant to when it came to Mehr’Durillia and its people.  And there was no time to explain any of it; she had to simply take things on faith these days.

      As she approached Glorya, she questioned just how much faith she really had.  Why was approaching this creature even scarier than facing Kashazenuyari for the first time?  Certainly, the red dragon was far larger and more imposing, but Gil knew the truth here.  Glorya was fifty times Kashazenuyari’s age, at least, and she’d ruled over millions of “demons” for that long.  As strong as a dragon might be, their limits had to fall short of that.  After all, Kari had once killed a pair of them with her friends…

      Gil made a conscious effort not to tuck her tail between her legs, and she rose up onto her hind legs and then bowed before the angelic woman.  Glorya took Gil in with a measured gaze, no hint of whatever emotions she felt showing through her stoic demeanor.  Something about those eyes made Gil’s guts quiver, and the fact that the woman’s daughter – a mallasti, oddly enough – had the same eyes and the same dispassionate stare sped the werewolf’s pulse considerably.

      “Thank you for coming, Gillian,” Glorya said, her visage softening at last.  “Do relax; you’re my ally, and have no need to be afraid of me, young lady.”

      Gil bowed again.  The fact that Glorya was as tall as her fully erect hybrid form didn’t ease her tensions, either.  At least Emma was more normal-sized, just a little taller than Gil’s human form.  As their eyes met, the mallasti let her lip curl ever so slightly in a smile and nodded.  Gil worked to calm her heart.  As Glorya had said, they were Gil’s allies, if not her friends, and Lord knew she’d have plenty to fear if she ever encountered their true enemies.

      “What can I do for you, Your Majesty?” Gil managed in the growling speech of the hybrid.

      Glorya folded her arms across her chest and looked southward, her gaze distant.  “I want to show you something that may help you better understand this world.  First, though, I must make sure our armies continue their advance in my absence.  We’re waiting on reports from our eastern scouts, who should hopefully have an update on Morduri’s whereabouts.  Once he and his mother are here or at least close by, you and I will take a short trip away from the battles.”

      “Of course,” Gil said, taking a place beside the angel king and crouching there.

      “They are close,” Emma said, glancing northeast.  “This can only mean Morduri’s gambit in Pataria went as hoped.  Go with Gillian as you see fit, Mother; I will wait on the reports from our allies in Ekkristis and Resaddek.”

      “And Giamalla is with him,” Glorya said with a nod.  “Good.  I have always admired that woman.  Make sure you put her mind to good use.  We will return soon.  Come, Gillian.”

      “Er, just Gil is fine,” the werewolf growled.

      The angel smiled, then led Gil away from the assembly of scouts, advisors, and officers.  There was no missing the way people skittered out of Glorya’s way and either bowed or saluted her.  For her part, she tried to look gracious, but there was no overstating how imposing she was, even the neutral state of her countenance enough to rattle nerves.  Gil could only imagine how much worse it had been when she was a “demon king” and acting the part.

      The angel regarded her for a moment but said nothing as they continued onward.  The rear camp was mostly deserted, the soldiers busy setting up for the coming push south.  They had to get into the Overking’s lands, set up their perimeter and barriers, and then hunker down for any response by the southern kings.  Gil knew little about the military despite technically working for her government, and this sort of “old school” warfare was completely alien to her.  Even living amongst werewolves and other beasts of the wild, she’d never been in a true war.  Not like this.  It was so much to take in, so much to learn, and she wondered how much, if any of it, would apply when she returned home.

      If I return home, she thought.

      Glorya glanced at her.  “Put aside those thoughts, Gil.  If you go to war expecting to never return home, that’s a prophecy you will fulfill.  Trust in your comrades, your officers, and the gods above you.  This war promises to be a long and bloody affair, but you stand one of the best chances of surviving it.”

      “According to an elestram?” Gil joked.

      “According to an angel,” Glorya returned.  When Gil looked up, there was a warm smile on her face.  “Come, take my hand.”

      Passing through a portal to Mehr’Durillia had been weird enough.  Actually being teleported, or whatever these people called their magical transportation, was even stranger.  One moment, Gil was looking at Glorya, surrounded by the mostly deserted tent city of the 19th Scarlet Legion, and the next, she and Glorya were somewhere else in the still and silent darkness.

      The first thing Gil noticed, before her eyes even had time to adjust, was the tarmac under her feet.  Had Glorya taken her back home to Streka?  For the asphalt-like ground under her pads felt familiar, though there were no lights or sounds of a city to mark her location.  Her eyes adjusted, the dark giving way to her enhanced lupine night vision, and the details started to fill in.  She was definitely on a tarmac, and as she took in the shapes and variations in grays and shadows around her, the truth of where she was started to sink in, little by little.

      “Is this… an airport?” she asked, then wondered if the angel would even know what the word meant.  Mehr’Durillia had vulture people who could fly – valirasi, if Gil remembered right – and there were a small number of tenku harriers among their army, but this place seemed to suggest technology, not natural flight.

      “Close, but no,” the angel said, walking off with those long, elegant strides that hid well the deadly fighter she was.  “It’s a spaceport.”

      “What?” Gil blurted.  She spun about, straining her eyes to try to take in more detail in the darkness.  “Where are we?  Not still on Mehr’Durillia?”

      “In a remote part of it, yes,” Glorya answered.  “I wanted to show this to you, because with where you come from, this will provide better context for what we face and have faced under the rule of my brother and his minions.”  She turned to Gil, who was still having trouble moving or even closing her slack jaw.  “You are a Christian, are you not?”

      “Yeah,” the werewolf growled absently.  “Sort of.  I guess.”

      The angel raised an eyebrow.  “You guess?  Have you not seen enough in these last months to sway your faith one way or the other?”

      “I… I’m still trying to process it all.”

      Glorya accepted that with a nod.  “Let me tell you how this all started, back in the days before people had even walked the face of Citaria.  Over ten thousand years ago, my brother opened a door that couldn’t be closed.  He let loose an evil that flowed into this world like an unstoppable tide, and it caught us so completely unaware that there was little hope of fighting it.  The Mehr’Durillia you see and know now… it has existed before, but in times long before I was even born, Gil.  What you see of this world now is the result of its shattering at the hands of my brother and his allies, the evils he loosed and the spawns they created.

      “But once… once, all of Mehr’Durillia was like where you come from.  Oh, certainly, there were still those who lived simple lives in the countryside, the mallasti and harmauths in particular, but the elestram…?  The elestram walked the stars, Gil.  They made things… cities, medicines, ships, aircraft, engines that let their vessels travel the cosmos.  Those brilliant minds you may know now for calculating odds or predicting outcomes in games of chance or sports… at one time, they were designing ships that could reach your home world – your people’s true home world.”

      Gil turned to face her.  “But the demons stopped all that?”

      “In stages.  The first was to paralyze the people, so they attacked the infrastructure.  All those technological wonders the people had come to rely on were rendered inert.  I assume such happens where you come from now and then?”

      “During solar flares and such sometimes, yes,” the werewolf answered.  She wasn’t sure what was stranger: that she was having this conversation with someone outside of the Strekan Province, or that she was doing it in her hybrid form.  These days certainly had turned strange.

      Glorya waved a hand at the surrounding remnants.  “As these people flowed gently but steadily away from faith and toward relying on their technologies, it became easier and easier to subdue them.  One shock, one pulse, one solar flare as you say, and they were paralyzed.  Incredibly intelligent people nevertheless became as helpless as babes when their means of travel, communication, buying food, disposing of waste, and every little thing you take for granted on a daily basis was stripped away.  One electromagnetic pulse of sufficient range and strength is all it would take to shatter your society as you know it.  And what would be the result of that?”

      Gil let forth a long lupine sigh.  “Utter chaos.”

      “To put it kindly, yes.  So, imagine what happened here… the demons my brother unleashed were powerful and terrifying enough, but coupled with the shattering of technology and the paralyzation of Mehr’Durillian society?  The people never had a chance.  And then my brother enacted an even more sinister plot.  Do you know the basic building block of tyranny, Gil?”

      “Absolute control?” she offered.

      “In a sense, but how do you manage such?”

      Gil thought about it and ultimately realized that the thinking itself was the answer.  “Cripple communication, education, and free speech.”

      Glorya let forth an impressed grunting chuckle.  “You have learned well,” she said, and began walking toward the shadowy form of what looked to Gil like a hypersonic jet or perhaps a small spacecraft.  “Neutralizing their technology was the first step.  Then my brother and his allies began to destroy more mundane texts, histories… anything that would let the people re-learn or remember how to do things, how to make things.  Then he began rewriting history, he outlawed the very names of the peoples’ faiths, and from there… he began assigning kings over the people, all the better to make sure they were never far from his oppressive reach.”

      The werewolf crouched and walked on all fours in Glorya’s wake.  “But… you were a part of that, weren’t you?” she dared.

      The angel’s mouth tightened, and Gil could see the muscle of her jaw stand out.  “I was, and I have little excuse for it but fear for my own life.  I thought I could work beside them in the hopes of eventually betraying them, but even with Be’shatha’s clairvoyance, it didn’t go as I’d wished.  It took much, much longer to come to fruition.”

      Gil put her hand on Glorya’s forearm and straightened out so they could meet eye to eye.  “But it did… and that was mostly because of you,” she said.  “Isn’t that what Be’shatha told you?”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t that simple,” the angel returned.  “Before I could yield her power back to her, Gillian, it had to be cleansed… I had to be cleansed.  And in that cleansing, I relived about ten thousand years of evil, viciousness, and suffering I had inflicted on countless others.  It is my honor to stand at the fore as the Great Mother’s champion now, but it doesn’t erase what I’ve done.  That feeling, that pain I felt as a judgment of thousands of years of evil… it doesn’t hurt anymore, but the memory remains, a reminder of what the simple sin of complacency can bring, and how fast it can spiral into terror.”

      They drew up to the vessel, and Gil could see it was a sleek spacecraft designed for a crew of no more than half a dozen.  A short-range repair craft, perhaps, or maybe these were so powerful that it was capable of interplanetary or even interstellar travel.  Without seeing its specifications or technical readouts, she couldn’t know for sure.  The fact that she, as a werewolf standing there in her hybrid form, knew any of it would probably come as a surprise to just about everyone.

      “Did any of the beshathans escape?” she asked as she ran a hand along its smooth metal hull.

      “Many did.  Some tried to come back and rescue others, to lead an exodus to the stars, but those who did found their ships were ensnared and no longer worked.  Most crashed and were killed.  Others were taken prisoner and flayed as the first examples of what disobedience would cost.  But many yet remain out there among the stars, perhaps establishing new homes on other worlds,” Glorya said, turning her gaze up toward the star-studded heavens.

      “What about now?”

      The angel pursed her lips, but there was something of a smile buried under it.  “I don’t know.  The Great Mother may call them home, but I think the funneling defense my brother established would still cripple their craft, just as it continues to keep these technological wonders inert.  If we could find some way to shatter that, you and your co-workers might be able to bring us an army of a different sort, Gil… one far more effective against our primitive soldiers.”

      “But you don’t know the source, any more than you know why your brother went bad?” Gil asked, hoping it didn’t sound too rude.

      Glorya sighed.  “Correct on both counts.  To speculate on why my brother turned from the path is easy enough, but now it’s something only the gods know.  However, you… you may be able to find the source of the funneling defense.  I’m convinced it’s a combination of technology and sorcery, protected from discovery by the latter but not the former.  When we capture the black city, Gil, I’m going to assign you to trying to figure it out, and I will have my daughter assist you.”

      “Capturing Anthraxis is going to be a bloodbath, though, isn’t it?”

      “The first of many,” the angel said.  “Come.”

      Werewolf or not, Gil bowed her head at that, then loped after the angel.
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      All about her were the mixed feelings of uncertainty and resolve, the resounding emotions of the mallasti coming through clearly no matter how stoic their demeanors might be.  Sonja glanced at each of her companions in the circle, drawing in their warm, furry scents and adding that to the growing profile she had of these people.  Between their words, their scents, and their unguarded thoughts and emotions, Sonja was developing quite a picture of her mallasti allies, and as each new piece fell into place, she grew more and more comfortable around them.

      Her stare lingered on the female across the way, an aged matriarch whose face was painted white to resemble a skull.  Basirri was the de facto leader of this conclave of sorcerers, as King Glorya’s former court sorceress was the most practiced of any of them in the ways of the arcane.  She had a stern demeanor, but Sonja’s empathic senses painted a different picture.  It wasn’t that the woman had a bad attitude; she was mitigating her emotions, funneling thousands of years of loss into determination tempered by the knowledge that things had to be taken slowly.

      Many of the others were the same – mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters who had lost friends or family over the long years of oppression under the Overking, now desperate to find freedom.  But it was a long road, one fraught with danger and death, and their efforts would have a great effect on the way the war unfolded.  Arcanists weren’t rare on either side of this conflict, but when the mallasti were gathered into these conclaves, they could focus and concentrate their power to terrific effect.  The elestram, practiced as they were in the ways of wizardry – the ritual tapping of natural power like Sonja had once tried to use – weren’t attuned the same way, and so this gathering was entirely comprised of mallasti but for one person.

      And that was why Sonja was honored to be here, to have been specifically chosen and added to their cadre.  Glorya had hardly needed to prod her court sorceress, as Basirri seemed to recognize the power in Sonja immediately and welcomed her into the fold.  Now, despite being the sole member of this circle who wasn’t one of the hyena-folk, Sonja nevertheless felt like she belonged, like she’d been inducted into this mallasti family much like Kari had been by the people of Moskarre.

      Sonja closed her eyes as the power of the Great Mother flooded the hut.  The mallasti were “of her blood,” the power of the arcane flowing through their veins without conscious effort, and now that they understood its source, it was so much more effective.  They pulled the essence of the Great Mother into the dome-shaped hut just as they pulled her into their hearts of faith, and Sonja could feel the mallasti goddess’ power roil across her skin – and then through it.  It mingled with the power of Seril – Chiylija, the Earth Mother… however one wanted to call her – and though that power had long been considered evil, now Sonja felt the truth.  She was a child of Chiylija, and in her veins flowed two things: the desire to defend, and the power to do so.

      The strength of two life goddesses intertwined, power meeting power, love meeting love, faith answering the echoing call of the deep void that had been left in Sonja’s heart when her deity – Kaelariel – had perished.  Sonja didn’t feel the same certitude as Kari and many of her other friends and family when it came to faith, but she believed in the goodness and the righteousness of the gods – all of them.  Now, as she felt the power of the Great Mother in her, she surrendered herself to the will of the gods, silently asking that they make her their instrument the same way Kari had prayed for so many times.  And in that moment, the warm tingle of power that flowed in her blood became a torrent of righteous fire.

      The others in the circle looked up at the same time Sonja did, and she met those many pairs of golden, orange, or brown eyes.  The normally unreadable, stoic countenances melted into warm smiles or open jaws of astonishment, and the furry hands holding Sonja’s gripped her tighter.  She could feel the electricity in them, the biostatic resonance that let them manipulate and cast aside lightning without effort, and the same power began to hum in her mind and her heart.  Furless and different, Sonja nevertheless began to feel like a mallasti, and she wondered if the experience was anything like what Kari had felt when she’d been transformed into a vulkinastra.

      I guess I’d better hope King Morduri doesn’t come around, she thought, working valiantly to keep the mirth from showing on her face.

      “Sintriana, go and tell Lady Glorya that our cadre is now fully prepared to capture the black city,” Basirri said, Sonja’s translating enchantment continuing to work flawlessly.  The other mallasti woman bowed her head and left.

      “The power that flows in you…,” Resivi said, still holding Sonja’s hand as he knelt beside her.  “I have never felt its like in a non-mallasti, except perhaps in the most ancient of elestram.”

      “It is like the power the Vandrasse wielded,” the female on Sonja’s other side agreed, and Sonja’s heart skipped a beat.  “And yet, it is pure, without malice or vindictiveness.  It is no wonder we are feeling the Great Mother’s essence so strongly among us today.”

      “I’m honored to be part of your circle,” Sonja said, waiting a moment for her words to be translated.  The mallasti returned her feelings with their typical nods, but there were smiles here and there among their number.  “And the more I get to know you and the Great Mother, the more honored I feel to be here, aiding you.”

      Again, there were the stoic nods and smiles.  “What is King Glorya’s plan when we are set to attack the black city?” asked one of the other males.

      “Defend the vanguard until the area is fortified, then we are to escort certain agents of Her Majesty’s into the obsidian keep to search for something.  I believe we are to aid these agents in trying to shatter the funneling defense.  From there, our odds, as our elestram brothers and sisters might say, will be vastly improved,” Basirri said.

      “We’ve still had little luck with the portals,” Sonja said.  “Thankfully, we at least have the one in Sorelizar, and King Celigus is able to bring important arrivals to wherever he wishes.  But yes, disrupting the funneling defense will be a major shift in our favor.”

      “What is the issue with the portals?” one of the other women asked.

      “We have no trouble establishing them, but they end up linked to the funneling defense right away,” Sonja answered.  “The Overking must have had some means of allowing others to bypass it, otherwise the portals in Sorelizar and one other my friends and I destroyed could have never been built.  It’s certainly a mystery, and a frustrating one at that.”

      “Even if we cannot circumvent the funneling defense, capturing the black city will allow us to bring allies from our sister worlds,” Resivi said.  “And so, it will be a bloody battle there, one that will likely last for some time, until we can break the sieges of our southern enemies.”

      “We yet make good gains against Garrivokt to the east, though,” another of the females said.  “King Lestanaek and his Citarian allies have all but reclaimed the entirety of Ekkristis, and now, with the alliance of King Xafastu’s realm of Kalrossus, Resaddek coming under our control, and a lack of opposition from either Horturris or Malmortia, we face a unified but single front.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Sonja said.  “My father is out east with King Lestanaek, along with several others of my friends and family.”

      “The Great Mother watches over them, Sonja,” Basirri said.  “This victory will come at a great price, but those we lose go straight into her arms.”

      “Amen,” she returned, swallowing down that little knot of anxiety.

      “The rest of you may go and take a meal.  Sonja, remain here, for I should like to dream walk with you,” the mallasti matriarch said.

      “Dream walk?”

      “You will see,” Basirri said, nodding to each of the other ten mallasti as they exited the domed hut.  Soon, only she and Sonja remained, and the red-eyed matriarch patted the seat beside her.  Sonja made her way over to the mallasti’s side.  “When you pass from world to world, do you go directly, or do you pass through what we call the Dream?”

      Sonja half-smiled for the woman’s fluency in the Citarian trade tongue, now that she didn’t have to address her mallasti companions.  Basirri retained her beshathan accent, but she had spent many years learning and studying Sonja’s language, that was obvious.  The scarlet-haired sorceress shook her head, though.  “I don’t really know what the Dream is.  When I pass from world to world, it’s like walking through a tunnel of warm water, only without getting wet.”

      Basirri nodded.  “A further testament to your power of will.  Allow me to explain briefly.  The Dream is the realm of being outside our bodies, our spirits passing from one place to another before we then pull our bodies along behind us.  During this dream-walking, we are outside our bodies and able to move as quickly as we can think.  This allows us to explore the heavens above, the space between worlds, if we are careful and do not spend too long apart from our physical selves.”

      “Now that you mention it, I think Kari has told me about it once or twice,” Sonja said.  “Did you want me to lead you to Irrathmor or even Citaria for some reason?”

      The mallasti shook off the suggestion.  “No, though that would be a typical application of this power.  No, Sonja, I should like that you would accompany me to spy upon our enemies, that we may report to our kings and commanders what to expect when we try to take the black city.”

      “How dangerous will this be?”

      Basirri shrugged.  “No more dangerous than using arcane force to do the same spying, though this will be more difficult, if not impossible, for our enemies to detect or prevent.  There is the danger that our armies overcommit to the taking of the black city, though, and with three enemies to our southeast, south, and southwest, it could prove costly.”

      Sonja bobbed her head.  “So, what will we be looking for, exactly?”

      “King Lestanaek’s eastern legions will be pushing south to crush Garrivokt; this will likely keep Baphomet from storming the center.  Similarly, the armies of King Glorya and Abaddon have begun clashing in Sansrigar and Arlerase, at the associated borders of both of their home realms.  I expect this will continue to be the case, though understand, I am far from a tactician.  However, this leads me to believe King Baal is the one we need be most concerned with as we take the black city.  Accordingly, we will seek to scout out not just his forward legions, but the edges of his realm, to see which way his armies are preparing to move.”

      “Have you ever been to Antumorgh?” Sonja asked.

      “Once.  It is a festering pit of a realm – at least in those places where visitors are allowed to cross into it.  There must be more hospitable parts of it, or its people would starve and die out over time.  But its north-most edges are volcanic wasteland, and the largest city there, Xerishin, is not a place people visit except when necessary.”

      “All right, then.  So, how do we go about this?”

      “Take my hand, close your eyes, and relax,” Basirri said, and Sonja did all three things without delay.  “Now, imagine that you wish to pass from place to place, only do not think of any place in particular, but let your spirit extend out from your body.  And… we are free.  Come, open your eyes and look upon the cosmos.”

      When Sonja opened her eyes, her entire “body” nearly spasmed, but for the fact that she was no longer in it.  It took her mind a few moments to register that she was looking down upon the world of Mehr’Durillia from above – well above, beyond the planet’s outer atmosphere.  From up here, it was an intimidating thing to observe, trying to gauge where the different realms were in relation to that angry crimson scar that still blemished the land’s center.  There was no missing Anthraxis, but as Sonja took in the size of the continent, the vastness of their goals truly hit her.

      Sonja took a “deep breath,” calming herself, and she turned to Basirri, floating beside her there in the void.  And then her gaze was drawn past the mallasti sorceress, to the deeper reaches of space, the endless tapestry of blackness dotted with a billion stars or more, clouds of gas, and every splash of color and detritus – the cast-offs of creation – floating in between.  Sonja had never spent much time learning astronomy or paying much more attention to the stars than to take in their naked beauty at night.  Now, however, she stared at this incredible expanse and wondered where out there her home world was, where the world the humans had come from might be, and where Irrathmor and her sister worlds were.

      “This is the Dream,” Basirri said as Sonja met her gaze once more.  “As I explained, we can move at the speed of our thoughts, and so time is drastically altered when we move about this way.  This, too, will make our detection or harm much more difficult for our enemies to manage.  Descend with me but resist the pull of your body.  The black city will drag us, but we can move easily enough once there, and that is where we wish to begin anyway.”

      Sonja descended with her mallasti companion and, as Basirri had said, they were drawn right to Anthraxis when they didn’t return to their bodies.  The land looked deserted to the south of the black city, but it wouldn’t remain that way for long, Sonja knew.  As soon as someone made a concerted effort to take the city, many armies would converge to fight over it.  There was something to be gleaned from the hesitation, though; wouldn’t the southern kings want to capture it and use its walls and defenses to their benefit?

      Ah, right, Sonja thought.  We can drop an endless stream of soldiers right into their laps if they take it first.  Unless…

      “They haven’t tried to take the city yet; does that mean they’re looking to bypass it and strike at Mas’tolinor if Glorya overextends here?” she asked her spirit companion.

      “As I said, I am no tactician, but something seems off with their hesitance,” Basirri answered.  “If we take the city, they are doomed.  They know this.  And once we hold it, there will be no cutting off the occupiers and starving them out; we will have open supply lines to every other world we call allies.  We must be missing something, though I trust that Glorya, Celigus, and your Warlord have already considered and perhaps solved the mystery.”

      Sonja put her ghostly hand to her chin.  “I’m trying to see this the way the Warlord or Aeligos would,” she mused.  “If they want us to take the city, there has to be a reason, especially in light of the advantage it would give us.  Is there something about the city we’re just not seeing?  Some sort of mass devastation they could enact once we held it, then to come and overrun us in the wake of the destruction?”

      Basirri laid a furry hand on Sonja’s shoulder, and even insubstantial as they were, it registered as a warm and friendly gesture in Sonja’s heart.  “You have quite the analytical mind.  We will bring up these suspicions with Her Majesty when we see her again.  Now, come.”

      They passed over the plains south of the black city, as silent and invisible as the wind, time all but stopped around them.  There were camps here and there, the small refuges of scouts and message runners for the southern kings.  Sonja took them in with a mixture of sadness and fury; they didn’t look any different than her beshathan allies, but these were her enemies.  For whatever reason, they had rejected the Great Mother even upon her return, and they were willing to fight and die for the despotic kings that ruled their realms.

      They passed by these and began to scout the outer edges of Antumorgh.  Before they had even reached the border itself, though, Sonja could feel a warning tingle.  They would not be welcome in the realm itself, not even in spirit form, and any attempts to cross the border would no doubt alert King Baal.  She and Basirri paused on the plains between the Storm Lord’s realm and Anthraxis and exchanged a glance.

      “It was worth a try,” Sonja offered.

      Basirri’s mouth tightened.  “I had hoped to bring back more for Her Majesty.”

      “Let’s explore the city, then.  Maybe we’ll find something of interest, something that would explain what the other kings are waiting for.”

      “Indeed.  But let us return to our bodies, that we do not suffer any ill effects from remaining apart too long.  Being outside of them for too long, even if time is only truly passing in our minds, can lead one to not want to return at all.”

      Sonja chuckled.  “I’ve got too much left I want to do.  I don’t think that’ll be an issue.”

      Basirri looked off into the distance.  “I have lived nearly four eras now.  The temptation to go to the Great Mother now that she has returned…”  She sighed.  “But we have work to do in her blessed name.  Come.”
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      Corbanis Tesconis was a large man by almost any standards.  And yet he had to walk nearly twice as fast as he was accustomed to in order to keep up with the erestram king.

      Lestanaek was making the rounds yet again.  Just two days before, they had re-captured the halls of his ancestral citadel in Ekkristis.  Just as Celigus had expected, Garrivokt left himself spread too thin, expecting the backing of his father to allow him to surge over his enemies, and perhaps for rumblings in Horturris and Malmortia to spread Lestanaek’s forces too thin.  Instead, Garrivokt’s forward legions had suffered devastating losses in Pataria and Ekkristis, and now, with a fortified and unified front at the southern edges of those realms, the harmauth king found his own lands to the east besieged.

      The erestram king had taken a quick liking to Corbanis.  It had started many months before, when they’d met while Corbanis was trying to rescue his son Erik from Si’Dorra.  Whatever the king’s cousin, Trigonh, had told him about Corbanis had made quite an impression.  And then there’d been the battles of the previous week, Corbanis setting an incredible example for the armies as they pushed their enemies back south and out of Ekkristis.  After that, the king had requested Corbanis stay by his side whenever possible and had granted him the field rank of Marshal.

      “Still worried they might try again, Your Majesty?” the Tesconis patriarch asked.

      “Truly, no,” the erestram admitted with a long, lupine sigh, his steps finally slowing to a stop.  “It is simply the feeling of exposure, knowing the northern valleys are no longer filled with the Scarlet Legions.  I understand their need to push east and make certain the harmauth lands are not being used by our enemies, but still…”

      “I understand,” Corbanis said.  “I’m eager to invade Zaphatar and then push to Anthraxis myself, and we’ll need them for that.”

      “The black city,” Lestanaek corrected.  “Its old name was an insult to our Great Mother, and we do not speak it anymore.”

      “Of course,” he returned with an apologetic nod.  “But the northeast reaches of Teradda… they won’t be as much of an issue as we’d initially thought?”

      “The harmauths are already turning on their king.  Baphomet’s strength has nearly been cut in half already.  I cannot help but think much of the events of the last several years were specifically planned to make our enemies overbalance themselves.  Without the return of the Great Mother, the revelation of Viggaru in Citaria’s temple… we would face a more unified and determined army.  But if the harmauths will not fight against us, no matter if they aid us or not, then we have gained a distinct advantage over Baphomet and his son.  Their armies’ strength was predicated on having the harmauths among them, and with the crushing defeats here and in Pataria, we have already swung the war greatly in our favor.”

      Corbanis agreed, but the skeptic in him was still expecting a long, drawn-out affair to rival the Apocalypse, at least.  And yet… if they could capture the black city, open the floodgates, and let the armies of as many as six other worlds invade, what hope could there be for their enemies?  They could drag the war out, true, but could they win?  Was there something they knew that the allies of the gods didn’t?  Why did Corbanis feel like they were missing something?

      At last, Lestanaek finished his rounds, apparently satisfied – if not happy – with his southern defenses.  He issued some orders in beshathan, a language Corbanis was still learning in little bits and pieces.  Whatever the orders were, though, they didn’t concern the hunter.  When he was done passing them along, Lestanaek gestured for Corbanis to follow as usual and then left the citadel, headed east along its mountainous walls.

      Once they were out of earshot of the beshathan soldiers – which was a lot farther than Corbanis was used to – he asked, “You get the feeling we’re missing something too, no?”

      The erestram king let forth a barking laugh.  “Rarely do I not feel that way, but yes.  There should be an intense battle for the black city, and yet thus far, it has been only subterfuge and the freeing of some slaves.  I believe there are some investigating the situation; Baal, at the very least, should have pushed to capture it already.  The fact that he has not suggests we have either missed something, or he faces possible attack by his own allies if he moves.  The former makes more sense to me, though.”

      Corbanis wasn’t about to argue with a warrior who had over five thousand years of experience.  “I hate being out of the loop on things like this, but I expect we’re going to have plenty to keep us busy soon enough, based on our direction.”

      Lestanaek’s lip curled with a twinge of amusement.  “Indeed.  You and I may be heading east to join the Scarlet Legions’ advance and cut off Garrivokt and Baphomet from the northeast.  Most of the northeastern portions of this land are mountains and high meadows populated by harmauths who, as I explained, have turned on or at least abandoned their kings.  So, we should not face much opposition from that direction.  But we will push east and make certain, and though it threatens to stretch us thin along this edge, so too will our enemies be spread thin trying to defend.”

      “So, we’re going for a stalemate out this way?”

      “Of a sort,” the erestram responded.  “We will paralyze or pull away our enemies here in the east to facilitate capturing the black city.  If Baphomet and Garrivokt respond to that as expected – by turning toward it in siege – then we will storm through their eastern lines and capture as much of Zaphatar and Teradda as we are able.”

      “Let’s bring the half-dragon and Captain Te’Voliz with us as well, then,” Corbanis said.  “It might do these eastern legions good to see Citarian allies with them, not to mention a defector from their southern neighbors.”

      Lestanaek nodded, then turned and barked a command to a nearby sentry, who ran off to do as ordered.  “How much longer until Lady Vanador is here, do you know?” he asked when they continued along.

      Corbanis grunted.  “Another couple of weeks, I think?  Not soon enough.”

      The erestram king sighed.  “Indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      A massive volley of wispy white smoke hissed overhead again, and Atauridar crouched close to the rocks, wary of being struck by his own allies.  Finally, after over a week of holding the pass to Mas’tolinor, the Crimson Huntress had sent reinforcements to back the serilis-rir lines.  And what a difference those allies, few as they were in number, had made.

      Atauridar’s battalion had lost more than a hundred men over the previous seven days, but despite being reinforced by half that number, these were practiced mallasti sorcerers and ancient elestram wizards.  He now had more than four dozen of what he had lamented lacking among his people: spellcasters.  And the destruction these men and women wielded went far beyond anything he’d seen even during the Apocalypse.

      The first days had been a shock to both sides, as the last of the refugees from Sansrigar and Arlerase made their way through the passes and into Mas’tolinor.  With only occasional stragglers still coming through, the mallasti and elestram spellcasters had shattered cliffsides, causing untold destruction to their enemies below in the form of landslides, mudslides, and even a ruptured volcano somewhere to the west.  And that had only been the beginning.

      Their enemies had spellcasters too, but against these practiced arcane soldiers of the Crimson Huntress, they faced more than one kind of uphill battle.  Working together, Atauridar’s arcane allies formed a nearly impenetrable shield front, from behind which they lobbed unbridled death and destruction on their enemies.  It wasn’t bound to last for long, but the serilis-rir had held on without the aid for a week, and now, with these spellcasters among them, Atauridar could tell his men were willing to try to hold it for at least another week.

      “Kayshar, lead some of your brys to the east and take up lookout positions.  Let us know if any of our enemies try for another pass in that direction.  Manjir, you do the same to the west.  Ten brys each,” he ordered as the volley of destruction reached a lull.

      “We will have valirasi air strikers coming soon as well, so you need not risk solely your own men when we counterattack,” one of the mallasti interjected.

      It was surprising to hear them speak serilian, whether it was by arcane enchantment or not.  Thankfully, those enchantments were becoming more and more commonplace among the armies as its diversity grew.  Atauridar had lived in Mas’tolinor for a little while now but still couldn’t make much of the beshathan language, much less infernal.  While the latter was already beginning to fall into disuse, it did still let a lot of people of different regional dialects communicate with a common tongue.

      Ironic, that, he thought, understanding what it meant to the beshathans in particular.

      “If any of you can use your magic to fly alongside them, it would be helpful to have one or two of you with each of their squads to facilitate communications,” he said before his brys could gather and take wing.

      No more needed be said.  The beshathans came to a silent consensus, and four mallasti split into pairs, their cloaks molding into wings under their arcane power.  Soon, they took flight with Atauridar’s brys scouts, and both groups departed.

      It wasn’t likely the other passes would see as much conflict; they were guarded by more typical battalions of the Crimson Huntress’ soldiers.  At the least, they’d know if those passes might need reinforcements, and he’d get some updated news on how things were progressing all down the line.  It was a stressful time, but this was what he’d been created for.  He had no parents, no family, no desire to settle down and live the life of some farmer or peasant.  He’d been created to go to war, and though he didn’t enjoy it, it was what felt right.

      And perhaps this time, I will finally taste victory, he thought.

      As much as he still thought of them as his creator’s enemies, he started looking forward to working alongside the Warlord and even Lady Vanador as the days wore on.  They were both highly capable warriors, the Warlord was a brilliant tactician, and for whatever reason, the beshathans spoke of Lady Vanador as some beacon of hope – the “epaxa chi’pri”, as they called her.  Atauridar owed her a debt for sparing his life, but he still didn’t know what exactly his allies saw in her.  The difference was, now he wanted to know.

      She will likely be here for the taking of the black city, he thought.  And our stonewall here is part of what will let them take it.

      The time for thoughts and reflection was soon over, though, as the sound of soldiers marching up the incline once again began to pound through the air.  And then there were the streaks of wispy smoke flying overhead, discharges of lightning, and the explosive sparks of arcane magic hitting shields on both sides.  Atauridar looked down the sloping mountainside, taking stock of the soldiers of Abaddon approaching without fear, murderous intent in those beshathan eyes.  Their arcanists were busy dueling his own, and the time for his men to do their job was nigh.

      Atauridar grabbed the blackened swords from his hips.  “Company, charge!”

      There weren’t many things Atauridar had seen in his life more terrifying than a battalion of soldiers charging.  But there was one, at least, and it was something he possessed: a battalion of winged soldiers who could charge on foot or on the wind.  And so it was now that his serilis-rir men used the decline to pick up speed on foot, then spread their wings and slammed the forward lines of Abaddon’s soldiers with reckless abandon.  There was the great cacophony of bodies hitting bodies, the squelch of men being impaled on blades and spears, and the groans and cries of the wounded and the dying.

      Abaddon’s men lost over fifty feet of ground on the opening hit – and when trying to march uphill, that was a lot of ground to lose.  Better yet, many of them were sent sprawling or tumbling backwards, bowling their secondary and tertiary ranks farther down the slope as well.  No matter what happened between the arcanists on both sides, the melee was tipped in Atauridar’s favor, and he yelled for his men to continue pushing their enemies down the hill.

      “Let this pass cost them ten thousand soldiers to take!” he yelled.  It would’ve been nice to hear some sort of reply, some cheer or roar of fury from his men, but it wasn’t their way.  Yet they fought with even greater vigor at his urging, and soon, he was close enough to begin putting some of their enemies to the sword himself.

      Whatever the behavior of his men said to others, nevertheless they kept him from getting close enough to the fray to put himself in danger.  He was able to stab a downed soldier here and there as his lines advanced, but for the most part, his contribution was solely one of direction, cohesion, and boosting morale.  He continued to bark orders, shifting the shock this way and that to keep momentum, and even turning back to redirect the spellfire of his beshathan allies up above.

      With the pummeling of his arcane backers, his men captured nearly a hundred yards from their enemies in the first twenty minutes.  Momentum slowed, then, as Abaddon’s forces set up to receive the winged and grounded charges of the serilis-rir, and their arcanists adapted to stymying the attacks of Atauridar’s allies.  Soon, it was back to the stalemate slaughter, men fighting over inches of ground instead of feet, yards, or miles.  But Abaddon’s battalions were closer to the flat desert plain of Sansrigar than they had been in the last seven days, and that was an accomplishment.

      Maybe if Glorya sends more reinforcements, we can wall off this pass completely, he thought as he gazed over the firelight and distant camps of legions of Abaddon’s men.  We are certainly not going to win a war of attrition against all that…

      Then again, what if the plan was never to win the war of attrition, but just to deplete Abaddon’s armies to the point where stretching to try to overrun Mas’tolinor was impossible?  It wasn’t hard to imagine that the serilis-rir were nothing more than pawns being sacrificed to keep the more “important” pieces safely tucked away.  In many cases, war came down to who had the most bodies to throw at the other, and whether the survivors had enough to cover the land they sought to conquer.  In fact, if Atauridar had the full might of Seril’s army at his disposal, he mused he might be doing exactly that here with his weaker ranks…

      Then there’s only one thing to be done, he concluded.

      “Hold the pass!  Give me everything you have!” Atauridar called.  “Honor and victory to the ally of our creator!”

      And it was then, for the first time he could ever recall, that Atauridar heard his men cheer.
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        * * *

      

      “We are almost certainly missing something,” Emma said.  “However, my mother’s orders were quite specific.  You are not to come until your… vacation is complete.”

      Kari sighed.  “So, what are you doing here, then?”

      The mallasti girl ignored the question for a minute, walking around admiring the design of Kari’s new house.  No doubt she recognized the flawless architecture of an elestram master.  Emma couldn’t have been much of a stranger to the amenities she saw, having lived most of her life in a castle of one sort or another – either her mother’s or father’s before she’d eventually served in the keep of the Overking himself.  And Kari had seen the best those palaces had to offer.

      “Mother has sent your werewolf companion, Gillian, to the black city to attempt to disable the shunting defense of Mehr’Durillia.  However, she seems certain it is either enacted or protected – or, more likely, both – by a combination of sorcery and technology.  While your werewolf companion should have the technical knowledge to deal with the latter, we will need the sorcerous knowledge of your John Terkani to deal with the former.”

      Kari followed Emma as she continued touring the home.  “You need John?  He can’t possibly be more powerful with the arcane than you are, can he?”

      “Power is relative when it comes to the arcane, and specifically this instance,” the mallasti girl said, taking in the painting of Grakin with great interest.  “It is not so much a matter of our strength that is important; it has more to do with our races and our origins.”  She turned to face Kari squarely.  “John is a human from Citaria; the safeguards placed upon any defense my uncle crafted are less likely to take one such as him into account.  He will see things from a different perspective than myself or an elestram wizard.  The same principle holds true for your werewolf friend… I cannot imagine my uncle would have safeguarded his tricks from a werewolf, much less one from Citaria or such an urban area as Gillian calls her home.”

      Kari nodded, looking up at the painting of Grakin for a reflective moment.  “Was it strange to be enslaved to your uncle?” she asked at length.

      Emma was certainly surprised by the turn of subject, but she let little enough shock show through on those practiced mallasti features.  “That is a psychological nightmare I am not sure I could ever properly impress upon you,” she answered.  “To not just be enslaved and abused, but by your own blood… there were times I wished to appeal to our relation to alleviate the suffering he put me through, but to do so would have ruined everything.  I have heard it said that no one puts you through as much pain as family can, and in my case… it could not have been truer.”

      “Sorry,” Kari said, but the mallasti girl waved off the apology.  “It’s still incredible to me to see how far we’ve come in the last few years alone.  To think not even ten years ago, we still saw your people as demons, your planet as the underworld, and your mother as one of the worst of all our enemies… sometimes I think I must be dreaming.”

      “Imagine how we felt a thousand or more years ago, waiting for this day to come,” Emma said, and it was all Kari could do to shake her head in disbelief.  “It will all be worth it in the end, Kari.  It is what I told myself for over a thousand years, and it remains what I tell myself any time doubt or impatience begin to creep into my thoughts.  Yes, I do feel doubt and impatience at times, no matter what this stoic expression of mine may say.”

      Kari chuckled, and soon, her children realized they had a visitor.  “Fuzzy Lady!” Little Gray yelled as he ran up and wrapped himself around one of Emma’s legs.  Uldriana wasn’t quite as enthusiastic, but she came over and hopped up and down, excited by the mallasti visitor.

      “Little Gray…,” Kari prompted, tilting her head.

      “Um, hi, Emma,” her son finally obliged.

      “Hello, little one,” the mallasti girl returned with one of her rare but heartwarming smiles.

      A moment later, Kris came running into the room, sending the children screaming out the other way.  He paused only long enough to nod to Emma, and then he was off, chasing Little Gray and Uldriana out of the house and away from the conversation.  It didn’t take long for Kari to see and recognize the expression of longing on the mallasti girl’s face.  When she looked back to Kari, she bit down the laughing but not the grin.

      “I know,” Kari said, and it was all that needed to be said on the subject.  “How is the war going overall?  Will you tell me that, at least?”

      “It is going well, and that is all you should concern yourself with while on your vacation.  We hold the north, our enemies have already suffered terrible losses in Ekkristis and Pataria, and our legions stand poised to capture the black city.  When you arrive, the true lines of this war will have been set, and then we may proceed to carry out the Circle’s will.”

      Kari looked toward the front door only a moment after Emma did, both sensing the rush of arcane power as a pair of arcanists appeared just outside the house’s wards.  With a pat to Emma’s shoulder, Kari led the mallasti girl outside, where they found Kris already chatting with Karinda Bakhor and John Terkani.  They were dressed casually, Karinda in her usual archmage’s black robes with the white trim, while John wore a simple tunic and trousers in tan and brown that hardly denoted his arcane power.  He reminded Kari of Archmage Gareth Maelstrom in that regard.  The wizard’s hair had almost all regained its normal black luster after having greyed while he was in an arcane prison.

      Kari was glad to see them; not only did Emma need John to help do something in the black city, but Karinda could give Kari an update on the state of Terrassia.  And the children, naturally, were thrilled to have even more visitors.

      “Karinda,” Kari said, hugging her niece before shaking her husband’s hand.  “John, thank you for coming.  Emma has something she needs you to look into on Mehr’Durillia, so it looks like it’s time for one of us to get into the battle…”

      “Oh, you will have plenty of battles to fight when you come, worry not,” Emma said.

      “Well, first things first.  What do you need me for?” John asked the mallasti girl.

      “Despite the impressive efforts of your allies, all attempts to circumvent the shunting defense of Mehr’Durillia have failed,” Emma explained.  “It would seem that the portals erected during the schemes of King Luristossu Siskarridis and his younger brother were somehow allowed to bypass the defenses, but no such leeway was given to anyone or anything else after their falls.  Each time your allies think they have solved the riddle and broken through, that very defense renders their efforts wasted.”

      She folded her arms across her chest and continued, “The power behind the shunting defense lies in the black city itself.  It is only a matter of time before we locate it.  When we do, we believe it will take a combination of sorcery and technological knowledge to disable it.  We have Gillian MacKenzie, the werewolf, to handle the latter, and need you for the former.  As I explained to Kari, as a human and off-worlder, the defense may not be properly set to befuddle you.”

      “Where the hell did this woman learn to talk?” John asked, a twinkle in his blue eyes as he glanced at his wife.

      “John!” Karinda hissed, slapping his arm.

      The wizard chuckled.  “I’ll be glad to finally get involved.  I felt like more of an observer during the Khalarin War, so I’m ready to get my hands dirty and help.  I guess it’ll be easy enough for us to get to Anthraxis from anywhere, no?”

      Emma visibly flinched at the name.  “The black city,” she corrected.  “That name is a reference to the shattering of our Great Mother and is no longer spoken.  But to answer your question, yes, we will be drawn there no matter where we make our egress from, so we may go whenever you are ready.  There, we will wait for Gillian to join us, though she will come behind the forward lines that establish a perimeter around the city.”

      John nodded, so Kari asked, “How are things on Terrassia?”

      The two arcanists shared a look, both smiling.  “Yelza is stepping into the role of Queen of the Khalarin Empire admirably,” Karinda said.  “Certainly, there is much for her to do, but people are busy rebuilding, and with the newly grown jungle, they have a wellspring of hope they haven’t seen for centuries.  The empire is on the threshold of being more prosperous than it ever has been, and her return is seen as the catalyst, so the people are embracing her.

      “She also has the benefit of two powerful, staunch protectors in Kashazenuyari and Trigonh, so even if anyone sought to upend the empire’s government again, they’d find little success.  She’s established a good relationship with the dragons of Terrassia, and some are even helping to build the great rookery she promised them.  As far as the Khalarin Empire is concerned, things are still in the hopeful – thankful – stages of post-war recovery.”

      “What about the other cities?” Kari prodded.

      “With the necromantic scourge all but ended, things are returning to normal on that front.  But the friendships that were created during the war… I think we will see many more alliances form across the nations, and even the gnolls may soon find trade open to them that was never available before.  Queen Tiyaana has been sending out more elven ambassadors to establish stronger ties with their neighbors.  It is a time of hope, as I said, despite the losses suffered in the fighting and the scourge.”

      Kris picked up Uldriana and sat her on his shoulders.  “How are Max and his friends doing?  Have any more of them gone to Mehr’Durillia yet?”

      “Leighandra will be heading there any day now,” John answered.  “Galadon and his knights from Dira Ch’Tori have been there from the start.”

      “They have fought valiantly for King Lestanaek,” Emma offered.  “Mounted cavalry is not something we previously had on Mehr’Durillia, and they have been utilized to terrific effect.”

      Karinda nodded.  “Delkantar and his brothers in the Ghosts of Liam hold Fort Sabbath along with the brys making their abode there, and they are all watching the portal you and Audrei spoke of.  Starlenia is acting as a liaison to Yelza’s court in between spoiling her grandchildren.  And, of course, Max and Audrei await the arrival of their coming child.”

      “What about Yiilu?” Kari prodded.

      The wizards exchanged another glance and then a chuckle.  “I believe she has brought some of the Caerumach to Xii’briiosel, where they have been officially allied with the elves as friends of the Talvorus luranar.  Much is changing in the southeast.”

      “That must’ve been a shock for the elven court,” Kari mused, drawing knowing laughs from her friends.  “The gnolls are good people, but a far cry from what the elves are used to.  Well, hopefully, the armies marching to the portal to Sorelizar aren’t riling anyone up too much.”

      “On the contrary, many of the nations are offering additional soldiers as they can fit them through the portal and settle them behind the lines of the Scarlet Legions,” John said.  “I couldn’t possibly overstate the effects you and Max managed in bringing all the nations together, Kari.  If we win the war on Mehr’Durillia – and we will – it’s going to be because of you two, who brought all these people together.”

      “Indeed,” Emma said.

      “Well, I appreciate the update, but I’m sure Emma’s a tad busy to stand around chatting and being pestered by my kids for too long, so you two should get going,” Kari ordered.  “I’m only on my forced vacation for another week and a few days, so I won’t be too long behind you.  Hell, maybe that stupid punting defense will be down by the time I’m allowed to go, and then I can meet with you all wherever you need me.”

      “Shunting,” John corrected.

      “Whatever.”

      “You know how to reach the black city?” Emma asked.

      “Been there a few times before, so yes,” John said.  “Ladies first; after you.”

      Emma bowed her head cordially to the others and then disappeared in a rush of wind with a pop.  John hugged Karinda and kissed her on the side of the snout.  The rush of his power was far less subtle, and it felt to Kari like some stampede of ethereal beasts ran past as his magic washed over her.  And then he, too, was gone, leaving Kari with just Kris, Karinda, and the children.

      “Come on inside for some tea,” Kari offered, and the archmagus graciously accepted.

      “How many more days do we have to wait?” Kris asked.

      Kari snorted a laugh, glancing at him over her shoulder as she walked to the house.  “Ten.”

      “Ten more days to terrorize the children!” he barked, and Little Gray shrieked and ran back into the house.
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        * * *

      

      Drum, miniature harp, new journal book, quills, ink, saber, and this lovely new armor from my mother’s people.  I think I’m finally prepared to go, if not exactly ready.

      Leighandra looked at the black pyramid and couldn’t bite down the sigh.  While the sight did evoke a great deal of pride, there was no missing what she was here for: to travel to Mehr’Durillia.  This time, though, she wouldn’t be going to rescue someone and then return home; she was going there to stay, to help where she could and chronicle as much of the war’s progress as she was able.  For the first time, she was going to that alien world without her closest friends and without the benefit of being secreted away by the Ashen Fangs.  She was going to war, a conflict that was going to be far worse than all the events of the Khalarin War, by all estimations.

      But the army I go to join is far larger, far more diverse, and far more powerful than the one that saw Yelza restored to her throne and the Tempis’ra cast down, she capped her thoughts.

      There was always a steady stream of people passing in and out of the pyramid these days.  The first step had been to secure it, and so Glorya had stationed some of her most dependable guards – from her personal palace, no less – to watching both sides.  Soldiers generally went through by companies, so the stragglers Leighandra watched pass to and fro weren’t warriors – not ones headed to the war, anyway.  No, they were generally laborers, people cleaning out the temple for possible future use beyond a staging area for sending soldiers to Mehr’Durillia.

      There’d been a brief period after the far side of the portal was secured – by Lady Vanador killing King Sekassus – when syrinthians came through to study and identify some of those whose long-desiccated corpses remained in the temple.  It was something Leighandra would be interested in doing as well, but she resolved to stay out from underfoot, particularly with the snake-folk, no matter how grateful they might be to Kari.  Now that their studies were done for the most part, they had removed all the bodies – the king’s as well – and taken it all back to Sorelizar.

      Leighandra got the feeling, in the wake of that battle and all that’d been said during and after it, that there was a lot more to King Luristossu Siskarridis than she and her friends had thought.  It was difficult to get the whole picture, especially with the time gap between his imprisonment and eventual true death, but Leighandra suspected he may have been trying to betray the Overking when he’d first come to Citaria.  She wished she could go back through time and see how the war had started.  Had he been a tyrannical monster no matter his attempted treachery against the Overking?  Or had he planned to try to return to the service of Sakkrass-Ashakku here?

      What he’d said while they battled his undead husk certainly left room for doubt, even in Lady Vanador’s mind.  It was something Leighandra was tempted to investigate once the war was done and she could consult with the syrinthian people of Sorelizar and possibly Si’Dorra.

      When the war is done…

      With no more reason to delay, Leighandra began to walk down toward the pyramid, her hands gripping the straps of her backpack.  She’d never expected, in the over fifty years of her life, that she would ever see and take part in the events that had passed.  How much her life had changed that fateful day when a luranar prince had walked into the council chamber in Solaris!  Her time with her friends and Lady Vanador’s army already felt like a lifetime of experience in her mind, though it hadn’t even taken a year.  She could only wonder how the horrors of the coming war on Mehr’Durillia would feel in the here and now and in her distant memories.

      “Hello again, half-elf.”

      Leighandra started at the sudden address, turning to find a gnoll striding up beside her.  “Kas’Yari!” she blurted.  “Oh, it’s good to see a familiar face again.”  The gnoll smiled, something his people weren’t exactly known for, and she looked over her shoulder to find nearly a company of the infamous Dirt Dogs behind her.  “Joining the war effort on Mehr’Durillia?”

      “We are,” he affirmed.  “Many already went with Captain Te’Voliz to… Ekkristis, I believe it is called.  Now, I’m taking the remaining volunteers to… Pataria, by way of this portal.”

      Leighandra nodded.  “I’m sure Glorya and Morduri will appreciate your help.  I have a feeling I may be sent to tag along with Morduri myself, so perhaps we’ll be traveling together.”

      “Hmph.  Well, I’ll try to keep my men from walking around naked this time…”

      The chronicler felt the heat rush to her cheeks as she blushed, and in the back of her mind, she could hear Starlenia chortling.

      Kas’Yari laughed briefly.  “I jest.  My men and I – the entire Caerumach tribe, that is – thank you for your efforts.  Witnessing what you and my brother-in-law and your friends were able to do was incredible.  And we were honored to be a part of it.  So now, we will show our appreciation by aiding your allies on this other world.”

      “Lady Vanador will be pleased,” Leighandra said.  “As am I.  Your people may not be many in number, but you’re some of the fiercest fighters I’ve ever come across as a whole.”

      He grunted another laugh.  “You should see our women when they get angry…”

      She could well imagine.  From all she’d heard and some of what she’d seen, gnoll men – while tall compared to the average human or elf – were quite a bit smaller than their females.  Much like the hyenas their features resembled, the females were dominant in their tribe, and they were larger and stronger.  It did seem odd that they had a male chieftain as she thought about it, and the fact that the men were the warriors despite being smaller than the females was also interesting.  What was it Morduri had shared about them back in Aurun Ch’Gurra after the battle…?

      “Your women don’t usually go to war?” she prodded as they reached the flatter area before the pyramid.  They were looked over casually by the local command sergeant, but he waved them through without a word.

      “Not unless the homeland or pups are directly threatened,” Kas’Yari answered with a shake of his head.  “We have many more males than females, so males hunt and fight to defend; females rule the homes and tribe.”

      “But I thought you have a chief…?  Isn’t Roltek the next in line to become chief?”

      The gnoll nodded but said something over his shoulder to his men before answering.  They took up a jog, climbing the ramp into the pyramid ahead of their commander and Leighandra.  She watched them go, short tails swaying as they kept a steady pace even up the incline.  On the one hand, it was odd that the gnolls had so many warriors to spare after their bout with starvation and the losses they’d suffered in the war.  But then Leighandra thought they might just not need so many fighters around now that Terrassia was experiencing a “honeymoon of peace.”

      “He is,” Kas’Yari said, turning back to her.  “The chief is leader of the warriors and hunters, so he and Roltek would be the… authority figures you most commonly encounter or hear about as outsiders.  But the females rule the households, and the matriarch – the queen – rules the tribe.”

      “Is she mated to the chief, then?” the chronicler prodded, interested to find someone willing to give her insight into a people who were neighbors she hardly knew.

      “Sometimes, but not always.  The queen’s line is hereditary, while the position of chief goes generally to a male who is equal parts strong and wise.  This is why Roltek has been… groomed, I guess you would say, for the role.  Whatever you thought of him when you met him near Dira Ch’Tori, he is a shrewd leader.”

      “That’s what I thought when you left us,” Leighandra said.  “Maybe not as refined as Max, but he seemed just as driven, just as dedicated.  So, are you living amongst your people or Max’s people nowadays?  And which do you plan to go back to after the war?”

      “Hmph, if I make it back alive, I suspect there may be a brawl among several females that want me as a mate,” he said with a crooked gnollish smile.  “I do consider the Drakkara my family, but I belong among the Caerumach.”  He seemed to consider her.  “Do you face the same question, being both elf and human?”

      “All my life,” Leighandra whispered.

      “All I can tell you is to do as your heart bids you.  Don’t waste a moment wondering what anyone else wants or thinks is proper,” he offered.  “And whatever you choose, keep it close to your heart but in the back of your mind.  We have a war to survive first.”

      Leighandra patted the burly gnoll’s shoulder.  “That we do, my friend.”

      As they began the long walk up the incline, Leighandra bit her lip.
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      Gil loped along, closing in on the walls of the black city at last.  The capturing of the center had gone without a hitch, something Gil knew had everyone’s hackles raised, not just hers.  They had expected a massive and bloody battle here, but nothing had come of it.  No, it had all gone too easily, and even the most clueless soldier had to be wondering what they’d missed.

      Anthraxis – a name few even uttered anymore, preferring to call it the black city only – now lay in the hands of Be’shatha’s champions, a fact that meant this war would almost assuredly be won.  Now, forces from Citaria and Irrathmor, along with their other sister worlds, could come and go safely, no longer endangered by the shunting defense of Mehr’Durillia.  True, they would still be ensnared unless Gil or one of their other allies could solve the riddle of that defense, but now, they would arrive safely among allies, not in the hands of their enemies.

      At Glorya’s request, Gil had remained with the rear guard, staying safely behind the lines in case the black city hadn’t been as defenseless as it’d appeared.  The war seemed to be going well, but Gil had a nagging feeling about more than just the defenselessness of the black city.  She was no tactician, but she’d played enough board and video games to know when it looked like she was winning too easily – and thus being baited into doing something overbalancing.  She trusted the greater intellects and tactics of Glorya and Celigus, but she still had that niggling feeling.

      The land here was only now beginning to recover, the crimson haze that had reportedly once all but choked out the light of the sun dissipated.  Apparently, it had been a remnant of Be’shatha’s destruction, and though Gil still didn’t understand any of this as a Christian, she knew warning signs when she saw them.  She’d long sworn to Kari that she’d never set foot here if she could help it, and after seeing some of the things she’d seen, she felt vindicated.  Oh, she was here now, but she’d missed the tyranny of the Overking and the terror of the demon kings.  Now, she was a soldier among allies, fighting for this world’s freedom.

      Can’t help but wonder what it’d been like for Kari to come here and actually fight some of the kings face to face, she thought as she approached the gates.  Just the sight of Kashazenuyari had been enough to make me pee my pants…

      A pair of erestram guards flanked the gates, though since Gil had passed through the northern tent city and a number of sentries, she wasn’t even halted.  The gates stood open, allowing the soldiers to pass in and out without trouble and refugees to leave the city for the safety of Pataria, Tess’Vorg, and other northern realms.  Gil had been bemused by the number of “Asian” people, for lack of a better comparison, that had come out of the city.  She wondered if they’d long been marooned here from Citaria, or perhaps directly from Earth, or how humans had otherwise gotten to Mehr’Durillia and the black city.  How long had humans been here?  Longer than on Citaria?

      She had no time to ponder the mysteries, the long, loping strides of her hybrid form taking her into the city and towards its center quickly.  She dodged slower foot traffic – slower being relative when it came to elestram and erestram in particular – her great bestial form given respectful berth by the others.  The city was busy, being fortified within as fervently as it was defended from without, and though Glorya had kept part of her command staff behind in case it truly was a trap, she and her daughter were here, likely at the obsidian keep.

      There was a large bit of construction just off the central plaza where the keep stood.  It looked as though a structure had been demolished, and from what bits and pieces Gil had overheard in the last week or so, it was where visitors landed when caught by the shunting defense.  Now, it was being flattened out so arriving squads or companies of soldiers wouldn’t be bunched up inside a single building.  Glorya wasn’t wasting any time preparing to bring in reinforcements from the other worlds.  In fact…

      Gil slowed as she passed a squad of kwarrasti paladins.  She watched the lion-like soldiers marching, not even batting an eye at the werewolf as they trod off to wherever they’d been assigned.  The kwarrasti paladins who’d aided in the Khalarin War were already here; they’d come through the portal in the black pyramid just as Gil had.  So these, then, were either more of those stationed on Irrathmor or they were now coming directly from Koryon.

      This is incredible, Gil thought.  I wonder how far apart all these worlds truly are from each other that they’re so easily connected by magic!  I should’ve paid more attention in astronomy… maybe they can even see these other worlds from Citaria with the satellite telescopes…

      At last, she padded up the steps to the obsidian keep, where a pair of harmauths opened the doors to allow Gil inside.  No matter how big, strong, or powerful her hybrid form was, the ram-folk gave Gil the wiggins.  Oddly enough, they seemed a gentle and docile people for all their size and strength, but there was the potential for getting pummeled and stomped, and no matter how nice they seemed, that remained fixed in the front of Gil’s mind.  These two were female by their scent, and they appeared to smile at Gil as she entered the keep, though she was still getting used to the facial expressions and mannerisms of all these different people.  Either way, she made sure to duck her head low in response to their greeting.

      The interior put Gil on edge immediately.  Someone had been cleaning, but the scent of death and old rot still lingered to her lupine senses.  People were milling about, some scholars taking books from an upper floor by the armful and loading them into bags and carts here on the entry level.  Others were guards – as strange as that seemed with two harmauths just outside the doors – and still others were cleaning even now.

      Emma made an appearance from among the throng, and she gave Gil one of those subdued but sincere smiles as she bowed her head.  It was so odd to have someone who wasn’t just royalty but the granddaughter of a goddess bow her head to Gil for any reason.  Christian or not, Gil had to respect that power and authority, and so she rose to her full extended height only to bow low in return to the mallasti king.

      “Come,” Emma said, her smile growing more obvious.  “Our other allies have discovered the device we have been searching for.  It is down below.  As expected, it is some leftover bit of technology that Mother believes you may be able to deactivate.”

      “Got a spare robe anywhere nearby?” Gil asked.

      The mallasti king glanced at Gil, her lip curled slightly in amusement.  “You should begin carrying around a pack with your clothes.  There is no telling where Mother will send you at any given time, or how you will need present yourself once there.”

      Gil acknowledged the point with a nod of her lupine head, then took a summoned robe the mallasti woman conjured with barely a thought.  Just where did these things come from, anyway?  Were they created out of sheer magic?  Or merely taken from another location – or person?  Shaking off the thoughts of some suddenly nude person fuming that their robe was stolen, Gil followed Emma, robe in hand, to a raised platform in the back of the tower.  Stepping up onto it with the mallasti woman, Gil got a sudden feeling in her gut like an elevator descending unexpectedly, but it lasted only a moment.  She found herself in a circular room with no apparent exit, and she waited on Emma.

      Without her having to speak a word, a section of wall slid away, and Emma stepped out with a gesture for Gil to follow.  The werewolf assumed they were underground by the feeling she’d gotten taking the teleport pad, or whatever it was, and the fact that there seemed to be no natural light here.  They strode down a short but wide hallway with no side doors until they reached what Gil suspected was a central, circular room beneath the obsidian keep.  Amusingly, Emma knocked with a gesture of her arcane power before they ever reached the door, which opened for them immediately.

      Glorya was inside with the human wizard, John Terkani, who Gil had met briefly during the war on Terrassia.  There was something odd about the man, certain things making Gil think he might be from the Strekan Province like she was, while his incredible arcane power said otherwise.  Whatever the case, he and Glorya were studying a circular computer in the center of the room, and now, Gil felt a little more in her element.  Almost, anyway.  She pulled the door partially closed out of modesty and shifted back into her human form, then put the robe on before she entered.  All three of the powerful people inside turned their stares to her, and Gil felt a bit of a roil in her gut under their scrutiny.

      You’d think they’re the werewolves and I’m a sheep, she mused, which brought a smirk to Glorya’s face before Gil remembered the angel could often hear nearby thoughts.

      “Are you ready to open the floodgates, that our armies might pour onto this world and assure our victory?” Glorya asked, her expression one that said she was confident Gil could already.

      “That’s what you’re paying me for,” the werewolf quipped.  “Hello Glorya, John.”

      “Good to see you again, young lady,” the wizard replied.  “It took a bit of doing, but Emma and I managed to get the illusory part of this thing’s defense down, and then a bit of sorcery let us pry open the more mundane defenses.  But whatever this electrical nonsense is, we can’t make heads or tails of it, so now it’s up to you.”

      “Well, I can already tell you that not being able to read beshathan is going to be a problem,” Gil muttered, striding toward the mainframe.

      It was similar to the types of computers she’d seen or worked with back home, but parts of it were clearly more advanced.  It seemed to be a mix of old and new technology from its time, the parts not all matching even to the casual observer.  Gil suspected the older parts might be the true guts of the system, while the newer ones were shielding or firewall-like devices meant to keep people like her from hacking or slicing in.  One part, in fact, she recognized as some sort of protection against electromagnetic pulses – which was certainly curious in light of what Glorya had told her in that spaceport they’d visited.

      “I can enchant you, that you will be able to read its displays no matter what language it tries to hide behind,” Emma said.  She laid a hand on Gil’s shoulder, and the werewolf felt a tingle like a short burst of wind that blew through her mind.

      Suddenly, the odd, wondrous shapes and symbols on the mainframe and its displays started to melt and flow like quicksilver coalescing.  Rather than the neat but alien script of the beshathan people, Gil saw her native language, and the computer began whispering its mysteries to her before she’d even set one fingertip upon it.  Now, it was a matter of doing what she was known for, what she’d gotten in trouble with her home government for.  And as she mused on that, she found it incredible that the “hobby” that had gotten her conscripted into the Royal Special Forces, sent to disband the Black Dragon Society and the Blood Order, and caused her to meet and befriend Karian Vanador, had now led her to this place, this moment.

      “No coincidences,” she muttered, thinking of the luranar proverb.  “This place smells funny.”

      “It does, though I am unfamiliar with the scent.  Of course, that is not so surprising with the amount of technology here that I have never seen the likes of before,” Emma said.

      “Can you make sense of any of this?” Glorya asked.

      Gil sucked in her lower lip.  This wasn’t going to be like stealing money or sending dirty mail from someone else’s account.  If her allies were expecting her to have this shut down in a few minutes or even a few hours, they were going to be disappointed.  Gil knew next to nothing about this technology, much less this particular computer, and she had to be mindful of booby traps and other intruder countermeasure electronics and the like.  And, worse, there was really no way for her to explain any of that to her allies, who’d never dealt with electronics at all.  There was no point of reference to compare it to, Glorya’s knowledge of that spaceport aside.

      “Yes, but this is going to take some time,” Gil said at last.  She looked up and met Glorya’s orange eyes.  “I’ll come get you if I need any of you.  But you don’t need to waste time babysitting me.  I can handle this.”

      Glorya ran the back of her hand along Gil’s cheek with a smile, then gestured for John and Emma to follow her out.  “Oh, Gillian,” the angel said before she’d left the room.  “If you need to come back up, merely stand on the pad and think of your destination.  The places you shouldn’t go to will be blocked for you anyway.”

      Gil gave the angel a thumbs-up over her shoulder, but then amended, “Yes, ma’am” as she realized Glorya might not understand the gesture.  She turned back to the mainframe.  “All right, let’s see what you’re made of,” the werewolf said, wiggling her fingers before she started testing the computer’s inputs.
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      Despite what Gil had told them, they continued to visit her now and then.  It was only when her stomach let out a growl to rival her hybrid form and she realized she hadn’t used the bathroom in forever that she understood why.  Down here, with no windows, no clocks, nothing to give her any sense of passing time but the impatient prompting of the mainframe, it was easy to lose herself.  With her belly’s insistence, she stood, stretched out her cramped legs and back, and made her way to the teleport pad.

      The main level was all but deserted, the sunlight that had come through the tower’s amazingly translucent walls gone.  Gil had no idea what time of night it was, but if even Glorya and Emma had retired, it had to be late.  The werewolf glanced side to side, wishing there was at least a servant or a cook somewhere nearby that could help her get some chow.  She went to lean on the railing that overlooked a partially open floor below, and she saw that Glorya was seated at the long table that had once hosted the Anthraxis Council.

      Angel or not, the woman was still creepy under candlelight, the little flickering flames dancing around her as she read reports or other written correspondence, no doubt from the many fronts of this war.  The light of the candles played across her crimson skin and shone off the smooth black horns of her odd heritage.  She was beautiful, no doubt, but Gil couldn’t completely dismiss the fact that, to her Christian thinking, the woman looked more like a demon.  It was no wonder she’d managed to convince so many Mehr’Durillians she was just that for so long.

      “Glorya?” Gil called softly, hating to interrupt.

      “Think meeting hall floor while on the teleportation dais,” the angel said without looking up.

      Gil followed her directions and soon found herself a dozen or so paces from Glorya’s side.  The angel gestured to a seat beside her but continued perusing the many documents before her.  Gil avoided the chair that’d had its top chopped off, opting for the massive seat beside Glorya instead.  She nearly disappeared into it, but a short gesture from the angel molded it to a form more suitable for Gil.

      “The cooks should be bringing you something to eat shortly.  You were down there far longer than I expected,” Glorya said.

      “Sorry, this computer’s a lot more complicated than the ones at home.  I’m making progress, but sorry for not being as quick as you’d like.”

      The angel waved off the comment and turned to look directly at Gil, her features warm even in the haunting glow of the candles.  “You are doing something no one else here can, Gil.  If not for you, we would simply be resigned to working around this shunting defense.  The time your learning costs us is as nothing compared to what your absence would cost us.  Do your best in your time, and don’t worry about appeasing our impatience.”

      “Thanks,” Gil said, not bothering to fight down the smile.  It was such an amazing feeling to be complimented not just by an army or its leader, but something as powerful and influential as Glorya.  As fearful as she’d been – and still was, to an extent – to come to Mehr’Durillia, Gil was starting to truly feel like an integral part of the war effort and not just a cog in the machine.

      “For now, you need to appease that stomach of yours,” the angel said in response to yet another epic growl.  “There is a privy just around the back of the arrival dais there.  Food should be coming for you in a moment.”

      As if they had heard the werewolf’s growling stomach, too, some elestram cooks came in bearing trays of meat and vegetables.  They set the table before Glorya and Gil both, and once Gil returned from the impressive privy, the women served themselves and began to eat.

      “What are you working on?  Just overall plans and strategies?” Gil asked, suddenly mortified that she’d spoken with a mouth full of food.

      Glorya nodded but waited until she’d swallowed to answer.  “We face attack on many fronts and are beginning to take the offensive on others.  We must also be mindful of the fact that our enemies have many elestram among their number who no doubt can weigh probabilities as well as our own do.  As brilliant as Celigus is, he faces an army of mathematicians, and every move we make must take that into account.”

      “But things are going well?”

      The angel gave a nod that still managed to be noncommittal.  “The first months have gone as well as could be hoped, yes.  Garrivokt overextended himself and has suffered the greatest losses so far, which further caused him to lose what loyalty he had from the harmauth people.  But the east is not what concerns us the most; we never expected much trouble from that direction, not even from the farthest reaches of Baphomet’s realm of Teradda.  Our primary trouble will come from the south and the southwest, from the realms of Abaddon, Baal, and the more southerly portions of Baphomet’s realm.”

      Gil finished another bite.  “Can I ask you something, though?  Baphomet, Baal, Abaddon… these are names familiar to my faith.  Are they the same demon lords from Judeo-Christianity?”

      A shrug wasn’t what Gil expected or wanted, but it was what she got.  “I honestly don’t know who and what they are; they are far older than I am and had an enmity with my father that extended back untold millennia.  I know only that they are evil, must be destroyed, and that they are planning to release some being that is probably worse than all three of them combined.”  She looked Gil right in the eyes.  “I know you expect an angel would know more, but my life requires no less faith than your own, young lady.  I don’t know everything.  In all honesty, I barely knew enough to help get this plan this far, and you know how those years proceeded…”

      “You know I’ve never been hugely devout,” Gil said, “but I really just have no idea what to make of all this.  I remember Auremax talking about how he wasn’t sure how to look at the seven deities he met in the Temple, and I kind of feel the same way, but also about our enemies, the other deities of the various pantheons, and… well, even you.  None of it fits very neatly into the little box of Jesus I’ve got in my heart.”

      Glorya laughed.  “You have such an open honesty to you that’s so heartwarming.  All I will say on such matters is this: hold tight to your faith.  Just because the things you see, hear, and experience don’t fit neatly into your little Jesus box, as you put it, doesn’t mean that what you believe is any less true.  As I told our luranar paladin friend, faith is not a road of easy answers.  Sometimes it’s not a road of answers at all.  The test is whether you hold the faith regardless, not whether you know everything there is to know.”

      “And what about you?” Gil dared, hoping she didn’t push the bounds of their relationship too far.  “What’s it like for an angel to walk by means of faith rather than sight?”

      “Not much different than it is for you.  We are a different form of creation – some say higher, some say lower – but I face many of the same wonders, doubts, and triumphs of the soul as you do, Gil.  Don’t think of me as more than I am.”

      The werewolf chuckled.  “All right, then.  You’ll have to excuse me for going quiet, but I want to scarf this down and then get back to work.”

      “Get some sleep before you return to work,” Glorya countered.  “We have plenty of time.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Gil was up with the sunrise, stretching out on a massive and comfortable bed that had once belonged to a demon king.  She tried not to dwell on that, and instead partook of a quick wash in one of the Olympic-size swimming pools that passed as a bath in this palace.  Cleaned and dressed, she made her way back to the meeting hall floor, where she was able to get a few pastries along with a jug of water and a cup to take below ground with her.

      Soon enough, she was back at it.  Gil had never been much of a standard programmer or even computer operator.  She’d long had an affinity for computers and electronics, but it wasn’t using code to build things.  She was skilled at hacking and slicing, ripping apart the work of others to tear into its soft underside, breaking into places she wasn’t meant to go and getting back out without leaving a trace.  And when she did leave a trace, it was always a dummy, leading the authorities to some sap who was guilty of other crimes the police would soon discover.

      That would be her last resort here.  First, she was going to try to learn this system, that she might be able to set it up so those who followed after her could turn the defense on again if it was ever necessary.  She also had to figure that if this one piece of technology still worked and had a worldwide reach, there had to be more to it than a single mainframe.  Could there be satellites, other relay points on the planet itself, or a network to other hidden underground facilities like this?  It was entirely possible, maybe even probable.  She figured it had to be more likely than everything being run from this singular node.

      It seemed strange that this was the sole piece of working technology on the entire planet.  There had to be more, Gil was sure of it.  Still, she was having enough trouble just getting this one to respond to her.  It didn’t lock her out, and it didn’t seem like the mainframe was programmed to be worried about tampering, for that matter.  That was as big a relief as finding it didn’t possess some kind of artificial intelligence aimed at countering everything she did.

      It had its defenses, just as it was a defense in the first place, but it let Gil poke around quite a bit while pretending to be a harmless visitor.  It was unlike any other computer system she’d ever encountered, but like all those she’d touched or hacked into, she was learning this one at a voracious pace.  If there were other systems or satellites out there, Gil was pretty sure she’d be able to bring them all online and bend them to her will when she was done disarming this one.

      “Here we go,” she muttered as she found a pathway through some electronic red tape at last.  She started to see the true programming that lay beneath all the innocuous garbage that had been laid on top to discourage casual users.  This was some fantastic piece of technology; the only thing Gil could think of to compare it to was a targeted electromagnet pulse generator, one that could disable and destroy virtually any kind of technology.  Such pointed to an electromagnetic pulse being off base, but it was as much of a comparison as she could come up with.

      The computer started opening other pathways to her, and she delved in cautiously, trying to glean its secrets without triggering any traps or lockouts.  She might be able to hack her way back in if she sprung the latter, but that could cause even more problems depending on how advanced this network was.  Considering it was a planetary defense system, it was about as advanced as Gil could imagine.  Citaria didn’t have anything near this level of technological defense, for all its own wonders and the sheer number of them.

      It felt like she was getting close, but in reality, it took several more hours before she finally unmasked the shunting defense program.  It made little sense to her, but then she realized why: it was a piece of technology and programming, but it called upon the arcane to enact its power.

      A perfect blend of science and sorcery, just as Glorya and Emma said, she thought.

      When she went to retrieve John, Glorya and Emma accompanied them down as well.  There was a nearly tangible excitement in the air, all their hopes and expectations about to be realized.  John was a genius – and not just for someone who grew up outside the technologically advanced parts of Citaria – and Gil had little doubt he could do his part in this.  All she had to do was get them to the right moment, and the shunting defense would be disabled.  The armies of the six sister worlds would be free to invade Mehr’Durillia from anywhere, not just the black city or the city of Sorelizar as they were now.

      Gil pointed to what she was doing on the display.  “See this?  If I go through this part of the program, it’s going to make something light up like a Christmas tree of sorcery,” she said, drawing some curious looks.  She decided now wasn’t the time to explain Christmas.  “If you can shut it down or dispel it or however you refer to that sort of thing, I think we’ll be done.  But, you know, be ready for anything.”

      John chuckled.  “Let’s get this done.”

      The werewolf nodded and began going through the prompts, pausing only to tap into the mainframe’s processes to make sure it wasn’t running any hidden subroutines.  Everything seemed as straightforward as it looked on the surface, so she proceeded through the prompts step by step, watching for any sudden, unexpected background activity.  When she reached what she thought was the end, she tapped the final sequence prompt and turned to John.

      “Sense anything?” she asked.

      “I do,” he affirmed.  “Just a moment and I’ll have that dispelled.  Emma?”

      “I sense no trickery about it,” the mallasti woman said.  “Do what needs doing.”

      John flexed his power in such a way that Gil could feel it.  It was like a wind that went through her, but it brushed her long silver hair back with its caress before shooting upward through the ceiling and along the central axis of the obsidian keep.  By the expressions on Glorya’s and Emma’s faces, they, too, were astounded with the flourish of the wizard’s power.  With a satisfied smirk, John let his power subside, and he turned to the three women.

      “Well, I think that’s done–”

      Gil spun back as the display erupted into a flurry of messages.  She could hardly read them before they disappeared off the screen, but what she saw wasn’t good.  She’d missed something.  It could’ve been a subroutine, a failsafe, a nested trap she hadn’t noticed, but whatever it was, she knew in her gut it wasn’t good.  She tried to follow the frenetic messages, but it was hopeless; whatever they were, they were the computer talking to itself more than informing the user of what was happening, so it didn’t care if she had time to read the messages or not.  But then something appeared that put most of the mystery to rest…

      …a countdown timer.

      “What is that doing?” John asked, pointing at the screen.

      “What the hell did we just trigger?” Gil mused aloud, ignoring his inquiry or the questioning glances of the angel and her daughter.  “And how did I miss it?”

      “Is that counting down hours?” Glorya asked.

      “Yes,” Gil answered absently.  She tried getting back to a point where she could start digging again, but the computer ignored her, merely maintaining the countdown timer.  It was a trap, obviously, but of what kind?  Or did it really matter?  Gil tried the other terminals as well, but each ignored her efforts just like the first.

      “What is it counting down?” John prodded.

      “I don’t know,” Gil said through her teeth, trying not to get angry.  The threat of turning into her hybrid form was already just beneath the surface as her frustration and fear mounted.

      She tried a few more times to get one of the terminals to respond, but they mocked her with their uncaring continuation of the countdown, now at five and three-quarter hours.  Just what did this countdown mean that they would give whoever triggered it six hours to shut it down or escape?  Or was there no shutdown or escape, and that was the point?  Was it possible it was just meant to scare off anyone who was about to disable the shunting defense?

      “Fine, if that’s how you want to play it,” Gil growled, flexing her fingers and poking her palms to make sure she hadn’t grown claws yet.  She dropped into the chair in front of the main terminal and her fingers began dancing across the more conventional keypad.  It wasn’t the same as those back home, but somehow, it didn’t matter.  Gil’s fingers went where they needed to go, all the hours of dealing with the mainframe already making her as intimately familiar with its inputs as if she was using her home computer in Streka.

      She broke through.  The countdown timer moved to the upper right of the display, but Gil had broken through whatever lockout had been frustrating her for the last fifteen minutes.  Like a veil parting, she delved into the guts of the mainframe – too easily, to her thinking, meaning it was likely letting her in just to further mock her about whatever it was doing.  She carved a path through the nonsense and all the obstacles the programming tried to put in her way, sending them off into the dark corners of the system to play with themselves and leave her alone.  And then she delved even deeper into the coding.

      At last, she pulled up schematics of something, something her brain should’ve recognized in an instant but wouldn’t come to her because of where she’d found it.  The others looked at it, their gazes flashing back and forth between Gil and whatever was displayed on the terminal as they waited for her to explain.  But she couldn’t.  Gil couldn’t find the words, couldn’t even draw the breath into her lungs to give voice to the explanation even if she could form it.  She looked up at the countdown again, blinking slowly as she realized how thoroughly ensnared they were.

      Or were they?

      “Wait, all of you can teleport, right?” she blurted.

      Glorya laid a hand on her shoulder.  “What is it, Gillian?  Calm yourself and explain.  Have we at least shut down the shunting defense?”

      “Well, no.  But it’s going to be shut down when this timer reaches zero.”

      “So, you were successful?” the angel prodded.

      “No,” Gil said, springing out of her seat.  “You three need to leave, and you need to tell as many people to get clear of this city as you can, now.”

      “We triggered a trap?” John stated as much as asked.

      “Actually, that’s not even going to work,” Gil groaned, biting down a sob.  “Get everyone who can teleport away from this city as quickly as they can.  It doesn’t even matter where they go, just far from here.”

      “What is it?” Glorya demanded.

      “It’s… a nuke,” the werewolf said, the words sounding unreal even coming from her own mouth.  Apparently, that was doubly true for her audience, as all three of them stared at her as though she’d just spoken a made-up language.  “An atomic bomb.  An explosive device big enough to level this entire city and everything for miles beyond it.  Probably… oh my God, probably as far as that dead land extends to the edges of the Overking’s realm…”

      Glorya straightened out.  “They knew.  This was what we missed.  They must have known this is here… and that we would trigger it trying to shut down the shunting defense.”

      “Less than six hours… even at a steady pace, an elestram or erestram would barely reach the edges of this realm, and I doubt the destruction would stop at that line of demarcation.  At best, we could only get a tenth of our forces such a distance to be safely away, even in five hours,” Emma said, somehow still calm in the face of all of it.  “We are well and truly beaten if this device detonates; we have too much of our army close to this city.  It will leave a hole through the Scarlet Legions that Baal and his allies can simply walk through.”

      Gil never thought she’d hear an angel drop the F-word, but Glorya did just that before she calmed and said, “John, you get to safety first.  You have done what you were needed for here; leave the rest to us.”

      “The rest of what?” he returned.

      “We must try to dismantle this trap,” the angel said.  “There is no other choice.  If we lose this central portion of our army, as Emma said, we are finished.”

      “But if the shunting defense is shut down….”

      “If it is shut down,” she countered.  “If it is not, anyone coming through would be caught in this destruction, or in the remains afterwards, to be slaughtered on the open plains by our enemies.  Gil, you must figure out a way to disable this device, and John, you must leave.  Now.”

      The human nodded, grim-faced, and his power began to build up, but then there was a shock and a discharge that drew a scream from him before he collapsed.  “I… don’t think we can leave.  Not by arcane means,” he managed through gritted teeth.

      “God, they got us,” Gil sobbed.  “We’re stuck here, about to get vaporized…”

      “Disable the device!” Glorya snapped at her.

      Gil straightened out, the hybrid form threatening to come out again.  “Disarming an atomic bomb is a little above my pay grade!”

      The angel slapped her upside the head, and Gil snarled, nearly ready to shapeshift.  Glorya pointed at the screen and said, “Do you see this number?  That is how long you have to live or, more pointedly, how long you have to save this world and six more beyond it.  We don’t have time for you to panic or forget why you were brought here.  This is no different than what you were doing, and at this point, there’s no pressure – you can’t possibly trigger a deadlier trap.”

      “Come now, Gillian, you know how to work this device,” Emma said in her typically calm, even tones as she came forward.  Her touch was certainly a lot more comforting than the angel’s ire.  “You have more than five hours to stop it from doing what it is about to do.  And as Mother has said, now you have nothing to lose.”

      “But it’s a nuke…,” Gil protested quietly, half-hearted.

      “It’s a piece of technology you need to disable, nothing more,” Glorya said.

      Gil took a deep breath and blew it out.  She’d been through a lot of things in the years since she’d learned she was a werewolf, but none of those brushes with death compared to this.  She was practically sitting on a thermonuclear device of some kind, something that just didn’t fit in the world she was on and fighting for, no matter what Glorya had showed her.  She expected to fight people with swords and axes, possibly magic-wielders, not atomic bombs.  Just who the hell had put this here, and was this exact scenario the reason why?

      “Okay,” she said, blowing out another sigh.  “All right.  I’m on it.”

      “Stay calm,” Emma said.

      “Emma, John: Go up and get our forward battalions and vanguard set to receive an advance from the south. I suspect if this device doesn’t detonate, we will be attacked immediately by our enemies.  We must be prepared, and it will keep anyone from asking what’s going on here,” Glorya said with a gesture toward the mainframe.

      “As you wish,” John said, accompanying Emma from the room.

      “I’m sorry,” Gil said to the angel.  “I didn’t know… I would’ve just kept my hands off this thing if I thought I might cost you the war.”

      Glorya waved off her words.  “This is not your fault.  You were doing what we asked of you, what we needed you to do.  None of us foresaw this, Gil.  Not even my brilliant kast’wa.”

      “Kast’wa?” she repeated.  “Is that what you call a husband here on Mehr’Durillia?”

      “This is hardly the time or place for such a discussion,” the angel answered.

      “No, actually, it is,” Gil countered, taking her seat at the mainframe again.  “Trust me, I work better when my mind’s not thinking too much about the possible consequences.  Just start talking.  Tell me about Celigus, or Emanitar, or anyone or anything else you can think of.  Heck, tell me about your parents.  That’s got to be a story for the ages.”

      Gil didn’t turn to look at the angel, but she could feel it in the air, sensing the woman’s smile even without seeing it.  Before Glorya had even begun to speak, though, Gil’s hands began their practiced dance across the inputs.  She’d robbed banks, crashed government entities, even once deleted all records that an entire department had ever existed and signed all its members up for social assistance.  Was there really a difference between that and disarming a nuclear device?  Well, of course there was, but the computer didn’t know that.  They’d have to dispose of the device itself in some fashion afterwards regardless, but she should be able to get the computer to not detonate it at least.

      Well, she thought.  This all might explain that weird smell…

      “My father was akin to what you would call an archangel,” Glorya began.  “His name was given as Bakthrael, and he served for time immemorial not only as a guardian, but a trusted friend and advisor to Be’shatha.  My mother was of a different species of angel, a breed often mistaken for demons by superstitious people because, well, they look as I do.  I believe it was by some prodding of the Great Mother that they met.  And despite weddings among their kind being a rare thing, they were created male and female, just as your people were, and the two became one.”

      Gil smiled.  The angel continued through a brief account of what she knew of her parents, even delving a bit into her younger life learning to play the piano, taking up hunting, and studying the ropes of how to one day rule as a queen under Be’shatha.  She didn’t go so far as to touch on the destruction of the Great Mother, but it was as open and unguarded as Gil had ever seen or heard Glorya.  And, best yet, it kept the worry and doubt in Gil’s guts busy while her mind worked on solving the problem.

      “What about the name Koursturaux?” Gil prompted when the angel stopped.

      “What about it?”

      “Well, it’s an odd name,” the werewolf elaborated without slowing her work at all.  “I figure it has to mean something specific to your family, if not to anyone who speaks a certain language.”

      “Oh.  It means Winter’s Rose,” Glorya answered.  “I was born during a blizzard in the far north of Mas’tolinor.  My father called me his little winter rose, and my mother made that my nickname, or middle name.  For many years, I went by it instead of Glorya for obvious reasons.”

      Not obvious to me, Gil thought, but she held off from asking any further nosey questions to keep the angel talking.

      Glorya hadn’t been far off the mark.  Yes, there was a bomb ready to detonate that would kill Gil and enough of the Mehr’Durillian army that they’d almost certainly lose the war.  But none of that had any bearing on what Gil was doing.  For all the things she’d learned to do since traveling out to the so-called Wild Lands of Citaria, now she was back in her element, back to that first thing she was so good at that she’d attracted the government’s attention.  Never in a million years did she think she’d be defending an army by disabling a nuclear device, but then…

      The Lord works in mysterious ways, she couldn’t help but think, and she chuckled.

      Even funnier, it drew a laugh from behind her.  “Your mind works in mysterious ways,” the angel said.  “But it is a wonder to behold.  How are you faring?’

      “Well, the good news is, I’ve gotten deep enough into the system that I can see how it’s all tied together.  The bad news is, it’s a combination of science and sorcery again.  This thing may just be as old as you are, and it’s been preserved by sorcery.  I’m just leery that trying to disable it without having that sorcery maintained to keep it from blowing up on its own may be our undoing.  So, can you go back up and get John again?”

      “I will.  Stay calm and be careful,” Glorya said, slipping from the room.

      Gil hardly noticed the time passing until John drew up beside her with Glorya.  “What do you need me to do?” he asked.

      “I’m pretty sure the device is at the top of the tower,” the werewolf said.  “It’d be more destructive up there, I think.  I need you to get up to the top of the keep and just reinforce or bolster whatever sort of spell is keeping it intact.  If I disable this from here, the spell may end as well, and that might set the stupid thing off.  Do you think you can keep it contained with your magic, and then maybe, I dunno, send it out into space or something?”

      John shook his head and turned to Glorya.  “I feel like she’s speaking another language half the time,” he remarked, and the angel chuckled.  “If we need to get rid of it, why not weaponize it instead?  Cast it among our enemies and see how they like it?”

      “Well, for one thing, if it doesn’t detonate on them, we’ve just handed them something that can severely cripple us.  And for another, that’s not something I’d feel right doing,” Gil said.  “Call me old-fashioned, but that kind of escalation just doesn’t sit well with me.  And I don’t think it would sit well with our enemies, if you know what I mean.”

      The wizard remained silent for a moment.  “I’m guessing I don’t know what you mean.”

      “We will win no allies from among our enemies after doing something so vile,” Glorya said.  “No, Gillian is right.  Contain it and dispose of it in the between-space of the cosmos.  If it does not detonate on its own, we will see to it later, when we are in far less danger.”

      “All right, then,” John said, rushing from the room again.

      Glorya came and laid her hand on Gil’s shoulder.  “You have a very pure soul, young lady.”

      “Um, thanks,” Gil returned.  “Weird for a werewolf, I expect.”

      “Weird for one wounded as you have been,” the angel countered.  Gil started to straighten out, but Glorya massaged her shoulder.  “Hush, now.  Draw strength from your confidence, and finish what you have started.”

      Gil took a deep breath and blew it out.  The terminal display told her that something was going on with the sorcerous portion of the device, and she figured John was doing what he needed to.  All that was left was for her to sever the program from control of the device, and they would either be safe or in heaven momentarily.  Either way, they were nearly out of time, the countdown reduced to minutes instead of hours.

      With Glorya’s hand still on her shoulder, Gil finished shutting down the program, and in the blink of an eye, everything went black.
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      Kari’s feet had no sooner hit the ground than she was moving.  Almost any other time, she’d have stopped to take in the glorious beauty of Pataria, but not today.

      Even Morduri had to skip a step to catch up to her as Kari strode to the south, toward a hilltop from which she could see into the former realm of the Overking.  The skies over the distant city were shadowy with a mixture of rainclouds, smoke, and the pall of battle.  Where once the Overking’s realm around the black city had been crimson with the tint of Be’shatha’s blood, now it was dark with the stains of war.  Even from the vast distance, Kari could sense as much as see the signs of the fires, the marshes of blood, and the evidence of mass death.

      “How bad is it?” she asked no one in particular as Kris, Morduri, and a few others came to stand along the hilltop with her.

      “It is a massacre,” an elestram female answered, and Kari took her in for a moment.  The woman had dozens of ear piercings and a wedding chain between her brows, and her beautiful jackal-like face was decorated with filigree.  She was armored and carried a pair of longswords on her hips, but despite the warrior’s look, her salutation was formal.  “Greetings, Lady Vanador.  I am Lady Irrasitus, Giamalla, mother of King Irrasitus, Morduri.”

      “Good to see you again, Lady Irrasitus,” Kris said, and she bowed her head in response.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Kari said, though the words didn’t sound as much to her own ears.  “I just wish we’d met under better circumstances.”

      “Well, we could be meeting there,” the elestram woman said with a gesture to the horizon.

      “True.  So, where do we stand?”

      “There’s some good news and bad news to report,” Morduri said.  “Your friend Gil couldn’t shut down the shunting defense, but we found out something almost as good – we can redirect it.  Right now, we have it behind the lines here, which is why you arrived in Pataria.  She was also able to disarm some incendiary device she called a… nuke, and that was the final trap our enemies had in the black city.  Once it was obvious it wasn’t going to detonate, Baal attacked the black city with what feels like his entire might.  Glorya and Emma have responded in kind.”

      “A nuke?” Kris repeated.  “Jesus, was there just the one?  Did she check for others?”

      “What’s a nuke?” Kari prodded, but Kris held up a finger for her to let Morduri continue.

      “As I understand it, she discovered several.  She discovered all sorts of technological things I don’t understand, things left over from a time when Glorya herself was only a child, and perhaps from long before that,” the elestram king explained.  “I can’t even begin to wonder where we’d be if we didn’t have such a person – a sheda-reis, no less – who knew how to work with these devices and render them inert.  You’d have to talk to her about it, Kris; I think even Glorya was at a loss as to what it all was, though she understood its purpose.  In the end, though, that young woman saved most of our army from being destroyed, and thus… she saved this entire war effort.  It put on quite a light show in the heavens when they got rid of it all, too.”

      Kari blinked as Kris nodded and turned back to her.  “A nuke is… well, think of it as the technological equivalent of the biggest damned explosion a wizard could conjure up.  A good-sized one… would leave a burnt wasteland in its wake, which is probably what happened when they shattered Be’shatha in the first place.  That’s probably why the Overking’s realm looked like this for so long, the remnant of Be’shatha’s blood aside.  If it’d detonated while Glorya’s army was near the black city, that would’ve been the end of this war.  Our chances of winning, anyway.”

      “But that danger’s passed?” Kari asked.

      “That danger, yes,” Morduri said.  “But we still face significant resistance on three fronts, and this battle for the black city has raged for over a week now.”

      “Is that where we should go?” she asked Kris.

      “You may confer with Lady Glorya first,” Giamalla put in, “but I believe your presence will be best utilized to the east.  King Lestanaek has, to date, made the most successive gains despite being put on the defensive at the outset.  We believe he has the best chance of scoring a major strategic victory against our foes, possibly forcing King Garrivokt into his father’s realm.”

      “What about the west?  How are things there?” Kari prodded.

      “King Abaddon has kept consistent pressure on the southern border of Mas’tolinor but has yet to commit his full might to the attack based on our estimates.  We believe he is wary of leaving his eastern border exposed should he send too much of his army north all at once.  If we capture the black city again and force Baal to retreat, a weakened eastern border of Vistarra would make a ripe target for our countermeasures.  However, this entire setup leaves us all in danger of going in circles for the foreseeable future.”

      “God, I love this woman,” Kris said with a wispy chuckle.

      “Hey now, you stay away from my mother,” Morduri chided him with a pointing finger.

      “Fine, and you stay away from my wife, lover boy.”

      The elestram king straightened out at that, fixing Kris with a scowl, but Giamalla met Kari’s gaze and the two shared a smile and a laugh.  “Toukalla, take word to Glorya that Lady Vanador has arrived,” Giamalla said.

      “Toukalla?  From Gaeshokk?” Kari blurted.

      The elestram female’s ears went straight up.  “Yes, ma’am.  Do you know me?”

      Kari waved off the question.  “Long story.  Go do as Lady Irrasitus asked, please.”

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” Toukalla said before she bowed and rushed off.

      “There is little need to stand on any sort of ceremony here, Lady Vanador.  You may simply call me Giamalla.”

      “Only if you call me Kari.”

      “Do not expect the army to take up such a lax perspective,” the elestram woman returned with a soft smile.  “They already refer to you as the Epaxa Chi’pri.”

      “And rightfully so,” Morduri said, coming up beside Kari again.

      “My question is… where are the demons?  The real demons?” Kris asked.

      “What reports we have received from the scouts say that most, if not all, have flocked to the side of King Abaddon, contrary to what was expected,” Giamalla answered.  “We had expected they would divide themselves among the three remaining Ancient Ones, that their power would each be bolstered, but this has not happened.”

      “God, it’s really him, isn’t it?” the Warlord muttered, gazing off southwest.  Kari followed his gaze but waited on him to elaborate, as did their elestram companions.

      “Who?” Morduri finally prompted.

      Kris glanced at Kari but then the elestram king.  “Abaddon.  He’s mentioned in the holy book of my faith as a king among demons.  I figured this was some imposter or something, but if these goddamn things are all flocking to his side, I’ve got to wonder if it’s really the same one.  And that makes me wonder if the thing Audrei encountered in that shadowy place really was what she was afraid it might be.  What else could all of it mean?”

      “I think it means we’re headed south,” Kari said.  “But we’ll check with Glorya first.  I can’t help but think they need all the able bodies they can get at the black city to make sure it’s secured, no matter how anyone might feel about possibly losing us.”

      “Too risky,” Giamalla said, shaking her head only a moment before her son.  “That is a battle best left for soldiers of attrition for the time being.  Should Baal or Baphomet or one of their heroes take the field and require a champion to defeat, I am certain Glorya will step forth personally to see to it.  Your role, Kari, along with that of your husband, is to rally this army, give them hope, inspire them to fight and remind them why.  You will no doubt see your own time on the front lines, but not to fight wars of inches.”

      “I didn’t come here to hide behind the lines,” Kari said, trying to keep her tone light.  “There’s four morons out there whose heads I either want to remove or witness being removed.”

      “And you will, I’m sure,” Morduri said.  “But you’re not going to be one of the ones fighting the whole way to their front door.”

      “Hmph,” the avatar grumbled.  “Can you give me updates on my friends, where they’re at, and how things are going for them?”

      “Most of your friends and family are to the east with King Lestanaek, where things have proceeded well,” Giamalla said.  “Gillian, the werewolf, is in the black city even as the battle there rages, as are Tormaar and Isharra.”

      “And Atauridar?” Kris prompted.

      “Holding one of the passes into Mas’tolinor,” Morduri answered.  “They’ve been holding there since the beginning, really.  After the council session, it wasn’t long before Abaddon overran Sansrigar and Arlerase – the realm – and started trying to get through the mountains into the belly of Mas’tolinor.  To date, they’ve had no luck.”

      “How are the mounted cavalry working here?” Kari asked.

      Morduri grunted a laugh.  “Smashing, to use a pun.  They seem to have all the shock value of a harmauth, but a wider impact.  Your friends Galadon and Katarina certainly set quite an example for the others to follow.”

      A lump tried to form in Kari’s throat at the mention of Katarina’s name, but she swallowed it down quickly.  Her friend seemed to be recovering well from the death of her husband, Markus, or at least finding ways to keep busy and not allow herself to spiral into paralyzing grief.  Kari knew Katarina was spending a lot of time with Galadon, and she briefly wondered if there might be something budding there.  But with the circumstances surrounding their friendship, that was one relationship Kari was determined not to butt into in any way.

      She turned south again, watching the rising plumes of smoke in the distance, the evidence of campfires and destruction that surrounded the grinding battle for the black city.  It was a large part of why Gil had never wanted to come here, and now, Kari wondered how prepared the werewolf was for the war she’d been thrust into.  She’d already played a massive part – saving a great deal of Glorya’s forces from whatever a nuke truly was – but she wasn’t a warrior, her werewolf heritage be damned.  Even when Kari had seen her with the rest of her pack, fighting undead and the half-succubus Turillia in Barcon, Gil hadn’t been much of a fighter.  She was fearsome, certainly, but fighting and killing weren’t where her true strength lay.

      “You all right?” Kris asked, stepping up beside her.

      “We’ve got a lot of work to do,” Kari said, turning to him at his nod.  “Let’s go see Glorya and find out where she wants us.”

      “Or, more accurately, needs you,” Giamalla said, gesturing for them to follow.
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      Atauridar wasn’t known for smiling; none of the serilis-rir were.  But as the forces of Abaddon failed once again to capture the pass he and his men held, he couldn’t help but let one show.  They had protected this pass for weeks now, with only scattered reinforcements here and there in the form of beshathan spellcasters and further serilis-rir soldiers from within Mas’tolinor.  His instincts told him they should’ve fallen by now, but whatever Abaddon was doing, his soldiers weren’t making much headway trying to push up into the mountains.  As disciplined and well-trained as they were, they lacked focus, and were being rebuffed all along the border.

      A casual hand signal ordered a volley of arrows loosed by his brys archers, heckling their enemies as they retreated down the hillside once again.  It seemed a completely asinine way to try to wage a war, sending men to die day in and day out with little ground gained to show for it.  Oh, Atauridar was no fool, and he understood that this was as much a diversion as a true attempt to breach the mountains, but dead men were dead men.  How long could Abaddon sustain such a foolish endeavor before he truly started to feel the effects in his numbers and their morale?

      Atauridar was already feeling this war, only a couple of months into it.  It was what he was built for, the entire reason behind his creation, but that didn’t mean he was immune to the fatigue, both mental and physical, that came with grueling combat day after day.  While he hadn’t settled into the sedentary life of a commoner at all in Mas’tolinor, being this active for this long wasn’t what he wanted, either.  And the longer the fighting went on, the more he wondered if he’d given that sedentary life a fair try.

      Just what would it be like to take a mate, build a home, and put his talents to use in something less destructive?  He hadn’t ever really thought about it before.  But now, steeped in war as he was, he considered how foolish it had been to avoid investigating when he had the chance.  He worked not to become too distracted out here on the battlefield, but he wondered what it might be like to invest his time in the future rather than simply warfare.

      You have no future.

      Atauridar’s spine tingled with an icy chill that ran down its length, right to the tip of his tail.  He glanced at his soldiers; had they heard the voice as well?  It didn’t seem so, their attention fixed on their enemies down the mountainside, their bodies tensed and ready to repel the next charge.  The elite serilis-rir turned and looked around, trying to find the source of the voice.  Could it have been one of his beshathan allies, either ready to turn traitor or else playing a quite-unfunny “joke” on him with telepathy?

      As he saw the beshathans hidden amongst the crags behind him, though, their gazes weren’t fixed on him, and they were anything but amused or mischievous.  Instead, their gazes were those of pure terror, and clawed hands gripped at the stones as they beheld something below.  It was with an unprecedented feeling of dread that Atauridar turned to see what they had spotted.

      His form was bestial, titanic, unlike anything Atauridar had ever seen before.  Though he was humanoid in appearance, there were deformations to him, as though he was cruelly crossed with beasts of the wild to create some disgusting hybrid.  Atauridar had seen the various beshathans, the cat-like kwarrasti, and even some of the vulture-folk and hawk-folk that comprised this massive army under Glorya’s command.  This creature was something different.  There was no grace to its construction, no symmetry or glory in its conglomeration.  Rather, it was hideous and terrible in both its appearance and its intent.

      For the jagged sword that hung from its hand left no doubt about those intentions.

      Six of Atauridar’s braver warriors fell to the beast’s sword in moments, their practiced routines no match for the creature’s speed or counter-movements.  And through that quick burst of carnage, the beast’s eyes never left Atauridar where he took cover among the rocks.

      The elite serilis-rir turned to his beshathan allies.  “Fall back!” he shouted.  “Take the main bulk of this battalion and fall back to the far end of the pass.  You must get word to Glorya that we’ve been breached, and that King Abaddon has taken the field personally.  Go!”

      It took a moment for his mallasti allies to break free of their awe and do as ordered.  Atauridar turned to his gathered men.  “I need twenty to make a last stand with me here.  The rest of you fall back in orderly fashion into Mas’tolinor.  Do not die to the last man fighting this beast; merely delay him where you can and wait upon one of our champions to deal with him.”

      A few of Atauridar’s elite brothers came to stand with him, and a few brys remained perched among the crags.  The rest of his men fled, falling back as quickly but in as orderly a fashion as they could to the safety – relatively, anyway – of Mas’tolinor.  This was a scenario they’d feared, but Glorya had been fairly certain Abaddon would not risk taking the field himself.  Yet here he was now, and it was all Atauridar could do to try to hold the pass a little longer, to give Glorya time to come and face this monster herself.

      He cursed in the back of his mind, disappointed and ashamed to fail his creator’s ally, just as he had failed his creator.  The serilis-rir soldier, for all his earlier thoughts, understood that he had been created for one purpose above all others, and worse, he understood he had failed that purpose.  Again.  But if he was to die here, to join his creator wherever she had gone to, he would do so with courage and honor, and he would lay down his life along with his brothers to protect what he had been created to protect.  The elves may not have been here on Mehr’Durillia, but if this world fell, their home would be a target in the future, no doubt.

      Rising from his cover, Atauridar drew forth the twin black swords from their scabbards and stared down the hillside at the approaching behemoth.  Was this what a demon truly was?  For so long, Atauridar and his brethren had been called demons that the word hardly had meaning anymore.  After all, even his creator had been called – had called herself – the Devil Queen.  Just what was a demon, truly?

      “Stand fast, my brothers,” he said to his men in their serilian tongue.  “If we cannot stop this beast ourselves, we will buy Glorya time with our blood.  To her glory, and that of our creator!”

      There was no cheer; not with what they faced.  But his brothers and their brys cousins nodded their assent, their understanding of what was at stake and what was to come.

      Be grateful that all that comes your way is death.

      The beast’s voice rang in his mind again, and Atauridar grimaced at the sensation.  Even its voice, ethereal in his thoughts, was cold, a dripping miasma of evil that left his very brain feeling unclean.  His lip curled in a snarl, showing off his black teeth, and his grip on his blades tightened, and he was echoed and mimicked by his brothers.  Together they stood, twenty against this vicious creature who was, whether he was powerful or not, arrogant enough to approach them alone.

      And then there was no more time for thoughts.  Abaddon sprang forward, his jagged blade whistling a dirge as it cut the air of the mountain passes.  It felled two of Atauridar’s brethren in one broad stroke that seemed to have impossible reach.  The elite serilis-rir had barely gotten his feet moving when the blood of his nearest brother splattered his face, and he shook his head quickly, trying to clear his eyes in time…

      …to see the descending, glinting edge of death, and the baleful grin of the bloodthirsty demon who wielded it.
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        * * *

      

      The beast ran, blindly fleeing.  It screamed in terror and pain, seeking any avenue away from the fire and the horror behind it.  All about it was the chaos of death and destruction, and no matter the rage, no matter the bloodlust or the power it possessed, the animal within fled.

      Something large hit it, bringing the beast to the ground, and the pain multiplied.  It screamed again in terror, the fires consuming it as it burned in a personal inferno there was no escape from.

      And then there was relief, however miniscule, as it was wrapped in blankets.  The fires subsided, the burning of its fur and the flesh beneath it finally halted.  Still the pall of smoke and the stench of the burning and the burnt dead filled its nostrils, and it whined, begging for release, to be allowed to flee farther from this carnage.  But the hands upon it were gentle, patting down the blankets to extinguish the flames, their owner speaking to the beast in hushing, calming tones.

      Instincts began to subside.  The pain wracked the beast, but now came the surge of healing, the magical energy that cooled and soothed, and the world around the beast began to take shape through the haze of bloodlust, fear, fire, and death.

      Gil’s breathing slowed as her heartbeat calmed.  She was wrapped in a fire blanket on one of the hard streets of Anthraxis, the wolf-like face of an erestram female before her, speaking in the incomprehensible but soothing tones of her beshathan tongue.  Someone else was healing her; she’d have still been in excruciating pain otherwise.  As the flight instinct subsided, the memories began to return, and Gil shuddered, trying to shake loose from her “captors” and flee yet again.

      “Be still; you are safe,” came the accented words of the elestram who must’ve been healing her.  “We will have you taken to the recuperation ward once we have stabilized you.”

      Magic.  Gil had seen enough of it in her days since leaving the Strekan Province, the lands of technology and logic rather than wild magic and god-like powers.  But this had been the first time she had truly tasted of its raw, reckless power, unmitigated by the tempering hand of Emma like that time in the Barcon cemetery.  One of the invaders had, after cresting the wall, detonated a destructive spell, killing itself and who knew how many others rather than attempt any sort of “honorable” battle.  And Gil had been caught in that along with dozens, maybe hundreds of others.

      How extreme the damage had been, she couldn’t say; the beast had surrendered completely to the instinct to flee when injured so badly.  She was a werewolf, so she’d likely heal, but Gil had never been hurt so grievously in her life, not even when she’d been shot with a firearm repeatedly years before.

      “Will she be all right?” came the voice of her leader.

      “I believe she will be, Your Majesty,” the elestram answered.

      “Get her to the infirmary immediately.”

      “Lady Glorya!” called another elestram, running up with a speed Gil could hardly believe was real from a bipedal creature.  “Lady Glorya, you must come at once.  Atauridar’s defense has fallen.  Mas’tolinor has been breached.”

      “Get her to the infirmary, now!” Glorya barked before Gil heard the rush of wind of someone teleporting away immediately after.

      The erestram female started to lift Gil up, but the werewolf stubbornly tried to get her own feet beneath her.  Her benefactor humored her, helping her to stand instead, but when the blanket fell away, all the strength left Gil’s body.  Her fur was burned down to the skin in many places, singed or blackened in others.  Shards of wood and obsidian, the remains of shattered, exploding pieces of the city, remained lodged in her legs and side.  And there, nestled below the lower teats of her hybrid form, was a bit of fur and flesh that wasn’t hers, grafted into her belly hair by the heat of the flames.

      Gil looked up at the erestram female, and while their expressions were normally passive, this one clearly showed understanding and concern.  And then the werewolf’s mental strength failed along with that of her body as she cried, “Momma…”

      And then she was picked up as though she was a child, all eight feet of her muscled hybrid form, by the erestram female.  The woman cradled Gil to her breast and ran like the wind toward the infirmary.
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        * * *

      

      Glorya appeared before Kari in a rush of wind.  No matter how many times she saw it done, it was something Kari was sure she’d never get used to – and never want to.  Fortunately, reflexes didn’t get the better of her, and she was able to resist the urge to draw her blades in the face of a possible threat.  Instead, her mind began to immediately process what she was seeing, most notably, the withheld but unmistakable grim snarl of the angel.

      “What’s wrong?” Kari asked.

      “My realm has been breached,” Glorya answered, striding past Kari and toward the command tent where Kris and Giamalla were even still going over every facet of the war.  The angel gestured casually for Kari to follow, and the demonhunter accompanied her into the tent, followed a moment later by Morduri.

      “What’s happened?” the elestram king asked, drawing his mother’s attention immediately along with Kris’.

      “Abaddon has assaulted Mas’tolinor personally,” Glorya said.  “I must return to my realm and take the reins of my armies there.  Kris, I would like to leave you and Giamalla in charge of things here, that you may coordinate the battle for the black city and defend our flanks.  Morduri, you will take word to my kast’wa, that he may come here and take command.  If Baal moves against us the same way Abaddon has, we will need Celigus’ blade to defend our armies.  You may take my kast’wa’s place coordinating efforts with Lestanaek, and take my daughter with you if you feel you must.”

      “How are things in the black city?” Kari asked.

      Glorya chewed her lip for a moment.  “There’s little time to speak of that.  I want you to come with me, Lady Vanador.  I suspect that together, you and I may be able to at least drive Abaddon off, if we don’t kill him outright.”

      “Can you take us there by arcane power?”

      “I must, or we will be far too late to make any difference.  Come.”

      Kari took only the briefest moment to dash over and kiss Kris on the side of his snout, and then she took Glorya’s hand and prepared to teleport into Mas’tolinor.
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        * * *

      

      Anyone foolish enough to stand before the demon king fell to his blade within moments.  Many had battle experience, some were true masters of the art of the sword, but none lasted more than half a minute at best.  These were trained fighters and soldiers, people who put their passion into learning the art of the duel and the stroke of the blade.  But none of that mattered.  None of it made any difference whatsoever in the face of over ten thousand years of experience coupled with a bloodlust unmatched by anything else in creation.

      Already, dozens of bodies littered the courtyard of the castle.  Mostly women, now, as King Koursturaux had never allowed men to serve within her inner sanctums, just as he’d long heard.  It mattered not.  Abaddon killed anyone and anything that stepped before him – man, woman, child; young or old; armed or unarmed – whether they tried to fight or not.  He knew Glorya wasn’t home in her castle, but that, too, mattered little to his intent.

      The head of the statue bounced across the stone path of the courtyard, hacked off the marble depiction of Bakthrael in a single swipe.  It wasn’t as satisfying as truly killing the angel had been, but its symbolic significance was a signature on this destruction that the demon king knew would cut Koursturaux right to the quick.  Now he had only to slaughter her entire household, right down to the pleasure-givers and dancers, and his work here would be done.  Then it would be up to his army to do the same across this land while Abaddon sat enjoying Koursturaux’ anguish from within his thorny palace.

      And that thought was enough to curl even the demon king’s lip in amusement.

      The doors to the inner keep were barred shut, but he tore them from their hinges with little more than a thought.  Koursturaux was powerful, but her power was only barely a match for his, and when she wasn’t present, it was no match at all.  Inside was an erestram bitch, her hands tightly gripping the haft of a battle axe, and Abaddon strode at her with a derisive snort.  Her attack was turned aside like that of a child, and he took in her eyes, widened in shock, for only the few moments that passed before his sword relieved her of her head.

      It was as though they knew not who they dealt with…

      Screams and chaos echoed down the hallways, the castle’s courtiers and civilians fleeing in the face of all their defenses crumbling.  None dared to face him after he murdered the erestram female, and his steps were sure and uninterrupted as he made his way to the throne room, where he could sense the presence of another… another like him, or like he used to be.

      And that, too, was enough to curl his lip in amusement for only a moment.

      The doors opened before his will without so much as a gesture, and Abaddon stepped into the throne room of his most hated enemy.  For ten millennia he had played the Overking’s game, being content to not only allow Koursturaux to live, but to actually be ranked above Abaddon on the asinine council.  And as if that indignity was not insulting enough, the Overking had fallen for the woman’s tricks, her ten-millennia duplicity that ruined almost all their plans and work to that point.  How fitting that the Overking’s life ended on the edge of her blade.  And just as well, since it would’ve ended on Abaddon’s or Baal’s, had Koursturaux not done it for them.

      Only two remained in the throne room, the rest of the castle emptying out through other exits as any chance of holding it against Abaddon was given up.  Their only hope was for Koursturaux to show up herself and try to kill him – and that was his desire as well.  He wanted nothing more than to cut her head off and tie her corpse to the likewise decapitated statue of her father out in the courtyard fountain.  No better message could be sent to the people of Mehr’Durillia except, perhaps, to do the same to Karian Vanador as well.

      But I have other uses for that one, he thought.

      A lone figure stood near the throne of his enemy, but a harmauth stepped before Abaddon to block his path.  To virtually anyone else – even some of the lesser kings from the council – the ram-folk were intimidating, the broad, powerful frames of even their females giving most pause.  As she moved forward, though, Abaddon slapped one of her arms wide with his blade before sinking it into her belly, just between the teats above her crotch.  He then slashed upward, splitting her to the throat before shoving the blade right through her neck and the base of her brain.  She was dead, her immense weight held up only by his sword and the corded muscle of his form.  And then he withdrew his blade, decapitating the corpse before it could spill upon the floor.
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        * * *

      

      From her place near the throne, Amastri cried out in anguish.  Durisha had long been her mother’s favorite, almost more so than her biological children – Amastri included.  Now, she lay dead, massacred like so many others by the vicious King of Vistarra.  Watching the blood pool around the harmauth’s ruined form while the demon king approached, Amastri had no delusions that any other fate awaited her.

      She could have fled with the others – doubtless her mother would’ve wanted and even ordered her to – but she wouldn’t go, no matter how much Surisha had insisted while driving the staff out through the dungeon exit.  She was no match for Abaddon and they both knew it, but she didn’t need to defeat him.  She just needed to get him to waste more time in her mother’s realm, ensuring he was still there when Glorya came to deal with the incursion herself.  She drew out her sword, the lightning-shaped blade that she had so rarely even needed to carry, much less bare in the presence of others, and lifted her chin defiantly.

      Abaddon stalked toward her with cold intent, no hint of anything beyond that malice in his features or his stride.  There were only two comforts Amastri could take from this situation: one, that the demon king, for all his viciousness and bestial rage, would only kill her; the second, that he would pay for it in the end, hopefully on the keen edge of her mother’s blade.

