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    For my wife, Crystal, who has never stopped believing in me. 
 
  
 
  


    



 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The marshal looked around at the crime scene.  This was now the eleventh murder in half as many days, and his detectives still had few clues to solving the mystery.  While they all – the marshal included – believed the killings to be the work of a single assassin, they had found no other evidence that would point them to who the killer was.  Eleven victims had now been claimed by the killer, but there was little that tied them together: they were of different races, genders, creeds, backgrounds, occupations, ages, and appearances.  The marshal knew something had to tie them all together, but whatever that thing was, he did not see it just yet. 
 
    He took his hat off respectfully and knelt beside the body of the innkeeper.  Human male, mid-twenties, single, agnostic, owner and operator of a small and barely-profitable inn; the marshal couldn’t see any connection to the last victim or any of those that came before.  Death had been swift and inevitable: throat slashed with a straight, non-serrated blade.  Something caught the marshal’s eye, though, and he leaned down to inspect the wound more closely. 
 
    “Kinney,” he said, calling to one of his senior-most detectives.  “What do you make of this?” 
 
    The other man came and knelt beside the victim, and the marshal pointed out a small puncture wound on the side of the neck.  “Thumb claw,” Kinney said.  He turned the victim’s head to the other side and pointed out the obvious impressions of fingers on the opposite side from the puncture wound.  “Guessing it was a rir, maybe a half-demon.  See the fingermarks here, sir?  Looks like we have a left-handed killer, and he apparently grabbed the victim hard enough to puncture the neck with his thumb.” 
 
    “No,” the marshal disagreed.  He had Kinney turn the victim’s head back the other way and then gestured toward the end of the laceration.  “That is what our killer hoped we would believe, but look here: the cut was placed to cover up the presence of a second puncture wound in line with this one.” 
 
    “Gods and angels,” Kinney swore.  “Don’t tell me we have a vampire in the city…” 
 
    “Gather the men and tell them of this newest development,” the marshal ordered.  He rose to his feet and straightened out the vest and tails of his black suit.  He put his hat back on and continued, “I will confer with his lordship.  In the meantime, start looking for clues that there may be a vampire in the city.  Involve Kaelariel’s priests if need be.  The cemetery is the most obvious starting point for your investigations.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Detective Kinney said, and he headed outside to gather the other investigators. 
 
    The marshal knelt back beside the body with narrowed eyes, and he turned the victim’s head to look at the fingermarks again.  The killer had worked hard to make them convincing, to help cover up the bite wound on the side of the neck, but even with the extra strength it took to leave the marks on the victim, the killer had failed to cover up another important detail. 
 
    She was a woman. 
 
     
 
  
 
  



 Chapter I – Conflict of Interest 
 
      
 
    Kari closed the book and tossed it casually on the surface of the desk.  As with the many others like it, she found she could hardly stand to read it for more than a few minutes before the enormity of what she was reading overwhelmed her.  Kari turned her ebon eyes to look at the beautiful spring day unfolding outside, and she found herself wishing she wasn’t tethered to a desk perusing the many records left behind by the Order’s last Avatar of Vengeance.  On the other hand, though, she accepted the tedious and dreadfully boring assignment on account of the reason she had earned it in the first place.  The previous years had been so unlike anything she’d been through before in her life, and despite the tedium presented by her current assignment, she wouldn’t have traded places with any other demonhunter in the Order: not all of them had the joy of going home to a young son and loving mate at the end of the day. 
 
    She tapped her black claws on the desk as she scanned the interior of her office.  It was stacked high with books, papers, journals, and boxes containing all manner of artifacts.  Her office, located near the rear of the Order’s administrative building on its DarkWind campus, had become the temporary home to all of the personal effects of Jason Bosimar, the Order’s previous Avatar.  Bosimar had been killed in the Apocalypse, and his belongings and all of his records as head of the Order had been largely ignored in the years since.  Bosimar had made his abode in the city of Gnarr, far from the campus of the Demonhunter Order, and many believed it was because he didn’t want to clash politically with his father, Christopher Bosimar, the Duke of Brunswick.  Now, with Jason’s death in the War and the lack of a new Avatar, Kari was assigned to sort through his things. 
 
    It had been two months since Jason’s things began arriving in her office, and yet Kari still knew very little about the man or what had occupied his administrative time while head of the Order.  Much to her chagrin, she found that Bosimar had been a very well-educated young man, and with her own limited education, Kari often had difficulty understanding many of the records he kept.  It gave her a greater appreciation for a man she had hardly known, but at the same time, it often left her frustrated, as she was expected to help the Order pick up where its previous head had left off in terms of goals and investigations.  She looked to the journal on the desk before her and sighed, sat back in her chair, and looked out the window of her office once again. 
 
    Outside she could see her blonde brother-in-law, Typhonix, leading a class of new cadets through a rigorous physical training exercise.  Though Ty hadn’t officially been part of the Order during their mission on Tsalbrin three years before, upon returning to DarkWind he was given a lot of credit for his work on the Order’s behalf.  He was still required to go through the Order’s boot camp and classes, but as Kari had learned during her time working with him, Ty was quite intelligent and graduated in a matter of months.  Though he occasionally undertook assignments with his older brother Erijinkor, the Order was most often happy to take advantage of Typhonix’s imposing physique and attitude, and used him well as a drill instructor. 
 
    Kari watched with a smirk while the strapping brute dressed down one of the recruits; she remembered being on the receiving end of such treatment enough times during her days as a cadet.  She turned her attention away when one of the laborers deposited another box on the floor of her office.  There was hardly room to walk anywhere in the office except from the door to her chair, even given the sparse furnishings the room possessed.  She nodded to the young man after he put down the box and sought her permission to leave, and Kari picked up the journal before her once again.  She sighed, considering she’d give almost anything to be outside helping to train the new recruits instead of going through paperwork, but then she chuckled at herself, realizing she was just as happy to not spend her afternoons playing story hour with awestruck cadets. 
 
    The new recruits were under strict orders from Lord Allerius – the current head of the Order – to not bother Kari with personal questions or requests to hear about her past.  While details of Kari’s career - particularly in her previous life - were still being taught to the new recruits, upon taking an administrative position she had made it quite clear to Allerius that she didn’t want to spend her days talking about herself.  She worked with the headmasters to refine and correct details about her career and even add a little bit about her personal life, but given her private nature, Kari didn’t like to be interviewed or asked about her past life.  She was, by all accounts, the only person to have been resurrected in the history of Citaria; fortunately, her coworkers and even the recruits respected her privacy. 
 
    However, that only went so far.  Since word had spread of her resurrection and her work on Tsalbrin, the number of female applicants to the Academy had more than tripled.  Many of them didn’t make it through boot camp: they were inspired by Kari’s story and wanted to follow in her footsteps, but they lacked the fortitude or the inner fire that made demonhunters special people.  Still, while many failed to graduate from the boot camps, dozens not only graduated but did so with honors, and in many of them Kari could see shades of herself and her old friend Annabelle Sol’ridachi.  Strong, determined female demonhunters were once again becoming common, and Kari took pride in knowing that she had set the example for many of them. 
 
    Kari rubbed her thumb across the leather surface of the journal she held, but she tossed it aside as unimportant.  Based on its title and what little she had read of it, that particular journal seemed to be filled mostly with Bosimar’s personal life which, though she was curious about the man, wasn’t a high priority.  She was more focused on finding the journals and records of what particular demons he was investigating or hunting during his tenure as Avatar, and what, if any, plans and schemes of an underworld nature he might have uncovered.  So far, she hadn’t come across all that much: it seemed the world had been fairly quiet on the demon-hunting front in the years leading up to the Apocalypse.  It left Kari to wonder if Bosimar ever had the sort of grand adventures Turik Jalar was renowned for: whether he’d been the kind of leader who walked right into the lair of the enemy and threw down the glove of challenge. 
 
    In the years since her return from Tsalbrin, Kari had studied Turik Jalar’s career in detail.  He was her contemporary during her past life, and the two had brought an enormous amount of pride and prestige to the Order with their separate accomplishments.  Jalar rose to the position of Avatar of Vengeance shortly before Kari’s untimely death, and it came as little surprise to the terra-dracon woman that his career only became more impressive once he laid claim to the title and the power that came with it.  By all accounts, he had once even entered the underworld and laid a list of demands at the feet of the Overking.  How he walked away from such an encounter was still more than anyone could fathom, but Kari understood well his passion and drive.  When the headmasters of the Order compared her to him, she knew that it was no small thing. 
 
    Kari fished through one of the smaller boxes on her desk and her fingers traced across something metallic within.  She pulled a set of manacles from the box, and her eyes widened in recognition as she held them up before her.  She had seen a similar device during her mission on Tsalbrin: a young kirelas-rir war wizard named Triela was magically subdued by such a device, which kept both her psionic abilities and arcane power in check.  Even as Kari’s mind flashed through the memories of that mission and its fateful outcome, she rose quickly to her feet and began to comb through the other items in the box.  Along with several field manuals and instruction guides, she found a monetary ledger, a small pendant on a woven chain, and a journal that had the words ‘Year of the Snake’ etched prominently into its cover. 
 
    Kari sat back down in her chair and held the pendant up before her.  She had never seen anything like it.  It depicted some sort of mask that combined elements of a bird, a hyena, and a snake, all superimposed over what appeared to be a symbol unlike any Kari had encountered.  It had elements of tribalism in it, not unlike the markings and glyphs of the lizardfolk and their language, but it was clearly not of czarikk origin.  The pendant further lacked any latent auras such as the one that marked the authenticity of the dog tags Kari wore as a demonhunter, and it hung from a simple band made of tightly-twined plant fibers.  Whether it was the holy symbol of a god or the crest of a demon king, Kari wasn’t sure; it didn’t match any that she was familiar with.  She studied the pendant for several minutes, and then called for her assistant. 
 
    The Demonhunter Order had many employees who were not demonhunters, priests, or acolytes, but simply common folk who wished to assist the Order with its work.  Kari’s assistant, Joaquim, was a young human who had aspired to become a demonhunter but simply didn’t have the proper physical gifts to complete their rigorous training.  Even still, he had stayed on with the Order, helping it in various ways around the sprawling campus in DarkWind.  With the amount of paperwork and research Kari had been doing in the past two months, she was glad for the young man’s help. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” Joaquim asked as he appeared in the doorway of Kari’s office.  He was tall and lanky, with tan skin, dark eyes, and sandy blonde hair that he kept at shoulder-length to show that he was not a warrior. 
 
    Kari held the pendant out to him.  “Take this over to the temple and see if they can make anything of it,” she said, and the young man took the necklace from her with a bow of his head.   
 
    Once he left, Kari regarded the two books before her on the desk.  While she was tempted to start with the strangely-titled journal, Kari decided the monetary ledger might tell her more than the former Avatar’s notes.  She took up the ledger and untied the string around it, and she began to flip casually through its pages.  As expected, it was a record of mercenaries employed by the Order to either undertake scouting missions, or else to take care of problems the Order was concerned with but couldn’t spare the men to investigate.  Curiously, the ledger also kept track of the races of the various mercenaries Bosimar had employed, and Kari could hardly suppress a chuckle when she saw there was a gnoll mentioned numerous times.  Gnolls were a hyena-like humanoid people, but they were generally savage and uncivilized; for Bosimar to have employed one must’ve meant that the gnoll was unusual, to say the least.  She wondered briefly if the gnoll might’ve had something to do with the hyena-like elements of the pendant, but she pushed the thoughts aside and continued with the ledger. 
 
    Kari’s eyes widened as she continued reading, and she flipped a few more pages to confirm that she was not imagining the name she was seeing: Jori-an Stormrider.  She was shocked that the ledger also noted that Jori-an was a seterra-rir, and that shock grew even further when Kari saw the notations that Jori-an had worked with the gnoll, who was named Tormaar.  The demonhunter considered the enigmatic first mate of Karmi’s Sword and wondered what would have drawn her into the service of the Avatar of Vengeance.  Kari tapped her small black claws on the desk as her thoughts flashed briefly to her brother-in-law, Aeligos, and what he would do with such information if he were in the same situation.  Aeligos was already helping Kari go through the many journals and logs when he had the time, but even he had yet to come up with any solid leads.  With a crooked smile, Kari took note of all the names included with Jori-an: Tormaar the gnoll, Elias Sorivar the half-corlyps, Rhiannon al’Morihn the kwarrasti, and Danilynn Stahlorr the fures-rir – the last of which Kari found familiar, though she couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    With a narrower list of names to deal with, Kari concentrated on the other information the ledger gave: tasks and the associated payments.  She found it interesting – in an annoying sense –that Bosimar had apparently kept track of his mercenaries’ tasks with simple one or two word phrases rather than cross-referencing the ledger to specific logs.  Her first instinct was to think that Bosimar was hiding something, but at the same time, she could hardly believe that the Avatar of Vengeance would have anything to hide.  The Avatar was supposed to be Zalkar’s right hand, so why would he hide the things he was doing?  Her aggravation gave way to a wry smile when she noted that one of the first tasks assigned to Jori-an’s party was simply labeled with “Delivery – Beast.” 
 
    Kari laid the ledger in her lap, sat back in her chair, and gazed inattentively out the window once more.  She wondered what connection Bosimar could have had with the Beast, the minotaur-like deity of shape-shifters and lycanthropes, who lived on Citaria rather than in the celestial realm.  She wondered what would have prompted him to send a young adventuring group out to see the dour and grumpy deity.  Based on the size of the monetary payment the group received, Kari guessed it wasn’t anything of tremendous importance, but when she turned to the next page, she saw that nearly all of the other missions Jori-an’s group undertook for the Avatar were simply labeled with the word “Snakes” – and much larger monetary rewards. 
 
    Kari looked up as a terra-rir appeared in the doorway of her office, and she smiled.  Lord Allerius – or Albrecht, as he preferred she call him – was still head of the Order despite Kari’s own administrative position, but he considered her his partner in running the Order.  Allerius was older than Kari, but still well-toned and battle-ready even in the middle of his fifth decade.  He was a ruggedly handsome terra-rir with the white hair and green eyes most common to his kind.  Like Kari, he had settled into an administrative position after marrying and having several children, but he was also a veteran of the Apocalypse and a respected hunter admired by all of those under his command.  Still, rarely did he make an important decision without consulting Kari first, and he often sought her advice on which hunters to send out on specific missions.  In the previous few years, Kari came to know her co-workers among the Order quite well, and she was adept at matching their strengths and weaknesses to specific tasks that would help keep them safe but also allow them to grow stronger.  Though she wasn’t as well-educated as Albrecht, he still deferred to her instincts on many matters. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked him. 
 
    Albrecht beckoned for her to follow.  “The Council wants you in on this,” he said.  “A very important client just arrived on campus.” 
 
    Kari regarded him curiously; she had never been called before the Council to help with any of their decision making.  The Council was comprised of priests, not demonhunters, so while Allerius was head of the Order, he still answered to Zalkar’s clerics.  The head of the Order, usually an Avatar of Vengeance, was free to run the Order procedurally, but was still answerable to the Council on matters of policy and administration.  As it was, Kari had only ever stood before the Council on one occasion: her promotion to the rank of Sword of the Heavens after her mission on Tsalbrin.  Only the Council had authority to promote anyone above the twelfth order, and it had been one of the proudest moments of Kari’s life to stand before them and be judged worthy of the promotion by a unanimous decision. 
 
    Kari rose and followed Albrecht to the temple, which stood near the center of the sprawling demonhunter campus.  It was clear from all the interested looks the cadets gave the pair that something unusual was up, and Kari wondered what all the secrecy was about.  Though the interior of the temple was arranged like all of Zalkar’s other churches – with an altar fronted by benches set up in a horseshoe-shape and a speaking area at the center – the rear of the temple was a conference room.  The large table at the far end was shaped like a boomerang, and seated behind it were nine human priests of Zalkar.  Allerius led Kari through the empty gallery toward the table, and it was only then that Kari saw who was standing before the Council. 
 
    He was a giant, powerfully-built serilian-rir – or half-demon, as they were still commonly called – who must’ve stood over seven feet tall: about the same height as Kari’s massive brother-in-law, Serenjols.  Kari drew closer and the man turned to regard her, and she marveled at how similar his coloration was to her own.  While he was clearly serilian-rir, he had the same dark ebon eyes and long, silky black hair Kari did.  He lacked any sort of horns that she could see, his hair was brushed back and tied neatly into a tail, and there was an undeniable handsomeness to him.  He was dressed in black leather armor, but it was stylish and could have nearly passed for formal attire at first glance, and he had a heavy black cloak that was bunched up between his folded, massive, black leathery wings. 
 
    “Mr. Black,” she greeted him shortly before she and Albrecht came to attention before the Council.  The massive male nodded curtly, and Kari saluted her superiors. 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” Master Bennet greeted Kari.  The Council – and her coworkers – continued to refer to her as Lady Vanador despite the fact that she and Grakin were officially mated, since more people were familiar with her maiden name than her mate’s own proud surname of Tesconis.  Kari never liked being referred to as a Lady, but her promotion to the rank of Sword of the Heavens had brought with it a title of minor nobility – one which the Order took a lot more seriously than she did.  Master Bennet, an elder human, was the head of the Council and worked closely with Lord Allerius in running the Order and its academy.  “Thank you for answering our summons so quickly.  As you can see, the Order has a…delicate situation before it.  However, I will let Earl Southwick explain it in his own terms.” 
 