      “It has been an interesting life,” she said, though the demon king’s strides didn’t slow in the least.  “Quite an amusing one, really, arranging your downfall.”

      The demon king said nothing, not even smiling balefully at her.  As he closed the distance between them, Amastri’s courage faltered, and she dashed around her mother’s throne, trying to keep it between her and imminent death.  He smiled, then, staring coldly at her as she ducked back and forth, trying to get him to commit to one direction or another, to perhaps reveal an avenue of escape from the throne room.  He watched her with the patience of a cat and the malevolence of a killer, letting her play out the last of her hopes before he murdered her.

      Amastri felt it before she even heard or saw it, the rush of power as her mother appeared in the throne room along with Lady Vanador.  Instinct had her about to cheer, but that split second of distraction was all it took.  Abaddon’s sword pierced the throne and then her heart, and Amastri D’al’cinyiore, the youngest daughter of Glorya Koursturaux S’Bakthrael, joined her ancestors.
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        * * *

      

      “NO!”

      Glorya’s scream broke Kari free of the minor disorientation that accompanied teleporting.  She shook her head and quickly took in the scene before her.  The scream that burbled in the depths of Kari’s breast wouldn’t be satisfied with a simple no, doubly so since she swallowed it down before it could escape.  There, it settled in the pit of her stomach, her rage simmering into a boil in a flashfire of fury.

      Durisha had been the first harmauth Kari had ever met, her first introduction to someone who worked in Glorya’s court other than Amastri.  And now Amastri, too, lay dead in this chamber where Kari had thought her own life would end after angering the woman who was now one of her closest and dearest allies.  Atauridar, Durisha, Amastri, and there was no telling how many others had died already at the hands of the demon king in the chamber.  For Kari had no doubt that despite all the confusion over the names, that’s exactly what Abaddon was.  Even Kris had said as much, quoting his faith’s holy text.

      Abaddon, King Among Demons.

      He took in the two women before him with one of the coldest gazes Kari could ever remember seeing.  It was like all the hateful, evil, vicious rage in him had boiled to the point where it no longer reached his features.  It was only the cold glint in those dark eyes that betrayed his murderous intent, the assurance that he was going to kill you and stop at nothing to see it done.  The sword in his hand was only marginally bloodier than his armor was, though Kari didn’t have to get close to tell none of the blood he wore was his own.

      Just how many has he killed?  And how close is his army if he’s here personally?

      Glorya, by contrast, was battling grief even as she prepared to fight for her life.  Kari knew the pain of losing a husband, and the pain of losing a child in a sense.  Glorya had just lost her youngest child, but also a woman she’d raised like a child, brought up to be not just her bodyguard but her friend and confidant.  But then Kari could see it in those orange eyes, the melding of rage and grief into a refined blade of emotion, one that would see her win the day or give her last breath and beat of her heart trying.

      And it was with the same mixture of resignation and confidence that Kari drew her scimitars and moved to attack from a different angle, that Abaddon would truly be pressed.

      When Abaddon was scant yards from Glorya, both reacted at the same time, lunging forward, a shower of sparks erupting as a loud clang sounded through the throne room.  Again and again they hammered at each other, moving quicker and more gracefully than should’ve been possible for two people wielding massive greatswords.  In their titanic forms was not a spirit of languid strength or brute force, but of artistic prowess, and even in those opening few seconds, as Kari tried to find an avenue of attack, she saw the mastery of both ally and enemy.

      This is going to be a test, she thought, skirting around Abaddon to flank him.  Even still, the backswings and overswings of the two greatswords made any approach difficult, and she began to dance in, all at once wary of Abaddon’s blade as well as Glorya’s.

      Clangs rang out in quick succession, and then Abaddon, all of that massive frame of his, slid to his right with a trailing swipe, opening a rent in Glorya’s armor.  The angel grunted, stumbling the other way momentarily, her blade defensively before her.  She hissed in pain, drawing up to her full height and defensive stance, and she pointed her sword at the demon king in defiance.

      Abaddon’s cold voice sighed, “I told you, when last we met, I would enjoy killing you as I did your father.  Did you think it a jest?  Your father was no match for me, whelp, and neither are you.  You had your chance to flee, but now you have welcomed death.  It was coming to you either way, but now you will meet it so much sooner.”

      He spun on Kari and chased her back with an overpowering overhead chop that nearly caught and flattened her.  Only a flap of her wings let her escape the last few inches, and even then, she nearly lost her footing, stumbling back and using her tail to correct her balance.  She assumed the Wraith’s pose, ready to be attacked, but not sure if it would make a difference.

      “And you, silly little woman… you, I have no plans to kill.  You, I will bring back to the prison where you met my master, there to rot for the rest of eternity, tormented by the souls you and your friends thought you could save.  There will be no escape for you.”

      Kari straightened out.  “That’s what your asshole friend said when he was in possession of Zaliskower.  How did that turn out, hmmm?  Could you hear his cries from here when Yiilu turned into a phoenix and consumed him in flame?”

      Glorya almost caught Abaddon while he considered Kari’s retort, but his reflexes were second to none Kari had ever seen, even the Wraith’s.  Part dodge, part parry, he fought off Glorya’s sinuous strike and then stepped in, nearly catching her in return with his riposte.  Kari, despite all her experience, felt like a child watching these two go back and forth, and she wondered if there was really anything she could do to help other than sacrifice herself.

      And it was with that thought in mind that she saw Durisha’s ruined form, then Amastri’s body lying lifeless behind the throne, and realized that if that’s what it took, that’s what she had to do.  She stuffed all of her worries, her doubts, all the concern for her children, family, friends, and allies into a little box, and she handed it off to the gods.  In return for her fears and doubts, they gave her strength, confidence, and power, and as she began to glow under that divine light, Kari called out the battle cry of the Great Mother, of the Seven, and of all their allies and friends.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” she said, the holy light about her intensifying, the blackened weave of her blades turning golden.

      Abaddon shoved Glorya away, backpedaled two steps, and beckoned to Kari.  With a nod toward her companion, the avatar danced in, her blades weaving the patterns of her lover and his own teacher, the Wraith.  She was on the offensive for the moment, but ready to receive the demon king’s attacks and shift to the defensive, all the better to allow Glorya to land a telling blow while Kari nullified Abaddon’s skill.

      She did well for a few moments, but the strength of his blows was astonishing.  How her blades didn’t shatter, she didn’t know, but it was a testament to the skill and workmanship of Terx.  She drove a few of his attacks aside, trying to get inside when he turned to batter or stymie Glorya, but it was no use.  He was a masterful fighter, not some pampered monarch who’d sat on a melancholy throne for ten thousand years.  This was a demon king who’d killed angels, and whose skill and technique were threatening to leave Kari in awe.

      She caught one of his strikes, thinking to hook his blade long enough to counterattack and let Glorya slip in, but he pushed in and hit Kari in the gut with his knee.  It blasted the wind out of her, and then, before she could get her blades back before her, he slammed her crosswise in the chest, sending her airborne for a moment before she slid across the floor.  It was like when Glorya had thrown her during their confrontation here, yet Glorya hadn’t nearly broken all of Kari’s ribs and sternum; it certainly felt like Abaddon had.

      When Kari came to a stop, she rose up supported on one elbow, trying to get her knees back beneath her and stagger to her feet.  Sakkrass’ regenerative gift was going to be hard-pressed to heal that in any timely fashion.  Yet it appeared she’d served the purpose she’d hoped for, as an angry red line scored the back of Abaddon’s left pauldron.  It wasn’t having a terrible effect on his ability to fight, but then neither was the hit he’d scored on Glorya.  Around and around the two went, trading blows and routines, neither gaining more than a few inches of ground or the slightest advantage for more than a handful of moments.

      And then Abaddon landed another slicing wound, this one to Glorya’s thigh.  It wasn’t terribly deep or immediately life-threatening, but it would hamper her, and that was life-threatening all on its own.  Kari had to get there and lend her aid, no matter how miniscule.  She got back to her feet, her body already on the mend and feeling not as badly wounded as it had just moments ago.  Her companion and her enemy alike ignored her for the time being, so Kari flexed her wrists and began to stalk in, ready to lay down her life if that’s what she had to do.

      “Epaxa chi’pri!” she barked, trying anything to distract him, give Glorya that one moment of opportunity to strike true and end this, or at least make Abaddon flee.  And yet he still ignored her, the threat of Kari of no consequence in his mind as he dueled Glorya.  And then the words came almost unbidden to her lips, the other blessing she had learned from her syrinthian friends and allies.  “Edanasi Sesi’suvra!”

      He cringed.  It was the first reaction of pain she’d seen from him, even after Glorya had pierced the armor of his shoulder and drew blood.  The demon king stumbled away from his wounded enemy and turned to scowl at Kari.  Even after all she’d said to him, the rage she must have kindled to threaten him and his peers so boldly when she stood on the Overking’s table, never had she seen an ounce of emotion, much less fear, from the bestial titan.  Now, though, the words that had fallen from her lips had wounded him worse than any sword.

      The reason why was unmistakable a moment later, for where once the bestial form of King Abaddon – arguably the ugliest of those on the Overking’s council – had stood, now there was an angel.  A true angel, like those described in the legends and the written and oral histories of the humans who had come to Citaria so many years before.  It was like the creature who had appeared in the Temple of Archons to put Glorya under judgment, like the handsome being that had been Arakiel before he assumed the more familiar terra-dracon form that his rir people knew him by.  It was what Kari thought of as an angel, never at all jealous or even confused that it – they – looked more like humans or elves rather than a rir.

      For it was the shape of a being of light, of hope, of glory.  And yet now, the true form of Abaddon was none of those things.

      He looked like an angel, there was no mistaking that.  But one thing was missing: the nimbus of light, the reflection of the glory from above, the epaxa chi’pri, the touch of Sakkrass that said without a doubt, “This is my servant, in whom I have placed my trust.”  Instead, Abaddon’s form lacked any sort of glow.  While he wasn’t black like a rir, he seemed to absorb light, reflecting enough to shine white while still being muted in some fashion.  He was, for lack of a better way for Kari’s mind to interpret it, like a dead, dull, and lifeless form of an angel.

      Kari didn’t know what it meant to see his true form like this, or whether it meant anything at all.  But her call of Sakkrass’ blessing and this resulting transformation served the very purpose Kari had been willing to put her life on the line for.  With his attention fully upon Kari, Glorya took the opportunity to strike a decisive killing blow, though it was not to be just yet.

      Nevertheless, the wound she left upon him was grievous enough that he cried out in pain, a great bellowing shout that turned into a snarl as he whirled back on her.  Kari’s knees nearly went weak at the sound, much like when she’d fought Arku.  It didn’t fit what she thought of as an angel or the voice one would have, but she held firm and resumed stalking in toward him with her blades up at the ready.

      “This is not over,” he growled through his teeth at Glorya.  “When I have cast you down, they will follow in your wake.  All of them.  All of them!”

      She snarled in return, but she was wounded, and Kari wasn’t enough to tip the balance in her favor.  Kari could sense it, and she knew this was going to be a stalemate.  It was better than many of the alternatives, but at the same time, she wanted vengeance for the many dead not just in this chamber, but doubtless strewn all down the hill and into the city.

      The city, Kari thought, her heart nearly stopping.  Marracir and Evanja live in the city…

      She followed him to the door, Abaddon backing out of the throne room and eventually the castle itself, Kari trailing him all the way.  Glorya didn’t follow; Kari could hear the anguished wails of the angel mourning the loss of her daughter and what was, for all intents and purposes, her adopted child.  It was entirely possible Abaddon would strike at Kari while she was alone, but she stalked him fearlessly, not driving but following him out of the palace’s front door and then through the baileys.

      From the top of the cliff overlooking the city, Kari could see the smoke.  There was damage below, but it wasn’t all-encompassing.  She kept her fears tucked away, simply praying that Evanja and her baby had survived whatever destruction Abaddon had wrought on the town and its people on his way here.  There might be more destruction to come with his army making its way into Mas’tolinor, but they could flee from that, or stand and fight it.  Fleeing the demon king would’ve been all but impossible, and fighting him was suicide, from what Kari had seen thus far.

      “When next we meet–”

      “Oh, shove it,” Kari interrupted him.  “When next we meet, I’m going to have my husband and Glorya with me, and we’ll make short work of you.”

      He tried to give her that baleful smile, but it failed to fully encompass his face.  “Enjoy the onslaught of my army,” he said instead, and then he took wing, his form somehow wrong, not fitting what Kari had seen and knew of him.  She watched those great feathered wings take him south, watched the dark shadow of his form even under the bright sun, like an inexplicable, lonely black cloud against the heavenly sea of blue.

      With him gone, Kari found herself torn.  Did she go back to comfort Glorya, or go see to the safety of Evanja?

      The living are more important than the dead, she thought grimly.  She set her feet toward the city below, to direct the people to flee north into the forests of the huntress until Glorya’s army could counter the breach.
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      There were wails and crying, and an acrid smoke blew through the city, but if Kari was being completely objective, the damage was light.  The gods knew that with the way Abaddon had apparently torn through the city and the castle’s defenses and battled Glorya to a standstill – while he had Kari to think about, no less – it wouldn’t have likely taken much for him to level the town.  As it stood, while there were many buildings aflame along the main boulevard and no shortage of casualties in the street, it felt light.  It almost disgusted Kari to think so, but it did.

      I need to get the hell away from war for a few years until this sort of thing doesn’t seem normal or even light to me anymore, she thought, swallowing bile.

      She kept moving forward, letting the scene of destruction hone her fighting spirit like a whetstone brushing harshly and yet lovingly down the blade of a fine sword.  The burning homes and businesses and the dead would never stop hurting her on some level, at least, but she could use it to fuel her fury and always keep the reason she fought in the front of her mind.  And that kept her pace steady as she jogged, conserving energy, to Vakt’s Needlework, hoping, praying that Evanja was there – if she hadn’t already fled.

      There were the screams of the wounded and the terrified, but among it all came shouts for order and calm, the deep, barking orders of erestram based on the pitch and inflection.  Beshathan came so naturally to Kari these days it didn’t even register that she wasn’t hearing either of her native tongues.  Satisfied that people were organizing relief and resistance efforts, she kept on toward Vakt’s Needlework, not far from the base of the path that led up to the castle.

      Smoke rose over the building, but Kari was certain it was coming from somewhere beyond the shop.  “Evanja!” she called as she drew closer to the door, glancing in through the windows for any sign of her friend.  “Evanja!  Marracir!  Are you here?”

      In the dimness of the interior, she could see the reflection of light in the golden jackal-like eyes of the tailor’s wife, peeking out from the back room.  She straightened up when she saw Kari, dashing to the door and unlocking it.  To Kari’s surprise, the elestram woman who had, just a few months before, scowled at Kari like she wanted nothing more than to kill her, now clung to her like a rock in a torrid river.  Kari returned the embrace, fighting down the smile the woman’s pregnant belly evoked.  There would be a time to celebrate that, but for now, Kari had to get Evanja – and most of the other citizens – to safety.

      There was a commotion at the other end of the city, and Kari’s heart nearly climbed up into her throat.  She was just about to back up and try to get a glimpse of what was causing the ruckus when an erestram came stumbling up the road, his legs wounded, likely trying to reach the castle and alert his king’s regent to the danger.  Had Abaddon circled around and come back to make another strike at the city once the shock of Kari’s “blessing” had worn off?

      Recognition hit her then; was she getting better at discerning the details of the various types of beshathans?  For it was Illegiu, the same erestram male who’d been assigned to escort Kari to see Glorya on her first visit.  She flagged him down and called him by name, something that clearly surprised him, though by his reaction, he remembered Kari perfectly well.  He limped over to the door of Vakt’s Needlework, all but using his war scythe as a crutch.

      “King Glorya is here and knows what’s happened,” she said, nodding toward the castle up the bluff.  “We need to start evacuating people north into the forest until the armies can get here and set up a proper defense against the breach.  Come here.”

      He approached closer, and Kari laid a hand on his trembling leg, letting the power of the gods flow through her to stanch the deep, bleeding wounds.  She put no thought into it; the gods didn’t need her direction, just her willingness to be a vessel.  Kari remembered well how many times trying to do it herself had stunted her own abilities, so now, she just let their richness and mercy flow through her, a wellspring of life that soon mended the erestram’s injuries.

      He was clearly astounded as he tested his weight on his leg again and had no words when he met Kari’s gaze.  “Go,” she said, nodding south.  “Help get the women and children moving north, and have any able-bodied men get dressed and ready for trouble and cover their retreat.  I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Lady Vanador?” Evanja managed in a breathless whisper.

      “You join some of your neighbors and get moving north.  Take what you need for the road but nothing more.  There’s hunting and clean streams in those woods, so you’ll be able to find what you can’t carry.  But you have to go.  I don’t know where your husband is, but I’m sure he won’t be far from here when he hears Mas’tolinor has been breached.”

      “Great Mother watch over you.  Epaxa chi’pri,” Evanja sobbed as she grasped Kari in another powerful hug.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” Kari returned, but she backed out of the woman’s embrace as she heard the shouts from the south: Abaddon is back.  “Go!” she barked, lightly shoving the elestram woman into her shop to gather her things.  Kari nodded south and Illegiu fell into step beside her as she drew her blades and rushed off.

      She expected to find Abaddon slaughtering innocent townsfolk again, coward that he was.  Oh, he was powerful and an incredible fighter, no doubt, but cowards struck down the weak and the defenseless.  It didn’t matter that the result would be no different if the victims were armed and able-bodied.  As she and Illegiu crossed the city, though, Kari could see a fight from across the open football field.  She and her erestram escort – who kept her speed, whether to defend her or because he didn’t want to re-engage the demon king alone – approached at a brisk but controlled pace, wary of exhausting themselves along the way.

      Another figure was engaged with the demon king, and Kari nearly gave a shout of joy as she recognized Celigus’ strapping form from the distance.  But as she drew closer, she saw that wasn’t right.  It was Arlerase, Celigus’ child with Glorya, fighting the demon king with his own massive black sword.  In just the precious seconds it took Kari and her erestram companion to cross the field, she got a good feel for her ally’s strength and ability, no doubt the work of years of training under his parents with the greatsword.  He was overmatched, but he was buying the people of Maurinoth time to flee, and that was invaluable.

      Arlerase suffered a grisly wound across his flank, but as Abaddon tried to finish him off, he found his blade stopped by a plinth of stone that rose up from the ground.  Arlerase stumbled to the side and used the shard of rock for cover until help could arrive, and it gave Kari and Illegiu the time to reach him.  Abaddon stared coldly at the three but didn’t seem at all interested in testing his mettle against Arlerase, Kari, and an erestram warrior.  He took flight on the dull, shadowed wings once more, and this time, he appeared to truly make his way south, either to his forward-most legions or else home.

      “Are you all right?” Kari huffed as she reached Arlerase.

      He didn’t turn to her, watching Abaddon even as blood streamed down his side.  “I’ll be fine,” he grunted.

      Kari turned to the plinth of stone as it receded back into the ground.  “How did you do that?”

      At last, Arlerase put his hand to his side, hissing in pain with his futile effort to stop the blood flow.  He didn’t protest when Kari moved to offer her healing ministrations, instead answering, “This is my mother’s realm.  Technically, I am its prince despite also having been a king in my own right.  Thankfully, it responded to my call, or you two might be facing him on your own.”

      “We need to get this city evacuated,” Kari said.  “If you want, I’ll hold the front line with you while Illegiu starts rallying his brothers and sisters to escort the people north into the forests.”

      Arlerase nodded.  “Is my mother all right?”

      Kari glanced over her shoulder back in the direction of the castle.  “Far from it,” she sighed.  “But I think Abaddon just sealed his own fate.”

      He looked down at his side, raw and scarred but patched up well enough for the time being.  “Thank you.  Come, we’ll hold the front until the garrison is prepared to set the defenses to the south.  More will come from the nearby towns and villages, but they’ll need time.”

      “Then we’ll buy them time,” Kari agreed.  “But we’ll need the kwarrasti paladins that were sent this way if Abaddon’s demons come.  Our soldiers will be no match for them otherwise.”

      “Agreed,” Arlerase said, then he turned toward an elestram directing refugees to the north.  “You there!  Take the message to the kwarrasti and bring them here to the city to set a defense against a demon incursion!”

      “Yes, sir,” the elestram called back in beshathan before his long, tireless strides took him to the southeast with all haste.

      “In the meantime, I will erect some roughshod walls about the city to set a first perimeter of defense,” he said.

      Kari regarded him curiously.  “You think you can do that here?”

      “As I said, I am technically a prince of this realm.  So long as Glorya doesn’t directly counteract my efforts, I can bring the realm to our aid, though obviously not as strongly as my mother could herself.  But I will do what I can until she has joined in the defense.”

      Kari looked over her shoulder, back up to the palace on the bluff.  This is what they want, she thought.  They want to pin Glorya and as many of our paladins and other kings here in Mas’tolinor as they can while they try to capture the black city and the eastern kingdoms.  But what else can we do?  We’ve got to trust in Lestanaek and the others.

      What she wanted to do was run back up that hillside and into the castle, to comfort her friend and ally and pay her last respects to the fallen.  But as she stood at the south end of Maurinoth and saw the smoke on the horizon, she knew she couldn’t.  She had to be here, standing in the fore, the light to the people of Mehr’Durillia against the coming tide of darkness.

      She had to be here, reflecting the light from without.

      She had to be their epaxa chi’pri.
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        * * *

      

      Corbanis hardly had a moment to think.  He’d been woken up just an hour after going to sleep.  It wasn’t as big an issue for a half-guardian, but having one’s sleep interrupted was irritating.  His mallasti tent-mates were already gone, on a different usual shift than he was, and he got dressed in his armor and armed himself with quick and quiet efficiency.

      Something had to have changed for the runners to wake him up without telling him to go see Lestanaek first.  It wasn’t unusual for the erestram king to wake Corbanis or come see him at all sorts of odd hours to confer about strategies, how best to utilize Citarian soldiers, and other details related to their day-to-day skirmishes.  But if he hadn’t come, and word hadn’t been sent directly to Corbanis from the king, then it could mean only one thing.

      “Unyielding, see me safely through battle to get home to my wife and children,” Corbanis whispered as he made a final check of his straps and buckles.  His preparations and prayer finished, he ducked out of the low tent entrance and into the bright morning sun.

      Men and women were scrambling everywhere, soldiers running with urgency and yet in groups to make certain no one was caught alone and unprepared.  The mallasti, by all accounts, were not typically warriors, but their stocky bodies and dense muscle made them great shield bearers, particularly for setting and holding a line.  The hunter had seen that plainly enough in the battles for Ekkristis, and he wondered where Gavak, his former line-mate, was now.  He shook off the thoughts, though; if the shield bearers were rushing toward some front, it either meant they were under attack or were about to try to claim and hold new land.

      Corbanis spotted Ashanti across the way, the half-dragon’s long strides carrying her swiftly toward wherever the trouble was.  He fell in with her, and she graced him with a nod, something the half-dragon apparently didn’t honor everyone with.  He’d heard much about her… humor during the Khalarin War, and had started to suspect she might not be a serious fighter when it came down to it.  What he’d seen and heard since, though, said quite the opposite.  Gone were the teasing, the jokes, the outgoing personality as she fell into the rhythm of war and became an engine of destruction.  She was a phenomenal fighter, and now her personality had fallen into the proper mindset to fight, win, and – most importantly – survive this war.

      “Any idea what’s going on?” he grunted as they hastened their steps.

      “Counterattack coming from the southeast,” Ashanti answered.  “Our soldiers fear it may be harmauths coming in force to shock our forward lines and open our defenses for a spearhead.”

      “Crap,” he blurted.  “We were counting on the harmauths not joining the war… this could change everything, and in the worst possible way.”

      “We will figure it out.  We must.”

      He nodded and they went silent, saving their breath to increase their speed.  They hadn’t even reached the forward lines before the bellowed, barked orders of the erestram king could be heard even over the shouting and the ever-building din of battle.  Corbanis had only learned bits and pieces of beshathan thus far – the camp servants were particularly helpful with that – but he could piece together the king’s orders.  The men were to set a line, act like they were desperate to hold their ground, and then…

      …and then let through Galadon, Katarina, and the other cavaliers from Dira Ch’Tori to smash their enemy’s lines with a thunderous charge.

      “Oh, this will be a glorious sight,” he chuckled grimly, drawing Ashanti’s attention.  “We’re going to hit them with cavalry, then charge in behind the horsemen.  You ready to get bloody?”

      The set of her eyes said it better than even her answer of, “Always.”

      The front lines were still a hundred yards or more away when the thunder kicked up.  It must have been doubly confusing for their enemies, wondering where thunder was coming from when there wasn’t a cloud in the sky before they tried to defend themselves from arcane attacks that weren’t coming – yet.  Corbanis held a fist aloft in salute as the cavaliers rode past, their heavy war stallions and destriers kicking up dust and grass as they charged toward the line.  He received none in return, for their focus was solely on their targets, but it didn’t matter.

      What mattered was that he and Ashanti, along with their other brothers and sisters in arms, would be there to unleash absolute hell in their wake.

      Corbanis couldn’t see so much as sense their lines splitting open to let the horsemen through, lances and greatswords cutting a swathe through the unprepared forces of Garrivokt.  The cavaliers had been quite effective in the counterattack in Pataria, and these soldiers here likely would’ve only heard rumors of that.  Would beshathans and the other folk of Mehr’Durillia really have any idea what a mounted knight could do?  The expectation, from commoner to king, said no.  And that was what they were taking advantage of now.

      Ashanti could’ve easily outpaced him, but she kept abreast with Corbanis and a few elestram and mallasti they’d caught up to or who had caught up to them.  And through those closing gaps in the lines they went, ready to hack and finish anyone knocked down or wounded by the cavaliers.  Just in the first few seconds, Corbanis saw naught but a veritable roadway of slashed, stabbed, and trampled bodies leading off toward the horizon.  A few horsemen had gone down, but the damage they’d taken versus what they’d dealt was incredible, almost completely one-sided.  And now… now came the murder, the worst part of war to Corbanis’ mind.

      Some tried to surrender, but most were put to the sword.  The more rear ranks tried to form up and counter the horsemen, but the cavaliers wheeled or circled, rushing back toward the safety of their own lines.  The goal was not to get bogged down in the melee and lose horses; the infantry and their ranged support – both arcane and of the standard missile weapon variety – were more than capable of handling that.  The cavalry had kept Garrivokt’s forward lines from putting too much pressure on Lestanaek’s shield wall, shattered their ranks and their morale, and planted seeds of doubt in the minds of every single enemy soldier.  And those who’d been unhorsed or otherwise fallen were now on their feet again, retreating past Corbanis and the others.

      The Tesconis patriarch passed by those who offered no resistance.  His allies could kill those if they chose, but he stayed near Ashanti, guarding her back and letting their deadlier allies follow them.  They penetrated deep into the enemy ranks, but they continued to fold back, the forward shield bearers stepping aside and letting fresher warriors push through while they held the flanks and slowly fell back to the main line.

      It was a body flying through the air, and then panicked shouts and cries from ahead that brought Corbanis’ satisfaction and admiration to a quick halt.  Soon after, he understood just what those panicked cries and shouts were saying.

      “It’s Garrivokt!  Garrivokt is here!”

      Suddenly, the flow of attackers was headed the other way, back to the safety of the forward lines and hopefully the shadow of King Lestanaek.  Corbanis had heard the tales, the rumors, and the history behind many of the kings.  The average soldier wouldn’t stand much chance, and such was the reputation of the kings that most wouldn’t even try, not even in numbers.  They fled, so Corbanis and some of his more steadfast allies, Citarian and Mehr’Durillian alike, formed up and began to cede ground without turning tail.

      The soldiers were calling for King Lestanaek as they fled, trying to get the attention of the one king on all Mehr’Durillia rumored to have never lost a fight.  Corbanis found it hard to believe himself, but if it was even close to being true, he was looking forward to seeing the two kings clash.  As more and more soldiers fell beneath the massive fists of the harmauth king, though, he started to wonder if he was ready to see one of his more powerful allies felled.  The death toll would hardly be the half of it if that were to happen; the damage to morale would be far worse.

      “Buy us a few minutes,” Corbanis shouted to the others standing fast.  Garrivokt’s men were taking advantage of his presence to press the attack, and as Lestanaek’s lines crept forward to meet the advance, a bloody melee began.  This was the trenches all over again, but now, Lestanaek’s forces held no terrain or tactical advantage.  They were in no man’s land between Ekkristis and Garrivokt’s territory of Zaphatar, and they were fighting on relatively flat land.

      “Let’s get this bastard,” someone said, and Corbanis turned to see Eli stride up beside him.  “The king can handle cleanup when he gets here.”

      Corbanis managed a half-smile, but he waded into the battle grimly.  They’d be lucky to get anywhere near Garrivokt with how fanatical his followers were.  Still, their mallasti and elestram allies formed a wedge, driving the enemy aside to try to clear a path to the king, whether for the Citarians among them or their own monarch.  Just as Corbanis was about to take advantage, the harmauth king apparently got the same thought, pounding hooves as he charged with a roar at the outsiders among his enemies.

      Ashanti was the first to engage, slipping sinuously to the side as she attempted to disembowel Garrivokt with one of the ends of her dual-bladed spear.  She didn’t so much as draw a drop of blood through that toughened hide, though, and the king hit her with a staggering backfist with disdain.  Corbanis heard the crunch of paluric armor folding under blunt force, and possibly the breaking of bones beyond that.  Ashanti swooned, keeping her feet and her wits just enough to stumble out of the way of any other strikes.

      Eli’s own heroics drew the harmauth king off Ashanti, allowing her to escape.  The half-corlyps stepped in front of Corbanis, turning left to try to open a flanking maneuver for the trailing half-guardian, but he was hammered in moments by the massive fists of the harmauth.  Corbanis could hardly believe the strength of the creature despite having met a couple since arriving on Mehr’Durillia.  Eli’s shield ended up dented badly, and he seemed to drop unconscious from a blow, but a stomp to the lower back from one of the harmauth’s black hooves brought an ear-splitting scream from him – though only his upper body moved.

      You son of a bitch, Corbanis thought, features hardening into a scowl as he thought of his own son, Typhonix, still recovering from a damaged spine.  The harmauth laid low a few mallasti shield-bearers, thankfully ignoring the downed and retreating forms of Eli and Ashanti, but his attention was fully on Corbanis.  He stomped forward, letting out a derisive snort as he prepared to hammer the half-guardian into the dirt with those titanic fists.

      Corbanis caught one of his mallasti allies stumbling back from an opponent’s blow and helped the hyena-man keep his feet and wade back into the fray.  It hardly slowed him or his inevitable clash with the harmauth king, and he thought of his words when returning from rescuing Erik.  He might only last a couple of minutes against a harmauth, but if Lestanaek was on his way, that might be all the time he needed to last against one.  But then he remembered something else from after that rescue mission, the image and voice flashing through his thoughts in the blinking of an eye.

      Every one of you has access to the same power and strength, if you have faith in our lord and his power.

      “Epaxa chi’pri!” he shouted, remembering all the times Kari had said it, the fervor behind the words, and the way the beshathans reacted to it.  And they did so again now, his allies and even some among the enemy ranks crying out the phrase in response.  And that wasn’t the most impressive response he received…

      …for the symbol of Zalkar blazed through his breastplate as though he’d sworn a Blood Oath.  No blood dripped from the Edge of the Victor, his blade, but he felt the infusion of his deity’s power, the certitude that he was fighting for what was right and just, and the courage his lord had displayed in all his own battles with demons, whether rightly called such or not.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” he growled as he came into melee range with Garrivokt.

      The speed of the harmauths was probably the most surprising thing about them.  Typically, as something got larger, people assumed it became more ponderous and lumbering in its movements.  After seeing erestram and harmauths in battle personally, though, Corbanis no longer held those short-sighted views.  All the same, the speed at which those massive fists came at his face nearly left him in awe and as badly injured as his companions.  But for all the experience Ashanti and Eli had in their respective lives, they had never fought the fastest creature to ever set foot on Citaria and perhaps beyond: a Tilcimer.

      Corbanis dodged backward, giving a bit of ground, all the better to get those stomping hooves away from Eli before he was injured any worse.  He felt a wall of wind pass through him, barely tickling his senses as Zalkar’s power shrugged it off, but it leveled nearly everyone else in its wake.  Ashanti, already tender from whatever broken ribs and other injuries she’d suffered, fell to her side and began trying to drag herself away.  Eli was motionless, though Corbanis had little doubt the stubborn half-corlyps was still alive.  Nevertheless, Corbanis was left truly alone, no cavalry or even other shield-bearers still on their feet to aid him.

      The harmauth king blew out another angry snort and stomped toward him, a sledgehammer fist coming at the hunter in a brutal hook.  He caught it on his shield, but even with the metal between them, Corbanis felt that in his bones.  He stepped forward, not back, and slammed the harmauth in the side of the head with his shield.  Even with those massive horns, the harmauth’s head snapped to the side a bit, and he let out a grunt of frustration and pain.

      Corbanis didn’t stop there, thrusting his blade alongside the shield, as he’d been doing for weeks now.  To his chagrin, it didn’t even penetrate the harmauth king’s hide, and that was cause for concern.  Not only was the blade master-crafted and enchanted, Corbanis’ strength should have done something.  A cut, a puncture wound, anything.  But he’d barely left a mark, and hardly had the time to ponder that before he was ducking another punch and then taking a second off his shield.  He had to give ground again, but he was buying his friends and allies time – Lestanaek not the least of them.

      The headbutt caught him squarely, completely by surprise, though as he shook off the daze, he wondered why he hadn’t seen it coming.  Fortunately, having horns of his own, it hadn’t hit his skull squarely, only dazing him and jerking his neck.  He stumbled but then pressed forward, the harmauth king not expecting him to be conscious, ambulatory, or ready to counterattack.  And so Corbanis’ fist, clenching the hilt of the Edge of the Victor, cracked across the end of Garrivokt’s ram-like muzzle with a hard thud.  Then Corbanis followed it up with another shield slam before he, in turn, headbutted the king in the face.

      That was a mistake, he thought as their horns came together with a loud clap.  The hunter’s knees nearly gave out, but he began trading punches with the harmauth king, getting battered until his sword struck true, puncturing Garrivokt’s forearm.  The king let out a bray-like cry but yanked his arm back toward him, dragging the blade and Corbanis with it.

      They began to grapple, and Corbanis wondered if his arms were about to get torn off before he remembered Zalkar had answered his call.  He let his deity’s strength flow through him, and though it wasn’t enough to overpower the harmauth king, he was able to counter Garrivokt’s strength and hold him to a stalemate, rendering him virtually useless in the overall battle.  And as much as that meant directly, the fact that his soldiers were witnessing it and probably learning for the very first time that their kings were not all-powerful had just as large an impact.  After all, even some of Garrivokt’s soldiers had returned the cry of epaxa chi’pri.

      Then Corbanis’ feet came off the ground, and the harmauth king swung and threw him several yards away to crash hard in the dusty grass, his plate armor clattering, his wings getting battered as he rolled a bit.  Corbanis had just gotten his wits about him and looked back up to see the Edge of the Victor flying end-over-end at him.  He couldn’t get out of the way, not completely, and the sword bit into his left thigh and stuck there.

      “Damn you,” he spat through gritted teeth, fighting to get his other leg beneath him at least.  He ripped the blade out, trailing black blood, and showed a savage grin.  Would the harmauth king know that the blood of serilis-rir was poisonous to most other people?  He fought to get back to his feet, though he couldn’t get much use out of his left leg.

      But if he could poison the harmauth king, he might not need to…

      The minutes had felt like an eternity, but at last, Lestanaek the Blademaster approached the duel.  He had to wade through friend and foe alike to try to get to Garrivokt, the enemy soldiers doing their damnedest, no matter how futile, to keep the erestram away from their monarch.  As he considered the oddness of this overbalanced attack, Corbanis wondered why Garrivokt would risk himself on the battlefield, particularly so early on in the war.

      And then he remembered.  The tales, the stories, the rumors that had floated through this part of the army since the day Corbanis had arrived said Lestanaek had never been defeated in battle.  Oh, his army had lost battles and wars, but in single combat, the erestram king was said to have never tasted defeat.  Garrivokt had to be putting that to the test, desperate to kill an enemy king and drive a dagger into the heart of this army’s morale.  And Corbanis had to admit, if the erestram king was killed, even by another king, it was going to be a blow to their momentum.

      Lestanaek swept enemies and allies alike aside as though his war scythe was a giant broom, his wolf-like countenance hardened to that dispassionate gaze Auremax had been so well-known for.  Faced with such an enemy, Garrivokt produced a massive metal club seemingly from thin air, and the two met with a testing clash of their weapons.  While Lestanaek carried a pair of war scythes, they weren’t truly suitable to dual wielding except when he was simply trying to clear an area and drive enemies back.  Now, he fought with only one of them, and Corbanis found himself impressed even in the opening seconds.

      Corbanis began to wonder, as their fight wore on, just how old Garrivokt truly was.  Baphomet was said to be one of the oldest kings, and his son showed no indication of his age based on his looks or his movement.  Could he be older than Lestanaek, who was supposedly five and a half millennia in age?  And what would it mean for their battle if he was?

      A crossbow bolt pinging off of Lestanaek’s pauldron shook Corbanis free of his thoughts.  He wouldn’t be much use in combat with his left leg unstable, but he glanced down at the Edge of the Victor and his own black blood on its blade.  It might have been a long shot, but he knew poisoning the harmauth king to any degree could swing the battle in Lestanaek’s favor.  And if the other soldiers were going to try to aid their respective kings, there was no point in Corbanis clinging to any silly sense of honor.  He had to aid his allies, any code of the duel be damned if no one else was going to follow it.

      Another bolt hit Lestanaek’s armor, and the subdued whining grunt he let forth told Corbanis that one had struck home.  Garrivokt was pushing the advantage, trying to attack from the erestram king’s wounded side, and he swatted aside a couple of mallasti shield-bearers who tried to impede his way.  Lestanaek, the use of one arm limited, still managed to defend himself well, and even drove the harmauth king back a couple of steps with an unexpected cleaving strike.

      Corbanis knocked an elestram’s wits from it completely with a shield slam, shoving the body into a few of its comrades as he limped with bad intentions toward Garrivokt’s flank.  He fended off a dual-wielding elestram fighter, aided by one of his own shield-bearer allies who took the brunt of the attack.  Sweeping past them, Corbanis closed the distance to the enemy king, feinted a straightforward stab, and dodged a blow he wasn’t even sure was coming.

      He was rewarded for his forward-thinking, the harmauth king’s arm sailing just a little too high – which was saying a lot considering Corbanis wasn’t far from seven feet tall himself.  The hunter stabbed up, catching the harmauth in the armpit, one of the only spots he could imagine being less protected than the rest.  The Edge of the Victor sank in about a quarter of the way, more than enough to take Corbanis’ blood with it.

      Though the king yanked his arm away and stutter-stepped to the side, his eyes soon widened, his breathing catching short in a gasp as he felt what had happened.  Corbanis wasn’t sure just what effect it might have on something so powerful, but it had gotten his attention and brought it to Corbanis – exactly where Garrivokt did not want to be looking.

      Lestanaek’s war scythe split his belly open from the ribs right down to the crotch, but the erestram king didn’t stop there.  He sliced him again and again, ripping the harmauth king open in enough places that any chance of survival – even for a king – had to be minimal.

      Corbanis didn’t gawk.  He slammed Garrivokt with his shield and then stabbed beside it, once, twice, a third time.  His left leg gave out under the strain of the third stab, but he’d done his part.  His blackened blood, poisonous for whatever reason and in whatever way, was now embedded in several wounds while Lestanaek handled the brunt of actually killing the harmauth king.

      Weakened, poisoned, and in agony from nearly a dozen wounds, Garrivokt put up little resistance when Lestanaek impaled him straight through the base of the neck.  The erestram king lifted his enemy’s thrashing, dying form in the air with every ounce of strength he had, letting every man and woman on the battlefield see it.

      Within moments, almost all sounds of fighting had ceased.  Corbanis didn’t bother looking to see what the enemy soldiers were doing.  He stumbled to Eli, shoving aside anyone in his way, and found the half-corlyps alive but unconscious, his back bent at a terrible angle.  Not knowing what else to do, Corbanis started to lift Eli up to take him back behind the lines to the infirmary.  It was only when he tried to put his weight on his leg again that he realized he was lucky no one had to carry him to the infirmary.  And just where were Ashanti, Galadon, Katarina, Sherman, and the others who had fought with them?

      Zalkar, please let me find them safely back at camp, he prayed silently.

      He tried to lift Eli again, but several furry hands gently guided him aside as a couple of mallasti came to lend their aid.  One lifted Eli up as carefully as could be expected under the circumstances, helping get a litter set under him.  Corbanis was distracted for a moment when Lestanaek’s voice thundered over the battlefield, Garrivokt’s stilled form now hanging from his planted war scythe.  Oddly, it occurred to Corbanis just how well made the weapon must’ve been to bear a harmauth’s weight, so lost was he in the haze of pain and fading adrenaline.

      The mallasti duo took Eli back toward the camp while a third helped take Corbanis’ weight and get him on his feet.  Both paused to look at the dead king hanging from the war scythe, and Corbanis met the mallasti’s gaze, just as bemused as his own, no doubt.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” the hunter said, drawing a smile from the hyena-man.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” he returned, and then they began stumbling back toward the main camp.
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        * * *

      

      Sonja stopped yet another devastating blast from erupting, encasing the offending soldier in an arcane shell so that he only blew himself up.  It was grueling work, but she, Basirri, and the other mallasti of their conclave had at last caught up to the stream of arcanists scaling the walls to effectively commit suicide with their undisciplined blasts.  Already far too many of Glorya’s army – Gil not the least of them – had suffered terribly at the hands of Baal’s destructive sorcerers.  Now, though, the tide had been stemmed, if not turned.

      What a waste of arcanists, she couldn’t help but think.

      Anthraxis – the black city, as they called it now – had been every bit the bloodbath expected at the start, once the doomsday trap had been disabled.  Somewhere nearby, John Terkani was using his incredible power to maintain the wall of the city against sappers, sorcerers, and the more mundane elestram demolitions.  If the wall was completely breached, the city would fall.  The press of the attackers was simply too great without that defensive structure.  The gates were being held by hundreds of Glorya’s staunchest soldiers, reinforced by erestram, harmauths, and anyone else that could plug the gap should any of them fall.

      Outside the city, things were far worse.  Some of Glorya’s legions were out on the open plain, engaged in a war of attrition against a larger army out of Antumorgh and who knew where else.  In the numbers game, even the most optimistic elestram figured the city wouldn’t remain theirs for long, but thus far, they had managed to hold it.  Other minds behind the lines were concocting some counterattacks, and Sonja was hopeful that Kris and Kari, if they weren’t here already, soon would be to boost morale and perhaps find a way to steal a victory.

      Another mallasti scaled the wall and nearly penetrated the defenders, but Sonja caught him, arcing a shield before him so his concussive blast instead hit his own allies behind him.  She shook her head at the waste of life, having become more than just fascinated with the mallasti over the last few weeks.  She had grown to care about these people, to understand that her old friend and teacher, Uldriana, had not been such an unusual girl among them.  They were odd at first, but they were a people of devotion to family, clan, and deity, and that was something Sonja could cling to when getting to know them.

      And get to know them she had.  Basirri was like an aunt to Sonja now, the two having worked together tirelessly for days to defend the city and try to find a way to counterattack or cut off the enemy’s resources.  The supply lines from Antumorgh were stretched over considerable distance, but they were well-guarded.  Baal wasn’t taking any chances despite the seemingly reckless nature of this attack.  He knew he had to capture the black city to stem the flow of invaders from Irrathmor, Citaria, and beyond.

      Too bad he doesn’t realize he’s too late, she thought with a grim smile.  There was something else here in the city worth fighting for, she knew.  Perhaps it was just the mechanism that controlled the shunting defense, so long a thorn in their side but now becoming one of their greatest weapons.  Where it had once forced all who came to Mehr’Durillia to land in the customs house of the black city, now it could be aimed to almost anywhere – so far, only allied realms, but that would change.  A day was coming when they’d be able to deposit a legion right in one of the kings’ home cities.  And that will be the beginning of the end for them.

      If there was something else here to fight for, Sonja knew nothing about it.  She didn’t need to.  She knew what she fought for overall, she was proud to fight beside the people of Mehr’Durillia to see to it, and despite the waste of life, she was glad to finally flex her arcane might for a truly righteous cause.  Wielding her power was second nature to her now, and it was only her empathy, her feelings even for her enemies that kept her from getting lost in its potential destructiveness.  She was killing to defend her friends and the gods, but it still wasn’t something she enjoyed or would ever want to do without a similarly epic reason.

      “How are you holding up?”

      Sonja almost jumped out of her skin.  With so many soldiers nearby, whether her allies here or even the sense of her enemies on the other side of the wall, there was a cacophony of sight, sound, and emotion for her to sort through at pretty much any time.  As it was, she had to dull much of her psionic senses to keep from being overwhelmed before she took her own emotions into account.  Accordingly, it was easy for someone to sneak up on her.

      Doubly so when it was her roguish elder brother…

      “Aeligos!” she barked, only taking her eyes off the wall for a moment.  “Don’t sneak up on me like that.  I’m liable to detonate half the city.”

      “I’ve been standing here watching you for over two minutes,” he returned.  “Glad to see not much can distract you.”

      “Where’s Eryn?” she asked, ignoring his teasing.

      “Perched up on a rooftop near the south gate, picking off anyone dumb enough to try climbing the wall near it.”

      Sonja nodded.  Aeligos and Eryn had been working closely with the Wraith and his people since they arrived however long ago.  With this battle for the black city in full swing, though, it seemed they had been shifted from espionage to support.  Sonja was happy to see her brother again, but he and Eryn were so busy there was rarely any time for pleasantries or catching up.  Sonja was simply glad they were both safe, that Eryn hadn’t been executed after being arrested, and that they were here, helping in the war effort – together.

      “How are things looking?” she asked in the ensuing silence.

      Aeligos sighed, and that was never a good thing.  “We’re going to lose the city.  The elestram can sense it, I can sense it, Glorya and Emma must sense it.  We’re wasting too many lives trying to hold this against Baal’s push.  If Baphomet commits his army to this attack, we’re done for.  I can’t imagine we’ll be here much longer… maybe just long enough for Gil to jam that device so it can’t be realigned.”

      Sonja turned to meet his stare.  “Is she even in any condition to help?”

      He bit his lip, then shook his head.  “No.  She’s likely headed home as soon as they can spare someone to take her.”

      She blurted an uncharacteristic swear, which made Aeligos bark a dark laugh.  “Maybe I’ll take her home, bring her out to the Okonashai people.  She seemed to develop quite a relationship with them; maybe they can help bring her back to sanity.  Starlenia might be just the grandmotherly influence Gil needs to get a grip on her emotions.”

      “One can hope, whether she comes back to help us or not.”

      “Sonja!” came the call from Basirri amongst a sudden rising tide of panic.  “Sonja, to the south gate!  The gate has been breached!”

      She didn’t even glance at Aeligos, expecting he would come along either way.  They sprinted to the south gate, and even down the long avenues, crowded with fighting and dug-in defenders, Sonja could see the carnage.  Whether through the press of bodies and rams, use of the arcane, or whatever the case may have been, the gate had been torn from its hinges and there was a gaping wound that the infectious armies of Baal poured into.  Now Sonja understood why John had been so frustrated about not being able to seal the gates altogether with his power.

      Aeligos drew his swords and moved to aid one of the guards, but he saw it at the same time Sonja did.  Eryn, perched on a rooftop with some other beshathan defenders using mundane ranged weapons, was blown clear off the building by an arcane blast.  Bodies and pieces of men and women flew in all directions, and the cloud of red and black blood that wafted from the area in a mist left no question about Eryn’s fate.

      Sonja felt like her heart had stopped.  She was no stranger to death – the loss of Uldriana would be forever imprinted in her mind – but to see not a friend, but her brother’s mate killed so suddenly and unexpectedly overshadowed even that.  It was as though she had to force herself to breathe and her heart to beat, but turning to Aeligos set her pulse racing.

      Either stunned or just too numb to care, he stood defenseless as an elestram soldier bore down on him with dual blades.  The jackal-man was only steps from him, yet Aeligos stared ahead dumbly, making no effort to protect himself.  Sonja reached out with her arcane might and shocked the attacker with a powerful burst of electrical power with barely a thought.  It was a quick and essentially painless death, at least, but there was a roar in her mind like a monster coming to the surface to take control of her.  The immediate threat to her brother eliminated, she got her emotions back under control and realized it hadn’t been any monster within roaring – it had been her, and she had done so aloud.

      “Aeligos!” she cried, reaching out to take hold of him with her power.  She yanked him back to her, but it was as though his mind had shut down.  He didn’t even react to being pulled across the way by arcane power, or even when she cupped the side of his face.  Turning to one of the mallasti in the rear ranks, Sonja shoved her brother toward the beshathan guard.  “Take him back to the infirmary and keep him clear of the fighting as long as you can.”

      It took a moment for the mallasti to translate her words, but then he took Aeligos by an elbow and shoulder and began half-dragging him through the streets.

      Sonja watched after them for only a moment, then glanced at the rooftop where Eryn’s blood stained the edges black.  Another growl sounded low in her throat, enough to attract the glances of some of her allies momentarily.  “And now,” Sonja snarled, turning toward the gate and the incoming flood of enemies.  She didn’t even pause to consider her beshathan allies before she said, “Now you sons of bitches are going to pay.”

      There was a surge of power within her, heavy enough that it got the attention of every man and woman on the streets before her – even Basirri.  Sonja looked down the avenue at the tide of enemies coming in, and she unleashed not hell, but the very fires of heaven.
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      “Good God, Sonja,” Kris muttered as he watched her clear out nearly all the attackers who’d breached the south gate.  Those who weren’t reduced to ash or burned to lifeless husks dove for any cover they could find.  He’d seen plenty of displays of magical prowess in his life – the arcane butchery on Dannumore not the least of it – but not against mallasti.  They were sorcerers by nature, so to see them overpowered and either killed or driven out by a single woman with barely a gesture was shocking.  That it was his sister-in-law warmed his heart as much as it amazed him.

      “Should we take a battalion in to support?”

      Kris turned to Tor.  “No, Major.  You and Isharra take the one-eleven to the east gate.  That’s where the real attack is going to come.  I think they were surprised to breach the south gate, but it’s a diversion.  We’d be in a lot more trouble otherwise.”

      “Yes, sir,” the half-mallasti said with a salute.  He and his friend – or mate… whatever Isharra, as she was known now, was to him – clambered down from the rooftop perch and rushed to the nearby officers waiting on the Warlord’s orders.  With the east gate soon to be heavily defended, Kris moved to the edge of the roof and whistled down to Osiff, one of the elestram officers under his command, and gestured for him to take his battalion and reinforce the west gate.

      The west gate would be the safest; the Scarlet Legions had a much heavier presence on the western plains outside the city, reinforced by the realms to the north and supply lines from the same.  The eastern side was having more issues.  Baphomet had yet to commit fully to taking the black city, but he’d sent enough of his men to bolster Baal and be a nuisance.  There was also the threat that Garrivokt would send portions of his army to back up his father, too.  And, of course, the south gate was the most threatened – and now breached.

      Padding to the south edge of the roof, Kris was satisfied with what he saw – for now.  The southern battalion was stationed such that they had barricaded every avenue off the main road coming in from the gate, but they were staying clear of the path of destruction from Sonja, Basirri, and the rest of their mallasti cadre.  What soldiers of Baal that were suicidal enough to try to take advantage of the breached gate were meeting a swift end, but it wouldn’t be long before the feint became the real point of attack.  Soon, their own sorcerers and arcanists would shield the incoming masses, and it would take more than just Sonja and Basirri’s cadre to hold the roads.

      He sighed as he thought of Eryn, killed in the breach, glancing to the rooftop still stained with her blood and those of her companions.  Kris had seen it happen clearly enough from his vantage point, and he’d also caught the way all fight had left Aeligos in the wake of it.  One death had cost him two soldiers – and specialists, at that – not including all the others killed with Eryn in that initial surge.  He knew of her from the Apocalypse, though he’d never really known her that closely.  But the killing of her father had been a huge blow to Seril’s home defense, causing a rift within Oge that the Devil Queen, absent for her siege of DarkWind, hadn’t been able to repair or compensate for.

      Eryn had long been a wounded soul, though Kris didn’t know the specifics.  He suspected no one really did, not even Aeligos.  But whatever her long-held position as an assassin and one of the heads of the Blood Order said, she’d been the love of Aeligos’ life.  And now, after seeing him have to be dragged off the battlefield to avoid committing suicide – intentionally or otherwise – Kris knew the young man’s life was in tatters.

      Like so many others are or will be in the near future.

      But the time for those thoughts was over.  It was time for action.  “Go fetch John Terkani, tell him we have a breached gate that needs mending if he can manage it,” Kris said to one of his elestram pages.  The adolescent female nodded and dashed off without a single question or hesitation, and the Warlord managed a smile.  As grim as things looked, their forces had not been broken, their confidence and ability to take orders holding for now.  While many of the elestram advisers were recommending they abandon the black city, Kris had no intentions of doing so.  It was far too early in the game to fold without seeing what his enemies were truly holding.

      He glanced at the obsidian keep, the former palace of the Overking.  His allies wanted Gil to simply jam the electronic device that controlled the shunting defense and then flee the city, but they were ignoring two critical things.  First, Gil was in no condition mentally to do anything at this point, even days later, and Kris wasn’t sure she’d ever recover, much less in a short enough time to be of help.  And second, there was no telling if someone among Baal’s army knew how to use these devices.  After all, they’d known about the doomsday device; who was to say they didn’t know anything about computers or technology just because the rest of the population seemed ignorant of it?

      No, they had to defend the city and its keep as long as they could.  At worst, they would cost Baal so many soldiers that a concerted attack in the future, made up of forces from Irrathmor, Koryon, Citaria, and more, would easily overpower him.  Wars of attrition made Kris sick to his stomach, but there were times like this when there was little other choice.  Sometimes, a surgical strike could get the job done – such as his friends’ mission on Tsalbrin or even the attack on the palace of Aurun Ch’Gurra during The Phoenix Ascension.  Other times, there was nothing to be done but to have two massive forces clash and hope tactics and righteousness won in the end.  He simply prayed that the blood would rinse off his hands at some point, and more importantly, that he might be able to wash it from his mind.

      I’ve got a wife and children to be whole for now, he thought, briefly remembering having to drink himself to sleep after coming back from Dannumore.  That was something he didn’t want to make a habit of, not as a husband and father.

      Ultimately, he shrugged it off.  Things weren’t good at the moment; he understood that well enough.  Mas’tolinor had been breached, and the fact that neither Kari nor Glorya had returned said something bad either had or was still happening there.  Glorya was reputed to have an army that rivaled that of all Dannumore, which had numbered in the millions many times over.  But it would take months before much of her army was even in position to leave Mas’tolinor, and if a large portion of them were pinned down fighting Abaddon, then Kris, Morduri, and Emma had only what portion of the Scarlet Legions was already here to work with.  More soldiers were coming in bunches from the other worlds, but again, if they lost control of that shunting device, those soldiers would be landing in a meat grinder.

      Kris folded his arms across his chest, wishing Kari was beside him.  It was only a matter of time before he’d descend from the rooftop to put his own swords to good use, and he wanted little more than for her to be beside him when he did, no matter what end came.  Even staring possible defeat and death in the face, his thoughts were with and on her, and how thankful he was to be able to marry her.  All these events over so many years had brought them together, and even if they fell, at least he could say he hadn’t screwed it up completely or missed the opportunity.

      He was about to reach up to the hilt of his blade when he heard the shouts in beshathan coming from the northern end of the city.  A runner was coming, so he moved to the north edge of the roof and watched the elestram’s long strides bring him swiftly to the Warlord’s improvised command post.  Kris knelt by the lip of the roof and called down, “What news?”

      The elestram wasn’t even short on breath after running for who knew how long.  It had been some run, Kris could see, based on the markings that said this was one of Lestanaek’s messengers.  “Sir, Garrivokt is dead!  King Lestanaek defeated him in combat just a day or so hence.  Zaphatar is in chaos, and King Lestanaek’s legions are pushing to claim as much land as they can before Baphomet moves to counter his advance.”

      “Holy crap,” Kris blurted.  “I don’t suppose you have word of my friends from Citaria who were with him?”

      “Many, many injuries, my lord, but I do not know the specifics.  I was ordered to bring this news and pass along King Lestanaek’s request that you adjust the eastern lines to account for the taking of Zaphatar.  We believe there is a seventy percent chance Baphomet’s presence here is diminished while he fortifies his own northern border.”

      “Outstanding,” Kris said.  “Take this news north to Kings Morduri and Emma.  Then get some rest, soldier.  You’ve done well.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the elestram said, saluting by touching his right fist to his left shoulder before he turned and ran north.

      The Warlord turned to one of his other adolescent pages.  “Go tell Major Tormaar the news, and make sure it gets spread to our commanders outside the wall.  Shift the eastern lines south to account for the capture of Zaphatar; we should see less resistance on that front now.  Then have Major Tormaar swing his battalion south outside the wall and heckle Baal’s forces from a distance – arcane, ranged weapons, anything but a direct melee if they can help it.”

      “Yes, sir,” the young elestram man said before rushing off to do as asked.

      The Northeast is ours, Kris thought.  Though I do wish the harmauths there would join us.  They’d make a massive difference taking Teradda.  Maybe they just don’t want to fight a king of their own kind?  Perhaps we can convince them to join and go west to fight Abaddon instead if that’s the case.  God knows Celigus could use the help recapturing his home realm.  It would really help to have a harmauth king or at least noble to talk to them…

      A thunderous explosion rocked the city to the south, followed by a crash that shook the entire area.  Kris nearly lost his footing before he dashed across the roof again to see what had happened.  The breached south gate was now closed off, one of the obsidian buildings that had stood near it collapsed to block entry.  And there in the street nearby, shaking hands, were Sonja and John Terkani.  Their satisfaction was short-lived, however, as enemy soldiers began scaling the rubble to continue storming the city.  And then the arcane destruction and the bloody melees began anew.

      A few more weeks of this and the Garem Plains will seem like a picnic, he thought.  He tried not to get lost in thoughts of the war on Dannumore or its appalling body count, though.  Instead, he went back to doing what he always felt he did too much, and what he truly hated doing: waiting for reports.
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        * * *

      

      Gil awoke with a start as she dreamed of being engulfed in fire again.  With how easily she sprang to her feet and the way her instincts threatened to take over, she guessed she was still in her hybrid form.  She crouched down on her haunches, inspecting herself under the muted light coming through the tent.  She wasn’t sure where she’d ended up, but if she was in a tent, it probably meant she’d been taken back north into Pataria.

      Thankfully, much of the damage she’d suffered in the explosion was healed, barely any trace it had ever happened.  Bile rose in her throat as she remembered being covered in bits of other people, impaled by bone shards, black glass, and pieces of flaming wood.  A shudder ran through her massive, furry form, and she had to clench her hands to try to stop them from shaking.  She had long heard the expression “war is hell”, but never had she imagined just how literal it might be.  Even all the things she’d seen and experienced since leaving the big city – and becoming part of a werewolf pack had involved a great deal of blood and violence – simply paled beside what she’d been through in the last few weeks.  This wasn’t where she belonged.

      Then again, she thought, I did save everyone by disarming an atomic bomb…

      She held onto that thought, trying to convince herself that as bad as the death and destruction were, it would’ve been far, far worse had she not deactivated that trap.  It gave her something to center her mind on, to remind herself that she was alive and important to the cause, in whatever capacity she was needed.  As she studied her hybrid form, the fact that even her fur had regrown in however short a time she’d been asleep gave her a bit of confidence.  As a werewolf, she could heal from nearly anything but mental scars; if she could compartmentalize those, she could make it through this war and be of help.

      Finally taking stock of her surroundings, Gil saw several others laid up on low cots like her own.  There were several mallasti and elestram, and even one wounded erestram resting.  She was far from alone in the injuries she’d suffered, and she had to wonder if these people, too, might have been commoners before the war.  Did it even make a difference?  Was a soldier really hard-wired to handle combat and its stresses better?  Or did they just sort it better, stuffing the pain and the horror into little boxes that stacked up behind their sense of duty?

      Gil at least healed at a phenomenal rate.  The other wounded lying in her tent couldn’t say the same, and even with both magical and mundane ministrations, the damage didn’t just disappear.  There were still marks, still stiffness and soreness, still the mental scars of whatever trauma they’d suffered on the battlefield, just like Gil.  And these folks were fighting for their homes; there was nowhere to run if they lost, except perhaps to flee to another world altogether, for however long that might spare them from the wrath of the kings.

      The kings…

      Gil shuddered, trying to imagine how deadly and depraved the kings must be if this was the sort of destruction their followers were willing to cause to see to their will.  The names had never meant all that much to Gil, even in the wake of her conversation with Glorya – with an angel.  But she knew the names of Baal, Baphomet, and Abaddon from what little she truly knew of her own Christian faith.  Were they, could they possibly be the ones mentioned in the Bible and the folklore that surrounded Jewish history?  She wasn’t sure the timelines matched up – after all, they were said to have been kings here for ten thousand years or more, and humans had only arrived on Citaria some three thousand years before.

      It didn’t seem to add up, but was that really important?  They were evil, they were killing people by the thousands and had been doing so for millennia.  They had to be stopped.  It might not be Gil’s physical combat prowess as a werewolf that truly helped, either.  It might just be the fact that she was a trouble-making twenty-year-old girl who knew how to use leftover bits of technology that these “demon kings,” no matter how vicious, cunning, or old they might be, knew nothing about.

      I want to go home, she thought.  But I don’t want to run like a coward with my tail between my legs.  I can help these people.  I should help these people.

      She laid one of her massive, clawed hands on the chest of the nearest sleeping mallasti, and Gil prayed.  Prayed for these people to heal physically and mentally, that they would live to see their world free of these demonic powers.  And in asking for that strength for her allies, Gil asked for the same strength for herself, that she could wade through the trauma, the heartbreak, and the sheer terror of what she’d seen and been through.  She prayed that she could be a hero or at least make a difference, that God would use her to the right ends, no matter what He might think of werewolves when one got down to it.

      Gil ducked out of the tent, stretching her eight-foot hybrid form under the sun of what she assumed was Pataria.  As many times as she’d heard this place referred to as the underworld, she had to admit she’d expected it to be a lot more… hellish.  To find some of the realms so beautiful had come as a shock.  She’d only been through bits of Pataria and Tess’Vorg thus far, but they weren’t too far from what she’d expect on Citaria.  Certainly, they were a far cry from what she thought of when the word underworld came to mind.

      She paused when she saw Emma speaking to a group of elestram message runners.  The first emotion that came up when she saw Emma was confusion; after all, everyone had been sure for so long that the mallasti slave-turned-king was trouble of the highest order.  But there was pride and happiness as well because Gil knew what Emma was now, and how instrumental she’d been in how things had played out.  The girl – woman, Gil reminded herself, as she considered Emma was more than a millennium and a half old – had risked everything, even her own life and that of her child to resurrect a goddess and try to bring peace to this world and others beyond it.

      Goddess, the word echoed in Gil’s mind.  What was Be’shatha, really?  Gil didn’t believe there were any other gods, or at least her faith said as much.  So, what were all these deities she was helping in this war?  She just wasn’t sure, but again, she decided it didn’t really matter.  Whether they were gods or not, the truth behind the kings was real enough, and that merited fighting regardless of who she was working with.

      “Gillian,” came the mallasti king’s words – for the fact that Emma was a king and not a queen was just as confusing as everything else surrounding her.  “I am glad to see you up and about.  Are you well?”

      The werewolf swallowed, crouching down on her haunches.  She had a lot to deal with in her mind and her heart, but she wanted to show a strong front, be a help to these people.  “I will be, in time,” she said in the growling of the hybrid form.  “I don’t think I can go back to the black city unless I am needed to deal with some technology, but I will aid where I can… Your Majesty.”

      Emma said something to the messengers in beshathan, and they scattered to do as she’d asked.  The mallasti woman held Gil’s gaze for a few minutes, and the werewolf looked Emma over in turn.  She took in that reddish-brown coat with the black spots, the beautiful orange eyes with the slightly slitted pupils, and those black ears that didn’t just listen, but truly heard everything that was said to the king.  Eye to eye with Emma when crouching, Gil found herself somehow connecting to this alien, this woman from another world who was the granddaughter of a goddess and daughter of an angel.

      I am never getting used to this, Gil thought, and a smile sprouted on the mallasti woman’s face.  Gil almost melted at her touch when Emma cupped the werewolf’s face in her hand.

      “My betrothed and I would like to send you east into Zaphatar,” Emma said after a silent stretch.  “Garrivokt has met his end at the hands of King Lestanaek and some of your friends.  The fighting is less intense out there, but it will still be heavy at times.  I believe the Blademaster will better utilize you than I could with the black city as my primary concern.  If we have need of your technological abilities, I will send for you, but for now, I would prefer you go to Lestanaek.”

      “All right,” Gil answered, fighting down a sigh.  How much lighter could the fighting and death really get?  It took a few moments for the mallasti’s words to sink in, but then Gil suddenly straightened out.  “Wait, one of the kings is dead?”

      Emma nodded, and the conversation soon stretched far beyond them.  Emma smiled as a ripple of excited chatter began to spread, the guards and camp servants of the Patarian command center whispering of Garrivokt’s death.  True, he was the weakest of their four remaining enemies, but a dead enemy king was no minor thing.  And Gil didn’t just realize how it might affect her allies and their army, but she felt it herself.  She was hurting and still emotionally raw after her ordeal in the black city, but realization settled in.

      We’re going to win this war, she thought, and Emma smiled again.

      “I have a trio of elestram runners preparing to take word back east to Lestanaek of our work here,” the mallasti king said.  “If you feel ready, you may take to your… fully lupine form and go with them.  Join some of your friends from Citaria and take strength in their survival and yours.  We have need of you, Gillian.  I hope you feel able to continue to aid us.”

      “I will,” Gil said, trying to sound more confident than she felt.  She’d work through things on her end, but she wouldn’t get the chance if her commanders doubted her.  Emma nodded, so Gil asked, “How are things in Mas’tolinor?  I had heard the realm was invaded shortly before… before I ended up wounded.”

      “Mother will manage things there, especially with the aid of Lady Vanador and Arlerase.  It was an unexpected blow, and I fear we will have terrible news of casualties there, but we will fight on, Gillian.  We will fight to the end, whatever end may come.”

      The werewolf rumbled lightly in sorrow.  “And what of Morduri?  Where is he?”

      Emma looked over her shoulder toward the west, a serene smile playing across her face even in the wake of what she’d just said.  “He is handling things of a less combat-oriented nature for the moment.  Even during a war, we must still rule our realms and our people, keep them calm and living their lives as normally as they can.  They support the war with their work, the fruits of their labor, and even in just giving our warriors somewhere to go and relax when there are lulls in fighting or they are due for leave.  But he will be back here on the front soon enough.”

      “Are you two getting married when the war is over?”

      The question surprised the mallasti king.  “That is our intent, though winning the war must be our highest priority first.”

      “I want to live to see that,” Gil said.

      “You will.  Believe it, and see it done.  Now, go find some food and prepare yourself to head east with my messengers at twilight.”

      Gil bowed to the mallasti king.  “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “And cease with calling me that.  You may simply call me Emma.”

      “It seems Kari is rubbing off on everyone,” Gil chuckled, then turned and loped off toward the quartermasters and cooks after Emma flashed a lopsided smile.
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        * * *

      

      A few more arrows hit the parapets, but they were a distraction, a last gasp to buy the retreating attackers time.  Kari stood on the battlements of a wall that hadn’t even been here just a few days before, surveying the blood fields before her.  The fighting had been short but intense, turned aside quickly by the arrival of the kwarrasti and one of the Scarlet Legions backing the passes to the west.  Once again, the death toll was staggering, yet it still somehow felt light compared to how bad things could’ve turned out.

      Most of the city was evacuated, only those willing to stay and whose jobs would provide precious supplies and services to the military having remained.  Somewhere in the woods to the north, Evanja was fleeing with her neighbors and friends toward the next closest city.  That in itself was calming to Kari’s emotional state.  To win a war for the next generation to reap the benefits, there had to be a next generation to do so.  Evanja’s coming child – Kari’s gift to her – served as the central example of that for the avatar to cling to.

      Reports were slow in making it from place to place; there were so many disturbances in the atmosphere that arcane sendings were proving unreliable.  It could’ve had to do with the technology that Gil had been instrumental in disabling as well; no one seemed particularly sure just what the cause of the issue was.  But elestram and erestram message runners were, as always, proving speedy and steadfast, keeping the flow of information as consistent as possible.  With the only other option a constant wave of teleportation, it was the best course for now.  Teleportation threatened to alert their enemies to where the commanders were.

      Several of Kari’s friends had been wounded, she knew.  She suspected others would be dead, killed in the jaws of war at the battle for the black city.  Much like the loss of Durisha and even Amastri, they would weigh heavily on Kari’s heart, but she was contextualizing all of it thus far.  All of Mehr’Durillia was suffering, ally and enemy, king and commoner, goddess and yes, even the demon kings.  Kari’s losses were tragic, and she was heartbroken at the thought of losing any of her friends and family, but she was no less saddened by any of the other deaths here.  Even her enemies’ deaths were still Be’shatha’s creations meeting a bitter end, and it hurt.

      It sucked.  All of it.

      “Are they retreating for good this time?”

      Kari turned to Glorya as the angel climbed up to stand on the battlements and see for herself.  The angel looked haggard, still reeling from the death of her youngest daughter and the harmauth Glorya had raised from the time she was a calf.  And those were just the two Kari knew by name.  Many of the castle’s residents had laid down their lives trying to stop Abaddon or buy time for the others to flee, and the fact that Kari didn’t know them personally meant nothing.  Glorya had known all her girls, had hand-selected each of them to serve in her palace, and the loss of any one of them would’ve been bad enough.

      To have lost so many, though?  Kari didn’t think she could imagine, but then realized she could, and that’s what made the enormity of it all so much more staggering.  Rather than answer right away, she simply reached over and took the angel’s hand in her own.  Tears glistened in Glorya’s eyes, but while she said nothing, she also didn’t try to pull her hand away.

      “This battle is won,” Kari said.  “When Arlerase returns, I’m going to suggest we form up and make a concerted push south to drive them back through the pass.  Then I think he should make a counterstrike.”

      Glorya turned her gaze Kari’s way.  “After this?” she asked, though her tone said she was more curious than scornful of the idea.

      “If we can drive them back out of the pass, they’re going to end up in Sansrigar, right?  I remember Celigus telling me most of his realm is a salt desert.  Maybe what we should do is have our main forces here push south into Arlerase – his realm, I mean – and try to recapture the lands there, cut off those supply lines from feeding Sansrigar.  Then Abaddon will have to supply his army out of his own realm.  I have no idea how big Vistarra is, but the more we make him use up his own supply lines and tie up his people supporting the war rather than fighting it…”

      “No, you have the right idea,” the angel said as Kari trailed off.  “It will just be a monumental task to take Arlerase when we’ll have to descend from the mountains into flatter, open land.  It won’t be an easy fight, and losses could be considerable, even in victory.”

      “That’s why I want you to go personally, along with Arlerase,” Kari said, drawing another curious look from the angel.  “If he can partially control your realm because of his relationship with you, then the same should hold true for you in his realm, right?  I figure between the two of you and a couple of legions, Abaddon’s infantry won’t stand a chance.  Plus, chances are, it’s not the army so much as supporters holding and putting the realm’s resources to use.  They took some incredible losses here.”

      “And if Abaddon himself attacks again?”

      “Then you avenge your daughter.  Both of them,” Kari said, and now the tears finally escaped the angel’s eyes as she closed them.  The avatar squeezed Glorya’s hand.  “Tell me about her.  Amastri, I mean.  Durisha told me plenty about herself when I came to visit you.  But I never really got to know Amastri except as someone I fenced with words.”

      Glorya managed a chuckle despite her sorrow.  “She got that tongue of hers from her father, despite what you might think.  She was… a surprise baby.  The first I’d ever borne without having planned it well in advance.”

      “She was part elf, wasn’t she?” Kari prodded.

      “Her father was half-elven, yes,” the angel said.  “He was a traveling performer I’d chanced upon when visiting Chiylija many years ago.  Handsome, beautiful singing voice, a talented musician… I found myself rather taken with him.  Traveling in a human guise as I sometimes did – you remember the one you saw that morning coming out of Amastri’s room, yes? – I thought to perhaps indulge in some carnal passions, for what harm could it do?  Little did I know the heat would come upon me just days later, and then… well, then I had my first unplanned child.”

      “Human guise?  When did I ever see…?”  Kari paused as she recalled the incident, when she’d gone to see Amastri up in her room and found a human woman coming out.  Thinking back on it, she remembered the sharp-eyed glare she’d received, and now she wondered why it’d never occurred to her that it was Glorya.  After all, she’d learned over the years that with children on Citaria, Glorya had been able to bypass the dimensional barriers and visit the world at will.

      And apparently, she had.  Quite often.  Sometimes with amusing results – to Kari, anyway.

      “So, he never knew what you really were?” she asked, mindful of offending her friend.

      “Oh, he did,” Glorya countered.  “There are things about me that cannot be hidden even when in a human guise, and I didn’t want him to become frightened or run out on our intimacy, drawing attention to us both.  It was a risk, but since he was someone well-traveled and who had probably been with more than his fair share of women, it was one I decided to take.

      “He became quite suspicious when I made him promise not to scream, no matter what.  That I wouldn’t take offense if he decided to decline my company after what he saw, so long as he didn’t do anything to make a scene.  I can only guess at what he was expecting, but when I showed him my true form… well, he didn’t scream.  He was intrigued, to say the least.  Like he saw past the red and black and somehow knew… or felt that there was angel in me and not demon.

      “We spent a passionate night in each other’s arms, and I was gone with the sunrise.  Many times, I’d wondered if I should find him and tell him of the child he sired, but I always decided against it.  I never wanted him to feel trapped or beholden to me as the mother of his child, or like he had to give up his life and his livelihood to try to settle down and raise her with me.  Sometimes I look back and wish I had, wish she had become something more than what I made her into.  Like she could’ve had such a better life apart from me…”

      Kari reached over and took Glorya’s hand again.  “Her work is a big part of why we’re even standing here right now.  Gods, Glorya,” she said, loosing a few tears of her own, “I really don’t know what to say.  I’m so sorry.  I know this is terrible, and I kind of know how you feel after what I went through with Grakin and giving away Antonio… but all I can say is be proud.  Be proud of all Amastri did, that she stayed to protect your people and your house even when she knew she had no chance of fighting Abaddon.  That’s a much truer reflection of how you raised her than anything your mind has guilted you with.  And it should go without saying, but the same is true for Durisha and the other women and men of your palace and city.”

      The angel leaned over and hugged Kari, and neither woman bothered trying to hide their tears or the emotions that were trying to overwhelm them.  Kari was sure she’d lost friends too, could feel it in her bones, and she mourned whoever it might be now, knowing that when she returned to the other fronts, there wouldn’t be time.  She was glad she’d been here, though, as terrible as what she’d seen and felt was, because she was able to bolster Glorya and hopefully set her – or more appropriately, keep her – on the right path.

      Arlerase climbed up to join them on the battlements.  He said nothing, merely laying a hand on his mother’s shoulder, leaving Kari to wonder what their relationship had been like.  Had Glorya been able to raise Arlerase without the other kings becoming wise to her being his mother, given that he looked exactly like Celigus?  Most seemed to assume he was one of Sherkenn’s bastards like Arku, or else another child or nephew of Celigus’ father, whoever that might have been.  Glorya was a master of the game, as evidenced by hiding Emma right under the Overking’s nose for over fifteen hundred years.  It was astonishing.

      “King Glorya,” Arlerase said when the angel finally released Kari and met his stare.

      “Arlerase… my child,” Glory said, and took him in an embrace.  He didn’t seem to have expected such, but he held tightly to her as she was racked with more sobs.  Had he ever seen or expected to see his mother in such a state?

      I imagine not many have, Kari thought.

      “Lady Vanador has a rather intriguing idea,” the angel said, releasing her embrace of her son, ignoring Kari’s eyeroll at still being called Lady Vanador.  “Are you willing to stand in the front with me, my son, to take back your lands and possibly face Abaddon again?”

      “Of course,” he answered without delay.

      He’s definitely got a lot of both of his parents in him, Kari mused with a smile.

      Glorya explained Kari’s basic plan, shoring it up with some details of her own as the strategy began to form fully in her mind.  Kari listened to the angel’s plans, and Arlerase nodded every so often, no hint of fear at facing Abaddon and his army again after being badly wounded just days before.  Kari was glad Glorya had taken her suggestion, but the angel was a better strategist, and as the avatar listened to the two monarchs build on her outline, she grew confident they’d drive Abaddon and his men right back to Vistarra.

      Where we’ll eventually avenge Amastri, Durisha, Atauridar, and all the rest, Kari thought.  But not just yet.

      “Unless you order otherwise, Glorya, I’m going to make my way back to Pataria and then south to the black city again, to join Kris and the others,” she offered when the two kings paused in their strategizing.

      “Stop in Rulaj first,” Glorya said.  “Morduri has something there he wants to show you.”

      “When did he send messengers?”

      “They came to see me first.  But they had a message for you from Morduri as well.  You go.  We’ll handle things from here.  As more of my legions reach these southlands, the gaps in the southern passes will be permanently plugged, and I’ll send what reinforcements I can through to Tess’Vorg and beyond as they arrive.  I think, for the foreseeable future, my son and I will have to remain here to handle this western front.”

      “All right, then,” Kari said, and she straightened up and graced her allies with a salute.  “Be safe, you two.”

      With their confirming nods, Kari stretched the power within her and essentially knocked on the door of Tess’Vorg, being allowed to cross into it.
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        * * *

      

      Kari was surrounded by a squad of mallasti guards when the disorientation of teleporting cleared from her mind, but they were all smiling.  Those hyena-like heads each nodded in turn as she met their gazes in brown, gold, and orange.  Even more heartwarming to her was the fact that each and every one of them greeted her by saying epaxa chi’pri.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” she returned with a hunter salute.  “Is King Morduri nearby?”

      “He is at the arena, and I believe he is expecting you,” one of them answered, gesturing toward the grand structure.

      With a nod of thanks, Kari set off down the road.  She took in the city as she walked, pleased that Emanitar’s capital city – now Emma’s – hadn’t suffered any damage so far in the war.  The people here, a mix of beshathans with occasional harmauths or valirasi, continued to go about their lives, something that helped Kari contextualize her grief.  Some of them supported the war effort, but not all, some simply trying to keep the realm going and make sure life wasn’t interrupted any more than it had to be by the fighting to the south.

      She couldn’t help but think of Emanitar when she glanced at the palace, the suffering he’d gone through to see to this end, even if he hadn’t lived to see it.  Kari could still vividly recall the way he’d come apart and been absorbed by his daughter, no less astounded now by the feat of arcane power – whether necromantic or not – that had allowed Emma to keep her father “alive” long enough to fulfill their plan.  Kari was dealing with powers she didn’t truly understand, but she knew their nature and trusted them now, despite a lifetime of distrust and even hatred.

      I can’t help but wonder how much Turik Jalar really knew, Kari thought.  He had come here to Mehr’Durillia many times; did he know any of the truth, even if he didn’t understand it all?

      It was hard to imagine.  Jason Bosimar had hidden so much, and for a while, Kari had done so as well to help protect what she knew of the overall plan.  How confusing it had been for the Order to learn all the things she’d uncovered… had Turik Jalar and possibly even Jason learned many of the same things but been hesitant to cripple the Order with doubts?

      “Epaxa chi’pri!” cried an elestram woman with three youths following close to her when she saw Kari walking down the street.  Her cry drew the attention of many others nearby, and laborers, travelers, and soldiers alike all stopped to take in Kari.  They stared at her black skin, her snout, her wings and the long, silky black hair that flowed back down between them, but they saw not an off-world rir, but the hope of their nation, their world.  And they, too, cried out the blessing.

      “Epaxa chi’pri, my brothers and sisters,” she returned.  “Great Mother watch over you.”

      She continued toward the coliseum, trying to keep her shoulders up and back and not let the emotions of recent weeks show at all.  As Kris had often told her, she didn’t want to let anyone see her sweat or show the wear and tear of the war.  They weren’t fools; they’d undoubtedly know it weighed on her heavily, but she put up a stoic face and posture for their sakes.  She was their light from without and encouraging even the common folk was a high priority.

      Arriving at the arena, Kari could hear the murmur of the crowd and the occasional cheer and applause as something happened within.  Before she’d gotten halfway up the stairs, Morduri made an appearance at the top, standing within the gate.  Kari could see his smile even with the distance between them, and it made her smile in return.  No matter how short-lived or unusual her tryst had been with this man, something about him resonated in her soul just like her love for Kris, and simply having him around lightened her spirits.

      “I’m glad you came,” he said, gesturing her up the rest of the way, nodding toward the arena beyond him with his snout.  “I figured you’d want to see this.”

      Kari tried not to let any impatience show on her features.  “A game?  In the middle of a war?  As much as I appreciate it, I’m not sure this is the best use of my time right now.”

      “I’ll remember you said that.  Come.”

      She fought down a mischievous smile and climbed the last distance at a rush, taking his offered hand and entering the arena with him.  The coliseum wasn’t full to anywhere near capacity, perhaps a few hundred making time for a game even with all that was going on to the west, east, and south of them.  Soon Kari saw why, noticing that this was a youth game and not a match featuring the fantastic Rulaj Reds or even their junior squad.

      And then Kari saw his little black body dashing amongst all the reddish-brown forms of the mallasti youths playing their game, and her heart nearly flew from her chest.  Little Gray took control of the ball and rushed up the field toward the opposing goal, evading a couple of mallasti youngsters before one finally robbed him with a brilliant slide tackle.  Little Gray sprawled to the ground in a puff of grass and dust, but he came back up laughing and was soon chasing after the ball again.

      “Uldriana is over there,” Morduri said to Kari’s unspoken question.

      She followed his pointing finger to find Kyrie in the stands with Uldriana, watching the game below them.  It was all at once terrifying and yet completely uplifting for Kari to see her children here, especially with her mother-in-law.  She had long dreamed of watching Little Gray playing in some organized sports, and she often wondered if he sometimes did and she was just never around to see it.  Now, in the middle of a gruesome war, she found watching him play some football while his grandmother and little sister looked on was just another thing that grounded her heart and soul with the knowledge of what it was she fought for.

      “Little Gray!” she barked down, drawing his attention for a moment when he came toward the close end of the field.  “If they knock you on your bum, you return the favor!”

      “Okay, Mama!” he yelled back with a shriek of glee, jostling some nearby furry defenders who laughed with him.

      Kari and Morduri went and sat by Kyrie, who immediately wrapped Kari in a hug.  “Is Deanna still back home?  And how are things there?” she asked her mother-in-law.

      “Yes, she’s still with Danilynn.  Things are gradually returning to normal back home,” Kyrie answered.  “Our entire priesthood has mostly come to serve Arakiel now, so the churches are recovering from the shock of Kaelariel’s passing.  Things on Terrassia have been exceptionally calm, and I believe the young Tumureldi queen is already righting many of the wrongs that happened under the usurper–”

      “Mom,” Kari interrupted, “I’m not that worried about all that.  How are Erik and Jol and their girls?”

      Something passed behind Kyrie’s eyes, but she didn’t give voice to it, and Kari knew why – Morduri and the rest of the beshathans present.  Kyrie was happy for Erik, but she still found his relationship with an elestram strange.  Kari expected it was easier for Corbanis, who’d had more experience with the beshathan peoples in recent years, but Kyrie’s interactions had mostly been with Emma, who she’d barely tolerated.  Kari had a viewpoint all her own, so she just accepted Erik and Kuritarra being together without reservation, but she likewise understood it was different for Erik’s mother, who wanted grandchildren.

      “They’re doing just fine,” she finally managed with a smile.

      A goal was scored, and Kari turned back to find Little Gray jumping up and down in a group hug with his teammates.  In echo of what she’d just thought, Kari’s child didn’t see beshathans, just friends and playmates, and he accepted them with an open heart and mind.  And at that age, even the opposing team was applauding the goal, as if they all just shared in the simple joy without having to worry about who won.

      It’s enough that we have to do that, Kari mused, though she smiled through the thought.  Let them be children and grow up with that innocence as long as they can.

      As if sensing her thoughts, Kyrie leaned into her, and Morduri’s hand fell on Kari’s shoulder.  “Stay here a couple of days if you need to.  I think the Warlord has things pretty well in hand at the black city for the time being.”

      “What about things out east?” Kari couldn’t help but ask.

      “There’s bad news, but it can wait.  Enjoy this while you can,” the elestram king said, and with that, he patted her shoulder and left.  The gods knew there was so much to be done.

      But for the moment, Kari was content to enjoy seeing yet another example of what she was fighting for.  And so, for just a little while, she left her cares in the hands of the gods again, and watched her child play some football.
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      The wound in Corbanis’ leg was healing quickly.  Between his half-guardian heritage and the ministrations of Lestanaek’s medics, he was back on his feet in hours, and the wound was almost completely healed after only a few days.

      He only wished the same could be said for his other friends and allies.

      The death toll countering Garrivokt’s ill-fated charge had been light, though what the elestram mathematicians were comparing it to, Corbanis wasn’t sure.  If this was how the war was going to proceed here for the foreseeable future, Corbanis figured it might benefit them to send some contingents to the black city to try to secure it.  Runners had been dispatched to inquire with the Warlord and Glorya about their desires.  It would serve little use to push south and conquer some or all of Teradda if they lost Pataria, Tess’Vorg, and other northern realms in return.  Lestanaek had been of a similar mind, moving his army into Zaphatar to capture as much as he could before Baphomet set a stronger defense, but otherwise expecting to send some of the northeast legions toward the black city.

      Corbanis was devious enough to figure things probably wouldn’t work out that way.  More likely, the death of Baphomet’s son would force the harmauth king to draw his forces back to protect his home realm.  That would relieve some of the pressure on Kris and the black city, but also make Lestanaek’s coming push south even deadlier.  It was a massive game of cat and mouse, and Corbanis had to wonder just how long it would take to play out.

      He shoved all that aside as he came to the infirmary portion of the army’s tent city.  He had wounded friends to check on, and as he took in his surroundings more fully, he saw several horses nearby that said many of his Citarian friends were already here.  There was no mistaking that magnificent black beast that Galadon called a horse, nor the chestnut ones that Katarina and her twin brother rode.  It only left him to wonder where Sherman’s wife was, and he resolved to ask about her when he saw his human friends.

      First, though, he stopped and stood up straight as Ashanti came out of one of the tents.  The half-dragon looked little worse for the wear after her beating at the hands of Garrivokt.  She’d suffered some cracked ribs that Corbanis knew of, but if it had been worse than that, she kept the medics from telling anyone.  Taking her in while her amethyst eyes did the same in return, he wondered what she was thinking.  He suspected she was taken with him to a degree, but that she saw him foremost as a staunch ally she liked to fight beside – doubly so since he was married.

      Speaking of married or nearly married people…, Corbanis thought as Captain Te’Voliz approached the half-dragon.

      “Captain, how are you?” Ashanti asked, standing tall.  Even with her long, serpentine neck curled, she still towered over the mallasti and even Corbanis to a degree.

      “I am well, thank you,” he answered after a moment, getting better with the Citarian trade tongue but not quite fluent yet.  “I just returned from collecting reports from our scouts, and King Lestanaek asked me to come fetch you when I delivered them to him.  The city of Daksoard will apparently be our next target, left lightly defended and still a good distance from the border of Teradda.  Please see His Majesty as soon as possible.”

      “I will.  Thank you, Captain.”

      The mallasti turned to Corbanis and said, “Sir, another of your… sheda-reis companions arrived in camp, and King Lestanaek would like you to take command over her when you are finished here.”

      The hunter nodded.  “What else did he ask you to do?”

      Captain Te’Voliz straightened out a bit at his address.  “Sir?  Nothing, sir.  Nothing pressing.  Did you need something?”

      “Go see that woman of yours while we’ve got a bit of a lull,” Corbanis said, gesturing toward the general quarters with his snout.  “Consider yourself off duty for the next couple of hours.  I’ll let His Majesty know.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the mallasti said with a salute, then he turned and headed off, though not at a run, to his credit.

      “And what of you?” Ashanti asked when they were alone again.

      “What of me?” Corbanis returned.  The half-dragon’s upper lip pulled back just enough to show some teeth in what had to be a grin, but the hunter waved her off.  “Don’t be getting any ideas.  I’m already married.  If I’d met you forty-five years ago, you might’ve gotten somewhere.”

      She laughed and strode off to the south to look for King Lestanaek.  Corbanis watched after her for a minute and pitied her to a degree.  She was a beautiful woman, and not just for being so exotic.  He considered how difficult it was to be “half-demon” – or serilian-rir, whatever it was people preferred these days – and yet, there were many of his kind of all different types.  Half-dragons, though?  They had to be exceedingly rare, and he imagined Ashanti battled loneliness and felt like an outsider most of the time.  And as Corbanis thought of how much of an outsider he still was here, it made her plight so much clearer.

      Poor woman, he thought, getting moving before he could spend too much time thinking about someone else’s love life.

      Stepping into one of the larger infirmary pavilions, he found many of his allies gathered there around Eli.  The half-corlyps still hadn’t left his cot, something that truly embarrassed him on so many levels, Corbanis knew.  He’d suffered several breaks in his spine, though somehow, some way, he hadn’t lost the use of his legs like Typhonix had.  It was incredible just how hardy and tough the half-corlypsi were, and it was worth praising the gods for several times over – even if it had been Seril who’d created them.  Eli would need time to heal, and his role in this war was done – for several months, at least.  There was no telling if he’d want to come back once he recovered, though Corbanis had his suspicions if Danilynn didn’t make the decision.

      “Here’s the big guy,” Eli said as Corbanis strode up to his cot.  “Craziest bastard I’ve ever seen, going punch for punch with a harmauth king.  I guess Kyrie didn’t marry you for your brain.”

      “No more than Danilynn married you for your… size,” Corbanis amended quickly as he caught Katarina’s eyes.  Considering all the bandages, the condition of Eli’s back, and the state of things in general, it was good to hear the friends all laugh, especially that embarrassed little chortle of Katarina’s.

      “Hey now, only Tor gets to joke with me about that.”

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” Corbanis said.  “I think one of our wizard friends from home will be coming with some priests of Tigron to take you back to DarkWind.”

      Eli nodded.  “I told Danilynn they’d only get me out of this war on a stretcher or a pyre.”

      Corbanis reached for the half-corlyps’ hand and gave it a strong shake without jostling him.  “You’ve done us all proud, Eli.  And I mean that.  I haven’t met many men braver than you, no matter what race.”

      “Sure, get your digs in on the half-corlyps while he’s hurt,” Eli retorted.

      “Is everyone else staying?” the hunter asked, looking around at their other friends, being answered by nods from all of them.  “Where’s Sharyn?  I’ve not seen her for some time.”

      “King Lestanaek is using her primarily for scouting in her wolf form,” Sherman answered.  “She can get closer to Teradda and Baphomet’s legions without attracting as much attention.  I hate to see her put herself into danger so consistently, but… well, the woman does as she wills.”

      “I can imagine,” Corbanis agreed, deciding to let curiosity get the better of him.  “Is it strange at all?  Not to be rude, but being married to a werewolf… is it odd?”

      The human exchanged a glance with his sister and Galadon, but then shook his head.  “I know what you’re asking.  No, it’s not weird for us.  Sharyn may be a werewolf, Corbanis, but she’s a human in most respects.  I can’t say what it’s like between Erik and Kuritarra, but from what I’ve seen, they’re not just bedmates.  There’s something there.”

      “Oh, there is definitely something there,” Katarina added.  “It’s not too hard to see.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I like the woman a lot,” Corbanis said.  “It’s just not what I would have expected from any of my boys, except perhaps for Aeligos.”  He flashed a crooked smile and snorted along with his friends’ awkward chuckles.  “My wife still finds it utterly strange, though.”

      “Perhaps some children will change that,” Galadon said, shrugging when Corbanis’ brows knitted.  “After all, Lady Vanador was able to conceive with Morduri after they’d used some sort of magic, no?  What’s to say your son and his mate won’t be able to do the same?”

      Corbanis shook his head, stunned.  “It hadn’t even occurred to me,” he muttered.  “Gods, I don’t even know how that would work…”

      “Where’s Ashanti when we need sex explained to someone?” Eli laughed.

      The hunter waved off the comment to the chorus of laughter around him, then met Katarina’s gaze again.  “Are you all right?”

      “A little better every day, thanks to all of you,” she said, her eyes glistening.

      “We’re going to be pushing farther into Zaphatar soon,” Corbanis said.  “I don’t have much in the way of details other than the name Daksoard, but I think Gil MacKenzie is here now, too.  Captain Te’Voliz mentioned there was another…”

      He trailed off as his friends nodded toward the tent entrance, and he turned to find the great silver werewolf’s hybrid form standing there, slightly hunched to fit inside.  She was taking in the gathered friends and the signs of their wounds with a slightly bowed head, and Corbanis could sense it without a word being said.  Something had happened to her, bad enough that her being sent out this way had as much to do with getting her away from the memory as the place where it was burned into her mind.  Corbanis held out his hand and gestured her to come closer.

      Gil took his hand tentatively, and he pulled her in and wrapped the huge, furry beast who was truly just a young woman in a tight hug.  He hugged her the way he remembered hugging his wife when she was heartbroken, or his daughter when she was hurt as a little girl.  And Gil clung to him in much the same way as his wife and daughter had, a rock in a storm.  Corbanis didn’t know what the werewolf had seen or been through, but he remembered foremost that whatever her size, shape, claws, and fangs might say, she was a twenty-year-old girl under all of it.  And one without a lot of combat experience, at that.

      “It’s good to see you again,” he said tactfully, avoiding dredging up memories.

      When Gil pulled away, she glanced at all the others, everyone gracing her with a smile and a nod except for Katarina, who came over to give Gil a hug of her own.  Whatever comfort Gil had taken in Corbanis’ hug, it seemed magnified when she and Katarina embraced.  When they split apart, though, the werewolf went to crouch beside Eli, the most obviously injured of all those she knew in this camp.

      “What happened to you?” she managed with only a bit of growling.

      “I discovered a harmauth king is even stronger than an erestram,” he answered in deadpan tones.  “Next time, I think I’ll just pinch Sharyn’s ass and see what happens.”

      That got a laugh out of the werewolf, accompanied by a snort from Katarina and a high-pitched guffaw from Sherman.  “Well, you won’t have to worry about recovering from the injuries, I can tell you that much,” Sherman said.

      “Aye, the question is whether it’s Sharyn, Danilynn, or my brother who does you in,” his sister added, managing not to choke up though Corbanis saw the moisture in her eyes again.

      “Eh, I’ve kicked your brother’s ass before, I think he knows better,” Eli said with a wink.

      Silence settled in for a few moments before Gil asked, “Where do we stand here?”

      “Well, we’ve killed one king,” Corbanis answered.  “It’s a start.  The eastern portion of this continent seems to be mostly in hand, with only Baphomet to the south.  Taking his realm of Teradda is going to be a feat, but we’ve…”

      He paused as someone ducked into the tent in a rush.  It was a valiras, one of the vulture-folk of Mehr’Durillia.  They weren’t terribly numerous among the armies, but hundreds or thousands of them were maintaining the rear guard in the mountainous realms of Ekkristis, Kalrossus, and Resaddek, along with the still-leaderless realms of Horturris and Malmortia.  Flying warriors were worth more than their weight in gold, especially those who could fly more easily like the valirasi and the tenku.  Corbanis could fly, but not for long – not compared to the bird-folk.  The valirasi were a far cry from the beshathans and even harmauths, but allies were allies, and Corbanis recognized their usefulness.

      The valiras straightened up a bit and spoke quickly in raspy infernal, then it turned its black eyes from one of them to the other to see if anyone had understood.

      “Riders, to your horses,” Eli translated slowly.  “Corbanis, you’ve got to go see the king.  There’s a… whole lot of harmauths headed this way.  Armed and marching straight for us out of the east.  Several hundred, if I remember my infernal numbering right.”

      Corbanis kept the sigh as quiet as he could, nodding in dismissal to the valiras.  It saluted in the beshathan way – touching the right fist to the left shoulder – and then departed.  Turning to his friends, he kept the trepidation from his face or mannerisms, merely giving them, too, a stoic nod.  Galadon, Sherman, and Katarina each patted Eli on the shoulder as they rose and left the tent to get prepared to mount up and ride.  Gil stood by, her head hung low, lost in thought.

      Corbanis shook Eli’s hand again, then turned to her.  “Why don’t you come with me?  I can introduce you to King Lestanaek, and we can see if he wants you to do some scouting like Sharyn.”

      “All right,” Gil managed, shaking free of her stupor, and following the hunter after she bid Eli a quick farewell.  Away from the tent, she loped to walk beside Corbanis.  “What will this mean for him and the other wounded, if we are trampled by a battalion of harmauths?”

      “Nothing good.”

      “Perhaps we should evacuate all the wounded now, then,” the werewolf suggested.

      Corbanis nodded.  “We’ll discuss it with the king.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nice for Kari to get to spend a couple of days with her children, but she was itching to get back to the war.  Things were at a precarious point at the black city, Glorya was still reeling from the death of her daughter and friend, and Kari hadn’t heard much out of the east.  There was no news of devastation, but at the same time, she felt like if she wasn’t hearing anything, that had to mean there was either bad news or something was coming that they didn’t see yet.  While the east was in the capable hands of Kings Lestanaek and Xafastu along with Corbanis and many of Kari’s friends – or maybe especially because it was – Kari didn’t like feeling disconnected.

      The former realm of the Overking was a war zone, seemingly from one end to the other.  The sky no longer had that red haze, but the land hadn’t fully recovered yet.  And that would only be compounded by the camps, the fortifications, the amenities, the supply roads, and everything else that came with an army fighting or sitting in wait for a fight.  As Kari trod south toward the smoke-choked ominous shadow of the black city, the scents of blood, death, and excrement surrounded her, though they took no hold.  Her focus was solely on that city, on the battle that still raged, and the promise of victory that her husband’s presence represented.

      He still hasn’t abandoned it, she thought as she walked, conserving energy so she could fight the minute she arrived if need be.  Virtually all their elestram advisors – Giamalla included – had recommended surrendering the city after disabling the shunting device from being meddled with.  And Kari knew that if Giamalla, of all people, was recommending a course of action, the calculations were all but flawless – but for one thing.

      She still didn’t know how to account for Kristofer Isaiah Jir’tana.

      The din and shouts of battle grew louder as Kari drew ever closer to the city.  She could see medics carrying the wounded and dying farther back into “friendly” territory, elestram surgeons and even the occasional syrinthian priestess tending to the injured.  She wondered briefly if that’s what Se’sasha was doing, and where Liria might be, but she didn’t have time to inquire.  The last she’d heard, both women were working to organize the syrinthians into something of a fighting force to secure the borders of Sorelizar, at least.  But the syrinthian people were not warriors on the whole, so it was quite a task, Kari was sure.

      On a similar note, however, the Dirt Dogs of Terrassia had arrived not long before, led by Max’s brother-in-law, Kas’Yari.  Leighandra had accompanied them, though Kari had no idea where any of them had been sent.  Kari offered a quick prayer for her brave gnoll allies and the chronicler’s safety as she recorded what happened here.  She supposed it was possible the Dirt Dogs would be sent out east to reunite with their brothers under Captain Te’Voliz.

      Thinking of gnolls brought her thoughts around to Tor and Isharra, and she hastened her steps as she began to wonder who would still be alive when she reached the city.  Kris, Sonja, Aeligos, and Eryn were here along with Tor and Isharra, and it was possible the Wraith was as well.  No one had seen or heard from him in weeks, and Kari had a feeling he was scouting far behind enemy lines in Antumorgh, Teradda, or Vistarra – possibly all three.  As Kris had told her more than once, it was waiting for reports and news of friends and allies that was one of the worst parts of being in command…

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” an erestram camp sentry said as Kari passed, saluting her in the beshathan way, and then every other soldier in the area began to turn and do the same.  Beshathans, tenku, kwarrasti, rir, humans, and even the occasional valiras all saluted Kari and honored her with the blessing as she passed.

      Kari didn’t answer but to smile.  She didn’t need to answer.  The blessings piled upon her made her start to glow with that reflected light from above, bringing tears to eyes and further blessings to the lips of the army.  She didn’t shine like Kris or Glorya or any of the other angelic entities she’d seen before, but she shone as a beacon to these people.  Her pulse quickened as euphoria flooded her veins, elation at the honor bestowed upon her and being able to reflect it back up to the gods to their glory.

      She had once told Grakin that she was dirty, and though that scar remained, faded and healed over as it was, now she felt clean.  Clean, whole, and worthy of love.  She could feel his love settle into her soul, mingling and synergizing with that of the gods and these many thousands of people watching her walk into battle.  War was hell, but Kari’s heart and soul were in a pocket of heaven she could carry with her, and despite all the hurt, grief, and death that surrounded her, she let it slide off her for now.

      I’ve got a job to do, she thought, and then she dashed in through the gates of the black city, drawing her twin scimitars, also reflecting that holy golden light.

      The city was a mess.  It looked as though a grand melee had taken place within its walls at some point, some of the dead still not cleared from the streets, whether enemy or ally.  Buildings were damaged – which said a lot, considering they were made of obsidian – and the marks and stains of arcane battle were everywhere.  The city smelled like a slaughterhouse, flies and other scavengers only kept at bay by that same arcane power, and rot and offal filled the air with an almost tangible stench.

      Squads of soldiers were patrolling the northern streets, keeping watch for infiltrators or any sort of breach behind where they were expected.  They nodded and graced Kari with the blessing like all the others, but kept to their patrols, ever vigilant.  There were screams from farther in the city, and the din of battle began to echo, suggesting there was fighting within the walls.  That served to quicken Kari’s pace even more, and she began to follow the sound of Kris’ unmistakable voice, shouting orders and relaying short strategies.

      Kari found the roof he was using as a command post and sheathed her scimitars to take the ladder up.  She wanted to aid in the fighting, but she kept Giamalla’s and Morduri’s words close to her heart.  She’d have her place in the battles, but hers was a higher calling, and she had to make sure she was fulfilling that first and foremost.  Yes, she wanted to fight and claw and bleed beside her brothers and sisters below trying to free this world, but she had to do what would have the most impact, not what felt “fairest.”

      Kris spared her only a glance as she reached the rooftop, but she caught the subdued smile he tried to impishly hide.  “About time you got here,” he said.  “Thought I was going to have to send people to Mas’tolinor to find you.”

      Kari grimaced.  “We had a bit of a mess in Mas’tolinor, but I think Glorya and Arlerase have probably finished taking care of it by now.  Abaddon attacked Glorya’s palace directly, Kris, and he killed a lot of people, one of her daughters not the least of them.  It seems like our enemies are willing to attack us personally now in the midst of all this chaos.”

      “I know, and that’s already cost one of them their lives,” he said, turning to her.  “Garrivokt is dead at Lestanaek’s hands.”

      For all the heartache her words had reignited, Kari smiled at that.  “One down,” she said, but the feeling was short-lived.  “Who have we lost out this way?  I could feel something was wrong for the last few days.  Don’t bother trying to hide it, Kris.  I need to know.”

      “Eryn’s dead,” he said, pacing back and forth along the north edge of the roof.  “Eli’s back was broken but he seems to be on the mend already.  He and Aeligos are headed home; they’re both done for one reason or another.  Ashanti got hurt but she’s staying; I didn’t get a lot of detail on what happened to her.  Gil had a bit of a harrowing introduction to war here in the city, but she’s working through it.  We sent her out east to help scout for Lestanaek or something a bit less dangerous.  Other than that, all of our friends are fine for now.”

      Poor Gil, she didn’t sign on for this kind of fighting, Kari thought as she bit her lip and sighed through her nose.  She’d also hoped, when Eryn was taken away by Dynas and his people, that maybe her life was turning around.  She’d wished Eryn and Aeligos might finally find the peace and calm to settle down, talk about their future – his inability to have children aside – and live something of a more normal life.  Eryn would’ve always had the stain of blood on her hands, but the opportunity to change had to mean something, otherwise what was the point?  But now she’d been robbed of that, though at the same time, it did bring a little bit of light to Kari’s heart.

      “I doubt Eryn ever expected to die fighting for freedom,” she managed.

      Kris glanced at her over his shoulder and let forth a Hmph.  “Hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      There was nothing Kari could do for Aeligos now.  She hoped Jol, Damansha, Erik, and Tarra might be able to talk Aeligos through his feelings and his grief, since his mother was here on Mehr’Durillia with the children.  With Eli headed home badly wounded, there’d be no shortage of people to lean on, and they’d all need to share their strength.  Kari resolved to make sure messages were sent home regularly to keep them all updated on the war effort.  The good parts, anyway.

      “So, how are things here?” she asked, stepping up to the south edge of the roof, and the need for any answer was wiped away.

      Buildings south of the keep had been leveled to form an interior barricade, the south end of the city lost to the tide of attackers.  At a quick glance, Kari saw Sonja working with a few mallasti to counter arcane attacks, while soldiers fought for every inch before, behind, and on top of that improvised wall.  From up here, she could see some of the fighting outside the city to the southwest, sometimes between what buildings still stood.  And through all that chaos, it didn’t escape her notice that parts of the outer wall had been torn down as Baal’s army pushed inward.

      The east didn’t look as bad, a massive wall of defensive structures and fortifications holding the line almost to the horizon.  The fighting wasn’t as intense on that side, but Kris had quite a significant number holding the east gate and the plains beyond it, forcing Baal to fight on multiple fronts, as was usually the strategy.  It took only a minute for the pieces to fall into place in her mind, and Kari refrained from asking Kris to explain what she could infer.  Garrivokt’s fall had to have forced Baphomet to pull back and go on the defensive to protect his home realm.

      Still, Baal’s army was considerable, and there seemed no end to them to the south.  Standing up here now, she could understand why the elestram were calling for the city to be abandoned and the defensive front shifted back to friendlier territory.  There, the kings could manipulate the land to better rebuff their enemies, but despite the walls and the obsidian canyons of the city, it wasn’t easy to defend on neutral, flat ground.  Not against a push like Baal was able to sustain for this long.  There had to be more to Kris’ strategy that Kari wasn’t seeing yet.

      “So, how is this going to play out?” she asked, gesturing toward the improvised wall and the legions of bloodthirsty soldiers beyond it, beshathan and otherwise.

      Kris shrugged, which was never a good sign.  That calculating mind usually had an answer to anything, even if it took him a minute to piece it together in his head.  “Do you want the good news or bad news first?”

      Kari rolled her eyes.  “All of it.  Bad first, whatever.”

      “Well, we may lose the city,” he admitted.

      Kari waited a moment for him to continue, but he didn’t.  “We may lose the city?”

      “We’re going to hit the critical moment in another day or two,” he said, folding his arms across his chest.  “Despite what it looks like out there, Kari, those soldiers are facing all the same issues we are.  They don’t know if they’re going to win, or even what it means if they do.  That field’s been getting pissed and shit on for over a week.  They’ve got dead piling up by the thousands, and they can’t burn them without turning their own side of the field and their camp into a furnace, which means sickness and disease aren’t far off.  And for all the men they’ve lost, they’ve captured only part of a single city – and not the useful part, at that.”

      “I was going to mention cleanup details when we had a moment,” she acknowledged.

      Kris nodded.  “We’ll get to it.  But suffice to say their morale is being shredded, and it’s just going to get worse the longer we hold on.  Had we abandoned the city days ago like our elestram advised, they’d be rallying over the easy victory and getting ready to storm north into the belly of Pataria and Tess’Vorg.  Now, like you just said, even if they win, they’ve got days or weeks of cleanup duty to make sure their camps and supply lines aren’t sullied by death, sewage, and the threat of vermin and insects.  Even if they take the city, the cost is really going to sink in while they clean up the mess, and they’re going to hesitate to come where Morduri and Emma – not to mentioned Glorya and the others – are at their strongest.”

      Kari leaned over and kissed him, drawing giggles from the elestram adolescents who had to be acting as Kris’ pages.  “I love you,” she said.  “I guess the good news does sort of counter all the bad, then.”

      “I haven’t told you the good news yet,” he returned.

      “Come on, I could use some.”

      Kris turned back to the south but looked at her from the corner of his eye.  “Kari, this is the bulk of Baal’s army.  And they’re not winning; not easily, at least.  If we can hold out, make them pay claw and fang for this city, we’re going to win the war, even if we lose the battle.  He’s taking too many casualties trying to cut off reinforcements, when that’s never really going to happen.  We have six worlds to fight this one, and that shunting defense?  Even if they aim it here, that just bottles his army up in this city even further.”

      “By the gods,” Kari gasped.

      “Well, my strategy helped,” he teased.  “But yeah.  Baphomet has retreated back to Teradda to defend against Lestanaek’s push, and I think we can count on the Blademaster to at least fight to a standstill there.  Abaddon’s got his eyes on Glorya, Celigus, and Arlerase, and rightly so.  So here in the center, we’re only fighting Baal – and despite what he thinks he’s gained, he’s lost so much more.  I’m not saying success is guaranteed, but this is proceeding according to plan – mine, anyway.  Not sure what Glorya, Emma, Celigus, Giamalla, and Morduri had expected.”

      “You know what we have to do, then?” she asked, and he turned to her again.  “We’ve got to get down there and do our part raising the price of this city for Thunderbelch.”

      Kris’ brows knitted.  “Thunderbelch?”

      “You’ll have to ask Emma about it some time.  Come on, we’ve got some killing to do.”

      The Warlord nodded but turned to his elestram pages.  “Keep relaying messages, and call for me if a decision needs to be made.  I won’t go far.”

      “Yes, sir,” the youngsters agreed, and Kris turned to glide down to the south alongside his wife.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The shield wall was in place, fronting the lines with a row of pikes and spears behind it, ready to receive any sort of charge from the army of rams.  The men and women were terrified despite their staunch postures and expressions, and it was little mystery to Corbanis after having felt the strength of a harmauth in personal combat.  The rams were the largest and strongest of the peoples of Mehr’Durillia by far, normally docile from all Corbanis had heard, yet absolutely lethal in battle, especially in groups.  An entire battalion and more, then, was truly a terror to the other people of Mehr’Durillia, and as he looked at that first line of armored harmauths, Corbanis could feel the roil in his own guts.

      They were marching slowly, just as Lestanaek had said they would.  It seemed the harmauths had a particular way of going about battle, marching in formation to stand before their enemies and first lay down a list of grievances before battle was joined.  They didn’t simply go to war and attack; they had a code of honor that said they would allow their enemies to know they were coming, that war was coming, and to try to reach a peace agreement before battling.  It certainly explained why wars among the harmauth clans were all but unheard of, and most of the kings had rarely had trouble with them as long as they were left alone.

      Corbanis and Lestanaek had a long conversation before joining their amassed army for this meeting and potential fight.  The erestram king had taken quite an interest in Gil, but he shoved whatever thoughts he had about the sheda-reis to the side in light of what they faced.

      “This was always a possibility, though I expected it would not happen so soon in this war,” the erestram king had explained.  “By killing a harmauth, especially a king, I indirectly declared war against the clans.  There is a chance we may talk our way out of this fight, but it may come down to me sacrificing myself to spare the rest of you.  Should that happen, you are to take command of this army and send for Xafastu to come serve as your advisor, then return to plotting the downfall of Baphomet.”

      “Hold steady,” Corbanis said, his order echoing down the line in several languages.

      The murmur of nervousness continued to reverberate through the ranks as the harmauths drew closer, but eventually, they stopped and formed a line across the way.  Now came the negotiation, as Lestanaek had said, when he would go out and meet whoever was serving as general among the ram-folk.  Lestanaek didn’t even offer a nervous sigh or deep breath, his expression hardened to that dispassionate gaze, just as when he’d fought Garrivokt.  And with a gesture for Corbanis and Ashanti to accompany him, he strode out to the center of the field between the two armies, his war scythes kept conservatively on his back.

      He stopped at the midway point, and Corbanis and Ashanti stood on either side of him, a gesture to show that Lestanaek was not the sole voice of command among the legions.  It was funny that none of it had ever occurred to Corbanis before, but in listening to the nuances of beshathan and harmauth rules of engagement, it all made sense.  Why not take a moment to try to hash out your differences with those you were about to war with?  Why not demonstrate that any potential conflict was not solely at the will of one man?  In a clash between kings it might be so, but Lestanaek was trying to show that his army was one of many peoples and nations, and that it was the will of those people and nations, not just him, that directed them.

      Corbanis wanted to turn and look at his mounted knights, wondering what impression they may have given the harmauths at first glance.  Alas, they were not only farther south watching Baphomet’s lines, but turning to look at them if they were here may have suggested some sort of treachery.  Instead, he kept his eyes forward, not even glancing at the erestram king beside him, as much as even he wanted some reassurance from Lestanaek.

      Only the occasional snort or stomp of an impatient hoof broke up the stillness and silence of that wall of muscle, bone, and armor that was the harmauth battalion.  None moved forward to come speak with Lestanaek, but the erestram king and his two companions stayed patient and calm.  Even the slightest misstep could be seen as provocative, and the gods only knew how quickly things would spiral out of control once the rams were irritated.  They may have been a docile people, but that strength would probably be difficult to rein in once it was bent on destruction.

      There was the sound of shifting bodies from ahead as someone came forward through the ranks, and Corbanis stood straight as he awaited the harmauth commander.  When at last the front ranks stepped aside to let two harmauths through, Lestanaek gasped, as did a great number of other soldiers behind him.  Corbanis fought off the urge to turn and look at them, instead taking in the sight that had evoked such a response even from the five-and-a-half-millennia old erestram king.

      Most Mehr’Durillians took quite some time to show their age, Corbanis knew.  It came with living for thousands of years, the middle ground between youth and the elder years stretching out so long that one usually saw little indication of a Mehr’Durillian’s age.  The approaching harmauth, however, was clearly ancient even by the long-lived standards of this world’s people.  The fact that it was led by another, on whose arm it rested some of its weight, suggested whatever had brought it out here might not be satiated by the death of even an enemy king.

      The harmauth female – for she wore no armor, and Corbanis could see her teats low on her belly – was all white and silver fur, faded so far past the grey of old age that it nearly shone like Gil’s hair.  Her eyes were milky white even from a distance, rather than the dark, soulful eyes or blazing red orbs the rams typically possessed.  She had to be blind or close to it at her age, and her steps, while confident, were aided by a younger male who shouldered some of her weight.  Nevertheless, the strong young male showed deference to this elder female, whose weight he probably bore as the ultimate token of honor.

      “By the Great Mother,” Lestanaek whispered under his breath.

      “Do you know her?” Corbanis asked, trying to keep his voice down without sounding too conspiratorial.

      “It is the White Queen,” the erestram king answered.  “While the harmauths are spread far and wide across Mehr’Durillia, the White Queen is said to be the matriarch of all the clans.  Some say she is the foremother of every harmauth on Mehr’Durillia, tens of thousands of years old.  She is also said to be the daughter of Viggaru or, at the very least, a seer.  For her to come here now, she must see us – or perhaps just this war in general – as a threat to all her people.”

      “Should we bow to her in respect?”