    Kari turned to face the massive serilian-rir.  She had heard many, many stories about Kaelin Black, the Earl of Southwick County, but better known as one of the most notorious crime lords in the world.  What every story inevitably led to was an ending in which Black avoided all blame for the actions of his syndicate and somehow still managed to look like a legitimate businessman despite what seemed plain for all to see.  Even still, he was the rightful lord of the city of Barcon and Southwick County, and until the Demonhunter Order found solid evidence of him committing crimes or terrorizing his people, they treated him with the respect due his position, if not him personally.  Kari tried to keep her expression neutral as she held his stare, recognizing he had to be on campus to request help from the Order.  Fortunately, it was chillier than she’d expected in the conference room, so no one really paid attention when she folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    “As I explained to your Council, I have a serial killer on the loose in my city,” Lord Black said.  His voice was deep and somewhat threatening despite his posture and expression, and Kari wondered if it was something he’d practiced for years or if it was just a byproduct of being serilian-rir.  “Normally my men are sufficient to take care of such things, but to date this assassin has proven too much for them to deal with.  I have looked into the situation myself and even hired outside help, so far to no avail.  As the body count is now in excess of two dozen with no end in the foreseeable future, I am requesting the Order’s assistance on this.” 
 
    “When did the killings start?” Kari asked. 
 
    Lord Black folded his arms across his chest and sighed.  “Roughly two weeks ago,” he said, and when Kari’s brows rose, he shrugged.  “I am able to teleport thanks to my heritage, to answer your question; that’s how I arrived here so quickly.  I couldn’t afford to waste the time it would take to ride here and let this killer have his way with my citizens for a month and more.  I need the Order’s help as soon as possible.” 
 
    “It will take our people weeks to get to Barcon, unless you can take them there yourself,” Kari reasoned. 
 
    The Earl shook his head.  “I cannot, but that shouldn’t be an issue.  For the time being, my city is under martial law: all citizens have been ordered to stay off the streets after nightfall and keep their doors and windows sealed until dawn.  I can mitigate the killer’s actions until help arrives, I simply cannot catch them myself.” 
 
    “And you believe it is a demon, your lordship?” Allerius prompted. 
 
    “I do,” Lord Black said.  “This killer leaves no tracks, no traces, and no scent.  I’ve even had a brys try to track and find this killer, again to no avail.  I can only reason that it’s some kind of demon of the underworld sort.  I believe one of your Order might have better luck determining what it is I am dealing with, and know how best to eliminate the threat.” 
 
    “Why not ask the Avenger order for their help?  Gnarr is much closer to Barcon than we are,” Kari prodded. 
 
    The Earl shifted uncomfortably.  “I should think it goes without saying that given my… relationship with the Duke of Sutherland, asking him or his order for their help would cost me much status as the Earl of Southwick.  Your help would come at a much more reasonable price.”  
 
    “And why should we help you?” Kari asked, voicing everyone’s unspoken question. 
 
    “Lady Vanador,” Master Bennet said warningly, “Lord Black is to be treated with the respect due his position, regardless of which duchy he is currently standing in.” 
 
    The terra-dracon woman turned to face the Council and did not retract her question.  “Masters, the last time I was in the city of Barcon, there was a church to Achirun the Deceiver right across the street from Lord Black’s tower,” she explained, pointing a clawed finger his way.  “If his loyalties lie with an underworld demon lord, I’m not sure we belong trying to help him.” 
 
    Lord Black shrugged.  “His priests are among the best lawyers in the world,” he said casually.  “Far be it from me to tell my citizens who they can or cannot worship.  After all, I even allow your own deity to maintain a church in my city despite the fact that your Order would like nothing more than to remove me from power.” 
 
    He cut off the priests even as they tried to speak, waving a hand dismissively.  “This is not the issue at hand.  Your Order is sworn to help those being attacked by demons, and my city is being attacked by demons.  Your feelings about me aside, this is something you are sworn to help with.  Refuse me your help and I will take my issue before the Dukes of both Brunswick and Sutherland; I am certain they will be less than impressed with your hesitation.”  Kaelin folded his wings tight to his back and draped his cloak over his shoulders as he prepared to leave.  “I will be in the city until tomorrow.  It should take at least that long for the Blood Order – the assassin’s guild you allow to work right under your noses – to find me.  Until then.” 
 
    Kari turned and watched his egress, and she marked the incredulous stare on Albrecht’s face for a moment before she turned back to the Council.  “Does the Council want my help in determining who to send to Barcon?” she asked the humans. 
 
    Master Bennet glanced to each of the other human males at the table before he met Kari’s gaze once more.  “No.  We were considering sending you personally,” he said, which surprised Kari.  “We have other hunters closer to Barcon, stationed in Gnarr and Sarchelete, however, we have reason to believe there is far more to this situation than is immediately apparent.  How many of Bosimar’s records have you managed to sort through thus far?” 
 
    Kari squared her jaw and shrugged sheepishly.  “Not many, I’m afraid,” she admitted.  “At least, not much that’s been all that useful.  He kept a lot of records, and I’ve really only just come across something interesting today.  But it involves snakes, so I don’t see how it would have anything to do with Barcon or Kae…Lord Black.” 
 
    “But you yourself said that there was a church to Achirun right near Lord Black’s tower,” said Master Arinotte, the youngest priest on the Council.  Arinotte was a dark-skinned human who was also in charge of an arm of Zalkar’s church that dealt with countering the schemes of certain unscrupulous deities from Koryon.  Though those deities were not officially part of the merged pantheon, they took a great deal of pleasure in harassing their Koryonite fellows and, consequently, the people of Citaria.  “What concerns us is not just that Lord Black’s city is under attack or being subverted by the underworld, but that Lord Black himself may either be an agent of Achirun or some other underworld lord, or else may be being subverted by one.” 
 
    “Lord Black is correct in one regard: the Order does have a duty to aid his citizens, regardless of our feelings toward him,” Master Perez said.  Perez was one of the oldest ranking priests of Zalkar, and had only joined the Council after retiring from active military service in the Duke’s army.  He was a decorated officer who’d served with particular distinction in the Apocalypse and countering the siege of DarkWind during that Great War, and was one of the most respected members of the entire Order.  “It would also not serve our Order well to refuse an Earl and possibly anger the Duke of Sutherland.  Are you open to field duty, Lady Vanador?” 
 
    Kari considered the question and the prospect of being away from her mate and child for several months, and she bit her lower lip for a moment. She couldn’t deny that she missed field work after three years of administrative duties, but her motherly instincts fought staunchly against those of a veteran demonhunter.  “Would I be working alone on this?” she asked.  She briefly considered bringing her mate and child with her, but dismissed it out of hand.  She couldn’t risk putting them in danger to mitigate her own potential heartache. 
 
    “We would leave that up to you,” Master Bennet answered.  “The Council does not recommend that you hunt a serial killer alone, but you may decide to take an outside group – such as some of your mate’s siblings – if you prefer.  Take the evening and reach a decision.  As it stands, we need not give Lord Black our answer until he returns tomorrow.  If you choose not to go, we will respect that decision.  We only ask that you tell us which of our closer-stationed hunters you think would best handle this mission for the Order.” 
 
    Kari regarded Albrecht, who nodded to her, and the two saluted their superiors.  “I’ll have my answer for you by morning, Master,” she told Master Bennet.  “In the meantime, I’ll see if I can find anything in Bosimar’s records that might tell us why demons are interested in Barcon.” 
 
    Kari left the temple with Albrecht, and she could see that the stares of most of the cadets and even many of the veteran demonhunters followed her toward the administrative building.  It was clear that while some of them were still simply awestruck by her fame, most were curious as to why Kaelin Black had visited the campus.  Black was well known to the Demonhunter Order: he was one of the most prominent “mortal problems” recruits were taught about and veterans were kept aware of.  Since the Demonhunter Order was also considered a world-wide law enforcement agency under the control of the god of law, demons were far from the only problems they kept track of.  To have one of their biggest targets show up on their doorstep was quite a surprise. 
 
    Kari returned to her office and retrieved the box she’d been going through, and after she bid her coworkers farewell, she walked home.  She and Grakin lived with Grakin’s mother, Kyrie Kyleah, who had welcomed the couple and their coming child into her home when they returned from Tsalbrin.  Their home was close to the temple of Kaelariel, since Kyrie was the deity’s high priestess and Grakin served in the temple as a healer.  It was a large, spacious house: Kyrie had planned for her children to all come live with her one day, but the animosity that caused her to separate from her mate had also kept her away from her children for many years.  Since the group’s return from Tsalbrin, though, they all lived with their mother while they sought mates and homes of their own in DarkWind. 
 
    The northern district of DarkWind, where many of the temples were, was also comprised of the larger and more luxurious homes belonging to the wealthy and powerful.  It had been well protected during the Great War, and so what minimal damage it had sustained was easily repaired over the previous three years.  Other parts of the city were still being fixed, and the population was leveling out again as laborers and other craftsmen from the southern and western counties relocated to aid in the reconstruction.  There was even talk that the Duke might have the mighty Fortress of DarkWind restored after centuries of neglect, once the city was back to normal.  Three years after its end, the effects of the Great War were still visible, though, and many still felt its effects.  The Order was no exception: while they had a significant influx of recruits since the War, they had lost many of their best and brightest hunters in the conflict. 
 
    Located close to Kaelariel’s temple, Kyrie’s house was modest for its neighborhood, for though it had many bedrooms, it was neither overly luxurious nor did it have a lot of property.  It was important for the people to see that the high priestess of the god of freedom did not live in splendor while the commoners suffered, even though it was well-known that Kaelariel’s temple was one of the foremost in caring for orphans and widows.  Kyrie maintained several gardens and a few small fruit trees when she was not tending to Kaelariel’s temple, so the house was quaint and had an almost country feel to it despite its urban location.  Around its exterior on two sides was a long, wide porch with several rocking chairs and a swing.  As Kari approached her home, she could see her mate was seated in one of the rockers. 
 
    “Mama!” 
 
    Kari carefully put the box she was carrying on the porch and ascended the steps, and her son ran into her arms.  She picked him up and cradled him tight, and then she rubbed the end of her snout against his, which caused him to giggle.  Grakin junior – or Little Gray as Aeligos had nicknamed him – was a spitting image of his parents, a handsome boy with solid ebon coloration.  He had black teeth and blood rather than the white and silver of a rir, respectively, since the serilian-rir genes of his father were dominant, but his wings were still a few years away from growing in, so to most he didn’t appear to be a serilian-rir yet.  When he was an infant, Kari and Grakin had been concerned that Little Gray might have also received the Dracon’s Bane disorder that both of his parents had.  Since everyone now knew that was what Kari had died from in her prior life, they were able to voice their concern without revealing that Grakin, too, had the disorder.  Thankfully, testing by Kyrie and the priests of Kaelariel had eliminated the possibility.  Little Gray snuggled close to his mother’s neck and she strode up the stairs to the porch to stand before her mate. 
 
    Grakin hadn’t lost much weight in the previous few years, which Kari found somewhat comforting.  He was handsome, with an aura of calm that surrounded him and gave strength to his mate and his siblings.  His eyes and hair were ebon like Kari’s, and he kept his hair a uniform shoulder-length.  There was no sign that Grakin had overcome Dracon’s Bane, but neither was it accelerating, even given his age.  Dracon’s Bane normally killed its victims before puberty, but there were exceptions: Kari had managed to survive to the age of twenty-seven in her previous life.  Grakin, the third eldest of the Tesconis children, was thirty-six, two years Kari’s junior, but what damage the disease had done to him already made him appear older, even as one of the long-lived serilian-rir.  He was still handsome in a somewhat worn and rugged sense, but which only made Kari appreciate him that much more. 
 
    “Hello, my love,” he said to her in his soothing, quiet voice, though he didn’t rise from the rocking chair he occupied.  “What brings you home so early?” 
 
    “We need to talk,” Kari said, and she took in a deep breath and let it forth in a long, subdued sigh.  “The Order has something they want me to look into down in Barcon, but I’m not being ordered there; the choice is mine.  But Barcon’s a few weeks away, so I’d be gone for at least a couple of months.” 
 
    “Could we accompany you?” Grakin queried. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “No,” she said, and she held her son high up over her head and smiled to keep him from worrying.  “We’ll talk more about it later.  For now, I have some of Jason’s things I need to go through and see if they might be connected with what’s going on in Barcon.  If you want to head to the temple and work with Kyrie for a while, I’ll put Little Gray down for a nap and stay home the rest of the day.” 
 
    Grakin rose from his seat with a smile and kissed his mate before they shared a tight embrace.  He bid Kari and their child farewell, descended from the porch, and began walking toward the temple.  Kari took her son upstairs and let him lie down for a nap.  Fortunately, Little Gray wasn’t exceptionally fussy for his age and he went to sleep easily after she put him to bed.  Soon Kari was seated at the large dining table next to the kitchen, with the bright sunlight streaming across the contents of the box she had laid out before her.  With Grakin’s mother and siblings out, the house was calm and quiet.  It still smelled of spiced bread and the herb-baked chicken they’d had for supper the previous night, and the comforting scent put Kari at ease. 
 
    Kari started with the ledger once more, but she noted that Jori-an and her companions’ names were almost always accompanied by the description ‘snakes,’ so she put the ledger down and decided to see if it was, in fact, cross-referenced to the oddly-titled journal.  She turned around as a creaking in the house drew her attention, but she pursed her lips and blew out a calming sigh.  For months, Little Gray had been talking about an imaginary friend he called “the Fuzzy Man,” and Kari’s first instinct had been to believe that something was following her after her mission on Tsalbrin.  Kyrie had used several divinations to try to root out anything insidious, but had detected nothing.  Even still, she had put a ward around the house to keep out intrusive people or even spirits, and so far nothing had attempted entry.  Kari turned back to her reading. 
 
    The journal was worn and stained in all the appropriate places to tell Kari that it had been read and re-read many, many times.  She wondered if even Bosimar himself had a hard time deciphering the things that happened during his tenure as Avatar, and she casually flipped through the book and could see that there were notations in the margin of almost every page.  Bosimar’s writing was clear and meticulous, written in the rir language which was comprised of symbols and flowed top to bottom like that of many of the ancient human cultures.  Jason wasted little time getting to the point of the journal, and Kari read with great interest: 
 
      
 
    As I expected, the Beast was silent for a reason.  Apparently there were troubles spreading down into the jungle from the mountains, where the hill people were wrapped up in some altercation with dark elves.  I sent the gnoll, Tormaar, and his companions to make an innocuous delivery to the Beast, and he in turn sent them to investigate the disturbance in the northern hills.  What they came back with was completely unexpected. 
 
    I still have heard nothing from the Beast or the hill peoples as to what prompted the dark elves to attack them, but curiously, Tormaar and his group, upon killing a band of dark elven marauders, came upon a surprising hostage: a syrinthian woman named Ciceria.  This is alarming for many reasons: the invasion of Terrassia by the snake-people and their demigod priest-king during the Third Demon War was well-documented, and I imagine that was not the end of their interests in our world.  They are well-known as servants of the demon king Sekassus the Calculating, but unlike many of their other underworld ilk, they represent a multitude of different possibilities when dealing with them.  While some of them are priests and sorcerers and even assassins, when encountered in the past, many of them have simply been homemakers and laborers.  The presence of this woman leads me to wonder: are they trying to invade Citaria, or are they trying to escape Sekassus? 
 
    Her features are angular and her eyes were unnerving when I met her gaze, but Ciceria is a fine-looking syrinthian woman who holds herself with a great deal of dignity and poise.  She is soft-spoken yet curt; she answered my questions with little thought, which leads me to believe she was frank in her responses.  Not surprisingly, she was unwilling to reveal the location of her people here on Citaria or disclose what they were doing, but she gave me her word that her people meant no harm 
 
     Naturally, I don’t believe her.  I will set Tormaar and his group to watching her from a distance.  I understand this is a great risk I am taking, but to kill her or hold her prisoner would reveal our hand too early.  I believe setting her free and allowing whoever it is she works for to overbalance their own hand would serve the Order better. 
 
    I have ordered Ciceria’s release and even assigned two of my hunters to escort her safely to the mountains, where I assume her people are hiding, as a show of courtesy and to give her the impression that I have taken her at her word.  In the meantime, I have assigned Tormaar and his group to investigating a local robbery of sorts.  I must give Ciceria time to return to her people and get the impression she is not being watched before I send Tor and his people to find her.  Until such time, I will work to find out if Ciceria is connected to the work of this “Emma” who keeps showing up in my hunters’ reports. 
 
      
 
    “Damnit,” Kari muttered, and she closed the journal and tossed it casually onto the table.  She had hoped that the lack of activity from the mallasti – or hyena demon, as they were more casually called – named Emma meant that the issue on Tsalbrin was an isolated case, but as she saw that Emma was active even before the Apocalypse, Kari knew that it all tied into something much larger.  From everything Kari and her companions had learned during their mission on Tsalbrin, Emma was searching for something – or rather someone – called Salvation’s Dawn, which related to opening the mystical Temple of Archons on the Isle of Morikk.  No one knew what was inside the Temple, but Kari and her superiors were quite certain that a demon taking a sudden interest in it after Gori Sensullu’s death was extremely alarming. 
 
    After they’d returned from Tsalbrin and given a full report to the Council of the Order, Kari and Erik had suggested sending a defense force to keep watch over the Temple.  Since the Council was made up of clerics, many of them were familiar with Salvation’s Dawn and the myths and stories surrounding the Temple.  They conferred with Grakin and Kyrie, and the priests all together came to agree with Kari and Erik’s suggestion.  An entire regiment of the ducal army was sent to the Isle of Morikk to safeguard the Temple, and the Order assigned a rotating schedule of pairs of demonhunters to stand watch with the soldiers.  Thus far there had been no disturbances at the Temple and no sightings of Emma or any other underworld demons, but the mallasti’s absence only made Kari that much more suspicious. 
 