      “I planned to.  It certainly cannot hurt our diplomacy,” Lestanaek said.  He gestured for quiet once the pair of harmauths drew in range of a face to face meeting, yet at a comfortable distance for two peoples with contention between them.

      Corbanis took in the White Queen for another silent few moments before anyone spoke or bowed.  She was massive even for a harmauth, likely several inches taller than the male she leaned on before age had put a more permanent hunch in her posture.  She was broad, like all the ram-folk were, muscular and with great horns despite being female.  Those horns were decorated, though it was with bits of woven emblems or holy symbols, not jewelry in the standard sense.  She gave off a sense of the grandmotherly despite her impressive size, and without even waiting on Lestanaek to do so first, Corbanis dipped into a polite bow, keeping eye contact while he did so.

      The erestram king did the same, and Ashanti bowed on his other side, something the proud half-dragon wasn’t known for doing.  The White Queen graced them with a nod, though Corbanis didn’t expect she could bow the way he had even if she wanted to.  The male beside her echoed her nod but remained upright, still supporting his monarch’s weight.

      “Greetings, White Queen of the Harmauth Clans.  I am Lestanaek Cabra, the Blademaster, King of Ekkristis,” he greeted her, though the harmauths’ faces scrunched in confusion.  The erestram king then repeated his greeting in beshathan, apparently going on to explain that he was using multiple languages for Corbanis’ and Ashanti’s sakes.  The harmauths accepted his words with casual bobs of their heads.  He translated the words of the harmauth queen’s steward when he finished speaking, “This is Her Magnificence, Anshudisa, the White Queen, and her servant, Damuusi.  Introduce yourselves by name.”

      Corbanis touched his chest and said his name, then bowed again.  Ashanti took the cue from him and did likewise, though the smoke that trailed lightly from her nostrils drew a curious glance from the younger harmauth.  He looked at Ashanti’s legs, wings, neck, and face, but ultimately kept his thoughts to himself, a true servant.

      Lestanaek began to speak again, and the White Queen listened patiently without interrupting or even reacting with any obvious facial cues.  When he’d finished, Lestanaek told his companions, “I have offered myself as payment for whatever offense we may have caused her and her people with the killing of Garrivokt.”

      The White Queen said nothing for a minute, but then she cleared her throat with a considerable rumble and spat on the grass between them.  She held a hand up, curling those massive fingers as her unseeing eyes yet focused on something Corbanis couldn’t imagine.  He wondered if there was about to be an arcane strike or a signal to attack, but he kept calm, trusting in Lestanaek’s faith in the way these folk operated.  After a moment, the harmauth queen cleared her throat again and began to speak.

      And Corbanis could understand her now, though he could tell she was still speaking her native tongue.  The enchantment – prayer, whatever it was – amazed him.

      “You will not be required to make any sacrifice on behalf of that wretch,” she said.  “It would seem you have not heard the news yet, and so you have mistaken our reason for coming here.  Far to the west, the wretched King Abaddon has slain one of our virgin daughters.  For this act of viciousness, he has earned the direct contempt of the Great Bull himself, and with it, that of all of our clans.  We have not come to fight you or hold you accountable for slaying a false king of our people, Blademaster.  We have come to fight for and with you, to repay our enemies for the murder of one of our sacred females.”

      By the gods, Corbanis thought, making a conscious effort to not let his jaw fall open.

      “We mourn the loss of one of your daughters, White Queen,” Lestanaek said in beshathan, though again, Corbanis could understand him now.  “As when Sekassus used to murder our young vulkinastra sisters, we understand the slight against your people and your deity, and we will make your enmity our own.  You may join us in our push south against Baphomet or pass through our lines without question to join our allies to the west, to seek direct vengeance.  Your will be done, Your Magnificence.”

      “Our vengeance will come in his time,” the harmauth queen returned.  “I will remain with your people, but my soldiers will go forth with you to do battle, to reclaim the lands of our ancestors now held in the grip of the demon kings.  May the jaws of war crop them and their soldiers like grass, to cast them back out like the dung they are, to be trampled under hoof and foot.”

      I’ll have to remember that curse, Corbanis said, biting his lip to prevent a chortle.

      “With the backing of Viggaru’s mighty children, these lands will be ours once again, I swear it by the Great Mother,” Lestanaek said, bowing again.  “Come, Your Magnificence, and I will declare you before our people, that they may honor you.”

      The White Queen made a short waving motion with her free hand.  “First, send my bulls where you need them.  It seems your army is quite out of position on account of expecting trouble from us.  Do what needs doing, young king.  We will worry about formalities when time so allows.  And I am curious to these strange scents with you.  There must be much for you to tell me.”

      “And I will.  Come,” Lestanaek said.  Turning to her aid, he said, “Send your bulls straight south, and my elestram runners will go with them, to herald their arrival and set them under the command of my forward officers.”

      Damuusi called for the rest of the harmauths to do just that, and with the ranks turning and beginning the march south, Lestanaek led their queen toward the main camp.
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      They weren’t even people anymore.  He couldn’t think of them in those terms.  They were meat, and he was a butcher, cutting them up and setting them aside as each new piece came before him.  Only by setting aside their humanity, for lack of a better word, could Tor keep his sanity and manage to sleep at night without being haunted by their faces and their screams.  No matter what anyone might say, no matter what the ultimate goal was, and no matter how righteous the cause might be on the whole, this was butchery, plain and simple.

      What Isharra thought of all this, he couldn’t say.  He no longer thought of her as part demon, not that he ever really had after what had been said in the Temple of Archons.  She was a child of the gods just as he was, she was free-willed and fighting for the right cause, and she was his partner of the blade and under the covers.  There were mates that one lay with and produced children with, and then there were mates that were like one’s other half.  In Isharra, he’d found the latter.

      His axe cleaved through the ribs and sternum of another elestram warrior, extinguishing the light of life in the woman’s eyes and sending her ungraciously to the turf beside all the others.  His grip on his axes was slackening as the blood on him, his hands, and his weapons grew ever thicker.  He’d been at this for hours, holding the line now well south of the east gate, making sure Baal didn’t try to capture that, too, with how far into the city his forces had pushed.  And that was only to speak of today, as he, Isharra, and the 111th Battalion had been holding this position for days along with a few other companies.

      “Front lines, relief!” he called, his voice booming above the din of battle, the groans and cries of the wounded and dying, and the squelches of more flames of life being extinguished.

      He shifted back with Isharra, other fresh soldiers coming forward to take their place in the front, four more lines moving up behind them in support.  Archery was proving mostly useless with the number of arcane defenses both sides possessed, but it didn’t hurt to try here and there.  The formation here, with their objectives, was shield wall, pike hedge, blade wielders, archers – rank after rank of them set to defend this land to the last man unless the Warlord ordered otherwise.  And so, once Tor and Isharra had fallen back five ranks, they found the freedom to turn and head to the tent city for some rest.

      How much longer will this go on? Tor wondered.  The war had hardly lasted more than a few months now, including the fighting that had taken place before Citarians came to join.  But it had already taken such a toll on both sides, and he found himself weary, longing for the days of the Apocalypse.  While that Great War had been eight years long, it ebbed and flowed, with lulls that could last weeks or even months in some spots.  It wasn’t nonstop, never-ending fighting for days and weeks on end except for certain battles, such as the ultimate siege of DarkWind.

      He spared a glance at Isharra, her gaze distant as she walked stoically beside him.  She had been an assassin for many years, but this war was having an effect on her.  Nevertheless, when she saw him looking at her from the corner of her eye, she turned and graced him with that little smile that made the great half-gnoll’s heart flutter.  They were covered in blood and bits of gore, but still she leaned in and rubbed the side of her muzzle against his, whiskers tickling whiskers.

      Just that little touch was enough to settle him down, his pulse at last calming as the haze and furor of battle lost its grip.  They reached the fortified circle around the camp, passing through after a brief inquiry and then being ushered to the medics before they’d find the baths.  The sun cast the shadow of the former Overking’s keep over the camp, a black stripe in the middle of shades of orange and crimson as the light failed.  Yet the eye of that despotic ruler was no longer watching them, the shadow of the keep no longer something that put a chill down their spines.

      Instead, the eyes that watched their progress from that city were those of the Warlord and his mate, the Epaxa Chi’pri, Lady Vanador.  Their presence was like a direct infusion of confidence for every man and woman here fighting, Kari’s arrival multiplying the effects of the Warlord’s incredible prowess.  Now, the people not only felt like they had a chance to survive and even win, but that the Great Mother’s champion was among them.  Now, there was a light in the dark streets of that obsidian city, a reflection of the grace of the gods that said this army did not fight solely with its own strength.  Now, the hand of Be’shatha, so long absent from this world, was with them in the form of an outsider, but a champion nonetheless.

      Tor had a few cuts up his left side, ones he hadn’t even felt in the heat of battle.  Nothing that required more than a healer’s touch or a few minor sutures.  Not surprisingly, his mate required no such medical attention, her ability in combat as much geared toward never getting hit as killing any enemy dumb enough to face her.  She stayed by him while his wounds were tended, and she loaned her aid by cleaning the blood from around the work of the surgeons.

      It’s amazing that a woman so deadly in combat and so single-minded in war can have such a loving, delicate touch, he couldn’t help but think.

      Sensing his thoughts, she looked up at him and flashed that little smile again.  He gave her the whisker-tickling muzzle rub this time, and he could hear the satisfaction and the longing in her gentle sigh.  He cupped her face with his hand but had to fight off a grimace as he felt the crunch of the dried blood in both their fur.  Soon, his wounds were stitched and coated in a cleansing liquid, and the medics dismissed him to get washed up and rest.  The warriors shed their armor, weapons, and all but their undergarments for the camp servants to clean and return to them.

      “Thank you, my friends,” Tor told them, Isharra translating his words into beshathan.  The medics, as always, were surprised but pleased by his gratitude, and they bowed their heads politely to Tor as a ranking officer – not to mention the great-grandson of Be’shatha.

      The baths were short and cold, but no one said or even hinted at wanting to say anything about Tor and Isharra sharing one.  He wondered for a good, long while if the blood would ever wash from his memories as “easily” as it washed from his fur.  But she snapped him out of it, pulling his face down to scrub his muzzle before she rubbed hers against it and kissed him.  Soon enough, they were out and drying themselves by a good bonfire in preparation to go get some sleep.

      Rest, he thought.  Won’t be getting sleep right away.

      The way her eyes came up to meet his and she gave a far less muted smile now said she’d heard or felt those thoughts, and he chuckled.  It was the only indication she ever gave, the only hint he ever sensed that she was still half-succubus.  But whatever else she could do on account of that heritage, he never saw any sign of it.  She was, in every other respect, acting just as a mallasti woman would, and he knew her upbringing had a lot to do with that.  He wondered about her family and how he might fit into it, but that was a longer-term issue, and one that would have little effect on their relationship in the grand scheme.

      She took his hand as they finished warming up and drying, the arid air about the black city aiding the fire’s efforts.  Walking hand in hand, they managed to draw more than a few smiles from other soldiers, though in many of the expressions, Tor could also see the longing.  So many of these men and women were far from home, away from spouses and children and other loved ones, with no guarantee they would ever see those families again.  No one was any the wiser to Isharra’s true identity, and no objections or contempt were raised in light of their relationship, which Tor appreciated.  They set a bit of an example to some, gave hope to others, and cultivated the light of love between them even in the darkness of war.

      It was something to hold onto.  Where it would lead after the war, he could only guess.  And that assumes we survive, he thought.

      Isharra squeezed his hand again in response to that thought, and they ducked into their shared tent together.  Their undergarments were shed in moments, and soon they were in each other’s arms, the rigors and horrors of the day fleeing as Tor held Isharra close to him.  The smell of her breath, the whisper of her slightly quickened breathing, and the feel of her muscular body under his hands became his entire world, everything else fading away – except for one thought.

      “I wanted to ask you something,” he said.

      She leaned back, meeting his eyes, her cool, wet nose touching his as she inhaled his every breath.  “What?” she whispered.

      “Isharra, when this war is done, are you… would you want to have children?”

      She drew away from him slightly with a gasp.  Apparently, it wasn’t the question she’d been expecting, and now he wondered if he’d gone about asking the wrong way.  Her eyes glistened and then welled with tears, and her snout dipped down slightly.  Tor cupped her under the chin and lifted her face to meet his gaze, showing her the most loving smile he could.  Isharra threw herself fully into his embrace then, her quiet, muffled sobs echoing in his ear.

      “I am scared, Tormaar.  This is still something I am afraid to do…”

      “I know,” he said.  “I wish there was something I could say or do that would finally erase the last of your doubts.  All I can tell you is that I love you, that I want to be your mate and raise children with you, and I don’t care what anyone else thinks of that.  I waited so long without hope among humans and rir that I thought I’d never feel this way with anyone.  Now that I do, I don’t want to give it up, and I hope no matter what fears you may still hold, you feel the same way.”

      “I do,” she said, gasping and then sighing as she managed to say the words.  “I do.  But this war, these battles… do we pin our hopes on a future we may not see?”

      “In my experience, having something to live for makes it easier to survive,” he said.  “What do you think keeps an idiot like Eli alive?”

      Isharra laughed, shaking her head.  “With that one, I have no idea.”

      Tor reached back beneath his pillow and drew out a long white string of yarn, and Isharra gasped again, clearly understanding its significance.  “I am a child of two peoples,” he said, “and though I spent little or no time among either of them, I do know a few things.  Among the gnolls, it is the female who takes the male as her chosen mate; among the mallasti, a bond is represented by binding the lovers’ hands with a simple string.  So, I give this to you, Isharra, that if you want me as your husband, you may bind us with this string.”

      She stared at the string a few moments, then met his eyes, then returned her gaze to the string.  Finally, she held her left hand up with the fingers splayed.  Tor pressed his right palm into her upraised left, his hand dwarfing hers, but they intertwined their fingers, gripping tightly.  Isharra took the string in her right hand and wrapped it about their joined hands, and with a gesture of her hyena-like muzzle, he helped her tie it in a knot.  Her eyes welled with tears again, but she fought to raise her gaze and hold his steadily.

      “It is done,” she said.  “You and I are one.”

      Tor fought down a smirk, lifting her to settle into his lap, and she gasped.  “We are,” he said, and Isharra leaned her face into his meaty shoulder.  “One other choice I will leave to you.  I am a Te’Mordrin by birth, but again, I have never truly been a part of my mother’s family, nor even of my father’s clan.  So, I will leave it to you to decide whether we share my mother’s surname, or that of your clan in Sorelizar.”

      The trepidation was in her eyes again when she drew back to look at him.  “Tor, I… I am serious about this.  I am leery enough of being with you as a descendant of Be’shatha, but to take the surname her very son bore…?”

      “Isharra… she loves you.  Stop denying it, and just believe it.  Accept it.  Embrace it.  Her very temple called you the Humble Star of Heaven.  You are a part of her plan, and always have been, and she loves you, just as I do.”

      She sniffled and bobbed her head, managing a smile.  “Nevertheless, my mother would like nothing more than grandchildren.  Except, perhaps, for grandchildren of Be’shatha’s very blood.  Let us take my surname, husband, that our children will be a part of my mother’s clan, and Morduri and Emmalikas may bear heirs with no challenges to their claim.”

      “Then I call myself now Tormaar Te’Montasi, your husband.”

      “And I call myself Isharra Te’Montasi, your wife.”

      They shared a deep, passionate kiss, and maintained their bound hands as they made love for the first time as husband and wife, unbeknownst to the rest of the army.
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      Kari could feel it roiling off him, even standing a few paces to his left.  There was no mistaking the simmering haze of his anger, either in his stance – hands on his hips, wings slightly fanned out – or in the set of those beautiful blue eyes.  The cold glare he had fixed on the enemy ranks as he stared down from their soon-to-be-abandoned rooftop command post was something that nearly gave Kari shivers, and he was her ally and her husband.  She could only imagine how much more frightening it would be if she was on the receiving end of that scowl that promised a painful and inglorious death.

      The south of the city was lost.  The defenders had held the plains, then the walls, and then the streets of the black city’s southern end for as long as they could.  The death toll had been staggering so far, and Kari was only able to stomach it knowing they had felled nearly three times that number – or perhaps more than that by now.  Kari had no doubts it all bothered Kris just as much, to have to dehumanize his own soldiers and reduce them to numbers, but war was a game of numbers just as much as stratagems.  The best strategy in the world didn’t necessarily win against a force of superior numbers, but at the same time, an overwhelming army didn’t necessarily win just because they had more lives to throw away.

      A lesson our enemies are about to learn in terrible fashion, Kari thought.

      “Do it,” Kris said, his voice as cold as the stony face that gazed out upon the masses of enemy soldiers he was about to decimate.

      On his opposite side, Sonja nodded once, her scarlet hair dancing in a breeze that was far colder than it should have been.  She relayed his order, her strength in the arcane and proximity to the recipient enough to prevent disruption by other wizards and sorcerers.  But then she let forth a deep sigh and turned away, walking to the north end of the building to glide down to the streets.

      Kari remained where she was, ready to watch the Warlord’s ultimate answer to Baal’s siege.  She could see the way the muscle of Kris’ jaw stood out as he crushed his teeth together, hardening his heart and his will as his plan was about to unfold.  It would’ve been so easy to turn away, to spare themselves from the horror of what they were about to do, but Kris believed – and Kari agreed with him – that when one ordered the deaths of others, particularly untold numbers of them, one owed it to those victims to watch.

      The explosive sound was muffled, the arcane demolition happening within a building and thus felt more than heard.  Recognizing the impromptu signal for what it was, Kris’ soldiers abandoned their lines and their posts, fleeing with all due haste to the next line of barricades and fortifications.  Here, they would make yet another stand, having surrendered the southern half of the city and nearly giving unrestricted access to the keep of the former Overking.  They followed Kris’ orders to the letter, but they didn’t understand what his plan was, not completely.

      Another muffled explosion followed the first, then another and another.  Over and over again, Kari felt the shocks of the arcane blasts beneath her feet, and she watched with Kris, knowing what was coming and refusing to turn away.  Sensing the shift, Baal’s army poured in through the south gate even more heavily than they had to date, desperate to break the Warlord’s newest line and put his army to rout.  Whether they knew how to manipulate the technology here didn’t even matter; Kris couldn’t let them take the black city without exhausting every option.

      And now he was down to his final option before his army was pushed back north of the black tower and its devices.

      Their enemies had no idea what was coming, that much was clear.  They had to be mistaking the shocking booms for arcane battles somewhere in the dark alleys of the city.  Kari couldn’t think of a more costly assumption for them to make, and her hackles rose as she heard the first shattering creaks.  She wrapped her wings around herself in preparation and put her hands over her ears at the same time Kris covered his, and only then did some of the soldiers rushing up the city’s main north-south boulevard see what had happened.

      It took a moment to finally tip and gain momentum, but the collapse of the Overking’s palace had been perfectly executed by John Terkani and some of Sonja’s mallasti comrades.  Kari watched it fall, its trajectory seemingly perfect, aimed right down that main southern boulevard – and right at the massive bulk of soldiers that comprised the backbone of Baal’s army.  It took the building only seconds to hit the ground, yet it felt like days before there was a crumbling crash that was louder than anything Kari had ever heard in her life.  And that had only been magnified by the sound of thousands of men and women screaming as their end approached, swift and unavoidable.

      Kari’s heart sank nearly to her pelvis in the wake of the crash, a pervasive silence settling over the city as Baal’s surviving soldiers tried to process what had just happened.  But they had little time, as Kris’ own soldiers rushed out through the settling dust, ash, and mist to either demand surrender or put now-cut-off enemies to the sword.  Kari took her hands from over her ears and pulled a rag up to put over the end of her snout, and soon enough, she could hear the calls.

      “We surrender.”

      “Shift the back five battalions to the west and make a concerted push to reclaim the land right down to the south gate,” Kris said before he realized he’d sent away his elestram pages.  He ran to the north edge of the roof and repeated his order to the stunned youths standing below.  He then added, “Send word to Kings Emmalikas, Morduri, Celigus, and Glorya that the deed here is done.  Whether we hold this city or give it up, the black tower is gone and so is a sizeable portion of Baal’s army.  We’re going to hold the line until one of them makes a binding decision.”

      “Yes, sir,” the pages said, rushing north or west through the near-deserted streets.

      Kari returned to the south edge of the rooftop.  She surveyed the landscape of obsidian rubble, hearing the screams of the dying and the severely injured, the choking gasps of those stranded in the debris cloud, and the pleas for mercy as those caught on the wrong side of the collapse were surrounded.  She hated all of it.  The fact that it was necessary, that the cost of life would’ve been so much higher and defeat all but assured if they hadn’t, still didn’t assuage the feeling.  They had just killed thousands of soldiers by dropping a gods-damned building on them, and that was something she was having a hard time processing.

      True, they had done something similar when they’d used earthquakes to shear off cliffs and cause landslides during the Apocalypse, but that still felt different.  Kari’s eyes widened as the thought crossed her mind, though.

      No, it was no different, she thought.  I’m still not thinking of the serilis-rir as people, that’s the only thing that makes it different.  And the beshathans we just killed… no matter who they follow and how misguided they are, I still see them as people… the Great Mother’s people.

      That brought a sad smile to her face, and a prayer to her mind as she wished even the misguided might find their answers in Be’shatha’s arms.  And as soon as the prayer finished in her thoughts and fell silently from her lips, that glow enveloped her again.  Even in the darkening streets, that light reflected off her, a sunburst in the midst of the black city, drawing every eye of friend and foe, upright and wounded, beshathan or otherwise to look upon her.  Kari held her hands out to the sides, basking in the warmth that accompanied that glow, and called out the battle cry of her people – all her people; Mehr’Durillian, Citarian, or otherwise.

      “Epaxa chi’pri!”

      The call echoed through the streets, even from some pockets among what resistance remained within the south end of the city.  Not all of Baal’s forces had been killed; far from it.  But what they’d just witnessed was yet another masterstroke by those who stood at the fore in the Great Mother’s name.  Where was Baal?  Was he sitting on some ebony throne somewhere, commanding these men and women to fight to their deaths for his cause, or out of some fear he had instilled in them?  Wherever he was, it was not with these people.  He didn’t stand with his soldiers, didn’t truly lead them, he simply sent them forth to die on his behalf, that he would only need to get his hands dirty if all else failed.

      Be’shatha, on the other hand, was here – right here in the black city, her spirit upon those men and women who had held it against daunting odds for weeks.  Foremost, her spirit was here in Kari – an outsider, yes, but someone willing to fight for this world, its people, and its benevolent goddess.  And the Great Mother’s arms were open to all, if they would but surrender their hatred and their fears and replace it with her love.  But as Kari thought of her own past, how she’d kept Zalkar at arm’s length for so long even when serving as one of his hunters, she understood.

      Change was scary, and it didn’t come easily.  Especially not to people who apparently were only supposed to live for about a hundred years but had lived for forty times that long for ages.  Some will not want to give up their extended lifetimes, she remembered Glorya saying, though Kari hadn’t known what that meant at the time.  But she’d learned in recent weeks.  Beshathans and the other races of Mehr’Durillia weren’t supposed to live any longer than the syrinthians or valirasi.  They’d become corrupted by the Overking, living far beyond their intended lifetimes, all the better for them to lose hope.

      And maybe they feel irredeemable at this point, she thought.  If they only knew the truth behind Glorya, if that’s the case.

      “Let’s take a walk,” Kris said, gesturing to the south with his head.  “Right along there would seem to be a good route, for more than one reason.”

      Kari wasn’t sure she liked the symbolism of his suggestion, but she nodded grimly and took wing with him, gliding across to land on the rounded top of the fallen keep.  Kari was still glowing, and standing close to her, the color bled from Kris’ stripes, hair, and eyes, and soon he looked angelic walking beside her.  Down the side streets, stunned soldiers of Baal watched them walk on top of the tower – symbolically, treading on what remained of the Overking’s rule as well as over the bodies of those who’d perished beneath it.  Kris’ forces might still lose the battle for this city, but these people would be scarred for some time to come, seeing two of their enemies walk before them like this, fearless.

      “Where is your king?” Kari barked at them in beshathan.  “Still hiding in one of his palaces, letting you throw your lives away while he refuses to face us?  Already Garrivokt has met his end at the hands of this army; what do you think awaits his father, or your own king?  The grip of the Overking is broken, and this world belongs to the Great Mother once again.  Why do you fight this?  Have you lived so long under the rule of these tyrants that you don’t recognize freedom?”

      “Garrivokt was a weakling and a coward!” came a shout from one of the alleys.

      “And yet he was on the front line and met his death in personal combat.  What does that say about your king, hmm?” Kari returned.  “We have no desire to kill any more of you.  But we will.  We’ll send every last one of you to the Great Mother if that’s what it takes.  Instead, I think you’d be better served returning to Antumorgh and demanding that if Baal wants to fight so hard for this world, he should come out and put in some effort of his own.”

      “I’ve already fought Abaddon twice,” she continued.  “I don’t imagine your king is that much tougher.  Tell him to come fight his own battles.  The rest of you… go home.  Lay down your arms and…”

      Kari trailed off as several beshathan soldiers scrambled up the side of the tower and charged at her.  She drew her scimitars quickly, checking Kris’ position so they wouldn’t interfere with each other’s fighting.  But foremost, she began giving ground, not wanting to be pinned here in the center of enemy forces.  No amount of armor, training, or favor of the gods was going to keep her alive if she found herself in the center of several hundred enemies.  Fortunately, none had climbed to bar their path as of yet, and in fact, she saw that her soldiers were climbing up to make sure that didn’t happen.

      “Get back here you fools!” an elestram crossbowman yelled in beshathan, taking aim at any of Baal’s soldiers that thought about climbing the north end of the fallen tower.  Others climbed up to protect his flanks, a couple of shield bearers and archers.

      Kari knocked aside a few attacks as two of the beshathans closed the distance to her quickly.  She left one for Kris to handle while she turned partially, bearing down on the first.  Others were scrambling up behind them, so it was a lost cause from the start, but though Kari gave ground, she didn’t turn tail and run.  She wanted to be sure she demonstrated that the only advantage their enemies held was numbers, but that they couldn’t break the will of the Great Mother’s army.

      The elestram warrior came in quickly but slowed as she drew near, testing Kari’s defenses with quick little slaps at her scimitar tips.  The jackal-woman was a dual-wielder just as Kari was, and from those opening moments, Kari knew she faced no slouch.  The woman was gauging Kari’s ability while simultaneously trying to get her to stay put so she could be overwhelmed.  There was so much hate in the elestram’s eyes, and Kari couldn’t understand it.  Just what made these people – for that’s what they were, no matter how anyone else had to justify all the killing – fight so hard against what would be freedom?

      Maybe her husband is lying beneath this tower, Kari thought grimly.

      The woman moved to attack, so Kari stepped in unexpectedly, knocking one blade aside before she crouched and sliced across the elestram’s thigh.  She hooked the bloodied scimitar over the elestram’s other blade, then, and brought her foot up to kick the woman right across the muzzle.  Kari stepped in again, kicking the wounded soldier in the chest, back into her coming comrades.  It halted their advance for just a moment, enough time for Kari to glance over and see Kris send his own opponent ungraciously down the side of the tower.

      “We’d better get back before we’re cut off,” he said, nodding northward and giving Kari’s wing a swat.

      His words were punctuated by a few wayward missiles, arrows and crossbow bolts coming close but missing mostly thanks to the curve of the tower’s edge and how high up they were.  But the archers would correct those errors before long.  Kari tucked her wings tight to her back and ran for their companions at the north end of the fallen tower, following the elestram crossbowman and his shield-brothers as they slid and hopped down and began using the resulting canyons for cover.  Soon, they reached the fortifications in the streets, everyone helping each other climb over safely.

      “I don’t think we even made a dent,” Kari grunted once they were on the far side and relatively safe.  She thanked the elestram and the shield bearers with a bow of her head, and they returned to their vigilant watch.

      “We did, just not in their loyalty,” Kris returned, headed back toward his rooftop perch.  “Anger and grief will have them fighting a little harder in the short term, but the next time they try to do roll call or anything of that sort and realize just how many thousands they’ve lost?  Their will is going to be shot.  And that’s only the half of it.”

      She followed him up the ladder to the command post, where they found a handful of elestram youths gawking at the awesome scene of destruction.  “What are you thinking?” she asked him in the ensuing silence, moving to the south edge of the roof as the sounds of fighting rose in volume from all over.

      “Send word to Tor and his fellow commanders.  Have them push south and then west.  Tell them not to worry about being flanked by forces from Teradda, because we’re going to have Lestanaek cut Baphomet off from reinforcing Baal altogether.  I want them pushed so the south gate is their only access to the city… let them deal with climbing rubble to try to get to us.”

      “We’re going to take heavy losses shifting the eastern fortified line farther south,” Kari mused aloud, pursing her lips.

      Kris blinked but didn’t look at her.  “I know.”  He stayed silent a minute, then turned to one of his elestram pages.  “Take word north to King Emmalikas, tell her I want her to commit eighty percent to holding the city, and to empty out Pataria, Tess’Vorg, and Si’Dorra if she has to in order to see it done.”

      “Yes, sir,” the youngster said, rushing down the ladder and then sprinting north.

      “You have any other surprises you’re hiding?” Kari asked, eyeing the fallen tower again.

      Kris sighed and shook his head.  “I’d like to bring a few of our dragon allies to help, but I think they’d be hard-pressed to survive so many arcanists taking potshots at them while they’re incinerating the ranks.  There’s just no good answer to all this, Kari.  This is a war of attrition at this point, and I’m sure you know that’s not the type of battle I like to fight.  We can collapse the rest of the city but it’s not going to have anywhere near the effect this did.  We’re running out of options at this point other than grinding down Baal’s army.”

      “But that’s what we’re going to do when Emma sends reinforcements?”

      “I’m no elestram, so this is a big risk, I’ll admit,” he returned.  “Either we’re about to break the back of Baal’s army, or I’m about to break our own and cost us the entire central north and then the northeast behind it.  If that happens, we’re all going to be hiding in Mas’tolinor.  Those of us who can reach it, anyway.  I hope Glorya and Lestanaek are making more solid gains.”

      She laid her hand on his shoulder.  “Kris, they left this to you because they trust you can get it done or do the best damn job possible.  Have faith.  Like you said, the damage here is going to go beyond just casualty numbers.  If any more bad news – for them, I mean – comes out of the east or the west, they may just fold back to Antumorgh.”

      He scoffed, then spat over the edge.  “And sieging that realm is going to be a nightmare.”

      “This whole damned war is a nightmare,” Kari said.  “But it’s one we’re going to wake up from eventually, Kris.  Just have faith.”

      He turned his head and cracked a smile.  “Always do.  Let’s get the lines reset, then fill in the night commanders and go get something to eat.”

      “Hopefully, there’ll be good news waiting for us,” Kari agreed, following after him.  She did stop one last time, though, looking at that fallen tower and imagining just how many lives it had taken, either by falling on them or blasting them with the force of its impact.

      I need to hold my children again, she thought, climbing down the ladder.
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        * * *

      

      Corbanis stood up straight as Gil dashed from the command tent, a hand over the end of her lupine snout.  The girl had been in that hybrid form for what must’ve been weeks on end.  He knew something was going on between her and Lestanaek – mostly from the king toward her, if his instincts and eyes didn’t fail him.  Lestanaek was curiously infatuated with the sheda-reis, as he called them, and now Corbanis suspected having an unmarried one around might be stretching the boundaries of the king’s curiosity.

      I’d better say something, he thought, recognizing that embarrassed dash from the tent.

      He ducked inside and found Lestanaek sitting pensively, some written report in his hands that was probably far outdated but good enough to distract him.  Seeing Corbanis out of the corner of his eye, he rose to that impressive ten-foot height and graced the hunter with a smiling nod.  He was a king, but he treated Corbanis like an equal most of the time, and for someone as old, skilled, and authoritative as he was, he was gracious to his army.

      “What news?” he prompted.

      “A hundred bulls were sent to the black city as requested,” Corbanis answered.  “The rest are with our forwardmost line, standing with the cavalry to act as the shock.  Baphomet’s forces are falling back all the way to Teradda according to Sharyn and the other scouts.  They know we’ve got the harmauths with us and what that’ll mean on the field of battle.  But…”

      “Yes?” the king prodded when Corbanis paused.

      The hunter smiled.  “More harmauths from Zaphatar and even within Teradda are rising up to join our cause – or, more specifically, the White Queen’s cause.  Baphomet’s going to have a nasty little insurrection on his hands, which should make our job easier.  Not easy, of course, but easier than we were looking at just a few days ago.  I recommend we bring Her Magnificence in and see what she knows of the layout of Teradda, or specifically, where the clan lands may be.”

      “We could risk sending some airborne scouts that way,” Lestanaek mused.  “Yes, if we were to delve to where the harmauth clans are, they would more easily be able to join us.  Have we received word of any more off-world reinforcements recently?”

      Corbanis shook his head.  “I think we’re doing too well here, Majesty.  Glorya and the others are keeping new arrivals to shore up the defense of Mas’tolinor and the black city, it seems.”

      “Ketava,” the erestram king said, chuckling in response to Corbanis’ laugh.

      “We still have reserves in King Xafastu’s realm, don’t we?”

      Lestanaek nodded.  “They are guarding my home and watching the realms of Horturris and Malmortia – the former realms of Kings Augrus and Sheila.  Thus, we have somewhere to flee to if this war turns against us.  Honestly, I do not expect to need them or too many off-world reinforcements if the clans of Teradda join us.  And if the realms of Horturris and Malmortia have not turned on us to date, I do not expect they will, whether they aid us or not.  We may just be the first to knock on the door of Antumorgh, though I expect any final confrontation with Baphomet to be far deadlier than our gains to date.”

      “How confident are you fighting him, if no one else interferes?” Corbanis asked.  “Or, you know, if only your allies do…”  The king laughed and gestured for Corbanis to follow, but the hunter motioned for him to wait.  “There’s something else I need to talk to you about for just a minute, before we step outside.”

      “What is that?” Lestanaek said, turning back and pulling down the tent flap.

      “Gil, and your relationship with her.”  He held a hand up to stave off any indignant response, though none came anyway, Lestanaek merely cocking an ear.  “I don’t mean to get involved in your affairs, I just wanted to remind you that she’s only twenty years old, and she’s dealing with a lot, having been dropped into this war unprepared and hurt pretty badly.  I know she’s a werewolf, but I get the impression of a frightened young woman out of her, that hybrid form be damned.”

      “Ah,” the king said.  “Do her kind not take mates until their thirties, like the elestram and the mallasti do?”

      “No, it’s just that she’s never been with anyone to my knowledge, so with everything else going on around us, she may not be able to deal with your advances, whatever they may be.”

      Lestanaek sighed, gazing at the closed flap of the tent.  “I likely have been pursuing too strongly for her,” he admitted.  “And it is not even a rampant desire to mate, just that I find her kind so fascinating, and it has been so long since…”

      Corbanis was glad Eli and Typhonix weren’t around to finish that thought with a smart comment, because experience had taught him much better.  “Since your wife died?”

      “Yes.  But come, we must go see the White Queen,” the erestram king said, leading Corbanis from the tent.  As they walked north toward the honor guard protecting the harmauth matriarch, he continued, “My people mate for life, as you may know.  I was married to a wonderful woman for four thousand, three hundred and seventy-three years.  But she was born a slave, doubly so since she never knew anything but the rule of the Overking.  Though I have outlived her, I have never sought another mate, afraid of betraying her memory or, worse, replacing it.”

      Corbanis nodded.  “I was separated from my wife for many years, so I can understand.”

      “But Gillian… she is young and full of that spark of life.  It has been dimmed a little in this time of war, but I find her… exciting.  So like my people and yet so different, a wonderful world of possibilities to explore, whether romantically or not.  And I find my fears of replacing my wife grow duller the more I spend time with this young woman.”

      “Just keep in mind that she is very young compared to you, so just take it slowly,” Corbanis said, patting the king’s upper arm, his shoulder too high to reach.  “And I know she’s spending all her time in that hybrid form, but she was born and raised a human.  Getting used to you and your people may take a while no matter how she looks right now.”

      Lestanaek bobbed his head.  “I see.  Thank you for letting me know.  It cannot have been easy to say something with the way people fear us as kings.  So, are you and your wife one again?”

      “Yes, we are,” Corbanis answered with a smile.

      They came upon the White Queen’s tent and the warm fire burning before it.  Supplies for such fires were becoming a concern, but the aged harmauth queen was given as much as she needed to keep those old bones warm.  Likewise, she didn’t eat much, but considering what a boon her presence and the lending of her people to the fight was, it would be a small price to pay even if she did.  All told, the harmauths were easy to account for, and they had brought more than adequate supplies with them.

      Lestanaek and Corbanis found the harmauth queen reclined in a mound of pillows and warm blankets next to the fire, her young attendant seated near her.  The mallasti camp servants were tending to her needs, and if Corbanis wasn’t mistaken, he could see the slightest glint of impatience in the eyes of her attendant.  He must’ve wanted to go out and bring glory to her and their deity, Viggaru, but he would not abandon his honored duty.

      “Your Magnificence,” Lestanaek said, bowing despite the queen’s blindness.  “We have pushed Baphomet’s army back into Teradda and are preparing to invade that realm.  However, your people within Teradda would be another boon to our army, and so I wished to ask you if you know where your clan lands are within the realm of the Lord of Curses.  It is my intention to push first to them, both to make sure your clans’ females are protected and to bring your mighty bulls into our fold.”

      The White Queen remained silent for a moment, those unseeing eyes turned in Lestanaek’s direction.  “The strange scent is with you again.  Is that you, Corbanis?”

      “It is, Your Magnificence,” the hunter answered.

      “I have a task that only you or one of your Citarian companions may see to,” she said.  “On your world are a number of creations of Arakiel’s that were made after the images of Viggaru’s children.  Among these lives one who serves as their deity of a sort, or at least one to whom they swear their fealty.  If you were to send a message to this one, he will be able to alert the rest of his people that both their creator and the one whose children they were molded after have called them to duty.  Do this, and you may add some powerful allies to our army, ones who would be able to eliminate the threat of arcane power from our enemies.”

      Corbanis’ brow went up, and Lestanaek beheld him curiously.  “You know of whom she speaks?” he prompted.

      “We call them sylvan beasts, and I hadn’t thought of them before now.  They tend to stay quite far apart from our civilizations, but if we could get them to come help… they can absorb the use of magic anywhere in their vicinity, because they eat it.”

      “And you know their… deity?”

      “He’s a grumpy old bastard, but he’ll help if we ask.  He’s a man of honor.  Always has been.”

      “Then we must send an elestram runner to Pataria as quickly as possible,” Lestanaek said.

      “I’ll take care of that.”  Corbanis turned and let out a long, shrill whistle.  They had to wait only moments before an elestram messenger came.  Once instructed, he was running west with all speed, the warm sun on his back.

      “This one serves you well,” the White Queen said.

      “All of our allies from Citaria do,” the erestram king agreed.

      The harmauth queen nodded her great, horned head.  “In answer to your question, young king, the closest of our clan lands to Zaphatar’s border should be the Meadow of Three Peaks, if you are familiar with that.”

      Lestanaek shook his head.  “I am not, but my scouts will know the place you speak of.  They have been making crude maps of the topography before us when they bring me their reports.  We will find your people and bring them into our ranks with their consent and your blessing, Your Magnificence.”

      “You will have both.  Go, young king.  The Great Bull grant you the strength of the mountains, that your feet are never moved by the efforts of your enemies.”

      “Thank you, Your Magnificence.”

      “And you, young Citarian… may the glory of the Lightbringer shine upon you always.”

      That took Corbanis a little bit by surprise, but he remembered Kari calling Arakiel that when she opened the door of the Temple of Archons.  “And you as well, Queen Anshudisa.”

      Whether pleased with his manners or being able to pronounce her name, a little smile tickled the corners of the aged harmauth’s mouth.  She dismissed them with a nod, and though this was technically Lestanaek’s army, both he and Corbanis bowed deeply to her.  They bid her good day and returned toward the main camp.

      “So,” Lestanaek said to break the silence of their walk.  “What do young sheda-reis like as a token of affection that will not seem too headstrong?”

      Corbanis smirked.  “Start with flowers and see where that gets you.  That is, if our harmauth allies haven’t eaten them all.”

      Despite all the uncertainty and the pains of war around them, the two shared a much-needed laugh.
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      Emma’s reinforcements took some time to get to Kris’ army in full force, but the elestram and erestram among them had been given permission to break ranks and rush to the city.  All told, it wasn’t as much as the Warlord had hoped for, most of what the central north had to offer already here fighting for every inch of black glass.  Glorya’s Scarlet Legions were holding Mas’tolinor and beginning to push south toward Vistarra, and Lestanaek’s forces had reached the border of Teradda.  It had been a busy month and more, and the gains the Great Mother’s army had made were beyond anyone’s imagining.

      Two weeks had passed since the fall of the Overking’s tower, and as Kari stood once more on the rooftop that Kris used as a command post, she was amazed.  They had lost so many soldiers, but Baal’s army had all but given up, their attacks less consistent, less organized, and far less well-manned.  The advances of Kris’ eastern and western lines had formed a funnel, one that saw any trying to attack the black city running through a gauntlet first.  Kari didn’t even want to hear the numbers of casualties behind the successful push, but she knew they were far beyond anything she’d seen in the Khalarin War.

      The south half of the city was little more than rubble and rot at this point.  Baal’s soldiers saw no point in reclaiming their dead, and their insistent attacks kept Kris’ army from taking care of any of it, either.  The north half was mostly free of dead and waste, but the city was nearly a total loss anyway.  It could be rebuilt, but considering what it represented to the Great Mother and her people, Kari wasn’t sure anyone would bother.  It might just be that the Great Mother requested someone like John Terkani and the mallasti sorcerers simply eradicate it when it had served this last useful purpose, if the goddess didn’t do so herself.

      Sickness and disease were becoming an issue, but now, with the attacks lightening, Kari was sending specialized units in to gather corpses into piles and set them ablaze.  The city was already a choked-out chimney spewing ash and black smoke from all quarters, and at times, Kari and Kris could hardly see anything through all the murky haze.  The smell was terrible, something Kari was sure she’d never forget, but it beat that sour stink of rotting bodies, clouds of insects, or the never-ending chewing of rodents and other scavengers.  She was simply grateful the valirasi didn’t act like the vultures they resembled.  Not for now, anyway.

      What truly made their victory here remarkable – not that it was complete, not yet – was the good news coming from the east.  Lestanaek and his legions had captured Zaphatar with little trouble, and apparently, they’d been joined by a small army of harmauths.  That group was only getting bigger as the erestram king liberated more and more of the harmauth clans from the oppressive shadows of Baphomet and his dead son Garrivokt.  It didn’t take an elestram oddsmaker to figure out that the more harmauths they added to the Great Mother’s army, the better their chances of winning – and winning quickly, at that.

      Lestanaek had sent a hundred harmauths to bolster Kris’ holding of the black city, and they’d been invaluable.  For two weeks they had acted as shock troops, breaking enemy lines before they could even reach the city to try to overwhelm the Warlord.  That had proven to be a key turning point, and just as Kris had suggested, once the fury of having had the tower dropped on them wore off, Baal’s army began to lose confidence.  They’d had far superior numbers but crashed almost ineffectually against this bastion for weeks with little to show for it but half of a city destroyed and dead that numbered in the tens of thousands.

      Now, Kari watched as some of them retreated, the flow of attackers passing through the gaps in the destroyed south wall beginning to change direction.  She wondered just how far they would run.  Did they know Kris’ army was badly hobbled by all this fighting and wouldn’t be able to pursue them immediately?  Or would they assume they’d be in full rout and try to rush all the way back to the relative safety of Antumorgh?

      It was too much to think about for the moment.  Kari’s job now was to assess the damage, figure out what they had left, how much was needed to hold the city, and then how much could be sent south to begin preparing for the lengthy siege of Antumorgh.  The other option, of course, was to hold here and send whatever could be spared east or west, to either help Glorya recapture the realms of Sansrigar and Arlerase, or else give Lestanaek a little extra muscle to invade Baphomet’s realm of Teradda.  It didn’t seem likely that Glorya, Arlerase, and Celigus would need help, but Kari wasn’t going to make any assumptions in this war.  Nevertheless, until they had some idea of who they had remaining and how well their supply lines were holding, neither thought mattered much.

      There was darkness on the southern horizon, signaling a possible storm.  It made Kari think of Baal’s title, “The Storm Lord”, and what that might mean when they invaded Antumorgh.  The place was reputed to be a volcanic wasteland as it was; how much worse could its despotic king make it?  Time would tell.  Kari had a feeling she’d be in the center here throughout the war, by Kris’ side and driving the elegant blade of the Great Mother’s army right down the gullet of her enemies.  It wasn’t where she wanted to be – the gods knew, she wanted to be in Tess’Vorg with her children – but it was where she needed to be.

      And so, it’s where I’ll stay, she thought.

      “I’m going to head to the eastern lines and see how things have held up there,” she said to Kris, and he nodded somewhat absently.  “If there’s no more attacks coming, I’m going to have them start shifting south to re-fortify what’s left of the wall.  We’ll capture who we can, let the rest go, and start sweeping out the streets so we can fall back to the middle line again if we have to.”

      Kris turned and smiled at her.  “That’s my girl.”

      Kari leaned over and kissed him before she turned toward the ladder to the north.  Kris gave her rump a playful swat and she laughed, though it was more at the snickers of the elestram pages than at the gesture itself.  She fought down a sigh, trying not to wonder too long about when she and Kris would get to spend more time together as husband and wife and take a break from being generals of this army.  They hadn’t even been here all that long, certainly not compared to how long they’d done this during the Apocalypse, but it already felt like years despite the truth.

      The thought of months brought Evanja and Audrei both to mind, and Kari wondered how much longer it would be before the two women gave birth.  Audrei was at least safely home on Citaria with her husband, who by all accounts was still bringing the nations together to make sure no backlash came from Mehr’Durillia.  But Kari didn’t know where Evanja was at this point, only sure the woman had been evacuated north when Maurinoth first fell.  With any luck, Kari would be able to leave the front for a short rest to go and witness Antonio’s birth.

      Kari was greeted on all sides by salutes and the utterances of epaxa chi’pri.  She returned the salutes where she could in the demonhunter way, tapping her fist over her heart and bowing her head to her soldiers.  Soon enough, she’d reached the eastern gate, partially blocked by some of the rubble that they’d used to wall off the south side of the city.  It was being guarded by a squad of elestram and mallasti, not the usual pair of erestram such as when the Overking had ruled here.  The giant wolf-folk were too valuable as shock troops to waste on guard duty except where absolutely necessary.

      Passing through the gate, Kari arrived in the rear command center, where Tor and the other ranking officers were meeting when they weren’t on the front lines themselves – in Tor’s case, anyway.  The salutes and calls of epaxa chi’pri got the attention of the officers quickly, and they all came out of the command pavilion and lined up, standing straight and saluting Kari with the call as well.  She returned the gesture and the blessing, but something caught her eye and stilled her tongue.

      Tor had a white string looped around his neck.

      She wanted to wrap him in a bone-crushing hug, look for Isharra, ask them for all the details she’d missed in the midst of the war.  Moreover, she wanted to send them somewhere to have a honeymoon the same way she and Kris had before coming here.  But then, she didn’t want to make a scene and undermine his authority or sense of duty.  Instead, she merely smiled to let him know she understood what the string represented, and then met the eyes of each of her officers in turn.

      “Gentlemen, it’s time to start shifting the line south again.  We want to fortify the south wall of the city now that Baal’s forces are mostly clearing out.  This is a critical point; if we re-fortify the city and can hold it, we can start bringing in reinforcements much more quickly.  But if this is a ruse, you could find yourselves overwhelmed in short order.  My suggestion is to march your shield wall farther south, backed by our harmauth allies, and give the engineers and the masons as much room to work as you can.  I’ll be headed over to the west next, and I’ll have them send you a few of Basirri’s more powerful mallasti sorcerers.  Any questions or input?”

      “Are we to pursue at all, ma’am?” one of the elestram asked.  “And what of any we capture?”

      “Take prisoners if you pin stragglers, but do not pursue.  Set a line and hold it,” she answered, looking from face to face to see if there were any other concerns.  “See it done, gentlemen.  The sooner we secure our southern front, the sooner we can all take a breath and get some sleep.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the officers said, all scattering to their respective units to begin passing the orders down the line.

      All, that is, except for Tor, who stayed before her.  Soon, Isharra strode up beside him, and after taking Tor’s hand, she leaned into him and smiled at Kari.  Even now, in this mallasti form, it was such a joy to Kari to see Isharra – Seanada – smile, something she had been doing more of in recent years, though Kari felt it was still too elusive.  She put a hand to each of their shoulders – which was easier said than done in Tor’s case – and soon had both of them wrapped in a hug.

      “It helps to see a little bit of light in all this darkness,” Kari said quietly when they split apart.  “Now, I know what your first answer will be, but I want the one you actually stop and think about for a minute first.  Would you two like some time away from the front to honeymoon?”

      “Of course not,” Tor answered immediately, then smirked.  “Though, if you feel you can spare us for a week or two…”

      “I think we’ve reached an impasse for the time being, despite the advantage we seem to hold,” Kari said.  “I can’t give you a month like Glorya made me and Kris take, but… yeah.  Take a week or two.  Celebrate what you’ve found.  The war’s still going to be here when you get back.”

      “Thank you, Kari,” Isharra said, looking down for a moment but then smiling when she lifted her eyes to meet Kari’s gaze again.  “Though what the Great Mother told me and what Tor has said in the last few months have had a great effect, it was your friendship, your love that let me see my own self-worth.  I know my taking this mallasti form must confuse you on some level, but it, too, was based on something you said, if you remember.”

      “I certainly do,” the avatar smiled.

      “With the death of my mother and the fact that I neither knew my father nor was welcome among his people, I decided to be what and where I belonged.  Oh, I know Se’sasha will be a little disappointed in my choice, but it is easier this way for all of us, most especially myself.  I think I have earned the right to be a little selfish on this matter.”

      “Taking care of yourself isn’t selfish, especially when it lets you take care of others better,” Kari said, poking Isharra’s nose.  “Morduri taught me that.”

      “He is simply another that owes a great deal of what he has and what he has learned to you,” Isharra returned.

      “And what about you?” the avatar asked, turning to Tor.

      The half-gnoll shrugged.  “I think I always felt at home in the military because among soldiers, there is a bond of blood that goes beyond race.  If you will fight beside someone, bleed with them and for them, and lay down your life beside theirs in a common cause, you are brothers.  The skin you wear means little beyond that.”

      “Are you ever tempted to find your father, though?”

      “Perhaps someday.  I suspect we will be living among the Te’Montasi clan, so perhaps not.  Though I will say, if you ever have issues with the gnolls of Talon Rock and need an ambassador, I will be happy to help with that,” Tor answered.

      “Who’s your next in command?” Kari asked.

      “Captain Ekrauk.”

      “All right, go get him up to speed on my orders, set him temporarily in command, and then you and your wife go enjoy a couple of weeks of quiet,” Kari said, gesturing them away.

      Tor and Isharra hugged Kari again, then made their way across the camp to find his captains.  She still had a smile on her face when an elestram officer stepped up before her and saluted.  He wore the pins of a master sergeant, if Kari remembered the ranks correctly, and had a rough and no-nonsense demeanor about him, a far cry from the usual impassiveness of the beshathans as a whole.  As the silence deepened, Kari gestured for him to speak.

      “General, I wanted clarification on what you would like done with deserters,” he said.

      “Deserters?”

      “Yes, ma’am.  We are holding several dozen deserters under guard to await judgment, and since you are here, I thought–”

      “Let them go,” Kari said, waving away his shocked attempt at a response.  “This is a volunteer army, Master Sergeant.  No one is to be kept here against their will.  If they want to run back home to their families, let them.  They do so knowing if we fall, no place will be safe for them.”  He simply stared at her, blinking once as though wondering if he’d imagined what she just said.  “Love justice, but do mercy, Master Sergeant.”

      “It shall be done as you order, General,” he returned, saluting her again.

      Kari watched him walk to the north, back toward wherever they were holding prisoners.  True, it was risky to just let the general population know they could leave any time they got scared.  But knowing they had the freedom to make the choice, that they could take pride in choosing to be here and fight for their world rather than just following orders… that had to build morale, to Kari’s thinking.  She wanted an army that was here to defend, because fighting in defense of others made an army far stronger than it seemed on the surface.  And there was no better testament to that than the black city at her back, now in their control, except perhaps…

      It was the lesson Chiylija never learned when trying to conquer Askies, she thought.  She thought she was defending her people, too, but she was always the aggressor.

      A rush of wind sent Kari’s hands to the hilts of her scimitars, and she whirled to find Sonja standing behind her.  When the brief haze of the teleportation cleared from her wits, Sonja took Kari by the wrist.  “Kari, it’s time,” she said.

      “Has Baal attacked the city again?” the avatar hissed.

      Her sister-in-law smiled, those ruby eyes twinkling.  “No, not that.  It’s Evanja’s time!  Come, we don’t have a moment to lose.”

      Kari put a hand over the end of her snout, her eyes welling with tears, but she laid her other in Sonja’s palm after sheathing her swords.  She drew away, though, and before they left, Kari sent runners to the west to request sorcerers from Basirri and to let Kris know she’d be absent for a few days.  She was sure he could handle things alone again for a while.  This was something she simply couldn’t miss.  Laying her hand back in Sonja’s palm, her sister-in-law pulled Kari across the distance into Mas’tolinor.
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        * * *

      

      They arrived in a little nondescript town Kari had never seen before.  It wasn’t Maurinoth, too cozy and lacking the obvious palace overlooking it from the bluff.  This place had the feel of a hamlet, maybe a trappers’ and loggers’ town to the north of Maurinoth, past the woods Kari had hunted in with Glorya.  It smelled of dirt and growing things, but Kari had hardly a minute to process it all before Sonja took her wrist and practically dragged her along.

      “Come, come!” her scarlet-haired sister-in-law said, giddy with excitement.

      Our family’s gotten so complicated, Kari thought.  I’m glad they’re all taking it well, or at least one day at a time for now.

      Sonja led her through the streets, the quiet hush here a nice break from the dreary pall of battle she’d been stuck in for weeks.  Every breath of the fresh air here, every sound of an axe falling upon wood or someone doing something as simple as hammering nails brought her back from that edge of war.  It shouldn’t have been this easy, but the combination of being in a “normal” town again and on the way to witness a birth brought Kari back to herself.  All those fears and niggling doubts about whether she’d ever be fit to be a parent or live a normal life again fell away.  She felt at home, despite being an entire world and untold thousands of miles away from her own.

      Kari was brought to a simple yet elegantly decorated little house, and Sonja knocked on the door.  An elestram woman with a graying throat and upper chest answered and smiled, stepping aside and gesturing the two Citarians in.  Kari bowed her head to the woman of the house, the gesture being returned by the words epaxa chi’pri as was now commonplace.

      The inside was tidy and cozy, and Kari breathed in the smells of fresh cooking along with the scents of sterility, the air heavy with the labor of the pregnant woman.  The lady of the house brought Kari and Sonja through to the rear, to the room where Evanja was being tended to, though Sonja stayed out in the hall to give everyone more space.

      Kari tucked her wings tight to her back and entered, moving to squat near Evanja’s reclining form.  The woman’s breathing was ragged, and Kari laid a hand on her shoulder, gesturing for her to keep her breathing regular when the elestram’s golden eyes fixed on her.  Evanja reached up and took Kari’s hand, her grip strong with the pain of childbirth, and she worked to get her breathing under control.

      “Thank you for coming,” she managed to whisper.

      “Are you kidding?  I wouldn’t miss this for the world.  Well, maybe I would…”  Kari gave the woman’s shoulder a squeeze, and only then did the avatar look up to meet his eyes.

      Marracir – the Wraith – looked like he’d been through hell.  She wondered what explanation a humble tailor could give for the state of his fur, the fresh traces of wounds in it, or the haggard look about him.  But then she surmised the world was at war; it was quite likely he never had to give anyone an explanation.  Whatever the case, his wife may have been the one going through labor, but Marracir looked no less ragged for the trials of the previous weeks.  Yet despite their goals, all the responsibility that lay on those shoulders, he was here, with his wife, ready to welcome their first child into the world.

      “How are you two?” she asked the couple.

      Marracir deferred to his wife, who swallowed a bellow but then let it out anyway.  Kari gave her an encouraging pat; there was no use trying to hold it in.  Everyone knew what was going on here, and no one expected decorum or properness from a woman going through this.

      “Scared,” Evanja said, meeting her husband’s gaze.  She managed a tired smile.  “Excited, too.  I just… I pray to the Great Mother that all goes well, but I… I do not deserve this.  Not after all I have done…”

      “On the contrary, I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more,” Kari said.  “All those things you did at Glorya’s – Koursturaux’s – command, she paid for already in the Temple, Evanja.  Don’t look back anymore, just forward.  You’ve got a beautiful boy coming, I suspect very soon.”

      Evanja let forth another bellow, the two mallasti midwives giving her encouragements and little instructions in beshathan.  Evanja seemed to be well into the process, but Kari didn’t know for sure.  She was already a bit surprised that it was time already, but then she shouldn’t have just assumed elestram carried children for the same length of time as a rir or human.  For as well as she’d come to know these people over the last few years, there was still so much to learn.

      “And you?” she prompted, looking over to Marracir.

      “We will speak in detail when we can have some privacy,” he said.

      “Of course,” Kari said, grimacing slightly as Evanja crushed her hand.  She hoped the woman didn’t break any bones while clinging to Kari through the pain…

      As Kari had expected, it wasn’t long before Marracir called her over.  She understood the normally prudish nature of the elestram people, and so she was honored to be close enough to watch the baby emerge and be one of the first to welcome him to the world.  Marracir was working to keep his own breathing steady, anticipating that first cry that would say all was well for now, that the baby had survived the birthing.  And Kari felt all that same trepidation with him, only casting it up into the arms of her deities, trusting them to see her friends through.

      It all passed faster than Kari remembered when she went through it, though she was thankful for that.  Soon, Marracir had a little mallestrem boy in his hands, his body like that of an elestram while he had the coat and markings of a mallasti.  And then those little eyes peeked open for just a moment, giving Kari and Marracir their first glimpse of those wondrous orange orbs.  Kari could recall them so well from her dreams and ethereal interactions with him, but now, to see them for real and in person, they set her heart aflutter.

      Soon, the child was gently washed, the cord was cut – something new for Kari to experience, since rir mothers weren’t connected to their children thus – and Marracir carried him over and set him in Evanja’s arms.  Marracir knelt beside the bed and laid his head on Evanja’s shoulder as their child latched to her breast for the first time, and the elestram woman couldn’t stop the tears.  Neither could Kari, for that matter.

      “Oh, our little Antonio,” Evanja cried, wrapping the baby with one arm and her husband’s head with her other.  “Thank the Great Mother, I am so glad to finally hold you.”  She looked up at Kari with those teary golden eyes.  “And you… by her blessed name, this is all your doing.”

      Kari approached around the side of the bed, leaning down to kiss the woman’s jackal-like snout.  “Thank you for letting me be here for this,” she said.  “My mother-in-law and my children are in Tess’Vorg… I may have them come out to meet their… cousin, I guess would be the easiest way to explain it.”

      “They may call him a sibling if you wish, Lady Vanador.  We owe you that much at least.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” she countered.  “Except a few minutes with your husband so we can discuss a few things.”

      A strange expression crossed Evanja’s face, but then she turned to Marracir.  “What are we doing, my love?  Will you take me again as your wife?”

      Marracir didn’t answer for a few moments, and even the mallasti midwives paused and shared a look in the ensuing silence.  But then he said, “Evanja, I cut a piece of jewelry from your body. I never gave you up as my wife, I merely gave you the freedom to give me up as your husband.  You are and shall ever be a part of me, no matter how all of this turns out.”

      They leaned into each other, and Kari crouched down to run the tip of her finger under little Antonio’s muzzle and give him a light peck on the head.  “I’ll be outside whenever you’re free, but take your time, Marracir.”

      “I will see you shortly, Lady Vanador, thank you,” he whispered from against his wife’s shoulder.

      Kari had hardly taken two steps out of the room before she was nearly smothered with a hug from Sonja.  She seemed to try to find the words a few times, but ultimately just hugged Kari all the tighter.  It had to be grating on her to keep seeing her brothers find love and have children, or for Kari to now be with Kris and have “had” another child through Evanja.  That brought Eryn’s death to mind, but Kari tried not to dwell on that, either.  Sonja was still young, she was a wonderful woman, and there would be plenty of time when the fighting here was done.

      “Oh, stop it,” she chided as she let Kari go.  “You have enough to worry about.”

      “I’m not worried,” Kari returned.  “Just hopeful.  Looking forward to you being an even better mother than I am.”

      That brought tears to Sonja’s eyes.  “That’s a tall order.”

      Kari scoffed and gestured for Sonja to follow her outside.  “Sonja, I’m gone most of the time, off on some hunt or fighting in some war.  I’ve missed so much of their lives already.  When you get the chance, don’t make the same mistake.”

      “Fighting for others isn’t a mistake, Kari,” she countered.  “I know what you’re saying, but your children are wonderful, and they love you, and I couldn’t be prouder to call you my sister.  And when they’re older and they know what you’ve fought for all these years, they’ll be proud of you, too.  Don’t ever forget that or let anyone or anything overshadow it.  When people say you’re the best person they know, they’re not just flattering you.  It’s true.”

      “All right, knock it off before you make me cry,” Kari grumbled, then chuckled.  She and Sonja shared another tight hug, getting a few warm smiles from citizens in the area.  No doubt they knew who Kari was at this point, and they were probably starting to truly appreciate how much work Citarians in general were putting into their freedom.

      “Meet me outside town to the south,” came a whispered voice, and Kari and Sonja exchanged a glance before following the Wraith’s instructions.

      The southern trail, which led to the forest, was deserted when the women arrived.  Likely only used for hunters and loggers most of the time, the area probably saw even less traffic with the attack that had sent so many fleeing this way.  Satisfied that the area was empty, the Wraith took on his smoky black form with the glowing orange eyes, still maintaining his mystique on the off chance someone happened by.  Still, despite that inky black form, there was the hint of a smile in his features, and even the eyes – normally cold and lifeless – held a new depth.

      “Congratulations,” Kari said quietly after glancing around, echoed by Sonja.

      His wraith-like form bubbled in what seemed like an ecstatic sigh.  “I am… beyond words, Lady Vanador.  I can only guess at the reasoning behind the specifics of the clairvoyance that led to me being sent to protect you and your child years ago.  That so many things would come to pass because of that simple act, and that I would receive so many blessings from the Great Mother on account of it is… it is inexplicable.  But know that I am only slightly less grateful to you than to our beneficent Celestial Queen and her allies.  They may have had others they could choose, but you took up the mantle, and you have been the instrument of all their blessings.  The words hardly do you justice, but thank you, Kari.  Thank the gods for you.”

      “And you,” he said, turning those eyes upon Sonja, who seemed a little mystified to be in his presence.  “You and your family deserve credit as well, for supporting Lady Vanador and keeping her confident through your love and assistance.  Where Seanada became a sister of the blade to Kari, you have long been her sister of the blood, like her true sister, loving, supportive, and one she could always lean on.  Whatever you may think of your role in all this, young Sonja, know that we – the Ashen Fangs and the gods alike – have not missed your importance.”

      Sonja blinked back a few tears.  “Thank you,” she said.  “It’s been an honor to serve beside Kari all these years and have her as a sister.”

      “You know Eryn is dead?” Kari asked, and Sonja’s breath caught, even weeks later.  “Aeligos went home as well.  I know they were helping your efforts in the black city, but–”

      “Others will stand in the gap,” the Wraith said.  “I hope Aeligos is able to recover.  He has one of the sharpest minds I have ever come across in someone not elestram.  Regardless, there are others among the Ashen Fangs who can fulfill those duties.  And on that note, let me explain what I have been about these last several weeks.

      “The Ashen Fangs have members everywhere on Mehr’Durillia, though our presence in the realms of our enemies is understandably much smaller.  I have met with key members of our society in each realm, passing along messages and orders.  We do not have the numbers to cause a significant insurrection or disturbance, however, we can provide crucial information when your armies arrive to siege Antumorgh in particular.  We will also be able to provide safe houses for your spies and scouts, and assist the Warlord, Glorya, and our other leaders with finding the best routes to press deeper into the realms.  Vistarra is another matter, though I will continue trying to do what I can to gain us a foothold there.

      “More recently, I assisted one of your units of… Dirt Dogs, I believe they are called among your people, with finding others like them in the mountains between Antumorgh and Vistarra.  The half-elven chronicler is with them as well, and they will be causing disturbances where they can, making a nuisance of themselves as the cavistrem do so well.  All told, I am afraid these efforts will not be enough to make the taking of any of the three final Ancient Ones’ realms easy, but as I believe your people say, every little bit helps.”

      “It certainly does,” Kari agreed.  “I’m glad to hear Leighandra is here, and what a strange new perspective she’ll get working directly with the Dirt Dogs.  Makes me wish we could send Captain Te’Voliz down that way with them, but he’s entrenched with Lestanaek’s forces to the east.”

      “He is,” the Wraith agreed.  “Has the battle for the black city ended, one way or another?  I would assume, by your presence, that it is at least stalemated.”

      “It’s all but won at this point,” Kari said, glancing at Sonja.

      The scarlet-haired sorceress nodded.  “There’s a lot of cleanup to be done, but Basirri and the others agree that the bulk of the fighting at the city itself is finished for now.  They assume Baal will draw his remaining forces back to use his home realm to their advantage.”

      “Expect Morduri to join you for the push to Antumorgh,” the Wraith said.  “I heard many a rumor coming out of Sansrigar and Arlerase on my way here as well.  The war there is bloody, but Abaddon is ceding ground, drawing Glorya and Celigus and their son to fight him on his home soil as well.  We have made great gains, but the worst is yet to come, I fear.  Hopefully, our allies in the east are having an easier time.”

      “They’ve got harmauths joining them by the hundreds,” Kari said, and even in his shadowy form, there was no mistaking the widening of his eyes.  She sighed, explaining, “Abaddon killed Durisha.  And that apparently enraged Viggaru enough to order his people to stand beside us and fight, where I guess he had left the choice to them initially.  They were instrumental in holding off Baal’s assault on the black city, and I suspect they’re just going to make Lestanaek’s push into Teradda that much stronger.”

      “And with the securing of the black city, there’s no telling how many more reinforcements we’re going to see from the other worlds,” Sonja added.  “I’ve no delusions this war is going to be easy; we’re going to lose a lot of people finishing what we’ve started.  But I’m confident we’re going to win, and the more good news we receive from all over, the more I can feel our soldiers coming to the same conclusion.”

      “We still have not seen the final contingencies our enemies have long sat upon,” the Wraith said, though his tone didn’t suggest disagreement.  “My instincts say they have a trap or some other means of escape should this continue to go in our favor.  I will have my people close to our enemies keep their eyes and their ears open for anything, no matter how insignificant it may seem on the surface.  Even the slightest bit of forewarning could be monumental.”

      “As long as you keep passing those orders and information through your lieutenants,” Kari said, the inky shadow cocking its insubstantial head.  She glanced around, the area still quiet and free of traffic.  “You’re on paternity leave, soldier.  Don’t make me send Glorya here to reinforce it.  You keep acting as a general of your people, but stay by your wife’s side and do what you can through your society from here.  Understood?”

      The Wraith stared at her for half a minute, but ultimately, that inky shadow bowed.  “It shall be done as you say, my Epaxa Chi’pri.  And thank you again.”

      “Go hold your wife and that little boy again,” Kari said, gesturing back toward the house with her head.  “I’ll try to make it back to visit soon, but there’s things we need to see to at the black city, and I can’t leave it all to Kris.”

      “Great Mother watch over you,” the Wraith said to Kari.  “Until we meet again, Sonja.”

      “Farewell, my friend,” the sorceress returned.

      “Better get us back to the city before Kris thinks we deserted,” Kari teased, taking Sonja’s hand, and in a rush of wind, they were back in that smoky pall.

      I should’ve stopped to see my other children, Kari thought, but she pushed it aside, keeping Sonja’s words in mind as she got back to work.
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        * * *

      

      They’d made remarkable time, and Leighandra turned to look back down the trail.  High up in the mountains, they’d long passed the border of Antumorgh, though under the direction of the Wraith and his people, they’d avoided notice.  This was the territory of the cavistrem, the gnolls of Mehr’Durillia, from whom Captain Te’Voliz had taken the nickname Dirt Dogs to give to the Caerumach.  Even the kings of Mehr’Durillia avoided these people, thinking of them as little more than feral pests to exterminate when they came down from the mountains.

      The last couple of weeks had allowed Leighandra to pick up quite a bit of the gnoll tongue.  It was difficult to replicate some of their yips, whoops, whines, or prolonged growls that accentuated words or else were words in some cases.  But her usage of the language was passable for now, and it kept her from having to use the translation enchantment and possibly draw the attention of mallasti or elestram wizards among their enemies.  She also figured it would come across as a sign of respect to both the Caerumach and the cavistrem they were on their way to meet to bother learning their tongue.  So far, that had proven to be true.

      She was disappointed that she wasn’t getting to see the wider war to chronicle it, but at the same time, she figured it was probably safest to not be in the thick of things.  There would be a grand history of the war, no doubt, and Leighandra had the opportunity to make sure a small group of mostly forgotten people – the cavistrem and gnolls – would get their due credit.  Considering how she had viewed these people just a couple of years before, it was quite a change for her, but one she was glad to have been forced into.  She had learned so much from traveling with Max and Audrei, not to mention her other friends, and she was determined to continue learning more.

      Kas’Yari had taken a liking to her over the weeks, and she took just as much of a liking toward him.  He was quite intelligent for a gnoll – a thought that had her grimacing in shame as she looked down on them unintentionally – and that only accentuated his bravery.  He may not have been the underchief or even a general of his people, but he was a great example to the Caerumach and would likely be such to the cavistrem they went to meet as well.

      “How much farther?” she asked him in gnollish as they crested a rise, only to see a much higher one ahead.

      He regarded her for a moment, switching back to the Citarian trade tongue.  “Put a bit more growl in questions, otherwise it can come across as whining.”  She tried again, emphasizing what she said with as deep a growl as she could manage, and he grunted a laugh, switching back to his own tongue again.  “Okay, now you sound like an angry gnoll woman.  Not too much farther.  Ninget saw… cavistrem scouts or hunters not far off.  They’ll likely let us climb this rise to tire us, then confront us for entering their territory.  Are you ready to speak to them with me?”

      “Yes,” she answered, making sure it sounded emphatic.  “I hope my appearance doesn’t make them too nervous.”

      “We’ll see.  But you’re the only non-gnoll with us, we’ll need you to help convince them that it’s not still them against the world.  I’ve heard you speak; you should be more than ready for the task.  And if they get aggressive, I’ll protect you.”

      I have no doubt about that, she thought.  Just not sure it’ll make a difference if there’s too many of them.

      Leighandra looked out to the east as they climbed the higher rise.  Fortunately, she was still used to all the strenuous travel after her work leading up to and during the Khalarin War.  Her gnoll companions seemed impressed, but she tried not to act too proud of herself.  Instead, she fixed her gaze on a smoking volcano and the ashlands beneath it, the lands this realm had taken its nickname from.  How much of this realm could be ashlands and still support the population that had besieged the black city, Leighandra couldn’t say.  She just hoped she wouldn’t have to get too close to any of those fiery mountains.

      The heat of Hastucilliara’s home was enough! she thought, the memory of the red dragon’s lair coming sharply to mind.  Even after the great red had become her ally, those memories were still mixed with an almost tangible fear.

      She’d heard plenty of stories of Baal, whether from ancient human folklore or from the bits of Mehr’Durillian history she had access to.  No matter the story or its source, it all pointed to him being a truly terrible being, and as she stared into the grays, blacks, ashes, and smoky clouds of his realm, she could practically see him in the details.  It wasn’t often Leighandra thought or even gave credence to the existence of “hell,” but looking at this place, she could certainly see why Mehr’Durillia had long been called the underworld.

      Worse, this realm was massive by all accounts.  There was no telling how far the armies of the Great Mother would have to push to conquer it.  Or did they?  Did they have to conquer the entire realm, or would putting Baal to the sword be enough?  Of course, that simply raised the question of who was strong enough to put Baal to the sword.  Glorya and Celigus were powerful, but Baal, Baphomet, and Abaddon had proven to be something beyond even the “demon kings” they were reputed to be under the Overking.  How strong were they, and what would it take to fell one of them, much less three?

      Teamwork, as Kari would remind us, she thought with a little smile.

      “We have quite a task ahead of us, but we have many allies, and they are powerful,” Kas’Yari said, rousing her from her thoughts.  “We are not expected to win, only lend our aid.”

      And he’s got a philosophical side, she chuckled silently.  If only he wasn’t a gnoll…

      When they reached the top of the rise, there were a number of cavistrem waiting for them, just as Kas’Yari had suggested.  There really wasn’t anything that distinguished them from the gnolls of Citaria at first glance.  They were hyena-men, a bit disheveled but not filthy, and height- and weight-wise, they seemed to be the same size as gnolls.  More importantly than all that, though, was the fact that they didn’t appear angry, hostile, or even suspicious.  One came forward and leaned on his spear, and Kas’Yari touched Leighandra lightly on the shoulder and then went to make this first contact.

      “The black shadow told us you would come,” the male said as Kas’Yari and Leighandra drew closer.  “I am Sarriche.  The queen asked that I bring some men and come to meet you.  Who is this one?”

      Kas’Yari gestured toward Leighandra.  “She is from among other allies of ours, and has come to help us as she can.”

      “Does she speak our tongue?”

      “A little,” Leighandra said.  “Kas’Yari is a fine teacher, but I’ve only been learning for less than a moon.  He can explain what I fail to understand, though.”

      “She speaks well, but too submissive for a female,” Sarriche said.

      Kas’Yari laughed.  “We’re working on it.  We came here to help with the war effort, if you are willing to aid us.”  He continued on, but Leighandra began to lose track of the conversation when words she didn’t understand distracted her.  She caught as much as she could, puzzling out things by context where possible, but ultimately, she waited for Kas’Yari to explain.

      There was little questioning or even hesitance before the cavistrem gestured for the gnolls and the half-elf to follow them.  Kas’Yari told her that they hadn’t actually participated in the war yet, but that under the requests of the black shadow – the Wraith, she was sure – they were going to start being pests soon.  And in that, he was sure her skill with the arcane might help amplify their efforts.  With the prospect of direct participation, it made Leighandra glad again that she wasn’t going to be in the thick of the war, even if it meant she couldn’t chronicle the whole thing.  But she was sure she’d have plenty to write about working with these men and possibly women.

      “I’m just surprised you didn’t greet each other with punches to the face,” she commented in the Citarian trade tongue as they followed their new acquaintances.

      Kas’Yari turned to her, one ear cocking to the side, a brow coming low.  “What?”

      “Well, after the way you greeted Max when we first met…”

      The gnoll cocked the other ear, then let out a barking laugh that drew looks from the others.  “That had nothing to do with being a gnoll.  It was because he’s mating with my sister.”

      “Kas’Yari!  They’re married!”

      He regarded her for a moment, one corner of his mouth turning up in amusement.  “That has nothing to do with it.  If you had sisters, you’d understand.  Any man that takes your sister as a mate will never be good enough, no matter how good he may be.”

      Leighandra rolled her eyes but laughed.  “So then, why did he punch you back?”

      “I imagine to try to prove otherwise.”

      The chronicler put her hand over her face and continued, ignoring the gnoll’s gruff laughter and that of their companions over her reaction.  Cresting the rise, Leighandra’s breath caught as she saw the green valley below.  It wasn’t quite the Valley of the Luranar back home, but there was a pocket of lush land here.  A village of tents sat at one end, and she could see herds of animals at the far end, a streak of brown and tan among the green fields.  For all the bad reputation they may have had among beshathans and especially the kings, it seemed the cavistrem may have been far more than people thought.

      Descending to the village, the newcomers were met by a trio of large females who welcomed them rather warmly despite the growls.  Leighandra quickly became the center of attention here, and she bowed to the queen and her two sisters, introducing herself.  She made sure to put a bit of a growl into what she said, but not so much that it might come across as challenging to the women’s authority.  It seemed instincts served her well, as she received three bobbing heads in response.

      “You men may go with our males to find places to sleep or else make new ones,” Queen Shegara said.  “Leh… Lee-ann-druh, you may come with us.  You will be my guest while you are with our people.  Come.”

      “Mother,” Kas’Yari said with a deferential bow to the queen and absolutely no growls in his speech, “please remember Leighandra is still learning our tongue.  She is a quick learner, only please be patient.”

      Queen Shegara turned to the half-elf.  “You will learn quickly.  Come now, and leave the men to their tasks.  Among ours, it is not fitting for a female to sleep among males she does not take as mates.  We will discuss how best to put our men to use.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Leighandra said with another bow.

      The entire area went silent, and as the chronicler straightened out, she hoped she hadn’t misspoken or used the wrong word.  The queen had a look of utter surprise on her face, and so did her two sisters, until one of them leaned in and said, “I like this one.”

      “As do I,” Queen Shegara said with a growling chuckle.  “Come.”
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      Kari walked up and down the lines, satisfied with what she saw.  It had taken over a month to secure the black city at their backs, shore up the eastern and western flanks, and move their fortifications and line to the very edge of Antumorgh, the realm of King Baal the Storm Lord.  For as much as the loss of time grated on her, she was glad to have had nearly forty days with no serious fighting, no massive casualty reports, and even a few odd opportunities to see her children – including Antonio – without abandoning Kris or their subordinates for too long.

      For the most part, everything had proceeded according to plan.  Lestanaek’s push, backed by the mighty harmauths under command of the White Queen, had been the most successful by far.  He had taken Zaphatar with little issue, then he’d begun hammering the eastern end of Teradda, the great plains of the realm of King Baphomet.  His goal seemed to be to pin Baphomet against the edge of Antumorgh, to either force the two kings to share a realm or else fight each other.  Almost each new victory earned him more harmauth recruits, and even some of Baphomet’s citizens and army had been defecting where allowed.  The erestram king, for all he lacked the tactical reputation of Celigus and Glorya, was outshining both, not to mention the Warlord.

      News of her friends out east was light, Lestanaek preferring not to bias his reports by treating any of Kari’s companions with higher priority.  Her mounted knight friends – Galadon, Sherman, Katarina, and the cavaliers of Dira Ch’Tori – continued to find success on the battlefield, the open plains giving their charges more room and greater impact.  Kari doubted that would hold true in the more mountainous realms of Antumorgh and Vistarra, so she was glad to get as much use out of them as she could in the meantime.  The fact that the lot of them had suffered only some minor wounds throughout their time on Mehr’Durillia was comforting; to her knowledge, not a single cavalier had been lost, though the same could not be said of all their mounts.

      Corbanis was… Corbanis.  Staunch, unbreakable, serving beside the king both at the tactics table and on the battlefield.  The tales she’d heard of him fist-fighting King Garrivokt leading up to the harmauth king’s death on the blade of Lestanaek was remarkable.  And even since then, she heard a lot of whispers among the beshathans of this Citarian juggernaut who was revered enough to be King Lestanaek’s shield-bearer.  The only thing she found disappointing about all the tales of his work and his glories was the thought that the Order had wasted so many years of the man’s talents at a useless post in Latalex.

      Good thing he’s half-guardian, or I’d find it more infuriating than disappointing, she thought with a subdued grin.

      That grin turned to a contemplative shake of the head as she thought of her two werewolf friends also serving under the erestram king, and that wording nearly made her guffaw aloud.  It was apparently no secret that Lestanaek was enamored with Gil, and even less a secret that Gil had no idea how to respond to his advances.  Kari could well understand, as the entire situation was both confusing and yet also made sense if she looked at it a certain way.  How much stranger it must have been for the werewolf herself to deal with those feelings.  Kari simply hoped Lestanaek neither hurt Gil’s feelings nor got his own hurt “barking up the wrong tree”, as the comically adequate adage said.

      Sharyn, on the other hand, was serving as one of Lestanaek’s premier scouts, with the speed and stamina of an elestram but the perfect camouflage.  Wolves did live here on Mehr’Durillia, as it turned out, and so most often, her appearance didn’t draw much attention from the enemy so long as she didn’t act too conspicuous.  She was integral to their work, sharing her findings with elestram runners who were able to advise the king long before the armies made a potential misstep.  And that nose… well, there weren’t many species that sniffed out trouble quite like a werewolf in Kari’s experience, which was amusing since she’d once considered them trouble.

      The black werewolf was also spared from the demon king’s amorous nature by a combination of things, not the least of which was the fact that she was married.

      Of her friends in the west, she’d heard only the basics.  Fighting had bogged down in Arlerase as Abaddon’s forces tried to hold the farm-rich realm for its resources.  Sansrigar had been freed a little more easily, the realm’s salt deserts of little use to an occupying force.  There was more to the place that Celigus knew and few others didn’t; Kari understood that much.  But on its surface, Sansrigar was a barren realm barely fit to house its considerable army.

      Nevertheless, Abaddon’s army had fallen back to his realm after suffering massive losses, and now planned to use the jagged mountains and rocky crags of Vistarra – nicknamed The Spines of the Destroyer – to maximum advantage.  And that was to say nothing of Abaddon’s ability to manipulate the realm to his will.  And that was still to say nothing of the suspicion that the vast majority of what was estimated to be nearly five thousand demons – true demons – were holed up there, waiting for their enemies to come and be possessed or killed.

      That’s still going to be a nightmare to plan for, Kari thought, grimacing as she looked south into Baal’s realm.  Antumorgh was already proving to be a headache to plan to invade; how much worse was Vistarra going to be?  Well, with any luck, Glorya, Arlerase, and Celigus will handle that, at least to start.

      Kari paused as she reached a specific contingent.  Behind them was a gathering of syrinthians in studded leather coats and caps, clearly not used to or happy about wearing such armor.  It was necessary, though, if they wanted to stay safe this close to the front.  The priestesses and their men-at-arms weren’t battle-hardened, not like many of the beshathans in this army, though that had as much to do with their shorter lifespans as with their tendency to avoid combative arts.  Yet they would be more than helpful, either in the realms of blessings and healings or in outright destructive displays of the wrath of Ashakku.

      That thought had Kari looking deeper into the ranks at the harmauths, but more specifically, to the red-furred sylvan beasts who walked among them.  The sylvan beasts and the harmauths had managed to strike up friendships rather easily, more like each other than any of the other races save the minotaurs – more of whom were arriving from Morrencia every week.  The sylvan beasts, who fed on magical energy of numerous types, were there not just for their muscle, but for their ability to defend the army from arcane or even divine attacks.  Coupled with their power and their friendships with the minotaurs and harmauths, Kari nearly felt sorry for anyone who might end up caught in their path.

      Nearly.

      Se’sasha wasn’t with the syrinthians, still helping to reestablish Ashakku’s temples in the realm of Sorelizar, so long cut off from the Scale Father.  But Liria had joined the war effort at the front, and she came forth and stepped before Kari with a salute before falling in beside her.  Kari took her in studiously, hardly believing the changes she’d seen in this girl since the day they’d first met.  Gone was the uncertain but eager-to-please syrinthian girl who was masquerading as a cadet to spy on the order.  Now, she was a woman, one with battle experience, a hardened code of honor and morality, and a fierce proficiency in Suler Tumureldi’s fighting style.  And yet, best of all, the girl had never lost her sense of compassion or congeniality.

      “My other syrinthian sister,” Kari said without realizing she was about to speak.

      Liria masked her shock well with an honest smile.  “It’s good to see you again, ma’am.  I only just arrived here the other day, and I’ve been busy establishing a rank among these men and women and mustering the nerve to use it.  I certainly never expected to be in charge of priestesses on any level, but I think they’re happy to have someone with my training to guide them.”

      “Did we promote you up to Marshal rank already?” Kari asked, partially teasing but honestly curious.  That rank meant a demonhunter could receive a field commission as an officer among the military, but Liria hadn’t risen that far to Kari’s knowledge.

      “Um, no ma’am, but… the Warlord took the liberty on account of my training.  If that’s an issue with you…”

      Kari waved off the suggestion.  “Makes no difference to me, just thought maybe I’d missed something and owed you congratulations.  Are you ready for what’s coming?”

      Liria paused, turning to look south into the volcanic ashlands of Antumorgh.  Kari followed her gaze, the central volcano they could see from here spewing smoke and ash into the sky almost constantly.  The fields before it were a mess, a network of crags and empty “riverbeds” from previous lava flows, plains of ash and roasted trees spread between them.  Here and there, life tried to reclaim the land, but they were mere pockets of hope, waiting for the volcano to either die or spit forth their doom in rivers of fire.

      Some days, it almost looked to be snowing in Antumorgh, the ashfall was so thick.  Kari was going to have to trudge through these lands to invade whatever bastions of civilization were deeper in.  The Warlord’s only other choice was to take the army east and help Lestanaek overwhelm Baphomet, hoping to find a clearer path into Antumorgh from within Teradda.  But that would leave Baal a mostly uncontested path right back to the black city, and from there, into the belly of the smaller realms of the central north and northeast.  And that was a mistake Kris had no intention of making, not after how many lives they’d surrendered holding the black city the first time.

      “Is anyone, truly?” Liria muttered as the silence deepened.

      “Scouts are already finding us the best paths for the vanguard, the main bulk, and then the supply trains,” Kari said.  “The one real positive here is we can clearly see Baal’s army isn’t just sitting here waiting for us.  They’re deeper in.  But I’ve little doubt there’s ambushes galore waiting for us, hidden in all these crags and lava-flow canyons.  And you know what really bothers me?”

      “That volcano,” the syrinthian said, gesturing toward it with her chin.  “Because you know the kings can control their realms, and that’s almost as dangerous as whatever the, um… what did they call it?  The technological device that was in the black city.  That volcano could ruin this army without Baal taking a single loss.”

      “No one said this would be easy,” Kari said with a sigh.  “I’m curious what Morduri thinks or what calculations he’s done in his head.  Have you seen him?”

      “He was with the Warlord last I saw, walking the lines a bit farther ahead of you, ma’am.  Shouldn’t have a problem finding them if we just keep on forward.  Oh, and there were two others with them.  A couple of gnolls, I think.”

      “Ah, perfect.  Let’s go see what they think,” Kari said.

      They picked up their pace, Kari continuing to inspect the line and the soldiers manning it as they walked.  She was greeted with many a salute, many more epaxa chi’pris, and even the odd Edanasi Sesi’suvra, which always warmed her to the core.  Their army had taken heavy losses at the black city, but now, with that victory behind them – painful as it was – they had momentum and their morale remained good.  It certainly didn’t hurt that Kris had ordered a few companies to stay behind and properly honor the dead, both friend and foe.  True, at the most basic level, that was just being smart about logistics and health, but it said something to these people, too.  It said just that: Kris saw them as people, whether ally or enemy, and wasn’t taking any of this personally.

      Kari found her husband standing on a little hillock with Morduri, a squad of shield-bearers and archers nearby, ready to defend their leaders on a moment’s notice.  Neither man missed Kari’s approach, but after they both smiled at Kari, they turned their gazes to Liria.

      “Hello, Liria,” Kris said.  Morduri echoed his greeting with a polite nod.

      “Your Majesty; Warlord,” Liria greeted them in return with a stiff hunter salute.

      “Old habits die hard,” Morduri said with a chuckle.

      “What are you two thinking?” Kari asked them.  “Liria and I were both concerned that Baal could use the volcano against us, so what have you two got in mind?”

      “Not what so much as who,” Kris said, turning to look north.  He let forth a sharp whistle.

      Kari followed his gaze to see Captain Te’Voliz exchange a muzzle rub with his mate before he left her to trudge up the hill and stand before the generals.  The mashintaka saluted Kris and Morduri, then turned to grace Kari with a personal one.  He looked good for having been in the thick of things out with Lestanaek.  If Kari wasn’t mistaken, there was even a hint of a smile hidden under that attempt at mallasti impassiveness, and she guessed that burly gnoll woman he’d left behind had a lot to do with it.

      “Yes, sir?” he prompted Kris, his grasp of the Citarian tongue getting better and better.

      Kris turned to Kari.  “Captain Te’Voliz’s dirt dogs are up in the southwest mountains, where they’ve settled in with the native dirt dogs,” he said, smirking each time he called the gnolls by their chosen moniker.  “Leighandra’s up there with them, too, unless she ran screaming back to Citaria after being stuck with gnolls for a month and more.”

      “Oh, be nice,” Kari berated him.

      The Warlord laughed.  “They’re our way into Antumorgh.  Our way,” he said, raising his brows with the emphasis.  “Not the army’s way.  We’re going in there through their paths and ways, and we’re going to strike at the interior with a much smaller force, give Baal something else to watch so the army can mobilize.  I’m sure I don’t even need to tell you how dangerous this is going to be, but there’s always a chance we find allies, pockets of harmauths, or even just discover that Baal’s army is mostly depleted after the black city.  And we’re going to have the native gnolls and the dirt dogs behind us as well, causing all sorts of mayhem to draw attention off us while we draw attention off the army.”

      “You really think Baal might be running out of soldiers after the black city?”

      “People, no.  But soldiers, yes,” Kris returned.  “Morduri and many of the other elestram have done the calculations.  You won’t want to hear the number, but Baal lost a significant part of his army in that siege.  He can conscript more – Antumorgh has quite the population, as I’m sure you can imagine – but if he sent his strongest legions to the black city, he’s feeling it now.”

      Kari nodded, thankful he didn’t give her the actual numbers, and she looked to Morduri.  “So, you’ll be taking charge of the army?”

      He shook his head.  “No, Emma and Celigus will.  I’ll be going with you.”

      “Celigus?  That must mean things in Sansrigar have taken a positive turn.”

      “Sansrigar was the easier realm to liberate.  Arlerase is proving tougher,” Morduri explained in agreement with Kari’s earlier thoughts.  “But it’s only a matter of time before Glorya and Arlerase are making the same considerations we are now.”

      “Won’t it be dangerous for you to try to sneak into Antumorgh, though?” Kari pressed.

      “No more so than for you,” he returned with a slight shrug.  “Probably less so, if it wasn’t for these purple eyes of mine.  But Baal is going to be sensing so many hostile auras, he won’t know one from another.  As long as the army presses into his realm while we’re crossing into cavistrem territory, he shouldn’t know it’s us.  Not right away, anyway.”

      “And how do you feel about all this, Captain?”

      “I am at your command,” the mashintaka said.  “Though, if possible, I should like to take Rasaarra with us.  I think it would be interesting for her to meet some of her kind from my home realm, to see if she might prefer to live here when all is said and done.  If that is not possible, I fully understand.  I would only want to leave her with the cavistrem for a time, not truly take her into the heart of the realm.  But again, I am at your command.”

      “If you’re comfortable bringing her along…,” Kari said, trailing off to look to Morduri and Kris for their thoughts.  Both men nodded their agreement.  “Guess that’s settled, then.  I take it we can’t bring Liria with us?”

      “Why not?  She won’t stand out any more than we will,” Kris countered.  “Maybe even less.  Are there syrinthians in Antumorgh at all?”

      “Not native, and certainly not in great numbers, though the presence of one wouldn’t be seen as too conspicuous,” the girl answered. “If you want me by your side, Lady Vanador, you have but to ask, of course.”

      “Or order,” Kris teased.

      Both women fixed him with impatient stares, and Morduri snorted.  “She doesn’t have the rank to look at you that way,” he said, and Liria chuckled in turn.

      “All right, let’s get this plan underway, then,” Kris said.  He beckoned to one of the many elestram adolescents still serving as pages, even this close to Antumorgh.  “Take word to Sonja Tesconis and Basirri, tell them we’re going to be leaving shortly.  Tomorrow, they’re to begin making whatever kind of arcane distractions they can, but the army itself should wait on King Emma’s or King Celigus’ command to cross the border.”

      “Understood, sir,” the page said, bumping his fist to his opposite shoulder in salute – the wrong way – before dashing off.

      “Good kids,” Kris mused.

      “They know what they are fighting for,” Morduri agreed.  “What we are all fighting for.  Come, we should prepare for our journey.”

      Kari turned to Liria.  “Do me a favor and get us supplied, then pass the word to Tormaar and Isharra.  We’ll get the rest in order.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the syrinthian replied with another hunter salute.

      The avatar watched her run off for a moment before she met Kris’ and Morduri’s gazes again.  “Things are about to get interesting.”
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        * * *

      

      “What does he want?” Gil asked, the question coming out in a curious mixture of prolonged growl and whine.  “I mean, I know what he wants, but what does he really expect?”

      Corbanis stood on the ridge looking down into a deep, lush meadow, the Valley of the Seven Horns.  So named for the harmauth matriarchs that shared in its rule, one of whom had a horn shorn off in battle long ago, it was yet another place where they’d recruited more mighty rams for Lestanaek’s army.  All told, since liberating Zaphatar and beginning their push into Teradda, they had added a few hundred more to what the White Queen had brought.  There was no telling what Baphomet’s plan was, but for the time being, it looked like losing and not much else.

      The east coast was theirs, and with it came numerous ports.  Granted, sea trade was virtually nonexistent on Mehr’Durillia; ports were usually fishing villages and little more.  Beshathans and the other races of this world were no more seafarers by nature than the rir – in fact, probably less so, which was saying a lot.  Perhaps it had been different before the coming of the Overking, but between his laws and their natures, the oceans were a largely untapped resource.  Corbanis had mused more than once about figuring out how to teleport a navy to Mehr’Durillia, but he didn’t even have to be told it was impossible.  The images of ships landing in the ocean while their crews landed wherever the shunting device was pointed had been enough to make even the hardened veteran chuckle more than once.

      Nevertheless, fishing villages meant more food sources and more resources in general for the push to conquer the rest of the realm.  Baphomet was almost giving up without a fight, but the farther in they pushed, the more Corbanis thought he understood.  The Lord of Curses, as the harmauth king was also known, had ruled this land through intimidation and fear – the suggestion that his harmauths would overrun anyone who rose up and questioned his rule.  How much truth there had ever been to that, Corbanis couldn’t say – the harmauths were a docile people and didn’t seem loyal to these kings by any stretch – but he imagined most would’ve been too frightened to ever find out.

      The worst was still yet to come, he knew.  These hilly plains were beautiful country, but it was only a matter of time before they started hitting heavier civilization, which meant walled cities, possibly castles, and a much stiffer defense.  It was either that, or Baphomet would soon find his tail pushed up against the border of Antumorgh.

      And there’s no telling if Baphomet and Baal get along well enough to share territory.

      Gil shoved his shoulder, rousing him from his thoughts.  “Sorry,” he said with a chuckle.  “I think you may be getting ahead of yourself in thinking you know what he wants.  Part of it is certainly loneliness, but I think foremost he just finds your kind so fascinating.  And, well, there is one other thing.”

      “What?” the werewolf asked when he raised a brow.

      Corbanis sighed, though good-naturedly.  “Gil, you’ve been walking around naked in this form since you got here.  Don’t you think that might have something to do with it?  These are wolf- and hyena- and jackal-folk, too, but do you see any of them walking around naked?  Even the mallasti are usually pretty modest around the others.  I’m not saying it’s wholly the case, but I’ve got to imagine walking around like this is sending a message to more than just the king.”

      Gil sank down into a crouch, a thoughtful, distant look on that lupine countenance.  “I’ve… I’ve been afraid to turn human again,” she said.  “I feel defenseless enough in this form.  I hadn’t considered how it might seem to others like the king.”

      “You should get armored anyway,” Corbanis said.  “It’ll help you feel safer on top of actually being safer.  And, obviously, you won’t be naked anymore.”

      The werewolf showed what looked to be an embarrassed grin.  “Will that stop him from asking me to walk with him and giving me flowers, though?”

      “Probably not.  I’ll talk to him,” he offered.  “Maybe sending you to scout with Sharyn will reap us two benefits?  Or we could–”

      “I don’t want to hurt him,” Gil interrupted.  “Just… tell him I’m not ready for this.  I’m not from this world, or even his people, and I have no idea how I’d explain it to my parents…”

      She trailed off at Corbanis’ single raised brow.  “Erik never explained anything to me,” he said, trying to keep his tone light.  He gestured up and down at her.  “I think if your parents know this about you, not much else will surprise them.  Especially if they think you’re happy.  I’ll admit Erik’s relationship with Tarra is unusual, but he’s happy.  There’s not much more a father can ask for, certainly not with all my children have accomplished in their lives.”

      Gil’s jaw worked aimlessly for a moment, so Corbanis continued, “Whatever you decide, just remember it’s your decision.  Only don’t string him along.  If you’re not interested, just say so, or I’ll tell him for you if you want.  But tell him either way.”

      “Tell who what?”

      They both turned to Lestanaek as he approached.  Corbanis bowed his head politely to the king, who returned the gesture before flashing Gil a subdued smile.  The werewolf hesitated between a nod and a bow, but then she dashed forward and took his face in her massive paws, turning her head to kiss him.  Corbanis wasn’t the only one surprised, the king’s brows rising though he didn’t pull away from the kiss or the embrace.  Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back.

      “Well, that was… unexpected,” the hunter said, fighting down a chuckle.  He turned away to look back down into the valley, hoping to give them some minor semblance of privacy.

      From up on the ridge, Corbanis could see the harmauths continuing to work even as their four ruling females spoke to them.  Soon, it would be time to push farther west with these new rams among their ranks.  Their army was quite powerful now, due in no small part to these incredible people, the harmauths of Viggaru.  They were going to meet heavy resistance before long, but if they continued to recruit and conscript harmauths and rebels, he wasn’t sure heavy resistance was going to amount to much.

      I haven’t been this excited about a fighting force since the war camp at Latalex in the Apocalypse, he thought with a smile.  And I don’t think we have anywhere near as much land to cover, though the numbers are higher here.

      “I’m sorry,” Gil said behind him, and Corbanis turned to see her running a clawed hand down the side of Lestanaek’s jaw.  “I have never been in this situation before, and I wasn’t sure how to react to you or… well, to any of this.  It wasn’t until Corbanis suggested sending me to scout to get away from you that I realized that wasn’t what I want.  It was the consequences I was afraid to deal with, not you.”

      “I understand,” the king said.  “Forgive me if I have been too forward or pressured you too greatly.  Our good friend here did warn me a couple of times, but I failed to fully grasp what he was saying, it would seem.”

      “I’ve been trying to tell the both of you to not make the same mistakes my wife and I did, but, well… suffice to say having lived it doesn’t make you better at explaining it,” Corbanis said.

      Their chuckles quieted as an elestram runner came up.  “Your Majesty, Baphomet’s army marches at us from Orrganaza.  It will be less than two days before our forces clash.”

      “Let me take Gil to see if we can get her armored in something fitted for one of your people,” Corbanis suggested, and Lestanaek approved with a nod of dismissal.

      Gil hesitated only long enough to give the king another quick kiss, something that had the eyes of the normally stoic messenger widen considerably.  She didn’t bother with words, though, following Corbanis down toward the camp.  She seemed giddy and yet afraid at the same time, no doubt the release of one set of pent up emotions now battling – and that thought made Corbanis laugh inside – with another set that came with the prospect of fighting.

      “How bad will this be?” she asked, trying to keep quiet as they passed beshathan soldiers camped on the inner hillsides.

      “Compared to what you’ve seen so far?  Shouldn’t be any worse, really,” he answered, trying to assuage her fears without feeding her a bunch of over-optimistic crap.  “We’ll get you some armor, and that will make a world of difference from the start.  When we head into battle, I’m going to give you a simple piece of advice that will likely keep you alive throughout this war.  You know what that is?”

      “Keep my head down?”

      Corbanis chuckled.  “Well, that never hurts, especially when you’re as tall as one of your kind.  No, the first rule of trying to survive a battle is to never leave your line-mates.  Go off on your own, get cornered or flanked, and you’re going to get dropped.  Strike out on your own, same thing.  I know in a lot of fights you’ve maybe been in or seen in your life, being a werewolf lets you jump in and shred your way out.  Against a handful of bandits or your average idiot with a sword, that works.  But in a battle?  Numbers work against you.  Even Lestanaek would only last so long in a fight where he was grossly outnumbered.”

      Gil nodded that great lupine head.  “So, I should stay by your side.”

      “I recommend staying near someone with a shield, at least.  You have the size to fight over and around people better armored and better able to absorb the shock of an enemy press.  But you’re the sword, not the shield, so you need to work in tandem with people who complement your abilities.  When an army is built and trained to do that, it functions better, and more of its members survive as a result, whether victorious or not.”

      “You’re a hunter,” Gil said, cocking an ear.  “When did you learn to fight like a soldier?  Did you fight in the Apocalypse?”

      “Of course,” he answered.  “Though mostly just around Latalex, which was never more than skirmishes and insurrections.  No, it was part of basic training at the academy in my day.  With the imminence of the Apocalypse, there was more emphasis on learning to fight like an army, because in the end, that’s what the Order is.  Since the Apocalypse, there seems to be less reason to engage in that sort of training, though I bet they wish they had now.”

      She grunted.  “As werewolves, we hunted and fought as a pack.  Not the same.”

      “Similar enough.  Just do the same thing here.  Fight together, guard each other’s backs, and remember that you’re fighting as much so the men and women beside you get home as to win.”

      “Stay by my side, please?” she asked.

      “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      Leighandra took a seat beside Kas’Yari, looking down from the high sierra to the south of the cavistrem village.  The gnoll ranger had a large tankard of beer in his hand, watching the lands far below thoughtfully.  He appeared relaxed, but Leighandra thought she knew him better than that by this point.  Whatever was going on in that mind, he was considering the imminence of the coming attacks and what it might mean for his people, both the cavistrem and his gnolls from Citaria.  For all their reputation as a rowdy, warlike people, over the past month and more, Leighandra had found the gnolls were nothing of the sort.

      The first couple of weeks here in the village had been unusual, that much was plain.  At first, Leighandra couldn’t get Starlenia’s barbs and jokes out of her mind, finding that the cavistrem had no more love for modesty than their Citarian cousins.  As she spent more time with them, though, she learned it wasn’t a flaunting of their sexuality; on the contrary, it was that they considered their sexuality so sparingly that nudity made no difference to them.  Going into season only during a particular month each year, they didn’t pay much attention to nudity.

      That was all well and good for them, though it had taken Leighandra time to get used to it.  More pointedly, it took quite a working up of nerve to bathe here.  She was loath to go too long without bathing, and yet had been quite mindful of doing such in front of gnolls, again, particularly in light of their reputations.  But she’d had to relent, diving into her discomfort and throwing what she considered decorum to the wind, if only here and for now.  And yet again, these people had gone against her expectations, both the native cavistrem and the Citarian gnolls.

      Oh, certainly, she got no end of curious stares at first, the gnolls fascinated with her pale skin and nearly utter lack of hair beyond her scalp.  But it had worn off quickly, the people’s curiosity sated after only a few discomfiting stares.  Now, Leighandra was certain she could walk these grounds naked without a second glance, though that remained something she had no intention of doing.  Still, it helped shatter many of her preconceptions of the hyena-folk and gave her further respect for the females that ruled their tribe.

      Did they lack the manners Leighandra had grown up with and was accustomed to as a daughter of the elven nation and a high-class performer of Solaris?  Absolutely.  But it was innocent.  None of it was intended to be disrespectful or make others uncomfortable.  The gnolls didn’t lack in things that made their society unique, but they were a simple folk, not getting hung up on many of the little niceties and social taboos that made navigating some societies impossible.  They defended each other, treated each other as well as should be expected as neighbors, and generally tried to get along.  Despite its simplicity and lack of refinement, it was more than she saw in some of the cities back home.

      Best of all, they were not only tolerant of Leighandra, but determined to make her an honorary gnoll.  She was learning the language at an astonishing pace, though it was made easier by the fact that they didn’t do much writing.  Barks and growls, yips and whines, she had learned how to properly inflect most of her dialogue, showing authority to males and deference to females, and over time, she was finding a place even among these alien folks.  The fact that she was chronicling everything she learned in her journals was nothing short of fascinating to them – especially when they saw the little pictures she drew of them.  Leighandra wondered if she could teach them to read and write, should this war carry on long enough.

      All of those contemplations must’ve shown clearly on her face, because when Kas’Yari turned to look at her, his smile was nearly as familiar to her as Max’s.  He laid a hand on her shoulder, something that could get him in trouble with a cavistrem female if he did so without permission, but Leighandra raised no protest.  Once, she had seen gnolls as bestial, uncivilized, even stupid.  Now, though, staring into Kas’Yari’s dark golden eyes, she could see so much more.  Would gnolls ever build a coliseum like the one in Awlsaber or become master shipbuilders?  Probably not.  But there was intelligence there, not just bestial instinct.

      She found him beautiful, in his people’s way, and the gray patches on his snout and chest added a sense of wisdom to his appearance.

      “Nervous about what’s to come?” he asked her in their tongue.

      Leighandra paused for a moment, getting her thoughts and the corresponding translation sorted out.  “A little,” she admitted in gnollish.  “More nervous for these people.  I expect we’ll be well utilized once Lady Vanador and the others are here.  I’m just hoping nothing we do brings down revenge on the village.  They’re not prepared for it.”

      “They’re more prepared than you think.  As much as it looks like this valley is their only home, they have others they move to when Baal annoys them.  They’re well suited to being pests when he does, so they’re usually more trouble than they’re worth for him to attack.  It’s a big part of how they’ve survived this long without bending knee to him.”

      “Who do they bend knee to?” Leighandra asked.

      Kas’Yari cocked his head.  “Queen Shegara.  They don’t have a warlord like our people.”

      The chronicler waved off his answer.  “No, I mean, what deity?  Your people worship your ancestors, I know, but do these have a deity?  I’ve heard no mention of one at all.”

      The gnoll bit down his initial response and switched back to the Citarian tongue when he finally answered.  “It’s complicated.  We don’t worship our ancestors, not in the way you think.  I’m sure you’re hesitant to say anything, but you know people look down on us, Leighandra.  In a way, we look down on ourselves.  We have our concepts of god and what god is, but we don’t feel worthy to even call upon her.  We worship our ancestors because our ancestors have gone before us to become one with god, and so they act as… as a…”

      “A conduit?” she offered.

      “Yes.  A conduit.  They carry our prayers to the Almighty, who and whatever she – or he – is.  Is it the Great Mother?  Is it Arakiel?  Is it something else, something vague that wiped its arse and created our people as a joke?  I don’t know.  Even having grown up in a luranar tribe of Christians, I don’t know.  They could be right.  Or you could be, considering the beings you met in the Temple of Archons.  But we send our regards and our prayers to whatever it is through our ancestors and hope that is enough.”

      Leighandra looked back down the mountain and wrapped her arms around her knees.  “I don’t think your people are a joke.  I don’t think the gods do, either.  As Max would no doubt tell you, your people have a destiny and a place in the gods’ plan just like everyone else.”

      He gestured toward the southeastern horizon.  “When these fools that call themselves demon kings lie dead at our feet, we will see.  We’ll see if the beshathans recognize our cavistrem brothers and sisters as equals, as children of the Great Mother.  And if they do, we’ll see if our people back home care to learn about her, to muster the courage to call upon her directly.  Or perhaps someone else, depending on what’s revealed when all is said and done.  Don’t worry too much for us, Leighandra.  We are a proud people, but also a humble people, and we have survived much over the length of our days.”

      The chronicler reached up and took his muzzle lightly, pulling it close to plant a kiss on the side.  “I’m honored to have met you and gotten to know your people.  No matter what happens in the coming days, I hope you remember that.  All of you.  As Lady Vanador would say, you’re a people worth fighting for, and I’m proud to fight with you and for you.”

      Kas’Yari smiled and bowed his head.  “Now we tread into uncharted lands, though.  Baal may have ignored us to this point, but once Lady Vanador and her companions arrive, we’ll make even more of a nuisance of ourselves to cover their movements.  They’re likely going to look for groups of rebels or other allies that can start the fighting from within.  If Baal has to put down any sort of rebellion, it will make it more difficult to stop the army from marching in from the north.  But I have no idea how things are progressing elsewhere, so that’s merely my guess.”

      “That was the plan when we were sent this way.  Oh, it’s going to be so good to see a familiar face again.  Hopefully, several.”

      “Indeed.”

      “It’s just too bad Max won’t be here.”

      The gnoll flashed another crooked smile.  “Let him have his son, finally.  He deserves it, even if he is mating with my sister…”

      Leighandra laughed.  “You can punch him in the face again when we see him.”

      “Not anymore.  He’s the king.”

      “Why don’t we go over numbers and counting again in your tongue?” she asked with a smirk.  “Doubtless that’s going to be important when the fighting and skirmishes start.”

      “Later,” he said, nodding back toward the camp.  “As it is, you’ve sat for quite a while with a male you’re not mated to, and you kissed my snout.  Best you go spend time with the women before there’s any sort of talk.”

      The chronicler hadn’t thought of that.  “All right, then,” she said, rising and trying not to smirk again in case anyone was watching.

      “And thank you for what you said.  It is an honor to know you as well, Leighandra,” Kas’Yari said, looking up at her.  “I hope in future days, our peoples as a whole may become as friendly as you and I have.”

      “I hope so too,” Leighandra said.  She bowed her head to him, then made her way back to the village.  Perhaps one of the women could review numbers with her for the coming clashes…
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      It was good to see Leighandra again, and Kas’Yari and the gnolls as well.  Kari had spent so much time in the black city, far from most of her friends, though thankfully, not her husband.  While she’d been happy to act as a leader and commander for the beshathan and other Mehr’Durillian forces at the black city, now she felt more in her element.  She had a number of close friends with her, ready to focus on smaller, specific tasks with a group that was quite familiar to her.  She could act as a general when needed, but her skills were more suited to smaller-scale conflicts, and that was to be their goal here.

      The cavistrem had been pretty similar to the gnolls on the surface, and Kari found so long as she’d treated the people with respect, it was returned.  Further, Queen Shegara had taken Kari’s suggested orders well.  The dirt dogs would continue to be pests and try to draw attention away from the covert group, though Baal had ignored them to date.  Still, the cavistrem queen had assured Kari they had plenty more tricks to try to see if they could annoy the demon king.  Kari simply prayed they would remain safe through their antics.

      Kari and her companions passed through the darkening streets of a town called Saenarroe, one of the closest fringe towns to the lands of the cavistrem.  A relatively “safe” distance from the throne of King Baal, the people here mostly kept their heads down and went about their lives, likely praying they weren’t conscripted to fight the king’s ill-fated war.  Even conspicuously wrapped in their hooded cloaks, Kari, Kris, Leighandra, and Liria didn’t draw too much attention.  Kas’Yari, as a cavistrem, drew even less, and Tor and Isharra seemed perfectly normal to the casual observer as mallasti.  Even Morduri, despite his amethyst eyes, didn’t draw more than the barest of glances.

      Captain Te’Voliz, on the other hand, made a perfect deterrent to anyone’s interest.  He had highlighted his armor with the markings of a captain from Baal’s military, just as he’d worn when he served on Irrathmor.  Then he’d augmented those markings with the blue stripes of a conscription officer, meaning no one would want to be held under his scrutiny.  Anywhere the mashintaka’s gaze went, the people there almost always cleared out in a hurry.

      That development did bring its share of drawbacks, though.  For one, no one wanted to talk to them at all, not about where the bulk of the army currently sat, and especially not about any sort of rebels or insurrections, which made finding the Ashen Fangs tougher than the Wraith had hinted.  The mood in the town was one of dark apprehension, the people knowing something was coming and that it didn’t bode well for them.  Kari expected Baal would see every one of his people dead before he lost his own life, and he would never admit defeat before both came to pass.  It was abundantly clear that the people here expected the same.

      There’s still a good number of people here in Antumorgh, Kari thought.  If he can press them into a military, they can give our army a lot of trouble trying to take this land.  The question is, how hard will they fight for him, if at all?

      The other drawback to Captain Te’Voliz’s “disguise” was that no one wanted him – or his companions by extension – around.  Inn and hostel doors were closed and barred before he could even get close to them, and there was no chance anyone was going to welcome them into a home unless they found one of their Ashen Fangs contacts.  As evening spread its purple cloak across the streets of the town, Kari began to wonder where she and her friends could stay.

      “Farmstead or such on the outskirts,” Kris whispered.  “We’ll have to hole up in a barn or something, whether they want us to or not.”

      “I could simply remove these markings,” Massech Te’Voliz said.

      The Warlord shook his cowled head.  “No, they’re the only thing keeping anyone from nosing into our identities.  It’s better if we’re safe from prying eyes rather than comfortable in a hostel.  Once the rest of us are settled, we’ll let Liria nose around a bit, maybe with Tor.  Apart from the rest of us – and especially you – they might overhear some things.”

      “What are we looking for exactly?” Liria asked.

      Kris shook off the question.  “Not here.”

      Kari lagged behind as the others followed Captain Te’Voliz toward the edge of town.  She had that feeling of eyes upon her, but it didn’t rankle her nerves too much.  They were a fairly small group in hostile territory; if anyone wanted to do them harm or drag them before the king, it would happen without too much subtlety.  Still, the eyes that watched often turned into the tongues that wagged, and if it came to light that Captain Te’Voliz was traveling with Citarians of any type, it might lead to them being run out of town at best, or arrested and killed at worst.

      There was the possibility, too, that their group was being watched by some sort of rebel group, perhaps the Ashen Fangs who lived here.  Marracir had said they had agents in these lands, though they were few and dug deep.  Whether or not they’d reveal themselves to Kari wasn’t a simple matter; they had families, friends, and a network of spying to protect.  Prioritizing Kari’s and her friends’ lives couldn’t outweigh that, not even with the importance of this mission.

      Soon, she fell into step with the others, no sign of anyone watching or even loitering nearby.  They reached the edge of town, but there wasn’t much in the way of farmland in these northern settlements.  These seemed to be little more than bastions of first “fighters” should the realm come under attack from the north, something else the people probably didn’t appreciate.  Whatever their livelihoods were here, they had nothing to do with farming or growing food of any kind.

      Mining, perhaps? Kari thought, casting a glance at the distant volcano and the other rocky crags and sierras of the land.  Didn’t get here early enough to see if there were a lot of smithies and refineries.

      Whatever the case, it meant they had few places outside of town to hide, and Kris began to put another plan in motion instead.  “Isharra,” he said, the mallasti woman moving to his side.  “We’re going to have to call on you here.  We can’t stay out in the open; too obviously not what we appear to be if we try.  We need you to go in and see if you can find some Ashen Fangs who’ll take us in.  We can have the captain put on a show to make it look like he’s forcing them; that should maintain their cover.”

      “Agreed.  I shall return shortly,” she said, slipping off into the darkened streets again.

      Kris led the others into the light woods southwest of the town.  There wasn’t enough shelter here to risk firelight or make a camp, but they could get out of sight for the time being.  Kas’Yari’s nose went in the air shortly after they’d set their things down, and he exchanged a glance with Tor.  The half-mallasti nodded, but they held off from hunting for now.  If they were brought into the city and housed by an Ashen Fang, they wouldn’t need the fresh game.

      “What’s the general goal here, Warlord?” Liria asked.

      Kris had his arms folded across his chest, staring over the rapidly blackening shape of the town.  “Find out if these people are going to fight, flee, or join our army.  If it’s the first, we cause some trouble.  If it’s the other two, we move on to the next settlement.”  He turned and looked at the entire group.  “Overall, we want to find out where the bulk of the remaining army is stationed, and if we can, figure out where Baal is.”

      “Would you and Lady Vanador go after Baal with Morduri’s help?” Leighandra asked.