    What muddied the waters now was the fact that Bosimar had gambled with peoples’ lives by setting a syrinthis free: the snake-people were servants of Sekassus and known enemies to the people of Citaria.  For Bosimar to have set one free – a priestess, no less – meant that he had potentially exposed the world to another invasion akin to the one during the Third Demon War that had resulted in a good portion of Terrassia being incinerated.  Kari wondered why Bosimar didn’t just force Ciceria to take him to her people and find out the reason for their presence himself.  Had he done that, Kari was sure he could’ve taken an ample force to exterminate them if it was trouble they were about – something Kari was pretty sure was the case. 
 
    Kari picked up the journal and walked upstairs to her son’s room.  She smiled at his curled up, sleeping form, and she absently pushed the reading chair back into its correct place before she sat down in it.  The house creaked once more and she glanced around casually, and she opened the journal and continued reading. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter II – First Blood 
 
      
 
    “Something about this just doesn’t make sense,” Aeligos said, waving Bosimar’s journal around for emphasis.  Aeligos was the younger of the Tesconis family’s middle children, nearly three years Grakin’s junior.  At first glance he appeared to be Grakin’s twin: they had nearly identical features and the same coloration, though Grakin’s worn look resulting from his illness, and Aeligos’ stylized hair, made it easy to tell them apart.  Aeligos was incredibly intelligent and had worked for years as an infiltrator, with a nose for tactics and a survival instinct that left even his demonhunter sister-in-law in awe at times.  Kari was very glad to have his help in combing through Bosimar’s records, since with his keen intellect and education, he was much more likely to find things of use. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kari inquired. 
 
    The rogue sighed, flipped back a few pages in the journal, and pointed out several lines as he reread them.  “If this is supposed to be a record of everything related to this Ciceria woman, Bosimar was either addled or he was hiding something.  There are just too many holes in his records, and they lack any sort of flow or continuity.  What do you figure, he had maybe a hundred or more hunters working for him at any given time?” 
 
    “Far more than that,” the terra-dracon woman answered. 
 
    “Yet he sent some random group of mercenaries to investigate demon activity of the sort that would be of concern to the Beast?  And then, when they found it, he turned around and sent them to investigate the theft of Turik Jalar’s armor and axe?  That doesn’t make any sense; any good tactician would’ve had eyes on Ciceria the moment she left his custody.  From what’s written in this journal, she walked away from their meeting knowing far more about him and the Order than he knew about her or her people.  That’s a mistake I have a hard time believing the Avatar of Vengeance would’ve committed under those circumstances.  I don’t believe it when he says he was trying to make her feel he took her at her word; she told him something that he left out of this journal, and he might’ve…” 
 
    Aeligos paused for a minute, and Kari waited patiently for him to continue his train of thought.  His mother, Kyrie Kyleah, sat down at the head of the table near him and Kari, and she patted Kari’s hand and smiled.  Kyrie was absolutely gorgeous, a stunning example of how serilian-rir genes could enhance beauty and sexual allure.  She had a dazzling combination of blonde hair and green eyes – apparently where her son Typhonix got his coloration from – and one of the warmest personalities Kari could ever remember encountering.  Kari couldn’t quite grasp everything that had gone on in the woman’s past to make her walk away from her mate and her children, but in the years she had come to know Kyrie, Kari was confident that it was not a choice the woman had made lightly.  Her children, some of whom had gone decades without seeing her, held no grudges against their mother – even Typhonix, who had long felt betrayed by the absence of the woman from his life.  That, too, spoke volumes to Kari about what had caused Kyrie to walk away. 
 
    “Tell her,” Kyrie said to her son, and Aeligos turned his gaze back to Kari. 
 
    “I think he might’ve been working with them,” the rogue finished. 
 
    Kari was taken aback; to utter such a thing on the campus of the Order might’ve resulted in Aeligos being thrown headlong into the mud outside its gates.  “Aeligos,” Kari said with a shake of her head, “Jason was the Avatar of Vengeance, there’s no way he would’ve been working with demons.  Zalkar would’ve stripped him of his rank and power.” 
 
    The rogue slid the journal back across the table toward her.  “I don’t mean he was helping them, Kari.  Just that he may have been working with them toward some common goal.  That’s my best guess,” he said, holding his hands up defensively.  It was clear he didn’t want to insult Kari or her Order, but he was confident in his conclusion, and despite her own feelings, Kari knew that she had to assign it a lot of credibility.  “I’ll reread the journal tomorrow and see if I come to the same conclusions, but at first glance it looks like he was keeping just enough records to satisfy the Order while he hid a lot of the truth from his charges.” 
 
    “But again, Zalkar would’ve stripped him of the rank,” Kari countered. 
 
    “Not if Zalkar was satisfied with Jason’s line of thinking,” Aeligos replied with a shrug. 
 
    Kari put her face in her hand and leaned on her elbow, and Kyrie gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze.  “I can tell you from experience, sometimes the politics of a very black and white situation can blanket everything in shades of grey,” the priestess said.  “Kaelariel has at times walked a dark path that led his Koryonite counterparts to question his motivations, but in the end, their trust in his integrity proved the correct course of action.  You must consider that as Avatar, Jason may have felt the imminence of the Apocalypse weighing upon his decisions as well.  It’s possible he let Ciceria go because he was afraid of starting a war with the syrinthians or even an underworld lord if his suspicions proved false.  I have to believe that such logic would have satisfied even the Unyielding under those circumstances.” 
 
    “That’s a very good point,” Aeligos agreed with a nod.  “I would’ve gone about things differently, Kari, but bear in mind I’m only working with what Jason recorded here.  As I said, I think he was hiding something, so until we know what that was, it’s hard to judge the course of action he followed.  I hope I’m wrong, but I’ll tell you this much: you’re not going to get the entire story from his journals.  If I were you, I’d track down Tormaar or one of his companions.  It’ll probably be hard to get a hold of Jori-an again unless Karmi’s Sword comes into port, but those people will be the only ones that can tell you what Bosimar left out.” 
 
    Kari nodded and forced a slight smile back onto her features, considering the weight of what she’d just heard.  “That’s a good idea,” she said.  “I suppose we shouldn’t jump to any conclusions until we know what really happened.  My instincts are to trust Jason, and the fact that the Order hasn’t heard anything about the snake-people or any disturbances in the mountains kinda re…reinforces that.” 
 
    “They didn’t mention anything of the sort when I was in training,” Typhonix added from behind her.  He was seated in the lounging area in one of its deep rocking chairs with a thick history book open in his lap.  Despite his appearance and reputation as little more than a brute, Typhonix, the youngest of the siblings, was exceptionally smart – as all of the Tesconis children seemed to be – and he took a great interest in history, politics, and economics.  It was a strange hobby for a sometimes ill-tempered man who always seemed ready to pummel someone, but one that Kari appreciated very much in a brother-in-law who once hated her.  Ty shrugged when Kari turned to look at him, and he added, “Then again, they spent most of the time talking about you.” 
 
    Kari snorted.  “How many times did they mention the erestram?” she inquired.  The erestram were massive demons with lupine features from the underworld, and they were incredibly tough shock troops in the underworld armies.  Kari was the only demonhunter in recorded history to have beaten one in single combat, a fact that was usually blown well out of proportion with claims that she’d killed it and made a cloak out of its hide.  Typhonix chuckled but didn’t respond, and Kari turned back to Aeligos and Kyrie.  “Where’s Jol tonight?” 
 
    “Working late at the forge,” the rogue said sarcastically with his brows raised, and even Grakin joined Ty and Kyrie as they laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny about that?” Kari asked.  Serenjols – or Jol, as he was more commonly called – was the eldest of the Tesconis siblings, a massive man who stood over seven feet tall.  He was a gentle giant, though, with a shy personality that only gave way to his protective nature when the situation demanded it.  He was an accomplished fighter but also a highly skilled smith, and he’d been working with a group of human blacksmiths since Kari and her in-laws returned from Tsalbrin. 
 
    “He’s been ‘working late at the forge’ for two months,” Aeligos answered with a slight shake of his head.  “He’s seeing someone.  I already know who it is, as hard as he tries to keep it a secret.  I won’t spoil his surprise, but I can tell you she’s a good woman.  Mom will be happy.” 
 
    Kyrie smiled and patted her son’s hand.  Kari knew that the woman simply wanted all of her sons and her daughter, Sonja, to find mates of their own.  Thus far only Grakin and Aeligos had any sort of meaningful relationships, though Aeligos’ courtship of the enigmatic assassin Eryn Olgaryn was fleeting at times.  Grakin approached from the kitchen, sat beside Kari, and kissed her lightly on the side of her snout, and she leaned into him as he moved his chair closer to hers.  Grakin’s other two siblings – his elder brother Erijinkor and his younger sister Sonja – were absent: Erik was on an assignment in the city of Ceritopolonis in the north, and Sonja was training with the archmage Gareth Maelstrom and hadn’t been home in days. 
 