      “If it comes to that, yes,” Morduri answered, flicking his gaze from Kari to Kris and back.  “It would be the fight of our lives, but with his death would come an end to almost all fighting for this realm.  Whether its people embrace the Great Mother – and us, as her champions – would make little difference with no king to fight for.  Any hope they had of winning would be crushed.”

      “Would they flee to Vistarra or Teradda?” Kari asked.

      “With how bad things are looking for Baphomet, I have to think Vistarra,” Morduri said.  “Then again, Abaddon doesn’t care for these people, so they may not even be able to do that.  And I doubt Baphomet feels any differently, unless he wants to send them to die on the front against Lestanaek.  Make no mistake, hope is bleeding out of these lands with every passing day.  If the people here haven’t taken up arms already, they may not at all.”

      “But this war is still far from won,” Kris said, the elestram king agreeing.  “Abaddon may have had the gall to come out and face his enemies personally, but I don’t think we’ll see the same from Baphomet or Baal.  And while a lot of these people may not fight us, they’re going to be in our way… we’ll still need to go through them, one way or another, to get to Baal.  And that leaves far too much uncertainty where moving the army is concerned.”

      “Exactly,” Morduri said with a nod.

      “How strong is Baal, really?” Kari prodded.

      The elestram king took a deep breath and blew it out in a rush.  “Best way to put it is to say he wasn’t the second on the council for no reason.  In fact, you could argue he was never really second on the council at all; that was just the part he played.  But he’s not a god, Kari.  He’s not immortal, not invincible.  If we bring enough skill and strength against him, he’ll die.  Maybe you, me, and the Warlord will be enough – especially with some of our companions here and who knows how many soldiers – but if not, we have more allies to call upon.  Can’t say I wouldn’t like to see Lestanaek put his reputation to the test against all of our enemies’ kings.”

      “If things go well in Teradda, you just might,” Tor offered from a few yards away.

      “Captain, did you live anywhere near here?” Liria asked the mashintaka.

      “No, my home was much farther to the south,” he said.  “We have barely entered this realm, despite making it past Mount Chivan.  King Baal’s palace is near the center, but that does not mean he will be there.  We shall see how our first few efforts here go, but if they go poorly, I will suggest we pass straight through to the south coast.  From there, we may be able to coordinate plans with King Lestanaek in Teradda, if his efforts continue to succeed.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Morduri said.

      “That would make the cavistrem efforts even more potent,” Kas’Yari said, drawing closer.  “Our enemy would find himself pulled in two directions.  Even a gnoll woman quickly finds herself overwhelmed when her pups do the same.”

      Kari nodded.  She wasn’t sure just what the native gnolls were up to with their Dirt Dog allies, but soon, they’d begin causing a ruckus.  Their matriarch – Queen Shegara – had proven to be a shrewd ruler, especially in light of her people’s reputation for stupidity.  She and her sisters had helped formulate a plan with Kari, Kris, and Morduri to facilitate the Great Mother’s army crossing into Antumorgh.  Just as importantly, their distraction, even if it didn’t cover the army’s advance for long, was likely to divert Baal from looking for Kari and the others.  It was a lot of importance to put on a group of people many considered useless, but Kari was confident in the cavistrem’s abilities.  After all, even Captain Te’Voliz had mentioned them being a pain in the arse.

      I just hope this mission proves useful, she thought.  They were taking an enormous risk trying to sneak through enemy lines like this in the blind hope of finding help.  It was virtually impossible to try to pierce right to Baal’s palace and try to fight him directly, not like this.  It was dangerous enough to do what they were doing.  Killing Baal had to be a longer-term goal, and even thinking about throwing away the efforts of the cavistrem and the greater army to try an ill-advised strike right at the king was foolish.  Still, if Morduri thought there was a chance, it was something they had to at least consider.  Gods knew his mind calculated odds much better than Kari’s.

      “Everything all right?” Kris asked in the building silence.

      Kari looked up at him.  “Maybe Massech has the right idea.  Maybe we should just go right to the coast, try to capture or, more precisely, turn a port to our side, some place to land boats, no matter how large or small, as long as they can carry soldiers.  A handful of harmauths would make a big difference right from the start.  And if we could–”

      “Ma’am, such a trek might take us a month,” Captain Te’Voliz interrupted.  “I am not sure you quite understand the breadth of this realm.  Antumorgh is not as large as Mas’tolinor, but it is of considerable size.”

      “You got a date?” Kris asked, and the mallasti’s brow knitted in confusion.  “Time is almost irrelevant here, Captain.  We’ve got a job to do, no matter how long it takes or how far we have to go.  If we can’t strike at Baal – which we’re already assuming we can’t for now – then we have to do what we can to encircle him and start putting pressure on his people from all sides.”

      “And if King Lestanaek captures Teradda, we’ll really only have to do so on one more side,” Morduri said.  “The east will be ours, the north already is, and the west… well, as we discussed already, Abaddon isn’t really Baal’s friend and their people aren’t truly allied.  We could end up forcing them to fight each other.  So, we just need to secure the south.  Shame we can’t get any of those warships we saw aiding in the Khalarin War.”

      “You all make this sound easy,” Liria said with a wispy chuckle and shake of her head.

      “In theory, it is easy.  It’s putting it into practice that’s hard,” Kris muttered.

      They quieted down when they saw Isharra approaching.  She whispered epaxa chi’pri as she drew near, and pulled down her cowl to stand before Kris, Kari, and Morduri.

      “I have found us shelter for the night, but we must wait for complete darkness,” she said.  “From there, I will lead us through the watch patrols to our host’s home.  I expect our hosts will have much to tell us that will better direct our efforts, but I will allow them to say as much.”

      They had some rations while they waited for night to fall completely, not wanting to arrive hungry to someone’s home when they’d already be imposing.  Soon enough, purple had faded to black, and with the moonless sky, it was easy for them to stay in the shadows.  Avoiding torches and the occasional patrol, Isharra led them through the town until she came to a nice home that was neither in the center nor on the outskirts.  What immediately drew Kari’s attention, however, was the painting of an elestram on the door.

      “Someone died recently?” she whispered.

      “Aye,” Isharra said.  “Unfortunate for our hosts, but it provides good cover for a large band of visitors.”

      Kari swallowed.  I just hope it wasn’t someone we killed in the black city…

      Isharra knocked on the door, and soon it was answered by an elestram.  The jackal-woman looked over the group intently with those golden eyes, but then she managed a tight smile.  “Thank you so much for coming all this way.  Please, come in,” she said in beshathan.

      Kari filed in with the others, not taking up the rear position for a change.  She left that to Captain Te’Voliz, who would fit in better so long as those markings were covered.  Even Kris was glad to get in off the streets and out of the public eye, and he swept his gaze over the home’s layout at the same time Kari did.  The drapes were all drawn, no way for anyone outside to look in, and probably not listen in, either, if Kari knew the elestram people and their private ways.  There was only an elestram couple in the home, no sight or sounds of any others coming to the spacious lower level from upstairs.

      “Please, make yourselves comfortable,” the elestram male said, also in beshathan, gesturing toward the seats and the dining room table upon seeing the size of the visiting party.  Liria drew a short study from him, but not so much as Leighandra.  He wrinkled his snout at the sight of Kas’Yari but bit down whatever he was thinking when Kari took off her cloak.  His gasp drew everyone’s attention.  “You…”

      “Me,” Kari returned, showing a little smile.  “Epaxa chi’pri, my brother and sister.  I’m sorry to hear of your loss, but thank you for allowing us to stay here.”

      Isharra was quietly translating the conversation for the others.  When she finished, she came over to stand beside Kari.  “Any news you could provide may turn this war permanently in our favor,” she told their hosts.  “Would you tell us what you know?  I will gladly help you prepare some food and drink to share, should you like to.”

      “Of course,” the woman said.  “I am Madienna, and this is my brother, Anshiu.  Come, you may help me prepare a meal and we will tell you what we can.”

      Ah, Kari thought.  I guess she lost her husband, and her brother moved in to take care of her.

      The friends started to take seats at the dining table, but Anshiu growled at Kas’Yari.  The gnoll, for his part, only looked confused, frozen halfway to taking a seat.  “Did I do something wrong?” the ranger asked.

      “They do not like cavistrem in their home,” Captain Te’Voliz said.  He turned to their host and changed tongues.  “This is one of Lady Vanador’s allies from her home world, sir.  He is not a cavistrem.”

      “And even if he was, he’s helping me.  Please set aside your personal feelings and consider the needs of the Fangs as a whole,” Kari added, keeping her tone light.  She was in someone else’s house, after all.  She couldn’t pull rank here and wouldn’t want to even if she could.

      Anshiu grumbled but relented with a nod.  “My apologies.”

      “Tell him I washed my arse just last month,” Kas’Yari remarked dryly, drawing a few laughs from the friends, which didn’t improve Anshiu’s mood.

      “You behave yourself, too,” Kari said, moving over to tug on one of the gnoll’s ears.

      Isharra and Madienna brought out sandwiches and light foodstuffs before long, and if the woman had any issues with a gnoll sitting at her dining table, she hid it a lot better than her brother.  Soon, they were all seated around the table, some on improvised stools.  A quick blessing was said to the Great Mother, and then the elestram gestured for their guests to eat.

      Kari didn’t want to talk business during the meal, but their hosts chose to do so.  Switching to the infernal tongue now so more of those present could understand, they began to explain what they knew of the general layout of the realm, its workings, and some minor details about Baal and his palace.  At first, Kari was nearly overwhelmed, getting a much better feel for Captain Te’Voliz’s concerns about the realm’s size and how long all this would take.  More pointedly, how long she’d be away from her children or any way of letting them know she was all right.  As much as that hurt, it didn’t have time to take root.  Soon enough, the elestram siblings began to speak of Baal’s army and what the loss at the black city had done to it.

      In short, the army was ruined.  Many hadn’t returned, and it took Kari a moment to realize their hosts weren’t talking about the dead.  Tens upon tens of thousands had been sent to the black city – and even having been there and witnessed the carnage, it still took Kari’s breath away to hear it put into numbers – and few had returned home.  Of those that did, some had fled to Teradda, others to Vistarra, and still more had disappeared into the wilds or to hide back home.  They weren’t responding to the calls to return to battle, which was part of why Captain Te’Voliz’s “disguise” had been so effective.

      Baal wasn’t without a standing fighting force, but what was left of it was miniscule compared to how it had started.  Kari began to suspect his realm wasn’t as populous as its size and its king’s power might have otherwise indicated.  That had to mean Baal’s standing was based more on his personal power than on the military might he could bring to bear.  That was problematic, but again, if they could bring an entire army against him, how could he expect to win?  Between the Great Mother’s army and the potential personal intervention of several of the other former kings, Kari didn’t know how Baal expected to win, even if he, Baphomet, and Abaddon truly worked together.

      If only they’d had the gall to stand up and accept personal challenges rather than make this one of Glorya’s shit-fights, she thought.  This could’ve been over before it started.

      “Vistarra is going to be far tougher for you and our allies to attack,” Anshiu said.  “There are cities up in the mountains to the west that are filled completely with demons.  And that is hardly the half of it.  Those they kill rise again under some necromancy, and so there are further cities of the dead spread along the border of the Silent Destroyer’s realm.  Merely penetrating his outer ring of defenses may cost us ten thousand or more.”

      Kris chuckled, and the conversation came to a quick stop.  “We have allies from several other worlds with us, friend,” he said, managing to not sound condescending even in infernal.  “Among those allies are paladins and other holy warriors, priests and priestesses, and all manner of those dedicated to the killing of undead… and demons.”

      He looked pointedly at Kari as he said the last, and she smiled in agreement.  “We have what we need to win, we just have to be careful not to rush into things and destroy ourselves the way Baal did at the black city,” she added.

      “Just be certain you do not assume this realm is yours for the taking, either,” Madienna said.  “Baal still has his fanatical legions, and there will be those that nip at your heels as you push farther into the realm.  It is not a simple matter of walking to his palace.”

      “We never expect it to be simple,” Kari assured her.

      “If you can point us to other places where we can contact fellow Ashen Fangs, we can try to coordinate attacks from all over to complement what the army does,” Morduri said.

      The elestram siblings had taken quite an interest in Morduri all through the meal and the conversation.  They were clearly amazed not just that he was here, but that he was congenial and didn’t demand much formality.  They still paid him a lot of respect, whether he asked to be called Your Majesty or not, and that was enough for him, as it was with all their companions.  There were a lot of people with intimidating titles or reputations at this table in some form or other, and not one of them demanded special treatment.  It was one of the things Kari liked most about her army and her friends.

      There weren’t a lot of Ashen Fangs in Antumorgh – not as many as in the northern realms, anyway.  But there were some in most of the major towns and cities, meaning Kari and her friends would have points of contact, at least.  With some help from their elestram hosts both in word and in some quick drawings, they plotted a course to cross the realm to the southeast, where they could eventually meet up with Lestanaek if he could capture Teradda in a couple of months or so.  That was asking a lot, of course, but so was expecting this band to reach the southeast of Antumorgh in that time without encountering trouble.

      Kari wished it was as simple as finding a transmuter to turn her into a vulkinastra to stoke a rebellion the way she had in Sorelizar.  It was amusing to look back on it, to think she had believed her life was so complicated then, when now, she longed for missions that simple.  At least in Sorelizar, many of the people had hated their king and it’d been fairly easy to rile them up against him in the wake of the murders of their vulkinastra neighbors.  While the people here, too, may have hated their monarch, there was no “wick” to set aflame to start the burning.  If the return of the Great Mother and their army’s sound defeat at the black city hadn’t convinced these people to stand up and cast off the chains of Baal, Kari wasn’t sure what would.

      As long as they don’t fight us, I guess it doesn’t matter, she thought.  But some of them will.

      She sighed but waved off everyone’s concern when all eyes fell on her.  “I don’t want to keep you two up all night,” she told their hosts.  “Thank you for everything.  This has been helpful.”

      “I will put on hot water for baths,” Madienna said.  “Anshiu will show you to rooms where you may put your things and take your rest after you wash up.”

      Kari nodded and they rose, Anshiu gesturing for the guests to follow him upstairs.  The upper level was almost all bedrooms except for one large, square room with a drafting table.  It made sense after the maps and diagrams that’d been drawn that he might be an architect, but then Kari mentally corrected herself.  This was Madienna’s house, and she, too, had a hand in the drawings that had helped Kari and her friends outline a plan.  It was entirely possible both of them were architects, or that Madienna’s late husband had been.

      After their baths were done, the friends split up to share sleeping quarters, though the two married couples – Tor and Isharra along with Kris and Kari – were given their own.  It didn’t seem fair to Kari’s thinking, especially in light of their no fraternizing rule during the Apocalypse, but no one raised an issue, so neither did she.  This wasn’t the Apocalypse, after all, and no such order had been instituted or enforced, certainly not on the two couples in question.

      She took full advantage of their cleanliness and privacy, making love to Kris but taking her time, intent on enjoying every minute she could during this grueling mission.  Once they were satisfied, though, lying in bed face to face, she got right back to business.

      “Where do you want to go next?” she asked.  “Lots of possibilities.”

      “Shayen-maz,” he said immediately.  “Mining town, and a big one.”

      “You thinking we should cut off their ability to make weapons and armor or something?”

      Kris half-shrugged.  “Not what I had in mind, but that does make sense, too.  No, it’s the other thing about mining towns that has my attention: explosives.”

      “Explosives?” Kari gasped.  She remembered again her mission in Sorelizar, masquerading as a vulkinastra, and how one of the Ashen Fangs had detonated something in Sekassus’ palace.  The damage had been extraordinary and had forced the king to pull back many of the soldiers and hunters looking to chase down Kari and her rebels at the time.  “You want to cause another distraction there with explosives?”

      “After we’ve left, but otherwise, yes,” he said.  “We need to clear as much of the way past Mount Chivan as we can, so our soldiers aren’t caught near it for too long if Baal tries to weaponize it.  If we can make it seem like we’ve snuck some of our vanguard through his lines, it’s going to make him look in yet another direction.  And no matter how he reacts, it’s going to be another hit to the people’s confidence.”

      “Where will we be when this happens?”

      “Farther southeast, maybe at the city of Kashuva.  There’s deep forests to the east of it, and if we can make some covert strikes on the city’s garrison, they might think it’s coming from the woods – or, more specifically, from Lestanaek’s forces camped in the woods.  I’ll run it by our numbers guru and see what he thinks.”

      “Morduri?” Kari chuckled.

      “Even I can’t calculate odds like an elestram,” he admitted.  “I have a basic plan after everything we saw and heard over dinner, but it’s just a start.  We’ll see what everyone else has to offer.  Even Kas’Yari may have some input on how to manage skirmishes from the woods.”

      “You considering pushing east into Teradda at all?”

      “The thought has crossed my mind, but we’d need to raise a bit of a fighting force here to even think about something like that,” Kris answered.  “There’s not enough of us here as is, and we know nothing of the realm’s layout or how to be useful.”

      “And we may not want to draw their attention in Lestanaek’s direction anyway,” Kari said.

      “Eh, their attention is already that way.  If we drive them nuts and the cavistrem do the same, our army from the north is going to walk right to Baal’s palace.”

      Kari blinked.  “It’s never that easy, though, is it?”

      “Believe it or not, sometimes it is.”
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      Orrganaza.  Coshidam.  Inzirus.  Maethall.  All crushed.

      Lestanaek’s army was unstoppable, though Corbanis knew better than to think so or let his men and women think so.  Despite the seemingly endless string of victories, they still had quite a mountain to climb, both figuratively and literally, as they crossed the south toward Vistarra.  It was good to solidify morale and to add new converts and conscripts to the army as they ravaged Baphomet’s kingship, but they still had Antumorgh and Vistarra to conquer when they finished here.  Corbanis was cautious about letting his soldiers’ confidence peak too soon.

      The battle for Orrganaza had proven to be barely that.  Many of its infantry defected to King Lestanaek’s service before they’d even come close to clashing on the grassy hills.  They simply hadn’t been able to openly desert and join the Great Mother’s army while under the shadow of Baphomet, but as Lestanaek’s forces drew near, they had risked it.  Corbanis had a hard time instantly trusting these defectors, but there were things they could do to be useful without being so close that a betrayal would cost Lestanaek everything.

      And so, as each city was liberated, captured, overturned… however one wanted to put it, Corbanis was shifting defectors south along the coast.  They probably weren’t satisfied being asked to do little more than hold conquered territory, but it served several purposes.  Foremost, it kept them out of the way in case their intentions were treacherous, as he’d already mused.  Second, it kept the harmauth battalions, growing steadily larger as they pushed west, between Lestanaek’s main body and these defected forces.  And finally, for those who proved to truly be loyal – and thus far, that had been nearly all – they could start moving smaller landing parties along the coast by fishing boats.

      Reports were still coming in from all over, mostly good news, though not entirely.  Baphomet was losing his grip on his realm mile by mile, day by day.  Corbanis had little doubt they would be able to reach Antumorgh by month’s end, though whether there’d be any final battle with the harmauth king here and how it might go was beyond his reckoning.  Most of the soldiers wanted to see Lestanaek tear Baphomet apart in single combat, but Corbanis didn’t expect any such thing was going to pass – not the least because he had no intention of letting “his king” go into that sort of battle alone.  Regardless, it was nice to have good news to be sending to the other fronts, keeping their elestram messengers busy reassuring their allies.

      The black city remained in the Great Mother’s hands.  With her central army set along the border of Antumorgh, only Abaddon had any reasonable chance of trying to take it.  Thus far, he’d shown no interest in doing so.  Aiding him in making that decision was the First Legion of Koryon, led by High General Darinnar al’Serrikk of the kwarrasti.  Corbanis had never met the lion-man, but he’d heard enough just in Kari’s voice when she’d talked about him.  The paladin was a legend on his world, and his army was almost entirely comprised of other kwarrasti holy warriors.  No better vanguard could set the line between Vistarra and the black city, to Corbanis’ thinking.

      Sansrigar had not only been liberated, but it was being held by the same men and women who’d once lived and served there: Celigus’ army.  Familiar with their salt-desert homeland and how to defend it, they had set yet another line against the encroachment of Abaddon.  And that, in turn, was allowing Glorya and her Scarlet Legions to fight for every square inch of the realm of Arlerase, an important stand of farmland and other natural resources.  It was odd that such a small realm was taking so much time to recapture, but that just underscored how intense the battles there had to be.  The fighting was bloody, and the death count Corbanis had heard sounded like an error, but the realms of Sansrigar and Arlerase were almost completely in friendly hands.

      But damnit if that man doesn’t need to change the name of his realm, the hunter thought with a chuckle, drawing Gil’s attention.  She smiled at him sidelong but didn’t interrupt his thoughts as they continued to walk side by side.

      Corbanis’ biggest concern was for his daughter-in-law, deep behind enemy lines somewhere in Antumorgh.  And not just her; some of their better-known allies were with her, including the Warlord and Morduri.  While he’d normally trust them with the very weight of the world, being behind the lines in a realm that may have boasted a million or more people was a terrible risk.  If they could turn the citizens by subtlety the way Lestanaek was doing here with an overwhelming but welcoming force, they might cause Antumorgh to collapse.  If not, they were in a precarious position, with little hope of any sort of rescue reaching them.

      Of course, the best thing anyone can do for them would be to bring an army right to the eastern border of Antumorgh, he concluded.

      He looked back over his shoulder, wondering how far behind the lines the White Queen was at this point.  News of her involvement and her decree on behalf of Viggaru went before them, and the harmauths were only too happy to join Lestanaek’s army.  Still, he imagined it would probably do their resolve and confidence wonders to see the legendary oracle for themselves, to know they truly did have the full might of their god behind them.  They’d lived under these kings for generations – which was saying a lot when a people lived for nearly 5,000 years.  Now, freedom from that tyranny was within their grasp, and this singular, ancient harmauth matriarch had a lot to do with it, no matter how successful Lestanaek had been before her arrival.

      Some stray missile fire came in, piercing the arcane protections of their mallasti sorcerers and peppering the ranks.  Most of it was futile, shield-bearers like Corbanis and many of the mallasti ready to protect their allies from the annoyance.  A few people went down here and there, though they looked to mostly just be wounded from what Corbanis could see.  True to his lessons, Gil was crouched behind him, letting his shield do the work without allowing stubborn, foolish pride to get in the way – or get her killed.

      “Shieldmen, stand fast!  Skirmishers, get in there and find those archers and eliminate them!” Corbanis shouted, his orders echoing down the line in beshathan and infernal.  The latter language was mostly being ignored these days, but it was the easier bridge between beshathans and valirasi, so it did still serve some function.  Harmauths, on the other hand, seemed to speak beshathan almost naturally.  It did beg the question of why the vulture-folk had never bothered to learn the language of the Great Mother’s people.

      Something aggravated Lestanaek, and the erestram king set those long strides forward.  Corbanis dashed after him, Gil in his wake, and a few other skirmishers and shield-bearers went to keep their king safe.  He cut down a few elestram trying to aim an arbalest, something deadly enough to kill even an erestram or harmauth.  The machine suffered the same fate as its users a moment later, and despite taking a few arrows off his breastplate, Lestanaek refused to cede ground, waiting for his lines to catch up.

      The city of Quinchas was going to fall soon enough.  How much farther they had to go to find and pin down Baphomet, Corbanis couldn’t say, but he did know Antumorgh was less than a week’s march away.  They were getting close to being able to squeeze Baal even if they couldn’t find Baphomet.

      Coward, the hunter thought.  Not surprised, after what we did to his son.

      His thoughts came to a quick end as they reached the lip of another hill.  “Company, hold!” he called out, the orders echoing again.  He turned to the man on his right.  “Let them get set into lines, and then send in our cavalry with the harmauths behind them.”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the elestram captains answered with a salute, falling back behind the main front lines to issue the order.

      “My lord, fall back a few ranks, if you would.  If it turns out Baphomet is in this city, you’ll be fighting again in no time,” Corbanis said.  Lestanaek flashed a smirk over his shoulder, many of the soldiers chuckling in response, but he did as Corbanis suggested.  “You know what?  Give them some incentive to bunch up.  Have our archers return fire, see if their arcanists are keeping shields readied against missiles.”

      Beshathans weren’t particularly fond of bows and crossbows, but they did have them.  It took only minutes before the thums and snaps of the weapons being fired began to form a dirge-like song of battle.  They didn’t fire in organized bursts, letting the chaos of the attacks try to force their enemies off-guard, unsure of where the next missiles would come from.  After the first few shots, though, the arcanists among their enemies began knocking the projectiles from the air with wind, shields, or whatever else they could think of to use.

      “All right, hit them,” Corbanis said.

      In an ironic display, it was Lestanaek that gave the signal, his ten-foot form allowing him to do so more easily without shouting something that would give away what was coming.  But that was almost irrelevant shortly after as the thunder of many hooves reaching charging speed began to pound ground and ear with the beats.  Mounted cavalry in front, hooved harmauths behind, three columns of death surged through the holes that opened in the front lines, protected as well as they could be by paladin faith and mallasti arcane shields.

      Even from the top of the hill, Corbanis could see the terror in their enemies’ eyes.  They had no walls to hide behind, meeting the advancing army on the plains first.  Whether they were giving the citizens of the city time to flee or just seeking to cost Lestanaek his front lines didn’t matter.  They didn’t have the numbers to threaten this army, and they were about to learn an unpleasant lesson in how destructive back-to-back charges from mounted knights and harmauths could be.

      Screams split the air, and the enemy ranks fell apart before the first horseman even reached them.  Not surprisingly, it was Galadon on that magnificent black beast he called a destrier, his lance left behind for more “delicate” sword work here.  Galrinthor, his charger, trampled numerous men and probably women under hoof, sending others flying, and the knight’s sword left a red mist to streak the air behind him as he literally cut through what ranks remained.  There was little counterattack as the other cavaliers, momentum maximized by the sloping grade of the land, smashed into them in Galadon’s wake, with dozens of harmauths behind them.

      It was a complete and total rout, as so many other battles before it had been.  Corbanis took no pleasure in the slaughter, but he knew it was necessary.  They had to break the will of these people who remained loyal to the kings, whether it was out of fear or fanaticism.  Eventually, they would force Baphomet to show his cowardly face, and then maybe Lestanaek would take that off as well.  Time would tell, but Corbanis was now thinking about getting to the border of Antumorgh and giving his friends safe ground to retreat to even more than killing the black harmauth king.

      “Move in but stay in formation.  Give them the king’s typical regards,” Corbanis ordered, gesturing the front lines forward.

      People were going to be hurt, annoyed, offended by the deaths their friends and neighbors had suffered out here; that was the nature of war.  But Lestanaek’s welcoming gestures to the people here included not only offering them protection from Baphomet, but sending out proselytizers to let the beshathans know Be’shatha truly was back.  How many hadn’t heard it yet, or hadn’t been allowed or trusting enough to believe it was true?  Many, for that was a large part of what made up the force arrayed along the southern coast, their not-quite-trusted conscripts and converts.

      Gil’s great, furry paw landed on his shoulder.  “Survived another one,” she whispered as much as an eight-foot werewolf hybrid can.

      Corbanis reached up and ruffled her ears.  “This army is really coming together,” he said.  “Just keep doing what I told you to do, you’ll be back home telling your parents you helped save an entire world before you know it.”

      “Two whole worlds,” she returned with a growly chuckle.

      “Technically, seven,” Lestanaek offered, overhearing them even from a distance.

      A hush fell over the nearby ranks as an elestram runner came up the hillside.  He wore the colors of Baphomet’s army, but he was armed only with a couple of knives, marking him as a messenger, at least for the moment.  He stopped a respectful distance from the front line of shield-bearers and tossed his weapons to the ground.  Corbanis didn’t speak beshathan fluently yet, but he was learning more and more as time passed, and what he heard sped up his heartbeat.

      “Turn this army southwest,” Lestanaek commanded, then he beckoned the messenger closer.  “You have done your duty to your king.  Now join us… join the Great Mother.”

      The elestram messenger knelt, and Lestanaek touched him on the shoulders with the blade of one of his war scythes.  They began to speak back and forth in beshathan, but Corbanis didn’t bother to listen in.  He called the other officers over and began issuing the order to drive the enemy out of the city as quickly as possible but turn the main bulk to the southwest.  It would take time to move that way without leaving a potential garrison to heckle their flanks and supply lines, but they had finally received word of what they sought.

      Baphomet and his personal legions were waiting just two days’ march away at the ancient city of Kansha-Durami.

      Time to commit regicide… again, Corbanis thought with a grim smile.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Gil prompted.

      “What’s that?” he answered.

      “Time to go see what the harmauths really think of their king.”

      Corbanis straightened out, then turned around.  “My lord,” he said, interrupting Lestanaek’s talk with the newly converted elestram messenger.  The erestram king motioned for him to speak.  “I just had a crazy idea.  After we’ve beaten Baphomet into submission, why don’t we drag him before the White Queen for judgment?”

      That wolf-man’s savage grin could be even more terrifying than Gil’s when he wanted it to be, and it was now.  “Get my army moving, and you… you can take word of this to the White Queen,” he said, addressing the messenger with the last.

      “Yes, my king,” the messenger agreed.

      Corbanis nodded to Lestanaek, then turned back to Gil.  “You have a devious mind.”

      “That was your idea, not mine,” she countered.

      “Come on, better go get some food and rest while we can,” he said, patting her shoulder and leading her back behind the lines.  Not surprisingly, the werewolf never argued with dinner.
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      Siege wasn’t exactly the right term for what they were doing.  A siege involved scaling or trying to bring down the walls of a city, usually, and involved massive death tolls on both sides.  To siege the ancient city of Kansha-Durami would have taken a lot of equipment Lestanaek’s army didn’t have, as well as cost the lives of many of their aerial fighters in swoop attacks.  While it would’ve been possible if they’d pulled resources from all the other cities they’d liberated in their wake, it wasn’t what anyone wanted, Corbanis and Lestanaek least of all.

      Instead, they’d opted to starve their enemies out.  Streams and rivers were being dammed to stop the flow of water, made more effective by the city’s location on a butte.  All outside food sources, from farms to inter-city trade, were cut off.  No one could enter or leave the city without Lestanaek’s permission, which he wasn’t giving, and that included arcane transportation, which could be prevented by counter-magic when they had the city thoroughly surrounded.  And so, the Lord of Curses and his legions were pinned in Kansha-Durami, their supplies destined to run out eventually, whether it took a month or a year.  It might not mean much to Baphomet, but if his people began starving, it would only be a matter of time before there was infighting – possibly even aimed at the king himself.

      Preliminary reports said the city had nearly ten thousand residents, not including the two legions – approximately six thousand soldiers – now holed up within.  It wasn’t that large a city by Corbanis’ reckoning, but in this more rural, open realm, it was considered sizeable.  It started to make more sense to the hunter just why their army was driving opposition out of cities so easily.  Even six thousand soldiers were no match for what Lestanaek had brought and continued to amass as he passed through the eastern realms.  Corbanis wasn’t in charge of numbers so much as keeping the main body moving, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if they had twice as many soldiers just in their central columns.

      That was their shield wall, their archers and arcanists, some infantry, the cavaliers, and the harmauths behind them.  It didn’t include the wings of the army, drawing resources from nearby cities, protecting their flanks, keeping their supply lines open, and generally watching for any sort of outside variable to broadside them.  And that included their new “allies” holding the southern coastline.  It was astonishing just how much ground they’d covered in the last couple of months, and only those flanking wings were keeping the spearhead moving forward.  Soldiers without food quickly became useless at best, a rebellious nuisance at worst.

      Something Baphomet is soon to discover, Corbanis thought.

      Logistics would be an issue for both sides, he knew.  Still, while they each had the calculating minds of elestram to figure out what was needed and how to ration, his side had supply lines.  The Lord of Curses did not.  Unless the city of Kansha-Durami had been stocked up over the years for just this sort of contingency, they wouldn’t last long.  Starving, mired in waste, and just plain going stir crazy from being confined to within the walls, the populace would turn.  They had to.  But issues of logistics, too, were something Corbanis was happy to leave in elestram hands and minds.

      It was still too early to know if their water-borne efforts were making any headway.  Corbanis didn’t expect much on that front, but anything could be helpful.  Anything to get soldiers on the south coast of Antumorgh and make their coming attack on three fronts.  Besieged from three sides, even someone as powerful as Baal was reputed to be would find themselves overrun.  He’d have to fall back to Vistarra or surrender; soon enough, there wouldn’t be anywhere left to run – not on Mehr’Durillia, anyway.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, boy,” Corbanis muttered to himself, drawing a few confused gazes from nearby elestram officers.  It was amusing, since many of those from Citaria considered him the “old veteran”, but looking at the beshathans, Corbanis did feel like a boy.  Some of these elestram and mallasti were in their midlives, measuring at about two thousand or so years, and they still looked youthful.  Lestanaek was almost fifty-five hundred years old, and though it showed in his patience and wisdom, he didn’t come across as a relic.

      Makes me wonder how old Erik’s woman is, he thought, but he didn’t get distracted.

      Regardless of how he saw himself, the beshathans saw him as a staunch defender and a more than capable commander, someone Lestanaek had taken into his confidence.  And the Citarians saw him the same way, only they further saw the father-in-law of Karian Vanador herself, the sire of the core of the Silver Blades, and a high-ranking hunter.  He was many things to many people and was happy to serve all the roles required.  But deep down inside, he was still a product of being crossbred, a rir in brotherhood and a guardian demon in protectiveness.  Despite the prejudices that had surrounded his kind for so long, he couldn’t imagine many better combinations.

      And the sight of Gil brought the best of it to the surface, to his thinking, as paternal feelings roiled around his thoughts of the young werewolf girl.  Tired from a long day of marching around the entire city to check the lines, make sure the officers knew Lestanaek’s orders, supervise the damming of the streams and rivers, and a hundred other small tasks, Corbanis was all too glad to sit beside his young friend and share a meal.  Sitting beside a werewolf to share dinner was something he’d never have expected to do, much less enjoy – and he was a man who’d hunted and killed two Tilcimers.

      “How is everything looking?” she asked, handing over an almost comically large kebob of hot meats and vegetables.  “Are we really expecting to sit here for weeks?”

      “If we have to,” he said, taking a bite of the surprisingly savory food.  It was amazing what the camp servants managed to prepare out in the field sometimes, and they couldn’t be thanked enough for taking such good care of the soldiers.  “I don’t think it’s going to take long before Baphomet realizes he either has to come out and fight or lose by default.  So, we’re setting up and preparing to sit here for as long as it takes to try to force his hand.  I don’t know if it was that elestram messenger tipping us off to his location or the fact that he just knows he’s out of places to run, but he’s pinned himself here.  We’ve got him, Gil.  Unless he kills all of us – and I seriously doubt he can – he’s lost.  Teradda is all but ours.”

      The werewolf made half of her kebob disappear with a single bite.  “Weren’t you the one who told me not to assume a victory is a done deed?”

      “I qualified it with all but,” he defended with raised brows.  “This is a weird war, Gil.  This isn’t a contest of ideals or of different views of good and evil.  This is black and white, it really is.  There are three demon kings – five, if you include Augrus and Sheila, and that assumes they haven’t met their end yet – against the rest of the world.  They’ve already lost.  Even if they somehow win, they’ve still lost.  These people are never going back to the way things were, even if they fail to kill these three morons.”

      Gil glanced around at the many nodding beshathans sharing their campfire, at least those who could understand the Citarian trade tongue.  When she turned back to Corbanis, she was smiling.  “So, we can’t fail, even in defeat?”

      “If they won, it’d be Pyrrhic,” he answered.  “At the very least, we’ve cracked their façade of invulnerability.  They’ll never hold the sway here they once did, even if they wiped us all out and shattered the Great Mother again.  And they can’t even do that, so… I wouldn’t say the war is over, Gil.  That’d be foolish and arrogant.  But we’ve won it in our hearts, and we’ve won it in their hearts,” he finished, waving a hand toward the many beshathans.

      “And you like the king’s odds against Baphomet?” she asked with a wolfish grin.

      “Depends if I break his legs first,” he grunted, and she cocked her lupine head.  “You may have failed to notice, but I’ve been looking after you like you’re my own daughter since you got here.  If he puts his hands – or anything else – on you without my blessing, I’m going to punch him in the crown jewels.  And he’s just the right height for it.”

      “Nothing beyond kissing,” she said shyly, her lip curling in embarrassment as she was fixed with a number of amused beshathan stares from across the fire.

      “See to it that it stays that way,” he grumbled, only half-joking.  “I’m no more eager to put his reputation to the test than our enemies are.”

      Gil laughed.  “I may not be a great Christian, Corbanis, but I’m trying to be a good Christian girl, at least.  He won’t be putting anything here,” she said, pointing to her armored rump, then held up her hand and wiggled the fingers, “until he puts something here first.”

      That drew raucous laughter from everyone, and Corbanis joined in.  “That’s my girl,” he said.  “Same attitude my wife had when I met her.”

      “I pity the poor bastard Sonja comes home with one day,” Gil growled.

      “And rightly so,” the hunter laughed, taking a sip of his drink.  “He’ll have her four brothers to get past before he even gets to me… and my wife.  Who, you may have noticed, has even more discriminating taste than I do.”

      “I heard she waved a butcher knife in Emma’s face.”

      Corbanis shrugged to the wide eyes across the fire.  “Yes, well, none of us really knew the beshathans the way Kari did at the time.  I think she’s rather fond of Emma now, and Morduri, too, for that matter.”

      “Me, too,” Gil said.

      Ashanti strode into the camp circle, the firelight reflecting from the amethyst tips of her scales in wondrous flashes.  She had been quiet these last weeks and more, engrossed in the throes of war and far less personable than Corbanis remembered.  She was overseeing the harmauths and some of the southernmost main column to a degree; her large stature and ability to pick up beshathan impressed even the mighty ram-folk.  But Corbanis knew she was overseeing them to a degree because the woman genuinely enjoyed being on the front lines of battle.

      She pulled forth her dual-ended sword-spear, planting it in the ground and leaning on it.  “All this laughter,” she chided, playfully it seemed.  “One would think we are not about to crush one of our three remaining enemies.  This camp should be far more boisterous!”

      There were some chuckles, and a tankard was pressed into her hand.  The half-dragon took a long draw from it, then held it up in salute.  “To the Great Mother and the gods, who brought Karian Vanador to us,” she said.  “And to Lady Vanador, who brought us together to fight for the Great Mother.”

      There was a heartfelt cheer from the men and women in the area, many cups and tankards raised in salute to the toast before they, too, drank.  Ashanti nearly finished hers in another great swig, but then poured the last of it into the fire.  “For the gods,” she said, then tossed the empty tankard to one of the camp servants.  She took one of the massive kebobs in return, and then came to sit beside Corbanis.

      “Haven’t seen much of you lately,” he said, gracing her with a nod.  “Been neck deep?”

      “Where I can be,” she said, bobbing her head.  “Having such an army of harmauths with us is taking much of the uncertainty out of these fights, but there has been no shortage of fighting.  If I am to die here, it will not be on account of boredom, I assure you.”

      “I want you to stay close to me in the coming weeks,” Corbanis said, drawing her complete attention even as she chewed on half the kebob.  “I’m pretty sure when Baphomet realizes no one’s going to come help him and his people can’t hold out forever, he’s going to try to challenge King Lestanaek to a duel.  That’s not going to happen.  That bastard sets a hoof outside that city, we’re taking him down, and to hell with any nonsense about honorable duels or whatever.  Lestanaek is going to want to accept any such challenge, I’m sure, but I won’t let him walk out on that field alone.  And I suspect neither will you.”

      “I would sooner walk into the Six Hells naked,” she answered.  “If you want to walk out on that field and fight him, whether it is three of us or three thousand of us, I will stand with you.  You know this.”

      Corbanis nodded.  “We need to end this part of the campaign as soon as realistically possible.  The sooner we can get to the border of Antumorgh, the better off our other columns will be.  Not to mention our companions behind enemy lines.  The more directions they have to flee in, the safer they’ll be, and the more reckless they can be in their attempts to stoke rebellion, too.”

      “You are worried about Lady Vanador?”

      “Of course I am,” he said.  “She may be the Avatar of Vengeance and the Great Mother’s champion, her… Epaxa Chi’pri, but she’s my daughter, Ashanti.  That woman means a great deal to me, my family, my Order… losing her is not an option.”

      The half-dragon turned partially to face him.  “Then let us not risk losing her,” she hissed.  “King Lestanaek and our forces have this well in hand.  Why do we not march enough to reach the border, that we can preemptively rescue our friends?”

      “I’d rather we finish things here first,” he returned, though his heart wasn’t really behind the sentiment.  What he truly wanted was to go into Antumorgh and make sure Kari and the others were all right.  What Ashanti was suggesting made sense and aligned with his own desires, but at the same time, he didn’t want to leave Lestanaek alone, even in the midst of such an army.  He wanted to see Baphomet dead – after they dragged him before the White Queen.  And he wanted to bring this entire realm along behind them, to sweep into Antumorgh and overrun it utterly.

      “What if I took a small force with me and we went to Antumorgh covertly?”

      “Unless you grow fur first, I’m not sure that’d work,” he answered with a chuckle.  “We could send an elite team into Antumorgh to nose around, but it’d have to be all beshathans, I’d think.”

      “Bah, you are no fun at all,” she grumbled, blowing a puff of smoke from her nostrils.  “Fine, then.  What if I put together a beshathan search team, and we order them to cause as much chaos and confusion as they can without compromising their search and personal safety?”

      “I think even Lestanaek would be agreeable to that.”  Corbanis raised his brows as she stared at him.  “Do you want me to order you, Marshal?  You’re highly ranked enough to do it and take it before the king yourself.  No need to go through me.”

      “I will talk to you again soon, then,” she said, laying a hand on his shoulder as she stood up.  “It was nice to see you again, Gillian.”

      “Always a pleasure,” the werewolf said, nodding farewell to the half-dragon.  When Ashanti was far out of earshot, Gil leaned toward Corbanis.  “God, she gives me the chills, even through this heavy fur coat.”

      Corbanis grinned.  “Imagine how her enemies feel.”

      “Are you really going to force the issue with King Lestanaek if Baphomet demands a duel?”

      “Yes.  There’s a time and a place to worry about honor, Gil, but this isn’t it.  We’re not fighting over a difference in opinion or ideals, we’re hunting a true, pure evil.  Baphomet doesn’t care about honor, he’s just willing to use it to force us into a disadvantage.  I’m not going to let that happen, and neither is Ashanti.  Lestanaek and Baphomet can stand at ten paces and bow and do all that, and then we’re going to jump in and cut that bastard’s head off, no matter what it takes.  It’s the only way these people,” he said, gesturing to their Mehr’Durillian allies, “will ever be free, or this world, for that matter.”

      “I don’t disagree.”

      “Good.  But you’re to stay among the ranks, near a shield-bearer like I told you, no matter what happens when that time comes, got it?” he ordered, putting a bit of fatherly authority into his tone.  The werewolf nodded.  “Kari and Sonja aren’t the only daughters I’m worried about.  I’m going to get you home safely, even if it means I don’t make it back myself.”

      Gil nodded grimly and went back to eating her dinner with a thoughtful, distant gaze, and Corbanis did the same.
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        * * *

      

      Sonja and Basirri both turned at the rush of wind that marked an arriving arcanist.  The area was largely secure, many of the cadre set to monitoring who came and went and prepared to deal with any hostiles who arrived.  There was a call in beshathan of all clear, and soon, the eyes of the arriving mallasti sorcerer focused and he turned to his painted-faced elder.  Sonja waited patiently, understanding enough of the conversation but otherwise letting Basirri handle it.  At least until the messenger got to the heart of the issue.

      Refusing to wait for the holy warriors under High General Darinnar al’Serrikk to attack his realm, Abaddon had apparently sent forth some of his beshathan forces to thin out their enemies.  It was forces diverted from the front in Sansrigar and Arlerase, and the high general was already hard pressed to hold his ground.  He’d sent a mallasti sorcerer to request reinforcements, and if the mallasti had come by teleportation, it had to be a dire situation.

      “Come, let us take word to Lady Giamalla,” Basirri said after dismissing the messenger.  “We will leave it to her what battalions to send, but we will take our cadre there and protect our allies as best we can while the soldiers march.”

      “Agreed,” Sonja said, falling into step beside her.

      The black city was nearly silent as a tomb.  The vast majority of the dead had been cleared out, sent to the hereafter by pyre.  The collapsed buildings and homes had turned the streets into a labyrinth of destruction, under which lay the unrecoverable dead.  No one seemed intent on restoring or rebuilding this city, and Sonja thought she understood well enough.  It had been an insult to the Great Mother and her children for ten millennia; seeing it in this condition was likely a source of pride for the people.  It was sad to think of dead being left under the rubble, but there wasn’t time or resources to dedicate to getting them out yet.

      Still far too much to do, she mused, her thoughts echoed by a sage nod from Basirri.

      Giamalla was overseeing the black city, having left the arrivals camp in Pataria in the just-as-capable hands of Xafastu Kenochian, the sole remaining “king” Sonja didn’t really trust yet.  But he was upholding his part of things, directing arriving companies into battalions, and sending them to reinforce the lines as needed.  He wasn’t much of a military mind, but he had an affinity for numbers and logistics to rival any elestram, and the authority to back it.  With him taking care of the reinforcements arriving from other worlds, Giamalla was free to move the lines farther up the center toward Antumorgh.

      Sonja genuinely liked Morduri’s mother.  Giamalla was a woman of poise and intellect, reminding Sonja in many ways of her own mother.  It wasn’t hard to see where Morduri had gotten many of his best traits, specifically the ones that attracted Kari to him on some level.  It wasn’t how Sonja thought of the elestram mother and son duo, but she was glad to have them to serve, and she trusted them, their instincts, and their decisions implicitly.

      Giamalla was living in and commanding from one of the few buildings along the east-west road still standing, not far from the ruins of the former Overking’s tower.  Two erestram guards flanked the entrance to the building.  The great wolf-folk weren’t usually used for guard duty anymore but were protecting the Dowager Widow of Pataria here.  They nodded in greeting to Basirri, the aged mallasti unmistakable even before one took her skull-like face paint into consideration, and she led Sonja into the building without delay.

      Young pages ran in and out in quick succession, carrying messages for their older kin who would take reports back and forth to the fronts.  Giamalla stood at a table speaking with a number of other elestram advisors, though they also had a valiras and a mallasti with them, getting input from as many races as they could.  The Citarian command staff was behind the lines in Antumorgh now, but Sonja was sure Giamalla knew how best to utilize those rir, humans, gnolls, and others still arriving.

      The elestram woman looked up and graced the pair with a smile and a gesture to approach.  “Sonja, Bassiri; it is good to see you again.  Have you news or a concern?”

      “High General al’Serrikk is under heavy attack to the southwest, my lady,” Basirri said with a deferential bow of the head.  “Abaddon has redirected some of his legions that way, and the general is in need of reinforcements as soon as possible.  In the meantime, I would like to take Sonja and the rest of our cadre there to do what we can.”

      “Permission granted,” Giamalla said with a curt nod.  “Use short hops to avoid being drawn into a trap.”

      “We will,” Basirri said.  “Sonja is quite adept at seeing things from above, so we will use her far-seeing to avoid trouble.”

      “If you encounter Abaddon, get word back to us or directly to Lady Glorya immediately,” the elestram widow said.  “Do not attempt to engage or even just delay him; the cost of life will be too great.  Surrender the field until one of our more powerful allies can see to fighting him.”

      “As you command,” the mallasti elder said with another deferential nod.  “Come, Sonja, we have not a moment to lose.  Young man, take word to my cadre that they are to meet us at the encampment of the kwarrasti light-bearers using short jumps.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” an elestram youth gushed before rushing from the room.

      They had barely set foot outside the building before both women stepped across the distances in multiple jumps until they reached the southwest edges of what was the Overking’s realm.  The crimson sky was gone, remnants of the Overking’s rule dissipating as the Great Mother reabsorbed her essence and power and the land was allowed to return to normal.  Now, though, that crimson sky and the bloody haze of the air was replaced by another kind – the pall of war.

      Smoke and the stench of blood and loosed bowels filled the air along with the screams of the wounded and dying.  These were things Sonja would never get used to, not in truth, but in times like this, she had learned to contain her horror and trepidation in the deep recesses of her mind.  She recalled her work and the lessons she’d learned when she and her family and friends had hunted the Tilcimer across the county of Marsdale.  There would be a time and a place to mourn, to let the tears flow, but first, she had to prioritize stopping the hemorrhage.

      Arcane might came to her with the slightest of bidding, and she felt the buildup of power as her mallasti companions called upon the power in their blood – and faith.  Sonja could imagine just how powerful Basirri must’ve been to serve as Glorya’s court sorceress – and that was before she’d had her faith in the Great Mother restored.  Now, she fought with greater purpose, had no or at least fewer doubts about what she could accomplish, and she wielded the Great Mother’s power like it was her own.

      High General al’Serrikk’s force here was entirely comprised of kwarrasti, which made picking out their enemies so much easier.  His lines were backed by valirasi and tenku harriers, but they were grounded for the time being, no doubt ordered to stay that way with help expected.  And so, when the mallasti cadre and Sonja began to rain down hell – or heaven, as the case may have been – they were able to avoid collateral damage almost altogether.

      As was her way, Sonja tried to avoid killing people outright until the situation demanded it.  To save a life or prevent a crushing tactical mishap, she was willing to take lives, and as many as needed.  But in general melee, she was more intent on disabling and demoralizing her foes.  Those who surrendered could be turned; those who fled could turn others or further ruin morale deeper in enemy territory.  The dead were useful for neither.

      An elestram fell to an electric shock, powerful enough to render him helpless without killing him.  The kwarrasti paladin, upon seeing his condition, merely nodded, not making the mistake of taking his eyes from the field of battle to find his benefactor.  But he didn’t strike a killing blow either, knocking his enemy’s weapon behind him but moving up to confront the next.  Sonja moved with the line, though she stayed behind this staunch band of shield-bearing paladins.

      The Cat Brigade, she mused with a silent chuckle, remembering Kris’ irreverent nickname for their forces on Citaria.

      Lightning flashed across the sky as Basirri’s cadre and the arcanists among their enemies began to duel over the heads or between the ranks of the soldiers.  Power cancelled out power for the most part, but Basirri’s small squad of mallasti sorcerers started to claim the upper hand in minutes.  Their enemies were powerful, but they didn’t have the faith in the Great Mother, that certitude Glorya had spoken of before the doors of the Temple of Archons.  They knew how to tap into the power of the Great Mother and Mehr’Durillia – whether by blood for the mallasti or the more “scientific” approach of the elestram – but they didn’t own it; it was not attached to the center of their lives.

      Finding her attacks stymied by the counterspells of their enemies, Sonja took a page out of an old enemy’s book.  She worked to turn the field her enemies held into a sodden quagmire.  She found only marginal success at first, but when her companions figured out what she was doing, many of them began to augment her efforts.  Others kept their enemies busy with flashy bursts of lightning and fire, quickly snuffed out by counter-magic.  But their diversion served its purpose, and soon, their enemies were mired in muck halfway to their knees.

      A loud slam drew a lot of attention, including Sonja’s.  She turned to see High General al’Serrikk towering over the prone form of a foe he’d felled with his shield.  He held a flaming blade aloft, drawing a loud cry of determination from his paladins, and the line began to push forth with the backing of their mallasti allies.  It seemed unlikely, just based on numbers, that they’d be able to claim the field any time soon, but the kwarrasti had reestablished themselves, and that was going to take a bite out of enemy confidence.

      As long as Abaddon doesn’t come himself, we should be able to hold here until reinforcements arrive, Sonja thought, letting her mind broadcast to the sensitive ones around her.  She would’ve sworn a few of the kwarrasti nodded in response, but she knew for certain that Basirri’s was in answer to her thoughts.

      A few arrows came Sonja’s way, unexpected with the way these assaults typically played out.  They were blown aside with a gesture by Basirri, though, and soon, the mallasti elder came to stand by Sonja’s side.

      “Let us build breastworks to contain our enemy’s advance,” she said, gesturing to the north and south.

      Again, it reminded Sonja of her work with the Silver Blades in Marsdale, when she’d done as much to funnel serilis-rir attackers into tighter spaces.  She indicated she’d go south with a jerk of her snout, and the mallasti woman went the other way.  Each was joined by a couple of others from their cadre, and then Sonja began putting her arcane magic to a more practical use – and one less likely to be countered.

      I hope things are going as well for our friends, she thought, keeping a shield up before her as she began to manipulate the land.  Great Mother and all of you above, watch over them.
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        * * *

      

      It started off innocuous enough.  Sickness and diseases hadn’t been much of a concern, so long as the army could keep moving.  People got ill here and there, but with the rear-guard lagging to protect the supply lines anyway, the sick and the weak had someplace to stay when the army left them behind.  So those two issues hadn’t really been a problem.

      Until Lestanaek came down with some illness.  No one had thought much of it at first, certainly not with the minor but still insistent issues of food and waste management in a camp this large.  For no one to ever get sick, even the king, would’ve been a miracle.  These were the sorts of things that were expected, even in Lestanaek’s case, as strong as he was.  It was only when Lestanaek continued to get sicker after a few days that it dawned on the army that they had been tricked.

      Hunting parties had been sent out immediately, elestram bladesmen who could eventually catch up to their quarry headed east toward the White Queen.  It had taken a couple of days, but the body of the elestram messenger who’d come and sworn fealty to Lestanaek was found, much of it devoured by something.  The signs of sickness and plague had been all about it now, and those who’d found and disposed of it had to be quarantined.  Messengers were sent to request the aid of syrinthian priestesses from the central column, but it would take time to get them to Teradda.  Teleportation was still impossible while Baphomet controlled the realm, and so messages and the priestesses had to come and go by foot.

      Lestanaek was a fighter, even when it came to ailments.  This didn’t surprise Corbanis in the least.  Of other fortune, whatever the plague was, it didn’t seem to affect the harmauths or their viggaran kin.  Whether it was their vegetarian diets – or magical ones, in the case of the sylvan beasts – they didn’t show any signs of illness.  Most importantly, the White Queen, even with her advanced age, showed no hint of sickness despite the traitorous messenger seeing her personally.  In light of the viggarans’ resistance, many of the other men and women began eating solely fruits and vegetables as well in hopes it would fight off or at least delay things.

      Within days, however, people began dropping dead.  Their bodies would erupt with worms or maggots, whatever they were, spreading the sickness farther.  Much of the camp had been cleared out and burned, Corbanis trying to do anything he could to head off this plague and keep it from wiping out the army altogether.  Thankful once again to be serilian-rir and apparently immune to whatever this was, Corbanis took over command for the ailing erestram king.  But it was no easy task quarantining people and asking others to burn putrid bodies.

      They’d lost a couple of thousand by the end of ten days, he was sure.  And many thousands more were sick beyond that, staving off death however they could, whether it be by faith healing, dietary change, or whatever else.  Gil’s regenerative properties countered it well enough, and Ashanti, too, proved immune to its effects, which seemed to counter the dietary concerns.  But Corbanis wasn’t going to try to stop people from saving themselves however they could.

      Baphomet’s legions marched from Kansha-Durami after two weeks, when the damage to Lestanaek’s army was beyond significant.  Corbanis was able to piece together a shield wall and a passable war scythe hedge behind it despite all the sickness that was ravaging their ranks, but the cavaliers were all but useless.  Even their horses weren’t acting quite right as the plague tore through the army.  The ranks of archers and arcanists was decimated, the force Corbanis was able to array less than half the strength of the one that had initially driven the enemy behind those walls.

      The Lord of Curses, as he was called, had apparently planned this all along.

      We’re not done yet, Corbanis thought, standing among the shield wall and staring down the approaching ranks of the enemy army.  We’ve still got harmauths, minotaurs, and sylvan beasts behind these lines, and if it comes down to it, the sick and quarantined can just pass this damnable plague right back to Baphomet’s people.

      Ten days before, Baphomet’s army marching from the city would’ve met certain doom.  But now, while still outnumbered, they held the advantages of not being sick and exhausted.  Corbanis had to guess his men and women were worth only half of their normal selves at best.  But there was nowhere for them to run; they’d likely never make it back to Quinchas in their condition, being harried all the way by their enemies.  And even if they could, so many of them would fall along the way – or be slaughtered in this camp they couldn’t muster the strength to leave – that it would spell their doom later anyway.

      And that’s not to mention we’d just bring the plague to Quinchas and be that much farther from our syrinthian saviors, he thought.

      It was amusing to think of syrinthians as potential saviors, but Corbanis knew the snake-folk were devout.  Getting to know Se’sasha and Liria had been one of the biggest surprises of the last couple of years, but he was glad for it.  Kari hadn’t been wrong; getting to know a lot of these peoples changed perceptions fast.  Where would any of them be if Kari hadn’t chosen to save a syrinthian girl years ago and become friends with her?

      Still under the Overking’s chains or threat of chains, he concluded.

      “I know you’re all tired,” he called out to his soldiers.  “And I know this situation may look desperate or even hopeless.  Just remember, these cowards are so afraid of us that their spineless king had to give us a plague to muster up the courage to attack.  They know they have the backing of a kaeshmor while we have the backing of the gods.”  There were some snorts, incredulous barks of laughter, and plenty of embarrassed looks among his ranks.  “Stand fast and fight with everything you have for your Great Mother.  If we can hold them off, they’ll lose all hope.  Stand strong and hold out for our syrinthian allies to come.  The gods are still with us!”

      “Epaxa chi’pri!” one of the erestram shouted, his call echoing down the line.

      I can only give them hope, Corbanis said, casting his impromptu prayer skyward.  You can grant them strength and victory.

      And then he raised his shield, warding off the first volleys of arrows before what arcanists he had left began to protect the ranks.  He brought up the Edge of the Victor, readying himself for what was to come as six thousand beshathan soldiers marched at him, cold intent in their eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Mount Chivan had erupted not long after they’d left Saenarroe.  It had to mean Emma either was beginning to move or had already.  Likewise, it also meant the cavistrem had or would be causing trouble soon.  The skies were dark and choking to the north, the volcanic peak spewing ash and smoke up in a torrent of black cloud and lightning.  Even from a distance, Kari could see the ash coming down like snow, and she could well imagine how much of a deterrent the lava and the ash storms would be to an advancing army.  It made their mission here ever more important.

      With help from the Ashen Fangs, Kari and the others had ducked Baal’s notice, or at least he hadn’t sent anyone directly after them yet.  The cities they’d passed through were even more devoid of resistance movements than she’d expected.  The realm was turning more normal the farther south they passed, changing from those ashen basalt wastelands to grasslands and hilly meadows.  Now they were seeing the farmlands that supported the population, and the larger urban centers where the king had drawn his considerable army from.

      The cities weren’t empty, but it was easy to see, even at night, that they weren’t as populated as they had been before the surge toward the black city.  Baal still had plenty of bodies to put between him and his inevitable fall, but at the same time, if Kari could give these people hope and the will to rise up, they could cast off the chains themselves.  It was just too much of a risk for now, when they were obvious outsiders wherever they went.  But if that opportunity presented itself, Kari planned to pounce on it no matter the personal cost.

      Captain Te’Voliz and Kas’Yari were working well in tandem with Tor and Isharra in getting the group safely through the cities.  Liria didn’t seem to draw any attention that Kari noticed.  Leighandra, surprisingly, was able to walk the streets of a couple of the cities openly, other human, elven, and half-elven people making their abode in some of these places.  Congenial as she was and willing to entertain with song and story, she was able to find information and subtly find more Ashen Fangs contacts when Isharra was unable to do so.  It was plain to Kari that the woman was thrilled to be of such use.

      Kris and Kari opened doors even Isharra couldn’t when they were welcomed into the houses of Ashen Fangs.  They knew who Kari was – it seemed almost everyone did now – without her having to say a word.  No one had ever bothered to explain it, and she just assumed Isharra told them either subtly or directly by name.  It wasn’t until they reached Shayen-maz and were brought into the household of a mallasti family that she learned the truth.

      “You do not see it?” the mallasti matriarch asked in beshathan as the family gathered with their guests before the hearth.  She was old, ancient by rir or human standards, well over three thousand years of age, with several generations of children, grandchildren, and beyond sharing her home.  But there was the light of hope in her eyes as she beheld Kari, and her descendants shared in her awe.

      Kari looked at Kris.  If anyone should’ve noticed some change in Kari, it should’ve been the man who slept with and made love to her.  He shrugged.  Was he so preoccupied with the war that he had failed to see some change in his wife?  She could only fault him so much if it was so, as she’d failed to see it herself, but she didn’t look at her face in a mirror as often as he stared into her eyes.  When glances to her friends returned no more suitable answers, Kari turned back to the mallasti matriarch and echoed Kris’ shrug.

      “You shine with the light from above, the light from without,” the mallasti elder said in a breathy whisper.  It was odd for Kari to hear the words epaxa chi’pri actually spoken in a sentence and not just as a blessing or war cry.  To hear it said of her so directly and in context was a shock, and truly emphasized just how the beshathan people looked at her.  “It is so plain now that we can see it.  Do none of your companions see it?”

      “Not physically,” Kris said, smiling as Kari and the others looked at him.  “But we do see it.”

      “Why do Tor and I not see it?” Isharra asked, but she waved a hand.  “The way our brothers and sisters here do, I mean.”

      No one pointed out that Isharra was in fact still Seanada, but it was curious to Kari that Tor, Kas’Yari, and Captain Te’Voliz didn’t see it, either.

      “Not everyone sees the same signs,” Kris said, his beshathan getting better and better along with everyone else’s.  It was one of the few perks of being on the road for so long: they were able to teach and practice the native tongue extensively.  Tor and Kas’Yari picked it up with ease, likely because they were half-beshathan or at least related to beshathans.  But Kris’ accent was almost as fluent as Kari’s, and Leighandra was beginning to speak infernal, beshathan, and even gnollish – or cavistrem – like she was born to them.  Liria only had to learn the cavistrem tongue, already fluent or passable with the others.

      He continued, “Kari shines as an example to these people, but we know her.  We know who and what she is; she doesn’t have to shine for us.  Like I was just saying, we don’t see it physically, but we see it in her love for us and ours for her.”

      “Rather like what Karinda told Max when we were beginning to work with her,” Leighandra said.  She looked around at her companions.  “She told him signs are for those who don’t believe yet, and that those who walk by faith don’t need or even see the signs.  Is that what you mean?”

      “Exactly,” Kris said with a nod.  He moved to kneel before the mallasti matriarch, and the aged hyena-woman took his face in her hands.  “Do you believe the Great Mother is back, and that you’re going to be free of the kings to serve her again soon?”

      “I do,” she said.  “Tell us how we can aid you, champions of Be’shatha.”

      “We need…,” he started, then turned to Isharra and Kari for the proper word for incendiaries.  “We need explosives to create a massive diversion here.  Our goal is not to hurt too many people, but to dishearten them and turn them against Baal.  Some of his loyal soldiers will have to be killed, but we’ll plan where to plant the explosives so we’re not hurting civilians.  Can we count on you or your fellow Ashen Fangs here in the city to help?”

      The elder mallasti woman nodded.  “We are not many here.  My family has carried the torch of the Great Mother for generations, but we are not fighters.  However, some of us work in places where we could gain access to what you need, or where we are in contact with fellow Fangs who can.  We will help you.”

      “That’s all we ask.  We don’t want you to get your hands dirty,” he said, but it took a moment before the figure of speech dawned on them.  “Once we have what we need, you can leave all the risk to us, so you’re safe at least until our main army reaches you and liberates the city.”

      “Lady Vanador?” the matriarch prompted.

      “As you said, you’re not soldiers,” the avatar echoed.  “Help us as much as you can without risking your lives, and leave the fighting to us.”

      “Just be aware, this city has long been between Baal and Baphomet.  Its people have little hope and will not turn easily.  If you are caught working against the king, you will be killed.  As it stands, merely being Citarian will make you suspicious to the people.”

      “We understand,” Kari said.  “That’s why we need your help.  When we have what we need and know where to do what Kris is suggesting, we’ll do what we’ve come to do under cover of darkness and then leave the city.  We’ll either be heading south to do more of the same, or else east toward Teradda to join our allies there.”  She moved to kneel beside Kris and laid a hand atop one of the matriarch’s.  “But we will be back to free you.  I promise you.”

      The mallasti woman nodded again, her descendants all smiling.  “And we believe it.  Come.  Join us in a meal, that we may honor you the way you, by your presence, have honored us.”

      “We’d like nothing more,” Kari said.

      “Mother, it will not distress you if I sit on your furniture, will it?” Kas’Yari asked.

      The mallasti all looked shocked, and the aged woman rose to her feet with some help from her younger family.  “Young cavistrem, it is no less an honor to have you in our home than these others.  We will take no offense at the presence of another of our Great Mother’s children.”

      Kas’Yari nearly balked at that declaration, and he exchanged a glance with Leighandra, who smiled at him.  He graced the matriarch with a bow.  “You honor me, Mother.  May I escort you to the supper table and bear your weight?”

      She held a hand out to him, and Kas’Yari took her weight as they made their way to the table.  Kari patted the gnoll on the back, and when she met Kris’ gaze, he flashed her a confident grin.

      What a group, Kari thought, joining the others for supper.
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      It was getting harder and harder to throw his weight behind his shield slams, the battle taking a lot out of the half-guardian hunter.  His kind were considered among the top physical specimens on all of Citaria, but a battle that dragged on for most of a day took a lot out of even someone like him.  Yet Corbanis fought on, trying to plug whatever gaps he could, desperate to give his sick and weakened soldiers a moment to catch their breath here and there.  Now and then, he managed to knock the wits out of enough enemy soldiers to buy himself a moment, too.

      The battle seemed to be going as well as could be expected by the time the sun decided it was bored with the affairs of mortals.  Despite the state of Lestanaek’s army, they had still held the advantage of numbers, particularly with their complement of harmauths, sylvan beasts, minotaurs, and nearly a dozen erestram who’d avoided or shaken off the effects of the plague.  They were suffering greater losses than they normally would have, but they’d hadn’t broken, and certainly hadn’t been crushed.

      Another of those pesky dual-wielding elestram came at him, and Corbanis squared up to keep his proficiency with shield slams from being too obvious.  He began to fight conservatively, his metal guard out in front while he parried and poked with the Edge of the Victor.  The elestram battered his shield with its right blade, sometimes bringing both to bear, but Corbanis’ redoubt stayed strong.  Following an obvious feint by his opponent, he let his enemy think he was in the wrong stance before his shield hit the elestram in the face, backed up by nearly four hundred pounds of half-guardian.

      He could’ve skewered the man and been done with it, but Corbanis stayed true to his tactics.  He drove the stunned elestram warrior back and into some of its comrades.  The momentary chaos was enough to let Corbanis’ line-mates put a couple of enemies to the sword before they got back into formation.  With no easy avenue to a killing or disorienting strike, Corbanis did the same, holding the line for as long as he could.

      Magnificent, he thought, proud of the way these soldiers held ranks and refused to fall into disorganized melee.  Considering how few of these men and women had been soldiers before this war, they had shaped up admirably in a relatively short time.

      Another press came at the line, holding its own formation to close for melee.  “Down in front!” came the growl from behind Corbanis, and he ducked behind his shield as Gil launched over him in a stunning lunge.

      She hit an elestram square in the chest, bowling him over and scattering his line-mates in the momentary shock.  Those great clawed hands slashed side to side, ripping apart metal armor and the flesh beneath it, sending blood and then bits of deeper tissue in all directions.  And then the werewolf was running on all fours again, falling back to the line and the safety of the shield-bearers.  Her attack had served a dual purpose; the death of one soldier and even the terror she’d struck in his companions only did so much, but it caused a few of them to break ranks, and their disorganized charge was easier to deal with.

      There were grunts and whines of pain and panic far to Corbanis’ left, but he couldn’t leave his position in the line to go see what the issue was.  It mattered little, as moments later there was the pounding of hooves as a harmauth came barreling through the enemy ranks, a minotaur close on his tail, horns down as he charged.  Their horns and their meaty fists laid many an enemy soldier low, and anyone dumb enough to try to stand before them discovered what it felt like to be hit by nearly half a ton of muscle and bone.

      They had lost a few harmauths and even a minotaur, but Viggaru’s people were nothing if not resilient.  There were enough of them to back the lines that the wounded could recuperate behind the ranks, though they weren’t exceptionally fast healers.  Still, Corbanis knew from personal experience just how tough they were to even hurt, much less kill, after his battle with Garrivokt.  If they were getting hurt, he had to assume they were going deep into the enemy ranks and causing far more damage than they took.

      “PUSH!” came the shout from behind and to the south, and Corbanis flinched at the power behind the erestram king’s voice.

      There was a cheering war cry of agreement from the lines, and they began to claim ground an inch at a time, just as they had in the valleys of Ekkristis.  Everyone was tired, most of them were sick, but there was no questioning the effect of Lestanaek’s presence.  His shoulders back and unbowed, face stoic, and leaning on one of his legendary war scythes, he cut an impressive and imposing figure, one Corbanis wasn’t sure he’d ever seen or would ever see the likes of again.  Even with the plague draining the erestram king of much of his strength, he was here, at the front with his army.

      “Push every last one of them right back into their city, and then we’re going to start slinging our dung over the walls so they can enjoy their lord’s plague with us,” Lestanaek shouted.

      There was as much laughter as cheers of agreement, and the push continued.  Baphomet was at a numbers disadvantage from the start, but he was reaching a critical point.  If he lost too many men, he wouldn’t be able to hold the city against a siege.  True, they could hold out longer against the threat of starvation, but if they had to deal with the plague while Lestanaek’s army got the healing ministrations of the syrinthians… they’d give in.  They’d have to unless they were just fanatical to the point of suicide.

      If things truly got desperate, they could take it even further than Lestanaek’s suggestion, either flinging the dead over the walls or undamming the rivers and letting them run with infected blood and waste.  It wasn’t the sort of thing Corbanis wanted to do, but the alternative, particularly if the plague wasn’t brought under control, was unacceptable.  He grimaced as he considered just how far they might have to push things to win the war.  None of it was pretty.

      Corbanis’ shield bashed and stabbed, just as he had claiming those miles in Ekkristis.  Better now, though, he had the werewolf leapfrogging over him now and then, shredding a few men and sending others into panicked retreat before she’d hide behind the line again.  She took a stinging hit here and there, but nothing too serious or that wouldn’t heal with her impressive regeneration.  Gil wasn’t a soldier, not really much of a fighter aside from the werewolf instincts, really, but she took orders and direction like one.  Whoever she worked for had trained her well.

      Sharyn, on the other hand, was a born fighter, and when she made occasional appearances among their enemies, it was even more of a spectacle than Gil’s prowess.  The black werewolf was armored now like Gil, and better still, she typically worked with Ashanti when it was time to fight.  The two were a terror to their enemies, and it was little surprise that their section of the line saw the lightest fighting.  Fortunately, both were being smart about things, staying close to the line even when they surged forward to lay low their enemies.

      Corbanis was proud to fight in defense of people or the ideals of the Order, but he’d never considered himself bloodthirsty.  Sharyn and Ashanti, though?  They enjoyed battle for whatever reason, and it showed in the way they tore apart their enemies with little hesitation.  Where Corbanis tried to remember he was fighting for their enemies, too, in a way, not all of his allies shared that viewpoint.  He could pass along orders to try to do things his way, but Ashanti was a Marshal herself, and he didn’t want to undermine her authority or cripple her efforts.

      The day was dragging on as the light failed, and Corbanis had limited reinforcements to refresh his front line.  The harmauths did what they could to stop their enemies from meeting them line-to-line, and now, with Lestanaek behind them dealing death with his war scythes, momentum truly began to swing back in their favor.  Inch by inch, foot by foot, they shoved Baphomet’s people back toward the city.  If the same was being done all around the massive encircling ring, they’d have the break they so badly needed.

      And if the syrinthians arrive soon, it’ll actually feel like a break, he thought, squinting against the glare of the setting sun to the west.

      He saw a streak of darkness in the sky and it drew his attention, the black shadow even more noticeable against the brilliant orange sunset.  And then there was a second and a third, until it almost seemed like the northern sky was raining shadows.  It took half a minute for Corbanis to realize what he was seeing, but then he saw the effects, and they were terrific and terrible.

      Like a shadowy meteor, the first tenku lancer slammed into the north end of Baphomet’s line, impaling three beshathans before he dropped his spear, landed gracefully, and drew his butterfly swords.  Dropping into a crouch as his brothers and sisters flew over him to hit deeper into the ranks, he let out several clicks and then a high screech like a circling hawk, fittingly enough.  And then he was on his taloned feet, charging into the wake of the destruction to strike finishing blows on those who’d survived with quick, efficient slashes.

      Corbanis let out an uncharacteristic whoop of joy, then turned to his men.  “Push forward but stay in formation!  Give them a wall to hide behind after they’ve landed!”

      There didn’t seem to be more than three dozen tenku lancers, but the damage they did was unbelievable.  Even when Baphomet’s soldiers thought they were prepared, the hawk-men flew in swift but evasive streaks that would leave anywhere from two to five enemies impaled on those nasty lances.  It was comparable to the damage Galadon and his cavaliers could do, yet it seemed with far less risk.  And their effectiveness wasn’t even the best part of it, for their arrival clearly signaled reinforcements coming from the central column, whoever was in command there.

      “You don’t say,” Corbanis offered with dry humor as elestram scouts came to deliver reports, and they chuckled sheepishly.  “Have the arriving column’s command come here to meet with Lestanaek and I, but not without syrinthian priestesses to cure this damned plague.  Last thing we need is thousands more getting sick.”

      “Aye, sir,” the runners said.  “Though it is not thousands, sir.  A battalion, but no more.”

      “Good enough if they have those syrinthians with them,” Corbanis said, and the elestram runners dashed off to do as ordered.  Corbanis felt for them, too, having to run about and try to keep their eyes open for trouble while nauseous and weak.

      The lines crept forward as they could, fatigue only fleeing so much with the turn of fortune.  The men needed rest, but it looked like they would soon get it.  Better yet, they might get healing and freedom from the plague if the syrinthian priestesses were as useful as Corbanis expected.  It was going to turn a long, bloody day into a night of celebration, even when they had to honor the many dead from among them.

      But first, there was work to be done.  Corbanis welcomed the tenku harriers behind the line as they retreated to safety.  They returned the greetings with their clicks and whistles, but then they took spare war scythes from the supplies and began looking for high ground to take flight from.

      Going to be a long night for our enemies, Corbanis thought, turning forward with a grim smile.  Or a very short one…

      The command staff, a couple of elestram generals by their markings, came to Corbanis and Lestanaek behind the messengers before long.  Here, they could see the devastation the plague had and was still inflicting, and they put their hands over their noses like it would make any difference.  In their wake, however, came some of the syrinthians, drawn along in a wagon pulled by a quartet of the mighty mousivas, those odd equine-bovine hybrids of Mehr’Durillia.

      The wagon hadn’t even crested the nearest safe hill before some of the snake-folk jumped down and made their way to the sick soldiers.  Most of these were female, but they did have some priests among them as well.  They reminded Corbanis of Se’sasha, and he wondered how the high priestess was doing, hopefully safe back in Sorelizar coordinating her people’s efforts.  These may not have been high priestesses, and Corbanis wasn’t sure how their healing would work regardless, but there was an immediate air of relief as they began praying to Ashakku.

      “What was that blessing Kari says?” Corbanis mused aloud to Gil.

      “Edanasi Sesi’suvra,” the werewolf managed even in the growling speech of her hybrid form.

      The syrinthians all looked their way when they overheard, but soon, they were repeating the tenet in kind as they began laying hands on the sick.  They were doubtless going to be busy through the night here, so Corbanis set his attention forward once more and continued advancing under the king’s shouted directions.

      “PUSH!”
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        * * *

      

      Kari pressed up against the wall as a pair of elestram guards strode by on the main road.  She was shrouded in her cloak and the shadows of the alley, but the beshathans had keen senses of smell.  She couldn’t be too cautious here.  The dank alley thankfully had a myriad of smells all its own, not something she’d normally associate with the beshathans – particularly the elestram.  In this case, though, she was glad for it, as it masked her own scent and let the guards pass without so much as a glance.

      Most of the incendiaries were set.  With help from the sparse Ashen Fangs in the city, they had found places whose devastation would have an impact without costing commoners their lives where possible.  Kris’ plan was to set off one or two, then create a diversion to get the responding guards and soldiers into position where setting off the rest would truly devastate Baal’s loyalists.  Listening to him lay it out had been horrifying, but it was the grim reality of war.  Whatever glow surrounded Kari, it couldn’t be their only weapon.  If they were unwilling to fight, Baal, Abaddon, and Baphomet would win by default.

      But every guard was a person with a family, perhaps a father, mother, brother, sister, uncle, or aunt.  It was hard for Kari to completely dehumanize their enemies, no matter what race they were and who they were loyal to.  She reflected on all the years she’d been a hunter, putting the serilis-rir to the sword without ever considering those things.  True, in the case of the serilis-rir, they didn’t have family in the purest sense of the word, but Kari couldn’t let herself see anyone that way anymore.  She’d kill where she had to because it was necessary, but she was more interested in redemption these days.

      I’ll never be the same after that day in the Temple, she thought.  If Glorya could be redeemed after everything she’d done… why not these?

      Another patrol passed by, and Kari’s hackles rose.  This was a fair-sized mining town, on the cusp of becoming a true city, if the nearby farmlands could support it.  But two guard patrols going past in such quick succession hinted at trouble.  It could’ve just been that she was close to their headquarters and they were going out to relieve patrols and posts to the east, but she didn’t let herself rest on that assumption.  If they knew there was trouble coming, it could spell doom for her and all her friends.

      Glancing across the way, she saw the distant gleam of light reflected in Kas’Yari’s golden eyes.  She gestured the way the guards had come, and the gnoll half-nodded, half-shrugged.  She motioned for him, Leighandra, and Massech to go to their next target, and the three moved off with barely a sound.  After waiting a couple of minutes for the last patrol to be well out of sight and earshot, Kari glanced around the corner onto the main boulevard.

      There was another pair of elestram, and the way their gazes immediately locked on her, she cursed her ill fortune.  They know, she thought.  Someone either betrayed us or they just got wind of what’s going on.

      That was all she had time to think, though, as she ran back down the alley, the elestram fast in pursuit.  She wouldn’t be able to outrun elestram, not for long.  Whether their long strides let them catch her or they simply ran her down through endurance, she was going to get caught unless she well and truly escaped.  And the elestram had to know that.  What they didn’t know, however, was that escape wasn’t the only option.

      Deep down the alley, safely away from both of the wider roads it connected, she pulled forth her twin scimitars and turned on them.  The two elestram skidded to a halt at the sight of her, and as she set herself in the Wraith’s stance, they exchanged a glance.  They drew their weapons as well, both of them dual wielders, but more intimidating was the other thing the second one brought to bear against her: a watchman’s whistle.

      Kari waded in in the wake of the two short tweets, and her enemies tried to split up and flank her.  In the tighter quarters of the alley, however, they didn’t leave themselves enough room to fight effectively, and she made them pay for it.  The first banged his sword arm against the wall behind him, and in that span of two seconds of shock, Kari opened his belly right below the right-side ribs.  He had hardly begun to recoil in pain and scream before she had turned and began to fend off the attacks of the other.

      These men were well-trained, there was no denying that.  But not to the extent Kari was.  There was an irony there, that these might be hundreds or even thousands of years old and yet not have the experience and training she did not far past the age of forty.  She drove aside a few half-hearted attacks, feinting so she could check on the wounded one behind her.  He was out of the fight, trying to stop the bleeding with his hands, his eyes glassy and distant as he wrestled with death.  With her full attention back on the other, she was able to disarm him and give him a similar wound, disabling without necessarily being fatal.

      Love justice, do mercy, she thought, rushing down the alley to try to disappear before any more patrols found the whistle’s source.

      She had no such luck.

      The moment she emerged onto the next street, she found herself being closed in on from almost every side.  She hadn’t had time to clear the alley before the other patrols arrived, and she knew if she went back the way she’d come, there’d be other patrols coming in from that end.  Her only way out for now was up, and so she vaulted onto a rain barrel, beating huge blasts of wind beneath her with her wings.  She couldn’t attain flight, certainly not from the ground, but she could jump and lunge higher than a normal rir could, and it was enough for now.

      She grabbed the lip of a building and hauled herself up, taking a stinging hit to her tail as she cleared the edge.  It didn’t even manage to cut her, as her tail was armored these days, but it hurt nonetheless, a distracting pang on a body part meant for balance.  She had little time to dwell on it, though, rushing across the roof to try to make it to the next one before the many elestram and other watchmen clambered up after her.

      Valirasi presented a challenge all their own, the vulture-folk flying up to the roof to try to cut off her avenues of escape.  One leveled a crossbow at her, had her dead to rights, but she gauged its angle of attack and knocked the shot aside with a blade.  Even had she missed, it wouldn’t have done more than leave a bruise through her paluric armor.  The awe of seeing her swat the projectile aside had a clear effect on the vulture-men, though, and she took advantage to dash forward and put one to the sword.

      She kicked his headless corpse over the side of the building, then ducked and wove in low on the next, slashing at its exposed knees and driving it back, wounded, into its friends.  A third lost a hand, a fourth she took a wing from, and then she was free to leap to relative safety.

      Kari managed to clear the alley below, landing in stride and dashing across the next roof as she tried to get her bearings.  Elestram were following her at street level, some trying to get shots at her when she leapt across alleyways.  Others had mounted the roofs themselves and were running her down like a fox fleeing the huntsman’s hounds.  More and more dark shapes appeared on roofs all around her, and the valirasi had only been demoralized, not beaten.  Some of them were taking up pursuit as well, though they were content to merely harry her for now.

      There was only one thing to be done.  Kari had to get them to a place where the coming destruction would kill as many of them as possible.  If she was going to die, it had to at least serve a purpose, and accomplishing Kris’ goal here was enough for her.  She didn’t let thoughts of her children or family slow her footsteps, changing direction once, twice, a third time to get back toward the armory where the most explosives had been set.  Maybe there would be a way out for her, maybe not.  If there was any way to save her, Kris would find it, and after all the commotion this chase was causing, he had to know Kari – or someone, at least – was in trouble.

      She saw the crenellations of the armory rooftop, the castle-like structure standing out among the nearly flat-topped houses of the mining town.  The soldiers let her lead them that way, as if they knew where she was going and were all too happy to let her get to one of their strongholds.  She was burning energy too fast, though she knew she could call upon Zalkar’s power to push herself further.  But even that had its limits, and whether the soldiers knew it or not, they continued to run her ragged, waiting for her to drop or make a last stand.

      She kicked a jackal-man in the face when he looked up over the lip of the alley she was about to cross, then drove one of her scimitars down through his skull.  The body fell into the dark puddles of the back street without a cry, though there were snarls from his companions below.  Kari paid them little heed, using her wings for extra lift to get across the alleyway from a standing position.  Again, she took a hit to the tail, but this time, it was an arrow that managed to catch the open underside.

      Kari hissed in pain as she landed, ripping the arrow free and muttering a curse when she saw the head hadn’t come out.  She gritted her teeth and kept running, the armory getting closer and closer as more missile fire came at her from the sides now.  They might assume she was trying to get to the crenellations for cover from their archers, but it didn’t matter.  She just had to get them there, keep them close to the armory long enough for the detonation to have its maximum effect.  Once she was there, she could worry about finding a way out of this mess.

      An explosion to the north got her attention, but it didn’t draw pursuit off her as she hoped it might.  Three more soldiers tried to cut her off, reaching the lip of the final building she had to cross before she’d be able to leap to the armory roof.  She skidded to a halt but then sidestepped twice quickly, singling one out and beginning her martial onslaught.  He kept his hands and his head, but he had to surrender his blade to her disarming sequence to do so, and he leapt down into the alley with a startled and fearful cry.  Kari turned to his companions.

      They moved to split up, as was the typical tactic, but Kari barreled recklessly into the one on the left, knocking him right over the edge to land on his companions below.  She turned and readied herself before the other recovered from his hesitation, and as their eyes locked, she could swear she saw him swallow hard.  She feinted a step at him and the elestram backed up three paces with wide eyes.  Kari ignored him and made another great leap with the aid of her wings, catching the lip of a crenellation to climb onto the armory roof before she even considered there might be more soldiers up there.

      There weren’t any just yet, but they would be here soon, she knew.  The trapdoors at two of the four corners said that well enough.  It didn’t matter.  She was bringing them where she needed them to be.  Now she just had to find a way out.  She ran from crenellation to crenellation, trying to find a route that wasn’t impeded, but she was penned in on all sides now.  She only hoped this ill-advised amount of attention they were giving her meant her friends were safe and going forward with the plan.

      Teleportation wouldn’t respond in their enemy’s realm, and it was too far to the forest from here to run; she knew she wouldn’t make it.  She might be able to call upon the energy from Zalkar, but there were too many soldiers harrying her now.  Sooner or later, being peppered by arrows and crossbow bolts was going to add up, and between that and her fatigue – not to mention the arrowhead lodged in her tail – she’d succumb to exhaustion.  There had to be some other way, some place she could escape to and go to ground until she could get to true safety.  But there weren’t enough Ashen Fangs in the town; she knew that already.

      If only the Wraith was here, she thought.  Even if they were to perish, there weren’t many people she’d rather die fighting beside than her teacher.  Then again, I’d rather Antonio have a father than I have someone to die with.

      The soldiers and watchmen were getting into formations now.  Squads stayed on each of the surrounding rooftops, mixtures of archers and melee fighters, no clear escape route through any of them.  The rest had descended to the streets and were entering the armory, soon to come up to the roof and… maybe capture her?  She smirked at the thought.  Baal might have ordered her capture, but she’d end up dead either way.  And after how much trouble she’d proven to be in the last fifteen minutes, she guessed she might have an “accident” before she could be brought to Baal.

      “Epaxa chi’pri!” she shouted at some of the soldiers on a neighboring roof.

      “Shut your whore mouth,” came the most vociferous of the replies.

      It reminded Kari of just how vile an insult that was in beshathan.  She briefly thought of the Vandrasse and all the times she’d called the succubus just that.  With the thought of the succubus came the images of the destruction she’d wrought, both what Kari had witnessed and what Max and his friends had described.  She could certainly use an ally like that about now, but at the same time, she was glad Sonja was safely with the central column.  At least, she hoped Sonja was.

      The trapdoors opened, and soldiers began to come out, cautiously at first lest they lose their heads.  But Kari made no move to assault them, and soon, they had her surrounded, more than forty of them in total.  It was a lost cause, and while she could probably kill several of them – maybe a dozen, if they failed to work together well – she returned to her earlier thoughts.  These were people’s friends and family, and she really had no desire to kill them at all.  In a few minutes, it wasn’t going to matter, but that didn’t stop her from making the choice in the here and now.

      Love justice, do mercy, she thought again.

      She could feel it beneath her feet, then, and her heart sped up as the end approached.  There was only one thing she could do, only one last option to try.  She extended the shield of her faith around her, though it confused her enemies when she put her swords back in their scabbards.  For whatever reason – whether they didn’t want to kill her, either; or whether she shone to them the way she had to the mallasti matriarch – they didn’t apprehend her immediately.

      “What was it Max and his friends said?” she mused aloud, further adding to their anxiety.  “No greater love has a man than this, that he lays down his life for his friends.”

      Kari spread her arms out to the sides and titled her face up toward the heavens.  Even in the dark of night, she could feel the warmth of Sakkrass’ sun upon her face, the love of Be’shatha shining down on her like the twin full moons of Citaria.  She could feel them all smiling down upon her, all the gods she’d met at the Temple, and all their subordinates and allies.  She had a brief image of a man facing away from her, a human man with a nearly shaved head, naked from the waist up, his broad, muscled back showing off an incredible tattoo of an eagle with its wings spread.  And clutched in its beak was a star – a blue, six-pointed star, just like the one on the face of the Temple.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” Kari whispered back to them, and then the building below her exploded.
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        * * *

      

      The first explosion went off, and Leighandra instinctively crouched and got close to a wall to see if any debris rained down on her this far away.  Kas’Yari ducked down beside her, and across the way, farther down the alley, she saw Captain Te’Voliz looking in their direction.  The Ashen Fangs had done admirably, and she and her companions had done the rest.  With explosives planted in soldier-controlled buildings, they could cause chaos and confusion that might open avenues for their armies.

      There were shouts in the wake of the explosion, but not as many as Leighandra had prayed for.  Whoever had been found that prompted the watch whistle, the destruction wasn’t necessarily going to help them escape.  At least, not the first explosion, anyway.  At least if it was Kari or Kris, they could generally take care of themselves.  It was Liria who concerned Leighandra the most if her identity was discovered.

      She nodded to Kas’Yari and they dashed farther up the back street, Captain Te’Voliz coming in their wake, watching their backs with his waushims in hand.  With any luck, they wouldn’t need to use those, ducking from site to site setting off explosives and then disappearing into an Ashen Fangs safehouse.  It was a lot to hope for, much less expect, but Leighandra knew these rebels had been at their game a long time.  Where she and her companions fell short, the Ashen Fangs could likely pick up the slack.

      They crossed a main avenue without notice, but they could hear many soldiers rushing through the streets.  Someone was being hounded badly, and when their pursuers were primarily elestram, the chances of escape were minimal.  Leighandra looked back at her friends and could see they understood that as well.  She nodded and picked up speed, risking exhaustion to get to that next batch of explosives to try to draw off the watchmen.

      The next batch was just a couple of roads over, and Leighandra looked up and down the next main street before they continued.  She stood up straight and walked at a normal pace, doing her best to not look conspicuous to any watchmen that happened to notice her.  It meant she couldn’t set off the next explosives as quickly as she’d like, but it was better than being chased and captured herself.  Kas’Yari took up the same stride several paces behind her, and then Captain Te’Voliz strode out, trying to look like a watchman himself to deter attention.

      Leighandra was still learning beshathan, but when she heard the phrase “that’s the one”, she knew it was trouble.  She looked back over her shoulder as a trio of men rushed from another alley and charged at Captain Te’Voliz.

      Damn that white coat of his, she thought.  Normally, she found it beautiful, but even here in his home realm, a mashintaka still stood out too obviously.

      “Go, run!” he barked, turning back to their attackers with a snarl, his waushims appearing in his hands once again.

      Leighandra wanted to stop and help, but Kas’Yari pushed her forward by the shoulder.  “No time; go!” he growled.

      Reluctantly, she did as she was told.  She forced herself to focus, got her bearings, and began to lead Kas’Yari to the next cache of explosives.  They could make it to the eastern forests if they hurried, but she wanted to give her other friends every chance she could.  One more explosion could be the difference between someone living and dying, and it wouldn’t take them far from the route to the forest to do so.

      She cut down an alley, trying to find a confusing set of crossways to get to her destination without leading their pursuers to it.  There had to be some mystery behind why things were starting to explode all over the city, enough so to make the enemy wonder if the army was coming – or already here.  The streets were dark under the moonless sky, but Leighandra’s half-elven eyes were more than up to the task.  She led Kas’Yari through the dank back streets, splashing through shallow puddles and barely glancing at the shadows behind every crate and barrel they passed.  If ambushers found them here, they’d be in trouble, but she couldn’t let that slow her steps so their pursuers caught them anyway.

      We’re already at a disadvantage running from elestram, she thought.

      She turned down an intersecting street, barely looking to see if there was anyone on it that would notice them and give chase.  There was no one obvious, and Kas’Yari looked as well when he came around the corner behind her.  They crossed the last two intersections and then ducked into the shadows of a porch where a fuse was sticking out conspicuously – to those who knew where to look, anyway.

      Leighandra had never worked with explosives – not of the mundane variety, anyway.  They were rare outside of places like this mining town, not usually used for battle despite their military potential.  Most seemed content to hire on wizards and other arcanists when there was a need for something of that nature.  It took only the barest thought, the slightest plucking of the strings of the song of her soul to ignite the end of the fuse, and then it was time to run again.

      They found the golden eyes of several elestram approaching them from all directions when they came up out of the shadows, though.  Leighandra gasped, but Kas’Yari pulled down his bow, nocked an arrow, and felled an elestram before she’d released that breath.  He shoved her toward the hole in the ranks, loosing another arrow before the jackal-men could close the distance, but then he dropped his bow and drew his blades.

      “Go!  To the forest!” he barked.

      There was a squelch before Leighandra had even gotten ten paces, and she couldn’t help but turn and look back.  Kas’Yari was beset on all sides and had already taken a deep stab to the thigh.  It was followed up by another to his ribs, and then she closed her eyes as a sword descended for his exposed neck.  Tears flooded her eyes, but she stubbornly wiped them away, needing to see where she was going if there was any hope of making it to the forest.

      It wasn’t long before she could hear the pounding of elestram feet behind her, and from the way the city stretched out before her, she knew she was doomed.  It was too far to the forest.  She could likely run all the way there thanks to her elven heritage, but not with jackal-folk on her heels.  They would run her down, and she would soon share the fates of Captain Te’Voliz and Kas’Yari.  The thought of them set her blood boiling, and the chronicler stopped, drawing her saber and calling up the song of her soul.

      I won’t die running like a coward, she thought, preparing her arcane power.  She had limited herself in her use of it for many years, but no longer.  Now, she had the strength of faith, had seen it wielded by Audrei, Yiilu, Max, and Galadon among others, and knew she could do the same.  Now it’s time for you to–

      A massive explosion sent her into a crouch, her nerves rattled and adrenaline flooding her veins as her ears rang with the concussive force.  The men pursuing her had been hurt even worse by the sound, it seemed, but either way, when they straightened out, they looked in the direction of the blast.  Their jaws dropped open and several pointed, though Leighandra didn’t understand why; they couldn’t possibly see the building from here.

      It wasn’t the building they were pointing at, she realized, nor even the cloud of fire and smoke that was rising from the remains of the obscured detonation site.  It was a star, high above the explosion, hovering above the earth like another angel, until it began to fall.

      Leighandra didn’t care to speculate.  With the elestram distracted and disoriented, she began to run, weaving her arcane song into a tune of relaxation to fight her fatigue.  She had left her pursuers far behind before she looked up to that falling star again, but it was gone.

      Gods, I hope that was an angel, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      A hypnogogic jerk woke Kari, but then she quickly realized she hadn’t dreamed she was falling.  She was falling, and from quite a significant height.

      Everything hurt.  Her ears rang and she couldn’t even hear the wind whipping past.  Her skin was burning, her skull felt cracked, her brain was liquid fire as if it was bleeding, and there was still that persistent throb of the arrowhead buried in her tail.  And now, to top it all off, she was falling back to the remains of the building that had just blown up beneath her.  It was a miracle her shield of faith had kept her from being completely torn apart by the explosion, but if she couldn’t glide to safety, it would all be for naught.

      She had no energy left, and the ground was coming up fast.  She closed her eyes and pulled the power of the gods – Zalkar, Sakkrass, Be’shatha, Arakiel, and all the others – into herself, and she spread her wings.  The jolt to her back didn’t help as she started to glide, but she straightened out her body and used her tail to help maneuver.  Soon, she was drifting, well above reasonable range for archers firing upwards, and headed toward the forest on the outskirts of the town.

      Kari had nothing left by the time she reached the woods, crashing through branches and foliage before she landed.  She managed to get her feet out to land, but the moment she hit the ground, she collapsed, sprawling out on her belly, her wings haphazardly atop her.  There was no energy left, even the strength of Zalkar and the other gods feeling just out of her grasp.  She wondered how badly damaged her body was, especially after considering how far she’d pushed herself that night DarkWind and the Order’s campus had been attacked.

      I suppose if it takes me weeks to recover, that will at least mean I survived, she thought.

      Kari wasn’t sure how long she lay there before she heard footsteps approaching.  She hoped it might be Kris or some of her other friends; after all, this was where they were supposed to meet if there was any type of incident and they couldn’t risk exposing the Ashen Fangs.  They hadn’t planned on things turning out so turbulent and chaotic, but she wasn’t sure even Kris or an elestram tactician could’ve seen all this coming.  So much had gone wrong, and all she could do at this point was lay there and pray things went better for her companions.

      Most of her hopes were dashed when she saw an elestram approaching, his eyes flashing in the dark as he searched the woods.  He found her even through the sheltering undergrowth, and soon, he was calling for his fellows to join him.  He made no move to threaten Kari just yet, but it wasn’t like he had to with the condition she was in.  She was of no danger to anyone.

      Soon, she was surrounded by a dozen of them, mostly elestram but a few mallasti as well.  A couple went down to one knee, studying her, and they seemed to hold a silent conversation as they exchanged glances.  Kari was waiting for them to just get it over with, but she was too exhausted to even say anything or snap at them.  How she was conscious at all, she didn’t know, but she had no strength to resist when one finally mustered the nerve to approach.

      He came to her like someone expecting to get their hand bitten, but when it became obvious she wasn’t in any condition to move, he laid a hand on her shoulder.  She expected to be bound and gagged, but instead he draped a cloak over her prone form.  Were these members of the Ashen Fangs?  None of them looked even remotely familiar, not that Kari was an expert on differentiating them even after a few years.  If they were, they played the part of loyalists to the hilt, because nearly all of them wore the insignias and colors of the watchmen.

      The sound of swords being drawn seemed loud in the silence of the nighttime forest, and Kari could see the light emanating from the newest arrival.  Kris, she thought.  Don’t do anything stupid to try to save me…

      “Get away from her, now,” he growled, his limited fluency in beshathan covered by the air of command in his steely voice.  Kari saw Liria come around his side, her blades drawn as well.

      “She is wounded,” the elestram male said.  “We are trying to decide if it is safe to move her.”

      “I’m not going to tell you twice,” the Warlord said, his blades up, and his stripes and his hair faded to white as he strode toward them.

      The beshathans gasped in shock, but they didn’t run, didn’t give Kris any easy path to Kari.  “So, it is true,” the elestram said.  “You have been sent by… by the… the Great Mother.”

      Kris paused in his tracks.  “What of it?”

      “She fell to Mehr’Durillia, lit up like the first star of evening, just as…”

      Kari could barely move her head, but she could see all the others fall to their knees.

      “Like what?” Kris demanded, though his tone lightened at their display.

      The elestram shook his head.  “Just as Emanitar, the son of the Great Mother, did when she begot him.  Fear not, warrior.  We will not harm her.  Forgive us for chasing you as we did.”

      Liria gasped, but Kris managed a nod, putting his swords away and moving past the guards without a word to kneel beside Kari.  “Are you all right?  Can we move you?”

      At least she could hear them.  That was blessing enough in the short term.  “I don’t think it will hurt any more than I already do,” she whispered.

      Tor and Isharra arrived moments later, Leighandra in their wake.  The chronicler was sucking wind hard, having spent every ounce of energy keeping up with the beshathans.  They paused at the edge of the gathering, but were nodded to and waved forward by the elestram officer.  Isharra and Tor kept their hands to the hilts of their weapons but came to see Kari.  The looks on their faces when they beheld her pose and condition said enough.

      “What is going on?” Isharra asked.

      “I think they’re going to let us go,” Kris said, but he didn’t put his hand to the hilt of either of his blades.  With how intimidating that golden-eyed stare of his was when he was showing his angelic side, Kari didn’t imagine he needed to.

      The officer cocked an ear.  “Let you go?  To where?  The king has eyes everywhere looking for you.  There will be no safe place for you now.”

      “Where are Kas’Yari and Massech?” Kris asked, turning to Leighandra.  The chronicler nearly burst into tears, but instead she just turned away, and Kris hung his head and let out a heartfelt swear.  “Anyone seen Morduri?”

      Looks were exchanged, including between the soldiers, no doubt surprised that the elestram king was here as well.  Kari prayed he hadn’t run into Baal personally, and from the subdued looks of terror her friends couldn’t fully hide, she guessed they were thinking likewise.

      Kris looked back up to the elestram officer and his companions.  “Into Teradda.  I think King Lestanaek’s gotten his forces fairly close to your border here.”

      “We would take you back to the city if we could, but I do not think you would be safe there.  The destruction you caused… you have killed many of our men.  Regardless of our loyalties or faiths, there will be much anger there,” the elestram explained.

      “We did what we went there for,” Kris said, shaking his head to ward off further questions.  “Now we either push on to the south coast, or head into Teradda and try to join our forces there.”

      “Teradda would be the safer option,” the officer mused, looking to his companions for their assenting nods.  “The might of King Baal will be waiting for you wherever you go here.  It is best if you leave.  Only… take word to King Lestanaek, that there are many here who will join him when he comes, especially if… if this woman is at the forefront of his army.”

      “She will be,” Kris said.  “And we will return.”

      “Will you be safe returning empty-handed?” Isharra asked.

      “We found nothing but a stray piece of burning wreckage,” the officer answered as he and his men rose to their feet.  “Lady Vanador was killed in the blast of her suicidal explosion.”

      “Go, then,” Isharra told them.  “Great Mother watch over you.”

      The elestram turned back to Kari one last time.  “I hope to see you again soon, chosen one of the Great Mother.  Epaxa chi’pri.”

      Kari could barely speak, but she repeated it.  “Epaxa chi’pri… my brothers and sisters.”

      “Do you want us to go back and look for Kas’Yari and Captain Te’Voliz?” Liria asked when the soldiers were out of earshot.

      “Kas’Yari was killed,” Leighandra said, pausing to sob once before she steeled herself.  “I didn’t see what happened to Massech, but he had stayed behind to cover our retreat.”

      “And Kas’Yari died defending you?” Isharra prodded.

      The chronicler met the mallasti woman’s gaze.  “Yes, he did.”

      “It is an honorable death, particularly during a war,” she offered.

      “It’s more blood on my hands,” Kris said, but he shook off the thoughts.  “We need to get Kari someplace safe, where no others are going to come looking for her.  We’ll let Isharra go back when it’s safe to poke around and see if she can find out Massech’s fate.  You’ll have to go as a commoner, though.  Too conspicuous like you are now.”

      “Agreed.”

      “The rest of you will hole up with me at whatever camp we make.  Leighandra, are you sensitive enough to the arcane to tell when we cross borders?”

      “I can only offer to let you know if I sense a change,” she answered with a frown.

      Kris nodded.  “Good enough.  If you can tell when we cross the border, send an arcane message to Corbanis, and let them know we’re in Teradda and could use some help.”

      “Yes, Warlord.”

      “Are you going to heal from this?” he asked, turning back to Kari.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered.  “In time, I suppose.”

      “Lady Vanador…,” Liria whispered, biting down a sob of her own.

      “Well, she is not getting any better laying here like last year’s autumn leaves,” Tor said, crouching down.  He turned Kari over gently, then lifted her in his muscular arms like she was a child.  “Come along now, our Epaxa Chi’pri.”

      “What were they talking about?” Kari mumbled as they began walking east toward the realm of King Baphomet and relative safety.  Her brain hurt, and she was fighting her eyelids.

      “The legend of Emanitar’s birth,” Isharra said.  “Remember the book of mallasti folklore I was always reading at home?  The story is in there.  It is said when Be’shatha begot her son, he appeared as the first evening star, and the people loved the Great Mother’s gift so much that they asked him to come down to live among them.”

      “And he did?”

      The mallasti woman nodded.  “And he will again, if the stories be true.”

      “We could use him about now,” Kari rasped.  “My… my head hurts.  I think I’m going to take a little nap.”

      “Stay awake if you can,” Kris said.  “At least until we make camp and can keep an eye on you without worrying about pursuit.”

      “I’ll try,” she offered, but her eyes begged to differ.  Kari fell into a dreamless sleep, feeling safe and warm in the arms of Emma’s child.
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      It’d been two days and there was no change in Kari’s condition.  No major improvements, anyway.  She was awake much of the days, her ears worked, and she could hold a conversation, but she still couldn’t move.  Even taking meals was proving an issue, Kris grinding up what he could to feed her, sparing her too much effort chewing.  She was embarrassed to have to be tended to in such a manner, especially where more private things were concerned, but everyone did their best to spare her pride, giving her privacy whenever they could.

      Kris having to take care of her in such a way proved fortunate, as he noticed the infection under her tail as soon as it started to turn bad.  With some help from Leighandra, he dug the arrowhead out of Kari’s tail, and he was able to clean and seal the wound with his power, at least.  He didn’t seem to be able to heal her any more than her own usual regeneration, but he took care of that minor issue to keep things from compounding.

      Leighandra wasn’t sure how long it might take Kari to heal, but she knew they could only sit in one place for so long.  The soldiers may have taken a false report back to the town, but it would only be a matter of time before routine border patrols or huntsmen came across them.  Enough of the simple things had gone against them already, and Leighandra wanted to cut down on the number of variables they had to deal with.

      Kris clearly felt the same way.  He ordered Liria to stay with the group, but he’d allowed Seanada – Isharra – to use her shapeshifting to infiltrate the town again, to search for any sign of Massech or Morduri.  She’d been gone for the entire two days thus far, leading to more speculation about her fate.  While Kari had faith her friend would come back safely, Tor wore a groove in the earth with his incessant pacing.  He was worried about his wife, fearful for Massech, curious over Morduri, and angry about Kas’Yari’s death.

      Leighandra could understand the last of those well enough, furious herself.  She had grown fond of Kas’Yari over the last few months, as close as she’d ever been to a gnoll or any other type of beshathan.  Her perceptions of him and his people had changed a great deal over the course of her work with Max and the others leading up to the Khalarin War, but in the last two months, she’d grown fond of them.  Truly saw them not just as people, but equals, people she cared about as much as her own and her closest friends.

      This is going to hurt Audrei and Max so much, she thought.  She tried to assuage her own pain by reminding herself that fighting for and dying for their people brought honor to gnoll males.  It helped a bit; Kas’Yari had gone out for the reasons he wanted to, if not by the method.  Oh, there would be many gnoll women back in the Badlands disappointed to be denied his “services”, but they’d be proud of him.  Audrei and Max would be proud of him, too, despite how much it would hurt to have lost a brother and member of their tribe.

      She still had little idea how that had even come to pass, but she’d been reluctant to ask him for fear it might hurt Tor’s feelings.  The half-mallasti, too, had been raised by a people not his own.  For that matter, so had Isharra, though it seemed less of an issue to her, especially since she and Tor had literally tied the knot.  Leighandra had become far more accepting of her own life and circumstances since meeting many of these other people from odd or broken homes.  They all had their issues to deal with, but the fact that they’d all turned out willing to stand up and fight for the cause – to be heroes, really – suggested purpose behind the pain.

      Her hands worked almost without conscious thought, whittling a little block of wood into the shape of a gnoll.  Evening was falling again with no sign of Isharra, and Tor’s pacing was getting annoying enough that even the Warlord looked ready to say something about it.  In the end, though, Kris only sighed, the weight of those missing and dead on his shoulders primarily.  And to make it worse, he could only sit beside his wife, helping to keep her warm and comfortable and tend to her most basic needs.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” came the whispered watch word, even its low volume managing to startle everyone as Isharra appeared in the camp like a wraith.

      Or like the Wraith, Leighandra mused.

      Tor ran forward to crush his wife in a hug, and she clung to him even as she met Kris’ gaze.  The Warlord approached after patting Kari’s flank.  “What news?” he asked.

      Isharra sighed.  “There was no word of Lord Morduri.  We searched the town for two days, but there was no sign, no word, no whispers of him being caught or killed or even seen.  I can only suspect he went elsewhere without us, perhaps to confront Baal or one of his governors personally without risking our lives as well.”

      Kris put his hand to his chin.  “He must’ve figured the odds were in his favor to do anything that looks so foolish to us.  And Massech?”

      “The good news is that I have no definitive word of his death.  The bad news is that could just mean he was killed in one of the explosions and there was nothing to find.  At the very least, he is not being held for public execution or anything of the sort.  So long as there is no sign of him, we can hold out hope, at least.”

      “And how are you?” Tor asked.

      Isharra regarded him curiously.  “I am fine, husband.  I was also able to bring back some rations, though I could not bring too much without looking suspicious.  If we eat sparingly, we should have the supplies to make it into Teradda at least, or perhaps all the way to our allies.  How is Lady… Kari?”

      “Frankly, it’s amazing she’s even alive after getting caught in that explosion at the armory,” Kris answered.  “We’re going to have to carry her, either in hand or on a litter, until we can get into Teradda.  Isharra, if you’re confident in leaving – as in, you don’t think there’s much chance either Morduri or Massech will be coming to meet us here – we’ll move on in the morning.”

      “I wish I had better news,” she returned.  “We should go.  Dying while we grieve over those we have lost makes no sense.”

      Leighandra looked down at the little carved gnoll she’d made and clutched it tightly.  If she had the time, she’d make one for Massech as well, but she thought better than that.  Memorials are for the dead, she thought.  I’ll hold off mourning him until I know he needs to be mourned.  Until then, I’ll hold out hope.

      They shared a quiet meal, Kris feeding Kari despite her embarrassment.  Every time a twig or even the fire snapped, they all looked up, hoping to see glowing amethyst eyes or the white coat of their companions.  The darkness refused to grant them such a gift, though, and when Kris volunteered to keep watch throughout the night, they all retired to sleep.  Leighandra listened to Kris, Kari, and Liria chatting lightly about the war’s progression, and it seemed the avatar was doing her best to avoid the subject of her own health.  Eventually, Leighandra faded off to sleep.

      They got underway the next morning after breakfast, everyone disappointed that their friends still hadn’t joined them, though it went unsaid.  Tor and Isharra lashed together a litter for Kari using some tent canvas along with string, straps, and buckles from their packs.  Tor and Kris took turns bearing Kari’s weight, and despite the cumbersome load, they put some good miles behind them by the time afternoon began to wear on.

      Leighandra started to get the feeling they were being watched as twilight began to claim the skies, but it wasn’t arcane scrying, she was sure.  She wasn’t the only one to notice, either, as Kris began giving subtle hand signals to Tor and Isharra before he beckoned for Leighandra to stay close to him.  She moved up by his side and took Kari’s litter from him.  She wasn’t expecting the weight of the muscular terra-dracon woman, but she did her best.  It was better if Kris’ hands were free if there might be trouble.

      “There,” the chronicler said, gesturing toward some undergrowth with her chin.  She’d seen golden eyes there, and it didn’t take Kris long to spot them either.

      “Mallasti, six of them,” Liria said, scanning side to side.

      Isharra started to draw her blades, but Tor put a hand to her shoulder.  “Not mallasti,” he said, lifting his nose and taking a few sniffs.  “Cavistrem.”

      “Your nose is really that sensitive?” Kris asked.

      Tor shrugged, and Isharra stepped out before the rest of the group to address the cavistrem among the trees in their tongue.  “Hello, friends,” Leighandra translated Isharra’s words in her head, “we are passing through to Teradda to join our allies.”

      The cavistrem held a quick conversation of barks, yips, and growls, and Leighandra was pleased that she could understand nearly all of it.  Kas’Yari truly did teach me a lot, she thought.  These cavistrem weren’t of Queen Shegara’s clan, but they knew what was going on.  By their exchanges, it seemed they knew something of who Kari and her friends were, and the cavistrem were willing to help get the friends to and across the border.

      “We’re not far from the border,” the chronicler told Kris.  “They’re willing to escort us.”

      “Thank God,” he said with a sigh.  “About time something went right with this plan.”

      “Not used to things going wrong, are you?” she teased, thinking of all the things that hadn’t gone according to plan when she’d traveled with her other friends.

      “Not to this magnitude, no,” he said.  “Things rarely ever go according to initial plan, but I can usually see complications coming.  I’m not sure how we got discovered in the city; none of the Ashen Fangs gave me even the slightest impression they weren’t what they appeared to be.  I have to think, at this point, that Baal just outfoxed us from the start… like he knew what we were going to be doing.  I’m lucky I didn’t get all of you killed.  And we’re lucky Kari’s as special as she is, or I probably would’ve.”

      Leighandra patted his shoulder.  “Well, we’re here instead of retreating from the black city because of you.  Try not to take all the weight yourself.  You’ve got enough to think about.”

      He managed a half-smile at that and nodded.  “Thanks.”

      “They want us to follow them,” Isharra said, moving over toward Kris.  “They will take us to their village southeast of here for the night, then lead us to Teradda’s border come the morning.”

      “Give them our thanks,” Kari whispered.

      The mallasti woman grunted a laugh.  “No need.  They are thanking us for allowing them the honor of saving the fallen star.”

      Leighandra wasn’t the only one shocked by that.  How much truth was there to the legend of Emanitar’s “birth”?  And had the cavistrem always seen themselves as children of the Great Mother despite staying apart from the rest of the beshathans?  The chronicler thought of all Kas’Yari had said about gnoll religious beliefs and wondered how much of it was the same for the cavistrem.  They were so quiet about what they believed, but they were putting in effort to help reclaim the Great Mother’s world.  She looked at Liria, who was clearly just as bemused by all these developments.

      I suppose the answer is to take it all at face value and not worry about it except to pray for the cavistrem, Leighandra thought.

      Their group began to follow the Mehr’Durillian gnolls back to their village as night fell.  The way was hilly but not overly strenuous on the tired friends.  It was wooded enough to provide their trails cover from the townsfolk, but not enough so to make travel difficult.  Kris took Kari’s litter from Leighandra again, but then some of the cavistrem offered to help.  It made the trek through the mixed woodlands almost pleasant, but for the weight of the war that hung over both groups.

      The hunters had apparently worked together well, bringing some rabbits, chickens, and even a buck from their productive foray, and they were welcomed back to their home raucously on account of it.  The fact that they brought guests puzzled the camp guards at first, but when they saw Kari, they refrained from asking any questions.  Instead, cavistrem gathered here and there to look, whisper quietly to each other – as much as they could in their tongue, anyway – and point at the terra-dracon woman borne on the litter.

      Do they see that glow like the others did? the chronicler wondered.

      This camp was different than Queen Shegara’s.  There were no female leaders waiting to greet them, though the arriving party was watched with interest by dozens of gnolls.  Males came out to tend to the carcasses and begin butchering them for meals, while females stood at the doors of their tents and huts and studied the outsiders.  There were no growls or snarls, nor even any hostile looks that Leighandra caught, but neither were they welcomed the way they had been by Queen Shegara.

      The hunter dragging the litter nodded for Kris to follow him and led the Warlord over to his hut.  He stopped and ducked his head submissively to his mate, who laid her head atop his before he moved inside.  The gnoll woman inspected Kari and then Kris, and the Warlord, too, ducked his head submissively.  She regarded him with a cocked head, but she merely touched his shoulder and gestured him inside with her snout.  After glancing at Leighandra and the others, she went inside after them.

      “We will set up our bedrolls out here,” Isharra offered.  “We do not wish to impose.”

      One of the hunters shook his head.  “Rain coming.  Stay inside with our families.”

      Leighandra regarded the skies above, dotted with many a star but no moons, and not even a hint of clouds yet.  It certainly didn’t look like rain, but then these men and women had been living here for untold generations.  They’d know, even if the chronicler didn’t see it.  She and Liria were ushered to take shelter with younger-looking cavistrem couples while Tor and Isharra went together with an older couple.

      The inside of the tent was spacious but rather bare, the scent of the people stronger than that of the other beshathans but not foul.  Their home seemed to have room for their family to grow, and Leighandra considered the youthful couple again.  She shared some quiet time with her hosts, waiting for the hunters and butchers to deliver food, and the fact that she could speak their tongue surprised them.  Perhaps it was why they were quiet, though they did share that they would be trying for a pup come the season, confirming Leighandra’s thoughts.

      Eventually, they were brought some meat, and the chronicler helped them cook and then shared the meal with them.  It was afterward, in the quiet solitude even in the company of others, that she pulled out her journal and ink and set them before her.  She didn’t want to chronicle what had happened over the last few days, but she had to.  The story had to be told.  Kas’Yari’s story had to be told.