    Kari excused herself when she heard her son laughing upstairs, and she walked up to his room to see if he was awake or simply laughing in his sleep.  Little Gray was such a good-natured child, rarely bratty or fussy, and he had a wonderful tendency to sleep through the night.  When Kari entered his room she could see that he was asleep, and she absently pushed the reading chair back into the corner.  The moonlight filtering in through the east-facing windows was strong, so Kari pulled the drapes closed and then moved toward the bed.  Little Gray opened his eyes and giggled as Kari kissed him on the side of his snout, and she knelt down with a smile. 
 
    “What are you giggling about?” she asked him in the rir tongue. 
 
    “Saying nite-nite to the Fuzzy Man,” he answered with another giggle. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “Well when you see him again, you tell the Fuzzy Man to bonk whoever keeps moving your reading chair and forgetting to put it back,” she said.  “Now you get some sleep.” 
 
    “Okay, mama,” Little Gray said and he closed his eyes. 
 
    Kari kissed him again and then rose to her feet to leave the room.  She heard the creaking in the house again and ignored it, but as she strode toward the doorway, she felt a slight breeze blow past her.  Kari’s eyes widened and she became very still; it felt like the draft of another passing body, or the resistance of one.  She could feel her heartbeat begin to race and she looked around and listened for any further sounds, but soon her pulse rang so loudly in her ears that she was sure she wouldn’t have heard anything anyway.  Her nerves hardened like icy steel, and a fuzzy feeling crawled just under her skin as her survival instincts took over completely.  Her feet and legs were poised and tensed, ready to explode into action, and without thought she moved into the defensive posture that Aeligos had taught her during their days sparring.  She was ready to be struck but to counterstrike just as quickly in defense of herself and her child.  Kari turned and stared into the far corner of the room, where the shadows were deepest, and she was sure she could feel eyes staring back at her from the darkness.  Without hesitation, Kari dashed over and scooped Little Gray out of bed, and she hurried down the stairs. 
 
    “Kyrie!  Kyrie!” she called.  Her mother-in-law met her at the base of the stairs, as did her mate and his brothers.  “There’s something upstairs in Little Gray’s bedroom; I felt it move past me!” 
 
    Kyrie didn’t bother asking any questions.  She rushed up the stairs with Typhonix and Aeligos in tow, and Grakin hugged Kari while she tried to calm her breathing.  “I think…it felt like it might’ve been a ghost,” Kari said breathlessly, and Little Gray began to cry, sensing his mother’s fear.  “I couldn’t see anything, but there was something there.” 
 
    Grakin hushed her and kept her in his comforting embrace.  “It cannot be a ghost,” he said calmly.  “My mother warded the house against unwelcome spirits.” 
 
    Kari met her mate’s stare.  “What if it’s not the house?  What if it’s me?” she asked.  “What if my father’s spirit is following me?  What if…” 
 
    Grakin gripped the sides of Kari’s face as she continued to get worked up.  “Kari, your father is dead!  He cannot hurt you anymore.  You know this.” 
 
    Kari closed her eyes and sighed.  After so many years, that was a fact she had to remind herself of again and again.  The abuse she had suffered at her father’s hands was ever a part of her, one that no amount of time, happiness, or meditation could ever seem to completely bury.  The mental exercises Kari had learned from the war wizard Triela during her mission on Tsalbrin served to keep her centered and focused, but it never seemed to take much for the scars to become raw and painful again.  Giving birth to Little Gray had been the worst instance of it: the pain of childbirth had nearly sent her over the edge, and for those few hours of labor and giving birth, she had relived that personal hell she’d suffered through for years as a young woman. 
 
    How it had stung to be so exposed in front of her entire family.  There had been no hiding her past after that: the things she had said and the way she had snapped at those around her while suffering the pain of childbirth made it obvious to everyone.  Stripped of her usual careful guard, Kari divulged her torturous childhood to her mother-in-law and her mate’s siblings.  She thought now that it was hardly surprising how supportive they were, though at the time, Kari was shocked at how much more they seemed to respect her after hearing her tale.  She had expected some small bit of resentment for deceiving them, or for the fact that she hadn’t been completely honest with them before she and Grakin were officially mated, but that resentment never came.  Even Erik seemed to hold her in higher regard than he already did, which was considerable after she’d saved his life on Tsalbrin. 
 
    The memories were painful, but they were a part of Kari and seemed like they always would be.  However, the strength she gained from her family’s support and the love of her mate was always enough for her to beat them back into submission and cover them up again.  Kari’s heart slowed and calmed as she basked in the warmth of Grakin’s touch, and even though the others weren’t beside her, she could feel their gentle presence encourage her from across the distances.  She was a woman of strength and courage, a hero beloved by the masses, and what her father had done to her only made her triumphs more incredible, more inspiring, and more comforting. 
 
    Kari opened her eyes and hugged her son tightly, and the love in Grakin’s expression brought gentle tears of joy to her eyes.  Grakin wrapped her and Little Gray in a tender embrace, and the fear that had stabbed into her like a cold blade subsided.  “You’re right,” Kari said with confidence.  “I just…I don’t know what it was, but I’m sure something was there.  But you’re right, it wasn’t…it couldn’t have been my father.  He’s gone.” 
 
    Little Gray couldn’t understand what his parents were saying in the common tongue, but he calmed down and tugged playfully on Kari’s long hair.  “Did you see the Fuzzy Man, mama?” he asked in the rir tongue.  “He has funny eyes.” 
 
    Kari chuckled and regarded Grakin, and she could see that the question piqued his own curiosity.  Both turned to look up the stairs when Kyrie returned with Grakin’s brothers, and the priestess put her hands on her ample hips once she stood before her children.  “I think your son’s imagination may just be getting the better of you,” she said, and she placed her hand on Kari’s shoulder.  “I used every divination I know: there’s no demons, no ghosts, nothing harmful of any sort upstairs.  If there is something in this house, it’s either something Kaelariel can’t find – which is extremely unlikely – or it’s something completely harmless, like one of those old spirits the humans used to call…domovoi, I think it was.”  She regarded her grandson and spoke in the rir tongue.  “Is the Fuzzy Man still here, Little Gray?” 
 
    The young boy shook his head.  “Nope, he goed nite-nite.” 
 
    Kyrie kissed Little Gray and met Kari’s eyes, but before she could speak again there was a knock at the door.  Kyrie went to answer the door, and Typhonix and Aeligos both gave Kari comforting pats on the shoulder before returning to their reading.  Kari felt a little foolish, but at the same time, the instincts that made her such an effective demonhunter warned her that all was not as it seemed.  She couldn’t shake the feeling that she – and more pointedly, her son – was being watched by something insidious, and that it had something to do with foiling the demons’ plans on Tsalbrin.  She wasn’t sure how or what they were slipping past Kyrie’s magic-enhanced senses, but she was hesitant to ignore her instincts under the circumstances.  She had confidence in the power and integrity of Kaelariel, but much more confidence in her own instincts. 
 
    Kyrie returned from the front door with a young shakna-rir demonhunter who had only recently graduated from the academy.  Her name was Irressa, if Kari remembered correctly, and the girl was serving a probationary period as a law-enforcement official in the city before she would receive hunting assignments.  Shakna-rir demonhunters were always a bit of an oddity, since the shakna-rir people were not indigenous to Askies Island and rarely made the trip to attend the Academy.  Irressa was taller but lankier than Kari, with angular features, long brown hair she kept in a single braid, and the intense red eyes that were common among the shakna-rir.  Irressa saluted Kari as her superior, and then she bowed politely to Grakin. 
 
    “What is it, initiate?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I was ordered to come and find you specifically, Lady Vanador,” Irressa responded curtly.  Her voice seemed soft, but she worked to give it an edge of authority.  “There’s been a triple homicide, and it seems to involve one Lord Kaelin Black.” 
 
    “You don’t mean…,” Kari started, her eyes going wide. 
 
    “No, Lady; only that he was involved,” Irressa said. 
 
    Kari rolled her eyes with a sigh and handed Little Gray over to his father.  “Honestly, this took longer than I expected.  And frankly, I’d rather deal with a ghost,” she muttered, which drew chuckles from her mate and her mother-in-law, but a curious glance from the initiate.  “Give me a minute to get dressed.” 
 
    Kari returned to the second floor, and her eyes scanned the darkness around her warily as she made her way to her and Grakin’s room.  Nothing moved, and even the creaking of the house was silent, so she took her armor from the wardrobe and began putting it on.  Her paluric armor, a rare treasure worth a king’s ransom, still fit her well.  Even after giving birth to Little Gray, it hadn’t taken Kari long to return to the athletic physique that people remembered her for.  She never went anywhere in the city without her armor, since even in the streets of a city like DarkWind a demonhunter was rarely completely safe.  Kari considered the trouble that had apparently accompanied Kaelin Black, and that fact stood out even more prominently. 
 