      Audrei and Max will want to know how he died, she thought.  And Kas’Yari deserves to be remembered, along with Captain Te’Voliz.

      And so, she began to chronicle the tale of their bravery and their sacrifice – potential sacrifice, she reminded herself, in Massech’s case.
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      The devastation of the tenku harriers had shattered what resolve Baphomet’s legions had left.  Struck from the air by the lancers, then on the ground by charging harmauths and minotaurs, only then to have the shield wall and war scythes of the erestram march at them, they fled back to their city.  It was a decisive victory, one made so much more impressive and important because of what Lestanaek’s men had been through, and what this meant to the ultimate fate of Teradda.

      As tempting as it was to storm the gates and try to flood the streets, Corbanis had opted to let the army recover, and Lestanaek issued no orders to the contrary.  The syrinthians were banishing the plague from the men and women at an astonishing rate considering how few they were, working from dawn until well into the night for the first couple of days to relieve the worst cases.  Soldiers who’d seemed on the very brink of death were now recovering, though it wasn’t an instantaneous thing.  They got relief, but now they needed food and rest.

      Fortunately, we have the time to let them get both, Corbanis thought, alternating between surveying the camp and the city their army surrounded.

      Baphomet’s fate was all but sealed now.  The elestram strategists assisting Lestanaek were certain he’d lost too many men to hold the city.  They might be able to protect one gate well or all of them lightly, but they couldn’t defend the entire city.  Walls meant little without the soldiers to man them, and now that Lestanaek had tenku lancers to fly over those walls, just holding the gates wouldn’t be enough.  The city was doomed to fall, and Lestanaek had the numbers to maintain a ring around it to stop any effort to retreat.

      At some point, Baphomet had to stand and fight personally, unless he wasn’t in the city.  Such didn’t seem likely, since the plague that had struck the army was something unnatural, a curse that was the basis of the king’s nickname.  Unless he had some secret escape route or had arcane means of leaving the city, he was pinned for the time being.  Corbanis expected the king’s arrogance would’ve kept him from establishing the former, and when it came to the latter, he either didn’t have access to it or didn’t have enough land left to bother.

      It was time for a last stand.  The only question was whose it would be.  Was Baphomet far more powerful than his son?  That was the consensus, but Lestanaek had a reputation that gave his people a lot of confidence, and that was without knowing Corbanis, Ashanti, and others would stand by the king’s side no matter what honor dictated.  The goal was solely to kill Baphomet, free this realm, and return the stolen power to the Great Mother.  Scholars could argue and debate about honor and “rules of war” when it was written history.  For now, they could shut up.

      A few of the elestram officers approached, and Corbanis regarded them over his shoulder.  “As soon as we have six thousand men in fighting condition,” he said before they could utter a word.  “Your people are good with numbers.  You get definitive statuses on every unit, and when you can put together two legions, we’ll split those into four halves and siege the gates.  Make sure the tenku know beforehand so they and the valirasi are prepared to soar over the walls at the same time.  And, of course, all this will be predicated on the king feeling up to storming the city himself to face Baphomet.”

      They stared at him, stunned.  “Erm, yes, sir,” one finally offered, exchanging glances with his fellows before they all shared a chuckle.  “That is exactly what the king suggested, and he asked us to come request your input.”

      “For those that don’t quite feel up to the siege, have them maintain enough of a perimeter that no one can escape without at least being seen.  We don’t want to keep too many on the circle, though.  I want you to start sending companies west toward the border of Antumorgh on the off chance our friends behind the lines there need to escape this way.”

      “As you command, sir,” the ranking officer replied, all four of them saluting.

      “You men do your king proud,” Corbanis said, returning the salute in the demonhunter way.  “Better still, you do your goddess proud.  Go see to our orders, and if you come across Marshal Blackscale, send her to me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They left him to his thoughts again, even gesturing for the approaching Wind Harrier – as the officers among the tenku were called – to follow them rather than interrupt Corbanis.  The hunter went back to staring at the city, imagining all the things that could go wrong in a siege.  Hails of arrows, boiling oil, boulders, and whatever else could be dumped or thrown over a wall or tower were always a concern.  How much less likely would those things be if they had tenku and valirasi landing in the city to draw defenders off the walls?  Time would tell.

      Corbanis thought briefly of the human legend of the Trojan Horse, and how the efforts of their winged folk would be similar here.  They didn’t have terribly many of them, but the tenku and valirasi would serve different functions.  The valirasi were more suited to melee and could get the gates open for the attackers.  The tenku would be better suited to clearing off the walls, impaling defenders on their lances and opening the way for their vulture-folk “cousins”.  For how different the two races were – especially when one considered they were from different worlds – they complemented each other in a phenomenal way during this wartime.

      “Are you ready to see this fool dead?” Ashanti asked as she came up behind him.

      He wasn’t sure how long he had been contemplating the coming siege, but he smiled as she drew up beside him.  “It’s been a long time in coming, so yes,” he answered, glancing sidelong at the half-dragon.  “After all the lives he’s either thrown away or stolen from us, especially with this disgusting plague, I think death is going to be a merciful end for him.”

      “Assuming that is what the White Queen chooses for him,” Ashanti mused.

      “I don’t see what other option there would be,” he said with a shrug.  “Honestly, it’s just a formality, a way to honor her for the aid of her harmauths.  We’d probably still be trying to capture the east end of this realm, or maybe still bogged down in Zaphatar had she not come to help.”

      “I think we will have the numbers to do this tonight,” the half-dragon said.  “Unless you are determined to do it by the light of day.  They should not–”

      “Have a second shift to relieve them if they took the losses our elestram advisors say,” he finished, a hand to his chin as she grinned at him.  “Hadn’t really thought of that.  They’ll drop from exhaustion, same as they hoped we’d do after foisting the plague upon us.  Are our soldiers safe from the sickness now, after the syrinthians’ ministrations?”

      “They should be immune to it,” Ashanti answered.  “This does not mean Baphomet cannot throw another type at us, but it may take more effort for him than it is worth if it weakens him for the coming fight.  I cannot say how his power works.”

      “Too many ifs,” Corbanis grunted.  “We need a definitely for a change.”

      “Well, we are definitely in a better position than our enemies at this point.  Perhaps tonight is too soon.  Let them stay up until the dawn wondering if we will attack, only to then have to try to catch what sleep they can by day.  Then we hit them tomorrow night and put an end to this.  For all they know, we may just be deciding to wait them out again.”

      Corbanis nodded, cracking a half-smile.  “I think I like that idea better.  Do you mind taking word to the king and then the other officers for me?”

      Ashanti turned those purple eyes his way.  “I do.  We should do so together, to make it abundantly clear that we will be accompanying King Lestanaek and will not leave his side until the deed is done.  We may always bring Gil and Sharyn with us as well.  The latter would certainly be useful in such a fight.”

      “I think we’ll leave Gil behind.  She’s useful, but still green.  I’d rather assign her to protect the weak and wounded at the main camp, so she’s safe but still feels like she’s important.  I want to get that girl home no matter what,” Corbanis said, turning to walk with the half-dragon.

      “And what am I, then?  Table scraps?” she complained with mock indignance.

      “I hardly think I need to worry about you.  If you die here, I suspect it’s going to be by choice – your choice,” he answered, and she showed a toothy grin in response.

      They took their idea back to Lestanaek, who agreed to it after only a little bit of thought and a quick conference with his elestram advisors.  Soon, the word was being spread through the ranks, and the army was preparing for the following night’s attack.  While they still had Antumorgh and Vistarra before them, conquering Teradda and killing Baphomet was going to be a monumental accomplishment.   They’d been on the move for months now, and though the war was still far from over, the first of the three remaining Ancient Ones falling would show the rest of the world – and, most importantly, the people in the last two enemy realms – that even the strongest and most ancient among the kings were not invincible.

      Corbanis joined Ashanti for a drink and a bite to eat around one of the campfires, chatting lightly with the other soldiers to show confidence.  It seemed clear though unspoken that Ashanti was willing to take him to one of the officers’ tents, but despite all that sat before him, the hunter’s thoughts remained on his wife.  Somewhere, she was nervous for his safety, watching their grandchildren while she fretted over her husband’s, children’s, and daughter-in-law’s fate.  The last thing she should ever have had to worry about was her husband’s fidelity.

      Maybe it’s time I had some leave, he thought.  Once Teradda is in our hands, we may be able to start using arcane transport within its borders.  Maybe Sonja can take me to Tess’Vorg, and we can both see Kyrie.

      He must’ve looked a thousand miles away, because when the half-dragon touched his shoulder and he turned to face her, she nodded with a sincere smile.
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        * * *

      

      Not a single soul was willing to get in his way as he jogged steadily through the chaotic streets.  In fact, when they recognized his amethyst eyes, many a whispered conversation took place in his wake.  Before long, he had soldiers jogging with him, though they weren’t pursuing him.  Morduri couldn’t say for certain, but the signs were there and the odds seemed good they were escorting him toward the keep where their king was hiding.

      Hiding, the word echoed in his thoughts.  Like the coward he is.

      How the years had dragged on since Morduri’s father, King Ansular, had been murdered by the Black Harmauth, the so-called Lord of Curses.  Morduri had never wanted his father’s throne, but as he looked back at the events that had led to him taking it, he wondered at the purpose behind it all.  His mother was never supposed to be able to bear children, but his father had taken her as a wife anyway.  She had birthed Morduri, a single birth amongst elestram, which was odd enough at face value.  And then his father had insisted on being the one to go and speak with Baphomet, a decision that had cost him his life but spared Morduri’s.  Now, Morduri was preparing to marry Be’shatha’s granddaughter.

      As that young luranar couple was always saying, there’s no coincidences, the elestram king thought.  So, it likely wasn’t a coincidence that I was so close to Kansha-Durami that I could feel Baphomet weakening.  Still, I shouldn’t have left Lady Vanador and the others without at least sending them a message…

      There was no time to think about that now.  The skies were aglow with flame, the undersides of the rainclouds lit orange with the fires of siege and attack.  King Lestanaek was hitting the city from multiple sides, pressing the four main gates with sizeable contingents while winged warriors of the tenku and valirasi people flew over the walls to sow chaos.  It was a brilliant tactic, one made far more potent by how sparse the city’s remaining population was.  What soldiers he had come across seemed haggard and broken, weary of battle and exhausted from a lack of sleep.  Even the elestram and what erestram were here were having their endurance stretched thin, and if Lestanaek could enter the city with even half a legion, it would fall, easily.

      Morduri wanted Baphomet to himself, but he would never turn down assistance, certainly not from someone like Lestanaek.  He briefly wondered just how much of the erestram’s reputation was speculation and how much was true.  All history, report, and rumor pointed to him never losing a fight since becoming a man among his people.  It wasn’t so unusual for an erestram to amass such a range of victories, but over fifty-five hundred years and as a noble and then king of a small realm?  It had to have been put to the test, time and again.

      And perhaps in the same way my father was murdered, he thought with a snarl.

      Morduri could hear the cries of tenku lancers and the screech of valirasi landing behind the walls to engage in melee.  He suspected the people here didn’t have much fight left in them; even slipping into the city during all the chaos, he could tell the last few weeks had been hard on this place.  Some of it was the fear, the siege, and the actual engagements, but another large part of it was Baphomet’s very presence.  They were beholden to him, but they didn’t want to die for him anymore.  Enough of them had wasted their lives.

      That thought had barely played through his mind before a trio of soldiers crossed his path and stopped when they saw his eyes.  They were shocked, but soon brought their weapons to bear; there was no mistaking who Morduri was.  He’d long suspected he had some erestram blood or something else in his ancestry, but whatever the case, he was the only elestram he’d ever heard of with amethyst eyes.  While some marked it as a sign he was special, it was something that set him apart from all of his kind and made him stand out.

      Not the greatest of things in this situation, he thought.

      He hefted his father’s sword in his hands, pacing forward in a seemingly reckless manner.  But just as he’d suspected, their resolve began to wither when it dawned on them that they were about to fight a king.  One ran off, his panicked cries turning almost wail-like as he came to the conclusion there was nowhere to run to anymore.  The other two held their ground, but they didn’t move to flank him or follow any other standard tactics for engaging fewer foes.  Instead, they began to back away.  On a hunch, Morduri swiveled his ears back, expecting the long-awaited assault from those who’d followed him.  But all was quiet behind.

      “Defend your king or stand aside,” Morduri said, staring at the soldiers down the length of his blade as he pointed it at them.  “A reckoning has come to Baphomet.  Either throw down your arms and surrender to King Lestanaek, or throw your lives away defending a demon.”

      The last two ran off behind the other who’d fled.  Glancing over his shoulder at the others who were following him, Morduri snorted and continued on his way.  It wasn’t much farther to the keep now, but his instincts said there would be more fanatical guards there.  Maybe they would run, maybe they would stand and fight.  In the realms of these three, the worst of the former kings of Mehr’Durillia, Morduri couldn’t be sure.  For some, it was more than just the power of these kings and the fear of stepping out of line that kept some loyal.  Some truly were just as twisted as the kings they served, filled with a hatred of the Great Mother for whatever reason, such that they would side with even a demon rather than submit to her.

      Down the darkened streets there were screams of terror followed by the sounds of many feet rushing into the city.  At least one of the gates had been breached.  It was only a matter of time now, Baphomet pinned in the ancient city of Kansha-Durami.  If the old rumors were true and Baphomet was that much more powerful than Morduri, Lestanaek, and even ten thousand men and women, then this might not be Baphomet’s last stand, but his masterstroke.  But as much as Morduri had feared the elder kings above him, he knew they weren’t all they’d been made out to be for so long.

      The Overking had been felled by a single stroke of his sister’s blade.  Sekassus had met his end at the hands of an unassuming terra-dracon hunter.  Luristossu, the Tempis’ra, had met his end at the hands of that same woman and her friends.  As did Arku Chinchala.  Morduri suspected that by the end, Kari would have had a hand in the deaths of at least one of the remaining three.  She’d already stood up to Abaddon once.

      No, the kings were not invincible, not even the Ancient Ones.  They were powerful, hoarding the most of the Great Mother’s essence after shattering her, but that power could be overcome.  What little Morduri had and surrendered had been replaced with a power all his own, a gift from the Great Mother that warmed his soul like a honey drop of her love.  He had yet to truly put it to the test, but he knew in his heart that it would stand against the power of Baphomet and the others.  No curse the Black Harmauth could throw at him would deter him.  If he had to die for the Great Mother, then so be it.

      But I’m not the one who’s going to be meeting her for judgment soon, he thought with a grim smile that was almost a toothy snarl.

      The city was going from chaos to an eerie state of desertion with every step Morduri took.  The people were sealing themselves in their houses, swords and bows left on the doorsteps to show that they had no intention of fighting anymore.  As the sound of Lestanaek’s army entering the city grew ever louder, even the soldiers who’d followed Morduri dropped their weapons and dispersed.  They had families to return to, no doubt, and they were far more interested in seeing wives and children through these turbulent hours than witnessing their king’s downfall.

      I know how they feel, Morduri thought, gritting his teeth.  He still didn’t feel right having left Kari, the Warlord, and their other friends without notice.  But he’d had to seize this opportunity to strike a blow at Baphomet while the iron was hot, as they said.  And that was to say nothing of his mother and Emma, the two he felt most for should he fail and fall.  But it had been his honor to be intimate with Emma for so many years and then truly share his love for her after her coronation.

      No, there was no failing now.  As he strode up the incline toward the keep, brooding over the city like its resident king, he kept his father’s sword tightly in his grip, his amethyst eyes narrowed.  The guards straightened up at first, but soon enough, they fled.  The way into the keep was open and unmanned; no one was going to stand with Baphomet at the bitter end.  They were going to rush home to spouses, children, siblings, and family, and leave the harmauth king to his fate while they prayed for leniency.

      Morduri passed through the high, wide double door of the keep and into its spacious welcome room.  The very thought of this antechamber being anything of the sort nearly made him chuckle ruefully, but he kept his teeth together, his head on a swivel, eyes taking in every detail.  There was no telling where the Lord of Curses might be hiding, and it was better to assume there might just be a handful of rabid servants and sycophants ready to dive on Morduri’s sword if only to grant their king an opening.

      The interior of the keep said in moments that this wasn’t of the harmauth’s design.  There was the feel of elestram architecture all around, but not modern.  This was ancient stonework, arches and columns no less impressive than what his people could do now, but somehow grander and more powerful in its presentation.  What king or noble had once served the people and their Great Mother from here in the times before the shattering?  Might there still be traces of him or her, some record of who they were, how long their family had ruled, how well they had served?

      Overturned tables, smashed crockery, and even a few broken windows said so much more than the impressive architecture.  If anyone remained by the king’s side, they were few.  It looked like there had been a chaotic exodus from here, and recently.  The guards may have lasted a little bit longer in the face of the looming defeat, but not by much.  Somewhere in this building was the Black Harmauth, quite alone and likely feeling every agonizing second of it.  There would be no dramatic rescue by Abaddon and Baal.  He’d been left to fend for himself.

      And failed, Morduri thought.  Now you know what my father felt in his last minutes before you murdered him, except you will never know what it is like to love a family and worry more for them than for yourself.

      The main floor was deserted, every door swinging listlessly on its hinges, the momentum of the residents’ passing still carrying them.  He checked the entryway; the little dining area that had been the domain of the servants; the kitchen; the pantries.  He didn’t think so little of the harmauth king that he expected to find him hiding in a closet, but Morduri wasn’t going to tamper with his odds by being foolish.  He secured every inch of the ground floor before he took to the central winding stairs and began to climb, his sword defensively before him.

      The upper floor was no larger, obviously, but felt so for being more open and less cluttered.  This was where the harmauth king spent most of his time, if this was truly his home, all the furniture larger and suited to accommodate his frame and legs.  He wasn’t sitting now, though, at one of the windows watching the fires and the storming soldiers draw closer and closer to his keep.  Morduri sensed no fear from him, but there was resignation in the stiff posture and the occasional snort the harmauth blew out, steaming up the window briefly.  Baphomet didn’t even turn to regard Morduri at his approach, though the elestram king assumed his presence was known.

      “Come to avenge your father, little pup?” the harmauth king said, his deep voice thunderous even when he wasn’t bellowing.  He half-turned from the window, those cold black eyes taking in Morduri with unmasked contempt.

      There was none of the docility of the ram-folk in his gaze, not even his eyes.  Whatever this creature truly was, Morduri got the impression he wasn’t a harmauth.  Certainly, the fact that he had sired a harmauth child suggested otherwise, but there might have been some deeper truth under that as well.  Morduri had been surprised to learn of the real thoughts and personalities behind his many peers when Glorya had slain the Overking and thrown the council into chaos.  But there had been no mistakes with these three; Baphomet and his two allies were evil, pure and simple.

      Though there is nothing simple about this, the elestram king mused.

      Morduri approached casually.  At worst, his hesitation would bring him allies, probably even King Lestanaek.  But at the same time, he wanted the truth to be known. “No,” he said flatly.

      Baphomet cocked that great, horned head.  “No?” he echoed.

      “I’ve come to avenge my mother,” Morduri clarified, though the harmauth king’s confusion only deepened.  Nevertheless, as Morduri brought his sword up, drawing closer to his enemy, Baphomet brought up the great mace he carried, a wicked mass of twisted metal covered with hooks and barbs for tearing apart what it didn’t crush utterly.

      “Odd, I don’t recall killing that harlot,” the harmauth king snorted.  “Or did I merely take her to my bed and shame your father?”

      Morduri gritted his teeth, pushing down the emotions that threatened to make him act rashly.  He was, foremost, an elestram: a creature of logic, calculation, and repressed emotions.  And he was a king among his people, the son of Ansular Irrasitus, and the pride of his mother, Giamalla.  He would not give in to rage and hatred and waste the opportunity he was given.  Cocking his head, he turned the harmauth king’s rudeness back upon him.

      “I was fairly certain being a kaeshmor meant you shamed your son,” he offered.

      It was no trick of the light; Baphomet’s dark eyes lit up red with rage at the insult, and he pushed away from the window, cold intent somehow frosting within those burning eyes.  He threw one of his granite chairs aside as though it were paper, though the way it rolled into other furnishing with a resounding crash showed the truth.  And then those great hooves began to clop across the floor as he reached charging speed in seconds, his horned head coming at Morduri in a shockingly blinding display.

      The elestram king ducked and spun just out of reach, but he took a clubbing strike from the king’s empty left fist.  It nearly knocked the wind out of him, and Morduri was sure he’d heard a crack from within him.  He dashed forward, stepping up onto and then over one of the king’s granite chairs, and faced Baphomet from the other side of it.  The harmauth king smashed another seat with a backhand swing of his great mace, shattering the beautifully carved stone into rubble with one arm and barely a hint of effort.

      Baphomet smiled.  “Lost your confidence and swagger already, brat?  Or did you doubt the power my allies and I wield?  You were a king only because we allowed it to be so.  And now you will die here, and I will send your maggot-infested corpse back to your mother as fair warning that I will finish destroying your family soon enough.”

      “I’m sure your son said the same things before he was hung from one of Lestanaek’s war scythes like a trophy,” Morduri taunted.  “A fate you just may share.”

      Baphomet shattered another stone furnishing between them.  “You think I fear him?  He was only made a king by the folly of that fool we called our leader!  If you honestly believe he has never been defeated, you are even more gullible than accepting the tenth seat on the council made us all think.  If he has never tasted defeat, it would only be because he has never been in battle with anyone worth fighting!”

      “Like your son?” the elestram king snickered, but he got into a proper stance, his sword up before him again as another piece of furnishing was smashed.

      “I don’t think I’ll kill you,” Baphomet growled.  “I think I will keep you alive so you can watch what I do to your mother when I get my hands on that filthy harlot.”

      He charged then, and Morduri turned, ready to dodge to his right again.  This time, however, he stepped back instead, bringing a full force, cleaving strike at the harmauth king’s head.  He was on the more dangerous side this time, Baphomet swinging his mace with the momentum of his charge, but Morduri’s strike sheared off half of one of the harmauth king’s horns before it caught and slowed the power of the mace.

      The harmauth king’s strength wasn’t to be denied, though, and he drove Morduri’s blade back toward himself.  The mace hit him in the gut, though thankfully nowhere near as powerfully as it might have had he not partially parried.  One of its hooks grabbed Morduri’s leather vest and tore a hole in it as they split apart, and the elestram king stumbled back and over a low table.  He rolled backwards to his feet, his sword before him as he checked for blood or a sizeable wound where his armor had been torn.  Thankfully, his fingers came up dry.

      Baphomet was looking at the shorn-off piece of his great horn lying on the floor, not large enough that it rendered the remaining bit unusable, but an insulting strike, nonetheless.  He bellowed in rage and smashed another chair, sending a chunk of granite at Morduri.  The elestram king ducked the first, but soon found more bits of broken stone being thrown or smashed his way.  Running out of places to dodge, he held his hand up, pushing back with his faith, with that gentle warmth that had filled his soul when he gave back the Great Mother’s essence.

      The first couple of stones bounced off of his impromptu shield, but regardless, the harmauth king was making the floor a nightmare for footwork.  He didn’t have to crush Morduri with the stones, he could just litter the floor with rubble until it was time for them to melee again.  With not a single safe spot to set his feet, Morduri would be unbalanced and killed in moments.  And the realization must’ve reached Morduri’s face, for a sickening grin split Baphomet’s visage.

      “Realizing your fate only now, are you?” the harmauth king spat.  He kicked over a stone chair, then shattered another in the opposite direction, cutting off every avenue of easy escape.  The only way for Morduri to get to better fighting ground was over the broken stones and furnishings, or through Baphomet.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      Both kings turned to the sound of the voice coming up the stairs to behold King Lestanaek, one of his war scythes clutched tightly in hand, the other across his back.  Baphomet growled, but now he was the one facing limited options for safe ground.  He had to step away, back toward where Morduri had first found him looking out the window, the shattered rubble making his own hoof-work and charges ill-advised, at best.  If he was going to die, he certainly wasn’t going to make it easy on the Great Mother’s champions, not that Morduri had ever thought he would.

      And then came more voices from the stairs – Citarian voices.  It was that beast of a man, Kari’s father-in-law, giving orders to what had to be other soldiers storming the keep.  He was telling them to secure the building but keep working to make sure the city was under control while he came up to help Lestanaek.  And he wasn’t the only one, because first came that incredible creature, the half-dragon Ashanti, followed closely by the black werewolf.

      Oh, Great Mother, we honor you by our courage and our sacrifice, Morduri thought, another warmth settling into his soul.

      There was no telling how many soldiers Lestanaek had inside the city already, but two former kings, a werewolf, a half-dragon, and one of the most intimidating men Morduri had ever met might just be enough to get the job done without the soldiers.  They spread out, cutting off every escape route but the window, which was too small for Baphomet to fit through anyway.  He didn’t really have the room to charge, had limited space to defend himself, and had five champions of the Great Mother to contend with.

      And by the look on his face, Baphomet felt it as keenly as Morduri had sensed being pinned in place just moments before.

      “Curse you all,” Baphomet said with a gesture.  “I curse you all to–”

      “No, old tyrant,” Lestanaek interrupted, gripping his war scythe in both hands.  “We have already been blessed by the syrinthian priestesses your first curse forced us to call upon.  Your tricks and the bastardization of our Great Mother’s power will not save you.  I will grant you but one chance, and that is to demand you face me in single combat.”

      Corbanis shook his head.  “Not a chance.  I already told you, Your Majesty, that we won’t honor any such ridiculous demand.  Let’s be done with this.”  Lestanaek nodded, his face frozen in that stony façade the wolf-folk were renowned for.  Corbanis turned to Morduri and asked, “How are the others?  Are they still in Antumorgh?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered, impressed with how well these Citarians were picking up the beshathan tongue.  “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      Sharyn lunged in, but the black werewolf caught herself and ducked over backward, barely avoiding the swing of that great mace.  It was a foolish thing to do, but Morduri saw the reason why a moment later.  Lestanaek’s war scythe caught Baphomet’s extended arm, managing only the slightest of nicks, but then he slammed the butt of it into the harmauth’s jaw.  His speed was incredible beside the harmauth king’s as he slashed, then hacked, then slammed the king in the mouth with the haft held sideways.

      Baphomet reached out to grab the erestram king, but Lestanaek seemed all too glad to grapple with the harmauth.  It seemed Lestanaek was trying to get his personal duel any way he could, even if it meant he had to literally fight the harmauth king hand to hand.  They exchanged a few punches, but soon, Lestanaek had the ram king by the horns and drove his armored knee into Baphomet’s face and throat repeatedly.  Morduri realized he was spectating when Sharyn dashed in and slashed low, trying to cut tendons and hamstring the Black Harmauth, and then Ashanti launched herself into a powerful kick, perfectly placed into Baphomet’s jaw while he was grappled.

      Corbanis didn’t have room for a shield slam, but he stabbed under the harmauth king’s armpit once, twice, and a third time before he backed off.  His beautiful blade was covered in blood; he’d stabbed deep a couple of times.  Baphomet nearly lifted Lestanaek clear off the floor with brute force, but the erestram king shifted his weight, his muscular arms bulging as he tried to match a harmauth strength for strength.

      And then Baphomet suddenly shifted direction, surprising Lestanaek long enough to rear his head back and slam the erestram king with a mighty headbutt to the chest.  Lestanaek was thrown to his back with a grunt, though Corbanis stepped between the two, raising his shield for a slam.  Instead, he was the one slammed as the harmauth punched the hunter’s shield with a meaty fist, staggering him as well.  A backward kick caught the werewolf, sending her into a recovering roll, and the Lord of Curses turned to catch any follow-up attacks from the half-dragon.

      Morduri cut Baphomet’s tail off with a single, well-placed swing, and the harmauth brayed in pain before whirling on him.  That mistake cost him several puncture wounds to the kidneys, Ashanti taking full advantage of his reactionary movements.  But it wasn’t the half-dragon’s vicious strikes nor Morduri’s taunting gesture as he waved his bloodied sword before him that the harmauth king had to worry about.  It was the rising form of King Lestanaek, who soon had Baphomet by the horns once again, driving his fist into the harmauth king’s face and neck as they began trading blows.

      Morduri ducked behind Lestanaek, and the erestram king arched his back, then turned just a fraction to open the way.  Morduri thrust his father’s sword under Lestanaek’s armpit and caught Baphomet in the throat.  Lestanaek let go of one of the king’s horns but punched him in the nose one more time for good measure before he moved partially aside to reveal Morduri.

      The elestram king held Baphomet’s dark-eyed gaze with a dispassionate stare.  He thought not so much of his father, angry as he was at his sire’s slaying, but of his mother.  He thought of all the years the woman had worked as regent to care for the kingdom his father had built.  He thought of all the years Giamalla had spent alone for fear of betraying his father’s memory or not being there for her son.  He thought of all her pain, all she had suffered to bring Morduri to the place he was standing in now, Baphomet’s throat impaled on his father’s blade.

      “Epaxa chi’pri, you son of a bitch,” Morduri said.  “I am Morduri Irrasitus, son of Ansular and Giamalla Irrasitus, who I avenge with your death.”

      He turned his blade within the wound, then ripped it sideways, partially decapitating the harmauth king.  But then his backward slash finished the job, the dead king’s horned head joining the broken bits of furniture and stonework like so much more garbage.  He felt the essence of the Great Mother as it filled the air, an invisible miasma, and Morduri lifted his face to the unseen sky and held his hands out to his sides.

      “What was taken by force, we return freely, Great Mother,” he said, echoed by Lestanaek and then his other allies in the room, whether they shared that released power or not.

      “By the gods,” Ashanti said, moving over to help Sharyn to her feet.  The werewolf didn’t seem badly injured, though she was clearly in pain.  “I cannot believe we just did that.”

      “Believe it,” Corbanis said, checking his shield for dents.  “Because we’ve got two more to take care of the same way.”

      “Were we not going to take him before the White Queen?”

      “I doubt she’ll much care,” Corbanis said with a shrug.

      “Quickly, my friend, we must take some of your men to the border of Antumorgh and see if we can locate Lady Vanador and her companions,” Morduri said.

      Lestanaek nodded.  “Some have already gone.  But come, we will go personally while my officers take command of the city.  It will not be long before the people here know they are free.  We will give them the choice to join us.”

      “Let’s go find my daughter,” Corbanis agreed.

      “I’ll go ahead to scout.  Follow me,” Sharyn offered, shifting into her wolf form and leaving her armor behind for Corbanis to pick up.

      Morduri pulled up short as Corbanis stepped in front of him.  “It’s good to see you again, my lord,” the hunter said, reaching for a handshake.  Morduri obliged, and Corbanis added, “I’m glad we had you here to lean on as well.”

      “It was a bit of a foolish choice, but I had to try to honor my parents,” he admitted.

      “I’ll say you did, in spades,” Corbanis said.

      Few things could’ve punctuated the thought as much as the smiling nods of the half-dragon and the erestram king.  Lestanaek’s face may have been bloodied from his trading blows with Baphomet, but Morduri didn’t think he’d ever looked tougher – or prouder.
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      Kris woke to the panicked chatter and yipping of the cavistrem.  He was on his feet before he was even fully awake, dashing from the tent in his undergarments after grabbing Black Diamond.  He was hesitant to leave Kari undefended in her current state, but sitting by her side might cost precious time.  It was better to meet whatever the trouble was head on, or at least gauge what it was and then go put on his armor.  He only wished he could speak the language of these people better so he could understand the reports.

      Isharra was already armed and armored, listening to the excited words of the hunters and guards.  She was an amazing woman, and the fact that she was, in reality, a half-succubus just made her more so to Kris’ thinking.  She fought for all the right reasons and had learned to content herself with what she was, even if it meant taking another form.  More importantly, taking that form let her act as more of a champion of the people, which allowed that ingrained morality and protectiveness to shine brighter.

      Kari really does attract all the right people, he thought, shaking off the last traces of sleep as he approached her side.

      The mallasti woman looked him up and down and cracked a half-smile.  “Coming out to fight dressed like that could earn you a nickname that is hard to lose,” she said.

      “What’s the situation?” he asked, ignoring her humor.

      “Companies of soldiers are lining up on the border of Teradda,” she answered.  “From the sound of it, though, I suspect they may be ours – or Lestanaek’s, to be more precise.  I would like permission to go and scout their positions and loyalties.”

      “Granted.  Let Tor know you’re going, but tell him to stay here for now.  You’re far less likely to get caught if they’re not who we hope they are.”

      “Yes, sir,” she agreed, dashing off toward her husband, who was keeping vigil on an eastern hilltop beside some cavistrem hunters.

      Leighandra was dressed and ready for trouble not long after, coming out of her hosts’ tent with her saber drawn.  Across the way, Liria was similarly prepared.  Kris gestured them over, and they approached quickly, scanning the horizons and marking the nervous chatter of the cavistrem.  “What is it?” Leighandra asked.

      “Soldiers lining up on the border.  Could be good, not likely to be bad.  They’re clearly not Baal’s if they’re in Teradda, and I can’t imagine Baphomet is going to invade his ally’s realm, even just to look for us.  Leighandra, see if you can calm the people down a bit, and then ask about having a hunter or three escort you across the border.  If you can use your arcane sendings from there, we may be able to get news and a more definitive answer about who’s camped there.”

      “Will do, Warlord.”

      “Kris,” he corrected, motioning her off.  “Liria, you take up position with Tor and Isharra and keep your eyes peeled.  I’ll be back out in a couple of minutes.”

      The syrinthian hunter nodded and made her way to the eastern hilltop, and Kris returned to his own tent.  He ducked inside and found Kari awake, though still in the same position.  He fought down the urge to sigh or grimace; she was doing plenty of that on her own.  She could move her fingers and toes, just had no real strength, and he wondered exactly what had been damaged and to what extent in the blast.  It was a miracle she was even alive, but she had too much of a fighting spirit to lay around like this to recover, especially if her regeneration wasn’t going to do it.  She’d been bent out of shape enough after the attack on DarkWind, and at least she’d been able to walk around and take care of domestic issues then.

      He got his armor on as quickly as he could.  If trouble came, he needed to be ready to defend the cavistrem and his wife.  Instincts and experience said they had nothing to worry about where the soldiers on the border were concerned, but he wasn’t one to make assumptions.  He’d already made that mistake a couple of times here, failing to foresee certain outcomes and probabilities, and it had nearly cost him his wife.  And it had cost him a couple of friends.

      “Everything all right?” Kari asked, her voice still as weak as her body.

      “I think so, but no sense taking a chance,” he answered.  He glanced at their hosts, who left them alone for the moment so Kris could help Kari relieve herself.  “It could be that Morduri went that way and not after Baal, maybe thinking he could send reinforcements to help us or get us out of the realm safely.”

      “What was he thinking?” she whispered.  “It’s not like him to leave his allies.”

      “Elestram brain,” Kris chuckled, getting Kari cleaned up and laid back down comfortably.  He took up the impromptu chamber pot and made to leave, but then stopped to look back at her.  “Whatever he decided, I’d bet it was the most logical path he had before him.  I’m pretty sure he’s too smart to go after one of the kings alone, so let’s hope he went and got us help but be prepared in case we’re wrong.”

      “Kris…”

      “We’re welcome to stay as long as we need to,” he hushed her with a wave of his hand.  “Leighandra and Isharra are already becoming quite friendly with these folks.  We won’t stay here so long that we endanger them, and we’ll fight to protect them if it comes to that.  But you never turn down hospitality that’s freely offered in friendship.”

      “Send one of them back north, or into Teradda,” Kari said.  “I… I need a priestess, Kris.  I don’t know what’s wrong, but I’m not healing like I should.  And I can’t be a burden to the rest of you throughout these battles.”

      “You’re not a burden–”

      “Kris, look at me,” she said, trying to snap but failing to muster the strength.  “I’m as useless as a bag of broken swords at this point, except you don’t have to help broken swords use the privy.”

      “You done?” he asked, and her eyes narrowed.  “Save the pity party for later.  We’ll get word to one of our priestess friends.  For now, just relax.  You’re not a burden, you’re the reason four of your friends got out of Antumorgh alive, and you blew yourself up to make it happen.  You’re not a burden to anyone.  Ever.”

      Kari sighed.  “Sorry.”

      “And don’t be sorry, either.  Chin up, Kari.  This war – and your role in it – is far from over.”

      She nodded, and Kris ducked out of the tent.  “Leighandra!” he called across the camp even as he headed toward the cavistrem privy down the hill.  The chronicler ran to catch up to him before he got too far.  “Kari needs a priestess.  If you can get across the border, send either an arcane or mundane message to whoever’s closest and get someone here on the double.  Maybe you can ask some of the hunters to escort someone here, though it’s going to be a long trip no matter what we do…”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Leighandra said.  “Just keep her spirit afloat in the meantime.”

      Kris nodded, not letting his internal grimace reach his face, musing, Easier said than done.

      “Warlord!” came Tor’s bellow from across the camp, and Kris set down the chamber pot to go see what had happened.

      His spirits were lifted considerably by the excited postures of Tor and Isharra, compounded by all the little wagging tails of the cavistrem.  He rushed up the hillside, winding himself a bit in the process, and soon looked out across the graded plain on the other side.  He could just see the hints of the army camping along what had to be the border of Teradda in the distance.  Closer now, though, he could see a smaller group coming at a hustle as they were waved on by Isharra.

      There was no mistaking them even at a distance.  A mixed group like that had to be Lestanaek, Corbanis, Sharyn, and Ashanti foremost.  It appeared Morduri was with them as well, and that truly kindled his hopes.  If Morduri went into Teradda and was coming back with these four, it had to mean Baphomet was dead.  And that was a turn in the war that Abaddon and Baal would have a hard time compensating for.

      “Outstanding,” Kris said.  “Isharra, tell the cavistrem to spread the word that these are our friends coming.  Let’s get everyone settled in the center of the village, and I’ll get Kari out there and comfortable as soon as I can.”

      “Yes, sir,” the mallasti woman said, relaying his words to the cavistrem in their tongue.

      Kris rushed to his hosts’ tent, and Kari perked up immediately when she saw his face.  “It’s Morduri and Lestanaek along with some other friends,” he said, neither of them in the right frame of mind to play games.  “You know what this means?”

      “Baphomet is dead,” she said, managing a smile as she closed her eyes.  “Lestanaek wouldn’t quit the field otherwise, not even to come see us.  And that at least explains why Morduri left us without a word.”

      “Corbanis is with them, Kari.  We’ll get a message to Kyrie as soon as Leighandra can cross the border, assuming she can’t send messages from here.  Come on, I’m going to carry you out to the center of the village where we can all meet and talk.  If Baphomet is dead, Baal is going to mobilize his army this way with Mount Chivan guarding his north.  We’ll either need to evacuate these people or set a line to guard them.”

      “Let’s see what our friends have to say,” she agreed.

      Kris carefully carried her out to the center of the village.  The fire pit here wasn’t like the ones he’d seen in other similar villages.  It seemed the cavistrem did have communal gatherings around this pit, but it didn’t appear to be used for cooking or any sort of fire dances, more just sitting and chatting under the evening sky.  Kris got Kari comfortably propped up on some packs with blankets draped over her, and one of the cavistrem hunters set up some wood and started a fire despite the hour.  Once Kari was set, Kris stood to wait for his friends’ arrival.

      He didn’t have to wait long.  Up on the hilltop, he could see their friends exchanging hugs and handshakes with Tor, Isharra, and Leighandra, and more formal salutes with Liria.  The cavistrem looked a little intimidated by the stature of Lestanaek, but whatever the erestram king was saying to them was received well.  They didn’t bow to him; after all, they didn’t bow to the king of their realm.  But they welcomed him and the others to enter their village, and so Lestanaek led the friends directly to Kris.

      Whatever the casualness on the top of the hill, Kris straightened up and saluted the erestram monarch.  “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Your Majesty,” he said, and Lestanaek bowed his head politely.  The two shook hands, and Kris added, “I can’t believe you made it all the way here in just a few months.  Conquering the entire east in that time frame is an impressive feat.”

      Lestanaek nodded again while Kris shook hands with Corbanis and the others.  “We have Viggaru and the White Queen of the harmauths to thank for it primarily,” the erestram said.  “I would not say things went easily, but we had nearly everything we needed, and what we lacked we were able to obtain in a short time from the central column.”

      “I wish I could say our news is as good.  We caused a bit of a disruption in the town of Shayen-maz to the west, but… we lost Captain Te’Voliz and Kas’Yari Drakkara,” Kris said, and the way Lestanaek’s ears angled back said the news upset him.  “Captain Te’Voliz may still be alive, but we found no sign or word of him in the aftermath.  Leighandra saw Kas’Yari fall, unfortunately.  At the very least, I’m glad you made it out.”

      Morduri bowed his head as Kris’ eyes fell upon him.  “I apologize for stepping out on your plan, but I sensed a weakening from Baphomet.  It was strong enough that I felt it from across the border and some distance away.  It was like he’d sent out a good deal of his power, likely to foist the plague upon Lestanaek’s forces.  In the end, it cost him dearly, though the plague did ravage our eastern columns.”

      “How badly?” the Warlord prodded.

      “We still have near to seventy percent of our soldiers,” Lestanaek answered.  “But our largest losses did come at the hands of Baphomet and his plague.  We bring a small cadre of syrinthian priestesses with our legions, and it was thanks to them and Ashakku that we were relieved of the plague.  How… what is wrong with you, Lady Vanador?”

      “She got caught in an explosion,” Kris said, sparing her from having to talk.  “We’re going to need a priestess to see to her.”

      Ashanti barked a laugh, and everyone turned shocked gazes on her.  “Sorry.  I just could not help but think we should see what her enemies look like after what was done…”

      Corbanis rolled his eyes and gave the half-dragon a playful shove.  “This is hardly the time,” he chided, though lightheartedly.  He knelt beside Kari and put a hand to her shoulder, leaning down to kiss her snout.  “Your regenerative gift from Sakkrass isn’t working?”

      “If it is, it’s taking its time,” she offered.

      “We need to get a message to my wife,” Corbanis said, practically jumping to his feet.  “How can we–”

      “Leighandra’s already working on it,” Kris assured him.  “I asked some of the cavistrem hunters to escort her to and across the border.  If Teradda is in our hands, she should be able to use the arcane to send messages from there now, yes?”

      “And aid can be teleported in,” Lestanaek confirmed.  “I wish there was something I could do to be of help, Lady Vanador.”

      “Kari,” she corrected.  “And you killed Baphomet and brought potential help right to me.  I’d say that’s more than enough.”

      “Any other news?” Kris asked.

      The erestram king regarded Corbanis, then said, “Nothing significant.  Glorya and Arlerase continue to hold strong in Sansrigar and Arlerase.  Celigus and Emma await news of our success so we can swing the central column around the volcanic eruptions in the north.  And I believe… I have heard it rumored that Lord Ambergaust and his family either have or are soon to force Sheila Darkstorm and Augrus Tiveron to surrender the Great Mother’s power.  As it stands, their realms of Horturris and Malmortia in the northeast have finally been annexed by the rear Scarlet Legions without a fight.  So, if they were to surrender their power – or be forced to – that would leave only Baal and Abaddon.”

      Kris looked westward.  “We’ve still got a lot of work ahead of us.  Antumorgh’s population is in terrible shape, but there are people here who’ll fight for Baal.  And then Vistarra… that’s going to be the real challenge.  If Abaddon’s surrounded his realm with demons and undead, just piercing that outer defense is going to take time.  What things will look like on the inside of that jagged realm, well, no one really knows, do they?”

      “Our spies have long since been expelled or killed,” Lestanaek confirmed.  “Though the interior is not all jagged mountains, there are rings of them, each set up as a separate perimeter defense.  The cost of life to take that realm could be incredible, and then we will have to deal with Abaddon himself attempting to assassinate each of us.”

      “That’s kind of what we want,” Corbanis said.  “Get him out of his realm and kill him.  His people would probably surrender or welcome us, or both.”

      “Wishful thinking,” Sharyn growled.  “The farther we push, the harder they’ll fight.  Anyone who wanted to leave would’ve done so already.”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not.  You must understand what it is like to live under that sort of shadow of fear,” Morduri mused.  “Given the chance, it is quite possible they will lay down their arms before us, the same way the last of Baphomet’s people did.”

      “Don’t suppose we could impose on these people for a meal?” Corbanis asked.  “We’ve been on the hustle all the way here, and I’m sure the werewolf is starving, at the least.”

      “Always,” she grinned.

      “And she is far from the only one,” Ashanti put in.

      “All right, but Morduri – I want you to take word back to your companies at the border and bring them in,” Kris said, turning to gesture deeper into Antumorgh.  “Have them dig in on the west side of the hills here, fortify it as a breastwork and make sure Baal can’t send an army to overrun this little village.  We’ve got a high ground advantage here, so let’s make sure if they do come, it costs them as many lives as possible to try to crest this hill and get at us.  Try not to disturb the cavistrem any more than you have to, though.  Isharra can help you arrange things with them so their hunting and gathering aren’t too impacted unless there’s actual fighting to be done.”

      “Very well.  I’ll see you all again soon,” he said, his eyes lingering on Kari.  “Hopefully, when I return, we’ll have your mother-in-law with us.”

      “Gods willing,” Kari said.  “Be safe.”

      Corbanis looked at Kris, the concern evident in his eyes, but he kept his mouth closed for the time being.  To Kris, it was one of the man’s more endearing traits.
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      It took a few days to get the companies into position.  They set up a tent city on the western hillside, out of sight of the cavistrem villagers’ casual view.  From there, they began fortifying the incline, effectively creating a half-phalanx around the village.  More were coming as word was spread, the border of Teradda being held while larger companies from both the eastern and central columns crossed it.

      Baal had made a tactical error, sealing off the northern end of his realm by forcing volcanoes to erupt without seeing if his eastern neighbor would hold the line.  Now that Baphomet had fallen, the Great Mother’s forces had free entry into Antumorgh from the east.  True, he could set his entire army to guard that side with the northern, southern, and western fronts closed off for various reasons.  But his own walling-off of the north had denied him an avenue of escape or to attack the black city again, letting Be’shatha’s forces concentrate on the eastern border.  Kris and Morduri were certain Antumorgh didn’t have anywhere near the army everyone had long suspected.

      Not anymore, anyway.  Not after the trouncing they received at the black city, Kari thought.

      More importantly to Kari, the arrival of the forward companies made it safe for some of the syrinthian priestesses to come.  There’d been a bit of a tense standoff when they’d arrived.  The cavistrem, it seemed, didn’t trust the snake-folk at all.  It was ironic, as they’d welcomed and taken a liking to Isharra in both villages.  Would they have felt the same if they knew she was actually a half-syrinthian, half-succubus?  For that matter, how had they not detected as much the way Tor usually did with that powerful sniffer of his?

      Eventually, the distrust was put aside, and the two syrinthian women who’d come were let into the village.  Kari figured it had to do with their heritage and the fact that they had a reputation of performing sacrifices to Sekassus.  It certainly couldn’t have been anything related to hygiene, as only the elestram seemed to put anywhere near the emphasis on cleanliness and modesty as the snake-folk did.  It made Kari consider what her own prejudices had been like back when she first discovered Liria and her companions infiltrating the Order.

      Misconceptions die quickly when faced with reality… well, sometimes, she thought.

      The priestesses took only the time to greet Lestanaek with respect before they came to see to Kari and her injuries.  She didn’t know these two personally, but the way they smiled at her might have led anyone else to believe they were friends.  She had a reputation among their people now, not just as a champion of Be’shatha but as the woman who freed them from Sekassus.  Kari guessed they’d probably leapt at the chance to be the ones to come try to heal her.  Where once Kari had only seen the oddness of their reptilian faces, now she saw their beauty, and was reminded of her sister in Sakkrass-Ashakku, Se’sasha.

      “Lady Vanador,” the first greeted her in beshathan as they knelt on either side of her reclining form, “I am Se’nejra, and this is Se’dulia.  Our high priestess, Se’sasha, sends her warmest regards.  It will be our privilege to see to your injuries on her behalf.”

      “Thank you, ladies,” Kari rasped.  “But there’s no need to be formal.  Just call me Kari.”

      They laid their hands upon Kari, and she could feel the warmth of their touches even through her paluric armor.  But there was no mistaking the way their smiles fled as soon as they began their ministrations.  The syrinthian women exchanged a glance, struggling to find something to say.  They looked to Kris, who watched them with a stoic façade, then to all the others standing around before they turned back to Kari.

      “You don’t have to spare my feelings,” Kari said.  “How bad is it?”

      “There are… hundreds of breaks in your spine, among other places,” Se’nejra said, nearly choking up.  “It is all bruised and swollen, and compounding every time you move.  It… it is a wonder you are even alive, my lady.”

      “Tell me about it,” the avatar returned with a snort.  “If that explosion had thrown me any higher, I think I would’ve seen the Great Mother before I came back down.  I know this isn’t going to be easy to fix, but can you do it?”

      “I… I do not believe I can,” the priestess said.  “I believe Ashakku can heal you, but… I regret to have to say it, Lady Vanador, but you need someone of a stronger faith.”

      “Bah, you people have learned nothing,” Kari said.  “Ah, who am I kidding?  Neither have I.  Any one of us should be able to fix this.  Even Corbanis, or Lestanaek… how do we all still have such doubts in what we can do?”  A lot of heads went down in shame at that, but Kari snorted.  “Save the pity party for later, right Kris?”

      He chuckled.  “Kyrie should be here tomorrow, maybe even as soon as tonight.”

      Kari sighed.  “It’d be nice if we could get Triela here.  I don’t think I’ve ever met someone with less doubt in what they can do.  Whether she did it with her mind or her faith, I’m sure she could put me back together and have me on the mend in no time.”

      “An option we’ll explore if my wife cannot get it done,” Corbanis said.

      “We should have stronger trust in Ashakku after all we have been through,” Liria said, her face still downturned.

      “Thank you anyway, ladies,” Kari dismissed the syrinthians in beshathan before she turned to the others.  “Have you sent anyone into town yet?”  They exchanged glances at the sudden change of topic.  “I may not be able to move, but I can still think, for pity’s sake.  And I’m still a general of this army.  Where do we stand with the town?”

      Kris looked as though he were going to make a placating gesture but thought better of it.  He must’ve realized Kari was going stir crazy being confined to “bed” with everyone around her trying not to disturb her.  But she wanted to be involved; if all went well, she’d be on her feet in a few days or a week, able to continue leading, even if she couldn’t fight just yet.  For now, though, giving her thoughts and advice where it was warranted was about all she could do besides think… about things like not being able to hold her children.

      “Isharra’s still running messages into the town.  The Ashen Fangs aren’t many, but their numbers are increasing after what people saw that night,” the Warlord finally said.  “There’s a lot of speculation that not only is Be’shatha back, but that she brought Emanitar back with her.”

      “That would be nice,” Morduri mused. “My old friend’s return would certainly spark even more of our people to return to Be’shatha’s service.”

      “Emma asked the Great Mother if she would be… I’m not sure resurrecting is the right word, but whether she’d bring back Emanitar, and Be’shatha said she would when she had regained her power.  Maybe the killing of Baphomet will be enough to see it done?” Kari offered.

      “Especially if Augrus and Sheila truly have surrendered their stolen power, whether willingly or not,” Lestanaek said, a finger to his lupine chin.  “I was never close with Lord Emanitar, but I always had the feeling he was playing at some game below the surface.  It was as though his defeated spirit was never more than a guise he wore to cover his actions.  Given how long he and Glorya were lovers, and that she masterminded so much of what we are currently about, it rather seems obvious now, does it not?”

      “They weren’t lovers,” Kari said, drawing everyone’s attention.  “They were spouses.  She only left Emanitar after Sekassus killed him, when he was being kept alive by Emma’s power and nothing more.  I don’t know if it was because she considered him undead or something else, but that was the only thing that drove them apart.  And what was it Isharra said about me getting caught in that explosion, the way I’d come down?”

      Kris glanced at Morduri and Lestanaek.  “She mentioned Kari fell from the sky like Emanitar is said to have come to Mehr’Durillia after he was begotten by the Great Mother.  Said it’s an ancient mallasti folktale known as Starfall.”

      The two beshathan kings exchanged another glance.  “I have not heard that story since I was a pup,” Lestanaek muttered.

      “As I’m sure you can imagine, I heard it all the time growing up,” Morduri said.  “It was either a big part of the reason my father and Emanitar remained close, or it was the reason they became close to begin with.  It was kept quiet for so long… Emanitar’s relation to Be’shatha, that is, as it was one of the few things that could make the Overking lose his composure in an instant.  So long as Emanitar was willing to play the part of loyal vassal and everyone kept their mouths closed, the Overking left him be.”

      “Why didn’t the Overking just kill him?  Was it to show the people he’d stamped out the Great Mother and subjugated her child?” Kris prodded.

      “Exactly,” Lestanaek answered.  “The death of Bakthrael, the shattering of the Great Mother, the subjugation of Emanitar, and the turning of Glorya to their cause were four victories that robbed our people of all hope.  If you consider what the use of all that… technology at the black city did to render our people near-defenseless, the sundering of their relationship to the divine was all it took to conquer an entire world.”

      “So why did Sekassus kill Emanitar?” Kari asked.

      “He may have thought it would advance the Overking’s plans more quickly,” the erestram king said, glancing at Morduri.  “At the final council meeting, he was quite vehement in accusing the Overking of delaying and ruining his own plans.”

      Kari’s brow rose, about all she could move.  “He stood up to the Overking?”

      “Quite unexpected, I know,” Lestanaek confirmed.

      “He also wanted to claim Tess’Vorg as his own,” Morduri added.  “He was probably going to use the same story Baphomet did after killing my father, then claim Tess’Vorg as the spoils of his victory over Emanitar.  You should’ve seen the look on his face when Emanitar showed up to the council session.  Late, yes, but alive, even if only through his daughter’s power.”

      Lestanaek laid a hand on the shorter king’s shoulder.  “You brought great honor to your father and your family by killing Baphomet.”

      “As I told him, I did it to avenge my mother,” Morduri said.  “She’s the one who’s suffered the most in the wake of that murder.”

      “So, what does all of this mean?” Kris asked before the silence started to deepen.  “Are we to expect Emanitar will return, or keep planning this war as if he’s not?  Does the folktale really give any hint to when he’s supposed to come back?”

      “Just that he would,” Lestanaek said with a shake of his head.  “Though it never specifically explained how or why he would need to return…”

      Kris shrugged.  “Well, I’m sure we can trust the Great Mother to take care of it at the right time.  In the meantime, we’ll proceed with planning without him, since it’s the only logical thing to do.  We’ve got scouts and spies spreading out to the nearby towns to figure out if organized resistance is headed our way.  I have a feeling we’re going to get a good indication of what Baal’s plans are in the next couple of days, though there’s no sign of an army reaching us in that time, elestram or otherwise.”

      “If you can find defectors, bring their leaders to see me,” Kari said.  “Hopefully, by the time they come, Kyrie will have gotten me on my feet again.  When they see me and find out I was the… Starfall this time, they may turn on Baal in greater numbers when the story spreads.”

      “I think we’ll let Isharra handle those decisions,” Kris said.  “She’s an Ashen Fang, and she’s good at judging people by their standards.  We can send Liria with her, too; she didn’t attract any undue interest this way, even as a syrinthian.  Unless…”  He had everyone’s attention as he trailed off.  “Unless she was what tipped them off that we were planning trouble?  But then Kas’Yari and Leighandra would’ve, too… hard to say.”

      “We must have more Ashen Fangs among our army,” Morduri said, glancing eastward.  “Let’s have Isharra choose a group of spies to help her and Liria.  We don’t want to lean too heavily on one person, no matter how talented and strong they are.”

      “Are we expecting Celigus and Emma to come here?” Kari asked.

      “Probably one or the other, not both,” Kris answered.  “Unless they have Giamalla take control of the central column that guards the way to the black city, anyway.  I expect we’re going to see Celigus, since we’re on the offensive now and this is where his strength will lie.  Using his tactics to defend against attacks that may not come seems a waste.”

      “Corbanis, send some scouts north along Teradda’s border, get us some definitive word of who’s coming and when,” Kari said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” her father-in-law returned.

      “All right, let’s get some officer tents set up on the western hillside so we’re not crowding the poor cavistrem all the time,” Kris said.  He didn’t miss the looks their group was getting, though they weren’t hostile or even impatient.  The cavistrem were overwhelmed, impressed with the size and stature of the army’s leaders, whether they really knew who Lestanaek and Morduri were or not.  They were being gracious hosts, especially when one considered their reputation as a people, but Kris didn’t want to stretch their generosity.

      “Marshal, I shall leave that in your capable hands,” Lestanaek said, and Ashanti nodded and moved off to pass along the orders.  “Sharyn, would you return to Teradda and bring back Gil?  It may do Lady Vanador a world of good to see yet another familiar face.”

      Kari couldn’t help but grin.  “That it will.”
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        * * *

      

      With the help of a wagon drawn by a quartet of the mighty mousivas, Kyrie arrived later that night.  It was well after sundown, but with werewolves, elestram, and erestram guarding the cart and monitoring its path, the wagon encountered no issues.  Kari could only imagine how impatient her mother-in-law was to come see to her once she’d heard of Kari’s injuries.  Would she bring the children?  Kari hoped not; not to this place, anyway, no matter how much she wanted – and needed – to see them.

      I can worry about that when I can hold them again, she thought.

      What nearly made Kari leap out of her bedding despite her injuries was that Kyrie hadn’t come alone.  However they had been rounded up, having been in neighboring realms but still a good distance apart, her allies had brought Se’sasha as well.  And with the syrinthian high priestess came the two women who’d tried to heal Kari earlier.  If there was a stronger group of priestesses out there, Kari couldn’t imagine who would make up their circle.

      Triela, my Grakin… who else could match these peoples’ power?

      Despite the urgency in their eyes, the women approached calmly, taking up positions on either side of Kari.  Se’sasha looked, quite literally, radiant.  Her fine skin shone even with a lack of sun or moonlight.  Was this how the beshathan people saw Kari?  And then Se’sasha’s face lit up with a gentle smile, even as she saw the extent of Kari’s injuries.  She reached over to take one of Kyrie’s hands, nodding to the half-guardian priestess.

      Kari nearly laughed as she took in her mother-in-law.  She looked absolutely haggard, as if the kids had been running her ragged for all these weeks.  True, it likely had more to do with being whisked across the continent by teleportation and then at breakneck speed in a cart pulled by creatures she had no experience with, but it still made Kari smirk.  At least until Kyrie gave her that indignant scowl that she normally reserved for her sons when they misbehaved.

      “What are you smiling at?” she hissed.  “As soon as we get you ambulatory, I am going to beat you senseless.”

      Even Se’sasha chuckled at that.  “We already knew the gods above looked after you,” she said.  “I am not certain anyone can doubt after they witnessed or when they hear about this.  Hold still now and let us determine the extent of the damage.”

      “Holding still’s not a problem,” Kari quipped.

      Se’nejra leaned over and said something in Se’sasha’s ear.  “I understand, Sister,” the high priestess returned.  “Do not let this instill further doubt.  Work with me, watch, and learn of the awesome power of our Scale Father.”

      Ashanti drew up and watched the syrinthians and Kyrie work, Liria by the half-dragon’s side.  How odd it must have been for Ashanti to meet other creations of Sakkrass-Ashakku.  She had no shortage of humanoid kin on this world, though when she considered Ashanti didn’t usually live among the czarikk, Kari wondered if she’d see the syrinthians as such.  She just hoped Ashanti would find a people to call her own one day, even if it was to live among the humans and rir.  The gods knew having the woman around DarkWind – maybe even in the Order – would do wonders for the city’s charm and reputation.

      Se’sasha laid her free hand on Kari’s shoulder, and Kyrie did the same on the other side.  Se’nejra and Se’dulia each took one of Kari’s hands while they laid their free ones on top of Se’sasha’s and Kyrie’s joined hands.  Immediately, Kari felt a warm surge flow through her body.  It wasn’t healing; not yet.  But it was as if Sakkrass himself was swimming through her blood, getting an idea of how damaged Kari’s body was, and right at his side was Arakiel, Kari’s creator, the Lightbringer.

      “May I suggest you do not do this to yourself again, Sister?” Se’sasha asked with that muted little smile of hers.

      “Just tell me it’s fixable… more than once, for after my mother’s done with me.”

      Kyrie snorted, in less of a joking mood as they surveyed the damage.  Still, her touch was no less warm, and her power surged through Kari, the gift of Arakiel.  It was amazing how easily her mother-in-law had transitioned to serving Kaelariel’s father.  How would things have played out in her life if not for the work of her lord, bringing the rir and the serilis-rir together?  It was hard for Kari to look at Se’sasha and Kyrie and not consider she was being healed by a “half-demon” and a “snake priestess.”

      Seven years ago, I’d never have believed this was possible, Kari thought.

      Her amusement dried up quickly when the healing began.  The pops and the grinding of bones snapping back into place hurt, no matter what the word “healing” may have implied.  All up and down her back, she could feel every bone being forced back into shape by the priestesses’ magic, and the gasps of the other two syrinthian priestesses only echoed Kari’s feelings.  She should have been dead, blown nearly apart by the explosion despite her shield of faith, but these four women were putting her back together like one of Uldriana’s dolls.

      Her ribs, arms, legs, and tail followed suit, and Kari wasn’t sure how long the process had taken by the time it was done.  It felt like hours, every second an excruciating eternity of waiting for the pain to end only to have it begin somewhere else.  For some odd reason, it brought the undead to mind, and she couldn’t help but wonder if their moaning and their contempt had as much to do with feeling their bodies’ decrepit state as the malignant will of their summoners.  Kari may not have been undead, but she felt like she was being stitched back together out of broken parts, at least until…

      The pain receded, replaced by an uncomfortable warmth like she could feel all the loose blood in her flesh making its presence known.  But without the damaged bones, nothing left to compound the tearing and bleeding, Sakkrass’ gift began to do its work.  Kari still felt like she’d been blown up, but now she felt like she was healing… like if she took a few good meals and some solid hours of rest, she might be ambulatory in the morning or afternoon tomorrow.

      “You two are amazing,” she breathed, then glanced at the other two syrinthian women.  “Four.  You four are amazing.”

      “It was an honor to be of service, Lady Vanador,” Se’dulia said as she and Se’nejra rose and took their leave.

      “I can feel your regenerative gift taking over,” Se’sasha said, Kyrie nodding in agreement.  “This will not be an instant thing, but you should feel much better within the next day or two.”

      “Just until Mom kicks my arse,” Kari chuckled.

      Kyrie leaned down and wrapped Kari in a tight but careful hug.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  I am just glad to see you again.  The children ask after you every day.”

      “I’ll make time to go see them soon,” Kari said.  “Now that we control Teradda, it’ll be easier to make quick jaunts with the help of Sonja and the others.”  Kyrie reared back for a moment, and Kari’s breath caught.  “What?  Did something happen to Sonja?”

      “Well, yes, but she is fine,” Kyrie said.  “She and her mallasti companions were caught in a vicious battle with some of Abaddon’s forces southwest of the black city.  They drove back the attackers, but Sonja had a harrowing tale of the gory battle when last we spoke.”

      “Do you have any more recent news?  Anything you’ve heard in Tess’Vorg or Sorelizar?” Kari asked the priestesses.

      “We have relit the divine lamps of Sorelizar,” Se’sasha said.  “They were the ancient flames – not unlike the eternal flames some of your temples keep – that marked a temple as dedicated to Ashakku.  They were extinguished and destroyed when the Overking came to power, then they were perverted to Sekassus’ use when he became king in Sorelizar.  Now, however, they have been rededicated to Ashakku; they will draw all of our people back to him with time.”

      “And how is the realm reacting to your return?”

      The syrinthian priestess smiled.  “It took a bit of time for them to trust I was what I claimed to be, but they are coming back to the Scale Father in greater numbers every day.”

      “I wonder how they’d react to a visit from a dragon.  Or maybe a half-dragon,” Kari said, glancing at Ashanti.

      The half-dragon met Se’sasha’s gaze and smiled, something that was pretty rare for Ashanti in Kari’s experience.  The woman had fairly muted emotions, but if there was one – besides the lust for battle – that she had a hard time hiding, it was being genuinely pleased.  “I think I would like to see one of the Scale Father’s temples before the one on Citaria is completed,” she said.  “Do you still plan to be the high priestess of the DarkWind temple?”

      “Oh, yes,” Se’sasha said.  “I am already grooming a sister high priestess to take my place here when it is time to return to Citaria.  We will establish Ashakku’s temples on many worlds, all the better to spread his light to counter the darkness.”

      “And you?” Kari asked, turning her head back toward Kyrie, amazed she already had that little range of motion back.  “How has it been going to Arakiel’s service?”

      “He is like his son, though less restless, if you understand what I mean,” Kyrie said.  “Other than that, not much has changed but the domains we call our specialties.  In fact, the biggest change has been that we draw ever larger congregations now, which means our efforts to aid widows and orphans are being multiplied.”

      “That’s good,” Kari said, smiling.  “Have you heard anything about Eli and Aeligos?”

      “Eli is recovering,” her mother-in-law said.  “He was lucky not to lose use of his legs the way Typhonix did, but regardless, I expect a full recovery in another month at most.  He is a stubborn little bastard.”  Kari chuckled at the uncharacteristic language, but Kyrie’s mood turned a little darker.  “Aeligos left.  Said he had some things he had to go out and find, himself not the least of them, but that he’d be back.  Eryn’s death hit him harder than I expected, than any of us expected.  And now I cannot help but think of how rude and disapproving we all were at times.”

      “He’s put up with a lot over the years,” Corbanis commented.  “But he’s a brilliant man.  He’ll figure it out, and he’ll come back to us, and we’ll apologize and make sure he knows he’s loved.  For now, it’s probably best if we give him space.  Winning this war will make Eryn’s death a little easier for him to deal with.”

      “We’ve lost so many friends and allies,” Kari said.  “We’ll have to make sure we honor them when all is said and done.”

      “We will, Sister,” Se’sasha said.  “I will proclaim their names and deeds from the pinnacle of our father’s temple when it is complete, that all of Citaria knows of the sacrifices made here to spare their lives there.  In loyalty and righteousness complete.”

      Kari nodded but shook off the somber mood the subjects had instilled.  “And speaking of that temple, how is it coming along?  And is Kuritarra back there helping?”

      Kyrie and Corbanis shared a look, but there were no pursed or bitten lips.  “She is, when she has the time,” Kyrie said.  She turned back to Kari.  “Right now, she is spending most of her time drawing the plans for… a house of their own.”

      “Just wait until they have children,” Kari said, furrowed brows surrounding her quickly.  “It’s a long story, but I have a feeling it may happen.  Just remember, I almost had a baby with Morduri while I was shape-changed…”

      “By the gods,” Kyrie said, putting a hand to her mouth.  Kari half-expected a look of revulsion or worry to cross the woman’s face, but she turned back toward Corbanis and smiled.  “It would be… odd, but we could have more grandchildren coming?”

      Corbanis hugged his wife without a word, but looking at Kari over his wife’s shoulder, he raised his brows and then winked.

      “All right, if that is everything, we should let Lady Vanador get some rest,” Se’sasha said, shooing everyone away.  “I suspect tomorrow she will already be walking around the camp giving orders, so I would advise you all to get rest while you can.”

      A lot of good-natured laughter preceded everyone dispersing to the officers’ tents or their cavistrem hosts’ homes.  Kris sat down beside Kari, taking up one of her hands and holding it in his lap.  She could feel it perfectly well, almost reciprocate the touch, but she was still too weak.  It was better if she left her energy to feed the regenerative gift for now.  He’d just have to settle for a longing smile.

      He did, returning one of his own, but then he leaned down to whisper.  “There’s one thing in this life I want you to promise me,” he said.  “Don’t die before I do.”

      Kari pursed her lips but returned the kiss he bent down to give her.  “I won’t,” she promised when he pulled back.
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      Kari woke the next morning to an earthquake.  On the positive side, she found she’d been wrapped up against Kris’ side while sleeping, and she could move now, though now she was stiff on top of feeling weak.  He woke at the same time, taking only a moment to kiss her and make sure he didn’t drop her roughly to the ground.  She watched him get dressed, then glanced at her armor and weapons, wondering if she could manage on her own.  It had been enough of a task to get her armor off for a while in the night.  Whatever the case, she didn’t try to slow Kris down as he finished and rushed out of their hosts’ tent.

      She sat up and felt every muscle and bone in her body as she did so.  Sakkrass’ gift was letting her body heal now that Se’sasha, Kyrie, and the other two priestesses had fixed the worst of the damage.  But his gift did not take away pain, and at times, it was as if Kari could feel every bit of torn or stretched flesh coming back together in agonizing sutures.  The alternative, of course, was far worse, and she was thankful she could move at all.  She resolved to show that thankfulness by taking things slowly and not ruining the gift she’d been given.

      Getting dressed was a task in itself, certainly with the continued rumbling and unsteadiness of the ground beneath her.  But she wasn’t about to go out and see what trouble had come without being ready for it.  She got fully dressed in her paluric armor and belted on her twin scimitars.  Even her hosts were long gone, leaving her as probably the last person in the village to get out and see what was going on.  She tried not to dwell on that, thankful again that she could go see for herself without aid, and she ducked out of the tent.

      Almost every eye in the village was turned west, and Kari did likewise before she even fully left the confines of her temporary abode.  At first, she thought she had to be seeing an illusion, but the earthquakes that were still rattling the ground beneath her feet said otherwise.  For where once there’d been the open land of Antumorgh stretching out as far as the eye could see, now there was a ridge of mountains that obscured any view into the realm.  Even still, the rocky ridges were stretching higher and higher toward the morning sky, sharp fingers and knuckled fists of stone clearly stating the way was not free for the taking.

      And that was hardly the worst of it.  “Get everyone moving east, now,” Kris bellowed, his voice cutting through the still morning air like an unforeseen thunderclap.  He didn’t even wait for it to happen, sensing what was coming while everyone else gawked.

      “Go, before these erupt and we’re caught in the ash storm,” Kari said, trying to shout her orders with similar force but failing.  Nevertheless, the fact that she was on her feet and calling out orders got everyone’s attention.  “They don’t call it the Ashen Wastelands for no reason.  Get to it!  Get the army moving back east to the border, and make sure the cavistrem are packed up and taken with us.”

      “You heard her, get to it!” Kris barked to punctuate her orders.

      There was hardly a moment to lose.  The rumblings continued to get worse, the mountains expanding toward the sky in a surreal way, as if Kari was watching the world be created and not just manipulated to a king’s will.  Whatever Baal thought of the status of his army, he wasn’t going to sit idly and let Lestanaek’s and Celigus’ columns march into his realm and attack.  He was raising volcanoes to make this way completely impassable, just as with the eruption of Mount Chivan to the north.  It was a blessing that he hadn’t raised one right under the cavistrem village.

      “Isharra, get the cavistrem moving as quickly as possible,” Kari said when she saw her friend rushing past.

      The mallasti woman stopped to face her.  “Their homes are made to be broken down and moved easily; it is the only way they can consistently evade death at Baal’s hands,” she said.  “They will need but little time to pack up their homes and their lives, but they will come with us to the safety of Teradda.”

      Kari regarded the threatening peaks that continued to impale the heavens.  “Don’t let them take too long.  As soon as even one of those mountains explodes, tell them to run, their possessions be damned.”

      “Of course, Lady Vanador.”

      “Kari,” she corrected, giving her friend a playful shove and nearly losing her balance.

      “Ketava, be careful,” Isharra scolded, setting Kari right before rushing off.

      Kris approached, Lestanaek close behind him.  “We’ve got to get you out of here,” he said to Kari.  “I know you don’t want to, but get in the cart with the mousivas and head east with the priestesses, will you?”

      “No,” Kari said with a shake of her head.  “I can’t do that, Kris.  I only go before the army when we advance, not when we retreat.  We’ll be the last to go, and if Baal happens to be watching in some way, the last thing he’ll see is us leaving reluctantly.”

      “There is a certain sense in her stubbornness,” Lestanaek said.  “We will need to let this play out however Baal likes, and then we may confer with Celigus and the others to see if there remains a solid way to attack.  If not, Vistarra may have to be our next point of aggression.”

      “God, don’t encourage her,” Kris said, flashing the erestram king a sour look.  Lestanaek’s ears went down as he was chastised, but Kris laughed.  “She’d stand here with lava flowing around her if we didn’t force her to leave.  Let’s get the army back to Teradda and use Kansha-Durami as our forward base.  The people there were largely sympathetic or at least indifferent to your having conquered the city and killed Baphomet; it’s the closest safe haven.  Then we’ll see if we can get some reports from the central column.”

      “Very well, I will pass along your orders,” Lestanaek said.

      Kris straightened up.  “I can do it if you like, Your Majesty.”

      The erestram king waved off the offer.  “No.  We are equals in command of this army; you need not defer to my royal title.  I will set Corbanis and Ashanti to getting our forces moving, even if we must abandon the tent city on the hillside.”

      “Waste of supplies, but we may have to,” Kari agreed with a nod.  “Have them pack light.  We can send some erestram runners to get what’s left behind if possible.”

      Lestanaek agreed and moved off with his long strides, looking for Corbanis and Ashanti.  Kris met Kari’s gaze and allowed himself to frown.  This wasn’t what anyone wanted.  This wall of volcanoes, no doubt soon to erupt, meant their plans would be put on hold, possibly for weeks or even a month and more.  The thought must’ve crossed his mind at the same time it did hers, because that frown turned into a lopsided smile.

      “Guess we’ll have time to see the kids, at least,” he said.

      “Maybe we can have Sonja bring them here,” Kari said, but then she gestured to the east.  “To Kansha-Durami, I mean.  I’m going to send Gil back to the black city and see if she can get to the shunting device.  If she can align it to Teradda or the northern edge of Antumorgh, we can start planting an army at Baal’s or Abaddon’s doorstep.”

      “There might not be enough left of the old keep,” Kris said, a hand to his chin.  “Which was part of the point of collapsing it on Baal’s soldiers.  It’s still sending our people to Pataria for the time being, which was good enough.  Maybe we can realign it, though.  Now that we hold Teradda, this would be the time.  In fact…”

      “Why don’t we try building a portal in Kansha-Durami?”

      “No wonder we’re married,” he laughed, leaning in to peck her on the side of the snout.  It was a short-lived kiss, however, as a more powerful tremor shook the hill.  “Damn, we’ve got to get moving.”

      “You go.  I’ll pack up our things here since I can’t move all that much yet anyway,” she said, putting a hand to the end of his snout before he could protest.  “Last to go, Kris.  Don’t waste any more time trying to change my mind.”

      He saluted her and then ran off, and Kari sighed lightly.  It hadn’t even been a sarcastic salute.  Lestanaek was fine taking orders from Kris, and Kris was satisfied taking orders from Kari.  And she knew if things went in the opposite direction, she’d be fine taking orders from either or both of them.  For how many royal, avatar, and other titles the heads of this army boasted, all of them were satisfied being a part in the war machine and not its sole director.  Maybe it was a matter of no one wanting to shoulder all the “blame,” for lack of a better word, but Kari liked to believe it was because they cared only about results, not glory.

      She started to duck back into her hosts’ tent but stopped as they approached.  They looked nervous but didn’t scowl at Kari or even hint that they blamed her for what was happening.  Instead, with grim-faced determination, they ducked inside and began moving the bases of their home’s support posts until the whole thing folded up like an umbrella.  A few bindings with leather thongs, and the entire tent save its contents was lying on the grass, waiting to be dragged to wherever they would go next.

      I have a suspicion they do this often, Kari thought, wondering if they were chased from one spot to the next by Baal as often as Captain Te’Voliz had hinted.

      The village’s collective belongings were stuffed into baskets and hide satchels and loaded into the mousivas-drawn cart.  It was incredible how efficient they were at breaking down their homes and getting ready to move.  It was clear that the rumbling of the still-growing mountains and the threat of volcanic eruption had everyone moving quicker than normal, but even stoked by fear, the soldiers couldn’t keep up with the cavistrem.  The Mehr’Durillian gnolls were packed up and moving east before the majority of the soldiers’ tent city had even been broken down.

      Another powerful quake followed by a staccato burst of near-deafening cracking sounds drew everyone’s attention, and soon, the nearest peak collapsed in on itself, giving way to a corona of heat and hellish orange light.  Tents were knocked down and dragged, some still full of their contents as the soldiers ran.  There was nothing arcane power was going to do to deflect the awesome power of an erupting volcano, certainly not when the king of the realm was causing it.  The soldiers threw any sense of order to the wind, favoring speed and survival over neatness.

      And rightly so, Kari said, waving for them to run, and quickly.  Harmauths took much of the weight upon themselves, dragging or carrying what they could while the winged soldiers took to the air and flew east.  Elestram and erestram dashed off with their long, tireless strides, leaving the mallasti as the rearmost ranks as they fled.  But they were not the last to go, for Kari, Kris, and the other leaders stayed, making sure not one man, woman, or pup was left behind.  At the very least, Kari could say they had helped escort the cavistrem families away from a terrible fate.

      A glance back at the cart and the little pups looking over its side was enough to cement Kari’s feelings on this situation.  Things weren’t turning out as they hoped, but they’d been in position to help people they might not otherwise have even known about.  It brought the luranar proverb to mind about how Divine Providence brought people where they needed to be, and she smiled, wondering how Max and Audrei were doing.  Another glance at the pups made her smile fuller, and she prayed silently that Audrei’s birthing either had or would go well.

      A stream of explosive smoke and ash spewed into the sky from that first turbulent peak, and Kari involuntarily took a few steps back.  She stopped herself, though, moving forward to the edge of the hill to make sure there were no stragglers.  There were some bits of gear and parts of tents that refused to come up quickly that had been left behind, but no signs of life.  She lifted her eyes again as the sky began to darken under that ash cloud, and realized she needed to leave.

      Kris was by her side, tugging at her elbow before she could even turn to go.  “Come on, we’re done here.  Everyone’s on the move, especially the cavistrem and their pups.  Nothing left for us to do here.”

      She nodded and followed him as fast as her fatigue would let her, until they reached the eastern hill overlooking the former village.  Kris stopped to look back there, ash beginning to fall on them like snow.  He wore a pensive look, not angry or even frustrated just yet.  Soon, they were joined by Lestanaek, Corbanis, and Ashanti, come back to make sure everyone was safely on the move, including their two fellow leaders.  With the cavistrem homes gone, though, now they merely looked at a grassy hilltop, no sign of the village but for flattened grass and old firepits.

      “What are you thinking?” Kari asked when Kris still hesitated to leave.

      “That we’ve got tens of thousands of soldiers to feed and shelter and no battlefield to even send them to now,” he grunted.  Lestanaek agreed with a nod; he must have known Teradda wasn’t going to supply the army indefinitely.  “We need to send runners south, see how far toward the coast these volcanic ridges go.  Our only option may be to swing around them by water.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Corbanis said.  He turned and let forth a shrill whistle, and one of the elestram watching the rear turned and came running.  She straightened up before Corbanis when she arrived and touched her right fist to her left shoulder in salute.  Corbanis passed along Kris’ orders, and the elestram woman dashed off after gracing them all with another salute.

      “It should not be long before we have word,” Lestanaek said, shaking himself vigorously to get the settling ash off of him.  “Arcane messages may be cut off, but our elestram sister should have word back to us within days, perhaps a week.”

      “We can’t afford to play the waiting game,” Kris said.  “If Baal is going to turtle up and just sit in the middle of a ring of volcanoes, we’ll turn our sights on Vistarra.  After all, what Baal does to defend against us also defends us from him.  At worst, we’re going to shore up what we hold; at best, we’ll help Glorya and Arlerase hit Vistarra and start driving Abaddon deeper into his own realm.  We’ll see when I get updated information from the other fronts.”

      “Should be no lack of that once we’re back in friendly territory,” Corbanis said.

      “If I may make a suggestion, Warlord?” Ashanti prompted.  She bowed her head when Kris gestured for her to speak freely.  “Now would be the time to send scouts deeper into Antumorgh.  Baal will not expect us to move against him in the midst of this sort of natural disaster.  However, our werewolf allies and a few choice elestram members of the Ashen Fangs can penetrate this new obstacle and see what lies beyond.  If his sole defense is this ring of volcanoes, he cannot keep them erupting without risking his entire populace; at some point, they will be safe to pass.”

      “At some point,” he agreed.  “I just have to figure if he’s doing this, he’s swinging at us blind.  He doesn’t know where we are, just has a vague idea based on the damage reports that must’ve come out of Shayen-maz after the explosions.  Once we mobilize an army, he can do something like this, but more focused and far more deadly.”

      “Not repeatedly,” Lestanaek said.  “A display such as this would take a lot out of a king, even one as strong as Baal.  The Great Mother’s power is considerable, but not without its limits in this stolen form.  He and the others are tampering with creation when they use her power thus, and it stretches them thin – at least where her power is concerned.”

      “That would be why we fled your stronghold rather than manipulate the land?” Corbanis mused, a hand to his broad chin.  Just seeing the gesture made Kari think of Erik and smile.

      “Precisely,” the erestram king said.  “I am in agreement with the marshal on this.  We should send scouts in now, while Baal thinks he has a moment of safety.”

      “Don’t wait for my blessing,” Kris said with a shake of his head.  “Get it done.  Only don’t take Gil with you; we’ve got something we need her to do back at the black city.”

      “Marshal, would I be incorrect in thinking your part-dragon heritage makes you more suitable to walk such inhospitable lands?” Lestanaek asked.

      Ashanti blew out a snort, smoke trailing from her nostrils as a little whirlwind of ash swirled over her head.  “I will go with them, you need not even ask, my lord.  By your leave,” she said, saluting and then rushing off to find Sharyn and some of the Ashen Fangs’ scouts.

      “All right, let’s get the hell out of this ash storm and go find out what we’ve missed,” Kris said, gesturing east.  The others all turned to leave but for Kari, who looked one last time at the erupting volcano.  “What are you thinking?”

      She regarded her husband for a moment.  “He knows Baphomet is dead and his time is short.”

      “He’s known that from the beginning,” the Warlord returned.  “He threw all those soldiers at the black city to wipe out his own people because he doesn’t care, Kari.  He just wanted to drive the death toll as high as he could.  Now he’s enacting a scorched earth campaign to waste what’s left of his realm and its people.  I won’t be surprised if he’s gone when we finally take control of Antumorgh altogether, either to Vistarra or wherever he can escape to.”

      “I’m not sure I want to see what’s on the other side of this volcanic range, then,” she said.

      “That makes two of us.  Come on, let’s go send word for the kids to be brought to Kansha-Durami.  We’re going to have time on our hands in the short term.”

      Despite the weight of everything before her, that brought a smile to Kari’s face.
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      Five hundred kwarrasti.  They had initially held off Abaddon’s prodding toward the black city with only five hundred kwarrasti paladins, the vast majority of whom were not only still alive, but in fine condition for more fighting.  They had suffered casualties; that was a given in a war of this magnitude and viciousness.  But Sonja estimated they likely killed ten for every one of theirs that was lost.  It was the sort of reciprocation that would satisfy even the brys.

      That brought Sonja’s thoughts to Eryn, and she grimaced.  So many allies had been lost, and that was bad enough.  Losing people she actually knew, whether to death or to the utter crush of a loved one’s death as in Aeligos’ case, was so much worse.  Reports she was privy to said most of her closest friends and family were all fine, and she was thankful for that.  She only hoped the list of the dead wouldn’t get much longer by the war’s end.

      The state of Antumorgh certainly left a lot of room for doubt.  Just a few days hence, they’d watched as ash plumes and the orange tint of fiery columns of exploding volcanoes painted the southern skies.  Baal was clearly reacting to the vise that was just beginning to squeeze him and his realm, and it was terrible to behold.  And Sonja was far from the only one to think so, a bit of nervousness spreading through the camp on behalf of their allies.

      “Do not let it worry you too much,” High General Darinnar al’Serrikk had told them all.  “It is an act of desperation.  Though we have much farther to walk through this valley of tribulation, our enemies already quake while we stand firm.  Look to the Lion, feel the rumble of his roar, and know that the victory is his to deliver.”

      Sonja was glad she was assigned to a battalion with such a staunch and charismatic leader.  Lion-headed as he was, the high general reminded Sonja of Kris and even Kari to an extent, always knowing the right words to say to calm hearts and minds.  And in everything, he reflected praise to his deity, Ambergaust, and bolstered the faith of his men and women.  For Sonja, as someone who considered their faith to be just a growing shoot, it was helpful to see someone so firm in their own.  The fact that she couldn’t be near her sister-in-law but was assigned to someone just as easy to follow kept Sonja grounded, as grisly as this war had proven thus far.

      She received an arcane message from John Terkani just after lunch.  He wasn’t telepathic or empathic like his wife, so it wasn’t the same as communicating directly with Karinda.  But his message was succinct and in the imperative.  It was an order, and Sonja rushed through the camp of the kwarrasti paladins to find Basirri and the other mallasti of their cadre amongst the beshathan portion of their legion.  Orders or no, she wasn’t going to leave her new friends without letting them know first.

      The mallasti were in a good-sized round tent, the cadre seated in a circle holding hands as they prayed to the Great Mother.  Here, Sonja saw so much of what Glorya had meant when she spoke to the Silver Blades and their allies outside the Temple of Archons.  Here was a melding of the arcane and the divine, people who blurred the distinction, calling on the Great Mother for both sides of what laymen simply called magic – much like Triela and the other kirelas-rir had from a different faith.  How much more potent was the arcane, fueled by the power of Be’shatha – or Chiylija – in a person’s blood, when multiplied by the strength of that person’s faith?

      I’m finding that out as I go, she thought, smiling.

      Basirri and some of the others looked up at the sound of Sonja’s thoughts.  “Hello, my friend,” the aged mallasti woman greeted.  “You have been called away?”

      “By John Terkani, yes,” Sonja answered, realizing they must have sensed the arcane sending, even if they didn’t receive it personally.  “There’s something that needs to be taken care of at the black city, and I think he is already taxing himself fortifying it.  I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I’ll try to get back to you all soon.”

      “You do what needs doing, young lady,” Basirri said.  “We are stronger when you are with us, but the Great Mother stands behind us either way.  If you are called away, trust that it is for her purposes, and do not worry too much about us.”

      “I could never not worry about you,” Sonja said.  “You’ve all become like a second family to me over the last couple of months.  And you’re sitting within striking distance of Abaddon, who we all know is probably the worst of our enemies.  Promise me that you’ll be extra careful while keeping your people and our kwarrasti allies safe.”

      “Despite what our human allies joke about with respect to cats and dogs getting along, we work well with the kwarrasti holy warriors.  You need not worry,” one of the other mallasti said, showing one of his infrequent but comforting smiles.

      Sonja chuckled.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can.  Great Mother watch over you.”

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” the cadre responded.

      She stepped out of their circle and into the morning air again, and with but a thought, she was in the black city.  Teleportation was practically second-nature to Sonja these days, and the fact that her allies held so much of the world as they knew it meant she could go almost anywhere without impediment.  Where once she’d been afraid to do much more than call her sword across distances to her hand, now she was confident taking herself, her friends and allies, or even children across the reaches and between worlds.  It was like a third eye had been opened, one that saw directly into the weave of the arcane, and now Sonja had little difficulty sifting through its wonders.

      And I have a young vulkinastra girl to thank for it, she thought.

      Her niece’s namesake was never far from her thoughts.  Uldriana had been younger than Sonja, but so attuned to the arcane thanks to her mallasti heritage.  The things she had shown Sonja had been toddler’s play for her people, but after years of trying to do things “the wrong way,” it was like a shade had been drawn on Sonja’s dark recesses of doubt.  Realization had struck, confidence had built, faith had been solidified, and now Sonja tapped that power as easily as one of the hyena-folk who’d taught her.

      Sonja had never said anything to her friends and family, for it was too private a thing to her, but she had felt Uldriana’s presence in the Temple of Archons.  Not like a ghost or spirit, but in a feeling that had wafted from Be’shatha like the scent of freshly baked bread on a cool winter’s morning.  It had been then that Sonja realized Be’shatha was not just a loving goddess, but the very embodiment of love even among the gods.  It had opened her heart and her mind even further than Uldriana’s lessons, and now Sonja felt like she was a part of it all.

      And nothing had punctuated that as emphatically as the Wraith’s words to her after his son was born: know that we – the Ashen Fangs and the gods alike – have not missed your importance.

      She fought back the tears that threatened to spill and made her way to the remains of the black tower.  From her limited vantage point, it seemed as though John had fixed some of the walls and a few of the buildings so the soldiers had places to stay, at least.  There was still confusion over whether the city should be rebuilt or simply leveled, but for the time being, it served a purpose.  The armies on the plains were vulnerable; it could only benefit them to have a fortified city to return to should their enemies come out of their realms.

      John was standing on the front steps of the tower, which had faced west and were untouched by the rubble of the tower’s fall.  He was handsome but rather nondescript, especially when one considered all the oddness of their army – the werewolves, a half-dragon, and a dozen or more races altogether.  A human hardly stood out most of the time, yet here, he was in a minority when it came to the army’s population.  Even still, casually dressed in breeches and a tunic, a cloak over him and his hair brushed back, he didn’t look like one of the most powerful wizards in the history of Citaria and possibly beyond.

      Better still, he was an everyman in outlook and personality as well.  He smiled as Sonja went up the steps, holding out his hand for a shake.  “Thanks for coming so quickly,” he said.  “We got word from the Warlord through Gil.  He needs us to redirect the shunting effect into Teradda, but we can’t get to the chamber where the device is located.”

      “I hardly think I’ll have success where you haven’t,” Sonja said.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he returned with a half-shrug.  “Everything I’ve seen and heard points to you having a much stronger connection to this world.  There’re still lingering bits of the arcane here, traps and wards against us mucking with the city too much, and collapsing the tower seems to have triggered another contingency protection.  I have no trouble fixing what we’ve broken around the city, but where my magic was useful for cutting through what the beshathans couldn’t handle the first time around, now it seems I’m cut off as well.”

      “Maybe the contingency recognizes your signature?” she offered.

      He smiled again, bobbing his head.  “Yes, you’ve learned well.  Every wizard has a particular signature, and mine is all over this place after shattering the first trap.  Whatever this second trap is, it’s locked me out, and it’s still resistant to anything native to Mehr’Durillia based on our tests.  So, barring dragging my wife here when she’s busy on Citaria, you came to mind.”

      “Do you know anything about the trap?”

      “It’s a snare of some kind,” he answered, gesturing for her to follow him inside.  The interior of the tower was a mess of shattered black glass, fallen bookshelves, broken chandeliers and other furnishings, and – most obnoxious – stagnant water that had pooled to fill the entire meeting hall floor.  “It doesn’t try to kill you, as that would be a waste of its power.  Instead, it tries to trap you, that others might likewise trap themselves trying to free you.  I was able to get a glimpse into how it works, but not the specifics of what it does to ensnare you.  So, hopefully your telepathic and even empathic powers give you an advantage.”

      “I guess we’ll see,” Sonja said, stepping delicately over sharp, jagged bits of what had been a wall weeks before.  “Is that chamber below flooded as well?”

      “Yes, which is also part of the reason I needed your help.  I can get rid of the water, but if you can turn it into rain, that’d be more beneficial to our long-term goals, I think.”

      She let forth a thoughtful hmph.  “I suppose it would.  Let me work on that first, then.”

      “Hi, Sonja,” came the growl of the werewolf as she clambered over some rubble.  Gil looked much better than the last time Sonja had seen her.  The girl had been an absolute mess, physically and mentally, after nearly being blown apart in an arcane assault.  Her body had healed well; that wasn’t surprising for a werewolf.  But the way she loped toward Sonja, a lupine grin on her hybrid form, said she had or was recovering mentally – and that was much more difficult, Sonja knew.

      “Hello Gil,” she answered after only a slight pause.  “Glad to see you’re doing better.  Do you have any idea if the water may have destroyed the device downstairs?”

      “It’s still working,” Gil said, shaking her head.  “Swam down earlier to have a look.  Couldn’t get to it with the snare, and not sure I could manipulate it underwater anyway.”

      “I’ll take care of that momentarily,” Sonja assured her.

      Evaporating water was child’s play for a wizard of even apprentice-level skills; it just required a significant touch of heat without trying to actually set anything on fire.  Since her first lessons with Uldriana, Sonja had gotten better and better at manipulating heat and fire, drawing the power from her blood and the world around her and using natural sources when possible.  It wasn’t always easy to explain, but even as she thought about it, she realized a lot of it had to do with light – and it began to truly dawn on her why they all called Kari the Epaxa Chi’pri.

      Creating rainclouds out of a body of water was another matter, but one within Sonja’s ability.  Despite the changes coming upon it, the former realm of the Overking was still dusty and slightly dry, and all she had to do was mix those three elements together.  At first, the water began to rise as a foggy mist, but Sonja realized that was going to take forever.  She urged her friends to move away from the open floor where the water was visible, and once they were behind her, she began to truly work.

      A massive column of steam rose as she brought the water to a furious boil in moments, and despite being serilian-rir, she could feel the floor as it warmed rapidly.  John had to levitate himself to escape the heated surface, though Gil simply ran outside and safely away from the danger.  Whipping the steam cloud into a dance with the dusty air, Sonja channeled what she thought of as Yiilu’s province, and imagined the druid changing a desert into a rainforest through will-directed power from above.  Sonja did a similar thing here, mentally nudging John to cool the air to try to get the cloud to disperse as rain once it was outside the city.

      It didn’t seem like an important job, but Sonja nodded to herself as she brought the rest of the water out of the ruined building’s substructure.  Cleaning up water would never rate very highly on the charts of heroic deeds, but without doing so, Gil couldn’t get to the shunting device.  Armies would be sent to the wrong realm and have to travel for days or even weeks to get where they were needed.  Thousands could die in the meantime, and that could ultimately cost them the war.  All because of some water in the wrong place, water that had to be moved – by a hero.

      Sonja thought of all the times Kris and Kari had said everyone has a part to play.  How long had she wished she was better with destructive spells and killing so she could play her part?  And yet here she was, doing her job and making a potentially massive impact on the war – by cleaning up water.

      She looked at John, and he clapped her on the shoulder.  “Nicely done,” he said.  “Do you want me to stay by your side while you wrestle with the snare?”

      “No.  You’ve got your job to do, and I’ve got mine,” she said.

      “I’ll keep Gil outside with me until you’ve got it disarmed,” he said, then left Sonja alone in the misty remains of the obsidian tower.

      Despite the sunlight that filtered in, Sonja couldn’t shake off the chill the building instilled in her, even in its ruined form.  There was no forgetting her first visit here, the first time she had seen some of the demon kings and the lot of them seated together holding council.  They had been terrifying then, and though her allies were bringing their reign to an end, she still couldn’t help but think of the ten thousand years of suffering they had inflicted on this world.

      But then she thought of Kari jumping down onto their table and giving them an ultimatum, and that brought a smile to her face.

      She made her way around to the back, to the teleportation dais.  It wasn’t operational anymore, but she stretched out her senses and found the arrival pad far below.  She used a short-range teleportation, down into the bowels of the building, holding her breath just in case she hadn’t gotten rid of all the water.  The floor was a bit damp down here, but her cleanup had been thorough, so she walked toward the central room where the shunting device was.  Only when she reached to open the door did she get any sort of warning tingle, and she drew her hand back.  The snare was on the door, or the room itself, not on the device.  It was an ingenious little thing, one that could trap an untold number of people and make reaching the room impossible without potentially killing those who’d been caught.

      Sonja took a deep breath, uttered a silent prayer to the Great Mother, Arakiel, and all the other gods, and erected her mental and arcane shields.  There was no telling what this trap might do, but she had to spring it and try to disable it.  The army needed Gil to be able to use the device in this room, and Sonja was the only one who could get her there.  She steeled herself and reached to open the door again, but as soon as her hand touched its smooth metal surface, she found she was no longer in the substructure or even the tower.

      She was in a garden, a sprawling square walled in by hedges of rose bushes with innumerable crimson flowers.  It wasn’t any place Sonja could remember visiting or seeing, but the grass under her feet threatened to bring down her guard.  She kept that up firmly, looking along the little stones that created paths through all the green, a fountain burbling and splashing in its center.  No, it wasn’t a place she’d ever been, but realization hit her after a moment, a memory of something Kari had described to her once.  She began to put the many sights and impressions into context.  Koursturaux meant Winter’s Rose; Mas’tolinor was the Garden of the Huntress; and the fountain here was like the one outside Glorya’s palace without the statue of her father, if Kari’s description did the place any justice.

      “What is this all about?” she wondered, walking about the garden.  There was no one else with her, and she got no sense of danger other than potentially being stuck wherever she was.  There didn’t appear to be an exit.  A glance up showed a crimson sky, but when Sonja tried to cast her eagle eye enchantment skyward, she found it had no effect.  She was blind to whatever lay beyond the encompassing rosebush hedges.

      I’m in someone else’s realm; different rules here, she thought.

      She moved to the fountain to find a shimmering presence lurking just below its surface.  The crystalline waters began to turn crimson, like red blood had been spilled into it, but soon the dark mass took shape.  A towering, robed crimson form rose from the surface of the water, resolving into the Overking, just as Sonja remembered from those few times she had seen him in his palace.  He stepped down from the fountain and Sonja took a defensive step back, ready to call upon her arcane power if this snare was more than just an illusion or psionic suggestion.

      “If you are here, then we are dead,” he said, a little smile curling his lips despite his words.  “No doubt at the hands of our traitorous sister.  Tell me, how many of our lieutenants yet live?”

      Sonja didn’t answer right away; was this an illusion?  A manifestation of her worst fears, that she and her allies had missed something, had thought the war was going too easily because they’d been led to believe so?  She was leery of conversation being part of the trap, if time might be passing differently in reality than it was here.  Was the snare so simple that it just engaged one in chatter while reality passed them by?  That didn’t feel like the case.  She had a suspicion this trap was far more sinister, but the only way to figure out how to beat it was to spring it and hope her intellect was enough to react and counter it.

      “Two,” she answered.  “Baal and Abaddon.”

      The Overking began to walk around her in a slow circle, but Sonja turned to keep him in front of her, moving so her back wasn’t to the fountain.  “Baphomet was the first to go?  No surprise there.  Vicious and full of hate, but without the will to properly utilize either.”

      “The others will be joining you in hell soon enough,” Sonja said sweetly, flashing him a little smile.  If this snare was going to toy with her, she had a mind to give back what she got.

      “Oh, young lady… if we are in hell, then so are you,” he said, gazing at her sidelong, a grin on his face.  “Do you not understand?  This was how it was expected to play out all along.  Allow us to guess… the weaker kings have all aligned behind our sister and her kast’wa, following some foolish crusade by Lady Vanador to destroy our lieutenants, hmm?  And you have them pinned in their realms, ready to slaughter their people to a man if need be to secure this world’s freedom?”

      Sonja kept her worry internalized, but she nodded to get him to continue.  I hope Glorya wasn’t the only one who took Be’shatha’s clairvoyance when she was destroyed…

      The Overking began his circling again.  “Now here you are, after toppling the phallic symbol of our authority, one of the strongest off-world sorcerers whose presence anywhere among the army would never be questioned.  Do you not understand?  You are killing the so-called Great Mother’s people, not our people, which is exactly what we wanted from the start.  And now, with everyone’s eyes looking toward Antumorgh and Vistarra, no one will be looking here, at you, where the true destruction will begin.  And you have walked directly into our snare, willfully opening your heart and mind to our presence, that we may possess you.”

      “Good luck with that,” Sonja spat.

      “Child, it has already happened,” he said with another smile, gesturing to the fountain as it began to overflow.  As the outer hedge of rose bushes drank of its waters, they began to grow taller and taller, stretching ever toward the sky.  “We are simply walling you up here within your own mind, that you will still seem to be you when we encounter your allies, while we open the way for the master to come and dispense with you.”

      “This is impossible.  Morduri and the others… they said Baal, Baphomet, and Abaddon had abandoned you!” Sonja shouted.

      “Which just made it that much easier for our sister to do what she has long wanted, no?” he returned, chuckling now.  “Now we have control of a Citarian body – of an archmage, no less – and can cross the dimensional barriers to your world.  And our brothers – my blooded, sworn brothers – will be able to follow us to a little fortress in the woods your people have probably long since forgotten about.  And would you care to guess what we plan to do there?”

      “Unleash hell,” she whispered.

      “You do catch on quickly once the breadcrumbs are shoved down your throat,” he said with a sneer.  “Oh, how fitting that it will be one of Lady Vanador’s relatives that we use to force open the doors of the dark places and usher in the end of your worlds.  These pathetic people think she is the light from without?  She has brought about the darkness from within.  Or have you so soon forgotten what was written?  And in those days, destruction shall come forth from the inner circle. As death consumes life, so does the darkness consume the light, bringing forth the despair of men. Look upon the face of death and cower, all you mortals.  Now, my dear, we begin the true endgame, but fear not.  You will see all of your friends and relatives in the very hell you would have seen us damned to soon enough.”

      “Yes, I do remember that from the portal arch near Atrice.  Quite a plan,” Sonja said, bobbing her head, and her tone clearly intrigued him.  “I don’t think anyone would’ve seen this coming, whether they had Be’shatha’s clairvoyance or not.  But there’s one little problem with it.”

      “Oh?” he returned, his lip curling in that smug smile of his again.

      She stood up straight, even her six-foot-seven form feeling small beside the eight-foot tall Overking.  Standing proud, she said, “You can’t possess someone that the gods live within, and me?  I’m a creation of Arakiel and Chiylija.  Her power flows through my veins along with the love of Arakiel and the Great Mother.  If you want to possess my body, you’re going to have to kill me first.”

      The Overking looked back and forth as if trying to ascertain whether she was bluffing.  When he turned back to her, that little smile dominated his face again.  “So be it.”
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      His power initially hit Sonja with the force of a charging cavalier, but she turned it aside after a moment.  Sonja stayed focused and centered, reminding herself that they were in her mind, not some dimension that the Overking controlled.  All of the power here was hers, if she could just stand strong in her faith and her intellect, and do what she knew she was capable of doing.  While most of her days training and practicing the arcane proved fruitless, over the last couple of years she had become an archmage, and all of that training now amplified her strength.

      She could do naught but defend at first, for whether they were in her mind or not, his power was substantial.  Sonja wanted to take a step back and consider this entire situation, but she hardly had the time.  But there were so many questions to ask and consider.  How had the Overking stored his soul, his very being, in this trap?  Was this really his plan all along, or just a last-ditch contingency if his efforts on Citaria and Irrathmor failed?  Could he really bring Abaddon and Baal across the barriers to Citaria if he possessed Sonja?

      And worst of all, can he really free that entity Kari and Audrei spoke of? she grimaced.

      The Overking was no charlatan when it came to wielding power, that much was obvious.  Even within Sonja’s mind – or soul, depending how she looked at it – he was dangerous, and his power was massive.  She’d never seen him wield it, not even when Kari had jumped down onto his supper table and insulted him.  His later death at Glorya’s hands led many to believe he’d never truly been powerful, just a figurehead in light of Baal’s comments.  But what Sonja felt from him now said they’d all been terribly wrong.

      It was always possible that this was the snare itself, too.  That she didn’t really battle the Overking for control of her body, but was just trapped in her own mind believing so, locked in a contest that wasn’t really happening.  It was a possibility, but one Sonja couldn’t put stock in.  Trying to will her way out of this contest by believing it was just an illusion within her mind could be her undoing – and the rest of the worlds’ undoing along with her.

      An invisible, concussive blast hit her arcane shields, rocking her back, and she took a step to catch her balance.  He was toying with her thus far, either ignorant to her own power or simply unconcerned by it.  Sonja had yet to show him anything, using only the most basic of arcane shields.  Neither wanted to be the first to tip their hand, but Sonja knew she had her faith in the strength of the gods to fall back on should her own power falter.

      And how many times have we seen or been told that Kari did the same? she thought.

      “Do not be too impressed with the accomplishments of your sister-in-law,” he said, that smug little smile on his face again, even in combat.  “She was allowed to grow as powerful as she did solely to suit our purpose, to bring about the downfall of the weaker kings and the people of this pathetic world.  And she has sealed our sister’s fate along with that of all of her allies.”

      “Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?” Sonja retaliated.  “You’ve angered powers you don’t even understand, and you want me to believe you’ve let the gods choose champions based on what you want?  How big a fool do you take me for?”

      He started to respond, and Sonja hit him with an arcane burst of her own.  She used the corner of the rose hedge to create an echo, a second wave of that concussive force hitting the Overking right after the first.  The echoes bounced around the garden in its wake, the structure of the walls he created allowing Sonja to use them to her own ends.  He was rocked back, forward, and then side to side as wave after wave crashed into him.

      But then the Overking stood straight and ran his hands down his robe, smoothing the wrinkles that had appeared.  Sonja hadn’t expected to truly harm him, just give him something to think about before he continued to spew his lies and try to confuse her.  She’d never considered her faith all that strong, but it was solid, and nothing would shake her from it.  The death of Kaelariel had certainly been confusing, but the strength was in the pantheon as a whole, not any one deity.  And she had seen Arakiel – Gori Sensullu, as their people had long called him – brought back from the “dead” in the Temple of Archons.  Over the years of her life, Sonja had seen the attitudes of the entire pantheon change toward her people and even her serilis-rir forebears.  There was goodness there in the totality, not just in the individuals, and the whole, as they said, was greater than the sum of its parts.

      She erected yet another wall in the deeper portions of her psyche.  They were inside her consciousness now, but she had a mind within her mind, and she worked to protect that from attack.  She built a castle of arcane power and divine faith, girded it with the rock of her love for her friends and family, and banded that with an iron will all her own.  Nothing he could say and little he could do would shake her from her purpose.  All he could do was kill her, and Sonja was confident he was going to find that was far more difficult than he had thought.

      His power came at her like a crushing hand, then, seeking to envelop her and force her to her knees.  At first, her “physical” body nearly succumbed, but Sonja focused her will to fend it off.  She wasn’t in a physical body; this was purely a battle of the mind and the soul.  She wasn’t as smart as Aeligos – and she wondered if anyone was, her many elestram allies included – but she was still far above the average man or woman.  If she could keep that at the forefront of her thoughts and use mental muscle as her strength, she could best him.

      She shoved his power back toward him, and their strengths met in the middle, neither giving an inch of ground.  He released his power and she did the same in turn, the two staring at each other across the garden, the fountain still burbling to Sonja’s right.  There was no fear in her, only a little bit of trepidation in light of what was at stake.  She knew she could best him if she gave it her all, but she also knew what would happen if she failed, and though that doubt didn’t fester or chill her heart, it remained close in her thoughts.  He didn’t have the same concerns for others if he was to lose here.

      And it showed on his face.  His smug smile wasn’t as pronounced, but he seemed neither impressed nor fearful of what she could do.  She had yet to truly taste his power, but she could say the same of him encountering hers.  He stretched forth a hand and she felt a burst of power followed by another and another, a seemingly never-ending sequence as though she were standing on a beach being pummeled by waves.

      It accomplished little.  He was still toying with her, and Sonja was happy to let him waste his time trying to get her to attack in return.  She thought of Kari and the way her sister-in-law fought, preferring defense, letting the enemy overbalance or overcommit and then making them pay.  It was a risk when she considered the possibility that time was moving differently in reality, but again, she couldn’t try to rush this process and end up possessed.  Even if she came out of this snare a hundred years removed from the battle, if she kept him from taking control of her and tipping things in their enemies’ favor, it was worth it.

      Then the hedge walls fell away, darkness in their place, and Sonja found there was no longer ground beneath her feet.  She was in the Dream, that space among the cosmos Basirri had taken her to when describing teleportation and out-of-body projection.  Sonja looked about at the stars, the gas clouds, the brilliant sun of Mehr’Durillia peeking around the edge of the planet.  She knew little of battle in this place, and now she had to wonder if she was still going through this solely in her mind.

      A thought occurred to her as he began to flex his power again.  “Edanasi Sesi’suvra,” she said, thinking of the sun, the deity it represented, and the blessing Ashakku’s syrinthian followers – not to mention Kari – often said.

      The Overking cringed, forced back a “step” even here in the Dream.  He didn’t change forms or show any other obvious effects like Kari had described with Abaddon, but the very words seemed to hit him like a hammer blow.  Gone was the smug smile, replaced with a snarling grimace that said she’d hurt him.  Not to the point of debilitation, but she had struck the first true blow of this battle that caused any sort of injury.

      “How dare you!” he hissed.

      Sonja raised a brow.  “You’ve invaded my mind and soul and you’re going to ask how dare I?  You’ve got some nerve.”

      The universe around her became a swirl of color and light, a sense of vertigo washing over her as her brain tried to make sense of it.  She had to fight down the urge to vomit, reminding her body that it wasn’t really here, that this was all a trick of the mind and she was in no physical danger – yet.  Nevertheless, she found her “body” weak and trembling, fighting off the trappings of the physical form in this incorporeal place.

      And then came the mental attacks.  The Overking tried to invade her psyche even within her mind, shattering her initial defenses and clawing at her thoughts, her personality, the very flame of her self-awareness.  As one shield fell, though, she erected another, mimicking Kari’s fighting style in her methodology for defending herself.  She stitched together a weave that soon turned into a tapestry, entrapping the Overking by his own methods.

      They were no longer two people dueling with the arcane and the psionic among the cosmos.  Now, they were but embroidered figures on a tapestry, locked in a scowling duel that had no physical properties, only mental.  Free from the trappings and dangers of physical battle, Sonja drew the Overking deeper into the recesses of her mind, passing by memories good and bad, dreams and desires and even lusts.  She considered and discarded each as she tried to formulate a strategy to bombard and overwhelm him in this deadly game of psionic power.  All the while, she knew this would be no easy task, not when she thought of the power of his sister’s psionic abilities.

      No doubt he inherited much of the same, she thought.

      The Overking forgot himself at first, trying to engrain the image of being immolated into Sonja’s mind.  She shrugged it off easily; she was virtually immune to fire and even the thought of being engulfed in flames didn’t faze her.  She continued through the corridors of her mind, leading him deeper and deeper, past memories of her days of frustration learning the arcane, the memories of adolescence without a mother, and even scenes from her childhood.

      There, she thought, taking hold of a memory and casting it back at him the same way he’d implanted the scene of her burning.  He paused chasing her, his look one of confusion, not anger, viciousness, or fear, and Sonja stood her ground for a moment.

      “You’ve never felt good enough to compare to Glorya, have you?” she said, thrusting the words toward his heart the same way the memory sometimes stabbed her own.  “What was the point of all this?  Was it just because you never thought you could live up to your sister’s example, much less your parents’ standards?”

      “What is this?” he demanded.  “You know nothing of us, fool.  We have spent more time relieving ourself than you have even lived for, do not think you can comprehend what we have done and why in the span of a few thoughts.”

      Another false memory flashed through Sonja’s mind, of her being shredded by valirasi as she was carried away into the crimson sky of Anthraxis.  This, she was able to counter with a true memory: the sight of the collapsed tower, the clearing skies, the rain she had created from the waters, all reinforced by the knowledge that the Great Mother lived.  She punctuated the return of his attack with the words epaxa chi’pri, and he grimaced, showing those cat fangs that always stood out in Sonja’s memories of Glorya.

      She took hold of another memory, of her first crush – not a love, because she knew it had never been more than an infatuation – and thrust that at him as well.  “Have you ever known love since you betrayed your parents?” she asked.  She kept her tone light and interrogatory rather than accusatory or mocking.  She had to shatter his confidence and making him angry wasn’t going to be much use for that.  She needed him to question, wonder, and doubt – because the last of those would give her the means to defeat him here.  He started to respond, but Sonja cut him off, “Do you even care that Xafastu has turned on you and your cronies?”

      “Be silent, woman!” he snapped.  “What our son–”

      “Don’t you tell me to be silent in my own head, you arrogant ass,” she snapped back.  For the briefest moment, she saw herself as her mother, Kyrie, and felt the righteous fire of that woman’s wrath when someone offended her.

      He blinked slowly, his eyes narrowed when he fixed them on her once more.  He started to speak again, but Sonja took hold of another memory to assault him with.  It was a vivid scene, innocuous in its setup but sobering and heart-wrenching at its core.  She remembered the day so clearly, the bright morning sunshine streaming in through the front windows and open door.  She had walked out onto the porch where her father stood in the early summer warmth, staring off down one of the roads of Latalex.  She remembered stepping up beside him, taking hold of his hand though he didn’t react.  It didn’t seem to register to the Overking what the memory was all about until its accompanying feelings hit him like another hammer blow.

      It was the day I realized my mother wasn’t coming back home, Sonja whispered into his mind.  Do you remember the day you realized you could never undo what you had done, the murder of your parents and the shattering of the benevolent Great Mother?

      “Stop it,” he demanded.  “If you will not face me, I shall–”

      “I shall?  Not we?” she cut him off.  His lip curled with the beginning of anger, showing the tips of the cat fangs.  “I am facing you.  It seems you can’t face yourself.”

      Sonja reached back into the darkest corner of her mind and brought forth the worst of all of her memories.  Her own willpower nearly faltered as she recalled Uldriana being torn in half, killed in the blink of an eye over a prophecy that Sekassus didn’t even understand.  She took the image, engraved in motion upon her heart and soul, and she thrust it into his mind, willing the shape to change as he beheld it.  All of the rage, pain, and helplessness Sonja had felt went with it, but she changed the form so that it wasn’t Uldriana he saw.

      It was his mother.

      The loss of her hurts Glorya so much she has never even spoken her mother’s name, Sonja whispered into his mind.  Do you feel that when you see her lying lifeless before you?  Do you feel nothing when you realize you killed the woman who bore you in blood and love, nursed you from her breasts, and gave life and love to a child who would ultimately kill her?

      He snarled.  “I do not care!”

      Sonja was in his mind then, his defenses shredded by his own doubts set aflame with his fury.  She delved through his mind before he could erect further shields and keep her at bay.  He was before her, but like a child trying to keep their parent from seeing what a mess they’d made, all he could do was attempt to ward her away from his memories.  His psionic power was considerable, but it was rooted in offense, in manipulation, deceit, and domination.  He didn’t have the sort of defenses Sonja did, and so even her amateurish efforts to invade his mind met little true resistance.

      She heard music and walked through a dark curtain and into a ballroom.  Its marble expanse was flawless, spotless of any sort of dirt or marking, sparkling under strong sunshine that streamed in through its many tall windows.  Sonja walked the smooth, cool floor, assuming she was in a palace of some kind, and she knew exactly whose when the memory came more vividly.  There, across the way, sat a young Glorya at a grand piano, playing with such effortless flourishes that she seemed born to it.  After less than half a minute, Sonja recognized the song.

      It was the very song she’d heard being played the first time she visited the Overking’s keep in Anthraxis, when Glorya had been entertaining visitors before the first council session.  Though she couldn’t see him, Sonja could feel the anger from the Overking somewhere around her as he seethed at this perceived insult.  There was something disconcerting with the scene, something Sonja couldn’t piece together in her mind, as though she couldn’t reconcile the music with Glorya’s apparent age, but she shrugged it off.  It made little difference how the timing worked; Glorya’s playing was something the Overking hated, and this song in particular, for whatever reason.

      Glorya turned in Sonja’s direction and smiled then, and the half-guardian’s heart nearly melted.  The angelic woman had the most amazing eyes, and there was such a depth to the sparkle of life in them in this memory.  Glorya had changed a great deal since her ordeal in the Temple of Archons, but it was something else altogether to see her before the hardening of her heart.  Here she was, perhaps only a teenager, but an “adolescent” either way, free of the hatred and the evil that had been foisted upon her by the man Sonja now battled.