    While she dressed, Kari felt a soft breeze blow past her again, but rather than alarm her, it filled her with a sense of calm.  She had felt this particular breeze before when she encountered Sakkrass, the deity of the lizard-folk called czarikk, during her mission on Tsalbrin.  After she killed a sylinth – a type of serpentine demon – to avenge its slaughter of the czarikk children, Kari had met the czarikk deity in avatar form, and he had blessed her with the ability to speak and understand their language, both in verbal and written form.  His presence manifested as a soft breeze, sometimes upon her body and sometimes only within her mind.  Though it had been some time since she felt his presence, when Kari felt the cool tickle upon her skin she relaxed, knowing that Sakkrass still kept his word to watch over her. 
 
    This did not dismiss the possibility that there was something in the house, though.  The breeze she felt now was not the same as the one she’d felt when exiting Little Gray’s room; that had almost certainly been a passing body.  All the same, she was comforted by Sakkrass’ presence, which would doubtless drive out any unwanted or unclean spirits or presences in the house, whether Kyrie could detect them or not.  She mused that it was possible that the first breeze had also been Sakkrass, and that Kari simply wasn’t expecting his touch given her alarmed mental state.  It left her to wonder if her son was able to perceive the czarikk deity on some other level: whether he was more aware of the deity’s presence due to having the more open mind of a child.  Kari found it unlikely, though, as the czarikk were lizard-people and her son called the unseen presence “the Fuzzy Man.”  Of course, she also couldn’t dismiss the possibility that her son simply had a very good, active imagination. 
 
    Kari belted on her swords and wrapped her cloak about herself to ward off the chill of the spring evening.  She descended the stairs, kissed Grakin and Little Gray, promised to be home soon, and then she departed with Irressa.  Aeligos volunteered to go along.  He was perceptive and suggested that he might be able to find clues that Kari’s thorough but less detail-oriented coworkers may have missed.  Kari guessed it also had to do with the fact that Aeligos’ mate, Eryn Olgaryn, was a member of the Blood Order, and that the assassin’s guild may have been involved in whatever happened.  Whatever the case, Kari was glad to have his help once again: something resembling an open mind would be a welcome presence when dealing with a man she hated probably more than was healthy. 
 
    DarkWind was a lively city even after dark, though with its heavy complement of watch patrols, the streets were unusually safe for a city of its size.  As Black had insinuated, the city did indeed have a very large and very dangerous assassin’s guild that ran its underground, but Kari knew the guild better than most demonhunters.  Eryn had become a friend during their journey to and from Tsalbrin, and though Kari didn’t fully trust Eryn to be honest regarding her profession, their friendship gave the demonhunter certain insights into the guild and its workings.  Foremost was the fact that the guild was not just a conglomerate of murderers: they didn’t ply their trade against the common folk of the city.  Instead, the Blood Order was more of a political guild, eliminating other organized crime and threats to DarkWind’s major houses and merchants’ guilds – for a price.  Kari still didn’t like them; the demonhunters and the city watch should have been all the protection the people needed.  Still, many of the common folk supported the guild, and if the Duke, Christopher Bosimar, felt at all inclined to rid his city and duchy of their presence, he gave no indication it was so. 
 
    Irressa didn’t speak while they walked, focused on rooting out any danger and keeping her superior and Aeligos safe.  Kari exchanged more than one glance with Aeligos to see if he was detecting any danger.  Aeligos had worked for many years as a rogue and infiltrator, and consequently had very finely-tuned instincts when it came to sensing trouble.  Whether it was a feel to the air, a sense of anxiety among the common people, or even just a troublesome look to where they were walking, Aeligos had the street smarts to pick up on things that most people missed.  Kari had a great sense of danger of a physical nature: people, creatures, or even unclean spirits.  She had the instincts of a seasoned demonhunter that made her an incredible survivalist, even three years removed from active field duty, but still Aeligos’ senses left Kari in awe at times.  He seemed to have a sixth sense for danger, which either stemmed from or contributed to his roguish nature and brilliant tactical mind.   
 
    Thankfully, Aeligos seemed perfectly at ease walking the nighttime streets, which were well-lit but far from bright, even with the light of the rising moons.  The night air was cool, so most people had cloaks wrapped about them, but still Aeligos saw little that he seemed to find alarming.  Irressa led them to the city’s lower east side, south of the docks and the arena, an area known to be one of the dirtier and rougher parts of the city.  It wasn’t a slum, but simply where the laborers and dockworkers tended to congregate, so it was more in line with what many called low-class.  It may have lacked the polish and luxuriousness of the nicer parts of the city, but to Kari, even this rougher part held some charm.  She had grown up on the streets of Solaris, a street urchin who survived by her wits and wiles, and she had seen far worse in those days than the so-called lower class of DarkWind’s lower east side. 
 
    Irressa led them to an inn called Charlie’s Boarding House, a ramshackle-looking two-story hostel.  In the nicer districts near her mother-in-law’s home, Kari imagined the place would likely see no patrons and go out of business in short order.  Here, though, its rugged exterior fit right in, and likely gave visiting sailors and migratory workers the impression that it wasn’t a high-priced establishment.  It was the type of place Kari remembered visiting in those odd times as a youth when she’d squirreled away enough coin to afford a decent meal and a bath.  Those times were few and far between in her days as a homeless teenager, but for all the rough reputation such places held and the disdain the more well-to-do might have held for them, Kari remembered well the pity those proprietors had taken on her.  Despite her Lady title and her position among the Order, Kari still considered these “her people.” 
 
    Kaelin Black was standing outside on the inn’s porch speaking with several members of the city watch as Kari, Irressa, and Aeligos approached.  Black glanced toward Kari briefly and his expression was a mystery to her.  She expected he would either be angry that his safety had been threatened or embarrassed that he’d been wrapped up in a homicide in another duchy, but she found neither in his measured gaze.  She thought, based on his expression, that he was expecting her to be angry, and bracing himself for a verbal lashing.  Kari held her tongue.  She knew that she couldn’t let her personal feelings toward Kaelin Black lead her to do or say anything foolish or threatening.  The Order had broad authority, but they still had to respect the authority of the nobility, as Master Bennet had reminded her.  With that in mind, Kari merely nodded her head curtly to him as she approached, and after returning the gesture, he returned to speaking to the serilian-rir watch captain.  Aeligos regarded the armored female watch captain curiously, but gave no voice to his thoughts. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Vanador, thank you for coming,” the watch captain said, turning toward the demonhunter and bowing her head politely.  She was a burly serilian-rir – a half-elite by Kari’s reckoning – with smooth features and a warm smile, given the situation.  Female half-demons were fairly rare, and were generally marked by strong features and accentuated curves.  The captain’s hair was braided and tucked into her chain coat, which had splits in the back to allow her wings through, and her dull crimson eyes were full of skeptical experience that was plain to see when she met Kari’s gaze.  “I am sorry to have bothered you at this hour, but I understand Lord Black has been speaking with the Order, so I assumed when I found him at the scene that the Order might take an interest in this.” 
 
    “I seem to have underestimated the Blood Order,” Black said dryly, which drew an irritated glance from the watch captain.  “They found me a lot faster than I expected.” 
 
    The watch captain sucked in her lower lip, clearly trying hard not to say anything rude to the visiting Earl, and Kari was relieved to find he had that effect on more than just her.  It was well-known that the Blood Order was a sore point to bring up with the city watch, particularly its officers, who doubtless felt powerless to rein in the guild’s activities.  Kari had to imagine that Kaelin Black would know such a thing, given his own ties to organized crime.  The captain was working hard to keep up the appearance of respect and courtesy, but the Earl’s words had clearly struck a nerve.  Kari had to stifle a laugh as she beheld the serilian-rir fuming quietly at each other.  Though Kaelin Black was a big man, the watch captain was a burly woman and Kari didn’t imagine she’d hesitate to cuff the Earl if she felt she was within her rights to do so. 
 
    Kari sized up the massive form of Kaelin Black and shook her head.  “Somehow I doubt finding you would be any trouble at all,” she commented, and he smirked at her before Kari turned her attention to the watch captain.  Kari extended her hand, and the captain shook it and took the cue to introduce herself. 
 
    “Captain Sul’Imadra,” the half-elite woman said with another polite bow of her head.  “We’ve kept anyone from entering the inn so the scene would remain relatively undisturbed.  If I may ask, Lady, who is this?” 
 