      And that thought brought another quote to Sonja’s mind.  Not all of us fell.  Some of us were pushed, she remembered.  It had been something Amastri told Kari years ago.

      “Come, Nathanael, sit and play with me,” Glorya said, even her voice lilting with a joy and innocence Sonja had rarely seen or heard.

      Nathanael? Sonja thought.  I thought Uldriana said his name was Asmodeus…?  Was that always an assumed name, too, then?

      She stepped briskly to the side as the Overking walked past her, all his hatred and anger stripped away, a look of dumbfounded insecurity on his features now.  The image of Glorya held her hand out toward him, and for a moment, the Overking reached to lay his in hers.  But scant inches from doing so, his face hardened, and he whirled on Sonja.

      “Enough!” he shouted.  “You will not break my will by showing me the past.  It is done, immutable, and I must stay the course.”

      “Immutable, like Viggaru?” Sonja returned.

      “Do not speak that name in my presence!”

      “I’m not in your presence, you’re in my head!” she shot back.  “Viggaru is the Immutable One, Nathanael, and his children are here fighting your lieutenants as well.”

      “I no longer answer to that name.”

      Sonja pointed at Glorya.  “You just did.  Let’s see what else we can find, hmmm?”

      “Stop, I command it,” he growled through his teeth, moving to apprehend her.

      Suddenly, he was the one looking up at Sonja as she loomed over him.  In their physical bodies, he may have had nearly a foot and a half on her, but in her mind now, Sonja was far larger and more imposing than he.  She took a threatening step toward him and he seemed to grow even smaller, cowering in her shadow as she glared down at him.

      “Edanasi Sesi’suvra!” she yelled, and he cringed, nearly curling into a ball before her fury.

      Sonja left the chamber and the memory, strolling down the corridors of his mind like she was perusing a library.  There was so much here, so much darkness, and she wasn’t sure she even wanted to peek into a lot of it.  Could she stand to witness him murdering his parents, let alone the Great Mother?  Would those events affect him in the here and now anywhere near to the extent they’d affect Sonja?  Within her mind, her empathic sense was more subdued, but she still had an open heart, and even the Overking’s pain stung her to a degree.

      I pity you, she thought.  That you should have had to live with this evil, pain, and sorrow for so many millennia, and now you must pay for visiting it upon untold others for just as long.  The Great Mother’s vengeance is not on behalf of herself or even her allies, but for what you did to her people for so long.  It is for them that her wrath comes upon you, not for herself.  It’s never been for or about herself.

      Sonja drew up to a dark shadow, somehow blacker than all the others in this wretched man’s heart, and she knew it by the form it took – that of a black tower.  She wasn’t sure she wanted to see this, but thought she owed it to herself and perhaps the history books – oh, the tales Leighandra could weave of these experiences, if Sonja could properly share them.  She wasn’t sure how she was going to handle it all herself, but forcing the Overking to relive the shattering of Be’shatha might be the final stroke in her counterattack.

      Stepping into the memory, Sonja found not a black city, but a white one.  Flawless marble was everywhere, shining ivory facades on every side of her, much like the beautiful city of God’s Terrace on Irrathmor.  This was a city of splendors and light, colorful streamers, flags, and pennants waving in the gentle wind.  All about her was the sound and thrum of life, of the many beshathan and other peoples of Mehr’Durillia – including czarikk – walking the streets of a holy city in peace, harmony, and brotherhood.  It made Sonja think of the Temple of Archons, of the city of God’s Terrace, and of the Temple District in the holy city of Sarchelete.  This place was special, holy to Be’shatha, and that just made what was to come that much more damning.

      In the center stood not a black tower, but a white temple, hemispherical in its construction so that it faced all directions at once.  Be’shatha’s love flowed in all directions, to all people, anyone who would but look to her to receive it.  Sonja found herself understanding this mysterious but loving deity more and more with every passing moment, and her heart began to swell with emotion.  Despite what the truth was now, she was about to witness the shattering of a deity, and the dawn of over ten thousand years of cruelty and oppression.

      And all to sate one man’s insecure ego, she thought.

      She didn’t have to walk to the temple, arriving there with but a thought.  She opened its doors, translucent and glass-like to let in – or was it out? – even more light than its innumerable windows.  In the center was a circular altar, every bit of the architecture within reinforcing the notion that Be’shatha’s love went in all directions.  Sonja felt bathed in it despite knowing what was coming, and she wondered how the Overking – Nathanael – had ever managed to walk all the way to that altar without losing his will to see this done.

      It was only when the shadows of Baal, Baphomet, and Abaddon passed over her that Sonja began to understand.  For all his bluster and bravado, still insinuating even in death that he was the leader and the key piece of this plan, it was obvious he was always a patsy.  He would be the one to shatter Be’shatha, but it was the other three who drove him to it, made sure he didn’t lose his resolve to see the plan through.  He claimed to want the same things they did, but the more Sonja saw and watched, the more she got the feeling he still wasn’t solid in his beliefs.

      The sight of Nathanael approaching the altar and pricking his fingertip mirrored what Sonja had seen in the Temple of Archons.  He called upon Be’shatha the same way Glorya had called upon the entire circle – using the blood of Bakthrael.  Was the angel already dead when this had taken place?  There was no indication in the memory itself, no clue that Be’shatha knew what was coming.  But she’d been clairvoyant; she must have known, mustn’t she?

      He called down the deity, and Be’shatha appeared in much the same way her allies had when called in the Temple of Archons.  She looked exactly as Sonja remembered her, too, a beautiful hyena-like woman of regal bearing with orange eyes, wearing a beautiful robe of numerous colors and hues.  She looked upon Nathanael and smiled, ignoring the other three as though she couldn’t even see them.  But Sonja didn’t have to be empathic or telepathic here to see that the Great Mother knew exactly what was coming.

      “Nathanael, why have you called upon me?” she asked, stopping but a few paces from her soon-to-be murderer.  Despite the differences in their size, she looked upon him like a child, and she did so in love even though she knew what was coming.

      The Overking started to speak but faltered.  “Do it,” Abaddon hissed.

      Be’shatha still showed no sign that she saw or heard the other three, the demon kings in the room with them.  “Where is your father?” she asked him.

      “You know where he is,” Nathanael said, lowering his face in shame.

      “Of course I do,” Be’shatha agreed.  “As I know all things.  As I know why you are here and who you are with, and what you intend to do.  You may leave here now, and this incident will never be mentioned again, for temptation is not sin, only acting upon it is such.  There will be a price to be paid for the murder of your father, but you have not passed beyond redemption yet, Nathanael.  Turn away from those around us, trust in me, come back to our service.”

      “Do it,” Abaddon hissed again, echoed by a snort and a hoof stomp from Baphomet.

      “I cannot,” Nathanael said, his hands shaking.  He carried no weapons; Sonja couldn’t fathom how he intended to shatter the Great Mother.

      “I know, child.  What you do, do quickly, knowing that you will plunge this world into a darkness you will be powerless to fight.  And knowing that this is your choice, that you can never lay this at the feet of these who incite you to kill me.  Do this knowing that a reckoning will come under the shadow of the dragon’s wings, and that you will not live to see the end.”

      “I cannot turn back now,” Nathanael said, his visage hardening though his eyes still betrayed his trepidation.  “Forgive me, Great Mother.”

      The smile left Be’shatha’s face.  “No.”

      He faltered, but then he drew a knife from the folds of his robe, a simple thing, really.  But a simple knife was all it took to sever a life and change the course of a world forever.  He plunged it into her heart, and the goddess exploded, her essence dispersing into a crimson mist that filled the building and pressed against the windows, trying to escape.  Incorporeal as she was, Sonja could feel the pressure, could do naught but wonder how the people who’d actually been here had survived the concussive force.

      Abaddon brought them all to the altar then, and he took the blade from Nathanael and stabbed it into the marble.  And then the world around Sonja exploded, throwing her high into the sky even though she wasn’t actually a part of these events.  She never lost her wits, and was able to bring herself back under control, looking down upon Mehr’Durillia from high above.  And it was from there that she watched the entire world reshaped.

      Continents were pulled together, bound into one massive landmass by whatever force was directing the Great Mother’s shattered power.  She watched as a red cloud flowed out from the center of that holy city, creating the grotesque red scar upon the world that even still marked it to some degree.  Turning to her left, she watched as the moon turned black, no longer shedding any light upon the planet as its true source of illumination was extinguished.

      Darkness surrounded her, only the ragged breathing of the Overking breaking the utter lack of sensory input.  Sonja turned and finally found him, able to see him even in the inky depths of the shadowy realm of his mind.  He was on his knees, broken, defeated, all the arrogance and evil crushed as he relived the days that would forever stain and define him.  Sonja wondered if the day of that scene with Glorya playing the piano had been the day he’d killed his father.  Had he gone to kill Glorya as well after murdering their parents?

      “I pity you, but that doesn’t negate the Great Mother’s judgment,” she told him.  “And now, it’s time I send you to that.”

      “I will not break so easily,” he gasped, trying to snarl, but he was unable to with his ragged breathing.

      “You already have,” she returned flatly.

      With a thought, she lifted him up and bound him in the air with her will.  It was the same way Triela had bound Kari and Sonja with hers, the way Sekassus had bound Uldriana with his, how Sonja had disposed of some of the necromancers in Marsdale County.  But she didn’t tear him in half or inflict any undue pain upon him; that wasn’t her goal.  She supposed he deserved such on several levels, but she thought of Kari’s words in Raugro years before, of the Order’s mantra that her sister-in-law lived by.

      Sonja enveloped his heart and his mind with her own and gently whispered, “Let go.”

      He tried to fight, but all his strength was gone.  He’d been through too much over the last… however long they had been at this.  Reliving his past had robbed him of strength, and Sonja’s repeated blessings and shrugging off of what power he had stripped him of his will.  There wasn’t enough left of him to properly fight back, not against what Sonja could bring to bear.

      “It’s over.  Let go,” she said again.  “Edanasi Sesi’suvra.”

      It was in contradiction to the Great Mother’s vehement denial of forgiveness, but she said it anyway.  And with a final shudder, a look of utter disbelief, and a whispered sigh, Nathanael, son of Bakthrael, disappeared from Sonja’s mind.

      There was a moment of disorientation, and then Sonja pushed the door the rest of the way open, making sure the room with the device was clear of other life or traps.  She sent an arcane message up to Gil waiting outside.

      The way is clear, come on in, she said, wondering how much time had actually passed.

      The werewolf padded in on all fours from a side hallway, apparently having found another way down.  Sonja supposed it made sense; this floor had been flooded with the waters from above, and Gil had said she’d been down here earlier.  The disorientation of her ordeal was stronger than she’d realized, but her mind began to clear.

      Stepping up beside her, Gil rose into a crouch.  “That was fast,” the werewolf commented.  “Easy snare to disable?”

      “A lot easier than its creator thought,” Sonja returned.  “Come, we’ve much to do.”

      “But this part is my specialty, so leave it to me,” Gil said.  “All you need to do now… is summon me some clothes so I can do this in the right form.”

      Sonja chuckled.  “Sure thing, my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      “Strike!” Little Gray shouted, prompting applause and laughter among the many elestram.

      Kari smiled, holding Uldriana close to her as she sat and watched her son bowl.  It was so refreshing to see normalcy in the midst of a war, but when it was her children partaking of it, the feeling struck so much truer.  For all the time in their lives Kari had already missed, each day she spent with her children felt like it erased months of absence.  It was almost like every day was a lifetime with them, and even taking care of the details of the war in between playing with them didn’t dull that one bit.  The fact that Kari’s body was healing meant she could do more and more with them as well.

      She missed DeAnna, but she was glad the child was safely home with Danilynn, who could nurse her and raise her in Kris’ and Kari’s absence.  She was sure the girl would take back to them when they returned home, and it was just another addition to their ever-growing family.  She could only imagine how big DeAnna would be by the time they saw her again, and there was a little flutter in her heart as she imagined the girl playing with Little Gray and Uldriana.

      What made Little Gray’s exploits extra special today was the very building they were in.  In times long past, it had served the same function it did now – housing lanes for bowling.  For many years, however, it had served as a torture and execution house for Baphomet’s cruelty.  The smooth wooden lanes arranged for games of skill and sport were instead used for archery practice on living targets – those who had earned the king’s ire in whatever fashion.  It didn’t take much imagination to figure out that probably wasn’t particularly difficult to do in Baphomet’s day.

      Now, though, it had been restored to its original function, and that was one little bridge that’d been built between the residents and the “conquering” army.  Tensions weren’t especially high, but the people here had fought Lestanaek, whether under duress and threat from Baphomet or not.  They had to be watched for insurrection and malcontent, all while not making their lives willfully uncomfortable to the point where they were forced into those mindsets.  And so, while they weren’t welcome to join the army – yet – they were allowed to clean up their city and remove the last reminders of the former king’s reign.

      In the far corner of the building, Kris was entertaining people with a guitar, something dragged out of an ancient cellar after untold years of disuse.  It hadn’t taken him long to properly tune it, and with the strings still in remarkably good shape, he was soon plucking out songs and rhythms known only to him.  It was such a reminder of the way he’d worked to build camaraderie and ease spirits during the Apocalypse, and Kari was sharply reminded of her friend Captain Machall, who had often joined the Warlord in the music-making.  It was so interesting to see Kris using the same methods here, with vastly different people yet much the same results.

      The elestram took bowling quite seriously, as they seemed to do with anything that involved math or calculation, and which could be gambled upon.  At times the competitiveness got a little heated, especially between the residents and the soldiers, but that very rift was what kept anything from coming of it.  It also helped that the children took such delight in it, and the fact that Kari’s kids were involved kept everyone on their best behavior.

      The first scouting reports had come in via arcane messages.  Their southern scout had mallasti sorcerers send updates as she progressed, now in the friendly territory of Teradda.  Soon, she’d reach the south coast and tell them if the volcanic mountainous wall stretched all the way to the sea.  Kari didn’t think she needed to bother; she already knew it would.  Her suspicions said Baal had raised volcanoes all along the south coast as well, cutting off all entry to Antumorgh – for a time, at least.

      There’d been no word from Ashanti and the other scouts who braved the volcanic passes to get into the heart of the realm.  Kari had no idea what they’d find there.  While on its surface the move seemed defensive on Baal’s part, she couldn’t help but consider what Kris had said before they retreated to Teradda.  Baal didn’t care about his people at all, and Kari knew that one of those volcanic ridges had to have destroyed the city of Shayen-maz when it formed, much less erupted.  How many had he killed just in that city?  Had that mallasti family who’d sheltered them met their end, or did Kari dare hope they had survived?

      Scorched earth, Kris had called the campaign.  Destroy everything as you retreat, leaving no value to the land and nothing useable for your enemies to claim as they conquered.  It was going to make supply lines even more important than they were now with so much of the army along the borders of Antumorgh.  And the breadth of the realm… Captain Te’Voliz had said it would take weeks to cross it, if not more.  If there was nothing there worth conquering, liberating, or however one wanted to put it, then it would cost them precious resources – lives not the least of them – to get to Baal and kill him.

      Vistarra would be no different.  They’d have to penetrate a ring of undead and demons just to get into the realm, and what would they find?  Was there an easy way to get to Abaddon once the realm was open to their advance?  Did the realm have the resources to support them as they marched, or would the people and king there use this “scorched earth” policy as well?  Would the people turn on Abaddon when they saw or heard what Baal did to his people?

      And is Abaddon going to try to murder some of our leaders like he attempted in Mas’tolinor? Kari thought, managing a smile as one of Little Gray’s playmates scored a strike.

      She turned toward the entrance when there was a bit of a stir there.  The appearance of some of the bird-folk still set many on edge, especially with how devastating their attacks had been in shattering the city’s last defenses.  The tenku kept mainly to themselves even amongst the army, though they weren’t reclusive or arrogant in Kari’s experience.  It may have been a language thing or cultural, for all she knew, but they were happy to fight beside the rest of the army when battle came, and that was the most important thing.

      Kari recognized the tenku who’d entered with a small entourage, his armored hawk-like features tall and proud as the people gave him a wide berth.  He approached Kari, and when he stood before her, he extended his wings as straight up as he could, crossing his arms before his chest.  He clicked twice and then whistled, but before he could say anything, Kari had put down Uldriana and risen to her feet, and she spoke first.

      “Wind Harrier Sang’Gallier,” she said, gracing him with the salute of her Order.  She clicked her tongue three times and then let out a shrill whistle.  “It’s good to see you again.”

      The hawk-man cocked his head, his black feathers puffing out for a moment before they settled back against his sleek but muscular body.  He clicked twice before replying, “Gracious, do not tell me you have figured out how to speak our tongue?”

      “Just to insert politeness before speaking,” she said, leaving out having learned much of it from her dreams or from interactions with griffons.  “Are you newly arrived from Irrathmor?”

      “I am,” he said with a single click.  “I have brought a full legion of lancers with me, both from Irrathmor and from among the Royal Harrier Corps of Hrastiria.  We are here by the will of The Welcome Rain and our kastien.”

      Kari loved Huirelius’ nickname, and the translation enchantments abounding these days were specific enough that she understood the last word to mean king.  “And you arrived directly here when you came to Mehr’Durillia?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he answered, letting forth a quick and joyful-sounding whistle.  “I was told to expect some heavy travel ahead of us before we were brought here.  To find ourselves exactly where we were meant to be was quite an unexpected but welcome boon.”

      “I wish I could put your soldiers to use right away, but we’re at a bit of an impasse,” Kari said as Kris came to stand beside her.  “We need eyes in Antumorgh, but I don’t think the skies will be safe for your harriers until we find some less risky ways past the volcanoes.”

      “We are here for the duration,” he said with a single click again.  “We have also brought a good deal of supplies with us for just such a contingency.  And that is not all we bring, Lady Vanador, for Hrastiria is not solely the land of my people.  The more open lands of Hrastiria are the domain of the mighty minotaurs and harmauths, from whom another legion will soon arrive.”

      “A legion?” Kari repeated.  “Of harmauths and minotaurs?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, letting forth a staccato whistle that sounded like bird laughter.  “When we find a breach through these mountains – and we will – we will drive whatever king resides there before us, and then send him to the judgment of the Holy Siblings.”

      “Reports, reports, reports,” Kari muttered, glancing at Kris, who laughed.

      “Good to have you with us again, Wind Harrier,” Kris offered, reaching for a handshake.  The tenku seemed unused to such gestures, but Saijon Sang’Gallier shook with Kris after a moment.  “Go ahead and get your soldiers settled in.  As soon as we have any word of a break to exploit, we’ll be on the move at a moment’s notice.  And your harriers will be one of our most important aspects as we cut into the enemy realm.”

      “As you command, Warlord,” the tenku replied with the wings raised, arms-crossed salute accompanied by a pair of clicks.  He turned on his taloned feet, then, and gestured his entourage to precede him out.

      “Six thousand more soldiers,” Kris said.  “A pain in the ass to account for logistically, but three thousand harriers and three thousand more minotaurs and harmauths?  By God, nothing in Antumorgh but maybe Baal himself is going to be able to stand before that.”

      “Or will want to,” Kari agreed.  “I can’t help but think Baal is killing his own people while we sit here waiting to find out what’s beyond the volcanoes.  There may not be many left to fight, and none who want to at that point.”

      “Then we encircle Vistarra and squeeze Abaddon until we can corner and kill him.”

      She half-shrugged.  “It’s still going to be a lot of ground to cover.  We can move small groups by teleportation to secure key spots, but we can’t move the whole army like that.  It’s going to take at least a month for the army to cross Antumorgh before we even take Baal or the state of the realm into account, no?”

      “Probably twice as long as it took us, so yes,” Kris said, tapping a claw on his chin.  “Once we have control of the realm, we may be able to have one of the kings reshape it a bit to better suit crossing, but if Baal knows that, he may just run to keep us off-balance.”

      “I somehow don’t see him running,” Kari said, shaking her head.  “He’s no Abaddon, but I expect he’ll go for direct confrontation once he can kill enough of us in one broad stroke to cripple our momentum, if not our entire army.”

      “You may be right.  I’m going to chat with Morduri and Celigus about that; they may have a better feel for how Baal and Abaddon are going to react to getting pinched.  I also want to see if we can get a good idea of where Glorya and Arlerase stand in Sansrigar and such.  Right now, our weakest arm is between Vistarra and the black city.  We may need to shore that up.  Hopefully we have one or two people around here who’re good with numbers and odds to help with the decision-making…”

      There were some laughs among the elestram as those long, jackal-like ears overheard their conversation.  Kris smirked and leaned over to kiss Kari on the side of her snout.  “You stay with the kids.  Enjoy your time,” he said, then left the building.

      Kari scooped up Uldriana and brought her back over to where Little Gray was bowling with some other youths.  She helped her daughter roll her first attempt, but not shockingly, it went in the gutter.  Uldriana didn’t care at all, just thrilled at being able to roll the ball like her big brother and the other children did.  It was another of those situations, like the football game, where Kari was glad her children weren’t so much worried about winning as enjoying their time and sharing that joy with others.

      We do enough worrying about winning, she thought, standing up straight as she saw the newest arrivals in the game house.

      Galadon, Sherman, and Katarina spotted Kari and approached, and she shared hugs with all three.  There was the confusion of many greetings and questions and well-wishes all spoken quickly and at once, but it didn’t matter.  What mattered were the emotions, the love, the same sort of joy the children were sharing but with much more daunting reasons to share it.  The death of Markus was never too far from Kari’s mind, coming back to the fore every time she saw or thought of Katarina.  But her friend was alive, she looked well considering the grueling weeks on the road and in battle, and she was in good spirits along with her brother and their paladin friend.

      The war was taking its toll, primarily on the people of Mehr’Durillia, but Kari had lost some friends as well.  Others had been gravely injured and had to return home.  And then there were still more who hadn’t come, and whose lives Kari was missing, so far from home.  But she had this bit of light in her life, the love of the gods reflecting back at her in a million facets from so many faces, both familiar and new.

      It was all such a pressing weight, but they would only bend, never break.  It would be their enemies who ultimately broke, Kari was sure.

      Just let us live to see the end, I pray to you, she thought, casting her worries to the heavens.
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      Sonja arrived in the town of Meshav-saggra, which translated to “The Hill of Figs,” a little after lunchtime.  Since helping Gil realign the shunting device, she’d been sent almost everywhere within friendly territories for something or other.  Whether delivering messages or people, going to offer insight or arcane might, she found her skills were in high demand.  No doubt John Terkani had sung her praises to all the heads of this army, with the way everyone suddenly had something they needed Sonja to see to.

      She was thankful to have had the opportunity to visit her parents in Teradda along with Kari, Kris, and the children.  So many of their friends were there now, Lestanaek’s army having made the most significant gains of any during this war.  Certainly, the battle for the black city had been equally as important and drawn defenders out of Zaphatar and Teradda, but there was no question the erestram king’s arm of this military had done the heavy lifting.  The fact that Sonja’s father had been with him all the way brought her immense pride.

      Meshav-saggra was, not surprisingly, an agricultural town set on one of the southern hills of the realm of Arlerase.  What was shocking was how little damage it had suffered during Abaddon’s overrun and the time his army had occupied it.  It was a small blessing that they’d had the foresight to not destroy the supplies and resources that had fallen into their hands, and a much larger one that they hadn’t ruined everything on their way out.  Arlerase was a comparatively tiny realm, but its agriculture was extensive, and apparently, it had fed Celigus’ realm of Sansrigar and beyond for over a thousand years.

      The roads here were dirt inclines that led into the heart of the town past terraced homes and their many gardens.  The hillsides were orchards of some type all the way around, only allowing for a few roads out to other towns and realms.  The trees weren’t all figs, but there was a great deal of those, the rest of the hill growing fruits of various kinds.  It reminded Sonja of her trek to the farm of Captain Machall, one of Kari’s friends from the Apocalypse.  She wondered briefly how the human and his family were doing; they’d been such kind and likeable people.

      Glorya was somewhere here in the city, her power strong enough that Sonja was able to sense it from a distance.  Arlerase registered to her senses as well, though not as intensely, for obvious reasons.  He was a potent power, one Sonja wouldn’t want to face in battle, but next to his mother, he still seemed a child.  It only underscored how much less Sonja would want to face Glorya for whatever reason, and it reinforced how thankful she was that Glorya had turned out to be their ally and not one of their ultimate enemies.

      When I think of tagging along with Erik to go see to some demon problem on Tsalbrin, it’s hard to believe all this has sprouted from that, she thought.  And where would any of us be today – most especially the people of Mehr’Durillia – if not for Kari?

      Sonja felt a warmth in her mind as she thought of her sister-in-law, but it wasn’t just her own emotions that caused it.  Glorya could hear her, and the angel’s thoughts and emotions danced with her own in a ballet of admiration.  Not only did it make her smile, but it led her right to the angel and her child, looking south from the hillside from between two terraced homes.  Glorya glanced at Sonja at her approach and smiled, and though Arlerase didn’t sense her coming the same way, his reaction to her arrival was no less warm.

      “Ah, Sonja, thank you for coming,” Glorya said.  “We have a few things to discuss, and I may be calling upon your services for some time.”

      “Your Majesties,” Sonja replied with a polite bow.  “Whatever you need.”

      “How are you and your family?”

      The question caught Sonja slightly off-guard, but she let her expression show her appreciation for it.  “Doing well.  Most of them are all together now in Teradda along with many of our friends.  And Kari’s gotten to spend some time with her children again, finally.”

      Glorya looked off to the south, her smile disappearing.  Arlerase laid a hand on his mother’s shoulder and she reached up to hold his wrist.  She guarded her feelings well from Sonja’s empathic senses, but anyone could’ve read her reaction.  She was still wounded by the deaths of Amastri and Durisha, not to mention the other members of her household and kingdom.  She was doing her best to deal with all of it while concentrating on the war.  Sonja could well sympathize, Eryn’s death still a raw wound, doubly so for the effect it’d had on Aeligos.  All told, her friends and family had been largely spared during the war, but what losses they’d suffered stung bitterly.

      “I’m sorry,” Sonja offered.

      “You needn’t be,” the angel returned, fighting off her melancholy.  “We should all be glad for those who still have family and children to hold.  We share the burdens of our grief, but likewise the lightness of our joys.  As the czarikk might say, we are all one great family below the heavens.  We are none of us immune to the losses or the gains.  And I do still have children to hold.”

      Arlerase smiled at that comment, leaning into his mother but keeping the contact brief.  “Did you happen across my father or sister while passing through the columns?” he asked Sonja.

      “Both, actually.  And both are doing as well as can be expected under the circumstances, being neck-deep in war and separated from their lovers,” she answered.

      Glorya scoffed and let forth a chuckle.  “I’m sure Celigus has found many a bedmate to sate his desires while we’re apart, just as he always has.  And my daughter and Morduri are quite used to being apart for long stretches.  They will all do their duty; I have no worries about that.”

      Sonja pursed her lips to try to hide her blush.  “Where do we stand here?”

      “Arlerase and Sansrigar are both secure,” Glorya said, but then she gestured toward the jagged mountains to the south.  “From what our scouts have seen, Abaddon’s army – what we know remains of it – is no longer encamped along the border.  We suspect he’s drawn them deeper into Vistarra, preparing tricks and traps to decimate our army as it advances into his realm.  Vistarra has ever been a mysterious realm, its people rare in traveling to other realms or even the black city, and visitors are all but prohibited.  Even when he attended the council sessions, Abaddon came alone, as if afraid his retainers might talk too much while there.  So, when we finally attack the realm, our advance will be slow, for we know little of where we go and what we face.”

      “And that’s why you asked me here?” Sonja guessed.

      “For several reasons, actually,” Arlerase said, but his mother cut him off with an upraised hand before he could say any more.

      “We will get to that shortly,” she said.  “Why don’t you gather our spies and get them ready to infiltrate Vistarra, my son?  I will fill Sonja in and let you know what we have planned for her as soon as we reach a decision.”

      The younger king glanced at Sonja and nodded, though it was in response to Glorya’s request.  “As you wish, Mother,” he said and, after gracing Sonja with a parting bow of the head, he made his way farther into the town.

      “This must be good if you sent him away,” Sonja muttered, stepping up beside the eight-foot-tall angel.  Sonja stood an impressive six-foot-seven, but still felt small beside Glorya.  She could only imagine how Kari, or Danilynn, or Eli – or especially someone of Eryn’s stature – would feel in the angel’s presence.  For that matter, she wondered if Glorya had met Gabrius Tevone yet.  The half-brys paladin had served in the Khalarin during and in the wake of the war there, but Sonja had heard his name recently; had he arrived, or was he expected to soon?

      “I was more concerned by what he might say to you than the other way around,” Glorya said.  “As you have probably deduced, I’d like you to aid in finding us safe routes into Vistarra.  You will not be working alone in this, as I sent Arlerase to ready our other spies and infiltrators to go with you.  It would have been my hope to send your sibling and his mate as well, but this war has torn the hearts out of far more people than just myself.”

      “Thousands more,” Sonja agreed.  “I know you can hear thoughts, but are you empathic?”

      The angel nodded.  “By nature, I feel negative emotions and am drawn to them, as part of my father’s purpose was to find the downtrodden and warm them, give them hope.  So it is with me as well, to an extent.  Though my mother’s function was different, she was still of a similar creation to Bakthrael, and so I feel this… need quite keenly.  And I can feel the wounds torn into the souls of everyone I pass, not just those who have lost a loved one directly.”

      “But you’re their hope,” the sorceress said.  “Not just Kari.  They say epaxa chi’pri to honor her, but you’re a light of another kind, Glorya, and just as important to all of us.”

      Glorya fixed Sonja with a sidelong, grateful smile.  “Perhaps that blood flowed to you through Chiylija, no?  Your empathic senses barely begin to explain your heart, young lady.  I know many thought of Chiylija only as a destroyer, but there was a duality to her.”

      “I know,” Sonja interrupted, hoping she didn’t cause offense.  “I told… I said…”

      The angel turned to her fully.  “What troubles you?”

      “I said as much to… Nathanael.”

      Glorya visibly started at that.  “When?” she demanded.  “Is there something you have not told us, and me specifically?”

      Sonja sighed, looking to the east reflexively.  “To get Gil to the shunting device, I had to get past a magical snare.  I’m not sure if the entire thing was just a nightmare, but I encountered your brother in my mind, or my soul… I’m not sure which.  He said he wanted to possess my body and use it to open the way to Citaria for Abaddon and Baal.  And that it was always his contingency to ensnare someone like myself for exactly that reason.”

      The angel studied her for a minute.  “You defeated my brother?”

      The sorceress chuckled nervously, rubbing the back of her neck.  “Surprised?  I suppose I am, too.  It was facing his past that ultimately did him in.  And that was how I learned his true name, that he was always jealous of you, and that the Great Mother will not forgive him.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “He asked the Great Mother to forgive him for what he was doing when he shattered her,” Sonja explained.

      “Before the deed was done,” Glorya said, bobbing her head.  “You cannot ask for forgiveness in advance of knowingly committing evil.  It is the same as asking for permission, which will never be granted.  What my brother now faces is not because of what he did, Sonja, but because he was unrepentant in it, and never truly believed in what we are and what we stand for, even having had a pair of angels for parents.  We lived under the very light of Ashakku and practically in the arms of Be’shatha and he still never believed it.  Whether it was because he was jealous of me or for some other reason, I suppose we may never know.  In the end, it matters not.”

      “He saw you as a light he could never compare to,” the sorceress said.  “I pitied him by the end, but it didn’t stop me from ending his existence.  Even my forgiveness has its limits.”

      The angel cupped Sonja’s face.  “You did the right thing, as I expect you almost always do.”

      “Anyway, I’ve come to accept Chiylija for what she was, both the good and the bad,” Sonja continued.  “She and Arakiel are both my creators, and what strength I carry is because of both of them.  I’m finding that when armed with that knowledge and being content in it, and trusting in these other deities, my arcane strength is even greater than it was just months ago.”

      “Only doubt, fear, and uncertainty limit you, as I explained outside the Temple of Archons,” Glorya said.  “Which leads me to having chosen you for this very important task.  You know who lives behind that jagged curtain of rock, Sonja.  I cannot guarantee he won’t come for you and try to cut us off from one of our most powerful and reliable arcanists.  But if you remain confident and faithful, I think you could fend off even him.  If you don’t trust yourself to walk into the fire this way, merely say so, and I will find another, no shame to you for your choice.”

      “I’ll go,” Sonja agreed without hesitation.

      “There is one more potential wrinkle in all this, which is another part of the reason I cut my son off in speaking,” the angel said, laying a hand on the sorceress’ shoulder.  “You remember who Abaddon’s champion was?”

      Sonja considered Glorya but then she scowled unconsciously.  “Taesenus,” she hissed, her fists clenching at her sides.  “Oh, if I encounter him, what Kari did to him will seem merciful by comparison…”  Reality hit her after a moment though.  “But no, he can shrug off my arcane power with a thought.  What do you–”

      “Note that I said was,” Glorya interjected.  “That we have not seen him to date tells me he is no longer serving as such.  I suspect something changed after what Lady Vanador did to him the last time they met, but I cannot say for sure.  I believe, after how casually Abaddon killed Chiylija’s serilis-rir soldiers, that Taesenus will have turned on him.  It does not make him our ally, not in truth, but if he is fighting alongside us, he is a force to be reckoned with.

      “That being said, I know the wounds he dealt your brother and Lady Vanador, and that it will not sit well with you to have to work beside him.  But I must request that you do just that if the opportunity presents itself, Sonja.  I don’t ask you to forgive him or like him, only work with him – the same way that grouchy red dragon hen worked with Lady Vanador during the Khalarin War.  We are on the cusp of victory, but any sort of rogue factors could spell disaster, whether short-term or long.  It is best if we dispose of Baal and Abaddon and then worry about who does and doesn’t get along among the survivors.”

      Sonja nodded.  “I can do that,” she said.  “Though I can’t promise I won’t drag him back to Askies afterward and bury him next to Tarra’s sister.”

      “Neither will I… nor can I,” the angel agreed with a little chuckle.  “Though my greater concern is with burying Abaddon after I run him through with my father’s sword.”

      “Gods willing,” Sonja said.  “So, where do you want me to go first?”

      “Do you see those dark areas high in the jagged peaks that look like deep-shadow caverns and such?  Those are actually necropolises – former cities now full of the undead and the many demons under Abaddon’s command.  It will take quite an effort for you and our other spies to bypass these without being detected, but that is your first task.  Get past them and deeper into the realm without raising an alarm or letting Abaddon know he is being infiltrated.”

      “So, don’t use my magic?  That’s going to be tough,” Sonja admitted.

      “You can use some, but you must be wary of flaring your power too brightly.  Think of your forays into Sorelizar and Si’Dorra, and let that wisdom temper your hand.  I know your heart, Sonja; you seek first to defend and protect, and that will serve your allies well during this task.  If you can get in and find us the most promising avenue to penetrate directly to the heart of Vistarra, you may bring a much swifter end to this war than we hoped.”

      Sonja glowered at the imposing jagged mountains, eyes discerning each of the necropolises even in the waning afternoon light.  It was almost as if the sun couldn’t touch them, and Sonja didn’t know how they would wipe out the residents of those “cities.”  It wasn’t the issue for now, though.  She only had to do some scouting and then let the greater minds – and that was saying something – figure out the details.

      “Four elestram, a valiras, and a mallasti,” the sorceress said after a few silent minutes.  She turned to Glorya’s questioning stare.  “I’ll already be enough of an oddity.  Spies that can blend in to some degree are our best bet.  Four elestram for their eyesight, hearing, and quick paces.  A valiras to give us eyes from above without using magic, and a mallasti to lean on when my own arcane might isn’t enough to get the job done without drawing Abaddon’s attention.”

      “Sound logic.  Come, then.  We will share supper and tea, and I’ll have Arlerase choose the candidates you’ve specified and introduce you.”

      “And then we walk into the fire,” Sonja said.

      “Hardly the first time for you, hmmm?” the angel replied, a twinkle in her orange eyes.

      Sonja was reminded of Uldriana throwing her spellbook into the fire, and how she’d dove in after it to try to rescue her most important arcane possession.  What a difference that single act, so seemingly reckless, had made in Sonja’s life.  Everything she’d done with the arcane since that day, from helping to save Kari’s life in Sorelizar to guiding the course of this war, was thanks to that selfless young woman who’d sacrificed herself.

      Maybe Se’sasha wasn’t the ultimate prize from that trip, she thought, and when Glorya smiled at her again sidelong, she thought she had her answer.
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      Kari’s sense of time was completely off.  The wait for the return of their advance scouts or any word from them seemed interminable.  On the other hand, spending so much time with her children – and her mate – made the days seem to pass in a span of moments.  It was a magical time, and yet a confusing one, as her emotions were constantly conflicted.  More than once, she’d had to remind herself that enjoying her family time didn’t mean she was any less invested in the war and its outcome.

      The soldiers seemed to have a similar attitude.  If anything, showing her motherly side had made Kari that much more relatable and even admirable to the army.  And it wasn’t just the people of Mehr’Durillia who saw her that way, for those from Irrathmor, Morrencia, Hrastiria, and their sister worlds also began calling her the Epaxa Chi’pri.  Kari was learning the same phrase in several other languages and dialects and considered all of them an immense honor.  Despite the size of the army and the number of former kings who led it, even the newer arrivals were quickly coming to realize and appreciate Kari’s significance.

      It wasn’t all positive to Kari’s thinking, though.  After seeing her for days on end with her children, a number of soldiers had begun calling Kari Little Mother, and the nickname started to spread like wildfire among the beshathans.  As much as she hadn’t wanted to do or say anything negative toward her soldiers, she had to stamp that out right away.  It was one thing for her to recognize her place and the favor of the gods, and quite another for her to be put on some ivory pedestal and elevated to hero worship.

      Her admonitions went about as well as expected at first, but eventually, it only made the people respect her that much more, this woman who refused to be compared in any way to the Great Mother.  This was especially true for the kings, who must’ve spent some time wondering how an upstart little mortal woman had overshadowed them.  Celigus showed it the least, but even in his normally grim expressions, Kari could read the pride in his eyes.  Given how much work he was putting in directing strategy for both the eastern and central columns now, Kari didn’t think she deserved any more credit than he.

      That was to say nothing of Lestanaek.  The erestram king had driven this wing of their army from the northeast all the way to the border of Antumorgh in less than a year.  It was something no one had ever expected to see in their lifetimes, regardless of how many forces had joined with his.  He had started on the defensive, nearly losing Ekkristis as a whole, but then he’d driven their enemies almost all the way to the south coast and then west.  Kari tried to contextualize it with her experiences during the Apocalypse back home, but it was far more impressive than what Kris and his brigade had done.  The entire army was in the position it was in because of the twin efforts of Lestanaek and the Warlord.

      And I won’t take the glory from either of them, she’d thought.

      What had also helped to silence such hero-worship was the arrival of the White Queen.  Few had ever seen the harmauth seeress, who was reputedly a daughter of Viggaru and the matriarch of all the harmauths on Mehr’Durillia.  She was beyond ancient, blind and slow, but still an incredible and impressive specimen of the ram-folk.  It was her call to arms at the request of Viggaru that had brought so many of the rams and minotaurs to their cause – and all because Abaddon had murdered Durisha.  Thinking of that congenial young harmauth woman being senselessly killed still put a knot in Kari’s gut.

      The initial greeting had gone well.  Kari had made no pretensions, bowing graciously to the aged harmauth queen and welcoming her as a superior with the honorific Your Magnificence.  From there, things had only gotten better and better, the White Queen greeting Kari as a daughter of Sakkrass and Arakiel.  She was given accommodations in Baphomet’s old keep, which had been cleaned up and restored since the king’s death.  To many, it had felt like the realm of Teradda had finally been set right.  Kari could only wonder at what Baal was feeling with this much power aligned against him along the border – both borders.

      Normally, having three kings and a queen in the same area, along with several generals and an avatar, if Kari was allowing herself a little hubris, would’ve led to some strife.  Instead, here it was leading to order, as Morduri was happy to handle logistics while Lestanaek and Celigus were in charge of strategy.  They left Kari, Kris, and Corbanis, among others, to offer input as well as relay their directions to the army.  And the White Queen, who awed even the staunchest off-world allies, was keeping general order in the city and the camps with her courteous but unquestioned commands.

      Elestram headcounts put the army along Antumorgh’s eastern border at nearly thirty thousand, which was a more than sizable force.  There were reserves farther back, maintaining supply lines as well as establishing order among the cities that had been liberated.  Some were still recovering from the plague Baphomet had cursed them with, but even they were helping by handling the cleanup of corpses.  There was a lot that could go wrong, but the strong chains of command and open communications were keeping most of the complications to a minimum.  Even having thirty thousand soldiers in a relatively concentrated area wasn’t causing the usual problems, not with Kris’ aura of command and the ingenuity of the many elestram engineers.

      And Kari couldn’t hear about elestram engineers without thinking of Kuritarra, and the fact that the woman was designing a little home for herself and Erik…

      Weeks had passed since Ashanti and the other scouts had left before there was any sign of their return.  There was no missing the half-dragon’s form when she came back through one of the few passes that fractured the volcanic wall of Baal’s border.  By all accounts, she wasn’t alone, her elestram companions returning with her rather than run ahead to deliver the news.  Whether it was because she had ordered them to wait on her or they were leery of leaving her alone in the rear remained to be seen.

      Ashanti was allowed free passage into the city with the elestram scouts, and they came directly to the White Queen’s keep.  The half-dragon didn’t even stop to wash up, much less take a bath, her dusty form decorated in every nook and cranny by ash.  If Kari didn’t know better, she’d have thought Ashanti just came in from a heavy snowfall.  To her credit, the half-dragon didn’t protest when servants came and began wiping her down with damp cloths to get the obnoxious dust and ashes off her.  And Kari noticed there was only one elestram scout missing.

      “I bring what I would call good news, but that you will no doubt find terrible,” the half-dragon told Kari as the others gathered.  She paused to show respect to the kings and especially the White Queen as they made their appearances, but then continued to address Kari directly.  “Antumorgh is in complete disarray as far as we were able to travel.  The eruptions, the destruction… it is not solely along the border.  Baal has destroyed what would appear to be his entire realm.”

      A murmur of disbelief spread through the room.  “And all the people in it?” Kari gasped.

      Ashanti shook her head.  “Not all.  We did see people from time to time, but not in great numbers, and never a single one with any fight left in them.  Ironically, most of those we came across who were still alive… were being led to safety, freedom, or both by the cavistrem.”

      “How bad is the death toll?” Kris asked.

      The half-dragon could only shrug, glancing at the elestram, who did likewise.  “Entire towns and cities were destroyed by the upheaval of the volcanoes emerging.  The eruptions took care of what little was left.  We have been walking through fiery valleys and ash fields for weeks.  There was no food, no water, no signs of life left but for those refugees we came across.  This sort of self-destruction does not seem to serve any true purpose; I cannot understand it.”

      “Baal just wants to kill as many of the Great Mother’s people as he can out of spite,” Morduri said.  “No doubt he hopes to rile us up to act foolishly and charge into his domain, where he holds the advantage of being able to manipulate the land.  It would only take one or two good-sized eruptions to wipe out most of our army.  I’m sure he can manage that, at least.”

      “Easily,” Lestanaek agreed.  “We cannot risk the army walking into such a gauntlet.  We will need a different strategy.”

      “Can we not just wait him out?” Kari asked.  “If he’s destroyed the realm, who’s going to stay by his side while they starve to death?  Will he starve to death?  Is he going to have to come to us eventually?”

      “We still don’t know exactly what he is,” Kris offered.  “No telling if we can wait him out specifically.  But it doesn’t sound like we need bother with his people.”

      “Celigus, do we send in a handful to strike directly at him and have the army wait until the realm is safely under our control?” Kari asked.

      “That would be the most logical course of action,” he returned.  “Just know that Baal is a power the likes of which none of us here have ever stood against before.  Even Baphomet, I think, was nowhere near as powerful as Baal is.  It is a combination of his size, his strength, his control of the realm, and whatever demonic power he wields – his sword not the least of it.  And no one knows what power he took from the Great Mother’s shattering.  We haven’t seen his true power before; not personally.  If we march on him with a minor force, we may need to bring… well, all of us.”

      “I’d like to lure him to a mountaintop and let one of the harmauths headbutt him right off a cliff,” Kris muttered, drawing some chuckles.  The deep laugh of the White Queen got everyone’s attention, and their laughter deepened at her mirth.  “We have a powerful little circle here.  Each of us brings martial prowess to the table and then something more as well.  And I’m sure Corbanis will want to come if we offer him the choice.”

      Celigus turned to the scouts.  “You’ve done well.  Go get washed up, take some rest and refreshments but send Corbanis Tesconis to us when you find him.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the elestram men said, bowing.

      Kari addressed them before they departed.  “Please find Leighandra Evenstar, the half-elf, and ask her to take a small team with her to find the cavistrem and welcome them to hide within or behind our lines.  She’s built up something of a rapport with them.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they said, departing.

      Celigus turned to Kari.  “I don’t think you need to anymore, but let’s see if your father-in-law will swear a Blood Oath against Baal.  That ought to make this quite interesting and will afford us another divinely-blessed defensive fighter to go with yourself and Kris.  We cannot sit on this information for too long, or Baal will move to solidify his power with Abaddon and our army will be consumed with boredom and mischief.”

      “Let’s get them marching in the meantime, then,” Kris agreed.  “We only need a holding force here if there’s no army left in Antumorgh.  Let’s march the rest around Mount Chivan to the border of Vistarra and give Abaddon a reason to tell Baal to get bent.  It won’t be any more difficult to invade Antumorgh from the north than the east here, and if they don’t need to, then they’re right in position for the final phase of this war.”

      “And that will give General al’Serrikk further backing if Abaddon pushes toward the black city again,” Lestanaek agreed.  “I do not see how it would benefit him to attack there at this point, but then none of their actions to date have made much sense to me.”

      “They’ll have contingencies, no doubt,” Kari muttered.

      “They will, though their primary danger at this point seems to be escape,” the White Queen said, drawing everyone’s gazes.  “We must make certain they do not leave this world only to do the same elsewhere.”

      “Her Magnificence is right,” Kari said.  “We need to keep a close eye on anyone that can be used to take someone off-world – like Sonja.  If Abaddon or Baal capture someone that can cross to Citaria, it could spell disaster if Fort Sabbath really is their ultimate target.  So, let’s get the army moving and spread the word that arcanists with blood relatives on Citaria need to be guarded and never travel alone.”

      “I’ll contact Emma and let her and my mother know to expect the army, and she can pass along our concerns about the arcanists,” Morduri offered, taking his leave with a parting nod.

      “Lestanaek, would you give the soldiers the order directly?” Celigus requested, and the erestram king, too, nodded and left.  “That only leaves one issue, really.”

      “What’s that?” Kari asked.

      “We still have no idea where Baal is, and Antumorgh is a massive realm.”

      “Then we make him come to us,” Kris said, his gaze lingering on Kari.  “Maybe we mimic another Starfall and see if it gets his attention.”

      “Preferably without blowing me up this time,” Kari grumbled.

      The White Queen rose with her attendant’s help.  “Failing that, you may use me as well,” she said.  “He may see me as being the same to Viggaru as you are to Arakiel, Sakkrass, and the Great Mother, Kari.  Use me as you see fit.”

      Kari looked at Celigus, who nodded and said, “We’ll figure it out.  Drawing him to us does make the most sense.  It just may be a task to move Her Magnificence away from her harmauths without a great deal of protest.”

      “I will speak with them,” the harmauth matriarch said, then turned to her attendant.  “Damuusi, take me to my children.”

      Celigus waited until they were well out of earshot before turning back to the others.  “We are not sacrificing her to kill Baal.  I’ll sacrifice myself first.”

      “You and me both,” Kari said, and though that caused some uncomfortable shifting among her friends, she meant it.
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        * * *

      

      The city wasn’t completely deserted.  Though no one had tried to rebuild it or reclaim it in the years since the Apocalypse, there were always vultures.  The burnt ruin of Oge was mostly just a collection of blackened shells of buildings and fallen towers and walls, but there were other places hidden beneath the earth.  Storehouses, treasure vaults, shelters, and other substructures that had survived the city’s destruction were always a target of opportunity for looters and graverobbers, even so many years after the War.

      Aeligos watched as a trio of men in dirty leathers with swords at their belts carried some linen-wrapped object out of a cellar door.  They eyed him not with suspicion, but with naked malice, the warning clear in their gazes that they’d kill him if he so much as asked a question.  Whether it was because they recognized him as a possible member of the military or even the Silver Blades, he wasn’t going to get close enough to find out.  He left the honorless to their dishonor and kept true to his path.

      It took some time to find his way.  He’d never actually been to Oge before, and he had little idea where its cemetery lay simply based on descriptions.  He’d hoped to find at least one person willing to point him in the right direction but came to suspect the graves themselves might be getting robbed these days.  Anyone could be seen as competition amongst these scavengers, and getting himself killed here would defeat the purpose of coming.

      The sun had almost reached its zenith by the time he got his bearings.  He passed by the ruin of the black tower that had been the home of the Devil Queen herself along with her mate, the black warlock Shawn Gobrae.  It was probably the only structure in the city that had avoided any attention whatsoever from the scavengers.  No doubt they feared the curses its residents might have left on it, and Aeligos couldn’t blame them for that.  Anyone scavenging there would be lucky to wind up dead.

      More likely undead or maybe even possessed, he thought grimly.

      The square – circle, to be precise – around the tower was massive, but there were enough little details for Aeligos to mentally see things Eryn had mentioned in passing.  To the west were the remains of the richer district, where the scavengers would probably be thickest, even all these years later.  And there was no way the cemetery was close to that area; the rich wouldn’t have stood for such a sight and smell.  Instead, he set his feet in the opposite direction, cutting a little bit south since he’d not seen the cemetery when entering from the northeast.

      He found the graveyard at the edge of the city, its walls the only ones not destroyed when Oge had fallen and been set ablaze.  The armies of Light, not surprisingly, had apparently left the dead undisturbed while they destroyed the city.  Standing at the cemetery archway, the gate long since missing to thieves, Aeligos looked out across the many headstones marking the sadly forgotten remains of the dead.  He didn’t care to think about how many of these people may have been fine, upstanding individuals who could simply never get out of the Devil Queen’s shadow.  It mattered little these days.  They were free of her now in death; it was of little comfort, but it was true.

      Aeligos took a deep breath of the fresh breeze blowing past him, whistling through the stones to create a shrill shriek that would’ve frightened most commoners.  He was already haunted by a spirit and the thought that he’d made the wrong choice, and that was what had caused Eryn’s death.  Both of them had expected she would meet a violent end one day, but Aeligos had hoped and prayed after his meeting with the kwarrasti oracle that he could save her from it.  He had chosen to be where he was needed – following Eryn – rather than where he wanted to be – on Terrassia helping with the Khalarin War.

      But I had them reversed, he thought, not even bothering to curse the failure of his logic.  If I hadn’t gone with Eryn, she might still be alive, either training or working with those people in Streka.  She’d still be protecting people, just not where I’d thought, and she wouldn’t have died on the streets of that damned black city.

      There were no tears left to be cried.  Aeligos had already mourned Eryn overtly.  Now he tried to carry her in his heart the same way Kari carried his dear brother Grakin in hers.  Somehow, he’d always known he and Eryn were destined for trouble, but he’d never let it come between them except when he had to put on a show for others.  She had murdered people to accomplish ends, but so had Aeligos, and he had long suspected the Blood Order would’ve been far worse without her tempering hand guiding its leader.  He’d wanted better for her only slightly more than he’d wanted better for them as a couple.

      Wherever you are, Eryn, I hope you always knew that.  I hope you remember that I love you, and always will, whether anyone else ever understands or not.

      The breeze blew past him again, and he closed his eyes, remembering why he had come here.  A memory played vividly through his thoughts, of her lying naked atop him after their passions had run their course, when she had uttered that little phrase she’d only ever said once in his presence.  “I love you more than the eleventh of December.”

      For a long time, he’d suspected it was a reference to a date, as it appeared to be.  Perhaps her birthday, long a mystery; or the day she’d betrayed and killed her father; or some other important day in her life.  As he’d peeled back her layers over the years, though, he’d begun to suspect it referred to that wound in her heart that she never showed anyone, not even him.  She’d never mentioned it again even in the heat of passion or overwhelming emotion.

      And so, Aeligos stepped from the archway and counted twelve rows of graves.  He glanced side to side over the plots, turning left on account of her having been left-handed.  Eleven plots over, he found a little headstone, barely more than a gray brick, its writing worn but still legible.  If he’d thought he was out of tears, the sight of the marking changed that quickly.  Aeligos fell to his knees as the tide of her pain washed over him in the wake of losing her.

      

      
        
        Angel Olgaryn

        Born and Died

      

      

      

  





Through the Storms

      “Why did you never tell me?” he whispered, choking down the sobs and letting them out from his eyes instead.

      “Because it wasn’t as simple as you think.”

      Aeligos tensed up at the sound of the voice, one he was sure he’d never forget.  He started to reach for the grips of his swords, but then wondered if it would even matter.  “Come to finish what you started?” he asked, even the emotion drained from his voice.

      “Would I bother talking to you if I was?”

      “I hoped we’d seen and heard the last of you after what Kari did to you on Mehr’Durillia,” Aeligos spat, rising and turning to face him.  “What do you want?”

      Taesenus blinked.  “You, obviously.  Oh, stay your blades, tough guy.  I am not here to kill you, but that can change quickly if you aggravate me.  I came here to retrieve you, because your sister is about to walk into hell, and you and I may be the only people that can save her.”

      “My sister?  What are you talking about?”

      The Demon Prince put his hands on his hips.  “You need to come back to Mehr’Durillia with me.  Sonja is infiltrating Abaddon’s realm of Vistarra, but she will not make it far under her own power.  Between you and I, we can see to it she completes her task and returns safely and successfully to Koursturaux… Glorya, whatever the hell she calls herself these days.”

      “You’re out of your mind if you think I’d go anywhere with you, after everything you’ve done to me and my family,” Aeligos said, shaking his head.  “What are you up to?”

      “Realizing I have a place in this plan, just as you do, your sister does, and especially…,” Taesenus paused before his face scrunched in a look of distaste.  “Your sister-in-law.”

      “Piss off,” the rogue said.  “Your place has never been more than to be a patsy to things bigger and worse than you are.  Why don’t you follow Kari’s advice and just get lost?”

      “Are you not supposed to be the intelligent one?” the Demon Prince shot back.  “Shut your mouth for two minutes and listen to me.  Perhaps I will reward your silence with the rest of your dead mate’s story.”

      Aeligos growled but gestured for him to speak.  Taesenus began to pace past him.  It didn’t escape the rogue’s notice that the Demon Prince not only had another set of paluric armor to replace the one Kari had taken from him, but likewise a new pair of katanas.  Aeligos didn’t have to think about it long to realize if they were to fight, he’d be left here beside Eryn’s child’s grave.  Such might have been the case even if Taesenus didn’t have those things, for that matter.

      “Only two enemy kings remain on Mehr’Durillia,” Taesenus said, and Aeligos couldn’t hide his shock.  “Baphomet and Garrivokt have fallen, leaving only Baal and Abaddon to oppose your friends’ efforts and the return of the Great Mother.”

      “And you serve one or both of them,” Aeligos said dryly.

      “Served,” the Demon Prince corrected.  “And only to try to get my revenge on Kari and the rest of you.  Which, I assure you, is no longer a concern, much less a priority.  Suffice to say your sister-in-law was correct, and my issue has always been with my mother.  To realize that and then subsequently understand I had and was still fighting to avenge her… well, I will not bore you with the details, but my issues with you and the rest of the world are done.  No, I hardly expect any of you to feel the same way or that I will be welcomed into society with open arms, but honestly, all of that is irrelevant.  Now, I have a purpose to serve, and I find it aligns with your own.”

      “What makes you say that?” the rogue asked, truly curious now.

      “Do you think the kwarrasti and the kings are the only ones with clairvoyants among them?  I have my sources.  I have a purpose to serve, and as strange as it is for me to understand, I can only imagine it will be so much harder for you and yours to do so.  That everything in my life, all the things I have done have brought me to this place now… who can explain it?  But I have this choice before me now, Aeligos, and I will choose to aid you and your gods.  Where my road will take me once this is done, I cannot say, but you need not worry about it.”

      “So says you,” Aeligos muttered, folding his arms across his chest.  “So then, what’s my sister mixed up in that we need to go help with?”

      “Finding a relatively safe route into Vistarra for Koursturaux to drive her forces through.  They are not putting enough thought into the fact that the realm is full of demons, though.  True demons, Aeligos, not my mother’s creations or even the kings of Mehr’Durillia.”

      “I’ve met one once.  You don’t need to elaborate.”

      Taesenus leaned back against a taller headstone and nodded.  “I can drive them off.  It is one of the many things being a child of Seril has endowed me with: the ability to dull their perception and even drive them away.  Many thought my mother used them to her ends, but you must know what my mother truly was by now, no?  She was as opposed to them as she was to your people and Arakiel.  These flames you see upon my skin… you no doubt think they are a symbol of evil, but they are a ward against both angels and demons.  This means I can help to clear a path for your sister and her allies, should they survive as well.  The only other option is for the Warlord to invade Vistarra blindly, and that will cost more lives than you could possibly comprehend, and perhaps even the war as a whole.”

      “Since when do you care about that?”

      Those dull crimson eyes narrowed.  “Is it not obvious?  I am still protecting my mother, you fool, in the only way left to me.  I said I would not seek to avenge her, but my purpose when it comes to defending her has not changed.”

      Aeligos nodded.  “So, what do you need me for?”

      “Your sister will not trust me.”

      “And rightly so.  I don’t trust you,” the rogue chuckled darkly.

      “Not even to tell you what you want to know regarding him?” the Demon Prince asked with a gesture toward the grave.

      Aeligos swallowed.  He didn’t trust Taesenus, but why would he lie about something so inconsequential to himself?  Did he truly know about Eryn’s life before leaving Oge?  Where would he have come across such knowledge?  And was there any real point to sharing it with Aeligos other than to try to buy his trust?

      Something he’ll never truly earn, he thought with a frown.

      “Guard your thoughts better,” Taesenus chided.  “You think as loudly as your sister-in-law.”

      “Really chafes your ass to even have to say her name, doesn’t it?”

      One of the Demon Prince’s hands moved to the hilt of a katana.  “I warned you,” he said.  “I will not do so again.  I care little whether you trust me, and less whether you like me, but do not mock me, infiltrator.  I will kill you and leave you to rot on your mate’s child’s grave.”

      “Tell me, then,” Aeligos said with a sigh.  “But… how do you even know?”

      “The lords of my mother’s creations were not the only ones who passed down what they knew when they perished,” Taesenus answered.  “I do not know the whole of things; there were things my mother hid even from me.  A great deal of them, honestly.  But things like this… your mate did not live in my mother’s shadow unnoticed, and her patricide marked her indelibly in history and my mother’s mind.

      “Your mate never wanted to serve the Five Clans or her father.  She ran away from him when she was but a teen.  I know few of the details, but this child was born of her relationship with a young man.  For whatever reason, that young man killed their child – I expect on purpose, perhaps to shut it up or because it took up too much of Eryn’s attention.  And do you know what she did when she discovered that?”

      “She killed him?” the rogue assumed.

      “Cut his heart out and shoved it down his throat, to be precise.  I can remember my mother’s memories of her reaction to the news.  As I said, your mate earned my mother’s notice.  Fearing reprisal by the authorities, young Eryn fled back to her father’s side and pledged loyalty to the Five Clans.  And then spent the rest of her life enslaved to one assassins’ guild after another,” Taesenus explained.  Aeligos looked away with a sigh, and the Demon Prince added, “There was no way you could have ever figured it out if she hid it from you, intelligent as you are.”

      “It’s not that,” Aeligos said.  “It’s more that she never trusted me enough to tell me.”

      “Or perhaps she loved you too much to want to,” he countered with a shrug.  “Now you know the truth of it.  Say your goodbyes, Aeligos, for there is work to be done and little time left for grieving unless you want to spend a lot more time doing so for failure to act.”

      The rogue nodded.  “Just give me a couple of minutes, will you?”

      The Demon Prince looked at him sidelong as he paced back toward the archway.

      Aeligos knelt before the grave and laid his hand on its little headstone.  “At least you’re back together with him now,” he said.  “There’s so much I wanted to say, so much I wanted to tell you and do with you.  I hope we’ll get the chance in the hereafter.  Either way, I’ve got to say goodbye to you now, Eryn.  As Mister Personality said, we’ve got things to do and not much time left to do them to avoid disaster.  I just… I hope you’re at peace, and that you know I love you.  Gods, do I ever love you and miss you already.”

      He took her bow off his back and laid it across the grave.  “I suspect this will be gone before I even make it out of the city, but I wanted to bring you home and lay this to rest.  Lay you to rest,” he said, rising to his feet.  “Goodbye, my dark angel.”

      Turning on his heel, Aeligos walked over to the Demon Prince and prepared himself.  Either he’d soon be in Vistarra clearing the way for his sister and her scouts, or he’d be on his way to be with Eryn again.

      Either one was just fine with him at that moment.
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        * * *

      

      It was quite a task to keep up with the elestram, but Leighandra did her best.  Again and again, as they headed south, they came across cavistrem clans leading other refugees out of Antumorgh.  They were leery of crossing the border into Teradda, but Leighandra and her companions weren’t the only ones welcoming them.  Orders had been passed down the border in advance, and though the cavistrem didn’t fully trust the other beshathan people, they were beginning to set up new, temporary villages just inside the former realm of Baphomet, safely away from the volcanic and mundane mountains Baal had shattered his own land with.

      Leighandra shared Kari’s story where she could, and it was clear that the cavistrem, no matter what the other beshathans thought of them, understood it meant something special.  They may not have considered themselves children of the Great Mother the same way the others did, but they knew who and what she was.  To hear of Kari’s survival mirroring the way Emanitar had come to Mehr’Durillia resonated with them, that much was clear.  And the fact that an off-worlder – and a Citarian half-elf at that – could speak their language and welcomed them to the protection of this army said even more.

      It made Leighandra wonder about the gnolls again, and Kas’Yari’s explanation of how their spiritual beliefs had developed.  How much did the same hold true for the cavistrem in light of the way the other beshathans – or the kings, at least – looked down on them?  It was something she found herself eager to investigate when she returned to Citaria.  The gnolls had already sent their first ambassadors to Queen Tiyaana’s elven court, so Leighandra would have opportunity and reason to find out firsthand how things might be changing.  And she would get to see Yiilu again, the elven druidess acting as a liaison between the luranar, the gnolls, and her people now.

      Her heart nearly threatened to give out every time they encountered some of the mashintaka coming across the border.  They weren’t as populous as other mallasti, with whom it seemed they often interbred, and the spotted coats were usually dominant in their offspring.  Nevertheless, none of them had seen or even knew who Massech Te’Voliz was, nor did any of them share his clan name.  As she thought about it, Leighandra remembered him saying his home had been far to the south of the first town they’d visited.  It was possible his clan were in the southwest, and either had to find a different route out of Antumorgh or would simply take much longer.  Either way, Leighandra wouldn’t give up hope that she might see one of her lost friends again.

      It was on the return trip from the south coast, as she and her companions made their way back to Kansha-Durami, that they encountered the first sign of trouble.  A company of soldiers had formed up on the Teradda side of the border in response to an approaching force of more than fifty.  The people coming out of Antumorgh here appeared to be soldiers; they were armed and armored and carrying no shortage of what looked to be supplies for an extended foray.  More than that, they weren’t being led by cavistrem.  And they were close enough to the south coast that Leighandra suspected this might finally be a counterattack coming from Baal.

      Leighandra and her companions took up position behind friendly lines, ready to bring word of any trouble north to the White Queen and Ashanti.  The chronicler could send an arcane message, but the elestram could carry word to many other towns and cities, that the response was large and concerted.  But first, they wanted to be sure this attack force was even worth reporting.  With an entire company set to receive them, she doubted fifty of Baal’s soldiers could put much of a dent in the Great Mother’s army.  Not without the backing of the demon king himself or a larger contingent coming behind them.

      Oh gods, I hope that’s not the case, she thought, calling up the song of her soul.  At worst, she would get the message sent before any slaughter.

      The approaching soldiers stopped a good distance away, and they neither drew their blades or bows nor made any threatening gestures.  One of them stepped forward, an armored mallasti by his bulk and shape, and he approached to halfway between the two opposing forces.  An elestram officer from Leighandra’s side went out to meet him, keeping a short but safe distance.  It called to mind the stories of how beshathan and harmauth armies often tried to reach a verbal agreement before they resorted to violence.  It wasn’t something that had happened often while fighting the armies of the Ancient Ones, but the story of the arrival of the White Queen was one Leighandra wanted to record and spread to the people back home.  It was something she thought everyone should get in the habit of doing.

      The armored mallasti saluted, touching his right fist to his left shoulder.  “Captain Massech Te’Voliz of the defected 419th Legion,” he said.  “These are the last of the soldiers formerly of Antumorgh.  We submit ourselves to your command.”

      Leighandra nearly shrieked with excitement, but it came out as a little laughing sob as she dashed out toward the meeting officers.  Both turned to look at her, but Massech opened his arms when she threw herself at him.  “Massech!” she cried.  “Oh, thank the gods you’re alive!”

      “You know this man?” the elestram officer asked.

      They ignored the question for a moment, clinging to each other.  She had so many questions, but she just let her gripping hug say everything she wanted to.  There would be time enough for bad tidings; for now, they had both received the best of news.

      “Yes!” the chronicler finally said, breathless.  “Captain Te’Voliz is one of King Lestanaek’s most trusted officers.  If he’s brought these men, they can be trusted.  I’ll vouch for them.”

      The elestram held his hand out.  “Welcome back, then, Captain Te’Voliz.  Epaxa chi’pri.”

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” the mashintaka returned, shaking the elestram’s hand.  “Major, if you would, these men and I are starving.  There has hardly been anything to eat the entire way here and our stores ran out days ago.”

      “Say no more,” the officer replied.  “Take them to the cooks and have your fill.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Massech said with another salute.  “And thank you, Leighandra.  How are the others?  Did everyone make it safely out of Antumorgh?”

      She took a deep breath, but it hardly seemed to help.  “We lost Kas’Yari,” she said, sucking in her lip and sniffling to stem the flow of tears.

      He bobbed his head sadly.  “A brave soul.  The Great Mother welcomed him home, I am sure.”

      Leighandra sighed but gripped his shoulder.  “How did you survive?  And where have you been all this time?”

      “That… is a long story, and I am famished.  Come, I will tell you over supper, and then perhaps we can send for word of Queen Shegara’s people, and my mate.”

      He started toward the camp’s mess, not bothering to hide his shock when Leighandra looped her arm through his.  But neither did he sever their contact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    








            Through the Storms

          

        

      

    

    
      The march into Antumorgh was arduous.  Kari could only imagine how much worse it would have been if the White Queen had come with them.  It hadn’t taken much to convince her that her intentions, while noble, were misplaced with the journey that lay before them.  The fact that she was blind and required an attendant to cross flat land, much less try to climb mountains, had been all the evidence she’d needed.  Thankfully, she wasn’t as “bull-headed” as one might expect from one of Viggaru’s children.

      Getting Ashanti to stay behind, on the other hand, had been another matter.  The half-dragon wanted to be in the thick of the worst of it, whether to help or just because she wanted to put her sword through a demon king.  But with Kari, Kris, Corbanis, and those kings present in Teradda going, they needed someone to stay behind and take command.  Despite being Citarian and not speaking any of the Mehr’Durillian languages fluently, Ashanti was well-respected by the soldiers, both native and from off world, for her battle prowess and her no-nonsense attitude in the thick of war.  Reluctantly, she’d agreed.

      The bulk of the army was already on the move by the time Kari and her companions began to make their way into Baal’s realm.  Much of the volcanic activity had died down, leaving jagged basalt trails and passes through the angry, yet impotent, mountains.  The danger was always there, but these lands weren’t volcanic normally; Lestanaek was confident Baal couldn’t keep the peaks erupting without using a significant amount of power.  He’d already spent much to destroy his own realm and its people, so the more he did so to try to keep his enemies out, the easier a fight he would prove to be in the end.

      Easier being a relative term, of course, Kari thought.

      They truly didn’t know what to expect from Baal himself.  His nickname of “The Storm Lord” opened an array of possibilities, but most of it was speculation and little more.  None of the kings with them had ever seen Baal in a fight, excepting the offhanded way he’d killed Ouraggra when the council had been shattered.  There was little doubt he was strong, but without knowing what to expect, it was hard to devise anything resembling a strategy.  Morduri and Celigus spoke often about how a potential fight might play out, but even the elestram king’s calculations left a lot to chance and supposition.

      The initial plan was to hope that their very presence would draw his attention and bring him right to them.  Even with three kings along for the journey – or perhaps because there were three kings here – Baal didn’t make a personal appearance.  He didn’t send soldiers or scouts, giving no sign that he was paying any attention to their advance at all, though Morduri said that wasn’t the case.  By the elestram king’s estimation, Baal was simply going to stay put and make them do all the work getting to him.

      The effort of mimicking a second Starfall incident was deemed not worth it when the subject came up.  After all, Baal hadn’t responded to the first one personally, and if there was anyone left in the realm to witness it, they wouldn’t be much help in the coming fight anyway.  Another Starfall was just time and energy better spent putting miles under their feet.  Kari surmised that if there was a Starfall that was going to work, it’d have to be Emanitar himself coming back.  Thus far, that hadn’t happened, but she held out hope along with her companions.

      Weeks passed as they climbed through passes and made their way deeper into the realm.  Ashanti had said the surviving population was sparse, but that was being generous now.  The kings and their Citarian allies came across no one, nothing but the burnt-out, smoldering shell of a land.  They found the remnants of cities and towns, farms and mining camps, typically strewn down the side of a mountain, blackened and greyed by basalt and ash.  It was a haunting thing to see, a land of people wiped out by their own ruler.

      Just where had all of them gone?  Reports said refugees had gone into Teradda, typically led by cavistrem who were likewise fleeing the destruction and who knew the way better.  But they hadn’t seen an influx great enough to account for the entire population of Antumorgh or even a significant portion of it.  The rest had to have fled into Vistarra, toward the black city, or perhaps even to the south coast from whatever direction they could manage.  The only other explanation was that Baal had killed possibly millions with this self-destructive fit of rage.

      Kari sighed at the thought but concentrated on Baal himself.  The center of the realm seemed the most likely place to find the demon king and whatever palace or dwelling he had left.  That brought all sorts of questions about the old Seven Days’ Grace law to mind, but the answer was obvious when Kari thought about it: no one ever visited these kings, certainly not for diplomatic reasons.  The more she considered the odd law, she figured it may have been as much to keep the lesser kings from constantly warring rather than to actually establish real diplomacy.

      Morduri was able to guide them by the stars, though like with his strategies regarding Baal, a lot of it was guesswork.  He’d never traveled so far south before, certainly not into the realms of his enemies, and so navigating by the stars was tricky even for his keen mind.  But what the sun’s path couldn’t tell them with regard to direction and distance, his calculations made up for when the stars emerged.  It wouldn’t take much longer before they found the center, whether Baal was there or not.

      Kris and Kari spent the nights in each other’s arms, making the best of things despite the discomfort of camping on the hard ground and among so many sensitive ears and noses.  She was wary of conceiving anyway, so they were as careful as they could be.  There was no telling how much longer this war was going to take despite only one king and realm remaining – assuming they conquered this one as hoped.  To end up pregnant could cause the very complications the Wraith had warned and chastised Kari about during the Sorelizarian rebellion.

      Corbanis seemed in higher spirits after spending so much time with his wife and grandkids and receiving word of his many children’s well-being.  He had always been a focused and driven hunter as far as Kari had seen, but he was on another level altogether now.  His family was safe and happy – with the exception of Aeligos for the time being – and that freed him to do what needed doing.  He had agreed with Celigus’ suggestion of swearing a Blood Oath without hesitation; not surprisingly, it had been answered and affirmed in moments.

      Lestanaek, Morduri, and Celigus were about as ready for such a fight as one could get.  Baal may have been stronger than any of them, but Kari didn’t believe he was stronger than all of them.  Just as Kris had said before they left Kansha-Durami, each of them – the Citarians included – brought martial prowess to the fight, but each also had something special.  Corbanis now had the same access to Zalkar’s power that Kari did through his Blood Oath; Kris had his angelic heritage by Arakiel’s blood in his veins; and the three kings each had some power from Be’shatha that had flooded into them when they returned her essence.  There was no telling just what that power might let them do, but they were sure to find out.

      Thunder rumbled across the ashen plains that remained of Antumorgh as the weeks turned nearly into a month.  Where a trek through the realm would’ve normally been long on account of how broad it was, it was made worse by the fact that the terrain was all hills and mountains.  Now, though, they approached a titanic peak, a steepled fortress built into its side high up.  Weather had been of little enough issue, especially when compared with the rigors of the ruined land.  As they got closer to that castle, though, Kari expected the weather was going to become much more insistent.  Any climb up that mountainside could be rendered deadly by the slightest bit of rain and wind, much less whatever fatal incidents Baal could summon.

      But the climb up the mountain was still a future concern.  Kari crested a rise, then clambered up the side of another rocky precipice to get a better view.  Even now, within sight of Baal’s palace, they had yet to encounter a living soul.  It hadn’t just been all the people Baal killed, but the animals as well, less suited to trying to escape the fiery hell he unleashed upon Antumorgh.  It was more than just a shame, it created a logistical nightmare, no plants or animals to gather or hunt to keep their food stores full.  They could only carry so much, after all, and they’d been on the road for nearly a month.

      We’d better hope his larder is stocked, or we’ll need to teleport just to avoid starving, she thought.  And that will require defeating him.

      She glanced skyward after a flash, waiting on the rolling thunder that came soon after.  The storm wasn’t right on top of them, but it didn’t seem to be moving, either.  Was it stationed over his mountain fortress permanently?  It would be fitting for his nickname, Kari reckoned.

      “Anything?” Morduri asked, climbing up beside her.

      “I don’t see anything, but I don’t think my eyes are as sharp as yours or Lestanaek’s,” she answered, gesturing toward the peak.  “If we encounter any sort of resistance other than Baal himself, it probably won’t be until we try to scale the mountain.”

      Morduri squinted into the wind, now bringing little drops of rain.  “We’re about to lose any hope of being able to see that far,” he said, wrinkling his jackal snout.  “There looks to be some sort of entrance near ground level, though.  I suspect there may be tunnels or at least stairs carved inside the mountain itself.”

      “What do you see?” Kris called up to them.

      “Looks as though there are stairs or such within the mountain,” Morduri yelled back over the rising wind.  “Could possibly be an entire structure within… levels and levels of enemies to deal with before we could even get to Baal.  My instincts say there won’t be many left, if any at all, but we’re still dealing with some large variances in the odds.”

      “We just need the rest of you to grow some wings,” Kris said, flapping his own and drawing a rare chuckle from Lestanaek.

      Celigus rolled his eyes and shook his head.  “She can’t fly, either, despite having some,” he said with a gesture toward Kari.  “Let’s get a little closer and then set up camp.  This rain is not going to let up any time soon.”

      “I’ll find us a good place,” Morduri offered, skipping down from the precipice with that grace the elestram were known for.  He dashed off into the wind and rain, both growing steadily heavier.

      “Can he collapse the mountain on us?” Kari asked, and Kris’ ears went back.  “I just thought if he’s not here, this could be a giant trap.”

      “No, you have to understand these kings a little better than that,” Celigus said with another shake of his head.  “Baal doesn’t want to kill us with trickery, he wants to impale us on his blade and watch the life leave our eyes.  His citizens and our soldiers… they’re just battle fodder to him.  But we are the champions of the Great Mother, and he wants to set an example with as many of us as he can.  That’s not to say there won’t be some guards, golems, or other wards within to make our ascent as grueling as possible, but he wants to be the one to kill us if he can.”

      “Well, that arrogance is going to be his undoing,” Kari said.

      “Damn right it is,” Kris agreed.

      Lestanaek’s ears flicked a few times as rain got into them.  “Indeed.  He has always been an arrogant fool, looking down upon the rest of us as inconsequential.  Now, it is time he learned the folly of such thinking, the same way we showed Baphomet and his son.”

      Corbanis nodded to that, and even Celigus allowed a bit of a smile.  They moved to the lee of the mountain, out of the rain and wind, and waited on Morduri to return.  It was bad enough for Kris, Kari, or Corbanis to get wet; it had to be even worse for those with fur.  Celigus didn’t seem to care much, even armored as he was these days, but he took shelter with them.  That long mane of white hair down his back certainly held a lot of water.

      The minutes turned into an hour, and Kari started to grow concerned, though she was far from alone in her worries.  When Morduri finally returned, he was greeted with a wall of scowls or displeased expressions.  He snorted, shaking off as much of the rain as he could before smoothing down his fur to wring out more.

      “I found us a good spot to camp, but I took a closer look at the mountain while I was out there,” he said.  “There are guards at the ground level entrance… erestram by their size.  That doesn’t mean the place is full of people, but it means we have to plan for that to be the case.”

      “I wonder what clan they are a part of,” Lestanaek mused.  “I may be able to convince them to let us pass, especially in light of what Baal has done to the realm.  The ties of clans can be quite tight among my people, but that does not mean these will be so accommodating.”

      “Well, let’s talk about it where it’s warmer and drier,” Kris said.  “Lead the way, Morduri.”

      He led them to a sheltered nook, but it wasn’t truly a cave.  With a bit of work and clever use of their cloaks and blankets, though, they were able to make a safe spot from the rain.  Camping so close to their enemy’s stronghold wasn’t ideal, but they needed to rest before they considered storming the place.  After sharing a meal, they began to discuss strategy, letting Celigus and Morduri weigh and discard each option.

      When Kari lay down in Kris’ arms to get some sleep, she prayed for strength and the will to see their deadly mission through.
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        * * *

      

      They were only a couple hundred yards from the ground-level entrance, but still nothing had come out to challenge them.  Even the erestram guards posted on either side of the massive door gave no indication they saw their enemies coming.  The rain hadn’t let up much, but it couldn’t have been a visibility issue; Kari could see them perfectly well.  With the sharper senses the wolf-folk possessed, they had to know trouble was coming.

      Do they just not care? she wondered.  It’s possible they’re only here because there’s food and shelter, and not because they care about Baal or defending him at all.

      She was about to put the question to her other companions when Kris stopped short and spat a curse under his breath.  “Well, that answers that question,” he grumbled.

      “What is it?” Celigus asked, stepping beside him.  He looked east, west, and then up the side of the mountain for whatever trouble Kris had sensed.

      “The reason these haven’t left… they’re possessed.  And there’s undead nearby; I can feel them, too,” the Warlord said.  “On the positive side, it means we don’t have to worry too much about putting them to the sword.  But on the other hand, it means we could be in for a really long day that ends with a fight with Baal himself.”

      “If we can drive the demons out, we may have more allies to aid us in our ascent,” Lestanaek said.  “Assuming, again, that they honor clan above king once freed.”

      “Can hardly hurt to try,” Kris said, glancing at his former mentor.

      Celigus nodded.  “You and Kari go first and try to handle that.  Leave the undead to us and conserve your energy.  Move slowly but with purpose, and don’t get yourselves killed trying to cling to a nobility that’s not returned.”

      Kari smiled when Kris turned to her, and she leaned in to kiss him.  “Let’s get this done,” she said, and he took and squeezed her hands.  They released their touch to draw their blades, and together they approached a pair of erestram – something that wasn’t particularly bright when they weren’t possessed.  As they drew ever closer to Baal’s guards, Kari called out.  “Epaxa chi’pri.  Edanasi Sesi’suvra.  Love justice but do mercy.”

      It had the intended effects.  Kari began to glow as the power of her heavenly patrons and matron shone down on her even through the storm.  The black weave of her blades also began to emit that golden glow, the one that said they were fully prepared to dispatch undead, demons, and false kinds alike.  And just as important, Kris’ stripes and hair faded to white, his eyes blazing that metallic golden color as he held Black Diamond and Glory Stream in a hardened grip.

      “Scatter in the Name of the Lord!” Kris shouted, barely twenty yards from the guards.

      Even through the rain, Kari could feel the chill presence of the demons as they emerged, blasted out of the guards.  She didn’t expect her and Kris’ presence to drive the demons out this close to Baal’s power, so Kris exorcising them with but a statement came as a shock.  It brought to mind Max’s story of fighting BlackWing, and that made Kari think of her own battle with the demon-possessed noble.  She girded her heart and soul with her faith and followed her husband – her shining, angelic husband – who was such an inspiration to her.

      And who considers me an inspiration as well, she thought.

      They had help before they got close or even called for it, their companions spreading out to flank the pair of erestram.  If there were undead close by, they were within the mountain, leaving the kings and Corbanis to lend their aid.  Lestanaek came up the middle to stand with Kris and Kari, waiting for the erestram to recover from being freed of their tormentors.  He had one of his war scythes in hand, and standing this close to a ten-foot-tall wolf-creature with a bladed staff that was bigger than she was, Kari couldn’t help but be impressed.  Trigonh, her erestram friend, was a terror with his massive double-bladed axe, but she had to admit the war scythe was a more elegant form of frightening.

      Kris didn’t bother to wait for the guards to regain their wits.  He skirted past the two wolf-men and made his way for the inky shadows of the demons themselves.  Kari went around the other way and they converged on their enemies, who already cowered, whether from the presence of the two Citarians or because of what Kris had said.  The first fled from Kris before he could so much as say another word or lift his blades.  It breezed away on the wind, its form insubstantial, but it tried to pass by Celigus, who slashed at it with his wicked ebon sword, BloodFang.  Kari wasn’t sure what Celigus’ sword actually did to things he struck with it, but it had a reputation as a soul-stealer just as its wielder did.  She didn’t see what happened, instead concentrating on the remaining demon.

      It came at Kari, heedless of the danger.  A couple of quick cuts slashed off wisps of black smoke, drawing a shrieking wail from it as her glowing scimitars burned it with the light of Sakkrass-Ashakku.  Its forward momentum halted, Kari stepped in and then ducked sideways, trailing another slash along its belly the way the Wraith had taught her.  She was like a figurative wraith fighting a real one, every step and every movement a glorious harmony of mind, soul, and body that tore off another shred of the creature’s insubstantial being.

      “What clan?” Kari heard Lestanaek ask in beshathan, the guards’ grips tensing as they saw they were surrounded by foreigners.

      She took a cold-stinging touch to her shoulder but quickly swayed back out of range, hacking at the offending limb.  Another part of it burned off, the demon hissing with agony.  Kari ducked back in again, swaying right this time, burying the curved tip of her left blade under where the demon’s ribs would be, then turning back the other way and hacking off what would’ve been anything else’s head.  A quick spin left two rents across its “chest”, and then its entire insubstantial form went up in white flames.

      When Kari turned back to the two erestram, they were watching her with wide eyes, neither having answered Lestanaek yet.  They held their war scythes defensively, their heads swiveling to keep track of each of the attackers.  With a decent distance between them, Kari decided to put her scimitars away as a show of good faith.  If having slain the demons that were possessing them wasn’t enough, it should’ve at least been a good first step.

      Soon enough, though, they began turning, surveying the hellish landscape about them, even those normally dispassionate lupine gazes full of terror.  Kari wasn’t sure what the realm had once looked like so close to Baal’s palace, but their expressions said it hadn’t been as it was now.  She put her hands on her hips, waiting on them to finally react to Lestanaek’s question or anything else.  It was clear, though, that they needed a few minutes to contextualize everything they were seeing when compounded with having been possessed and losing time.

      Lestanaek tapped the butt of his war scythe on the ground.  “What clan?” he reiterated.

      At last, the two guards stood their weapons up similarly.  “Terlu,” one answered.  “You are King Lestanaek of Ekkristis?”

      “I am,” he said.  “We are here to destroy Baal and restore yet another piece of our Great Mother.  You may stand in defense of your king, or you may join your fellow clans of Cabra, Machiit, Makra, and Deliou to the north in preparation of invading Vistarra.  Or, you may simply leave.  The choice is yours.”

      “King?” the other erestram guard spat.  “Tyrant.  And if this is what he has done to his own land and people, there is little point to defending him.  No, we will travel north and submit ourselves to your command.”

      “Don’t leave just yet,” Kari interrupted in beshathan, drawing their attention.  She walked around so she could stand beside Lestanaek.  “There’s no telling what remains in this castle guarding Baal.  We could use your help making sure we can get to him.”

      “You are suicidal if you think to face him yourself,” the first said.  “It will be difficult enough for these kings to face him all together; for the rest of you… there can be only one outcome.”

      “You let us worry about that,” Corbanis said, surprising Kari.  She hadn’t expected him or any of her other friends to pick up beshathan in a few months, but it seemed he could understand and speak a bit of it already.

      “Exactly,” Kris agreed.  “You two lead us to him by the easiest route, and then you guard our backs and let us do what needs doing.  If we fail, it’s not going to matter if you’re here or a few hundred miles away, is it?”

      “I suspect not,” the second said.  “The king’s vengeance will be upon us whether we lend you our aid or not.”

      “Very well.  Follow after us,” his partner said, gesturing with his head.

      They paused only to glance at Morduri, who nodded to their gazes.  Kari wasn’t sure what that was about, but she figured she could ask later – when they all survived.
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        * * *

      

      They battled their way up the mountain’s substructure, climbing ever higher toward the king’s keep at the top.  Hodrii and Pandru, the two erestram guards, went before the group, clearing the way as much as they could.  There weren’t terribly many demon-possessed soldiers or guards left, and when those were encountered, Kari and Kris handled driving them out.  The rest were mostly undead, but not of the more powerful types, instead the bodies of people killed and reanimated by the king’s malevolent power.

      That left a knot in Kari’s stomach for much of the way.  Who was to say the realm wasn’t full of undead who would now march on the tower with the kings and champions of Be’shatha trapped within?  It reminded her of her foray to that fortress on the edge of oblivion, standing at the parapets of the tower and looking down at all the black souls below.  If the same were to happen here, there might not be any escape.  Certainly, they couldn’t depend on Glorya to come rescue them in her angelic form the way she’d rescued Kari from that other place.

      Well, we’ve got an angel with us.  Or a part-angel, anyway, she thought as they continued up yet another flight of stairs.  Her legs were protesting such an endless ascent, thousands of steps up the inside of the mountain leading to Baal’s personal halls.

      She was far from the only one feeling it, either.  Based on mannerisms, she suspected only her elestram and erestram companions weren’t getting exhausted with all the climbing.  It was yet another layer of defense Baal had, exhausting his enemies before they could reach him, all the better to limit their movements in combat.  And that, coupled with his size, reach, and strength, was going to make this coming battle hell for Kari and her friends.

      Kari glanced at each of them as they continued on.  She knew Kris intimately – figuratively and literally.  She knew his capabilities, his tactical mind, his prowess with the blade that was only augmented when he called on that awesome power from his grandfather, Arakiel.  And everything he had, was, and could do was wrapped in a protective paluric armor shell that would keep him almost free of harm.  If there was any one person here whose style and heart complemented her own perfectly, who else would it be but her husband?

      Corbanis, too, she was able to place a lot of faith in.  Not only was he a highly trained and high-ranked hunter, he had sworn a Blood Oath and was a moose of a man to begin with.  Standing about six-foot-eight and built like his two largest sons, Kari had little trouble imagining why he’d stood toe-to-hoof with a harmauth and traded punches.  Best of all, he was a defensive fighter in a different but similar style as Kari, wearing a solid suit of plate armor and carrying a mighty shield that had served him well for years.  He would be a bulwark against Baal’s aggression.

      Morduri raised some interesting possibilities.  He didn’t seem like a hardened warrior, so much of that huntsman image lingering about him even during the war.  Kari wasn’t worried about him, but when she compared him to the two older kings they were with, she wasn’t sure just how strong he truly was.  By all accounts, he’d dueled Baphomet alone at the start, and then been the one to put the harmauth king to the sword.  And that reminded Kari that his mother, Giamalla, had been a champion duelist and swordswoman.  How much of it her son had taken in, Kari hadn’t learned yet – she’d never seen Morduri in a fight, but she put her trust in him and his mother.

      Lestanaek was like Morduri’s polar opposite.  Ten feet tall and reputed to have never lost a fight in his adult life, Kari could only imagine what the erestram king was capable of.  She had a feeling if all else failed, the day might come down to Lestanaek outdueling the elder king.  There was little for Kari to doubt where he was concerned, when she considered his conquest of the eastern side of Mehr’Durillia and having had a hand in the deaths of Garrivokt and Baphomet.

      That left only Celigus, the one person Kari was least concerned for.  Though he was less than half Lestanaek’s age, Celigus was the king Citarians were most familiar with.  He may not have wielded his black magic anymore, but he was one of the greatest tactical minds in the cosmos per Glorya’s reckoning, and his sword-fighting prowess was without question.  Kari looked at the vaguely wolf-like king striding before his erestram ally, his massive eight-foot form protected in plate armor, and she had a hard time imagining anyone standing up to the two of them together.

      Much less with four of us helping them, she added silently.

      They reached the basement levels of the keep, emerging into the silence of a tomb that was broken only by the occasional rumble of thunder outside.  The chambers here were more open and less roughly carved into the mountain, resembling the interior of a castle despite the truth.  Light was sparse, cast only by an occasional lantern of arcane origin.  Thankfully, there was no stench to indicate a large number of undead nearby.

      Kari’s eyes adjusted to the lesser gloom, still dark enough for her night vision to stay in effect.  Give me the eyes of the night, Garra Ktarra, she thought silently, and soon found her vision was far more acute.  The gods were answering her call almost without having to articulate her needs these days.  It was as humbling as it was empowering.

      The lower levels turned out to be storage, and better than that, a larder.  There was no telling what sort of food they were going to find or what condition it would be in, but it was a place to start once the battle was done.  Kari noted the distinct lack of rats or anything else, and soon got the impression the king knew everything that was alive in his keep at any given time.

      “He knows we’re here,” she whispered despite her words.

      “No doubt,” Morduri agreed.

      “We will remain here and guard your rear,” Hodrii said, and he and Pandru took up position on either side of the staircase into the mountain’s bowels.

      “Morduri, you take point.  Keep your guard up and don’t lose your head before we know he’s on us,” Celigus said.  “Kris, Kari – it’s going to be on you two primarily to keep any demons that are lingering away from us during the fight.  Lestanaek and I should be able to do the majority of the heavy fighting, and we’ll need space with the weapons we wield.  Corbanis, cover anyone who needs to move or retreat, but feel free to strike with opportunity if you see an opening.  Morduri – if you can, use your bow from range if there’s nothing else for you to take care of and you can’t get close enough to lend your blade.”

      “Understood,” each of them echoed in some fashion.

      Morduri led them up to the next level, and they stayed put and got their wind and some blood back into their legs while he scouted.  The castle remained silent and still but for their intrusion, and Kari wondered if Baal was even here.  Her earlier fears about him collapsing the castle and even the mountain returned, but she put her faith in her friends and the gods.  The three kings with her were far from weak, and coupled with the power of the seven deities, Kari figured they’d be able to stop any such collapse if it came.  Or, at the very least, they’d be able to get everyone out of the castle and to safety before it happened.

      The elestram king’s purple eyes came out of the shadows before a sliver of light from above lit his features.  “This is odd.  There isn’t a living thing here that I can see, hear, or smell.  Or any undead thing, for that matter.  Baal either has his closest guards and servants around him, or he’s all that’s left here.”

      “Shall we continue upward?” Celigus asked.

      “Yes, but not by these stairs,” Morduri said, gesturing over his shoulder with a thumb.  “There is a servants’ way farther in to the south; I think it will get us closer to his chambers or the audience hall without having to trudge through the entire place.”

      “Well done, my brother,” Lestanaek said.

      The comment made Morduri’s ears stand up a bit straighter for a moment, but then he nodded and waved for them to follow.  Kari wondered briefly if it related back to the stares of the other two erestram when they were outside.  True to his word, Morduri led them through the kitchens and another pantry and larder to a back stairwell for the servants.  Kris and Celigus stopped in the kitchen, and they exchanged more than one glance as they looked about.  Kari clued in after a moment, realizing nothing was out of place to suggest anyone fled.  The kitchen and its larder were still in order, suggesting there were either others waiting upstairs for them, or there were corpses up above bearing silent testimony to Baal’s cruelty.

      After their inspection, they proceeded up the stairs in the same order Celigus had dictated.  Morduri had his blade out now, leading with it to make sure he wasn’t skewered or decapitated before he was aware of danger.  The servants’ stairwell branched off a few times, probably leading to bedchambers, an audience hall, a dining hall, and possibly other destinations.  Those canine noses that had made Kari leery of intimacy during the trip now proved invaluable, Morduri taking in the many scents each passage presented.

      “Audience hall first?” he queried.

      Celigus nodded.  “I cannot imagine he will be anywhere far from his throne when he knows we’re coming.”

      “If he is, it will not take long for us to track him down,” Lestanaek said.  “The audience hall makes the most sense for now.”

      Morduri nodded and gestured up the eastern stairwell with his snout.  Soon, he was making his way before them, leading them to this inevitable clash with Baal, reputedly the worst of the former demon kings of Mehr’Durillia.  Kari had butterflies in her stomach, but she was as excited as she was nervous.  Killing Baal would leave only one king to deal with, and with six worlds aligned against him, Abaddon would fall.  It was only a matter of time before both did.

      The servants’ stair emerged into the audience hall from behind a curtain.  The room was grand, though not as refined as Glorya’s to Kari’s discerning eye.  Parts of it were natural rock, the room cut from the mountainside but then worked to look like part of it was constructed by hand.  The rear of the chamber was a sprawling open balcony, the throne facing in so that light from outside would blind those who looked at Baal.  The stormy wind was whipping past, but it didn’t blow into the chamber itself, which therefore stayed warm despite its elevation and openness.

      There wasn’t much to the chamber but for some arcane chandeliers and tapestries here and there.  The latter looked stolen, their colorful crests and scenes of Mehr’Durillian life out of place in the hall of such a despotic king.  It gave credence to the possibility that this wasn’t always Baal’s palace – that he’d taken it over after the shattering from some other, hopefully benevolent, king.  Kari couldn’t help but wonder how much of this world’s history was lost forever, altered or buried by the evil tyrants who’d conquered it.

      The throne was the only other notable feature besides the main double door.  It was a titanic thing of rough ebony, much like his seat at the council table in the black city.  Baal was sitting in it when they arrived, but the moment they all passed through the door, he rose to his feet, stretching out that monstrous body.  Like Celigus, there was little indication of what species Baal truly was, his form simply massive and ugly.  His face was set in a perpetual leering scowl, though the corners of his mouth drew up into a fang-filled smile as he turned those bestial eyes on his “visitors.”

      “Only six of you came?” he bellowed, his voice rattling the walls, the chandeliers, and even Kari’s nerves to a degree.  “And not even with the winged harlot among you.  Pity, I should have liked to kill seven of you, her most especially.”

      Kari was going to turn and say something to keep Celigus from losing his temper, but he didn’t seem to have reacted at all to Baal’s words.  He gripped BloodFang casually, striding confidently from the servants’ passage to give himself room to fight.  Lestanaek drew one of his war scythes and did likewise, moving to flank the titanic king.  Morduri padded quickly to the double doors to bar them, and Corbanis went with him, leaving Kris and Kari to go explore the balcony and watch for any possible surprises to swoop in.

      The balcony seemed to have an arcane ward about it, like a curved sheet of insubstantial glass.  It made sense to keep possible invaders out along with the wind, rain, and chill, while at the same time leaving the wall open to the sky and light.  Again, it pointed to this having been someone else’s palace originally, but that was far from a concern at that moment.  Instead, Kari’s focus was the killing of Baal, that whatever time and regime the palace was left over from might return with the presence of the Great Mother.

      “Pups,” Baal spat.  “They send pups and mortals against me.  How pathetic.”

      He drew a black sword from the throne itself, a terrible thing that seemed as much shadow and cloud as the black glass its “Obsidian Storm” name indicated.  It was almost as if there were demons either encased in it or writhing about its seven-foot-long blade.  Just as when Kari dueled Glorya during their hunt, Baal gave no indication that the weapon’s size or weight caused him any inconvenience.  It was like an extension of his body and his malevolent will all at once.  And that was hardly the worst of it.

      As Lestanaek and Celigus flanked him and moved to begin their attacks in concert, a wall of wind erupted from Baal and threw all of them to the ground.  Morduri was slammed against the doors he was inspecting, and were it not for the arcane “glass”, Kari figured she and Kris might have been thrown clear out of the palace.  Corbanis, Lestanaek, and Celigus failed to keep their feet under them, and Baal flashed a wicked grin that he slowly turned on each of them.

      “Do you not understand?” he thundered, shaking the floors and walls again.  “I am the storm, and no man can stand against its fury.”

      Celigus and Lestanaek got to their feet, apparently pushing back with their own will and power, though their steps were slow in advancing.  With a gesture, Baal hit Morduri with another blast of wind, this time putting him through the doors, shattering from the force of impact when barred together.  He lay beyond in the hallway, a shallow moan the only sign he’d survived.  Baal hardly paid him any heed, glancing back and forth at Celigus and Lestanaek.

      “You are going to regret coming here with so few, but at least you will not regret it for long,” the titanic king said, bringing his blade to bear and stalking at Celigus.

      Kari never thought she’d see someone large enough to make Celigus look small.  Even beside Lestanaek, who had nearly two feet of height on him, he was an imposing specimen.  Before Baal, though, Celigus looked adolescent, as if he was a youngster sparring with an older mentor.  But when their black swords clashed and thunder reverberated through the chamber, any such illusions were quickly dispelled.  The tension in Celigus’ corded muscles had to draw a bit of respect even from someone like Baal.

      Celigus was able to hold his own at first, which gave Lestanaek the opportunity to put his war scythe to work with his artistic prowess.  The Storm Lord drew the nearly hurricane-force winds to him again, though, and the two warriors found themselves unable to attack in tandem.  When one drew Baal’s gaze, the other would be battered about or even knocked back by the tempest within the throne room, to leave him easily able to fend off the other.  If Kari’s instincts were correct, Baal was toying with the two best fighters among them.

      Corbanis tried throwing the Edge of the Victor at their enemy, but Baal casually swept it from the air to spin end over end into a corner.  The Storm Lord didn’t even bother flashing Corbanis a grin or anything of the sort, instead putting more pressure on Celigus.  Just when it seemed he might overwhelm Celigus, though, Baal turned on Lestanaek and disarmed him in three brilliant strokes.  The erestram king took a step back and drew the other weapon from his back, but even in the stillness of that dispassionate lupine stare, Kari could sense trepidation.

      She turned to Kris and he nodded, so they split up, circling their enemy from afar to prepare to double their allies’ flanking maneuvers.  Corbanis moved to retrieve his blade but then went to check on Morduri, and Kari left him to that.  Once in position, Kari prepared to slide in deftly and try to either find an avenue through the massive king’s reach and prowess, or else open one for her allies.  She hadn’t gotten within fifteen paces, though, when that gale hit her again, nearly tearing the wings from her back before she folded them tight.  Regardless, it rooted her in place, her only other option to retreat and spectate again.

      Kris seemed to be having no more luck advancing, and despite trying to slice through Baal’s power with her will, Kari found little success.  She could do little more than watch as the Storm Lord turned on Lestanaek, then Celigus, then back again, toying with them and making it obvious.  Something had to give, or Kari’s allies would find themselves exhausted, overwhelmed, and killed by their enemy, which would leave the four “weaker” of them to try to defeat him.  And Kari could well imagine how that would go if Celigus and Lestanaek were easily beaten.

      “Epaxa chi’pri.  Edanasi Sesi’suvra.  Love justice but do mercy,” Kari chanted, trying to call up the willpower to pierce the demon’s protections.  For the briefest moment, she wished Starlenia was there with the Claw of Sirenox.

      “Your gods hold no power here, little woman,” Baal said, not even looking at Kari.  “You stand at the center of the storm, and I am the storm.”

      Lestanaek not only fended off a wicked sequence of cuts from Baal, he reached his other war scythe and rolled it onto his foot, then kicked it up into his hand.  Then, he began to weave a pattern of strikes with them that left Kari mesmerized, something she couldn’t have imagined a man being able to do before she’d witnessed it herself.  Like her lover and mentor, Suler Tumureldi, or even Marracir Vakt – the Wraith – Lestanaek wasn’t just a warrior, but an artist with his weapons.  Kari had little doubt his reputation was true after beholding his prowess.

      Baal hardly seemed impressed, but Lestanaek’s push drove him toward Celigus inch by inch.  When the two kings attacked Baal in concert, Kari thought for sure the Storm Lord was about to die or at least suffer his first injury.  But then he bellowed something unintelligible, and the outer walls of the throne room shattered, pelting his enemies with rock.  Now, the wind outside whipped in, chilly and biting at their altitude, to join with the tempest that surrounded Baal.  If Lestanaek and Celigus had trouble standing before, now it was all they could manage under Baal’s assault.

      The Storm Lord stepped in and attacked Celigus, their swords clashing once, twice, and then a third time before something unexpected happened.  Both blades – The Obsidian Storm and the legendary BloodFang – shattered under a fourth impact, black shards raining down around the two combating kings.  Just as Kari had thought, the black forms of demons fled from the destroyed remnant of Baal’s blade.  They swarmed in the circling gale, shrieking and laughing as they danced about the combatants, though they didn’t attack just yet.

      It was something Kari had never expected to see, and clearly the two kings were similarly mystified.  Celigus had wielded that sword for centuries, going back to the time when he was but a prince trying to unify Sansrigar under his rule.  Only he knew where it had come from, but it was – or had been, anyway – a sword that had evoked terror in all those he drew it against.  It was a sword that anyone on Citaria who knew anything about Celigus was familiar with.  And as for Baal’s blade, Kari assumed he had wielded his obsidian blade throughout his tenure as a king, going back to the shattering of Be’shatha.

      Both men stared at the shattered remnants of the swords in their hands in the stillness of the throne room.  Their eyes came up to lock, but Baal recovered first, and moved to stab Celigus with the ruined splinter of his blade.  Celigus caught his enemy’s hand, but just as he started to match his enemy’s strength, the demons swooped in on him.  Celigus took several cold-stinging hits in a matter of seconds, and then there was a brief pause, as if neither man nor nature itself believed what had just happened.

      For the shard of the Obsidian Storm protruded from Celigus’ sternum, and then Celigus collapsed in a heap at Baal’s feet.

      “I AM THE STORM!” the titanic king bellowed, turning on Lestanaek.  “Bow before me and I may allow you to host one of my demons.”

      Lestanaek let forth a string of words that didn’t normally go together in beshathan, but which managed to say something far less polite than ketava.  He replaced one of his war scythes in the straps on his back, then held the other in both hands before him, that dispassionate wolf stare now an unrestrained scowl.  He hacked a demon in half as it swept past him, a golden line left behind through its torso before it came apart, shreds of shadow that dissipated in the wind.  Then he thrust and poked with the end of his long-hafted weapon, seeing what sorts of reactions it drew from Baal, if Kari understood his intent.  But Baal simply slapped each away with the shard of his blade as if dealing with a child.

      The rest of the demons howled and shrieked as they made their way toward Kari and Kris.  The two put them to the sword quickly, suffering a hit here and there, but working in tandem to keep the four spirits from overwhelming them.  Glory Stream was like a shaft of light out of heaven itself, burning and tormenting the demons the same way Kari’s glowing scimitars did.  The demons seemed to have no idea what they were dealing with until it was too late.  Wielding either an angelic heritage or the granted boon of the gods, Kris and Kari destroyed them, leaving Baal with no other obvious allies at that moment.

      Yet even destroying them didn’t ease the tightness in Kari’s heart as her eyes lingered on the still form of her husband’s mentor.

      A black form swept into the chamber from the destroyed balcony, the arcane wall no longer in effect.  Kari and Kris both turned to defend themselves, but it passed them by without threat.  And then they watched as Baal was impaled on a seven-foot-long lance, the force of Saijon Sang’Gallier’s charge blasting him from his feet.  A second and then third tenku harrier swept in behind their leader, landing gracefully to slide on their taloned feet when they saw the enemy was down.  They crouched and drew their butterfly swords, then moved to assist their Wind Harrier.  Saijon attempted a coup de grace but was thrown clear by the tempest winds that exploded from the enraged king, the tenku’s two companions likewise flattened.

      This time, Kris was thrown clear out of the palace.  Kari didn’t worry too much; he not only had wings, but he could actually fly.  As long as they were all stymied into this damnable stalemate by the raging winds, his absence wasn’t much of an issue – yet.

      The true issue was that Kari was useless.  She couldn’t even approach Baal, and she felt as frustrated as when she’d fought the sylinthian princess in the temple city of Kistanna.  Her will and the power of the gods behind her was incredible, but Baal was wielding not only his own power, but some stolen bit of Be’shatha’s essence.

      Be’shatha’s essence, Kari thought.  That’s it.  That’s the answer.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” she said, more forcefully this time, drawing every available mote of the Great Mother’s power to her.  She began to shine with the reflected light as she always did, her blades glowing golden just as they had while fighting the demons.  She focused that power before her like a shield, the same way she had unknowingly done when she’d fought Arku.  And just as when she’d fought that lesser king, the power of Be’shatha that Baal had stolen was nullified when it came into contact with that which was freely given.

      The winds died down.  All the forces holding the companions at bay were suddenly absent.  Though he had cast aside the lance that had impaled him and now prepared to fight Lestanaek in earnest, Baal’s attention was in the wrong place.  For it wasn’t Lestanaek, or Kari, or Corbanis or Morduri, or any of the tenku who struck.

      Instead, it was the angelic form of Kris, darting on wing back in through the open balcony, Black Diamond in one hand and Glory Stream in the other.  Black and gold flashed through the air the moment he landed, one cut after another, Kari’s reflected shine in turn reflecting off the blades to leave streaks of white through the sudden stillness.  Baal had the shattered remains of his sword to defend himself, but it was hardly sufficient.  Kris left bleeding gashes everywhere he struck, each swing but a feint to open the way for the true attack that followed.

      Kari didn’t spectate; not this time.  She rushed forward and then cut right to drive in opposite her husband.  She began to open scores of wounds herself, the titanic king unable to defend himself from multiple enemies without his tempest winds about him.  He tried to call them up again, but the companions swarmed him.  Kari’s efforts only amplified as Lestanaek joined in the task, his masterful work with the war scythe incredible to behold, much less work beside.  An arrow sank into Baal’s flank, followed by another, and then Corbanis was by Kari’s side, the Edge of the Victor quickly earning its own stains of glory.

      “I… am… the storm!” Baal growled as the wounds continued to mount.  He tried to push out that stolen power again, but he couldn’t summon up the winds.  Be’shatha’s freely-granted power kept his stolen essence at bay, and left him with only his own martial prowess.  He had no more demons with him, no servants, no guards and soldiers to defend him from his arrogance and stupidity.  He was well and truly alone, and now surrounded by eight determined warriors.  And to top it all off, he had spent a considerable amount of his power to murder his own people.

      “Bad news, asshole,” Kris spat.  “The sun’s come out.  Storm’s over.”

      Lestanaek got the angle right and landed a telling thrust under Baal’s ribs, and he pressed forward to keep the titanic king partially impaled.  Baal tried to sunder the erestram king’s haft with the remains of his sword but couldn’t muster the strength, and the shard of his once great sword lacked the mass to get it done.  Lestanaek turned him, and Kari cut the king’s left leg off at the knee with a sidestepping double swipe.  He dropped to the stump and his other knee, trying to force himself to stand back up, but the deed was nearly complete.  Baal, the Storm Lord, one of the foremost agents of Be’shatha’s shattering, was nearly done in.

      And then the titanic king’s eyes widened when Kris brought up the remains of BloodFang and stabbed at him.  Baal stopped the first blow, but Kris kneed him in the face, his nose exploding under the force of the blow, then Kris stabbed Baal through the top of his skull.  “That’s for killing my mentor,” Kris growled.  “And everything else you’ve done.”  Apparently unsatisfied with that, he then kicked the Storm Lord in the crotch before snapping the remains of the blade off inside the titanic king’s skull.

      Kris didn’t even watch the body drop.  He turned and threw what was left of BloodFang’s hilt against the far wall with a scream of fury, then strode slowly toward Celigus’ body.  He let forth a growl that would’ve made Sharyn and Gil proud, so Kari went to join him, leaving the others to verify Baal was dead or else take care of it.  Kris’ shoulders were bowed, but he wasn’t crying, not yet.  Kari suspected that might change once the adrenaline wore off and he had time to mourn.

      Instead, he let out a disgusted sound and shook his head before he turned to the tenku.  “Thank God the three of you followed us,” he said.

      “You have Ashanti to thank for that,” Saijon returned.  “She was far from satisfied staying behind and wanted to send airborne allies that could stay out of your sight until needed.”

      Kris saluted them.  “I think we owe you our lives, Wind Harrier.”

      “As we owe ours to the Welcome Rain,” the tenku returned with a sharp whistle.

      “This is terrible,” Lestanaek said, approaching to check Celigus futilely for any signs of life.  It was no use; if the bloody hole where his heart should’ve been wasn’t enough, his eyes were already glazed over, the molten irises that seemed to always be in motion now lifeless.  “We have lost not just a great warrior and ally, but our most brilliant tactical mind.”

      “Ketava,” Morduri muttered when he reached them, limping.  His impromptu flight and crash through the door had hurt him more than his masterful archery attacks might’ve led Kari to believe.  “If you thought Glorya was mad about the deaths of her daughter and bodyguard, let’s just say I don’t want to be the one to tell her about this.”

      “Lestanaek, can you carry him?” Kari asked somberly.

      “It will be my honor,” the erestram king answered.

      Kris turned to the tenku again.  “Wind Harrier, if you would, take word ahead of us to Emma and Giamalla, have them spread this news only to Glorya and Arlerase.  And then tell them we’re on our way to the forward lines near the border of Vistarra to finish this.”

      “As you command, Warlord,” he said, throwing his wings straight up and crossing his arms before his chest.  With a few quick whistles and clicks, he and his harriers gathered up their lances, then moved to the balcony and took flight to the north.

      “We should send word to Citaria, that Celigus’ children there know what has happened.  There may be familial issues they need to take care of,” Corbanis said.

      Kari gasped and whipped her gaze to him, and he cocked his head.  “We’ve got to send word immediately,” she said.  “We may be able to get Karaman to come take his father’s place at the tactics table, at least.  Way I heard it, he’s nearly as brilliant.”

      “What do we do with him?” Morduri asked, turning back to Baal’s corpse.

      “Chamber pot treatment,” Kris muttered.  The laughs were those of disbelief, quickly silenced by the solemnity of an ally’s death.  “Corbanis, Morduri, find what you can in the larders and then we’ll set this place on fire with him in it.”

      “Don’t forget,” Kari said, drawing everyone’s attention.  She gestured toward the sky, and it dawned on Kris.

      “What was taken by force, we return freely, Great Mother,” he said.  “Please welcome our friend and ally home with open arms.”

      It could’ve just been coincidence, but Kari had learned to doubt such a thing existed after her time among the luranar.  For when Kris released the Great Mother’s power and made his request, the sun broke through the perpetual storm clouds and shone through the open balcony, bathing the surviving companions in its warm glow.  In Kari’s mind, it could be nothing less than Be’shatha’s affirmative answer.
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      Witau’s ears swiveled side to side, flicking in random directions every so often.  Sonja could see him clearly from her own blind, waiting on the elestram scout to motion for them to continue.  Of all those who’d been sent into Vistarra, he was by far the most capable infiltrator.  On top of the brilliant mathematical mind of an elestram was decades of experience as an inspector – of the civil engineering sort, if Sonja’s growing fluency with beshathan was on point.  But little escaped his notice, and thus far, he had led them safely through the first ring of jagged mountains, nearly ready to make their way toward the second, though they had yet to leave cover.

      It had been a harrowing experience all throughout.  Even a safe distance from any of the necropolises, the taint of the undead and the cold sting of the presence of so many demons was unmistakable.  With her ability to mask their movements limited, particularly with how sensitive beshathans were to that sort of magic – not to mention the demons and the king himself – they had called upon every ounce of skill and cunning to slip through.  There had been times when Sadrek, their valirasi eye in the sky, had been certain they were going to be discovered, only to have the demons and undead miraculously look the wrong way.

      Sadrek’s skills were twofold.  In addition to his scouting, he was relaying the lay of the land to two of the other elestram scouts, who were drafting a topographical map.  That was the most important part of all of this; if they couldn’t show Glorya the ways into the realm and help her determine the best ones, then this exercise was merely suicidal folly.  Getting a feel for the land was only a small part of it; Sadrek’s aerial views would be far more useful.

      Of course, we didn’t find a single way through the necropolises that Glorya can sneak an army through, Sonja thought.  Though if we were to conquer one, it might open the way depending on how likely the demons are to stay put and hold the line.

      Witau’s ears both went down, and he pressed himself up against the rock wall within his shadowy little nook.  There wasn’t much to be thankful for when it came to the jagged peaks and mountainsides of this realm, but the many hiding places were a blessing.  Sonja, too, crouched down behind a rocky outcropping, and her companions in their nearby blinds did likewise.  Their primary goal was to scout without being discovered, but if they were, there was little room for mercy unless they could talk the residents into joining them or at least letting them go.

      The elestram scout slid his longsword from its scabbard in agonizing slowness, desperate to make no sound.  Soon, even Sonja could hear the crunch of gravel and rock underfoot, a sentry or perhaps just a commoner coming.  The latter seemed unlikely with how desolate these portions of the realm were, and Sonja felt the flare of arcane power from Meshki, her mallasti companion as he came to the same conclusion.  Sonja allowed her own to come to the surface.  The other elestram had their blades in hand, and even Sadrek had his smaller swords out, ready to strike from above.

      “Sonja?”

      She whirled at the sound of her name to find her brother scant feet away from her.  She gasped, then rushed to grab him in a crushing embrace.  “Aeligos!  Gods, you’ve got to stop sneaking up on me like this during a war!”

      He clasped her tight, and Sonja felt his tears drip into the collar of her armor.  She strengthened her hug and made no move to pull away from him until he was ready.  His emotions were clear as an erestram howl now, but he’d had them bottled up as he approached her.  When he wanted to be, Aeligos was one of the most silent, disciplined minds Sonja had ever come across.  But now, back together with her, he let his feelings go, let her feel his grief over Eryn mixed with his joy of being back with one of his siblings.

      “All clear, Sonja?” Sadrek rasped in infernal from a few yards away.  He still had his blades gripped, but he seemed to understand what was going on, if not their words.

      “Yes, this is my brother, come to help us,” she told her companions in that same tongue.  “But didn’t we hear someone down below?”

      Aeligos grimaced.  “Yeah, I figured I’d better come talk to you first, because it’s–”

      “Taesenus,” she finished, looking back down the hillside.  “Glorya told me we might run into him out here.  Has he been harassing you?”

      “Well… no.  Quite the opposite.  Have your friends let him come up, and I’ll explain.”

      Sonja relayed the order, and then the Demon Prince finally made an appearance.  The others didn’t seem to know who he was or what his importance might be, but Sonja’s mouth clamped shut as her irritation began to flare.  She remembered all too well what he’d done to Typhonix, how he’d kicked Kari in her pregnant belly, nearly killed Eli, and threatened to kill Sonja’s brothers and offer their heads to her as a wedding present.  And that was to say nothing of having killed Tarra’s sister or burning Kari’s house down, if he had been honest about that.  Years had passed, but the anger burned no cooler now than it had then.  Sonja knew she had to work with him for the benefit of their army in winning this war, but as Glorya had said, she didn’t have to like him.

      “Calm yourself before those thoughts draw half the realm to us,” Taesenus said, though his tone was flat, not even condescending or spiteful.  “I can only mask so much of our presence, and your hatred flaring like the sun will be beyond my abilities.”

      She bit down her immediate response.  She still couldn’t feel him, couldn’t sense his lifeforce or his emotions.  It was odd that he could sense her thoughts and emotions yet the same didn’t hold true in return.  She had to remind herself that Taesenus wasn’t just a serilian-rir like she, but the very son of Seril herself.  The fact that his father was Shawn Gobrae, arguably the strongest warlock to have walked Citaria, could only have amplified Seril’s genes.  There was really no telling just how powerful the Demon Prince might be, but that only made the fact that Kari had beaten him several times that much more impressive.

      If he had picked up on those thoughts, he did a remarkable job of covering it.  The Demon Prince glanced at each of Sonja’s companions as he ascended to meet her, no sign of fear in his features or mannerisms.  That wasn’t such a surprise; no matter what she thought of him or the fact that Kari had bested him several times, there was no denying the man was fearless.  Certainly, being truly immortal or something close to it had a lot to do with that, but Sonja had to give credit where it was due.  When he felt he had a purpose, nothing drove him from it.  It was an almost admirable trait in a man she found nothing else admirable about.

      “Why are you here?” she challenged him regardless.

      “Is it not obvious?” he returned, no spite in his words.  “I am still defending my mother, what is left of her, from the greatest threat to her.  Have you not felt the great tumult in the flow of power about this world, Sonja?  Baal must be dead, and others along with him.  There has been such a shift that I have little doubt Abaddon is the last enemy left.”

      Sonja wondered at that.  Had he always known Citaria was part of the manifestation of his mother?  Or had he learned that since the Temple of Archons had been opened?  If he’d learned it in the time since, who had told him and why?  Sonja couldn’t imagine it had been Glorya, else he’d probably still be recovering from the injuries she’d have dealt him.  And of Sonja’s other friends and allies, she couldn’t think of any that would bother speaking to Taesenus.

      “So, what do you propose?” she asked.

      “As I explained to your brother, I am able to shield myself from both angels and demons; if I travel with you, I can hide you from their perceptions long enough to see your job done.”

      “And then?”

      Taesenus shrugged uncharacteristically.  “Then we see where the road takes me.  You need not tell me how your friends and allies feel about me, Sonja.  I am many things, but a fool is not one of them.  If you will not accept my help to bring about Abaddon’s downfall, there are other ways and places I may continue to defend my mother’s legacy.”

      “I doubt Kari is going to want you around when she has something like Abaddon to deal with,” Sonja said.  “And after all the pain you’ve caused her, I’m not sure you want to meet her husband on the field of battle no matter which side you claim to be on.  Glorya told me I’d probably meet you while out here.  We’ll let you work with us, but… well, I won’t waste words on threats you already understand.  Just don’t tempt fate.”

      He managed a half-smile at that, though it did little but give Sonja a shiver.  “You have some sharp minds here and have been impressively lucky to slip between the cracks.  However, the next rings of defense are far tighter, and far more heavily populated by demons.  You will not get far without my help.”

      “We’re going to need the kwarrasti paladins to spearhead any campaign that comes into this realm,” Aeligos said.  He turned and glanced at Sonja’s companions.  “Do any of them understand what we’re saying?”

      “All of us save Sadrek,” Witau, the elestram point man, said.  “He has never had experience with those of your world before, so the language is unknown to him.  I will explain what he needs to know when we are ready to continue.”

      Sonja nodded, turning back to Taesenus.  “How familiar are you with this realm after you served under Abaddon?”

      The Demon Prince shrugged again, almost as if there was actually a bit of discomfort roiling in his blood.  “I cannot draw you a map, but I can lead you to some of the best possible routes and let your companions craft one.  And again, I can shield you from the sight of demons and angels – and that includes Abaddon.  If he comes our way, I will know long before he reaches us, but he should not be able to ascertain where we are while I am with you.”

      “Aeligos?” she prompted.

      Her brother, too, shrugged.  “He could’ve killed me when he came and found me in Oge,” he said, ignoring Sonja’s cocked head.  “At this point, we need to get this done, whether he betrays us or not.  No sense refusing offered help if the outcome will be the same either way.”

      “Sound logic,” Taesenus said.  “Come, we have far to travel and every moment wasted costs your army something in waiting.”

      “What were you doing in Oge?” Sonja asked, her voice quiet as she suspected what it was.

      Aeligos shook his head.  “Don’t ask.”

      Sonja sighed, but looked to her beshathan and valirasi allies.  None of them had any input, so she said, “All right, then.  I recommend we find a town where we can resupply.”

      “I can lead you toward one of those as well; they are few in these outer reaches.”

      Aeligos nodded.  “Let’s get this done.  It’s going to take long enough without sitting around debating for days.”

      “Where to first?” Sonja asked.

      Without hesitation, Taesenus looked southeast.  “Toward Anju-Sereit,” he said with a gesture.  “It is the gateway beyond the second ring… and the last place they’ll expect us to sneak past.”

      When Sonja looked toward that next ring of jagged mountains and the dark hints of necropolises and whatever else among them, a shiver ran along her spine.  The fact that she was now to follow the Demon Prince into “hell” didn’t help one bit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They’d had no choice but to give Celigus a hunter’s funeral.  He was far too bulky to carry all the time, and they had a good distance to cross as well.  Unlike the massive trash fire that was the burning of Baal’s palace, Celigus was set on a pyre, his body offered back to the land and sky just as his spirit was offered to Be’shatha.  No one had bothered saying words, their various salutes the only gestures of farewell for now.  There’d be a time to mourn, but Antumorgh was not the place.

      Kris was inconsolable, which turned out to be both good and bad.  While he didn’t want to teleport back to the command camp to the north in his emotional state, the time on the road let him work through more than just his feelings.  Over the weeks it took to reach the northern border of Antumorgh – a trip made easier thanks to the land-altering efforts of Lestanaek and Morduri – Kris’ anger sharpened his focus into an elegant blade.  He wasn’t short-tempered or even rude with anyone, but he answered questions with quick and blunt responses.  Kari knew when his mind was hard at work with something, and she was sure she knew what it was as they made their way to the central column.

      He’s considering every possible angle and repercussion of attacking Vistarra, she thought on every occasion where she wondered what was on his mind.

      He was a little distant from her, but she didn’t fret over it.  They were together, despite the wedge of Celigus’ death keeping them slightly apart.  Kari kissed him when she could, held him in her arms at night, and let him know solely through touches and proximity that she was there if he had something he needed to talk about or even just scream about.  She remembered well how little outlet she’d had after Grakin’s death, and also how people had often intruded on her dealing with her feelings despite their good intentions.  So, she both kept him close and gave him space all in the same gestures of love.

      Morduri, Lestanaek, and Corbanis better internalized whatever they were feeling.  None of them had ever been as close to Celigus as Kari had, much less Kris.  But he was their ally, the greatest tactical mind the army had, and they knew what losing him was going to mean.  There would be others who could and would step up and fill the gap, and overall, Kari didn’t expect it to ruin the war effort, but it hurt on so many levels.  And that was before one even took into account the effect it was going to have on Glorya.

      Another of our brilliant tactical minds, she sighed silently as they walked.

      With the remaining allied kings able to make minor changes to the land, they reached the northern border and the central column after only a couple of weeks.  Lestanaek and Morduri had stamped out what volcanoes they could, but they’d left Mount Chivan alone.  Apparently, it had always been there; it wasn’t just something Baal conjured up to defend Antumorgh when he’d risen to his place as a king.  Though they were dangerous and unsightly, volcanoes were a part of the natural order of things, so the kings left Mount Chivan be.

      The palace larder had kept them supplied for the trek, which proved far less arduous than getting there in the first place.  Though naturally occurring, Mount Chivan was silent when not bent to Baal’s will, so they were able to cross close to its side without fear, and the final approach to their allied forces was an easy and anxiety-free one.  Scouts took word of their arrival ahead, and even from a distance, Kari and her companions could hear the cheers and jubilation over the announcement of Baal’s death.

      They were received into the main camp with a hero’s welcome.  Kari was gracious to everyone as they greeted her, but mimicked Kris’ stoicism.  No one seemed to have any idea Celigus was dead; Giamalla and Emma must have kept such news to themselves, as had been requested.  It was something the army would need to know, but its impact would lay completely in how it was presented.  Though Celigus’ death was a great blow, the one they’d struck in return was far greater.  Now, only one enemy remained, and if the loss was framed in that context, it could boost morale rather than crush it.

      Kari was long overdue for a bath, but she shook off the feeling and led the others directly to the command pavilion.  They were nodded through by the guards, and Kari saluting them as she passed clearly struck a chord with them, as they straightened up and saluted her in return.  Inside the spacious and opulent tent were Emma, Giamalla, and – unexpectedly – Glorya.  The three graced the new arrivals with smiles, though Kari could clearly see the pain that tinged Glorya’s.  Kari stepped forward and wrapped the angel in a hug that was returned without hesitation.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said quietly, wary of alerting the guards to what had happened lest any rumors should spread.

      “We knew victory would not come without cost,” Glorya said.  “It did not require Be’shatha’s clairvoyance to know that would be the case.  Still…”

      Kris laid a hand on the angel’s shoulder.  “He was like a second father to me, just as he was to my own father.  But he went out the way I think he would’ve wanted, if not expected.”

      Glorya nodded and sighed, a shiver coursing through her.  “You and Karaman are more than enough to make up for the loss of his tactical expertise,” she told Kris.  “Especially in light of what I have planned.  We have much to speak of, but first, did you bring his remains?”

      “We scattered his ashes over the realm he gave his life for,” Lestanaek answered.

      Glorya wasn’t expecting that, and Emma took her hand as the angel bit her lip.  It was amusing to Kari to see someone else do the same thing she so frequently did, but the weight of the sorrow kept the humor from manifesting.  Mother and daughter shared a hug, and after giving them a few moments, Morduri joined them.  Giamalla approached, laying one hand on her son and the other on Glorya, soon to be part of their circle if not quite yet.

      “I thought he might enjoy the silence in his mind for a while yet,” Glorya said when they split apart.  She turned to Kari and added, “But I hope my kast’wa finds peace at last… as you are finding it in the here and now.”

      “What do you mean?” Kari asked.

      “He was always quite fond of you for overcoming what you did as a young woman,” the angel said.  “I know it was often hard to tell when the man was fond of anyone, but you held a special place in his heart, Kari.  You overcame a childhood marred with abuse much like his, though of a different type.  It is why he was willing to suffer further centuries under the Overking rather than push you to do what we believed you could.  He respected you, maybe even loved you to a degree that he never wanted to see you hurt or dragged into the mess we had wrought upon this world.”

      “Makes me sad I never saw it that way when he was alive,” Kari said, blinking back tears.

      “I teased him often for his lascivious ways, but he was a good man,” Glorya said.  “A lot better than most ever would or ever will give him credit for.”

      Lestanaek and Morduri seemed surprised to hear such openness from Glorya, but they nodded solemnly when her gaze fell over each of them.

      “Where do we stand with Vistarra?” Kris asked.  “Is Arlerase well-entrenched enough by himself to its north?”

      “My son is as capable as his father, and our legions are dug in well,” the angel replied.  “Should Abaddon move that way, we will crush him from this direction.  And he dares not move this way with the entirety of Mas’tolinor now aligned against his northern border, certainly not while I am present and the kwarrasti paladins are here in force.  As for Vistarra itself, we have a small band of spies mapping out an appropriate attack route.  I sent Sonja to guide them, and I believe they either have or will meet another there who will help.”

      “Someone in Vistarra will help?” Kari blurted, cocking an eyebrow.

      Glorya pursed her lips.  “Taesenus.”

      Kari didn’t know whether to sigh or spit, but she went with the former out of respect for her companions.  “Gods, that bastard just doesn’t know when to get lost, does he?”

      “As I said, I expect he is helping your sister-in-law and her team for one reason or another, whether it be Abaddon’s casual killing of Chiylija’s soldiers, the fact that he wants to conquer Citaria, or any combination of things our final enemy has said and done.  I believe Taesenus has abilities that will help them accomplish their mission and that he’ll help them, otherwise I would never have sent Sonja into such danger.  For now, that is what we wait upon to invade the realm in force.  However…”

      “Oh, this is going to be good,” Kris muttered.

      “I also have a plan to deal with Abaddon himself, though it will require a great deal of bravery on your part, Kari,” Glorya finished.

      “The Great Mother knows she has that in spades,” Morduri said.

      Lestanaek fixed Kari with that lupine gaze, but the dispassionate stare was replaced by an open smile, even with the solemn weight of Celigus’ death on their minds.  “Indeed,” he agreed.

      “This plan will not involve the rest of you, though,” the angel said, glancing at each of them.  “Your part will be in destroying or driving out the demons, to release the realm from their grip and set right what has been wrong for ten thousand years.  We have a considerable army, but we face undead and demons, not to mention whatever legions choose to keep fighting for their king.  There should not be terribly many of them remaining after the losses they suffered here, in Mas’tolinor, and in Arlerase and Sansrigar.”  She nearly choked up when she said the name of her late kast’wa’s realm, but she soldiered on.  “This is the final phase of the war.  It is, for all intents and purposes, already won, but that doesn’t mean we do not have to fight it.”

      “Is High General al’Serrikk here?” Kris asked, and he turned to the erestram king at Glorya’s nod.  “Lestanaek, let’s go speak with him, and we can start putting together a few skirmish sorties to see what kind of defenses those necropolises really have.  That’ll be a better use of our time than sitting around waiting for Sonja’s report.”

      “Do you need me as well?” Morduri asked.

      “I won’t turn down your skill with numbers, or even your blade for that matter,” the Warlord answered, and the three men left the pavilion.  Corbanis hesitated only a moment to hug Kari before he followed them.

      Kari glanced at the other three women in the tent with her.  “You’ve taken quite a few hits during this war,” she said, her sorrowful gaze lingering on Glorya.

      “Haven’t we all?” the angel returned.  “In all honesty, despite my more personal losses, this war has progressed far better than I expected or our elestram allies could have ever predicted.  Moreover, we have lost far fewer than during my brother’s ignoble reign.”

      Giamalla grumbled low in her throat.  “Far fewer, indeed.  It is the unfortunate cost of freedom, but we honor those who have fallen in acknowledging that they were willing to do so.”

      “There is at least one bit of good news we have to share,” Glorya said, and Kari perked up at that.  “It would seem that Leighandra, while welcoming and escorting cavistrem into Teradda, came across Captain Te’Voliz, alive and well.  I believe he, along with several others, are headed this way along with further battalions.”

      Kari couldn’t stop the tears, and had little reason to.  “Gods, that is good news,” she said.  “I’ll have to tell Kris as well; he already feels terrible about Kas’Yari being killed during his plan.”

      “Antumorgh is being left vacant, as there is nothing there of value for Abaddon’s forces to take and hold.  Any attempt to conquer that land leaves Vistarra more vulnerable, so we are going on the assumption he will stay within his realm,” Giamalla put in.  “I suspect you will see a number of your friends soon, Kari.”

      “But not your children,” Glorya added.  “They will be accompanying your mother-in-law back north, where it is much safer.”

      Kari nodded.  “Speaking of safety, is Sonja in danger of being captured by Abaddon and used to take him to Citaria?”

      The angel shrugged.  “Ironically, thanks to Taesenus, I believe she is as safe as can be.  The things his mother did to him before he was born… he is virtually immune to the ways of either my kind or the demons, Kari.  It’s why he is able to shrug off power of either the arcane or divine disciplines.  I’m sure it will make you want to spit to hear so, but he was just what we needed.  It makes me want to spit, myself.”

      Kari snorted and shook her head.  “There’s just no understanding the way the gods work, is there?  Not for people like me, anyway.”

      “Don’t be fooled, I understand little enough of it myself despite my heritage,” Glorya said, a smile managing its way to her features.  “Sometimes a door is opened, and we think we understand, but then another door closes, and we lose sight or even hope.  I could speculate for days on why Celigus fell.  Was it because Emanitar will be coming back?  Or was it just as a sign to those of us spared by his sacrifice?  Who can know?”

      “Maybe it was both, Mother,” Emma said with her quiet deference.

      “Ultimately, it does not matter,” the angel said.  “I have been brought back from the edge of irredeemable through mercy, and so I will trust that where I am led is where I need to be, whatever the outcome, and whatever the trials and pain.”

      “Like the luranar proverb,” Kari whispered.

      “It has ever been a small bit of humor amongst my people that the will of the gods can foil any probability we can calculate,” Giamalla said.  “With the Great Mother’s return, you may have noticed my people rely less on odds except as a guide.”

      “We still need all your calculations, though,” Kari assured her.  “I’m so glad to have you here, even if my husband does have an eye for you.”

      Giamalla’s ears went up in tandem with Glorya’s and Emma’s brows, but the elestram woman barked a laugh.  “You have quite a man for a husband,” she said.  “I suspect he is attracted to our similarities in function as rulers and leaders.”

      “Yeah, that and the fact that you’re beautiful,” Kari said, rolling her eyes playfully.  Giamalla looked to be blushing, and Kari chuckled and turned her gaze back to Glorya.  “So, what did you have in mind to defeat Abaddon?”

      “As strange as this is going to sound, I propose… we give him exactly what he wants.”
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      “I don’t like the sound of this at all,” Kris grumbled.

      Kari could well understand.  On the surface, Glorya’s plan sounded reckless at best.  But there was a deeper logic to it, something that not many would have considered.  The fact that Kris hadn’t either thought of it, or put any stock in it if he had, spoke volumes.  Had it crossed Celigus’ mind at some point?  It was possible, but now they’d never know.  Kari was willing to assume if Glorya thought of it, Celigus likely had as well or had at least discussed it with her.

      To the angel, the balance of the war seemed a foregone conclusion: there was no way Abaddon could stand against the weight of seven worlds.  More and more allies from the other worlds were arriving on a weekly basis, the tenku lancers, harmauths, and minotaurs not the least of them.  Vulestrem were coming in small bunches as well, the fox-folk clever and adding their deviousness to the stratagems and calculations of the elestram.  Even some syrinthian and czarikk priestesses and holy men were coming from Irrathmor, mostly to tend to the wounded and sick.  Be’shatha’s champions were amassing an army the likes of which no one could stand against for long.

      Abaddon, by comparison, had a limited realm and population to draw from, and every engagement whittled away at what strength he had left after losing in Mas’tolinor, Arlerase, Sansrigar, and this plain between Vistarra and the black city.

      Abaddon could turtle within his defenses and take every possible last soul with him on the way out, and despite the cost of life, that was still considered an acceptable price for victory.  It was the sort of logic that brought bile to Kari’s mouth, but it was the harsh reality of war.  She thought of Eryn, Celigus, Kas’Yari, and all the others who’d died thus far fighting for this world.  Then she imagined Captain Te’Voliz’s mate, Rasaarra; Marracir, Evanja, and little Antonio; Aeligos, still reeling from Eryn’s death; and the weight Kas’Yari’s loss would heap upon Auremax and Audrei.  She thought of all the lives cut short, but likewise all the lives that would never be when husbands and wives didn’t return from the war – whether her allies or her enemies.

      It’s the price of freedom… but frankly, it sucks, she thought.

      Glorya had suggested a different course of action though, one that looked at the longer-term solutions rather than striking directly for victory.  Even in the absence of the greater evils of Baal, Abaddon, and Baphomet, there would still be the rotten and the corrupt, whether “mortal” or not.  Sheila and Augrus, foremost, would still be about, causing whatever issues they usually did for Lord Ambergaust and his family.  Taesenus would still be around, no matter his current disposition.  And there would always be others – ex-Blood Order, Black Dragon Society, or similar criminal or even necromantic elements left behind in the wake of all the fighting.

      The angel’s plan accounted for much of it.  Certainly, many of the lesser criminal and rotten elements would continue to be a problem for the rest of time.  Glorya suggested, though, that they eliminate the one thing any or all of them combined could still release…

      “Whatever that thing is in the in between, we need to stop it before someone or something gets in there and lets it free,” Kari said, though she was sure he understood already.  “If we kill Abaddon there, it might cause a shift the way Audrei said her blessings did.”

      “Kari, you have no idea how many dark souls are in that place,” he said, finally turning to face her.  She was momentarily mesmerized by the swirling blue of his eyes, so full of pride and concern at the same time.  “And you have no idea what that entity is you and Audrei sensed.  I don’t think it’s the devil as mentioned in my beliefs, but it’s something wicked enough that it has – or had, I guess – Baal, Abaddon, and Baphomet working for it.”

      “So did the Overking,” Kari said.

      That stopped him for a moment, and he let forth a hmph.  “That’s true, I suppose.  I’d just feel better if the plan was to take the army in there and do what we can.”

      “That would solidify our enemies against us…”

      “I know,” he interrupted, throwing his hands up.  “And I know only so many of us can even cross over to that place, if what Glorya said is true.  I’m just wondering why she doesn’t want me there with you.”

      “You’ve got so much of your father in you,” Kari said, running her fingers down his arm and then taking up his hand in hers.  “But you’re a sword, Kris.  Glorya is concerned that bringing you would have nearly the same effect as trying to storm the place with an army.  But Glorya… she’s a redeemed angel, Kris… evidence that all isn’t lost no matter how deep in the darkness those souls may be.  And she thinks my place as Salvation’s Dawn will draw more back to us.”

      He leaned in to kiss her.  “At least ask if you can bring Audrei or a few others with you.”

      “I don’t know that she can cross over to there without carrying Carly’s spirit,” she returned.  “And that’s not to mention she’s either going to have a baby soon or already did.  But we’ll explore every option.  We still have to get to Abaddon before we can even try this.  That gives us time to find more who can help, and we can–”

      “Start sending units to Terrassia in case it doesn’t work the way you hope,” he finished with a grimace.  “Do me a favor and don’t ask any elestram for the odds.”

      “I didn’t intend to,” she muttered.  Despite the humor, his smile was conspicuously absent, and she trailed her finger down his jaw.  “Are you all right?”

      Kris snorted.  “I’m smart enough to know when I’m being tested, but dumb enough to get pissed off about it anyway.  I guess this is how I get told it’s time to step up and take my father’s place, if not among the pantheon, then down here where he and Celigus defended our people.”

      “That’s nothing new for you,” she countered.  She pulled him down into a hug, and for just a minute, the war and the world around them faded away.  All the noise, the worry, the heartache, and the tension melted away, and Kari could see her future with this man and their children, if just for that moment.  He was her rock, and she was his, and together, they would be the rock their friends and family clung to as the dust settled.

      “I’m still holding you to your promise,” he whispered.

      “And unless the gods say otherwise, I’ll keep it,” she breathed back.

      Kris straightened out, his features curious.  “I wonder if Isharra will be able to go with you?”

      “Good question.  If she and Tor are with the frontmost battalion coming from Teradda, I’ll ask her when they get here.”

      “We should figure out how to send Ashanti with you.  Whether the spirits there turn to you or against you, I don’t think it’d matter with her around…”

      Kari chuckled.  “She does sort of come across that way during war, doesn’t she?”

      “Ma’am?” an elestram runner prompted, poking his long-eared head through the flap of their tent.  “This came for you, delivered by the last group of Citarian soldiers to arrive by portal.”

      He handed Kari a wrapped object and departed with a bow of his head.  Kris cocked an eyebrow until Kari removed the wrapping to reveal a glass jar filled with a green herb, a note tucked in with it.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Kris asked, a grin creeping across his features.  “Who do you suppose sent that?”

      “Danilynn, according to the note,” she answered.  “But honestly, who cares?  Get your ass in the bathtub, I’ll be right behind you,” she chuckled, taking out one of the herbs and chewing on it.  For all the uncertainty on her mind, she was glad to have one of them taken care of for the near future.  Kris didn’t have to be told twice, ducking out of their tent.

      Kari read the note a couple of times and clutched it to her chest.  DeAnna was growing fast, and was already best friends with Amayalou and Jessirra, Danilynn’s and Damansha’s daughters.  It was going to be such a family when all was complete and they were able to return home.  She had to be smart and take the herb for now, but Kari could look forward to the end of the war, when it would no longer be necessary.

      She tucked the note safely into her pack along with the jar, and then she rushed from the tent to follow Kris.
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      Taesenus, with the help of Witau and the other scouts, had led them directly to Anju-Sereit without incident.  The layout of the realm was hard for Sonja to wrap her mind around, though she understood the reason for its setup.  It was like a fortress with numerous baileys, except on such a scale as to be hard to fathom as one walked into it.  Each ring of jagged mountains, comprised of heaps of shard-faced rock, spines and spikes, and other hazards not easily bypassed, was like another wall of defense around Abaddon’s ultimate keep.  And each of those rings was dotted with ziggurats, necropolises, and other dangers.

      Where in the name of all that’s holy are the people and farmlands of this realm? Sonja had to wonder as they approached yet another dangerous checkpoint.

      “Along the southwestern coasts,” Taesenus answered her unspoken question.  He paused in the shadow of a rocky outcropping, crimson eyes studying the ascent toward Anju-Sereit, one of the largest necropolises in the realm.

      “What?” Aeligos blurted quietly, slinking into the shadows himself and looking around.

      “Your sister was wondering where the farms and people are,” the Demon Prince returned.  “They are far from where they can try to escape or aid any in invading the realm.  The necropolises have always been here, yet shrouded from casual discovery, and now they are populated by a good number of demons.  Abaddon’s primary concern has always been defense.  I am inclined to think he always expected to be the last.”

      “Glad to help his wishes come true,” Aeligos muttered.

      “Witau, does it look safe for Sadrek to take to the air and scout?” Sonja asked.

      The elestram nodded, and after a quick translation to infernal, their valiras companion found a good spot to take flight from.  He rose on an updraft that tickled the side of the mountain, staying close enough to the rock that his dark form would be mostly camouflaged.

      “If the far side of Anju-Sereit looks as I remember it – meaning there is no buildup of any sort of army waiting beyond it – then we will have enough information for Glorya,” Taesenus said, coming back to sit by the others.

      “And then what?” Aeligos asked, his question echoed by the sudden stares of several elestram, a mallasti, and Sonja as well.

      “What do you mean, and then what?” the Demon Prince returned.  “Then we drive in here and crush the last of the kings – and the final threat to my mother’s world.”

      “I wish I could say I trust your motivations.”

      “I wish I could say I care what you trust,” Taesenus shot back.  “But I do not.  I have upheld my part of this, now the rest of you uphold yours.  I can always bring the maps and notes back myself and leave your headless corpses here.”

      “You’re so charming,” Sonja muttered with a shake of her head as the beshathans bristled silently.  “Quite frankly, Taesenus, it might be best if you just leave after we’re done here.  Go home to Citaria and just fade out of everyone’s memory for a while.  I don’t think you want to face Glorya or Kari at this point.”

      “On the contrary, I have things to say to both of them.”

      “The odds are not in your favor in such an endeavor,” Witau said, his companions chuckling darkly.  “Perhaps you should take Lady Sonja’s advice.”

      Any further argument was forestalled by a cry from above.  Sonja looked up to see something chasing after Sadrek.  At first, she couldn’t make it out, but then her eyes discerned what looked like ethereal rags trailing after whatever it was.  She realized it was a wraith or specter of some kind, and she started to call up her arcane power – just enough to help without bringing down the realm on their heads.

      She found her power nullified, though, and Taesenus waved down the others as they got their weapons ready.  “Stay put and do nothing,” he ordered.

      “We must help him!” Meshki said, the mallasti’s ears angling back.

      “To what end?  To alert all of Anju-Sereit that there are invaders nearby?  His life is already forfeit, there is no reason for the rest of us to be sacrificed as well.”

      “You are a cold bastard,” Sonja spat.

      The Demon Prince shrugged.  “Call it what you will, I am being practical.  I can shield us from their sight but not if we go attacking them to save one soldier whose purpose has been served.  If it were your sister-in-law or the Warlord in this same situation, they would make the same decision.  This was a risk each of us agreed to when we came here.”

      Sonja bit her lip, looking back up to see Sadrek plummet to the jagged mountainside below.  Whatever the undead thing was, it seemed to have drained all the strength from him.  He fell like a boulder, smashing against the rocks and then tumbling to an unseen end far below.  Sonja closed her eyes and forced a deep breath in through her nose.  She’d have never expected to be rocked by the death of a valiras, but like Kari, she now saw all these people as allies, if not friends.  Taesenus had been right, but Sonja was glad she hadn’t been the one to make the decision.  Sadrek had been a good soldier, and she mourned his death.

      “Stay put,” Taesenus reiterated as the specter came closer.

      She could feel the coldness of its presence as it hovered above them, following some spectral path that guided it toward their group.  Whether it was able to follow Sadrek’s scent or the traces of his lifeforce, it floated not far from the party.  Its ghastly face, resembling an elestram without fur, its skin stretched taught over ghostly bones and its eyes naught but black pits, split in a grin, though it made no move toward them.

      Is it trying to scare us into reacting so it can find us? she wondered.

      Every eye in their camp was fixed on the undead abomination.  If they were discovered, even Taesenus might not make it back to report.  Sonja cursed his practicality and callousness that had been proven correct, but she was thankful for it as well.  If they had aided Sadrek, there might be any number of these things – not to mention demons – descending upon them.

      The Demon Prince brought one hand up to the hilt of his sword as the specter descended to float right in front of him.  Its “eyes” seemed riveted to him, though it didn’t see him; Sonja wasn’t sure if it sensed something that was keeping it nearby.  She was holding her breath, unsure how long she’d been doing so, and she had to bite down a gasp when one of her elestram scouts finally lost the battle with his nerves and dashed off.

      Taesenus swore silently, though Sonja read the movement of his mouth easily enough.  He motioned for them all to stay still yet again, but this time, his katana flashed in a gleaming arc that sliced right through the specter.  It howled in a silent scream as it came apart, and the Demon Prince cut again, taking off what would have been its head.  He then gestured for Witau and Meshki to take down their fleeing ally before he turned and watched the necropolis above.

      Aeligos was watching it too, his heart thundering so loudly in his ears that Sonja could hear it in his thoughts.  She flexed her arcane power just enough to mold a small hiding hole out of the rocky mountainside.  She gestured everyone in, and once Witau and Meshki had returned with their companion, she sealed them all inside.

      “I can hold this for about an hour before our air supply will run out,” she whispered in the dark, surrounded by glowing eyes.  “And it’s naturally made, so it shouldn’t register as odd to any other undead or demons that come this way, assuming you can keep us cloaked?”

      Taesenus merely nodded.

      “My apologies,” Luaris said, his snout angled down in shame.

      “Happens to the best of us,” Aeligos said before the Demon Prince could speak.  To his credit, Taesenus kept his mouth shut for once.

      “Just remember you are safer near Taesenus and I than if you try to run, no matter how fast and far your people normally can,” Sonja said, managing a little smile.  He couldn’t see it in the dark, but she assumed he could hear it in her voice.

      They had to wait only about a quarter of an hour before Taesenus said, “Nothing else has come.  Let us return to our task.”

      Sonja reshaped the rock so they could leave.  There was no feasible way to get to Sadrek without a great deal of time and risk, so they continued through the rocky pass below Anju-Sereit.  When they reached the center of the saddle-like pass, the land below them spread out in an open expanse for leagues.  There was another curtain of dark, mountainous walls yet, but they were some distance away.  This had to be the killing fields, where any army that managed to cross the first two perimeter defenses would be on open, flat ground with nowhere to fortify and hide from the true resistance.

      At that moment, there was no sign of an army or that any had or would be passing through.  Though Taesenus said he didn’t know much of Abaddon’s “living” army, he suspected there would be one when it came time to invade.  They were hidden somewhere, but he was sure they’d either be between the first and second rings, or else here on this wide-open field, dug in and ready to slaughter their enemies.  His thoughts echoed Sonja’s own, and by the way he and Aeligos exchanged a long look before they turned to her, she suspected they were in agreement.

      “Start making your maps and notes of what you see,” the Demon Prince said to their elestram companions.  “I know we will lack aerial maps now but do what you can.”

      “Do we turn back now, or continue to the next ring?” Witau asked, though his tone said it was formality and he already knew the answer.

      “We can’t cross this without being detected,” Aeligos said, gesturing toward the open land.  “It was dangerous enough to cross between the first two rings.  For all Taesenus can hide us from the demons and undead, if there’s even one elestram or erestram out there – or a valiras – we’ll be spotted from miles away.  And if Sonja masks us, that’ll likely tell Abaddon directly that there are spies heading toward him.”

      The beshathans began working on their maps, making copies so if anyone else fell, no one would have to double back to recover their notes.  Taesenus stood watch from among them all, silent and nearly as still as a statue.  Sonja simply couldn’t understand him, and every time she thought of the things he’d done, she figured maybe that was for the best.  By her reckoning, it’d take a pretty twisted individual to figure him out.

      She grimaced when he turned toward her, wondering if he’d overheard her thoughts again, but he was looking past her.  Sonja looked over her shoulder, then spun to watch as a hellish light rose above the necropolis.  It was light in a sense, but it looked somehow cold and murky, like there was no warmth within the gray-green miasma.  And then she saw that it wasn’t just over the city of Anju-Sereit, but all along the aptly named Spines of the Destroyer, as far as she could see from north to south.  All of the necropolises and ziggurats were doing the same, and she looked back to Taesenus to see if he had some explanation.

      “Your allies must be preparing to mobilize, for they are readying their defenses,” he said.

      They went silent as a great winged form took off from Anju-Sereit and flew overhead to the west, toward that far ring of mountains.  Sonja’s stomach dropped into her pelvis, for she had little doubt what she’d just seen.  She had seen Glorya’s angelic form, she’d seen Arakiel before he’d settled into a terra-dracon shape, and she’d seen the angel who’d stabbed Glorya in the Temple of Archons.  There was no doubt she’d just seen another, but this one was lightless, a creature of gloom, no sense of the light of the other angels about its form.

      Abaddon, she thought.

      He paused in his flight, turning back toward them, hovering on heavy beats of those massive, feathered wings.  Sonja was afraid he’d heard her and would return, but after a moment, he went on his way without so much as a snort.  Taesenus turned that cold crimson gaze back on Sonja.

      “I know, I know,” she said.  “Got to stop thinking so loudly.”

      “Be swift,” the Demon Prince told their beshathan allies.  “We have not a moment to lose.”

      “How did you ever work for such a monster?” the sorceress asked, and the way everyone else’s gaze fell across the Demon Prince echoed her question many times over.

      “As I have said several times now, I used him to hide from Glorya and as a resource for trying to strike at your sister-in-law.  I never cared for him any more than he cared for me, and in the end, neither of us got what we truly wanted out of the other.  Now, things are as they should be.  As they should always have been.”

      “Not completely,” Witau muttered in beshathan.

      Whether Taesenus didn’t understand the language or simply hadn’t heard the comment, he said nothing, and Sonja was glad for that.  Once the elestram had finished their maps, they headed back east with a lot more urgency in their steps.
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      The days were bittersweet.  While more and more of Kari’s friends were arriving at the forward camp near Vistarra’s border, it wasn’t all joy that came.  With the temporary lull in the battles, death counts and roll calls were constantly being updated.  Though Kari drank in the joy of seeing her friends and thanking the gods that so many had survived, around her was the horror of those finding out brothers, sisters, and clansmen were lost.  Many were only just finding out who and how many they’d lost at the battle for the black city, even months later.  Kari found herself floored by the death tally, for both allies and enemies.

      Kris was doing an admirable job of keeping up the army’s spirits, whether it was by going around and speaking with groups of soldiers personally, or in song around the campfires at night.  His songs inspired hope and courage, and he often left beshathans by the hundreds singing the Great Mother’s praises by the time he moved on.  The reality of the death toll, a number Kari could scarcely fathom, was hard to dismiss, but the hopes of the army seemed high even if tinged with grief.  Kari assumed the fact that they were winning had a large effect on that.  She could only wonder how much harder it had hit Baal’s people when they realized how much they’d lost at the black city, and in defeat, no less.

      For her part, Kari’s spirits had been raised a bit even in the wake of losing Celigus by that little gift she’d received from Danilynn.  Though she desperately desired to see her children again, being able to spend more intimate time with Kris without having to worry was a blessing.  She wanted to have children with him, but the war was far from over, even if Glorya assured them it was already won for all intents and purposes.  Kari had to be responsible despite what her heart said, and for now, that meant taking precautions before sex.

      There were times when she felt guilty about what she had, but she tried to let that pass.  She and Kris were far from the only people among the army finding comfort in intimacy.  In contrast to his orders during the Apocalypse, Kris didn’t raise any issues about who was doing what with whom; as Kari had made clear to the staff officers, the army was completely volunteer.  Anyone who ended up needing to return home for whatever reason was free to do so.  Thus far, not many had left, and those who had typically came back after getting to see their family.

      Now, the trepidation and excitement were taking hold as the final invasion loomed.  Forces were being shifted to line Vistarra’s borders everywhere but in Antumorgh.  Instead, Kris and Glorya had opted to leave a mobile defense force along the border between Baal’s former realm and Teradda.  There was nothing in Antumorgh for an army to sustain itself with; it was the very “scorched earth” Kris had alluded to.  Parts of Abaddon’s army could flee into the volcanic wastes, but in the end, it would cost them more than it profited them – unless they were undead and demons, of course.

      Kari stood silently at the table in the command pavilion, poring over documents and taking an occasional look at the placements on the map.  The next steps would be critical, piercing the veil without drawing all of Vistarra onto the spearhead.  Already, General al’Serrikk had volunteered to lead the initial charge, his kwarrasti paladins in the vanguard as they sieged Abaddon’s realm.  With nearly a third of a legion of kwarrasti paladins now, that would certainly set the tone for their demonic and undead enemies.  And once there was a breach, the bulk of the army would follow behind and widen it, bolstered by priestesses and further paladins where possible.

      All of it still hinged on positive reports coming back with Sonja and their other allies, though.  The placement of that initial strike would need to be perfect, allowing them to wedge their way to and through the second ring of defense and then beyond.  How many rings were there?  Not even Glorya had any idea, though the elestram calculators expected between three and five before the army would reach Abaddon’s seat.  It was a staggering number of enemies to consider, if each of the rings was as heavily defended as the outer one.  And that was another question that weighed on everyone while waiting for Sonja’s return.

      I can only pray this goes as well as sieging the Tempis’ra’s temple, Kari thought.

      Emma looked up, probably overhearing Kari’s thoughts, and offered her little smile.  She wasn’t much of a tactician, but she had a composure and poise to her that relaxed the officers.  She was ever the humble servant, her rise to a monarch’s position making little difference to her outlook.  She strengthened her mother’s resolve, bolstered her mate’s confidence, and Kari just liked to have her around for her cool and honest reactions to things that made others panic.

      Ashanti drew up to the table beside Kari, blowing out a snort that made the tent smell like a firepit briefly.  Kari had to stop herself from thanking the half-dragon again, as she and Kris and the others who’d struck down Baal had already done probably a hundred times.  It simply couldn’t be overstated how important Ashanti’s diligence had proven.  Had she not sent Saijon Sang’Gallier and the other tenku to follow the infiltrators, Baal may well have bested them all.  And yet, despite all the praise and thanks heaped upon her, Ashanti hadn’t done more than acknowledge that it was the smart thing to do.

      “There is the hint of movement in the mountains,” the half-dragon said, though her voice was calm.  “Our scouts suspect it is our allies coming to us, masked by some enchantment they cannot pierce.  I expect we will see Sonja and the others soon.”

      Kari nodded but then bit her lip.  She desperately wanted to see Sonja returned safely, and that was to say nothing of needing their allies’ reports.  But with them came Taesenus, presumably, and that wasn’t an encounter Kari was looking forward to.  She was thankful for whatever help he had given Sonja and the others, but at the same time, it didn’t cover up what he’d done over the years.  From the killing of many of the Light Forces’ champions during the Apocalypse to crippling Ty to burning down Kari’s house, it was just too much.

      I know I’m supposed to love justice but do mercy, but he’s long since exhausted my mercy, she thought, not bothering to mask it from Emma, who looked up again.

      “Send him away if you cannot put your trust in him,” the mallasti monarch said in her typical soothing, perfectly reasonable tone.  “You have no obligation to forgive him, and it is not necessary for us to proceed as planned.”

      Kari sighed.  “I know.  I’d just like to knock his teeth in again.  Every time I think of him, I can’t help but remember all the things he’s done – not just to me and my family, but to all of our people, on both worlds.”

      “Who are you talking about?” Ashanti asked.

      “Taesenus,” Emma replied, sparing Kari the aggravation of having to say his name.

      “Hmph,” the half-dragon grunted.  “If he gives you any grief, I will handle it, Lady Vanador.”

      “Love justice, but send Ashanti to do mercy,” Kari chuckled, bringing smiles or laughter from Emma and the other officers in the tent.

      “We all have our function,” the half-dragon said with some theatrical haughtiness.  She let a little smile show, but then her expression turned grave again.  “I hear tell you have some specific plan in mind for dealing with Abaddon himself.”

      “We do, but it’s not for everyone to hear,” Kari said, nodding toward the other officers in the tent.  They returned the gesture; they all understood the need for what secrecy there was, and that rumors spreading could ruin any plan well in advance.  “If you want to know, I can tell you about it later.  Right now, it’s just an idea.”

      Ashanti started to speak but bit down whatever it was.  “Very well,” she said.  “Let us take a walk to see Glorya then.”

      Kari bid the others farewell and left the command pavilion with Ashanti.  Glorya was always busy these last several days, passing orders down through Morduri, Lestanaek, Ashanti, Corbanis, Kris, and of course Kari herself.  Rarely did she pass along orders directly, but it wasn’t because she considered herself above that; on the contrary, it was because she was mindful of the way many of the people still saw her.  The Great Mother had warned Glorya that the people would not just accept her with open arms, and the angel had taken that to heart, using chain of command to cover up her command where she could outside of Mas’tolinor and her Scarlet Legions.

      They were arranging the many battalions of their vast legions.  They had to make sure paladins and priestesses could lead the charge but that they were also supported by minotaurs, harmauths, tenku lancers, mallasti arcanists, and other specialists.  With the absence of Celigus, Glorya was handling much of the organization while awaiting Karaman’s arrival, aided by the sharp intellect of Giamalla Irrasitus.  But still, the angel let the others issue and spread the commands.

      They found Glorya on the southwestern line, staring out at the mountains, likely trying to see whatever the scouts had detected.  Glorya always cut an imposing figure, especially these days with her massive, black feathery wings showing, but when she was armored for battle with her father’s sword across her back, she was like something out of legend.  It wasn’t what Kari thought of when the word angel came up, but much like her prejudices against the people of Mehr’Durillia, that was changing with time.  Despite what she thought and expected, she had an angel working with her, and it was the perfect balance to the fallen one they opposed.

      “Any other sign?” Kari prompted when she reached the gathered scouts.

      There were naught but shaking heads.  “Sonja’s masking is becoming ever more powerful,” Glorya offered.  “And they must have Taesenus with them, for I cannot sense them at all.  I am blind to their location, and only he could mask them from my sight so effectively.  For all she hates him, the two work well together, to our army’s benefit.”

      Kari spat, and Ashanti did the same a moment later.  “I honestly don’t know what I’m going to say to him if he comes here,” Kari said.  “But it’s not going to be nice.”

      “I fully understand,” Glorya said.

      “You said you wanted to kill him at one point.  Do you still want to?”

      The angel shook her head.  “I do not think I can.  If he is no longer our enemy, it is probably not worth the effort of trying, only to make him our enemy again if we fail.  And I have come to suspect he is unwilling or incapable of caring about anyone or anything, so attempting to beat or guilt him into an apology or contrition is likewise a waste of time.”

      “That does not mean beating him into the dirt will not feel good,” Ashanti offered.

      “They are close now,” the mallasti arcanist serving with the scouts said, his ears swiveling this way and that.  “I can feel the weave of Lady Sonja’s masking, though barely.  It is a brilliant piece of arcane work.”

      Kari smiled at the mallasti’s praise.  Sonja certainly had come a long way over the years.  The young woman who had once been confident only in her shielding and utility was now a master of magic.  Not to the same extent as someone like Karinda, but every day, with every use of the arcane, Sonja became more confident, and that confidence translated directly into power.  It was a cycle of mastery, and Kari couldn’t help but think one day – perhaps even in the next few years – Sonja might reach the level of someone like Triela or Karinda.

      And she has the same empathic and telepathic abilities they do, she thought.  Gods, what a trio they’d make working together…

      Sure enough, the group came into sight a few dozen yards from the camp, everyone’s hands where the guards could see them.  Glorya waved them forward casually, though her expression was stony as she saw Taesenus among them.  Kari tried to keep her own expression neutral despite the whirl of memories and emotions that stormed through her mind and soul.  She clamped down on her hatred, instead focusing on the help Taesenus had lent them in the short term.  She had accepted so many people as allies; she was sure she could accept him too – for now.

      Sonja was the first to rush into the camp, wrapping Kari in a hug that the avatar returned in full.  Kari only released her to pay the other scouts the proper respect, returning their salutes and welcoming them back in beshathan.  There was a valiras missing; she could see that immediately.  She didn’t press for details, though, simply nodding to show she understood they’d suffered a loss.  After glancing at the papers they carried, Glorya directed them to the command pavilion and then to go get some rest.

      Aeligos came and gave Kari a hug as well.  She hadn’t expected him to be with the scouts, especially after what had happened to Eryn, but then she figured there was nowhere else she’d want him.  Kari squeezed every ounce of sympathy and love into him that she could.  He didn’t cry, didn’t even sniffle, his emotions well under control when they split apart.  He touched her face tenderly, similar to the way Grakin so often had, but he merely graced her with his tired smile and then followed the other scouts.

      Taesenus was the last to approach, and he stopped a respectful distance away, not daring to cross the invisible edge of their war camp.  Despite all she’d done to him, he looked just as he had before the last time Kari fought him, if a bit less vicious.  He’d replaced his armor and his blades, and though Kari wondered where he’d gotten another suit of paluric armor, she doubted his new katanas were Terx-made like the ones she’d taken from him.  Any traces of the wounds she’d dealt him – whether by punches, swords, or stabbing him through the heart – were gone.

      “You have some nerve to show your face in Lady Vanador’s presence,” Ashanti growled.

      Taesenus turned those crimson eyes, duller than Kari remembered, the half-dragon’s way.  “And you are who, exactly?” he asked, showing no sign he was at all impressed by her stature.

      “Marshal Ashanti Blackscale, daughter of Ashurinax the Black,” she returned, though she didn’t grace him with the armed salute she usually did for allies.

      “Taesenus Serilius Gobrae, eldest surviving son of Chiylija S’Bakthra,” he returned.

      He knows he has a brother, Kari thought.  I wonder if he knows where Gramal is…

      Glorya blinked as she heard the assumed surname of her former acquaintance.  “You have much to answer for, young man,” she said with forced civility.  “But this is not the time or place for a tribunal.  Come into camp and tell us what you know, but understand that should you even hint at treachery, I will take you to a place where you will never die, but never know freedom.”

      He accepted the threat with the barest of nods but didn’t enter the camp.  Instead, he came to stand before Kari, and she had to steel her emotions and still her tongue.  While he’d had nothing to do with Grakin’s death, he had burned down the home she and Grakin built together, the house where she’d given birth to their daughter.  And with that destruction had gone all the gifts and trinkets she and Grakin had received at their wedding, not to mention the last letter he’d written to her when he realized they would never see each other again.  The tears rolled from Kari’s eyes before she even realized they were coming.

      “I cannot offer you an apology,” Taesenus said.  “I am not sure you understand, but it is not in my nature to even feel contrition.  You have my parents to thank for that.  But I do know the pain I have caused you, and after what you said when last we fought, I have come to realize you were correct.  I am and have ever been jealous of you, because my mother loved you in a way she never loved me.  That has always been the source of the enmity between us, though I do not expect you to accept that as an excuse for what I have done to you and your family.

      “I do not ask for your pity.  I would not even dare to ask for your forgiveness.  All I ask of you is that you let me help you defend my mother, as it is the only thing I have.  When all of this is said and done, I will, as you suggested, simply fade from sight for a time.  What say you?”

      “Kiss her unwashed ass,” Ashanti spat.

      Kari put her hand to the half-dragon’s shoulder and gave a light, subtle squeeze.  “Ashanti, would you go get my pack for me?”

      The half-dragon wasn’t the only one to regard her curiously at that, but she didn’t argue.  She dashed off amongst the tent city with her long strides, leaving Kari, Glorya, and the other guards to continue their silent staring match with Taesenus.  No further words were exchanged, though there was a flicked ear or snort here and there that said the beshathans felt Glorya’s anger, if not Kari’s.  But they didn’t deign to speak on either’s behalf; instead, they remained vigilant, watching beyond the Demon Prince for any duplicity to come.

      Ashanti returned with Kari’s pack, and the avatar set it down and began to dig through it.  There was a subtle shift to Taesenus’ features; was he thinking she might pull out another severed head to throw at him?  Whatever the case, she drew forth the battered journal of Chiylija S’Bakthra and thumbed quickly through its four remaining pages, remembering when she’d first found it.  Arriving at the relevant passage, she began to read it aloud to him and everyone else in earshot.

      “I know what I must do.  Though I cannot kill the father of my child directly, he must be killed for this entire affair to be laid to rest.  When Kaelariel’s forces come against us, I will withdraw from Shawn’s presence and allow him to be killed.  Then I will make certain ‘mistakes’ and allow this whole thing to come to an end.  Surely no one will guess that this half-breed child is mine.  Yet even in death, I will wrap myself around him, that my essence be a protective barrier to him, expending the last of my power.

      “Taesenus has failed me and will pay dearly for it in the end.  I will not kill him, for he is my child, but he must be made to understand the price of cowardice.”

      The Demon Prince grumbled at that, but didn’t otherwise interrupt.

      Kari continued reading, “Even as I hold Gramal in my hands, the child stares at me with an innocence I have not seen in millennia, and a love that I do not deserve.  Does he know the things I have done?  When he learns of them, will he ever be able to forgive me?

      “Or, for that matter, will the people of this world?

      “I think I understand what it all means now, even as I prepare to lay my life down to save one child.  It is a sacrifice of life for those we love – and even those we do not.  I have brought this upon myself and expect no tears to be shed for me.  But if you be mortal, and if you be reading this, understand the words of Chiylija S’Bakthra: there is no greater sacrifice than this.  There is nothing greater you can do for those you love than to give them your life.  And this has more than one meaning; think you well upon it.

      “This shall be my final entry.  The serpent-people will protect this work, that my children may one day find it and understand.  To my soldiers: Lay down your arms and be at peace with the rir, for they are your brothers and sisters.  To my elves: Try to find it in your hearts to forgive me; I wanted only the best for you, but I failed.  I pray that your faith in the Earth Mother sustains you beyond the end of my physical life.  To the rir peoples: Well, what can be said?  I am truly sorry, if that means anything.

      “And to my sons: Be strong, carry on… and know that I love you.”

      Taesenus sighed; had Kari seen a flash of pain in his eyes before he turned them away?

      “When this is all said and done, if I were you, I would try to find the rest of this journal, or if there are any more,” Kari said, stepping forward and holding it out to him.  Taesenus wouldn’t meet her eyes at first, but then he looked up to her and took the book after a brief hesitation.  “You’re right.  I don’t know what your mother – your parents – did to you.  But you have to make a choice whether you want to be their creation or if you want to be your own man, Taesenus.  And no one else can make that decision for you, no matter how badly and how many times we beat you into the dirt trying to teach you.”

      “Where did you get this?” he asked, looking down at the red leather-covered book.

      “One of your mother’s old hidden retreats.  After all we learned from it, it didn’t occur to me until just now how much you might learn from it.  So, keep it; it’s yours.  Find your answers in it and whatever sister volumes you can find.  But stop looking for fulfillment in hurting people, because she never did, and neither will you.”

      To his credit, he didn’t argue, simply nodding to her words.  “May I enter your camp?”

      Kari sighed, wiping the tear tracks from her face.  “You may.  But be prepared for a kick in the ass from my husband.  And probably from Ashanti, too.”

      The half-dragon blew out a smoky snort.  “I shall kick him in the other side,” she warned.  When Taesenus’ eyes narrowed, she pointed a long, clawed finger at him, adding, “I shall be watching you.”

      Only now, so much closer to the half-dragon, did he seem to take stock of her size, shape, and disposition.  He said nothing, though, crossing into the camp, and Kari led him and the others back to the command pavilion.  Along the way, they passed Kris, who had the presence of mind to simply cross his arms and glare at the Demon Prince.  Soon, though, he fell into step beside Kari, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze.  It was his delightful way of saying that he’d follow her lead no matter how angry he might be on her behalf, and she squeezed back in thanks.

      There was no forgetting all she’d lost at Taesenus’ hands.  The hurt, the pain, the destruction wrought on DarkWind and especially her house.  The loss of a potential sister-in-law she never got to meet.  The fracturing of her friendship with Jacob Morrigan.  And countless other wounds he’d dealt her, directly or indirectly.  But she wasn’t the only one among this army who had endured great loss.  She owed it to the others to take what help he was willing to give, that more might be spared that suffering.  And it was in that thought that she realized another facet, a further depth to the tent of her deity.

      Love justice, but do mercy, she whispered silently to Zalkar and the other gods.
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        * * *

      

      “I know you have been diverting forces to Citaria; is this just a contingency?” Ashanti asked, lounging in a pile of blankets in Kris’ and Kari’s tent.

      “Of a sort,” Kari said, snuggling into Kris’ arms.  “Glorya made a suggestion on how best to deal with Abaddon by… effectively giving him what he wants.”

      “By setting him loose upon Citaria?” the half-dragon asked, sitting up straighter.

      “By letting him pass through Citaria to a gateway that leads to some hellish dimension,” Kari corrected, gesturing for patience.  “It’s somewhere Glorya and I have been before, where there’s some ancient evil entity that Baal, Abaddon, and Baphomet were trying to release.  Our goal is to kill or trap him there with this other entity, that no one’s left to try to release them.  Or, if possible, to kill both of them there and never have to worry about it again.”

      Ashanti thought about it for a moment, though it didn’t appear to sit any better with her than it had with Kris.  “At least let me come with you,” she said.

      Kris chuckled and squeezed Kari a little tighter.  “Only certain people can cross over into that realm,” he explained.  “Even I won’t be going for various reasons.  But it’s hopefully not going to just be Kari and Glorya.  Either way, we’ll be setting up a defensive perimeter in case they fail and Abaddon and his master break free with an army of their own.”

      “But we have to put pressure on him here to force him to make this last, desperate move,” Kari added.  “Whatever we do in the end to defeat Abaddon, these places full of demons and undead need to be destroyed, so our invasion of Vistarra is no feint.  Kris will be driving the army forward to clear out as much of the realm as needed.  And if that works as we hope, Abaddon will have no choice but to attack us directly – Glorya and I foremost.”

      “I think I understand.  He will use you to take him to Citaria, and then you will chase him to this other place you speak of?” Ashanti asked.

      Kris nodded, though his lip curled with his own irritation.  “That’s the goal, though there’s no telling how things will play out once he’s on Citaria.  That’s why we have all the cities on Terrassia preparing for anything, we’re bolstering them with some of our soldiers, and we’re slowly and quietly moving some paladins, priests, priestesses, and other appropriate soldiers there.  We’re going to form a shield formation facing inwards around the old fort where this portal is, and then we’ll see how Kari, Glorya, and whoever else manages.”

      “Reckless, foolish plan,” Ashanti said with a shake of her head.  “I only wish I were a part of it with you.”

      “You have a really important task of your own,” Kari assured her.  “You and Corbanis will be in the vanguard with the kwarrasti and the others as we strike at the primary necropolis.  Our first push is going to be conservative; we need to see how we handle a city full of undead and demons, and how they react to our attack.  Then further legions led by Morduri and others will come in your wake and fan out, leaving a wide, defensible breach through the first ring.”

      “Ha!  That man and I will not disappoint.  Certainly not with a bunch of lions at our backs,” Ashanti said, blowing out a puff of smoke around her grinning chin.

      “This is going to be like the Tempis’ra but far, far worse,” Kris said.  “From what Sonja and the scouts say, the undead they saw were incorporeal, not zombies or skeletons.”

      “I know.  I suspect our paladin friends will still keep things manageable,” the half-dragon said.  “And if I begin calling upon the Scale Father the way Kari does… the way I should, then I will not just be a general, but a true leader during the attacks.”

      “Just survive.  I don’t want to see any more of my friends or family killed.  Losing allies I don’t know personally is bad enough,” Kari said.

      Ashanti rose to her feet.  “One thing I will tell you… when your father-in-law hears of this plan, he is going to give you an earful, your rank be damned, Lady Vanador.”

      “Kari,” she corrected, and after snorting with a smile, Ashanti bowed her head and ducked out of their tent.  With the half-dragon gone, Kari snuggled into Kris again.  “Where do you have the werewolves and cavaliers going?”

      “Werewolves will be among the scouts watching the border of Teradda, and that’s where the knights will be staying,” he answered.  “They’re best suited to charging on the somewhat flatter ground out that way; they won’t be much use up in the mountains except as infantry.  And we’ve got plenty of that already.  Tor, Isharra, and Liria are preparing to act as officers either for Ashanti and Corbanis, or for the kings.  I have a pretty good idea where everyone’s going, but not everyone will be safe, unfortunately.”

      “No one will be safe until this is done,” Kari sighed.  “And we can’t play favorites no matter how much we care for any of them.  It wouldn’t be fair, and it would send a terrible message to our allies.”

      “We just have to trust that they’re in God’s hands,” Kris agreed.

      That made her smile, despite all the turmoil and worry.  She and Kris had different faiths, but that trust was one thing they had in common.  It made her wonder what he had spoken to Auremax and Audrei about after their visit to the Temple of Archons.  Whatever it was, he hadn’t shared it with her – not yet, anyway.  Kari got the feeling Kris was afraid of causing friction by bringing up a subject like faith, but in reflecting what he’d just said, she trusted him, too.  If he told her something that conflicted with her beliefs, she had to believe it would be out of love.  Nothing in her relationship with him would lead her to think otherwise.

      “Except for one,” she said, raising her head to look Kris in the eyes.  “I don’t care if you put him on slop pail duty or what, but Massech is not going out with the front lines.”

      Kris chuckled.  “I’ll put him in charge of the camp as the captains move out.  As long as it’s an important job, he’ll take his reprieve with his mate as an order, now that she’s here, too.”

      Kari was just about to lean into him again when someone stepped up outside the tent.  “Sir, ma’am, are you receiving visitors?” came the voice of one of the elestram guards.

      “They are and will,” came an unfamiliar voice.  “Thank you for your guidance.”

      A kwarrasti female with a charcoal coat highlighted with black spots ducked into Kris’ and Kari’s tent.  It wasn’t until she straightened out and those vibrant green eyes, reflecting the lamps, fixed on Kari that she recognized her.

      Kari rose to her feet as quickly as she could.  “Oracle,” she greeted the woman.

      The kwarrasti seer held up a hand.  “Please, simply call me Kimlerin,” she said.

      “It’s good to see you again,” Kari said with a bow of her head as Kris stood up.  “I’m so sorry about your father…”

      Kimlerin let a little smile play across her feline countenance.  “Ah, my father… thank you, Lady Vanador.  The Great Spirit certainly works in mysterious ways as he walks through our lives, does he not?  I remember telling my father, at a very young age, that he would die if he did not change his ways.  As it turned out, that fate was unavoidable, but the reason and the significance were changed dramatically.”

      Kris was staring at the kwarrasti seer with a cocked head, so Kari introduced her.  “This is Kimlerin Chinchala, Celigus’ adopted daughter.”

      He continued to stare at her, but then he bobbed his head and offered a handshake.  “It’s nice to finally put a face to the name.”

      Kimlerin graced him with a nod as they shook.  “It is a pleasure to finally meet you as well, Warlord.  You may not have been adopted into my father’s house, but you and your father were yet always considered a part of it.  In this, I count you as kin by spirit, if not by blood.”

      “What brings you here?  I’m afraid we weren’t able to bring your father’s body back with us after he fell,” Kris lamented.

      “Tremors within the Spirit,” she said.  “There has been a great disturbance near the old fort known as Sabbath.  We are reaching a critical nadir of time, one where evil will either meet its end – temporarily, of course – or it will be unleashed to cause a second Apocalypse.  Do you understand now what it means to be Salvation’s Dawn, Lady Vanador?”

      Kari blinked.  How many times had she assured people – Emma not the least of them – that she understood what the title meant?  She hadn’t thought too much about it since opening the Temple of Archons, assuming that was its primary reference.  But as she considered the Starfall incident, the way she reflected the light of the heavens, the fact that Glorya thought she could cross into that place between as if she was an angel… did it mean more?

      “I think I’m still learning,” she admitted.

      “The heart and mind that are always learning never fall afoul of arrogance or self-importance,” Kimlerin said.  “All your life you have lived for others’ ideals, even through the travesty of your childhood.  Everyone has potential to shine as a light to the world, Lady Vanador, but you have never ceased to do so.  You even chose to come back from the dead and relive the torment of that childhood to serve others.  You are an embodiment of selflessness, such that you are an antithesis to the thing our enemy seeks to unleash.  You are Salvation’s Dawn, because you have the potential to bring the dawn of a new age to all men.”

      “And I will, if I can, gods be with me,” Kari said.

      Kris wrapped an arm around her, and Kimlerin showed that same proud, stoic smile that’d been her adoptive father’s hallmark.  “Only note, I say potential,” the oracle said.  “The future is in the Spirit’s hands, but we cannot be careless or unprepared as we set forth to see it done.”

      “We’re trying to plan for every contingency, just as if your father was still with us.”

      “You will soon have the eldest of my adoptive brothers to aid you in this,” Kimlerin said.  “As for me… I sense another great aged seeress among your army, somewhere to the southeast.  I should like to go and speak with her.”

      “The White Queen?” Kris offered.  “She’s on her way here, if you have the time to wait.”

      The kwarrasti oracle nodded.  “I do.  Be well, Lady Vanador.  You are favored in the sight of the Spirit.  Have faith and do not what you were born to do, but have chosen to do.”

      “Thank you, Oracle,” Kari said.

      “And as for you, stop trying to put a child in her belly until this is done,” the seeress said to Kris, and he threw his head back, his eyes wide.  “You two will enjoy a great many blessings if you but let her see this through.  Be patient.”

      Kris only bowed his head, but once Kimlerin excused herself and ducked out of the tent, he turned an indignant look on Kari.  “I think I’ve been more than patient,” he whispered.

      She patted his face lightly.  “I think we both have.  Let me just hang our little do not disturb marker on the door, and we can stop being patient for a while.”
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        * * *

      

      Karaman arrived the following morning, and Kari made a point to go see him immediately.  There was a haunted look in his eyes, as though he was trying to come to terms with suddenly being the eldest male of the Chinchala line.  He may not have been a prince as far as the Council of Anthraxis had been concerned – and that was really moot at this point – but he was older than Arlerase, and thus the rightful heir of Celigus’ mighty household.  At least, that was how things would’ve been handled under the Succession Accords back home, if Kari wasn’t mistaken.

      Nevertheless, he greeted his adopted sister as warmly as she would allow.  She maintained a distance from everyone, though she wasn’t averse to physical contact like some with empathic or telepathic senses could be.  Kimlerin was like Sonja in that regard, but where Sonja would’ve held Karaman in a long hug, the oracle graced her brother with no such display of affection.  She spoke with him for a time, but Kari gave them their privacy until it seemed what things they needed to say had come out.

      Glorya greeted Karaman warmly, giving him a hug and then cupping his face in her hand.  He wasn’t her child, but he was her kast’wa’s child, and she clearly respected and even loved him to some degree.  From her mannerisms, it seemed clear she didn’t want to rush him into business, but he gestured toward the command pavilion and then Kari when he saw her.

      Kari and Karaman hugged again, just as they had when they’d met in the Badlands during the Khalarin War.  It was the embrace of friends too long apart again, but now brought together by a tragedy.  All Kari could do was offer her apologies and her sympathy, and he accepted both with grace and a stoic demeanor.  It was hard for Kari to imagine how hardened one’s emotions could become over thousands of years, for though Karaman hadn’t seen multiple, he’d seen more than one and a half millennia in his day.

      “You have all done tremendously,” he commented as the group headed toward the pavilion, more of the leaders and higher-ranking officers joining the procession.  It almost became like a parade, this normal-sized man still managing to draw the eye in his red plate armor, marked by all the accolades that said he was the highest general of the house of Chinchala.  And the way he walked, his posture straight, shoulders back, and chin up, said he was unbowed either by the weight of his father’s death or the struggle that was to come.

      “We have Lestanaek and the Warlord to thank for much of it,” Glorya said.  “Your father was instrumental in the defense of Mas’tolinor and his own realm, but his presence and tactics were felt from one end of this conflict to the other.  I never expected he would lose his life; he seemed the type who would endure forever out of stubbornness if not that brilliant mind.  But that he gave his life to see Baal cast down… I am proud of him.  So immensely proud.  As you should be.”

      “We all are,” Karaman replied, glancing at Kimlerin, who gave a muted smile.

      “We’re almost ready to attack Vistarra, but why don’t you take a look and listen to our plans, and you can tell us if your father would’ve rolled his eyes at us,” Kari suggested.

      Karaman managed a bit of a chuckle.  “With Lady Glorya and Kris doing your thinking?  I’ll be quite surprised if I have any input whatsoever.  But I’ll take a look.  I also sent for my brothers, Grenard and Elseb, to meet us here, that we will have two more capable generals.”

      “You’re already making a difference,” Kari said, wrapping an arm around him.

      Once in the command pavilion, he spent a good deal of time watching the strategies laid out on the map and detailed orally by Giamalla and Glorya.  Kari never once saw a hint of confusion or doubt cross his features, but he did nod every so often to show he was taking things in.  He took stock of each of the other officers who came in, even bowing respectfully to Emma and Morduri, and belatedly to Giamalla when he realized who she was.  But most of the officers came and went, not wanting to crowd the table or interrupt Karaman’s briefing.

      Only Sonja stayed until the end of the briefing, and Karaman looked to her expectantly when everyone else had finished speaking.  “You saw Abaddon while you were scouting?” he asked.

      Sonja nodded.  “I’m not even going to lie, that was the scariest thing I have ever seen in my life.  He’s like Glorya, but twisted, evil… and without light.  Suffice to say I’m glad I’m not the one who has to face him in the end.”

      “Not that you know of, anyway,” Kris muttered.

      “Are you working with Basirri and the other mallasti again?” Kari asked.

      “Yes.  The cadre is working on creating a shield with our combined efforts, something to keep the undead from circling the vanguard to strike at us.  The demons, I’m afraid, will be up to others to deal with,” the archmage said.

      “It is a shame time is so much against us,” Karaman said.  “Otherwise, I should like to move our army to the border of Vistarra within Antumorgh.”

      “To keep Abaddon from consolidating his defense?” Kris prodded.

      “Exactly.  Right now, he needs only hold the line from here around to the edge of my brother’s realm.  He can consolidate positions from farther south, unless…”  He paused, putting a hand to his lightly bearded chin.  “Does it stand to reason he never kept a defense between himself and Baal?  Lady Glorya, do you know how much, how truly they were allies?”

      “I would never assume anything, but it does make sense that he might not bother guarding the border between their realms – not heavily, anyway.  Does this mean there may be an easier path into Vistarra?” the angel wondered.

      Kris grumbled.  “My instincts say that border has always been guarded, because as Taesenus said, Abaddon’s defenses are arranged as though he expected to be the last man standing.”

      “That is the likelihood the odds most heavily favor,” Giamalla put in.  “However, do keep in mind that if the number of demons we have heard – five thousand – is accurate, they are stretched thin along so vast a border.”

      “Unless they’re bunched up now where he expects attack.  We could move the Teradda line across Antumorgh, but that could take a month or more,” Kari said.  “Time that lets Abaddon prepare even better for our coming.”

      Sonja tapped the northern edge of Vistarra on the map.  “Taesenus did show us the best route in for the army, but the other scouts and I were able to cross just to the west here as well.  Perhaps a diversionary attack by Arlerase would let us hit where we want to, only keeping a heavier presence of kwarrasti and syrinthians on the south flank in case of reinforcements?”

      Karaman nodded.  “It would be my next suggestion.  Is Arlerase prepared for such?”

      “Lestanaek is already on his way to join him.  Perhaps you and your two brothers can go and work with them as well,” Glorya said.  “I must stay here and travel with Lady Vanador for the other facet of our plan to be prepared.”

      “Other facet?” Celigus’ child echoed.

      “Don’t ask,” Kris told him.  “You won’t like it and you won’t change anyone’s mind.  We’ve already tried.”

      “Then we have our plan of attack,” Glorya said.  “Generals, commanders, and officers: go and start instructing the legions, pass down this attack plan through the ranks.  We will take three days to organize proper supply lines and reinforcements, and also to let the anxiety of the coming attack dull a little bit in our soldiers’ blood.  Karaman, as soon as your brothers arrive, I will have Sonja take you to Arlerase, that you can lend your aid there.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he agreed.

      An elestram messenger entered and waited to be called upon.  “There is something outside we think you all should see,” she said when Glorya gestured for her to speak.

      Their curiosity piqued, the officers filed out of the command pavilion and into the deepening gloom of twilight.  There, the messenger pointed to the northeastern sky, and a bright star that had to be hovering above the black city.  Not everyone understood the significance, but there was a clear catch of Emma’s breath along with Glorya’s.  Many of the beshathans were staring at the star, one that apparently wasn’t there all the time, no doubt remembering the tale of the Starfall.

      “Are you coming back to us, Father?” Emma said breathlessly.  “Oh, Great Mother, let your light come down to live among us again.”

      There was the silence of breaths being held in anticipation, but the star didn’t fall from the sky or even move.  Still, there were no sighs or snorts of disappointment, but a growing chatter of excitement among a people who thought they were witnessing a sign.

      “Whether it is Emanitar preparing to return or not, it is a sign from the Great Mother,” Glorya declared.  “She is with us, and shines her love down upon us, even in the darkness.  Victory will be ours, to the glory of Be’shatha and the Great Circle.”

      “She is with us,” more than a few soldiers said in beshathan.

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” Kari cried, raising a fist in the air.

      “To victory for our Great Mother!” an elestram warrior cried, likewise throwing his furry fist in the air.  “Epaxa chi’pri!”

      Soon, the entire camp was echoing with the call of glory to Be’shatha.
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      Kari stood across the map table from Glorya, watching as Basirri slowly moved the pieces that represented the vanguard.  They were now less than an hour from the first clash in Vistarra, on their way to attack the chosen necropolis.  Emma was coordinating movements and calls for reinforcements with the help of Basirri and her cadre, spread out through the legions.  While arcane messages had been cut off once the front line crossed into Vistarra, the elestram were using light signals to report back to their arcanists in friendly territory.  The ingenuity of the jackal-folk was incredible as always, and thus far, their system was proving invaluable.

      Soon, Morduri would take the second wave in behind the first.  He would reinforce the front lines but also spread north and south to watch for attack from nearby necropolises.  He was a more than capable commander, and the elestram in particular paid him a lot of respect, as did many of the erestram.  Kari and Glorya were both confident he would protect the flanks while also spurring the forward legion to drive through the first ring of defense.  Only Lestanaek or Glorya herself would likely have more success.

      Kris was with Morduri, that one could command the southern flank while the other took the north.  It wouldn’t surprise Kari if Kris took half a legion and destroyed the next closest necropolis, but that wasn’t part of their plan.  There was something about these rings of defense, and Sonja’s report about the burst of power that came from the various cities and ziggurats suggested disabling one might have a staggering effect on all of them.  For now, their focus was on destroying the first one that Taesenus had recommended, while Lestanaek and Arlerase did the same in the northwest.

      Taesenus was somewhere in the vanguard as well.  It hadn’t been a popular assignment at first, as his very presence set a lot of the kwarrasti paladins on edge.  Kari could understand; she didn’t want him near Ashanti or Corbanis, or anyone else for that matter.  But Sonja had spoken of how easily he’d destroyed a specter, and that meant he had to be put to use.  For as much as Kari and her allies disliked him, she knew his battle prowess, and if he was willing to lend them his aid, she’d have to be a fool not to let him.

      He’d just better not betray us, she thought, not bothering to mask her impatience.

      “He had certainly better not,” Glorya muttered.

      Emma looked up and between them, but only gave her muted little smile before she returned to adjusting positions on the map.  Beside her, Giamalla was updating expected enemy positions, though there wasn’t a lot of movement there.  From time to time, she made adjustments farther away on the map, keeping abreast of supply lines along with adding and updating reinforcements coming from off world.  Those were coming less frequently now, but they were landing wherever Kari and Glorya asked.

      And that was thanks to Gil.  The young woman’s familiarity with technology was something Kari was sure she’d never understand, no matter how many times it was explained.  But Gil had spoken of something called a “mobile uplink,” and said she was now able to remotely access the shunting device from afar.  Sonja had tried to put it in arcane terms, but that hadn’t helped all that much.  In the end, Kari assured them it didn’t matter if she knew how it worked, as long as it was working.  Xafastu was managing incoming supply lines and coordinating with Gil, and the two were remarkably efficient.

      With the influx of soldiers from other worlds slowing, more laborers and commoners were coming, bringing supplies and trade skills with them.  Kris had expected Gil to help scout the barrens of Antumorgh while the invasion of Vistarra began, but instead, the woman was working night and day to shunt people where they needed to go.  Cooks, cleaners, engineers, masons, carpenters, and all manner of people important to a war effort without lifting a weapon were coming in greater numbers now, and Gil was getting them all to the best place as they arrived.

      All of it just reinforced Glorya’s observation that the war was won in everything but deed.  There was still much that could go wrong, many lives that could be lost – friends and family not the least of them – and even a war that was already won on paper could still be lost.  There was the chance Kari and Glorya were killed or trapped in that other place with Abaddon and his master.  Or there was always the chance they simply gave him the means to set his master free and failed to contain either.

      No matter how it transpired, though, the war would not be lost for a lack of preparation or aid from all of Mehr’Durillia’s sister worlds.  Kari hadn’t seen any of it herself, but she’d read reports saying that even the watery world of Xirrinxia was sending aid.  With Xinxis’ people being of the deeps, though, it was coming by sea, so it arrived on the shores in the south and east, primarily.  The merfolk themselves didn’t come up on land, but there were apparently tritons – beings who looked like their deity as Kari remembered him in the Temple – who could go on land and under the sea.  These were facilitating supply lines from their world to the war effort, again, all made possible by Gil’s work with the shunting device.

      Who would’ve guessed that stupid thing would actually be one of our saving graces? Kari thought with a little chuckle.  The two telepaths in the command tent chuckled with her, though Giamalla simply looked around, confused.  If she was put out by missing out on the telepathic “jokes,” she hid it well, as the elestram usually did.

      Emma shifted the foremost line again, and Kari looked across to Glorya.  When the angel’s orange eyes came up to meet Kari’s, the avatar said, “I think it’s time we got going.”

      Glorya nodded.  “Giamalla, stay close to Emma.  She will keep you hidden from Abaddon in case he tries to strike behind the lines at our command structure.”  The elestram widow bowed her head in agreement, though the fact that she still wore her armor and swords made Kari wonder if she missed being in the thick of things.  The angel sighed.  “If only Celigus was still here… I could leave this camp in his hands and not have to worry about Abaddon coming this way.  It is a risk we must take, though.  Emma, should he come here, contact me immediately.”

      “Will she be able to across the realm’s border?” Kari asked.

      “I was able to keep in contact with Mother and Father even while a slave to the Overking,” Emma said.  “Our bond, strengthened by our telepathic prowess and our power as kings, makes it possible for us to do what others cannot.  While it is possible Abaddon may overhear any such communications, he would already be here in that case.”

      The mallasti monarch moved the foremost line to the very gates of Kazhi-Matru, the first of the necropolises the army sought to destroy.

      “Gods, watch over our friends and allies,” Kari said, and she reached her hand out over the map table.  Glorya took it in her own, Emma and Giamalla laying their hands atop in turns.  The other officers, too, joined their hands in the prayer to the Great Mother and the gods.  “Come on, we don’t have a moment to lose.”

      Glorya reflexively reached up to the hilt of her father’s blade strapped across her back and gestured toward the tent door.  They weren’t going to teleport; they had to give the army time to set a foothold and show Abaddon that this wasn’t just a skirmish tactic.  It would take time for Kari and Glorya to reach Kazhi-Matru, but by then, they hoped their soldiers would either hold the city or be well on their way to capturing it.  Once that was done, the presence of Kari and Glorya would no doubt act as a direct challenge not just to Abaddon’s sovereignty, but his survival.

      The guards outside the tent stood tall and saluted as the women emerged.  “Epaxa chi’pri,” they said in unison.

      Soon, the rest of the camp was echoing the battle cry.  Kari nodded in response to every eye she met, and she and Glorya made their way southwest toward Vistarra, and the inevitable end of the war for Mehr’Durillia, whatever that might be.
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        * * *

      

      Cold fingers dragged along Corbanis’ shoulder, and he turned and hacked at the offending demon with the Edge of the Victor.  The blade was glowing a furious blue now, as he and his companions were surrounded on all sides by what seemed a veritable wall of dark, inky shapes.  The undead were nuisance enough, but the demons were even worse.  They roiled and swept out of the way and range of Corbanis’ strikes with a supernatural grace that was infuriating.  His blade was made to detect and destroy them, blessed in some fashion he’d never been privy to or worried about.  But if he couldn’t hit them, it didn’t do him much good anyway.

      He felt another wing brush his own as Ashanti came around his side, making the demon who’d taunted him pay for its lack of situational awareness.  Her blades, too, were blessed now, her faith focused and weaponized by the kwarrasti paladins who were the backbone of this entire attack force.  Though Corbanis wasn’t sure if the master-crafted dual-bladed weapon she wielded would normally affect such creatures, now it cut a glowing swath through the inky black and brought forth an ethereal scream from it.  Whatever her sometimes-irreverent behavior might say, the half-dragon was wielding the power of the gods as ably as anyone else among this army.

      Still, it was barely moments before she, too, was being swarmed from all sides, and Corbanis circled her to offer the same reprieve.  The touches of the demons were cold, drawing the life and energy out of whoever they struck.  Corbanis’ hot blood offset it pretty quickly, but that didn’t mean it would do so indefinitely.  There had to be more to it, and when he considered what people being drained of energy by the undead did to them, he was sure the demons’ touches would prove far worse.  In time, he imagined being so weakened would open one to being possessed, and from there, only the gods knew how much destruction the demons could bring.

      A roar split the air, one of the leonine kwarrasti bellowing to rally his comrades.  Many more followed it, answers from the nearly half-legion of great lions that brought Ambergaust’s courage to all their allies.  Some were higher pitched; those, Corbanis had learned, were the females, and their roars were no less fearsome.  He hadn’t thought they had any females with them, but as it turned out, among the leonine kwarrasti, even the women had manes.  And they were as fierce on the battlefield as their male counterparts.

      Lion’s pride, Corbanis thought with a wry smile, catching a retreating demon with the Edge of the Victor and drawing a hiss of protest from it.

      Thus far, the demons had proven unable to possess their foes.  Whether it was the blessing of the gods or the shielding faith of the paladins, that had eliminated one of the largest concerns about this advance.  If the demons couldn’t possess someone, they had to fight by more conventional means, and even with their incorporeal forms and life-draining touches, they only had so much advantage when there were holy warriors leading the charge against them.  The paladins, it seemed, had every tool they needed to combat such foes, and the only curiosity it raised in Corbanis was how much more awesome an angel must be in combat.

      They’d likely find out soon enough, whether it was Abaddon coming to the attack or Glorya coming to their aid.  Corbanis didn’t know terribly much about angels, but he understood that was what Glorya was in truth, and that Abaddon was a “fallen angel,” whatever that meant.  He wasn’t a demon in the traditional sense like the beings Corbanis was fighting alongside Ashanti and their allies, but he had a similar darkness to him.  And from everything Corbanis had heard around the camp in the days leading up to this attack, he surmised having fallen from light into such darkness damned Abaddon even more than those who served him.

      Soldiers came behind Corbanis and Ashanti, and the two split to the sides to let the fighters through.  They were led by a greying lion paladin, his armor polished and shining, a blue tabard with Ambergaust’s roaring lion head over his breast.  He let forth a roar and his soldiers joined in his rallying cry, pushing the demons farther back into the city.  The undead were being held at bay by some of the more experienced paladins among the ranks, and now even the demons were giving way to the holy warriors’ press.

      “Hold the gate!” Corbanis called.  “Watch the walls, though.  They can pass through solid objects, so a wall is just as much your enemy here as open space.  Stick close to each other, work together and do not leave your line-mates!”

      They had only just breached the city.  With no need to be subtle, some of the mallasti cadre that Sonja had been working with simply tore the gates right off the wall.  Corbanis had expected they might meet the full population of the city at the open archway as they stormed in.  While their enemies had met them at the gates, it didn’t seem as though they were answering in totality.  That had to mean they wanted Be’shatha’s forces to split up, so they could divide and conquer – and try to find those who didn’t have the protections of nearby paladins.

      Five thousand demons, he thought.  All the reports we’ve heard say Abaddon has roughly five thousand.  If these cities and ziggurats encircle the entire eastern and northern sides, how many can he have in any one place?  Guess we’re going to find out soon enough.

      Corbanis kept his shield before him, though it was effectively useless against these types of foes.  The weight always felt good on his arm, he only had to ensure he didn’t try to use it to block or slam enemies until they found something corporeal.  Most of the work he did, he did with his blade and his tongue, keeping the legion focused and working together.  And in all of it, he stayed by Ashanti, his line mate, leading their brave soldiers into the fray.

      Soldiers fell here and there, some from exhaustion caused by the demons’ touches, while others withered to lifeless husks from the touch of the undead and collapsed to the streets.  The latter were quickly blessed by the priestesses, armored syrinthian women who’d summoned the courage to go forth with the vanguard.  There was little they could do for the dead but offer final prayers, but the remains were being blessed to keep the undead – or demons – from possessing them, and so the dead wouldn’t rise again as undead themselves.  Mitigating these secondary, more dangerous effects of the attrition here was vital to achieving their goals.

      “Protect Ashakku’s priestesses!” Corbanis called, paladins breaking off their attack so that each of the women had a defender.  “Move in and fortify the flanks, let’s take and hold this gate until more of them come.”

      There was the rumble of thunder, and then a cold, murky cloud spread out over the city.  Some of the soldiers stopped to stare, but Corbanis barked for them to be wary and defend themselves.  If it proved to be nothing more than a distraction that cost them hundreds of lives or more, it would have served its purpose for Abaddon.  The hunter glanced over his shoulder toward the priestesses and the mallasti sorcerers, wondering if they had any insight.

      A cold rain began to fall, and in moments, Corbanis could feel further heat and life being sapped out of him.  “We need to get rid of this damned cloud!” he barked at his spellcasters.

      “It seems to originate from the ziggurat at the top,” one of the mallasti said, others echoing his words with nods.  “We will need to get up there and destroy it.”

      “Ashanti, we need a wedge,” Corbanis said.

      “Third company, to me!” she cried, drawing the attention of many of the kwarrasti paladins.  While not all of them understood the Citarian trade tongue, they could understand orders given in short phrases.  The third company knew to follow Ashanti, and Corbanis, too, fell into step with her as she began to push deeper into the city.

      “Hold the gate!” Corbanis called to the others, and he knew his orders would be followed when he saw High General al’Serrikk come to the forefront.

      “Go, my brother,” the kwarrasti paladin called back.  “We will hold the line here.”

      Corbanis and Ashanti led their company up the streets into the heart of the city.  It was a dreary place, stained by years of abuse from the weather and general neglect.  But once, this had to have been something like a cosmopolitan mountain resort.  There were incredible views from up here, and despite the deathly rain that fell on them now, it had boasted a comfortable climate before.  Graced by the light of the sun and normalized weather – and maintenance – Corbanis imagined this had probably been a beautiful city.

      But all that was gone now.  Whoever had lived here was long since dead or driven off – or perhaps it was their tortured spirits that haunted the invading army, for now the streets were the home to specters, haunts, ghosts, and demons, and it was painted in shadows of death.  It didn’t have the smell of a tomb despite the presence of the undead, but still it was marked by a sterility of scent, no living thing – even plants – leaving such a mark.  All that tingled the senses now were the cold, the rain, and a deep sense of hopelessness that Corbanis had to shake off continually.

      His kwarrasti allies seemed to have no issue doing the same, the staunch lions and lionesses keeping pace behind the hunter and the half-dragon.  They stopped at a crossroad as demons came at them from three directions.  There was nearly a dozen, but against a hundred kwarrasti paladins, a hunter, and a half-dragon blademaster, they found themselves overwhelmed.  This was no pack of toughs and adventurers who would flee at the sight of one demon, nor even a dozen.  These were demon slayers, holy warriors, and a woman fighting for a higher ideal.

      Abaddon – and his allies, for that matter – had wagered poorly.  Whether it was the failure of the Overking to account for how many enemies had aligned against him or not understanding that forced loyalty was no loyalty at all, their defenses had collapsed horribly.  No one had any delusions that driving out all the undead and demons guarding Vistarra in successive rings was going to be easy, but most felt victory was all but assured now.  How long could even a hundred of these necropolises expect to stand against the might of seven worlds?

      Not to mention seven pantheons, Corbanis thought, slashing at a demon that drew within his range.

      Ashanti gestured back the way they had come.  Many of the demons attacking the gate were now giving chase to this group.  They had to destroy the ziggurat and hope that dispersed the power creating this life-sapping rain, and the fact that the demons seemed intent on stopping them told the hunter and the half-dragon that their suspicions were correct.

      “Go!  We will hold the line here,” one of the kwarrasti captains said, twenty-five paladins forming up to receive the coming demonic attack.

      “The rest of you, with us,” Corbanis ordered, and he swatted Ashanti’s shoulder to get her moving again.  Gods knew the woman was always hesitant to leave a battle to others.

      Nevertheless, she did so now, and they continued onward.  The next street was swarming with a veritable cloud of specters.  The ghastly shapes turned in the direction of the life-forces they sensed, and with ethereal shrieks, they began to glide silently on an unseen wind.

      One of the kwarrasti paladins stepped forward and roared, and Corbanis saw something he never expected to witness: undead fleeing.  The paladins cast forth the light of their faith, and some projected it forward in their powerful roars, shaking the confidence of the undead.  It was a beautiful bit of turnaround from all the stories Corbanis had ever heard about the undead.  Specters disappeared through walls and even the street, putting anything solid between them and the swords and faith of the coming holy warriors.

      Corbanis continued ahead when his paladins had cleared the road.  The ziggurat wasn’t far off now, and as they got closer, Corbanis started to feel it.  The suspicion that it was the source of the deathly rain was correct; it had to be.  For the spire that marked the center of this mountain city projected a power that somehow felt inverted, as though it drew energy into itself rather than radiating it.  It was like the opposite of the sun, and far beneath the normal storm clouds that hung over Vistarra, it projected a second layer of necromantic weather.

      “We need to disable that soon, or our soldiers will die from exhaustion,” Ashanti said.

      Corbanis merely nodded, gesturing for their company to turn at the next intersection.  The irony of the defenses here wasn’t lost on him.  Abaddon had sent his army somewhere else – perhaps north to fend off Arlerase and Lestanaek – and left undead and demons, likely thinking them the superior defenders.  But with an army of paladins and priestesses aided by some mallasti sorcerers, there was nothing tangible to stop the flow of Be’shatha’s forces.

      Abaddon bet too much on undead and demons holding his line, no doubt seeing men and women as too weak to defend his realm…

      More demons came forth from the ziggurat, swarming past a lone figure at the top of the steps.  Taesenus did nothing to stop their advance at first, but as the stream of enemies slowed to a trickle, he began slashing at them with one of his katanas.  The blade flashed in brilliant silver arcs, slicing off bits of inky shadow and bringing several to their end.  For as much as Corbanis hated the man, he couldn’t deny Taesenus was a fearsome fighter.

      The rest continued toward the company, but with the number of paladins Corbanis and Ashanti had with them, they couldn’t put up a meaningful defense.  A kwarrasti fell here and there, but these were helped along by their comrades until they could recover.  Without so many allies to fall back on, things would have been different, but the demons had trouble singling out targets when facing an entire company or close to it.  Whether it was a lack of meaningful intelligence or just that Abaddon didn’t care, the demons were unprepared for what had come against them.

      I can’t shake the feeling we’re being lulled into pushing too quickly, Corbanis thought.  He gestured for Ashanti to lead the company up the steps to the spired building and follow Taesenus inside, where the dark warrior had already disappeared.  The ancient stone stairs were worn from millennia under the elements, but the steps of the kwarrasti were sure and measured as they approached their target.  Corbanis followed with them but stopped at the top, looking back over the city to see what fate had befallen those who’d stayed behind.

      He could see the other paladins coming now.  They’d lost a few of their number, but nearly twenty were on their way, still harried by some of the demons.  The necromantic rain and touches from the demons were taking their toll, though, and the survivors were moving slower and slower.  Corbanis cursed in the back of his mind, knowing the “correct” thing to do would be to honor their sacrifice and make sure it didn’t go to waste.

      But that wasn’t how his Order operated.

      “Ten of you, with me!” he called, the rearmost ranks of their company turning to join him.  “Ashanti, destroy this damned thing any way you can, but be mindful of our… ally.  I’m going to cover the retreat of our other comrades.”

      “Be careful,” the half-dragon said, not bothering to argue.  “All right, then, cats, let us destroy this focus of evil and save the rest of our legion.”

      They disappeared into the building, the sound of demon shrieks and then cries of pain echoing before Corbanis had set one foot back down the steps.  He and his kwarrasti paladins made their way down and kept up an aggressive but conservative pace, wanting to reach their friends quickly but not if it meant they’d be too tired to help.  The last thing the survivors needed was eleven more people who needed to be saved.

      As Corbanis led the way to the other band, he saw a handful of mallasti coming up one of the side streets to lend their aid as well.  He was ready to chastise them, but then he noticed the bent shape of their legs before anything else really registered in his sight.  These were some of the cavistrem, led by Tor and Isharra.  The mallasti woman’s blades were efficient and deadly, and she shredded a couple of enemies with help from her axe-wielding husband before the demons realized they’d been flanked.

      And then they were flanked again as Corbanis and his kwarrasti joined the fray.  Roars from the cat-folk shattered the demons’ resolve, and holy blades and blessed weapons dispersed or chased off one inky shadow after another.  The survivors loaned what strength they had as well, little as it was, but it didn’t much matter.  The battle was more like a rout, and Corbanis began to suspect this entire necropolis – the entire ring of them – might be little more than an early warning network so Abaddon knew where to send his real defense.

      Either that or we’re still missing something here, he grumbled internally.  He didn’t give voice to it, though, instead turning to Tor and Isharra.  “How is the assault at the gates?”

      “We have companies moving in street by street and searching the remains of houses for any trace of demons or undead,” Isharra said.  “The entrance to the city is ours.  Now we are cautiously pushing to secure the rest of it, though this rain is going to severely hamper our efforts.”

      “Ashanti should be taking care of that soon,” Corbanis said, looking over his shoulder at the ziggurat.  He turned back and took stock of the others with Tor and Isharra, and noticed they were actually Caerumachs from the Badlands.  “Nice work, Dirt Dogs.”

      They growled or whooped their approval of the nickname, and Tor had Isharra order them to surround and escort the wounded kwarrasti to the ziggurat.  The entire platoon began to head that way, but they hadn’t made it a full block before a resounding crack erupted from the spired building.  A pulse exploded out from it, sending a shockwave across the sky that sheared off part of the mountain peak and started an avalanche of rock.

      “Get everyone back to safety!” Corbanis yelled, shoving the nearest meaty lion shoulder he could.  “Back toward the gate, go!”

      The rain began to let up, that miasma of unholy “light” dissipating in the wake of whatever had happened in the ziggurat.  But if the mountain and the city collapsed around them, it wouldn’t make much difference to have stopped the shower.  Corbanis was glad they’d attacked from the north, as the south side was quickly being reduced to rubble as shorn-off cliffs of granite and rock rolled down from the higher peak and over the city.  The thunder of it was deafening, and the hunter had to begin giving hand signals to keep everyone going the right way.

      Ashanti and the rest of the company darted from the ziggurat, dropping over the north wall rather than risk coming down the stairs with their proximity to the avalanche.  No one left their brothers and sisters behind, each supporting the next so that all of them came together or none at all.  Again, it was folly from a numbers perspective, but it warmed Corbanis’ heart to see another order of warriors embrace the tenet of “leave no one behind.”  He, Tor, and Isharra waved their allies on, the Dirt Dogs escorting the survivors back to the northern archway without gawking, which was admirable.

      There was no sign of Taesenus, but Corbanis didn’t think he needed to worry about the Demon Prince, and if he was honest with himself, he wouldn’t have bothered anyway.  Plodding through the puddled streets, he and his weary company returned to the main gates.  There, the bulk of the legion was already beginning to repair the entryway and set up camp within.  People were tired, their strength sapped by the rain and the touches of their undead and demonic enemies.  There were fatalities, but they seemed less than a hundred at first glance.  It was a lot to lose, but in taking a city, particularly the first city and one full of undead and demons, it was clear things could’ve gone much, much worse.

      High General Darinnar al’Serrikk welcomed Ashanti and Corbanis back with what they knew was a rare smile from the staunch paladin.  “Report?” he asked, his voice soothingly calm despite the fact that it came from a lion’s mouth.

      “The ziggurat has been disabled,” the half-dragon said.  “It triggered some power explosion that brought down part of the mountain on the south end of the city, though.  And I suspect every other necropolis and ziggurat is going to know we are here now.”

      “This was expected,” the paladin replied.  “Now we begin the second phase, fortifying this city while the trailing legions secure the supply line.  Once we see our enemies’ reaction, we will begin whichever contingency plan of the Warlord’s best suits the situation.”

      “Is Kris coming here?” Corbanis asked.

      “Once the northern flank and the supply train are secure, I believe so.”

      “Your orders, sir?” Ashanti asked.

      The kwarrasti general regarded her with a half-curled lip, a bit of fang showing.  “You need not wait upon orders from me, Marshal.  If you feel up to it, find some warriors who are not all exhausted and begin searching the city with the other platoons.  Otherwise, I will gladly trust the oversight of this camp’s construction to you and Corbanis.”

      The half-dragon saluted him with her dual-bladed staff.  “I will take command of the search parties.  I will not keep them at the task long; the rain and the battles have taken a lot out of our soldiers.  But we will make sure no significant force of demons and undead gathers to attack us in concert when we bed down.  Corbanis?”

      “Take Tor and Isharra with you,” he said.  “I’m going to oversee getting a barricade erected, for all the good it will do us.  But I want somewhere for our sentries to set up and keep watch for any coming attacks in the night.”

      Ashanti nodded.  “I will see you soon, then.  Epaxa chi’pri.”

      “Epaxa chi’pri,” Corbanis echoed.

      “Liria!” the half-dragon bellowed.  “Bring two priestesses and come with me.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the syrinthian hunter replied, and soon she and two others left with Ashanti and a score of paladins.
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      “Where have you been?” Corbanis asked, managing to make it sound like a normal inquiry rather than an accusation.  It probably wouldn’t have made a difference regardless, and the fact that he was still shaking off the night’s sleep could have been used as an excuse.

      “Scouting,” Taesenus said, squinting under the morning sun that managed to come in from the east.  The hellfire-like flames up his neck and across his visible collar were alive, writhing across his skin, something that made High General al’Serrikk fold his arms across his chest.  “Since the demons cannot sense me and the undead stay clear, I went to gauge what is waiting for us on the other side of this mountain.  And it is just as the Warlord expected.”

      “How many?” the kwarrasti general asked.

      “Hard to say; I cannot count like an elestram.  But it looks to be the better part of three legions, perhaps more,” the Demon Prince said.

      Corbanis turned and spat on the ground.  Of all the possible scenarios the Warlord had worked through with Glorya, Karaman, Giamalla, Morduri, and Emma, this was one of the worst.  He’d anticipated that attacking one of the necropolises with a force made up primarily of paladins would draw a specific reaction.  By the Warlord’s guess, backed by the calculations of the elestram, the legions of Vistarra would be waiting to meet this specific attack force, nullifying or even wasting their strength – being suited to fight the demons – while Abaddon’s demonic soldiers rallied to fight the more “mundane” forces under Lestanaek and Arlerase.

      “Again, this was expected,” General al’Serrikk said, not letting his composure slip at all.  “This will prolong the war effort, but by no means tip the balance.  Have our elestram messengers pass this information back along the chain to the main encampment, that they may enact the proper contingency.”

      “Make certain they know we hold the city, but that we only destroyed part of its defenses,” Taesenus said.  “Many of the demons have swept through the mountains in the direction of other ziggurats and cities, while others look to be crossing to the second ring.  While our paladins did significant damage to our enemy, they are still far from crippled.  And now we have a mortal force to contend with.”

      Corbanis nodded and headed out through the main gates, where the scouts and messengers typically congregated.  This portion of their legion was made up primarily of elestram runners, the mallasti sorcerers of little use for sending arcane messages in hostile territory.  Tenku harriers were coming up with Kris and Morduri, and some would be used as messengers once the skies were safe for flying.  But for now, the bulk of the work was in the hands of the jackal-folk, whose use of lights, reflections, and some old-fashioned footwork got messages to the rear lines and main camp quickly and across great distances.

      The scouts straightened up and saluted Corbanis respectfully when he approached.  “Send a runner to bring this message to the Warlord and King Morduri, and have it passed back to the main camp by signals,” the hunter told them.  “We have several of Abaddon’s legions waiting for us on the far side of the range, and suspect Arlerase and Lestanaek face significant demonic resistance on their front.  They will know what needs to be done.”

      There was clear concern in the scouts’ eyes as they listened, but they saluted again before one dashed off down the mountain trail.  The others got out their materials to pass the light signal along, all without a single question or protest.  Corbanis couldn’t help but stand among the jackal-folk for a few minutes, taking in their forms, their studious natures, the sharp intellects that showed through in the precision of their work.  It was going to be a little strange for his son to be married to one, but he found he liked these people, and figured he’d get used to it before long.

      Just what would things be like if they did as Kari had alluded to and ended up having children?  Everything Corbanis had seen and heard about elestram said they gave birth to litters… three to as many as six at a time.  He knew his wife wanted grandchildren, but he wondered how she might feel if she got six more all at once, and it brought forth a laugh from him.

      That drew some confused stares from the elestram, but Corbanis waved off his laughter and made his way back to the gate.  Ashanti was there with Liria, and the young syrinthian hunter saluted Corbanis.  Ashanti settled for a smile and a nod, but Corbanis knew she didn’t grace many people with either.  He returned Liria’s salute and looked around at the neat encampment of the syrinthian priestesses.

      “How did the last search go?” he asked.

      “The city is clear now,” Ashanti said.  “We are arranging a network of paladins and some of these ladies to camp around outside the walls, to keep the demons or undead from returning without our knowledge.  For now, we are just to hold the city per orders.”

      “You’ve heard what’s on the far side of the mountain?” Corbanis grumbled.

      “A delay, nothing more,” the half-dragon said.

      “The marshal may actually be more optimistic than the Warlord,” Liria commented.

      “Yes, they outnumber us three or four to one at best,” Ashanti retorted.  “However, we hold the high ground, it will take considerable effort for them to get here, and we have no reason to be subtle.  If they move this way, we collapse part of the mountain to dissuade them.  And more of our people are arriving every day.  Now we can begin shifting the paladins to where they are needed and leave our other forces to deal with these fools still fighting for Abaddon.”

      “I would be more concerned with him collapsing the mountains on us, ma’am,” Liria said.

      “That should not be an issue with Glorya close by, even here in his realm.  We shall see.”

      “Keep people busy,” Corbanis said.  “Bored people get antsy and begin causing trouble of one sort or another.  I doubt the kwarrasti are much to worry about, but keep things fair, if you know what I mean.”

      “If I may?” one of the syrinthian women asked, her accent thick and unaccustomed to the Citarian trade tongue.  “We may…”

      She paused and frowned, then began speaking rapidly in the sibilant tongue of her people.  Liria listened to her entire message and then nodded.  She summarized, “The priestesses think they may be able to modify the ziggurat to work for us.  They would need a number of paladins to aid in defending them as well as doing some of the manual labor.”

      “I will put together a task squad,” Ashanti said before Corbanis could respond.

      “Tell her this is excellent news.  I’ll report to High General al’Serrikk,” Corbanis said.

      They each went their separate ways, and then Corbanis took the news to the high general.  It was a lot to hope for, but if they could seal the city against demonic or undead encroachment, it might force their enemies to have to come oust them by the same methods they’d used to capture the city.  And that meant depleting much of Abaddon’s mortal armies.  There was still no accurate account of how many he’d lost in his invasion of Mas’tolinor and then trying to hold Sansrigar and the realm of Arlerase.  Conservative estimates said Abaddon’s army wasn’t much stronger than Baal’s had been after the failure at the black city.

      Glorya seemed sure victory was within their grasp if they could just stay the course a while longer.  The soldiers were tired; though the war had “only” lasted around a year or thereabouts, it was a long time to be fighting without reprieve.  The fact that Corbanis wasn’t even sure how long it’d been said that plainly enough.  Even the Apocalypse had lulls, and fighting a defensive battle from within cities meant a lot of soldiers felt at home, even though they were far from it.  It was just a different dynamic here, on another world, fighting beside all these alien peoples, and being so far removed from home.

      And it’s true of everyone here except the Mehr’Durillians, Corbanis thought.  And yet they fight for a world that is going to be vastly different than the one they’ve lived in for hundreds or even thousands of years.  We may be weary of the war, but they are both that and worried about what the future might hold.  Great Mother sustain them.

      It was going to take time.  The Warlord and Morduri would reach them in a couple of days or more, bringing legions of non-paladin soldiers with them.  Then some of the paladins could be shifted to support the efforts of the northern front – but not all of them, else the next ring might prove impervious even if they routed the mortal army.  Either way, it would take time, always more time.  Perhaps weeks for them to get to Sansrigar and then Arlerase, and from there, to attack Vistarra’s necropolises.

      Boredom was the enemy of any army, and Corbanis assumed both the Warlord and the high general were taking that into account.  Was it too much to hope that Abaddon would attack Kari as planned, letting this come to a less grueling close?

      I’ve had my fill of claiming realms inch by inch, especially through mountains.

      At last he came face to face with Taesenus again, the Demon Prince keeping his distance from most of the soldiers and especially the paladins.  Corbanis could well understand that, since he was of a mind to use the Demon Prince as a scabbard for the Edge of the Victor himself.  It was hard to look at the man day in and day out and not constantly think of the things he’d done to Corbanis’ family.  Crippling Ty, wounding Aeligos badly – and more than once, apparently – and terrorizing Kari for years, not to mention his having killed Tarra’s sister.  Ironically, Kari may have been the member of the family least interested in flaying the bastard.

      Corbanis followed his daughter-in-law’s – his grand commander’s – lead on this, too, though, and simply bowed his head, keeping his feelings as lidded as he could.  “If the demons will be shifting more toward the northern front, perhaps you should go that way as well.”

      Taesenus narrowed his eyes.  “Trying to get rid of me?”

      “I’d throw you down this gods-forsaken mountain if I wanted to do that.”

      “I find it amazing Kari is not directly related to you,” the Demon Prince returned dryly.  “The two of you have much the same fire in your blood.”

      The hunter brought his hands up to his hips and let his wings spread out a bit.  “Do me the favor of not speaking about my family.  You have no right at this point unless there’s a significant apology involved.  I’ll be blunt, Taesenus.  You’ve been helpful, but no one wants you here.  We either have or will soon have what we need to push to the next ring, so your work here is done.  I could’ve just told you to get lost or made good on wanting to throw you down the mountain, but instead I’m asking you to go help our allies to the north.  This is about as nice as you’re ever likely to get out of me.  Don’t push your luck.”

      High General al’Serrikk approached, concern on his features over the disturbance flowing out like ripples from this terse conversation.  “Gentlemen, please.  Not here, not like this,” he said.

      “And what of you, General?” Taesenus asked him.  “Do you wish me gone as well?”

      “What I wish is irrelevant,” the kwarrasti replied.  “I am concerned only with what makes the most sense tactically, and as Lady Vanador has reminded us again and again, we cannot turn away any who would help us.  You are an ally, and have played an important role, but perhaps Corbanis is correct.  With Lady Vanador and her husband coming this way soon, it may benefit all of us – you included – if you were to aid our northern push under Kings Lestanaek and Arlerase.”

      “There, see?  He knows how to be tactful,” the Demon Prince grunted.

      “You haven’t tried to kill his family,” Corbanis said, a growl tinging his voice.  “I won’t stand here and trade barbs with you all day.  There’s a job that needs to be done and that you’re a good fit for.  See to it or leave.  Your choice.  But whatever you decide, Taesenus… let me just tell you this.  Once this war campaign is over, you’d better hope I never see you again in this life.”

      High General al’Serrikk put a hand to Corbanis’ shoulder but offered no more words.  Instead, he turned to Taesenus and dismissed the Demon Prince with a not-insincere nod.  After meeting Corbanis’ gaze one last time, Taesenus strode off through the gateway.

      “I suspect it is very dangerous to anger that man,” the general said when he was gone.  “I have heard it said he has been killed several times, yet always returns.”

      “Just means I get to do it more than once… if it comes to that,” Corbanis amended when he met the general’s eyes.  The kwarrasti grinned, then laughed openly, and the hunter joined him.

      “Should we send a company of my paladins with him?”

      Corbanis gave it some thought.  “Why not?  We know we’ll be sending several hundred to the north, at least.  It would make sense to have him lead – or escort, anyway – at least a company or two now.  Just do me a favor?  Find someone else to tell him.”

      The high general laughed again, patting Corbanis on the shoulder as he called to one of his paladins to deliver the message before Taesenus got too far.  He left Corbanis to his thoughts.

      The hunter turned as Ashanti approached with her squad, ready to guide the priestesses to the ziggurat.  The half-dragon paused only to lean toward Corbanis and whisper, “You and me both.”
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      Kari and Glorya had just reached the first necropolis of Kazhi-Matru.  There weren’t a great many soldiers still here holding the city, but the ones who did straightened up and saluted the two women with a great deal of respect.  Even whatever trepidation many of the soldiers felt in Glorya’s – Koursturaux’s – presence was absent.  Kari returned their gestures with a salute of her own, Glorya with a nod, and the women moved into the city.

      Already it looked vastly different than reported and even imagined, most of the shrouding darkness lifted and replaced by a nimbus of light from the ziggurat.  On the march, Kari hadn’t heard much other than general reports.  Once Kris and Morduri had reached the city, a number of kwarrasti paladins were diverted northward – along with Taesenus.  With the reinforcements, Kris had driven the combined army over the mountain and laid siege to the forces waiting on the other side.  That was the last Kari had heard of any of it.

      Abaddon had yet to show his face, either here in the south, up in the north, or even behind the lines to strike at the command camp.  Kari suspected he was playing right into their hands, but she had to acknowledge it wasn’t the worst course of action.  There was no telling how a battle would go if it was solely Kari and Glorya against Abaddon.  Maybe he was stronger than he’d let on when they’d fought in Mas’tolinor, and they’d be in even more trouble if they faced him in that shadowy place.  He was such a mystery, even to his fellow kings.

      What further complicated their plans and trying to estimate contingencies was that they had found precious few who could cross into that shadowy place without an established portal.  Glorya didn’t want to bring Kris as she’d stated, but he was one of their few options.  Tor, Emma, and Isharra could go as well, for various reasons, though only Isharra seemed a prudent choice to Glorya’s thinking.  The angel surmised Eliza Chinchala and her sister, Kierna, might also be able to go, but there weren’t many more beyond that.  Certainly not who were easy to get a hold of and send to Fort Sabbath preemptively.

      Nevertheless, the preparations at the fort had been made.  Rather than sit and watch their horses graze in Teradda, Galadon, Sherman, and Katarina had returned to Citaria.  There, they were to bolster Delkantar’s defenses and help prepare the holy warriors encircling the fort.  They would have to be subtle and let Abaddon pass at first, but from there, their sole task was to make sure nothing left that shadowy place and the fort unless it killed all of them first.

      Grim thoughts, Kari mused.

      Glorya didn’t respond to her feelings, not even to smile, so Kari turned to her and asked, “Will he come?”

      The angel nodded.  “If not now, then the moment we lay siege to the second ring.  He cannot wait until we are at his doorstep.  I may have to separate from you to further entice him, though.”

      “Whatever it takes, as long as we bring this war to a close soon,” Kari sighed.

      “The demons in this realm will still need to be driven out, as will the undead, and there is no telling if the residents will continue to resist once Abaddon is gone.  Even if we defeat him, it will not mean the war is completely over.  But it will be the end of any true, organized resistance.”

      Kari saw Liria up the road and waved to get her attention.  The syrinthian cadet came over quickly and bowed before Glorya, then saluted Kari.  “Lady Glorya, Lady Vanador.  I expected you two to bypass us and go directly to the battlefield.  Is there something you need?”

      “Nothing specific,” Glorya answered.  “Everything is proceeding according to plan.  How are things here in the city?”

      “Ashakku’s priestesses are protecting the city using the same ziggurat that defended it from us at first,” the syrinthian said, gesturing toward the glowing spire.  “With the demons and undead barred from approaching and the regular army busy engaged with ours down below, we’re able to hold the city with a minimal force.”

      “What sort of movement are we seeing from the other necropolises to the north and south?” Kari asked.  “Are they headed this way?  Back to the next ring?  Or are they staying put?”

      “You would have to ask your husband, Lady Vanador,” Liria answered.  “I think some are moving to bolster the army down below and fortify the second ring further, but I cannot say for sure.  Corbanis or one of the other officers might know, but most of them are down below or close enough to oversee the fighting.”

      “How long have they been engaged below?” Glorya asked.

      “Two days, my lady.  I think the Warlord used the high ground defensively at first, but they are pushing Abaddon’s army toward the second ring.  It is hard to tell specifics from up here, and I am hardly a priority to inform,” the syrinthian finished with a sheepish shrug.

      “Oh, really?” Kari said, drawing both women’s eyes to her.  “Effective immediately, you’re field promoted to the rank of Marshal amongst our Order and will carry the military rank of lieutenant.  You ladies and your defenders up here need to be just as informed as the rest of us.  Send a runner down to the command camp below and get definitive word.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Liria said, saluting again before she went to find a messenger outside the gate.

      “I am surprised it took you this long to do that,” Glorya said with her blunt honesty.

      “I’m a little slow sometimes,” Kari admitted.  “So, how far from me do you think you’ll need to be?  And how will you know if I get captured to take Abaddon to Citaria?”

      “I will sense him coming, and even if I were to miss it somehow, I would detect the two of you leaving via teleportation.  You will not be left alone, Kari.  I would never put you in that sort of danger or expect you to handle this all yourself.”  Glorya looked around.  “In the meantime, as it seems there is little enough to do here, I would suggest you go join your husband at the fray.  If you can keep Isharra close to you, that would be prudent.”

      “Are Eliza and Kierna already at Fort Sabbath?” the avatar asked.

      The angel half-shrugged.  “If not, they will be soon enough.  Despite the fact that it was Baal who slew their father, you can rest assured that they will make every effort to seek revenge against Abaddon when that time comes.”

      “How strong is Kierna compared to her sister?”

      “Much stronger,” Glorya said.  “Kierna is more than seven times Eliza’s age, and has been studying and honing the power of her parents since she was a toddler – not unlike Emma.  Though she lacks the moral character of her sister, Kierna will do what needs doing.”

      “Surprised I’ve never met her before,” Kari muttered, turning back toward the gate.

      The angel walked her along.  “Celigus had over fifty children, if you include all those he adopted into his house as well.  I would wager you have met or know few of them overall.”

      Once at the gate, Kari turned to face her friend.  “You be careful now.  He won’t kill me if he’s hoping to use me to take him back to Citaria and drag me to that shadowy realm.  But he’ll try to kill you if he can.  If he comes for you, try to let me know somehow.  I’ll come help you.  It’s not like alerting the entire realm to my presence is going to make a difference now.”

      Glorya nodded.  “I will oversee things from here.  I would like to bring up more soldiers and strike at the necropolis to the north, but that will require coordination with the kwarrasti.  You leave that to me.  Be ready for anything at any time.”

      “I will,” Kari said.  She waved casually as she turned toward the path west, down the side of the mountain and deeper into Vistarra.

      Kari strode down the mountainside with sure steps, but her mind wandered.  She thought of how far they’d come in this war in such a short time compared to the Apocalypse.  A lot of it had to do with their tacticians and plans, and the zeal with which Lestanaek had driven the eastern legions through Zaphatar and Teradda.  She would never take the glory away from her allies for what they had done.  They deserved every bit of praise that was heaped on them, from the brave erestram king to the late Celigus and everyone in between.

      But all of this was precipitated by key events.  Certainly, much of what Kari had accomplished in the last few years was important, but there were certain victories that had let them come this far.  The first she could truly put a finger on was Audrei shutting the portal from Citaria to that shadow realm when she and her friends had fought Zaliskower.  Abaddon still intended to punch through the dimensional barriers there, but they were closed for now.  Who knew how many demons and other entities could have invaded Citaria if that gateway had remained open and Zaliskower hadn’t been destroyed?

      Glorya had killed the Overking, removing the head of the council and forcing its survivors to choose sides.  And what a difference that had made, freeing Lestanaek foremost to join the Great Mother’s cause.  All pretenses had been shattered, and though the worst three – Baphomet, Baal, and Abaddon – had insinuated that they didn’t need the Overking, their resistance was nowhere near as coordinated as it would’ve been with Glorya’s brother in charge of things.  He had been the true mastermind, no matter what they had said of his involvement; the stifling defense of Mehr’Durillia prior to his death and the “ease” of its fall after said that well enough.

      Gil disabling the “nuke,” as she and Kris had called it, had been the third major, if not military, victory.  Had that device detonated and destroyed much of their army, would they have even had time to bring in reinforcements from the other worlds?  Not likely, and that was assuming the shunting device still worked and could direct people away from the destruction.  Otherwise, their reinforcements may have died within days or even hours of arriving.  It could have – and would have – been a total disaster not just for Mehr’Durillia, but her sister worlds in losing many.

      And that contingency had led to the fourth and, Kari mused, most impressive victory, at least to her.  However and wherever it had taken place, Sonja had battled the Overking – Nathanael – for control of her body.  Had she lost that battle, he and Abaddon may have already released the entity they sought to free from the shadow realm.  Not only had Sonja bested him, she’d done so by using her own memories and then some of his to do it.  Kari still wasn’t entirely sure just what it had all meant; she could scarcely imagine what a battle within the mind might look like.

      But I can, she thought.  I’ve done it before.

      What a strange road had brought her to this place, mired in war and death and yet just a few steps from a dawn without end.  It had all begun with her resurrection, something she had bristled about for years, the greatest gift her friend Trigonh – not to mention the gods – could give.  That had led to her serving in the Apocalypse, during which she’d befriended the man who was now her husband.  But in between those events had come so much more.

      How odd that an innocuous hunt on Tsalbrin should have unearthed a grander conspiracy, though it took a while for it to truly manifest.  None had suspected what Sekassus had truly been about – indeed, even the sharper minds among the Silver Blades had believed the demon king had wanted to capture a portal to the heavens.  It seemed a bit silly now, looking back at it after knowing the truth, but he’d been quite effective in his misdirection.

      Only Emma’s interference had really allowed anyone to find the truth.  As Kari thought of the mallasti king and her elestram mate, more of the pieces of her life fell into place.  There were the stranger bits like having conceived a child with Morduri, but when she thought of her first trip here to Mehr’Durillia, she couldn’t help but remember how her eyes had been opened.  All those false beliefs about these people being demons had been dashed, and Kari had gradually learned the truth of the kings as well.  She’d learned how Seril – Chiylija – had fit into their grand plans, and then she’d come face-to-face with Koursturaux, long considered the worst of the demon kings.

      Oh, how her perceptions had been shattered.  That “worst enemy” was now her greatest ally besides the gods themselves, and quite possibly would turn out to be the one who put an end to the threat of Abaddon.  Duke Bosimar’s fall, the truth behind his son Jason, and the resulting mission of mercy to the seterra-rir people of Salkorum all flashed through her mind.  She thought of the two daring rescues from Si’Dorra – her brother-in-law Erik and Auremax’s father, Kalamaris – and the ripples that had continued to send through the Council of Anthraxis.

      Then had come the Khalarin War.  They had lost many friends and allies along the way, but always had they come out on top in the end through perseverance and the strength of the gods.  And now, roughly a year after the war on Mehr’Durillia had begun, they were within striking distance of ending it.  The four kings who had opposed Be’shatha had overestimated their strength, stood by while their cohesive head was removed, and now the last of them was down to one final contingency to try to win.

      All of it hinged on doing something that Kari and her allies were ready for; there truly was no promising road for Abaddon from here.  He might defeat them in the end, but it would only be temporary, until the next generation of champions rose up to defend the gods and fight this regime of evil.  Kari and the others were as ready as they could be, had their own contingencies in place, and most, if not all, now had the strength of faith to back up their will and plans.

      And it all came back to three words Kari had spoken to her creator: I will go.

      Just what would the world look like if they won?  Mehr’Durillia would go through many long years of recovery and rebuilding.  There would still be malcontents, not the least because Glorya had hinted that Be’shatha would be reducing these peoples’ lifetimes to more “normal” lengths.  And, of course, there would always just be those who didn’t want to follow her, even when freed from the grip of the kings.  They’d no longer live under a shroud of fear, though, and perhaps they would still find peace with their brethren as the world settled down from the throes of war.

      As for Kari, she couldn’t wait to get home.  There would always be problems to solve, but she wanted a few years of normalcy and quiet to perhaps have a first child with Kris.  The thought of spending time at home with her children, however many the gods blessed her with, kept her warm even as she walked down the cool side of the mountain.  Ahead of her were the signs, sounds, and pall of war, but Kari was able to look beyond it and see the beauty that would emerge from the seeds beneath these ashes.  And that brought to mind the words of the Okonashai wise woman when she’d comforted Katarina.

      But I can’t look too far ahead, Kari thought.  First, we have to win.  And by the grace of the gods, we will.
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        * * *

      

      They were pushing Abaddon’s army back, but it was taking time.  Efforts had been made to lure them to switch sides, but that hadn’t yielded more than a few score converts.  And even those had to be watched for possible treachery, so their value was limited.  A week and a half of fighting had only seen Kris and Morduri close roughly half the distance to the second ring.  Casualties were mounting, but for now, Kris still held the advantage.

      The question was for how long.  The second ring was lit up with that ghostly miasma the men had described during the taking of Kazhi-Matru.  Kari had never been much of a tactician outside of personal combat, but now, after years working with Kris and Aeligos, she felt like she saw things from a broader perspective.  It seemed like Be’shatha’s army was making progress, but the attacks they expected from the flanks and possibly even the rear weren’t coming.  They were being drawn into a defensive tactic – something that Kari’s personal combat style taught her.

      The eleventh day saw the arrival of two companies of tenku lancers, and their effect on the battle was nearly instantaneous.  Shielded by the arcane weaving of their mallasti allies and their anti-projectile armor, they smashed lines and sent rear ranks scattering, and suffered minimal casualties in the process.  The shattering of the lines let Kris and the army capture even more territory before Abaddon’s forces regrouped, but now the devastation of the tenku was becoming a common occurrence.  Soon, the enemy would have to fall back to defensible positions among the second ring.

      That would present challenges all its own, but Kari was trying not to get bogged down with the direction of the army.  Kris and Morduri were already doing an admirable job of handling that.  For the time being – and it was becoming grating after over ten days – Kari was maintaining a position to relay orders rather than give them.  She was far from the front line, conspicuous and yet not in any immediate danger as the battles raged and lulled.  And beside her through it all was Isharra, the mallasti woman keeping focused and centered for what was potentially to come.

      News came in daily about the progress made to the north.  A second necropolis had fallen to the work of Taesenus and the kwarrasti he’d traveled with.  Whether it was a decision they’d made or been forced into, it did shore up the northern flank of the supply lines, which was helpful.  If they could get more priestesses to use whatever ziggurat was there the same way they’d done so at Kazhi-Matru, they might be able to establish a perfectly safe pass between them and through the first ring.

      By the end of the second week, Kari was growing concerned.  The army was making great gains and had nearly driven all of Abaddon’s forces into the second ring.  Still, there had been no sign of the king himself, and no news of him attacking their northern commanders or the ones behind the lines to the east.  The death toll was mounting, though reinforcements were coming in day by day, crossing the mountains and joining the push.  The arrival of harmauths and minotaurs in addition to further aerial units was uplifting, but Kari wasn’t sure how long they could keep this up, thirty thousand soldiers be damned.

      “I feel like we’re in danger of stretching ourselves too thin,” she commented, huddled in the hood of her cloak as the rain fell around him.  At the very least, it wasn’t a life-sapping rain like the soldiers had described at Kazhi-Matru.

      Isharra glanced at her briefly.  “We have not even brought in a quarter of our southern might to fight here,” she said.  “If Kris feels they are needed, he will bring more from Teradda.  It will not be a lack of manpower that sees us fail in this, Kari.”

      She smiled for the fact that Isharra hadn’t called her Lady Vanador for once.  “I think it might be my proximity to the soldiers, particularly Kris and Morduri, that’s keeping Abaddon from making any sort of attack on me.  He doesn’t want to fight all of us at once.”

      “I cannot imagine anyone who would.”

      “But if I go back to Kazhi-Matru, he probably won’t get close to Glorya, either.  We may need to force his hand somehow,” Kari mused, scraping at the wet earth with her clawed toes.  “If he’s paid any attention to me and my family over the years, he might be expecting us to try some covert action.  Is there a ziggurat close by that doesn’t have an entire city about it?”

      The mallasti woman looked back over her shoulder to the east.  “We would have to confer with the strategists.  I believe Aeligos is working with the elestram at the rear, calculating odds and supporting the Warlord’s decision making with numbers.”

      Kari nudged her shoulder.  “You go ask.  Maybe standing here by myself, even in the middle of all these men, will draw Abaddon.  If not, we’ll try my idea.”

      “Of course,” Isharra said, taking her leave.

      Kari smiled again.  As with Glorya, Kari had been so sure Isharra – Seanada – was her enemy after she’d bested Turillia.  How great a friend the half-syrinthian, half-succubus had turned out to be over the years.  And it had only grown more obvious and warmer once she’d decided to take on a mallasti form all the time and try to shed her old life.  Just as Kari had remembered all the events that led her to this point, now she thought of all the people, and all the love they’d brought into her life in some form.

      Her reminiscing was interrupted as shockwaves shook the ground below her feet.  Her heart nearly stopped as she realized the source was the second ring.  Earthquakes ripped through the mountains, and rocks and boulders began to shake loose.  Even so far from the front line, Kari could see the dust clouds rising from the avalanches, and the thunder of thousands of tons of stone being ripped loose to fall toward Abaddon’s enemies.

      All of his enemies…

      Men fled in every direction.  Suddenly, allegiance meant nothing compared to surviving the destruction that had been unleashed.  Had this been the demons?  The undead?  Or Abaddon himself?  Kari couldn’t tell yet, but the entire plain between the first and second rings became a sea of chaos, friend and foe running for their lives.  She found herself adrift, trying to get the men to calm down and stay organized, but as they were pressed back by the retreating forward lines and their enemies, she found little success.

      And then the rumbles began to sound behind them.  Kari nearly wet herself.  Caught between two chains of collapsing mountains, most of the army would be reduced to paste.  And that wasn’t to mention those crossing the mountains who would be dragged down and smashed.  The very city of Kazhi-Matru might come down, bringing the priestesses with it and cutting the army off from an important defense.

      Something calmed the mountains to the east; it had to be Glorya.  Kari prayed the angel was strong enough to counteract their enemy’s will when in the midst of it.  Regardless, the men were fleeing from that direction too, threatening to crush and trample each other as they tried to spread out in the middle, safely away from both rings.  Even a few miles suddenly felt like a confined space when there were rockslides on either side.  Kari was bumped into and shoved aside, unintentionally and otherwise, and she tried to find Isharra amid all the noise and confusion.

      It was no use; she and Isharra weren’t tall enough to stand out easily among so many of the kwarrasti paladins and elestram soldiers.  But there was no missing the enemy that approached from above on wing.  His lightless form nearly blended into the clouds, but Kari saw him coming in time to get her swords out and prepare to defend herself.  Witnessing her reaction, many of those around her likewise got ready for battle, turning to see what held her attention.

      Abaddon slammed into the ground with a great, arcing, cleaving strike of his blade that left seven men cut cleanly in half or disemboweled.  Others turned to fight and fell in moments, while most panicked and fled.

      Kari stood her ground, moving into the Wraith’s stance.  In all their planning and strategizing, they’d never considered the possibility that Abaddon might just kill Kari to demoralize the army.  There were others that could take him to Citaria – Sonja and John, to name a couple.  True, he would have a tougher time forcing either of those two to take him anywhere they didn’t want to go, but they’d be easier to deal with from a martial perspective.  They had hung almost their entire strategy on this probability, and only now did doubts start to creep into Kari’s mind.

      He just dropped in the middle of me, Kris, Morduri, Glorya, and a company or more of paladins, she thought, narrowing her eyes.  If he’s not here for me, he’s here to get his ass kicked.

      Abaddon held his hand up, and suddenly, his previously fleeing soldiers began to hack and slash at anyone around them.  Once again, the center between the two rings became a quagmire of chaos, except now it was bloody fighting instead of cooperative running.  Thrown all together into such a press of bodies, it was hard for many to determine friend from foe, and it descended into madness in minutes.

      The King of Demons stalked toward Kari, casually ending the life of anyone foolish enough to try to confront him.  “I suppose you think you have prepared for this,” he said, his voice a low and cold whisper that still rang like a shout.  “Know that you are about to fight a battle on my terms, and you are going to lose no matter who you bring with you.”

      Kari spat at his feet.  “I’ve heard the same from every demon, prince, and king that’s died before you.”

      His smile was beyond unsettling, drawing away the light and confidence of those around him.  The fallen angel turned and killed another half-dozen men, including some of his own.  He then shattered the ground beneath the battle, sending many to their knees or sides, twisting ankles and shredding feet.  He lifted his hand to do something else, but Kari dashed in.

      “Ah, the mouse attacks the lion,” he said in a hissing chuckle, turning back to her.

      “You’re no lion,” she said.  “You’re a coward, and nothing more.”

      “Oh, I am far more.  I am the King of Demons, and you, demonhunter, are about to find just how little you know.”

      She slashed at him conservatively, remembering well their traded routines in Glorya’s palace.  He turned her attacks aside effortlessly, but he only counterattacked to taunt her.  He wouldn’t dive into her defensive web as she preferred; he was simply trying to wear her out.  That was a real possibility, but Kari knew she could draw the strength of the gods into herself to keep going.  Could she do so in that shadowy place?  She had to trust that she could, otherwise, this plan was going to be a colossal failure.

      He drove aside another of her attacks, then killed three more men with his backswing.  It seemed so obvious but was still so shocking: he was unrepentant evil.  He didn’t care about the lives of his people, or anyone else, for that matter.  Flesh was something for him to carve and nothing more, and he gave no thought to the lives he destroyed with every swing of his blade or use of his power.  And it was in that moment that Kari realized what she had to do.

      She put her blades away, and the fallen angel’s brow creased slightly in suspicion.  But Kari simply walked toward him, her hand outstretched.  “Come, let’s finish this, then.”

      He hesitated, but then he grabbed her by the wrist with a bone-crushing grip.  It wasn’t just the physical pain that tore into her, though.  It was as if he assaulted her mind with just his touch, and she felt him wedging his way into her skull.  He didn’t simply grab Kari and let her teleport him to Citaria; he tore the power from her mind and dragged her through the resulting portal.  It didn’t feel like swimming through the dream or stepping through a tunnel of warm water this time.

      Instead, it felt like she had been submerged in liquid fire.  She barely had time to scream before blackness took her.
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        * * *

      

      When Kari came to, she was being dragged by the hair into the courtyard of Fort Sabbath.  All around her were the ruined forms of men and women, the ground sodden with blood.  Though it took her a few moments to get her wits back about her, she reached for one of her scimitars and stabbed the so-called King of Demons through the wrist.  She didn’t impale his arm, but she did draw blood, and better yet, she got him to release his hold on her mane.

      She kicked to her feet and drew her second blade.  The fallen angel turned and regarded her with another creased brow, only glancing at his wounded wrist for a moment.  “Do you not think it a bit late to resist?  I need not take you with me.  I can kill you here, with the rest of these pathetic defenders you thought might stop me.”

      “I just thought you might like to meet some of my other friends,” Kari said.  She pushed out the wall of her willpower, protecting her from what was to come.

      Ceridolinasha lifted her head over the wall and engulfed the courtyard with her fiery breath.  Abaddon didn’t scream, but he did growl as he was washed in the dragon’s flames.  He turned into the bright flare of her breath’s source, but before he could take a step toward her, the magnificent emerald dragon clawed her way onto the wall and took flight.  The fallen angel spread his wings to follow but paused as he took a stinging hit to one of their feathered edges from Kari’s scimitar.  He turned a baleful look and another growl on her, but his attention was in the wrong place again.

      Alamarise’s icy breath shocked Kari’s system, even protected by her shield of faith.  Going from blistering heat to numbing cold successively left a chill down her spine, but it appeared Abaddon didn’t like it much more.  The dragons’ attacks weren’t harming him, but they delayed him, giving Kari’s other allies time to arrive or get themselves into position.  Soon, she would have Glorya and Isharra with her, not to mention Eliza and Kierna, if they weren’t already here.  And then the great silver drake, too, took flight before the fallen angel could respond.

      “Enough of this,” he said, gesturing toward the wall.

      Time slowed down for a moment, and Kari could see, in a sense, his intent to blast the walls outwards and kill everyone else around the fort.  She cast forth her own will to counter it, and the courtyard lit up with the brilliance of Sakkrass-Ashakku.  Abaddon instead flexed his power and stunned Kari with it for just a moment, long enough to drive his fist across her face.

      This time, when she came to, she was being dragged by the tail.  Once again, though, she was released, and she scrambled away before she could see why.

      “You,” Abaddon spat.  “It is time I send you to your father.”

      “On the contrary, I think I will be the one sending you to the Father.”

      Kari nearly sprang to her feet as she heard Glorya’s voice.  Now they had him pinned; they didn’t need to bring him into the shadowy realm and trap him if they could kill him outright.  The King of Demons swept Kari away with his backswing before hacking brutally at Glorya.  Their blades met with a loud and distinctive ring, but neither blade gave way or shattered.  They began to trade routines again, just as they had in Glorya’s palace, and Kari tried to find an avenue to lend her aid.  She only had to dance around the ruined bodies of the defenders he’d killed, pushing down the worry that some or all of them might be her paladin friends.

      I’ll avenge them either way, she thought.

      There were numerous knights, rangers, and other defenders in the woods about them – even after some had lost their lives on Abaddon’s arrival.  But Kari wanted them to stay put and out of sight; they were supposed to be the contingency if she and Glorya failed, not lose their lives before the women had a chance to best Abaddon.  She hoped they kept position and waited to do their duty, but she couldn’t call out to them or it would defeat the purpose.

      Still glowing with the nimbus of the gods’ grace, Kari approached warily, ready to dodge or drive aside any backswings or sudden attacks.  Abaddon circled Glorya, though, keeping Kari off balance or out of reach.  He truly was a masterful fighter, and she could only imagine the history behind this being.  If he was a fallen angel, what had he been like before he’d turned traitor?  Why had he taken so much glee in murdering Bakthrael?  And had he murdered Glorya’s mother, too?

      Abaddon riposted and scored the side of Glorya’s thigh, though she dodged enough to keep it from cutting too deeply.  It said a lot that he had caught Glorya with that same counterattack a second time; she wasn’t prone to making the same mistake more than once.  “Again, I tell you, if your father was no match for me, you have no hope, not even with this obnoxious insect helping you,” he breathed in that cold whisper.

      “Edanasi Sesi’suvra,” Kari called.

      The King of Demons whirled on her.  “I do not need his light!” he shouted back, the first true bit of rage she’d seen from him aside from his callous murders.

      Glorya nearly got the drop on him, but he parried her strikes with preternatural speed and grace, and nearly replicated his riposte.  Instead, he drew back and turned on Kari, hacking at her viciously.  Kari didn’t panic, stepping into the attack, inside its maximum power arc, and she began to move through the steps of her duel with Amnastru.  Abaddon was massive and overpowering, but so had Sekassus’ firstborn been.  Utilizing the same tactics, the same flowing movements and efficient strikes the Wraith had shown her, Kari ducked inside his defenses.

      He tried to kick her, but Kari was already gone, spinning out of the way.  She caught a wing buffet in the face for her efforts, but it was preferable to what had almost hit her.  She slashed at the feathered appendages again, ripping off layers, and soon the white was streaked with red.  She hadn’t been sure he would bleed as an angel, but whether it was this physical form he assumed, or he was a mixed breed like Glorya, he bled.  Whatever the difference between him and Glorya, who hadn’t been harmed by Kari’s blades, Abaddon bled.  And Kari knew how to deal with things that bled.

      Abaddon sidestepped faster than Kari’s eyes could track, and he slammed her in the rump with his blade.  It knocked her off her feet and left a deep, throbbing ache in her pelvis before she’d even landed from her impromptu flight.  Skidding through old leaves and dirt, she tried not to kill herself with her own blades while refusing to relinquish them.  Thankfully, once she came to a stop and turned to look over her shoulder, she saw Abaddon was concentrating on Glorya again.

      The two angels – one fallen, one redeemed – were magnificent in their dance.  Much like Sharyn had suggested after killing Turillia, Kari found herself wondering the many what ifs of this scenario.  What would it be like if Abaddon, too, was turned?  Would Glorya forgive him?  Would they ever fight side by side to defend the gods from the other evils out there among the worlds and cosmos?  Just what would it look like to see an army of such angels fighting side by side?

      Why am I wondering? I should be able to find out, Kari thought.  She rose and held her arms out to the sides, the shine of her divine patrons still strong.  She could feel the warmth of them, and though the weather here was already turning colder again, the strength of the sunshine dove into her skin to synergize with the fire in her soul.  Father, send us your angels.

      The silent prayer got his attention, and Abaddon glanced at Kari.  Glorya had hardly a moment to try to attack, but he was ready for her when she did.  There was urgency to his movements now, and he pressed Glorya hard, the subtlety and grace – if such was the proper term – of his fighting style giving way to the rage.  The angel was hard pressed to fend him off, and Kari rushed in to try to lend her aid again.  She may not have been a match for Abaddon, but she didn’t have to be, just as she hadn’t had to be when they drove him off in Mas’tolinor.

      Another winged form wrapped in light appeared in the fortress courtyard and took shape as Kari’s eyes adjusted to that divine illumination.  She had barely taken in his blue eyes before he smiled at her, and she felt like time stood still again.  She had seen that smile before, though not on this type of countenance.  The scene flashed before her mind’s eye, the memory of standing on the steps of Zalkar’s temple in DarkWind after completing the vows of her marriage to Grakin.  While her mind couldn’t make sense of it, her heart had no trouble doing so.

      “Kaelariel?” she whispered.

      He didn’t answer but to smile wider, bringing a massive, flaming blade to bear against their common enemy.  It was like Glorya’s blade, the one that had belonged to Bakthrael, but had its own distinctive shape to the pommel and crossguard.  It was like a dream to see him this way, his angelic nature – the same one he’d passed on to Kris – now fully released, free from the mortal form of a serilis-rir.  His features were like the best of a human and an elf together, and yet she found him beautiful despite their differences.

      “Dying once was not enough for you?” Abaddon growled, pointing his blade at the newcomer.  “At least you and Vanador have that in common.  Your father hid like a coward while I killed his brother, and you think to face me?  You will soon join Bakthrael in oblivion.”

      Glorya charged in and hacked at him, abandoning her own graceful style in fury.  Any other time, such would’ve been her undoing, but now she had Kari and Kaelariel to support her efforts.  Abaddon stayed on the move, trying to keep his enemies from flanking him or triangulating an attack, until at last he had a clear path to the keep’s front door.  He backed up the steps toward it, keeping his defenses before him, and gave that baleful smile again when he reached it.

      “I have allies too, and I think it is time you met them,” he said.  He threw wide the keep’s door and rushed inside.

      “Careful, you don’t want to lose your head the moment you step inside,” Kari cautioned, though she figured it was unnecessary after she’d spoken.

      “You two go,” Kaelariel said.  “I will meet you on the other side.”

      He disappeared in a brilliant flash of light and Kari had to swallow her doubts.  If Abaddon had gone inside to fight them there, where he could use stairs and narrow halls to his advantage, they’d be right back where they started, if not worse off.  Then again, that massive sword wasn’t well-suited to fighting on the narrow stairs and in the halls of the keep, either.

      “I always knew there was something special about him,” Glorya said, pacing cautiously up the steps toward the doorway.

      “Well, you knew he was the son of Arakiel, didn’t you?”

      “Of course,” the angel answered.  “But he was half-mortal.  That means he had a choice when he passed on… whether he wanted to serve alongside his father and our kind, or take his place with the souls who…”

      She paused and glanced at Kari.  “What?” the avatar asked.

      “Nothing.  I am just amazed at his choice.  But glad to have him here with us.  Come, we must punch through the portal and follow Abaddon before he finishes what he’s started.”

      “Not without us, Lady Glorya,” Eliza said, entering the courtyard, another similar-looking woman beside her.  The half-succubus tilted her head to the side, then held a hand up, releasing a burst of magic.

      Isharra appeared moments later, just steps away from Celigus’ daughter.  “Thank you for the guiding mark,” she said, and Eliza nodded in response.

      “Do we have anyone else?” the other woman asked; she had to be Kierna.  She looked much like her sister, but there were subtle differences suggesting a different mother.  Where Eliza had pink eyes, Kierna’s were a deeper red, like her father’s without the inherent illusion of motion in the molten fury.  Her hair was darker and fuller, but kept in a high tail like Eliza’s.  She was dressed in a robe not unlike the beautiful design Emma wore, though the colors were unique.

      “Lady Vanador, this is my sister, Kierna,” Eliza said, gesturing toward the woman.

      Kari bowed her head graciously, but Kierna waved off the greeting.  “We can save pleasantries for after we’ve reduced this fool to ash.”

      “Well said,” Isharra agreed.

      “We have at least one other angel meeting us on the other side,” Kari said.  “If all of you are ready, let’s head inside.”

      There were no arguments, so Kari led the way, yanking the door wide and standing safely beyond the opening, Glorya opposite her.  Abaddon wasn’t hidden within, so Kari took point and led the others down into the cellar, where she’d seen that black portal on the back wall.

      It was there again, the ebon void replacing the stonework, drawing an ethereal wind toward it that seemed to tug on the soul.  Kierna muttered a swear under her breath, and Eliza chuckled at her sister’s bluntness.  Isharra had her blades in hand, and Glorya had hers, and as Kari looked from face to face, everyone seemed ready – or as ready as one ever got to step into a shadowy hellish dimension.

      “I only wish Audrei was here with us,” Kari commented, steeling herself to approach.

      “You have the same light in you.  Trust your father,” Glorya said.

      Kari looked up to the towering crimson female, her black feathered wings opening and closing as she prepared herself as well.  Every second of Kari’s life – lives – from the torment she’d suffered as a child to the taking of Sekassus’ head to truly begin this war, had led to this moment.  Glorya glanced at her and nodded to her thoughts, that warm smile tugging at her mouth despite what sat before them.

      And then Kari stepped forward and through the portal, Salvation’s Dawn at last clashing with the very black of endless night.
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      The women emerged into the antechamber of that fortress in oblivion, just as Kari had after slaying Annabelle.  Now, though, they had ample light sources, Kari reflecting the light of the heavens despite the darkness of this place, and Glorya doing likewise.  There was a tingle in Kari’s mind as she remembered Glorya leading her and Aeligos back from this castle the first time, and then aiding her in slaying the demon she chased back afterwards.  Yet another part of her life had come full circle.

      Glorya glanced her way and smiled, the expression radiant upon the crimson angel’s face.  She turned to the others, though.  “Isharra, you stay by Kari’s side no matter what.  Eliza, Kierna: your duty here is to make sure nothing enters this castle that isn’t friendly.  Any questions?”

      The sisters looked to each other and something passed between them.  Both shrugged their shoulders, and blue-black, leathery succubus wings emerged from beneath their robes.  There was a surge of arcane power in the room, powerful enough that Kari could feel it, yet it tickled against her shield of faith.  They hesitated, but then the two women embraced, something they seemed unaccustomed to doing, and it reminded Kari briefly of her own sisters, so long departed.

      “For Father,” Eliza said.

      “For Father,” Kierna agreed.  “Come, we will defend this castle until the last spark of life either leaves us or our enemies.”

      “Fight bravely,” Isharra bid them.

      “As for us, our fight lies above and outside,” Glorya said, turning down the right – eastern? – hallway.  She strode through the castle as though she’d been here many times before.

      Even Kari remembered the way to the staircase that led to the tower where she and Aeligos had woken up here.  She remembered chasing the demon that had possessed Annabelle the same way, up to the highest point of the dilapidated old castle, under the strong light of that portal to what had to be the Celestial Realm.  She paused only once, for a moment, to look at the room with the discarded gear of those who’d been brought here to languish.

      How foolish of them to leave weapons here, even if the armor does little against demons, she thought.  If they hadn’t left those things where any captives could find them, Kari and Aeligos may not have survived their escape attempt.  At best, they may have been recaptured and left here to rot as the demon and the vampire drained their life force.  Who would have united the people of Citaria and Mehr’Durillia then?

      The gods had contingencies of their own, no doubt.  But Kari had volunteered to carry that burden, and they had worked such miracles through her that their light shone in almost every dark corner of seven worlds.  Kari had come to understand that she was a vessel, almost like the wand or staff that a wizard or druid might use to call upon their power.  But Kris had reiterated to her again and again that her choosing was what made it all possible.  While she wasn’t important in the sense of being a chosen one or only hope, she had indeed chosen to stand in the fore, and that made all the difference.

      But all glory goes to them, she said.  I am a servant and nothing more.

      The interior of the castle lit up brighter as Kari’s glow intensified.  Glorya and Isharra both regarded her curiously, but their faces creased into smiles as they continued onward.

      The angel led all three to the stairway up, and they followed its coiling route to the top.  Glorya put one hand to an iron rung, but she didn’t ascend right away.  “I will go first in case he is waiting for us at the top.  Give me a few moments to get him safely away from the trapdoor before you two try to join in the fray.”

      “What exactly is he trying to do here?  How will he release whoever his master is?” Kari asked, looking up the iron rung ladder to the dark wooden door above.

      “The barriers work similarly from here as they do from Mehr’Durillia,” Glorya explained.  “The demons can only go from here to there if someone or something is anchoring the portal from the other side, even when it is open.  However, Abaddon is not a demon per se – he can go back and forth at will.  He will rally what forces he can here and then open a portal to march them back through.  It should require that he have at least one loyal demon remaining on Citaria, and your friends killed Zaliskower and the one known as BlackWing.  There must be another one out there, something that cleverly hid from you and your friends.”

      “Terrific,” Kari muttered.  “But Audrei said Zaliskower opened the portal from the Citaria side… how could he have done that?”

      “He couldn’t have.  There must be other forces at work that we have not seen.  The fact that Audrei, carrying the spirit of Saint Bakhor, was able to defeat Zaliskower and whatever plan he was a part of tells me it was not so powerful as Abaddon, but it may yet remain out there, an issue in the future.  As the Oracle told us, Kari, evil can only be defeated, never eradicated.  But we can set it back significantly if we hold the line here.”

      “Why didn’t the kings just do this thousands of years ago, though?” Kari asked.

      “We have little time for a history lesson,” the angel returned.  “Suffice to say they had to weaken the control of the gods first.  The portal goes to Citaria, so Arakiel’s death is what set the final phase of their plan into motion after trying to weaken the other worlds and gods for so long.  Had they claimed all seven worlds, it would have let them create a focus that would have been nearly impossible for anything to shatter.”

      “Do we kill him or leave him here to languish?” Isharra asked.

      Glorya shrugged, which was unusual.  “I know what I would like to do.  But either result is acceptable, so long as he is beaten.  Should we weaken him enough, he will not be able to re-open the portal, becoming trapped like his master.  Now, come.”

      “But who is this master?” Kari prodded as they began the ascent.

      “The simplest way to explain is to say evil incarnate.  It is why we likely cannot destroy him, but we can foil his plans again for the foreseeable future,” the angel finished, and then she threw wide the trap door.

      The King of Demons thrust his sword down, slicing a line down the center of Glorya’s chest plate, but she avoided being skewered.  The angel gave a great flap of her black, feathered wings, smashing them against the sides of the door in a sacrifice to gain lift.  She forced him back from the door, and Kari and Isharra scrambled up quickly to take advantage.

      The outside was a cacophony of chaotic noise.  That great whirlpool of light still swirled high above the castle tower, and it held Isharra’s attention for a few moments once she got to safety.  Kari backed up to the tower’s parapets and looked over, holding her breath instinctually to avoid that horrid scent of rot that carried on the updrafts.  Glorya held Abaddon at bay with swordplay, the two circling and making every effort to put an end to one another.  Kari planned to join the fray soon enough, but she had to take stock of the battlefield as a whole.

      Down below, the twisted dark shapes Kari remembered from her previous foray were starting to head toward the castle in numbers.  Kari could hear the sounds of arcane destruction, Eliza and Kierna somewhere at ground level, guarding the castle door with every ounce of their power.  If any of the demons or dark souls who couldn’t fly got up here, it wouldn’t be for lack of effort on the part of Celigus’ daughters.

      “Isharra, help Glorya,” Kari said, and the mallasti woman did as ordered.

      Kari hopped up onto one of the crenellations.  The dark shapes took notice of her shining form high above, and many began to take wing and make their way toward her.  They’d been hesitant to get too close to that swirling light of heaven above, but with a target in mind, they braved its vicinity to attack.  Kari drew her twin scimitars, their black weave inlays already glowing golden with the same reflected light the avatar shone with.  She twirled them twice to loosen up her wrists and took a deep breath that she immediately regretted.

      Father, be with me, and send us your angels, she prayed silently.  Then she looked out over the darkened fields below, spread her arms out wide, and shouted, “Epaxa chi’pri!”

      A burst of light exploded from her, and she heard the grunt from behind as it struck Abaddon.  More important, though, it cast the light out into the dark places, illuminating the shadowy twisted souls that lurked below.  Almost every darkened head with their blackened pits of eyes looked up at Kari as the light flashed over and then lingered on them.  Many jaws opened in hisses she could perceive but not really see or hear from that distance, but not all.

      Kari remembered the stories Audrei had told after coming back from this place.  The luranar priestess-queen had spoken of souls coming to redemption, turning from shadow to light and ascending to some peace above.  And so it was now.  Compared to the numbers of dark souls, the shining lights in the darkness that began to ascend weren’t many.  But every soul that turned and went heavenward was one less weapon their enemy had to throw at them.  It was in turning her head side to side to take in the effects that Kari saw what else had come to pass.

      The light hadn’t just illuminated the dark souls below.  All around the castle, on its parapets near Kari and on other edifices and rooftop corners, stood a number of angels.  As the sounds of arcane battle grew more pronounced below, two of them exchanged a look and then took wing to join the fray at the castle gates.  The others flew off their perches to intercept the dark souls that were coming toward Kari, a full-on aerial battle erupting over the darkened land.  Only one stayed near Kari, and by the gentle smile on his face and the blue eyes, she knew it was Kaelariel.

      If only we had your son with us, she thought.  Why did I listen to “reason” and leave him?

      Kari stared off over the battlefield, to the massive dark shape that sat at its center.  It was something hideous, nearly skeletal and winged, though its wings were but the blackened, bony remains of the appendages.  Its bones and whatever flesh wrapped them were ebon as well, the entire creature some nightmarish construct of shadow and evil, and though Kari’s light made it discernible, it didn’t illuminate the being at all.  And yet, even with no features that she could make out, Kari knew it looked at her through its bony arms, curled over its face.

      There you are, Kari projected, unsure if it would “hear” her.  Are you ready to be imprisoned for another ten thousand years?

      There was the sound of something heavy striking flesh and a cry from behind, and Kari whirled to see Isharra thrown from the tower’s top.  Without thinking, the avatar dove over the side, spreading her wings to try to glide and intercept her friend’s fall.  It was only once Kari had Isharra in her arms that she recalled the weight of a mallasti and the fact that she couldn’t truly fly.  It was hard enough for her to glide at her weight, much less when trying to carry a densely muscled hyena woman.

      Kari opened the floodgates and pulled the power of the gods into her.  She thought of how they had sustained her during the “Starfall,” how she had managed to glide to safety despite all the wounds she’d been dealt by the explosion.  She thought of the angels, here with her now, and the way they so gracefully flew over the battlefield, spreading righteous terror through their enemies and causing hope to surge through their allies.  As the weight of the mallasti woman began to pull them down, she gave a heavy flap of her wings, and then another.

      And for the first time in her life, Karian Vanador flew.  Truly flew.

      Isharra was wide-eyed, but she clung to Kari like Little Gray or Uldriana when they were scared.  “You… you are flying, Lady Vanador,” she whispered.

      “I’m going to put you down with the other ladies,” Kari said, trying not to think too hard about what she was doing and possibly lose her concentration.  The mallasti woman didn’t bother to argue.  “If you want to change shape and come back up when you have wings, I’ll leave that up to you.  But I think Eliza and Kierna could use help, and we’ll have angels up above.”

      “I will stay here and aid them, then,” the mallasti woman said.

      Kari landed behind her arcane allies and set Isharra down.  The woman paused only long enough to give Kari a quick kiss on the side of the snout, and then she hefted her blades and got to work helping.  The avatar stepped up onto one of the keep’s concrete balustrades and leaped high, beating her wings heavily as she took to the sky again.  She wasn’t sure if it was a property of this place or just her faith that allowed her to, but Kari was soon flying once more.

      The angels and winged shadow creatures, whether demon or not, were engaged in a large-scale aerial duel.  If Kari wasn’t mistaken, there were a few more angels than she’d seen on the roof of the keep.  She drew her blades, but though she was flying now, her maneuverability was still sorely lacking compared to when her feet were on the ground.  She flew past enemies and made strikes of opportunity against them as they dueled her angelic allies.  All in all, it wasn’t much, but she did what she could.

      The air currents swept her away from the keep and its tower, and she cursed silently.  She had to get back to Glorya and make sure the battle with Abaddon was won.  Already he had wounded Glorya in two battles, and whether Kaelariel directly intervened or not, Kari didn’t want to leave her friend for too long.  She had saved Isharra; now she had to get back to the main fight.

      The air currents here, though, had other ideas.  Kari wondered if that shadowy source of evil was controlling them, but she found herself drawn in its direction regardless.  Over the landscape she soared, beating her wings to stay in flight but almost powerless to determine her destination.  Rather than waste her energy fighting it, she went with the updrafts and currents, heading directly for that being in the center.

      Glorya practically shouted into her mind.  Kari, don’t!

      It wasn’t as though she had much choice.  Had she been a more natural flyer like a dragon or such, she might have been able to fight the pull.  Even a serilis-rir likely would’ve had better luck escaping.  But Kari was being drawn to her enemy, and she could only expend so much energy to try to break away.  She might’ve been able to land, but with so many dark souls about, that could turn out even worse.  So, she stayed in flight and went with the currents, keeping what energy she could in reserve for when the fighting began.

      Down below, she saw the landscape was really nothing of the sort.  Where she’d thought she had seen old withered trees and the other remnants of a life long gone, now she saw they were just more of the shadowy shapes.  Were they demons?  Or just damned souls?  That seemed to differ from individual to individual, but in some cases, they had become still in their torment.  Some had grown together, warping into skeletal tree-like shapes, whatever fight and fury they’d had long since evaporated after so many years in this place.

      As she drew closer to that being, it unwrapped from itself, standing up straight into a titanic skeletal monstrosity.  In some ways it reminded Kari of Ashanti, or what the half-dragon might look like if withered to an undead husk and then possessed.  It had horns, fangs, and blackened pits for eyes that somehow deepened beyond the shade of night with their malevolence.  It started to reach a bony, desiccated hand toward her, but Kari pulled up short, making an effort to hover, if even just for a few moments.

      “Edanasi Sesi’suvra!” she shouted at the creature.

      The creature flinched, just as Abaddon had when Kari yelled it at him the first time.  Flakes of shadow peeled away from it, but it let out a deafening screech that drove even its “allies” away in numbers.  Kari had to land after her strenuous hovering, but she set down on her feet, prepared to defend herself from any of the shadows that came at her.

      None did so.  From that swirling portal high above, a beam of light shone down and struck the titanic beast, finally illuminating it.  Beneath the shadows and the illusions of its evil, Kari saw yet another of the fallen angels like Abaddon, lightless, loveless, wrapped in layer upon layer of hatred and vengeful fury.  But the light drove it back, and as it fled into the shadows, Kari reached up with her will and pulled the light to herself.

      Like an actress with an arcane spotlight upon her, Kari pushed through the stunned and fleeing shadowy forms, making her way back toward the castle.  It was some distance by foot, and she cursed silently at the prospect of leaving Glorya “alone” for so long.  As the light from above drove her enemies away, though, she came upon some that didn’t flee.  It was because they had huddled together and ceased moving altogether, petrifying into a grotesque tree-like formation.  Bony and withered after untold ages in this place, their outstretched arms, fingers reaching toward the sky, looked like ancient trees in the dead of winter.  And they were just what Kari needed.

      Sheathing her scimitars, the avatar clambered up the tree-like shape and jumped off the top, taking wing again.  Now, the winds filtered back toward the castle and the tower, that “natural” flow that caused the updraft with its horrid stench to buffet all those at the tower’s top.  Kari used it to her advantage, gaining speed but conserving energy as she made her way back to her friend.  She drew her blades as she passed among the dueling angels and demons, and she took open strikes where she could.  Now, though, the demons in flight were more aware of her passage.

      She glanced down below as she approached the castle, her three friends still standing strong at the castle’s gate, aided by a pair of angels that kept the flanks clear of enemies.  Celigus had sired powerful daughters, and though Glorya had suggested Kierna lacked Eliza’s moral fiber, the woman was fighting for the right cause.  Whether her motivations were revenge for her father’s death or simply to put an end to the threats to her family or world were of little concern at that moment.  Kari was glad to have her with them, and the fact that she was a half-succubus made her efforts more admirable.

      At last, Kari reached the updraft and rose to the top of the tower.  She flew up past it at first, but she hovered above for only seconds to take stock of the situation.  Glorya was still holding her own, and Kaelariel was aiding her and keeping her from being overwhelmed.  As Kari took in Abaddon and the fact that he wore no new wounds, she couldn’t help but admire his battle prowess.  He may have been an unrepentantly evil bastard, but the man could fight.  By the gods, could he ever fight.  Done with gawking, Kari landed on a crenellation and hopped down.

      “I’m amazed you survived that,” Glorya muttered, parrying a hard blow and losing a couple of steps.  “Though I’m not sure why…”

      “You’re running out of friends,” Kari remarked to their enemy.  “If you ever really had any.”

      Abaddon cut at her suddenly with a vicious swing, but Kari’s instincts had her scimitars where they needed to be.  She tensed her legs, took much of the strength of the blow by giving a couple of steps, but ultimately stopped it.  She didn’t bother with any more witty retorts; her parry had said all that Abaddon needed to hear.  Instead, she settled in, rose on the balls of her feet, prepared to use movement to mitigate his strength and either serve as a distraction or disarm him if and when the opportunities presented themselves.

      His reach was too great for Kari to reasonably get inside.  This wasn’t like fighting Amnastru or any of his brothers.  Abaddon had size, strength, reach, weapon length, and intelligence on his side, and he hadn’t even brought whatever kingly power he had to bear yet, so far as Kari had seen.  Much like Glorya, he seemed the type to rarely, if ever, make the same mistake twice, so she couldn’t even replicate her earlier success at getting on the inside of his defenses.  Kari settled in for what would undoubtedly be a long fight, and she kept the floodgates of the gods’ power open to supplement her own energy, speed, and prowess.

      Abaddon said something in a language Kari had never heard before, and Glorya gasped as the King of Demons raised a fist and then opened it.  Kari didn’t understand the words or the gesture, but she could feel the effects almost immediately.  The darkness began to push back against the light she had cast from the parapets, and now many more dark shapes were rising into the air, intent on the battles in the skies and on top of the tower.

      “We will protect you,” Kaelariel told Kari and Glorya.  “My brothers and I will keep you from being overwhelmed.  Stay true to the fight and do what must be done.”

      “Epaxa chi’pri!” Kari cried in response, another burst of light exploding from her.  Here in this place, calling upon Be’shatha and Sakkrass-Ashakku seemed so much more potent.  Abaddon was powerful and the darkness held many souls, but the light overpowered it when wielded with true faith and courage.  And intertwined with that light and love was Zalkar’s power, keeping Kari energized and strong.

      Abaddon turned on Kari again and drove her back to the parapets with a quick combination.  His strength was immense, even beyond what she remembered of sparring with Glorya or fighting Amnastru.  In all her years, Kari had found those with two-handed blades, while they had to be treated with caution on account of power and reach, were typically slower than those who fought with a style like her own.  That certainly wasn’t the case with Abaddon, and as she thought about it, Kari was thankful it wasn’t true of Glorya, either.

      Again and again he hammered at the two women, giving each only a moment to breathe as he turned on her partner to drive them away.  The King of Demons showed no signs of fatigue, and if anything, he seemed to be getting stronger the longer they fought.  And he still hadn’t used anything of Be’shatha’s power, leaving Kari to wonder if it would be a last surprise of his or if he couldn’t use it for whatever reason.  She kept in mind that she could counter it with what the Great Mother had given her, so she mused that perhaps he knew as well.

      Glorya faltered for a moment under one of his assaults, and Kari’s heart skipped a beat.  The angelic woman avoided injury, but where Abaddon seemed tireless, Glorya was growing fatigued.  Even standing under the light of heaven, dueling the man who’d murdered her father – possibly both of her parents – it seemed the angel had her limits.  It created a whole host of other problems, as if she fell, Kari wouldn’t last long against the King of Demons on her own.

      Kari pressed in, trying to divert his attention long enough for her friend to recover.  Abaddon let her execute a flurry, toying with Kari, giving a little bit of ground but never letting a single one of her biting swings and slashes come close to him.  As she finished her routine, she fell back to her defensive stance and was barely able to fend off his responding crushing blow.

      We can’t keep this up forever, Kari thought, glancing briefly over the parapets to see how her other angelic allies were faring.

      That was all it took.  Her paluric armor kept her from being cut cleanly in half, but his blade flung her clear over the wall, out into the darkness again.

      Kari had to fight down the pain in her back, the kidney shot nearly paralyzing her in agony, but she turned with her top-heavy momentum.  She spread her wings and began to fly again, out among the dueling angels and demons in the blackened sky.  With a few heavy beats, she turned hard and got into the currents that would take her back to the tower.  She prayed Glorya was still holding strong, and flapped her wings with purpose, speeding her return.

      Blackened forms began to swarm her as she flew, demons that had broken off from dueling their light-born enemies.  She took a few frigid, numbing hits, but slashed back with her scimitars, furiously glowing with the reflected light from above.  Still they came, and Kari swept down in an evasive dive, trying to get away from them.  They were better flyers than she was, though, in no need of wings or wind to speed their flight.

      Swinging back up on a draft, Kari hovered for a moment and opened her arms.  She thought of Audrei’s tale of driving the demons from the possessed gnolls in the northern forests.  She knew Audrei had an incredible faith, but Kari held hers tightly and mimicked the luranar queen in her steadfastness.  “Flee from the Uncreated Light,” she said.

      The demons shrieked and screamed in pain, dispersing every which way as even more light burst forth from Kari.  She wondered at all these blessings and the many gods who so willingly loaned her their power.  The Karian Vanador who had bested an erestram, as strong and admired as she was for such a feat, would have been defeated in minutes by these creatures.  Now, though, she wasn’t just a talented fighter, but an instrument of the gods, someone through whom they could cast their righteous fury into the world.

      Or into the underworld, as the case may be, she thought, chuckling silently that Mehr’Durillia had once held that title in the minds of the Citarian people.

      She lost altitude for a moment, but then used her tail and flexed her back to curve, catching the updraft once again with her wings.  She flew up on the wind, grasping the lip of the tower’s edge and hurling herself over.

      Glorya was in bad shape.  There was blood staining her armor in a few places.  Though she hadn’t taken any life-threatening or debilitating wounds yet, these little ones would add up.  If her stamina didn’t have limitless reserves as Abaddon’s appeared to, then every bit of blood loss was a blow to that.  Kari wished for a moment that her angelic friend could or would pull the power of the gods into herself the way Kari did, but then the avatar realized the truth.

      Glorya was already doing that just to survive.

      Kari began to stalk in, ready to buy her friend some time to breathe again, but Abaddon caught the angel cleanly.  He stabbed her through the thigh, dropping her to a knee, and his massive blade flashed in a high arc as he brought it around to decapitate her.  He stopped his finishing blow and hopped gingerly away when Kari’s scimitar went up between his legs and struck home.  The King of Demons turned and scowled at her, letting forth a bestial growl as he readied his retaliation.

      “Good thing you wear a codpiece, or you’d be short a couple of stones – just like Arku,” Kari remarked, raising her blades to deflect the coming storm.

      His fury was awesome and terrible, and Kari half-expected one of her hands or arms to break under the power of the blows she was parrying and deflecting.  After the briefest moment of panic, though, her instincts took over.  He was completely on the offensive, pressing her, forcing her to give ground and trying to crush her under his might.  He was an amazing fighter, and he had all the natural gifts to make his style so much more effective – but for one thing.

      Kari was in her defensive web now, back to where she’d begun, the sole student of Suler Tumureldi.  His defensive style, augmented by Kari’s training under the Wraith, had the avatar ducking, weaving, and using angles to deflect and nullify the King of Demons’ power.  He was amazing, but so was she, not to mention the two men she’d trained under.  She had the power of the gods flowing through her, and in that moment, she wasn’t a woman fighting for her life, but a child of the gods dancing with their grace and power before the impotent rage of a demon.

      Growing further infuriated by the moment, he reached out to grab her, and Kari made him pay by taking off two of his fingers.  She followed the retraction of his hand, sweeping inside the guard of his massive blade, and she sliced once and then again, cutting at the weak points between his thigh guards and his codpiece.  Just as she’d almost done to the Wraith in training and had done to Amnastru when they fought, she sought to slice his tendons, render his legs useless, and put an end to the fight.

      It was not to be just yet.  Though her cuts hit the right spots, he turned with her force, the armor and his movements keeping her from penetrating and reaching flesh.  He pushed her away with his bleeding free hand and reared back for another strike, but even as he did, Kari struck first while backpedaling.  She caught his knee on the inside, the tip of her scimitar hooking around the armor, into the space where the straps were, and bit into him.

      All told, it was a minor wound, but he was bleeding from yet another cut.  Wings, fingers, and now his knee, Kari had drawn blood three times already.  If blood loss affected Glorya, it had to affect Abaddon at some point, didn’t it?  Either way, if he still wanted to try to finish Glorya, Kari had gotten his full attention for good.  And as Glorya got her feet back under her, the avatar understood it was going to cost him in the end.

      His style changed, becoming more concise, less wasteful.  The loss of two fingers caused no noticeable change in his grip or his strength.  His cuts were intended to batter and wound, not overpower and kill.  It left fewer openings for Kari and kept her on the defensive, but without all that extra power, it became routine to fend off.  She sensed something was going to change once he thought he’d lulled her into overconfidence, and the King of Demons didn’t disappoint.

      She felt the flare of Be’shatha’s power, and suddenly understood just why this demon king had been so widely feared after the Great Mother’s shattering.  For while Be’shatha was a goddess of love and mercy, she was nevertheless a goddess of life as well.  And with the facet of life came its opposite, the power to reap mortal souls when she deemed their time was done, to bring them home at last.  And that power was what the demon king had taken upon her shattering.

      Abaddon was not just a King of Demons; he was like the very Angel of Death with this stolen power at his command.  Kari felt the surge of energy go out of him, though he didn’t focus it on her immediately, instead casting it out and below to seek her friends.  Kari was mortified, wanting to wrap the power with her own and try to cancel it, but she didn’t know how.  She could feel the touch of death passing by her, and she saw the faces of her three friends below, and then the faces of all those they would leave behind.

      Glorya laughed, shattering Kari’s melancholy.  “Fool.  All those we brought with us are either angel-touched or part succubus.  We are all immune to your corrupted power.”

      The King of Demons concentrated on Kari, then, perhaps recognizing that she wasn’t born of angels like Kris or Glorya, nor did she have a half-demon side.  She had only the power of the gods within her, but she took hold of Be’shatha’s power and thrust it forth to clash with the power of death he tried to envelop her with.  As in previous encounters, power cancelled power, and the King of Demons staggered as he was hit with a backlash of the goddess’ disciplining love.

      “Impossible!” he shouted, snarling.

      “I’m finding fewer and fewer things are these days,” Kari returned.

      He knocked Kari down with a burst of power, something of his own that wasn’t stolen from Be’shatha, and it caught her off-guard.  Had it been Be’shatha’s power, she could’ve turned it aside, but Kari hadn’t been concentrating on her shield of faith, and this burst of energy struck true.  Still, she rose to a sitting position and had her blades before her in moments, for all the good it turned out to do.

      He’d turned on Glorya again, intent on finishing the angelic woman off.  She was badly wounded, her thigh bleeding in addition to a few other places, and she was hardly in shape to face Abaddon alone.  Kari rolled up to her feet and dashed at them, hacking at weak points and straps on the King of Demons’ armor, anything to peel some protection away and give them more places to strike true.  By his grumbling sigh, she guessed he didn’t expect her to rejoin the fight before he could kill Glorya.

      Abaddon swung his blade around and back, trying to catch Kari with it as he prepared to crush his angelic foe, but the avatar saw it coming.  All those weeks training with the Tesconis siblings years ago came back to her mind, particularly Serenjols and Sonja and the way they’d sparred and taught the Moreville twins.  She thought of Typhonix and his unorthodox style with the greataxe he wielded, the same weapon that Turik Jalar had favored.  She recalled their lessons, having taken much of them in despite not being part of them, and it melded into her own instincts and routines, the hallmark of Suler and the Wraith.  And all of it was tempered by that single night when she had crossed blades with Glorya, sparring with the angel for the first and only time.

      Flipping over one of her blades, Kari caught the edge of Abaddon’s sword in one of the finger notches on the back of her scimitar, and then she held on with every ounce of strength she had.  He tried to slam Glorya with his blade but grunted in shock when he realized it was caught.  In the few heartbeats it took him to shake free of Kari’s blade and start the forward momentum of his overhead chop, Glorya ran Abaddon through, her father’s sword emerging from his back as it drove through his belly.

      The King of Demons nearly swooned and dropped to kneel, but he brought his blade around and stabbed Glorya through her belly as well.  She cried out and staggered, dropped in front of him just as he finally fell to his knees.  The two, angel and fallen angel, scowled around their pain as they faced each other, their lives dangling on their enemies’ blades.  And then Abaddon started to twist his sword within Glorya’s gut.

      Kari swung two-handed with her scimitar to lop off the offending arm.  Abaddon screamed, the limb dropping to hang by the curled fist from the blade in Glorya’s belly.  The King of Demons turned to Kari, his eyes wide and fearful, his countenance at last betraying an emotion other than rage or spite.  He was afraid, saw his doom coming, and yet he didn’t have the presence of mind or the courage to even plead for mercy.

      “Master!  Master, no!” he shouted.

      “Your master is hiding in the shadows, afraid to even show his face to the light of day,” Kari said.  She grabbed the angel by his short hair and yanked his head back, and then the Avatar of Vengeance, the Daughter of Sakkrass-Ashakku, the Champion of Arakiel, the Instrument of the Be’shatha, drove her scimitar down through his collarbone and into his heart.

      Thunder shook the entire realm, and there was a scream of frustration from out there in the dark.  Abaddon, the last of the “demon kings,” was dead, and there was no one left to take up Evil’s banner – for now.  It wasn’t exactly satisfying to Kari, but it would have to do.  The light from the whirling portal above, reflecting off of her and all the angels still flying about, shone ever brighter as the dark soul of the fallen angel passed back to its creator, to be disposed of however they pleased.  It was hardly Kari’s concern.

      Instead, she rushed to Glorya’s side, slowly retracting Abaddon’s blade and laying the angel down on her back.  “Tell my girls… and Arlerase… that I love them,” Glorya rasped through lips painted with her blood.

      “Tell them yourself,” Kari said, laying her hands on the angel’s wound.

      She tried to keep her faith strong, oddly still not easy even after all she’d just done and with the power of the gods flowing through her.  The angels came to perch on the edges of the tower, the shadows fleeing into the deep reaches of this place, away from the light from above.  Kari half-expected the angels to come down and lay their hands on Glorya as well, but they kept to their places, watching her with warm, if unhelpful, eyes.

      It’s Makauric all over again, Kari thought, thinking of her slain brys friend while Glorya’s blood leaking out between her fingers.  She tried to knit the wound with the gods’ power, but still she found her faith not enough.  Everything in my life really has come full circle.

      Kari looked to Kaelariel, wondering what it’d been like to be the god of death and have to do this to those he knew personally.  And then it hit her.  God of death, she thought.  That’s it.

      Be’shatha’s power roiled in Kari’s gut, the power to bring closure to a mortal life, and the avatar considered it briefly.  How scary death was to people, that barrier of the unknown that even faith didn’t erase all doubts about.  Kari had died once before, and been resurrected, and she’d been given the boon of seeing the memory of herself in the Celestial Realm, happy, whole, and at peace.  And yet the concept still scared her – not because she didn’t know where she would go when she laid her body to rest, but because she had so many people to live for and with now.  A husband, children, her friends and family.  Holding that power in her hand, she understood now how it was just another manifestation of the gods’ love, to put an end to suffering, grant rest, and bring souls home to glory.

      It’s not Glorya’s time, Kari thought.  Nothing is coincidence, and everything happens for a reason.  If I’m wrong, Great Mother, stop me.

      There was no response, either in her mind or in the feel of that power she possessed.  Kari took hold of death itself and, instead of casting it forth, instead breathed it in.  She drew the pain from Glorya, rewound time around the hands of her mind, knitting it just as the power of Zalkar, Sakkrass, and the others knitted the angel’s injuries.  Blood retreated back inside Glorya’s wounds, her flesh sealing as if events were moving backward, until her belly was whole again.  When it was finished, when no wounds remained on Glorya’s form, the angel stared up at Kari, her mouth agape at what she’d just felt and witnessed.

      Kari felt the power begin to overwhelm her.  She felt the tug of lives that needed to end, souls that needed to return to the Great Mother, even from this far away.  She began to feel like Death Incarnate, and the words of the prophecy that had led Sekassus to kill so many vulkinastra women played through Kari’s mind.  A vulkinastra will bring Death to your doorstep, and she will bring about your deposition.

      Kari shuddered.  But I’m not Death, nor do I want to be, she thought.  She cast her eyes skyward, staring into that swirling pool of heaven’s light.  “What was taken by force, Great Mother, I freely return,” she said, and she felt all that weight, the power a mortal was never meant to take hold of or use, pass from her.  Instead of feeling like something flowed out of her, it was instead a weight off her shoulders, and more of the love of Be’shatha flowed into her in return.

      “It is finished,” one of the angels said, shifting to a little ball of light before winking out.  The others all echoed his words before likewise making their egress, until only Kaelariel remained.

      Kari stared at him, a million things she wanted to ask or say playing through her mind, but she went with the most personal one she could think of.  “I wish you’d gotten to see your son and me get married,” she commented.

      “What makes you think I missed it?” Kaelariel returned, that soft smile on his features again.

      Kari bowed her head for a moment.  All those years wondering where they were and why we never saw them, she thought.  The angels have always been at our sides.  Always.

      Kierna, Eliza, and Isharra arrived moments later, teleporting up while the grip of evil was loosened, if temporarily.  They looked haggard, but only in the sense of fatigue, likely chilled by demon touches numerous times and having expended an immense amount of arcane power.  Their clothes and their armor, though, showed no signs of wear.  Whatever the women felt physically, it was irrelevant next to the awe and pride they felt, staring at Kari and Glorya beside the ruined form of Abaddon, the former King of Demons and Lord of Vistarra.

      “You… you did it,” Kierna whispered.

      “I never doubted it for a moment… my sister,” Isharra said, coming over to kneel and wrap Kari in a tight hug.

      “Father always had a feeling about you,” Eliza said, her smile warm as she tucked the wings of her heritage back under her robe.  “The first time you asked me to take you to Mehr’Durillia, he knew… knew you would bring great changes to that world, even if he feared they might not be the ones he wanted to see.”

      “We placed all our hope in you, and you did not disappoint,” Glorya huffed, still trying to get her breath back despite Kari’s indirect healing.

      Kari looked around at all the faces staring at her, three half-succubi and two angels.  She really wasn’t ready to have such praise heaped on her, but she took it stoically.  “I had a lot of help,” she said with a little shrug.  “And I’m sure I still will, whatever the future holds for all of us.”

      “Speaking of your father…,” Glorya said, turning to the half-succubus sisters.  “Once the dust has settled, I will adopt his house into my own.  You will all be my children, just as your brother Arlerase is my child.  We have all suffered a great loss in Celigus’ death, but his house and his bloodline will endure… my daughters.”

      Eliza went and gave the angel a hug when Glorya got to her knees, and though it took a few moments longer, Kierna eventually smiled and did likewise.  Kari wondered if Kierna wasn’t used to such open love and affection; had Celigus perhaps doted on her less than he had on Eliza?  She hardly knew either, if she was honest with herself, but made a mental note that she wanted to get to know them and all their siblings.  She owed that to Celigus… to her friend.

      “Something incredible is happening on Mehr’Durillia,” Kaelariel said, folding his hands behind his back.  “Do not dally here too long; it is something you will all want to witness.  And Kari… tell my son I will see you all again soon.”

      “I will,” she said.  “Thank you, old friend.”

      Kaelariel nodded and disappeared the same way his brethren did, leaving the five women at the top of the tower with only Abaddon’s corpse and the distant shrieks of evil for company.

      Kari rose and walked to the parapets.  “How many of them did you three kill?”

      “Kill?” Kierna echoed.  “None.  The souls here are already dead, Lady Vanador.  We were able to disperse them, but they will return.  There is literally nowhere else for them to go for the time being.  I have little idea where they go from here, but you helped thwart their only means of escape besides… that.”

      Everyone glanced up at the whirlpool of light.  “And you said we can’t ever kill what’s out there in the dark?” Kari asked, looking back into the far shadows.  Glorya shook her head, so Kari added, “Then where did Abaddon go?”

      “I cannot say,” the angel replied, rising to her feet at last.  “Any more than I can say where my father and mother went when Abaddon murdered them.  But it’s like everything else that comes our way, Kari.  We just have to have faith that greater minds and powers than our own have everything under control.”

      Kari thought of what it had felt like to hold the power of death in her hands.  It’d been just one of hundreds or even thousands of duties of being the Great Mother, and that had been more than Kari could bear.  But it gave her so much more appreciation for the benevolent deity who held those responsibilities in her hands, and Kari thanked Be’shatha and all the other gods in her life for bringing her safely through all she’d experienced.

      Everything, even my childhood, she thought, tears pooling at the corners of her eyes.  I’ll never understand why my father did the things he did, but I know now that you were there with me, that you brought me through it, and that I have never, and will never be alone.

      Glorya laid her hand on Kari’s shoulder, and the avatar reached up and grasped it in her own.  “Let’s go home,” the angel said.

      No one disagreed.
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      “What is it?” Kierna asked, staring up into the starry sky, her brow creased.

      “Another Starfall,” Isharra said, her breath catching as the five women, along with everyone else at the main command camp outside Vistarra, stared up at the shining star that was growing larger and larger by the moment.

      The fighting hadn’t ceased everywhere.  According to Giamalla and Emma, their main body was still engaged between the first and second rings of Vistarra, west of Kazhi-Matru.  Reports were a little more delayed coming from the northern front, and there was apparently a third where Taesenus and some of the kwarrasti were assaulting another ziggurat in the first ring.  The war was won, the battle against the kings and the evil they sought to release over for the time being.  But that didn’t mean the fires wouldn’t smolder for a while yet.

      Kari could only hope that now that all Be’shatha’s power had been returned to her – for however it had come to pass, Sheila Darkstorm and Augrus Tiveron had relinquished what they’d held – she’d be able to slowly bring all the fighting to a halt.  She had barely cast the thought skyward before everyone began pointing to the northeast horizon, where a sliver of light appeared.  It started to grow, the shape of a crescent moon revealing itself as it escaped the grip of darkness.  Kari had never seen a moon in all her days here on Mehr’Durillia, and she could only wonder how or why the Overking’s coup had made it disappear.

      The excitement over the moon soon gave way to the anticipation of the Starfall again.  As the little light over the black city grew brighter, though, others appeared all over the darkening skies.  Gasps and excited chatter broke out all through the camp, beshathans wondering if Emanitar was coming back with a host of angels.  At first there was the chaotic sea of whispers and emotional cries of ecstasy, but they soon gave way to something else.

      Cries of epaxa chi’pri began to rise across the camp, but they were replaced by a voice that started solo and then grew into a chorus as the beshathan people all joined in.  It was that hymn of blessing Kari remembered from her time in Moskarre, but now it was longer, more joyful, less about hoping the Great Mother would return.  Instead, it was a celebration of her coming back and the joy of her son being returned to them.  After a short time, many of the valirasi, tenku, harmauths, minotaurs, and kwarrasti joined in.  Even some Citarians joined in, though most could only imitate the melody, not sure of the words themselves.

      Kari turned and wrapped Gil in a hug as the werewolf loped up and opened her great, furry arms.  She didn’t even ask if Kari had succeeded, she simply crouched on her haunches and looked up at the glowing stars that seemed to be slowly falling to Mehr’Durillia.  The werewolf listened to the hymns and the chatter that still reverberated amongst many of the onlookers, and a great grin split her face.

      “It’s not Emanitar,” she said.  “Not yet, anyway.”

      Giamalla and Emma turned their impassive gazes her way.  “How do you know?” the mallasti monarch asked, though her tone didn’t sound impatient or wounded.

      Gil reached up and tapped a little black device that was clipped to one of her ears.  “I knew when Kari succeeded because this started to pick up all kinds of signals and chatter,” she said.  She turned to Glorya then, and the angel nodded.  “It’s a long story, but I had my suspicions after going through the computers that controlled the explosive traps, the shunting device, and a lot of other old things that had long since fallen into disrepair.”

      She tapped the little device on her ear again.  “This little thing lets me keep in contact with the people I work with across long distances.  It’s the technological equivalent of the arcane message spells your friends and allies use.  It’s been silent since I got here, but after I played with the devices in the old black keep for a while, I turned it back on.  And just a few minutes ago, I started to hear messages from all over… but not here.  Not on Mehr’Durillia.”

      The werewolf pointed up to the sky.  “The signals are coming from up there, and the voices are in beshathan.  The accent’s a little different, but the language is unmistakable.  After what Lady Glorya showed me months ago… I think these are Be’shatha’s children that escaped to the stars when the Overking took over.  Or at least, it’s their descendants, coming home at last.”

      “Escaped to the stars?” Kari muttered, remembering the tales of humans coming to Citaria in craft that flew amongst the heavens.  Had it all been factual?  She looked at Gil and the technology the werewolf carried and knew how to use, and suddenly it all started to fall into place.

      “Can this be true?” Giamalla asked, turning to Glorya.  “You and the White Queen may be the only two old enough to remember such a thing.”

      “I cannot say whether or not young Gillian is correct, but as far as the history behind her theory, yes, it is all true,” the angel said.  “Many of Be’shatha’s children fled to the stars when my brother and his allies began their conquest.  It is a long tale, one I will have to write down or have that half-elven chronicler detail for me in written form.”

      Kris arrived in the camp, still with his swords in hand.  It seemed the wards around Vistarra had been shattered upon Abaddon’s death, just as with the other realms they’d freed.  The Warlord looked around briefly, but it didn’t take long to spot Glorya, and he put his blades away and approached.  He wrapped Kari in a powerful, nearly bone-crushing hug without a word, and held her until she tapped out for air.

      “What is all this?” he asked, looking up to follow everyone else’s gazes.  “What’s going on?  Are those… are those ships?”

      Kari didn’t have the words, and it seemed no one else did either.  They stood speechless, the lights descending closer, the most prominent growing in size until it began to resemble a tenku or valiras flying at a preposterous altitude.  Closer and closer it came, resolving into the form of a ship, just as Kris had guessed.  Though Kari had seen similar vessels during her brief stay in the Strekan Province, back when she’d visited Ty and donated some of her blood to help find a cure for Dracon’s Bane, she still had a hard time understanding what she was seeing.

      The vessel wasn’t particularly large, but it was made of metal, which Kari couldn’t fathom, especially when it seemed to fly using nothing but some odd glowing blue lights.  She had enough trouble trying to understand how simple machines worked, much less craft that flew between and beyond the stars, but she just tried to take it all one moment at a time.  She called for the army to give the craft sufficient space to land, and the metal monstrosity soon touched down in a field behind the camp in the direction of the black city.

      “I will be in the command tent,” Glorya said, turning away.

      “What?  Why?  Don’t you want to see who this is?” Kari asked.

      The angel shook her head.  “They will not understand.  It will take time before they can accept what they see when they look at me, Kari.  For the time being, I will keep myself hidden.  You and Emmalikas will have to be the face of this world’s population, only… take Giamalla with you as well.  It will benefit you if they see leaders of more than one of their species.”

      Kari watched her friend walk away, but tried not to get upset.  She, too, had taken a long time to accept the things she had seen, the people she had met, all the various forms of what were now her friends and allies.  These folks, if they were truly long-lost descendants of Mehr’Durillian refugees, might not know about or believe the times when angels walked the world.  Or they might remember the darker version of Glorya from their histories and assume that the world had passed from one corrupt leader to another.  As Glorya had said, they would accept it in time.

      Time, Kari thought.  Something we finally have.  We can be patient.

      Emma squeezed Kari’s shoulder, and the mallasti monarch approached the open field where the craft had landed, Giamalla on her other side.  Kris came with them, too, and Kari was only sorry that Morduri and Lestanaek weren’t there to witness this and be a part of this piece of history.  This was something that would be talked about for generations, Kari was sure, and a story she would share with her children, grandchildren, and perhaps beyond.

      A doorway opened on the side of the craft, which had set down in the field on three metal legs.  Light shone around the portal’s edges, and then it lowered, forming a ramp with stairs that reached the ground.  Standing in the doorway was a tall, lean shape, and it resolved into an elestram man once Kari’s eyes adjusted to the light behind him.  He paused only to take in a long, deep breath of Mehr’Durillia’s air, then he strode down the stairs slowly, glancing side to side at the many soldiers and other people who lined the edge of the field to watch this event unfold.

      The elestram was dressed in a practical-looking uniform, perhaps made of leather, though it was dyed in many places to give it a distinct pattern.  He wore an earpiece a little like Gil’s, and there were various other hints of technology about his person.  He carried no blades, but had a pair of projectile weapons strapped to his outer thighs – guns, if Kari remembered their nickname.  It was odd to take in his dress and accessories and think he looked like he was from another world when, in fact, he was technically from this one – and Kari was the alien.

      Behind him came a mallasti woman, followed by one of the vulestrem, the fox-folk.  It was clear there were more people inside the craft, which Kari supposed might hold a couple score people all told.  It wasn’t massive like a sailing ship, but even just looking at the side profile, Kari could see it held a decent-sized crew.  Emma approached with Giamalla at her side, and Kari and Kris went with them.  The two parties stopped a dozen paces away, taking each other in, and Kris and Kari seemed to get the most attention from the visitors.

      “Greetings,” the elestram male said in accented beshathan, just as Gil had said.  “I am Captain Raejiss Colvekt of the starship Moonrunner.  This is my wife and first mate, Elliana Te’Corvarr, and my arms master, Huelli Orronece.”

      Emma straightened out, casting off that usual deferential air.  “I am Emmalikas Te’Mordrin, daughter of Emanitar Te’Mordrin,” she said.

      No one else had a chance to introduce themselves before the three visitors dropped down to one knee, bowing their heads.  “Then it truly was the Great Mother who called us home.”

      “Actually, that was me,” Gil said, loping up to crouch beside Kari.  Only then did Kari realize Emma or one of the other arcanists was, as usual, using the translation enchantment.

      The visitors stared at Gil in awe.  “A sheda-reis?  How long has it been since one of your kind has actually been seen…?” the captain asked with quiet wonder.

      “When I realized the last of the kings was dead and the world’s defenses were finally down, I was the one who told you it was safe to come home,” the werewolf said, ignoring the question.  “I would assume the Great Mother brought you close enough to hear me, though.  You only recently came back near the planet to orbit and watch events unfold, no?”

      Captain Colvekt nodded, still down on one knee before Emma.  “Yes.  Our forefathers came back every so often to see if anything had changed, but the danger was ever-present and impossible to breach.  Over the generations, many lost hope, though it became an annual pilgrimage among our people to come back and see if the Great Mother had returned yet.  This latest time, we began receiving strange readings on our instruments, hinting that something had changed here and that our home world might be safe to explore again.  The defenses were still up when we arrived, but then just a little while ago…”

      “We killed Abaddon,” Kari said, bowing her head toward them when they fixed their gazes upon her.  “I am Lady Karian Vanador of Citaria, and it has been my honor to serve the Great Mother in bringing this war to an end.  Welcome home.”

      “Welcome home, my brothers and sisters,” Giamalla said, and Kari could hear the laughter and excitement of many other people from within the ship.  Jubilation, excited chatter, the sound of many powerful hugs being exchanged.

      “Lady Te’Mordrin?” the captain prompted.

      Emma held her arms open wide.  “Welcome back to the embrace of our Great Mother,” she said.  “Please, tell your brothers and sisters in the other craft that they, too, are welcome to come and set foot on Mehr’Durillia once again.”

      “Our forefathers and mothers waited generations for this to come to pass,” First Mate Te’Corvarr said.  “And to be welcomed home by the very blood of Be’shatha?  This is beyond anything we had ever dreamed.  You honor us, Lady Te’Mordrin.”

      “Alert your other ships that they’re welcome to come down,” Kris said.  “Then bring the rest of your crew out and we’ll make introductions.”

      “First?” Captain Colvekt said, glancing to the mallasti woman beside him.

      “Aye, sir,” she answered, making her way back onto the ship.

      “There’s someone you might be interested in meeting,” Kari said.  “Can you keep an open mind, though?”

      The captain cracked a half-smile, looking around at all the other races in the crowd.  Valirasi, tenku, minotaurs, harmauths, kwarrasti, and more looked on from every direction.  He exchanged a glance with his arms master, and the two chuckled.  “I do not think that will be a problem.”

      “Follow us, then,” Emma said, and she began to lead them to the command tent.

      Boy, are they ever in for a surprise, Kari thought.
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        * * *

      

      Kari looked over the ruins of the black city for what she knew would be the last time.  Not because she never planned to come back to Mehr’Durillia, but because it was being torn down, piece by piece.  The collapsed black tower had been the first thing to go, clearing the way for custodians and demolishers to come in and rip out the rest of this scar.  The world was already undergoing tremendous changes, the Great Mother’s hand so obviously at work through her people, though she made no personal appearances and neither had Emanitar come back yet.

      But he will come back, Kari thought.  It’s a promise from Be’shatha.

      She thought of the first time she’d come here, afraid of everyone and everything around her, though she’d put up quite the contrary façade.  On the one hand, it seemed a bit foolish that she and her Order had thought everyone here to be demons, but on the other hand, it made a bit of sense that the gods let them think as much.  It had been for their protection, that Kari could slowly expose the truth to her people and not draw the full attention of their enemies too quickly.

      That only brought the memory of Uldriana to mind, and Kari closed her eyes and drew in a long, deep breath as she thought of her daughter’s namesake.  That brave young woman had gone to Sorelizar and laid her life down at nineteen years old.  Had she known or even suspected what Kari might do with the knowledge she’d gain in the process?  Had she believed in a higher purpose, the call of the Great Mother that let her sacrifice herself to bring Be’shatha back?  Kari thought of Glorya’s involvement in the plan and wondered if she’d ever whispered some assurance in the girl’s ear, telling her it would all work out.

      And did it ever, Kari thought.  Oh, Great Mother, hug that girl a little tighter for me, will you?

      The sound of obsidian being shattered rang through the canyon streets as more and more of the city was destroyed to be hauled away somewhere.  Sonja had told Kari of her vision, of the white city that had once stood in this place, the Temple of Be’shatha at the very center of the world.  And apparently, it would do so once more, in time.  All the little fires were slowly being put out, the demons and the undead being eradicated, and the world was coming to a state of stillness and calm, if not absolute peace.

      Kari looked to the south as she saw Morduri and Lestanaek walking the plaza where the collapsed tower had been removed.  All of the remaining kings – Glorya, Morduri, Lestanaek, Emma, Arlerase, and Xafastu – were working together to rebuild the Great Mother’s city.  Their combined efforts not only sped along the demolition and would add urgency to the construction to come, but it was helping bring all the people together as well.  There would be hard feelings among many for some time, but the kings all standing together left little room for anyone to try to spark further rebellion.

      The thought of monarchs brought the White Queen to mind, and Kari sighed quietly.  Though she still stood in the black city, there was one piece of the returning white city already here.  She turned to face the statue of white marble, conspicuously and purposely in the center of the city where the Overking’s black tower had stood.  How its creation had come to pass, Kari couldn’t say for sure, but it represented both a surge of hope and a dash of sorrow.

      For there, in place of the tower that had once stood as a marker of Be’shatha’s destruction, was a statue of a kwarrasti seer and an ancient harmauth matriarch seated cross-legged, facing each other.  It brought a pained smile to Kari’s face to know that two lives had ended, but that it was because both had completed their purposes.  Neither world needed their seeresses, their Oracles, anymore.  And so, when all things had been complete, the two women had come to this place and sat thus, being turned into a monument for all to remember.

      Seven worlds brought together without regard to race, sex, size, or creed, Kari thought.

      Both women looked divine in their marble repose.  Kimlerin had not been one to smile often, but this likeness’ countenance embodied all the beauty of a kwarrasti’s cat-like face with its gentle smile of fulfillment.  And across from her, even at an untold number of thousands of years of age, the harmauth matriarch had, or rather did look radiant, youthful, and content.  Kari could only assume they had offered their overlong-tenured spirits back to the gods, who had either made this statue in their memory or petrified their actual remains.

      “Until we meet again, my friends,” Kari whispered.

      “You almost ready to go?” Kris asked, ascending the steps to stand beside her.  He looked over the statue for a moment, too, but then turned to look over the city as it was deconstructed.  Kari wondered what he saw when he took in the black ruins.  His experiences here had been so much different than hers, and then he had also absorbed much of his father’s memories when Kaelariel passed.  If Kaelariel had been raised here to some degree, just what did that do to Kris’ perceptions of the place?

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” she returned.

      Kris snorted.  “I grew up in Streka, Kari.  This sort of thing is nothing new to me.  I’m more concerned if it’s going to suit you.  But if you rode a boat all the way to Tsalbrin for two months, I guess you can handle this.  Not much different, and the views will take your breath away.”

      She turned to the north, where Captain Colvekt’s ship sat in the cleared district, waiting for them.  She had no context against which to compare the coming journey other than Kris likening it to sailing to Tsalbrin, but she was looking forward to it, she had to admit.  Where many of her friends and allies either had or were planning to return to Citaria via arcane power, Kari and Kris had been offered a different option.  They had been asked if they wanted to fly among the stars back to Citaria, a trip that would allegedly take nearly two months – but only because the captain said he would take them home slowly.

      “I guess we’ll see how crazy the children get being cooped up on a ship for that long,” Kari said, drawing a laugh from Kris.

      “They’ll probably be at the windows the entire time.  So might you, for that matter.  But it’ll give us an enforced vacation for a while,” he replied.  “And there’s something else that’s come up but will be taken care of by the time we get home.”

      Kari bobbed her head, still staring at the ship, but he didn’t elaborate.  “What’s that?” she asked, finally turning back to him.

      He smiled when he saw Kyrie bringing the children up the road, Corbanis by their side.  “My mother was the Queen of Askies, Kari,” he explained.  “When my father died, and she followed, the crown, as it were, was passed to Celigus to hold as regent until I wanted it, or until my little sister was ready for it.”

      “It’s going to be wonderful to see her again,” Kari mused, looking to her own children as she wondered how well Danilynn had handled another infant – and if she might have another on the way already.

      “Yeah, it is,” he agreed.  “Anyway, with Celigus’ death… I’m now the King of Askies.  And that makes you the queen as my lawful wife.”

      Kari balked.  “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m not.”  He held a hand up when he saw her trepidation.  “We don’t have to move to Streka.  That’s one of the things being taken care of while we’re on our way home.  I’m having the Parliament draw up official documents separating the Strekan Province from the rest of the kingdom.  So, we’ll be the monarchs, but we’re going to rule from DarkWind.  And the Strekan Province will be its own nation, finally free of the old Succession Accords and such.”

      From an abused runaway to the head of the Order and Queen of Askies Island? Kari thought.  She looked skyward and squinted.  “You all knew this was coming all along, didn’t you?”

      “Mama!” Little Gray called, echoed by his sister as they clambered up the steps.  “Mama, are we riding in the big metal ship?”

      “All the way home,” Kari answered, picking both of her children up.  They were getting too big for her to do this for long, but her heart fluttered when Kris took Little Gray from her.

      “A lot has happened since we have been here,” Kyrie said.  “Be prepared for many surprises when you arrive there.  Se’sasha is coming back home with your father and I, and I believe many other friends are returning to DarkWind before they eventually head home.”

      “It’s going to be a party,” Kris said, smiling.

      “A celebration of remembrance for those we’ve lost, and for our victory,” Kari agreed.  “If you would, Mom, just take word to the Order that–”

      “Do not think about work for the next two months, young lady,” Kyrie interrupted.  “The Order has run itself perfectly well in your absence.  They can wait another two months, and if not, you and Corbanis can go straighten them out when you get home.”

      “Just not like Turik Jalar,” Kari muttered, but she chuckled.  She exchanged kisses and hugs with her in-laws, who took their leave.  When she and Kris stood at the top of the steps with their children, she looked over the city again.  They had already said their farewells – or until we meet again – to their friends, allies, and the kings.  For many, it would only be a short two months before they all met up again in DarkWind or close to it.  Kari wasn’t sure the ship would be allowed to land there, but they’d figure it out.

      She turned back to the statue one last time, and Uldriana reached out to touch it.  “Kitty,” she said, stroking the side of Kimlerin’s smiling face.

      “Rest you well, my friends,” Kari whispered.

      Kris laid a hand on the shoulder of Kimlerin’s statue.  “You ready?” he reiterated.

      “Let’s go home,” Kari said, and they shared a kiss to the giggles and claps of the children.
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        * * *

      

      The expanse of the cosmos spread out before her, a tapestry of light against a backdrop of shadow.  Where the children spent most of the day staring out at the stars, Kari did most of her stargazing and contemplating at night, after she’d put the children to bed and Kris to sleep.  Their quarters had a massive circular window, its sill large enough to recline in, and Kari curled up in it now, staring out at the knitwork of creation.  It was a little chillier by the window, but she wrapped herself in a blanket and drank in the most incredible view she’d ever seen.

      How magnificent it was to see the work of the gods’ hands from out among the threads.  It wasn’t just a tapestry of stars, though, but her entire life laid out before her.  Each of those points of light was someone whose life had touched Kari’s, and whose life Kari had touched.  Some had faded, and some of those before their time, but each was a light, shining in the dark as a beacon and an example to all.  She had lost friends, allies, and even family along the way, but each loss turned into a gain somehow, each pain turning to a boon, each hurt into a smile.

      There in the backdrop was one star or galaxy that shone brightest, and Kari had looked upon its radiance every night for days.  It was the Grakin of this view, the reminder of that light she’d had in her life for only a few years, yet that continued to touch her day by day.  Every moment she spent with her children, all the things she had accomplished since the War’s end, all of the victories and boons she’d brought to the people of multiple worlds, she could trace back to this one man who’d held her, rebuilt her resolve and her self-worth, and set her back on the path to being a hero after she’d nearly come apart.  Like many others, his life had faded too soon, but his light remained, warming her core and illuminating the dark depths of the past she could now accept.

      Soon, a shape surrounded that bright light, and Kari smiled as Kris’ reflection resolved in the window, superimposed on the light of her first husband.

      “Everything all right?” he asked.

      “Everything,” she answered.  “I cannot even begin to understand all of this, Kris, but I know it’s all right, and it’s all going to be all right, either now or in the future.”

      He climbed into the sill with her, and he wrapped himself in the blanket and Kari in his arms.  “God’s always looking out for us, even if we don’t understand how we end up where we need to be.  The luranar are a bit more specific on it, but they have the right idea.”

      Kari leaned her head into his chest and he squeezed a little tighter.  “What exactly did you say to Auremax and Audrei about the Temple?  I’ve been wondering for some time.  It had something to do with the door and the deities, right?”

      “It’s a long story,” he said.

      “The kids are asleep,” she returned.  “And we’re still far from home.”

      “You really want to know?” he asked.

      Kari nodded against his chest.  “You don’t have to be afraid to share your faith with me, Kris.  You’ve always been there encouraging me in my own.  I trust you.  You don’t ever have to feel like you need to keep quiet about your faith for fear of insulting mine.  I saw…”

      “What?” he prodded when she trailed off.

      “Just before I got caught in that explosion in Shayen-maz, I saw a vision of Zalkar, Kris.  I’ve never seen him before, not in my dreams or my prayers or anything else.  He’s always been by my side, but that was the first time I saw him,” she said, and he bobbed his head without interrupting.  “On his back was a massive tattoo of an eagle, and it was carrying a six-pointed star like the one on the face of the Temple.  If you think you know what that symbol meant, I’d really like you to tell me.”

      “You know Zalkar was a Jew, right?” he answered after a pause.  “I know a lot of people think he served my grandfather, but he kept pretty true to the faith, and I don’t think that changed too much even when he became a god.”

      “What does it all mean, Kris?”

      He sniffed, looking out into the tapestry of stars again, and she could see the reflection of his smile in the window.  “You have to look at the essences of the gods as Emma called to each one at the door of the Temple…”
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        * * *

      

      It had been a whirlwind of a week once they returned.  The entire city – probably duchy – was celebrating the end of the war on Mehr’Durillia, and on the heels of the end of the Khalarin War – even so long after – the jubilations were emphatic.  Kari had hardly been able to rein in the Order and get it set back to its original purpose, now only slightly changed.  They would still be a worldwide law enforcement agency, but no longer called the Demonhunter Order, and no longer confined to Citaria alone.  Now, after having merged with the order of paladins under Duke Krycyd Jalar of Gnarr, they would simply be called Peacekeepers.  And Gabrius Tevone would be working directly with Kari to lead the combined order.

      Kari was still catching up with her family and friends who’d remained or had to return to Citaria during the war.  Eli was all but completely recovered, his back healed and his range of motion almost normal again.  It was a pleasure to see him playing with Syndey, his adopted son, as well as carrying around his daughter and Kris’ little sister.  Danilynn was a true mother now, like a bear when she needed to be, but tender and warm, welcoming all her friends to come to their house anytime.  She wasn’t pregnant again yet, but Kari suspected it was in the cards.

      Erik and Kuritarra had been married in a small, private ceremony, and though everyone was a little disappointed to have missed it, Kari understood the need to keep it quiet for now.  The couple had only recently returned from a “honeymoon” trip.  Apparently, he’d taken her south to see the grave of her sister, Nessandra, where Tarra had laid flowers and brought a bit of closure to that relationship.  She and Erik were in the process of building their own little home together with the help of her business partner, Mr. Schultz.  And, most interesting of all to Kari, they were considering using the services of an artificer to shape-change Erik, at least long enough to sire children with his wife.  Kari had offered to try to contact Diszaro Kovakt, the same man who’d shape-changed her, when she saw the Wraith again.

      And so, my tryst with Morduri served more than one purpose, she’d thought.

      Damansha was pregnant again, and Kari felt like she was losing her grip on her emotions with every new bit of good news.  Serenjols and his wife had built quite a life together, and his smithy being so successful meant they could raise a large family, which was in the plans.  They had sold their home and bought another closer to Kari’s land, and not too far from the lot where Erik and Tarra were building theirs.  The siblings were going their separate ways in life, but they remained close, and that brought so much joy to Kari’s heart, not to mention Kyrie’s.

      Aeligos and Sonja had both returned home safely, and the rogue was in pretty good spirits considering what he’d lost.  He and Sonja were working on something together, but whatever it was, they were hiding it from the family for the time being.  Kari suspected it had something to do with the High Council of Wizardry based on bits and pieces she’d heard, but she had no idea how Aeligos would fit into any such plan.  As for Sonja… Kari had seen and heard enough during the war to expect Sonja would soon be offered a place on that council.

      Serving beside Triela and Karinda and their friends, Kari had thought.  Maybe Aeligos is going to suggest they work with our Order now?  And maybe do so himself, too?

      Typhonix was back with the Order, physically fit to take up training recruits again.  He was still running Kari’s estate in his spare time, but that wouldn’t be the case for much longer.  As the monarchs, Kari and Kris would soon have a staff to handle such matters.  Kris had mentioned something about keeping taxes low since he and Kari could finance their personal lives, even as monarchs, using the profits of her estate’s vineyard, but that was honestly beyond her range of worry for now.  She was just happy to have Ty back among the Order where he belonged.

      Better still, Ashanti had agreed to take up a teaching position at the Order’s campus, at least until she grew bored.  Kari could only imagine how formidable her Peacekeepers were going to be once the half-dragon began instructing them.  And that was to say nothing of how nice it would be to keep Ashanti around in non-wartime – and that it might attract her father to visit now and then.  The half-dragon seemed hot-blooded even at the best of times, but even she was content to take a rest after the rigors of two wars.

      Leighandra had come back to Citaria with Captain Te’Voliz and his gnoll mate, Rasaarra, but they had remained in DarkWind until Kari and Kris returned.  There was nothing left of the captain’s homeland, and so he and his mate had opted to return to her people, the Caerumach of the Badlands.  Leighandra had come with them, ready to head home and write up her histories of the two wars she’d been embroiled in.  Kari could only imagine the things the chronicler would have to say, and some of the insights she’d no doubt come across while writing it all down.  And if Leighandra’s relationship with Kas’Yari and Captain Te’Voliz was any indication, Kari figured the half-elf might work with the gnoll ambassadors to her mother’s people.

      That will let her stay close to Massech and his mate, a fitting tribute to Kas’Yari.

      Galadon, Sherman, Sharyn, and Katarina were all home as well, having shored up the defense at Fort Sabbath during the final gambit, working with Delkantar and his Ghosts of Liam.  Sherman and Sharyn planned to live in DarkWind going forward, to be closer to Kari and the Silver Blades.  As for Katarina and Galadon, nothing was set in stone yet, but Kari had the feeling they would be returning to Dira Ch’Tori together.  She hadn’t been around them enough during the war to tell, but she suspected there might be a budding romance there.  In the depths of her heart, she simply hoped Katarina found peace and happiness again.

      With Kari’s permission as Avatar, Liria had returned home to Ahrue-Sililue, intent on aiding in the rebuilding of her world.  She’d further asked Kari to send some hunters to her home city to talk to the people and consider starting an academy there.  It was the sort of thing the Order wasn’t at all prepared for, but as Kari thought about the prospect of trying to safeguard an entire world and beyond from one city, it made sense.  She was sure she could find some adventurous sorts that would consider it a privilege to explore a new world, especially now that Mehr’Durillia wasn’t so alien or hostile.  It would probably also be a more than welcome surprise for Liria to find their people were now called Peacekeepers.

      Gil had found herself in a curious position.  Her technological knowledge made her the perfect bridge between the people of Mehr’Durillia and the returning star-walkers.  Likewise, she made a good bridge between the star-walkers and the people of Citaria, and she found her “services” in high demand on both worlds.  Not surprisingly to Kari, the werewolf decided to serve her function on Citaria, and in DarkWind, specifically.  There was no telling just how long that would last; while King Lestanaek had remained on Mehr’Durillia to manage and rebuild his kingdom and beyond, he had asked Gil to come visit, and the werewolf had agreed.

      Things are going to get interesting for a lot more people than just me, Kari thought as she made her way through her vineyards.

      As she reached the temple at the northern end of her land, Kari paused to take in its beauty.  The pyramid was four-sided, stone steps leading to the top at the center of each of the four faces.  It was inscribed all around with the syrinthian writings and even czarikk glyphs.  Though its construction had no doubt concerned the citizens at first – doubly so for the fact that dragons had aided in its creation, speeding up the work – it was clearly the temple of a benevolent god of the sun now.  Kari had many questions about Sakkrass, particularly since her discussion with Kris – or maybe especially because of it – but she didn’t let any of it cloud her love for him.

      Most of her friends were here now, crowding around the base of the temple’s southern stairs but far enough back that they could see Se’sasha standing at the top.  Beside the syrinthian high priestess was Alissiri, though the teshan-suz – or medusa as most probably called her – didn’t seem to draw any undue attention.  How had Se’sasha and the others introduced the temple steward to the people of DarkWind?  And were the people here just getting better and better at learning to accept new races and faces after everything Kari had said and done?

      Even Marracir and Evanja were among Kari’s friends with little Antonio, visiting in the lull at the war’s conclusion.  Kari exchanged hugs and kisses with her friends and family, and now that she was there, the ceremony finally began.  She took her place in the front row, right at the corner of the aisle leading to the temple steps, a little embarrassed that everyone had waited on her to finish a few little job details before making her way here.  Now, though, she turned and looked at the approaching couple.

      There were some embarrassed looks from many in the crowd, unused to the traditions of the beshathan people.  Morduri was nude, as was customary for his people only for this singular event in their lives, and Emma, too, had chosen to go before the priestess in the nude.  They strode down the aisle side by side, but not hand in hand just yet.  They would walk together, nude, showing that there were no blemishes or marks of shame upon them, but separated until the priestess joined them in matrimony.  Both beamed at Kari as they passed, and she returned their smiles in full.  Little Gray tried to follow them, and Uldriana tried to follow her brother, but Kari herded them back before they got too far.

      Across the way, at the other corner of the central aisle, Glorya watched the children’s antics with a radiant expression.  She was no doubt nearly overwhelmed to see her daughter get married – and to a fine man like Morduri, no less – but also at the prospect of grandchildren of her own.  The angel looked divine, and she attracted more than a few curious – and other – stares.

      Beside Glorya was Giamalla, and though the woman kept her emotions under control, there was no mistaking the pride and joy in her face.  Though she hadn’t been on the “front lines” of the overall conflict except during certain parts of the Mehr’Durillian war, she had nevertheless been through a lot.  Much like Kari had mused while staring out at the stars from that wondrous craft, it was clear Giamalla understood everything had happened for a reason.  Kari could only hope the woman had come to the same conclusion – that it was all worth it in the end.

      Morduri and Emma proceeded to the top of the temple, where Se’sasha called out a message of welcome to all the guests.  She then began the ceremony, but none could hear her words from so far away – except, perhaps, for the werewolves and maybe some of the beshathans present.  It was odd for many to have the Mehr’Durillian people welcomed around DarkWind, but they would get used to it eventually.  The war was over, and now was the time for the worlds to all come together to whatever end.

      Just imagine if merfolk start appearing off the coast to explore Citaria, Kari thought.

      The ceremony and the vows were short, spoken and accepted quickly, the two monarchs having waited centuries for this moment.  Alissiri bound their hands with string in the tradition of the mallasti, but then each also accepted a binding chain in the elestram way.  Morduri strung a chain across Emma’s brow through new piercings, and then he accepted her putting one on his sheath to show that he now belonged to her.  In what felt like a few heartbeats to Kari, the ceremony was complete, and the two were introduced to the crowds as husband and wife.

      The entire ceremony was punctuated by Samasurassa and Turvinasku standing on the eastern and western stairs and letting forth their icy breath to cause a brief snow squall.  It drew cries of amazement and then cheers from the gathered crowd, most of whom had probably never seen a dragon, much less two.  Morduri and Emma disappeared up top for a few minutes, getting dressed before they came back down, and then they approached to stand before Kris and Kari.

      “From one monarch to another, congratulations, and I’m looking forward to a long period of peace on and between our worlds,” Kris said.

      Morduri shook his hand.  “Well said.  It has been such an honor to know both of you, but especially you, Lady Vanador.  We have you to thank for this day, and for the bounties that are still to come.”  He looked to Marracir and Evanja’s child as he said the last, and the elestram couple leaned into each other with smiles of their own.

      “We have the gods to thank for it,” Kari said.  “I’ve just been their instrument, and that’s been my honor.”

      Emma hugged her, and Kari held her tight for a minute.  “No matter how many times my mother told me to trust and have faith, never did I see things turning out this way,” the mallasti monarch said.  “To think all of this has sprung from my work on Tsalbrin, that first effort to attract Salvation’s Dawn and see if I could set you on this path.  But I take no credit for it, Lady Vanador.  As you said, we have the gods to thank for it all, but you no less, for you were the one to decide to proceed in their plan.”

      “We have so many to thank for it,” Kari returned.  “Even the people who’d never take credit, like Eli.  After all, he was the one who told me not to try to hurt you, and to let you stay at arm’s length so you… well, so you could keep the Overking fooled.”

      Giamalla and Glorya came and hugged their children and new son- and daughter-in-law.  They all turned to the top of the temple, then, as Se’sasha called out.  “Let us now take a moment to honor those who fell in these wars for freedom,” she said, and every head bowed.  “In loyalty and righteousness complete, oh Scale Father, we thank you for their service.”

      “Amen,” came a number of calls from among the crowd.  The syrinthian priestess and her teshan-suz steward came down to stand with the gathered friends and family, and everyone kept exchanging looks of incredulity.  It must’ve been even stranger for the common folk of DarkWind to see, but standing among a syrinthian, a teshan-suz, a redeemed angel, beshathans, czarikk, and countless other races, Kari could hardly believe all that had come to pass.

      But she loved every one of them, and despite the pain and the heartache it had taken to get them to this point, she loved every minute of this life the gods had given her.

      Se’sasha punctuated her thoughts perfectly.  “Come, let us go begin the feast at our generous friends’ estate.”
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        * * *

      

      Kari sat up on the rooftop balcony, a cozy fire keeping her feet warmed as she stared over the vineyards toward Sakkrass’ temple.  It was aglow with firelight, Alissiri and the acolytes keeping the place lit up all through the night.  Somewhere around it, she imagined Samasurassa and Turvinasku were curled up to sleep and keep each other company.  They had taken a liking to each other; that much was clear.  As to whether it would lead to them becoming a mated pair, Kari could only hope it did, just as she hoped all of her friends and acquaintances found peace and happiness.

      Even if it means they’re alone, she amended.  For some, that’s all they want.

      Down below, the revelers were still dancing, singing, and playing music in celebration of Morduri’s and Emma’s wedding, whether they really knew who they were or not.  It was a grand wedding feast, mostly held outdoors, barbeques and fire pits filling the twilight air with delicious and tantalizing scents.  Kari had enjoyed partaking of the festivities for some time, but once she’d put the children to bed, she’d retired to her rooftop patio for some much-needed peace and quiet.  Her soul was still vibrating with the joy of everything that’d been accomplished, but she needed a bit of calm now.

      Kris came up and offered her a drink, but Kari declined.  He set it down next to the goggles the Wraith had given Kari, and then he sat beside her, pulling her close to keep her warm in the cooler night air up here.  He didn’t say a thing, but he didn’t need to.  They were lovers, spouses, and soulmates, and could say so much to each other without ever saying a word.  Kari considered the mug of ale and the goggles sitting on the little glass table, though, and wondered if maybe she should say something this time.

      In the end, she decided not to.  She simply took Kris’ hand, put it on her warm lower belly, and let her content sigh tell him everything…

      …everything, that is, except that it was twins.

      Home, she thought.  I am finally home.
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      Chandra Calisse stared out the back window of the farmhouse, resting her hands on the edge of the basin as she watched him get cleaned up outside.  She couldn’t help but let out a long sigh of satisfaction.  News had come through the town just this morning that the wars were over, and though the people here had been largely ignorant to the fact that there were wars, it was good news, nonetheless.  That there had been a war on Terrassia and another on the formerly demon-controlled world of Mehr’Durillia, and yet no trouble had come to the commoners – at least in these parts – was something that demanded a lot of thanks be given to the gods.

      And, of course, to Karian Vanador.  It was amazing that the woman had played such a role in the Apocalypse, and then become the focal point of so many other wars.  And the fact that all of those wars had been won, and that she had been at or near the front for them, said she was even more of a hero than people had long thought.  While Chandra’s husband hadn’t served with Lady Vanador, she’d heard many stories of the terra-dracon woman, and not all from her husband.  Karian had been a legend after the War, and now she would be even more of one after the latest two conflicts.

      Chandra’s thoughts came back to her son, and she wondered at the way the gods moved in their lives.  There was little other explanation but coincidence to explain why she and her husband had lost their son at a young age, only for William to find this little boy wandering through the streets of Oge as the city burned.  What else could it have been but the work of the gods?  Half-demon though the child obviously was, William had brought the toddler home, and they had raised him as their own these last several years.  And despite all the differences between the young serilian-rir child and his human family, he loved them just as much as they loved him.

      She watched him rinse the dust of the fields from his ebon hair.  He was still young to do some of the heavier duties around their farm, but he was growing quickly and worked hard.  Coupled with that was a sharp mind, the boy absorbing everything they taught him and then some.  At times, it was as if he had a tutor training him in the ways of the scholar, as he seemed to simply learn things that he would then excitedly share with his parents.  Chandra and William had often wondered if it was something supernatural yet benevolent, as the boy often talked about hearing his birth mother, who he called Shelia, singing to him when he couldn’t sleep.

      Finished washing, the boy turned to wave to his father, but then he straightened out.  Chandra leaned closer to the window to see what had gotten his attention, and her blood ran cold.

      Riders.

      Things were usually peaceful in Eastland, the duke’s home county where DarkWind was and the Demonhunter Order made its abode.  William and Chandra didn’t usually have to worry too much about banditry or thieves, but the appearance of many riders was always of concern.  Patrols were typically small units, and the sheriff and his men were obvious at first glance.  Whoever these men were, they were armored and dangerous-looking, and that usually meant trouble.

      With hardly a hesitation, Chandra took down the crossbow and the quiver of bolts mounted beside the back door.  She loaded the weapon as she left the house, barking a quick order for her son and daughter to stay out of sight while she approached her husband and the riders.  If the riders meant trouble, it might be for naught to tell her children to hide, but what else could she do?

      Approaching the riders, the sense of danger from them didn’t diminish at all.  There were eight of them, only one not heavily armored, and Chandra suspected he might be a spellcaster of some kind.  They didn’t flinch at the sight of her crossbow, but neither did they make any overtly hostile moves.  She kept her eyes on the apparent spellcaster foremost, just as William had drilled her to do in just this sort of situation.  Soon, she was by her husband’s side, the crossbow loaded but tilted down toward the ground.

      “William?” she prompted.

      “It’s all right, they’re not here for us,” he said.

      “Good afternoon, lady,” one of the lead men said, taking off his helm.  It was only then that Chandra realized these men were all human, which was unusual even for these parts.  The man didn’t smile, but he did grace her with a curt nod.  “We were just asking your husband if you’ve seen a man flee through here, armed and armored like us.  Or perhaps a small gnoll war band.”

      “Gnolls?” she blurted.  She’d never seen one of the hyena-men and was happy to keep it that way.  “We’ve not seen anything of the sort around here.  What’s this about?”

      “While the wars on Terrassia and in the underworld may be getting the most attention these days, ma’am, there was a battle not far from here, up on Mill’s Peak.”

      “What sort of battle?” William asked.

      “We believe Sir David Satrick fought the traitor, Black Daniel, up on yonder mountain,” another man, the apparent spellcaster, said.  “They have been skirmishing against each other for weeks, but we lost track of both.  We believe…”

      He trailed off for a moment, his eyes going beyond them.  Before Chandra and William could turn and see what got their attention, the approaching person spoke.

      “Everything all right?”

      The farmers turned to find their son just behind them now, armed and armored nearly as well as the riders.  But where the riders wore polished steel, whatever their child was wearing was black and barbed, appearing akin to leather but hardened like chitin.  And on his hips was a pair of serrated-bladed black longswords.  Chandra had never seen the armor or the weapons before; where had he gotten them from?

      She took in her son silently for a few moments, the conversation and its participants all still as they beheld this half-demon.  Though he was growing fast, Chandra and William figured the boy couldn’t be much older than nine or maybe ten summers.  Already he was becoming muscular like a young man of half again his age.  Now, though, standing their armed and armored, he looked twice his age, and he was giving off a dangerous air, his eyes narrowed and cold, his body still despite the uncertainty of the situation.

      “Gramal…?” Chandra said.  “What… what are you doing?”

      “Making sure you and Father are all right,” he answered, though there was no coldness in his voice.  Instead, she could still hear the love, feel the protectiveness that had concerned her at first but now washed over her in a soothing wave.

      “Who is this strapping young man?” the lead rider asked.

      “This is our son, Gramal,” William answered.  “I found him orphaned while Oge burned, and I brought him home.”

      “Has he maybe seen the men we’re looking for?”

      “I haven’t,” Gramal answered.  “Who is Black Daniel?”

      “A traitor to the Temple of the Ghost and its order of paladins.  Sir David Satrick was trying to hunt him down, but we fear he – or perhaps both of them – may be dead.  If Sir David lives, it will not be long before we hear word, but in the meantime, we are hunting for the traitor.”

      “Should we be concerned?”

      William laid his hand on Gramal’s shoulder.  “We’ll be vigilant, thank you for the warning,” he said to the riders.  “If we see anything, we’ll send word to the sheriff.”

      “Our thanks.  Be safe, and good day to you,” the rider said, and then he and his men trotted off to the west.

      Once they were out of earshot, William turned to their boy.  “Son?  What… what is this?  Where did you get armor and weapons like this?”

      Gramal looked down at his armor and the blades that hung from his hips.  “I’m not sure.  When I saw the riders approach and then Mother said to hide, it… just appeared.  And I knew I had to try to protect you if those men meant you harm.”

      “Protect us?  You’re still just a boy, big as you’re getting,” Chandra said, at once immensely proud of her son and yet wanting to cuff him behind the ear for not listening.  He’d surprised them in many ways as a serilian-rir, but despite the “half-demon” nickname, he was quite protective of his family, especially his sister, Donna.  Chandra had figured he might be the child of one of the guardians, as unlikely as that had seemed – until now.

      “I don’t think he’s a boy anymore,” William said.

      “I want to go find this man if he’s dangerous,” Gramal said, taking a few steps in the wake of the riders before he stopped, simply staring off into the distant setting sun.

      William looked at his wife and she could see the trepidation and the confusion in his eyes.  Just who was this child of theirs, that armor and weapons appeared when he thought his family was threatened?  And now already the desire to go hunt problems to protect his family was burning in that black blood of his…

      “Come, Son,” William said at last.  “Those men are more than capable of handling some blackguard who betrayed their church.”

      Gramal continued to stare after them, but eventually, he seemed to come back to himself.  And then Chandra stood and watched in wonder as the armor and the blades melted away, almost seeming to become part of him, leaving Gramal standing there in the same dusty clothes he’d worn to do the day’s work.  When he turned back to them, he looked like their adopted boy again, the towering, dangerous-looking half-demon swept away in the blink of an eye.

      He approached and Chandra gasped lightly.  “What happened?  You have…”

      “What?  What is it?”

      She reached up and touched his forehead.  At first glance, she’d thought maybe something had struck him and left a nasty bump.  The truth was evident once she got a good look and touched it, though.  “You have horns coming in,” she said.

      He reached up and rubbed the spot.  “Oh, yes, I saw that this morning.  Wing buds are coming in now, too,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder with a thumb.

      “You’re getting so big already,” she whispered, prideful tears blurring her vision a little.  “Promise me you won’t grow up too fast and try to chase after men like that…”

      “Aw, don’t cry, Mother,” he said, taking her in an embrace.  “I won’t, I promise.  I love you both.”

      Chandra gripped her son tightly, and William joined them.  “We love you too, Gramal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Stars of Heaven and Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In Loyalty and Righteousness Complete

      

      

      

      The Stars of Heaven and Earth are references to how the great heroes serve as examples.  Those listed as Stars of Heaven serve as examples to the angels, while the Stars of the Earth serve as examples to mankind.  Each is equally important; neither serves a higher or lower function.

      

      Karian Vanador – The Unyielding Star of Heaven

      Kristofer Isaiah Jir’tana – The Resilient Star of Heaven

      Corbanis Tesconis – The Stalwart Star of Heaven

      Kyrie Kyleah – The Stern Star of Heaven

      Sonja Tesconis – The Serene Star of Heaven

      Erijinkor “Erik” Tesconis – The Unbroken Star of the Earth

      Typhonix “Ty” Tesconis – The Irreverent Star of the Earth

      Serenjols “Jol” Tesconis – The Gentle Star of the Earth

      Aeligos Tesconis – The Unseen Star of the Earth

      Grakin Tesconis – The Selfless Star of Heaven

      Eryn Olgaryn – The Wounded Star of the Earth

      Auremax Talvorus – The Resolute Star of the Earth

      Audrei Talvorus – The Wise Star of Heaven

      Leighandra Evenstar – The Sagacious Star of the Earth

      Yiilu ’n’Torae D’ansu – The Faithful Star of the Earth

      Galadon Tercullin – The Noble Star of the Earth

      Delkantar Clintarrin – The Vigilant Star of the Earth

      Starlenia Mekusha Simmuin – The Piercing Star of the Earth

      Yelza “Lion” Tumureldi – The Courageous Star of the Earth

      Isharra (Seanada) Te’Montasi – The Humble Star of Heaven

      Se’sasha Aesiasi Solaristis – The Tranquil Star of Heaven

      Se’lucia Liria Aliristis – The Enduring Star of the Earth

      Ashanti Blackscale (S’Laviolor) – The Furious Star of the Earth

      Earl Markus Garant – The Noble Star of Heaven

      Katarina Moreville – The Forbearing Star of Heaven

      Sherman Moreville – The Determined Star of the Earth

      Sharyn Valsares – The Persistent Star of the Earth

      Gillian Erin MacKenzie – The Meek Star of the Earth

      Karinda Bakhor(eldi) – The Guiding Star of Heaven

      Elias Sorivar – The Steadfast Star of the Earth

      Danilynn Stahlorr – The Tenacious Star of Heaven

      Tormaar (Te’Mordrin) Te’Montasi – The Patient Star of Heaven

      Glorya Koursturaux S’Bakthrael – The Star of Morning’s Glory

      Celigus Chinchala – The Indomitable Star of the Earth

      Kimlerin Chinchala – The Guiding Star of the Earth

      Morduri Irrasitus – The Wandering Star of the Earth

      Emmalikas Te’Mordrin – The Prudent Star of Heaven

      Massech Te’Voliz – The Ardent Star of the Earth

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank Yous & Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, this has been some ride.  I’ve spent roughly eleven years working on this series, and that’s not even to mention all the years of D&D, fanfiction, and other stuff I wrote or played that helped me flesh this entire world out.  And you, I cannot thank you enough for joining me through eleven installments of this series, following Kari from her uncertain beginning to this end.

      The Light from Without would not be a completed work if I failed to include a list of acknowledgements and thank-yous.  As with my previous works, a number of people have helped with this in some way, even going back to those who aided in the building of the world itself.

      My highest thanks, as always, are to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, who has given me the time, the talent, and the wherewithal to continue this series.  All the glory belongs to Him.

      Editing thanks go to my wife Crystal, Erin Groppe, Drake Vato, and Megan Novak, who gave me feedback on the first drafts.  Thanks also to David Christopher for beta reading and making suggestions to help make this a stronger work.

      Big thanks go to the guys at Aethon Books for picking up the publishing rights to the series and giving it the treatment it deserves.  Thanks also to Michael Evan for all his encouragement and help in getting the series in front of readers.

      Thanks again to Richard Samanic, who introduced my friends and I to the world of AD&D, wherein the majority of this series’ world-building was accomplished.  And thanks must be given once again to the players who helped me build the world up through Richard’s and my own campaigns: Robert Rothman, Pascal, Lenny, Dave, Mike Orlandi, Dave Christopher, Vincent DeBoer, Thanas Tsioplakis, Steve DeCesare, Louis DeBoer, Erin Groppe, Rachel DeBoer, James Stringer, Josh Hornoff, Ash Smith, and Jesse Smith.

      And, of course, thank you, my readers, for joining me on these adventures.  This part of Kari’s journey and the history of Citaria has come to an end, but there will be more in the future.  Keep your eyes open for announcements!  And if you enjoyed this work, please leave a few words (not a term paper, unless you like) in review on Amazon – every review helps!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.
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      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 kings of Mehr’Durillia, arranged into hierarchical order of their Council under the Overking:

      The Overking – the formerly highest-ranking king and undisputed ruler over the world of Mehr’Durillia.  He ruled over Mehr’Durillia by use of the kings below him, who were arranged into a hierarchy and met twice per year in council.

      Baal, the Storm Lord – king of the volcanic wastelands known as Antumorgh, Baal is second only to the Overking on the Council.

      Koursturaux S’Bakthra, the Crimson Huntress – king of the realm of Mas’tolinor, believed to have once been the Overking’s lover.  She is one of only two three females among the Council, and is called a king to respect her equality among her peers.

      Baphomet, the Lord of Curses – king of the realm of Teradda, Baphomet is also called the Harmauth Lord, for he resembles a black harmauth.

      Abaddon, the Silent Destroyer – king of the realm of Vistarra, Abaddon has a reputation for being unmatched in his viciousness in battle.

      Sekassus Siskarridis, the Calculating – former king of the realm of Sorelizar, Sekassus was one of the eldest kings not included among the Ancient Ones (those of the top five ranks).  Recent events have seen him cast down and killed, while his territory has been annexed by King Emmalikas Te’Mordrin.

      Celigus Chinchala, the White King – king of the desert realm of Sansrigar, he now makes his residence on the world of Citaria.  Believed a traitor to the Overking and all of his peers, he yet remains a member of the Council.

      Augrus Tiveron, the Ashen Warmonger – king of the realm of Horturris, this deity of the Koryon pantheon draws his roots from conquests upon Mehr’Durillia.

      Sheila Darkstorm, the Queen of Nightmares – king of the realm of Malmortia, this succubus-turned-deity was first a king among demons on Mehr’Durillia.  She is also a deity of the world of Koryon, and one of only three females on the Council.

      Morduri Irrasitus, the Reluctant Prince – king of the realm of Pataria, the elestram is one of the youngest kings on the Council, yet holds a high rank regardless.

      Emmalikas Te’Mordrin – king of the realm of Tess’Vorg, the granddaughter of Be’shatha’s ultimate goals are unknown.

      Xafastu Kenochian, the Advocate – king of the realm of Kalrossus, this cunning being is believed to be the son of the Overking and Koursturaux.

      Ouraggra Gelarri, the Prince of the Air – former king of the realm of Resaddek, this valirasi noble rose to the position of king through cunning and power-grabbing but was slain at the shattering of the council.

      Lestanaek Cabra, the Blademaster – king of the realm of Ekkristis, the erestram was also a noble who rose to the position of king after many thousands of years of gathering strength.  Reputed to be unbeaten in martial combat.

      Garrivokt Solimant, the Great Herdmaster – king of the realm of Zaphatar, this harmauth is the sole surviving son of Baphomet.  Rules a realm populated primarily by the mighty harmauths, lending his army greater strength than its numbers would indicate.

      Arku Chinchala, the Black Reaver – former king of the realm of Si’Dorra, this half-erestram king was reputed to be the nephew of Celigus Chinchala.  A vicious king with few allies, he had 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.  Among their people are the vulkinastra – females with a white coat – and the mashintaka, who are like striped hyenas in appearance (both male and female).

      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.

      Cavistrem (CAH-vee-strem): the gnolls of Mehr’Durillia are similar and yet not the same as the mallasti, and are referred to as cavistrem.

      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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      Be’shatha the Lifegiver – The mallasti goddess and creator of Mehr’Durillia.  ELEMENT: Spirit.  ESSENCE: Love.

      Ashakku, Lord of the Green – The serpentine god and creator of Irrathmor.  ELEMENT: Fire.  ESSENCE: Righteousness.

      Huirelius, the Welcome Rain – The tenku god and creator of Hrastiria.  ELEMENT: Air.  ESSENCE: Veracity.

      Ambergaust, the Golden Lion – The kwarrasti god and creator of Koryon.  ELEMENT: Soul.  ESSENCE: Justice.

      Viggaru, the Great Bull – The minotaur deity and creator of Morrencia.  ELEMENT: Earth.  ESSENCE: Immutability.

      Xinxis, the Lord of the Deep – The triton deity and creator of Xirrinxia.  ELEMENT: Water.  ESSENCE: Sovereignty

      Arakiel, the Lightbringer – The arch-angelic deity and creator of Citaria.  ELEMENT: Life.  ESSENCE: Eternal Life
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      Hastucilliara, the Scourge of the Plains, the Final Shadow, Lady of the Deep Flame

      Alamarise the Cloud Dragon, the Untarnished Winter Wyrm, the Coldbringer, Lord of the Morning Skies

      Ceridolinasha, the Jade Hunter, the Ranger of the Endless Green, Lady of the Emerald Flame

      Kashazenuyari, the Mountain Wildfire, the Doom of the Western Empire, Lord of the Unquenchable Flame

      Malaseshasizi, the Guardian of the Fleets, the Watcher in the Waves, Lord of the Azure Coast

      Ashurinax the Black, the Shadow Walker, the Flame of the Night, Lord of the Evening Sky

      Turvinasku, the Ice Walker, the Reaper of the Frozen Wastes, Lord of the Frozen North Wind
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        Thank you for reading The Light from Without, the final book in the Eve of Redemption.

      

      

      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book on Amazon and Goodreads. Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      If you liked this book, check out the rest of our catalogue at www.aethonbooks.com. To sign up to receive a FREE collection from some of our best authors as well as updates regarding all new releases, visit www.aethonbooks.com/sign-up.

      

      
        
        JOIN THE STREET TEAM! Get advanced copies of all our books, plus other free stuff and help us put out hit after hit.
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