    Kari introduced Aeligos and her reasons for bringing him along, and soon the captain ushered them into the inn to have a look around.  Irressa stood by the door to let Kari and Aeligos investigate uninterrupted.  Whatever the outside of Charlie’s Boarding House may have suggested based on its rugged exterior, its interior quickly overcame.  Its common room was cozy and warm with the heat of a fire that also bathed the room in a soft glow that was eerie given the circumstances.  The floors were of smooth, sanded wood that was comfortable to Kari’s bare, clawed toes, and clean except in those places where the killings had taken place.  The furnishings were all well maintained, lacking the cracks, gouges, and stains that would have truly made the place a dive, and two simple chandeliers would allow for more lighting as necessary.  It seemed odd to see a good-quality inn with no one about so early in the evening, especially in the busier section of the city south of the docks.  As Kari looked at the scene of the crime, though, the inn’s emptiness became the least curious thing. 
 
    Splayed about the room were three dead humans laying in pools of their own blood.  It was obvious even at first glance that each had died from slash and stab wounds that seemed to have found every seam and weak point in their armor, and their weapons lay impotently beside the bodies.  Aeligos confirmed in seconds that they were members of the Blood Order: their shoulders were tattooed or branded with the guild’s mark.  Something seemed strange about the scene, but Kari couldn’t quite put her finger on it; she was glad she’d brought Aeligos along.  She looked around again, getting a measure of what might have happened, and marked the positions of the bodies: one at the base of the stairs, one in the far left corner, and the third halfway between the far left corner and the bar.  It seemed unlikely to Kari that Kaelin Black could have killed three well-trained assassins without getting so much as a scratch on him, and she looked over at Aeligos when he muttered a surprised whoa. 
 
    “What is it?” Kari asked as she approached him. 
 
    “Take a look here,” he said, pointing to one of the stab wounds on the body nearest the stairs.  Kari assumed that had to have been the first to have been killed. 
 
    Before she reached him, Kari stopped and looked around again.  The very fact that the bodies were here in the common room didn’t make sense to her; Kari expected to find them up near Black’s room.  For them to be in the common room suggested the fight started with Black coming down the stairs.  It left Kari to wonder if Black had initiated the fight, coming down the stairs looking for trouble and, of course, finding it.  As she considered it further, she wondered why Black would be in such a place to begin with: he was an Earl, a visiting noble, and regardless of his relationship with the Blood Order, Kari had to imagine that the Duke would have taken steps to keep him safe.  Instead, Black had come to one of the rougher parts of the city and taken up residence at a hostel; it didn’t add up.  Kari glanced around one last time and took note of the assassins’ weapons: drawn and lying askew near their bodies, but without a drop of Black’s – or anyone else’s – blood on them. 
 
    “This is weird,” Kari muttered as she knelt down and looked at the wound Aeligos was pointing to, and he offered no argument.  She immediately saw the same thing he did: though it was clearly a stab wound, there was little blood and the edges appeared to have been burned by acid or something similar.  The other wounds on the body didn’t have the same burns, and when Kari met Aeligos’ gaze, she could see he was as confused as she was.  He moved to inspect the other bodies, and Kari sat back on her heels and looked at the positioning of the body at the base of the stairs.  She couldn’t dismiss the fact that the three dead men were highly trained assassins, and that all three had died without inflicting even a single wound on any opponent was very suspicious. 
 
    “Initiate, go and get the watch captain,” Kari said absently to Irressa, and the young demonhunter nodded and went to do as she was told.  “Aeligos, if you and Eryn were trying to kill someone, how unlikely is it that they’d kill both of you without you hurting them in return?” 
 
    Aeligos’ grim chuckle confirmed her suspicions, and Kari stood up and faced Captain Sul’Imadra as she approached with Irressa.  “Where’s the innkeeper?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I had two of my watchmen escort him to another nearby inn, Lady,” the captain replied.  “He said he was in the kitchen when the fighting started, and he slipped out the back and alerted the watch when he heard trouble in his common room.  He also said that having members of the Guild in his inn is not uncommon.”  She looked over her shoulder toward the door, then folded her arms across her chest and met Kari’s gaze once again.  “I’m far from a proficient detective, Lady, but to me this looks like Lord Black started the fight.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I’d have to agree,” she said. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Aeligos interjected, and when the two women fixed him with their gazes, he pointed out the positions of the bodies.  “There was someone else here, too; possibly two others.  If Lord Black killed the one at the bottom of the stairs, there’s no way the other two were killed there and there.  They would’ve attacked him while he was engaged with the first.  They were clearly killed by someone else.” 
 
    “Very astute, though not entirely accurate,” the Earl commented dryly from the doorway.  “I didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “You had best step outside and close your mouth before you spend the rest of the night in prison,” Captain Sul’Imadra threatened, pointing a finger as she approached the obnoxious male. 
 
    Kari had to suppress a chuckle and the Earl turned and walked away.  “How long will it be before the Guild knows about this?” she asked. 
 
    The captain turned to face her again.  “They likely already do; they’re probably watching us from the shadows.  They won’t interfere with us, but Lord Black is another matter.” 
 
    The terra-dracon woman nodded again.  “Let’s take him to the Order’s campus.  We’ll hold him there until we can get him out of the city safely.  Have your guards bring the innkeeper there as well, and keep some posted here to protect the scene until your investigators can do a thorough search,” Kari ordered, and Captain Sul’Imadra saluted her crisply before issuing orders for the guards to do as instructed.  Kari looked to Aeligos and added, “We’d best go with them in case any Guild members try anything.” 
 
    “I doubt they’d risk endangering the captain and her guards, but you never know,” he replied.  Once the guards were outside, he leaned close and whispered, “I’ll see what Eryn knows.  No doubt she’s on high alert with Black in the city.” 
 
    Kari sighed as she exited the inn with her brother-in-law and fell into formation with Captain Sul’Imadra and the other guards.  The captain took point, with Kari and Aeligos behind her, two of her guards flanking Lord Black, and Irressa bringing up the rear.  The Earl seemed to find the protection amusing, but he offered little protest and the group made its way north toward the campus of the Order.  Three more guardsmen stayed behind to keep the inn undisturbed.  With a good number of guards accompanying them and Aeligos’ assurance that the Guild was unlikely to attack the guards – and, Kari thought to herself, a prominent demonhunter – her mind wandered to the scene they had just left.  Something about it just didn’t make sense to her, even after Aeligos’ observations and Black’s statement.  Her instincts as a demonhunter warned her to stay on her guard, and she flexed her fingers absently as the group approached the dock district. 
 
    It was those instincts that had her scimitars in her hands only a heartbeat after the guard captain’s blood hit her in the face.  Kari absently wiped the blood from its precarious position over her eyes using her forearm, and in the span of only another heartbeat, she bounded two steps forward and swept the assassin away as Captain Sul’Imadra fell to the dirty street.  The other guards moved to attack the assailant, but Kari’s eyes locked with the serpentine gaze of the assassin and she knew the guards would be badly outclassed.  Kari had only ever seen a syrinthis in the pictures shown to recruits at the demonhunter academy; never before had she encountered one face to face.  The creature showed her fangs in a hiss, though, and Kari knew that was what stood before her. 
 
    “Protect Black!” Kari ordered, though she felt foolish for more than one reason saying so.  It hardly seemed likely Kaelin Black needed protection given the grisly scene they had left only minutes before.  Even still, Kari knew she faced a demon – a minor one, perhaps, but a demon nonetheless – and she wanted the guards to stay out of harm’s way. 
 
    The seasoned demonhunter stepped between the assassin and the fallen captain, but the syrinthian woman seemed more interested in Black.  Kari gained her full attention by pressing the assassin with a combination.  The syrinthian woman’s white, semi-scaled face contorted oddly and she dodged Kari’s attacks, but then her face set into a scowl.  From the billowing folds of her cloak she produced a second long, straight blade.  She deftly parried Kari’s attacks and countered with a measured but vicious combination of her own that forced Kari back a few steps.  Three years removed from field duty, Kari was no less polished a swordsman, but it had been a while since she’d been in a truly life-or-death battle.  Fortunately, Kari was far from alone: Irressa came around to flank the syrinthian assassin, and tried to drive her in towards Kari. 
 
    “That’s the killer from the inn!” Lord Black said from behind Kari.  “Look at her weapons!” 
 
    Kari largely ignored him.  She wasn’t sure what he meant and assumed he was lying anyway, so she focused more on the fanged grin of the assassin in front of her.  Kari moved to capitalize on Irressa’s flanking maneuver, but the assassin sidestepped and drove the younger demonhunter back with a vicious double swipe at her neck.  Irressa wasn’t as well-armored as Kari, so she dove backwards to avoid the decapitating blades and then scrambled away on her backside while Kari moved to regain the assassin’s attention.  Kari checked briefly over both shoulders to be certain no one else was engaging them, and she could see that the guards were warily defending Black.  Aeligos knelt beside the guard captain, his face showing obvious concern as he used his cloak to keep pressure on her wounded neck as best he could.  Kari shrugged her shoulders to work her cloak back between her wings and, throwing her wings out behind her to cut a more imposing figure, she approached the assassin warily. 
 
    The assassin mirrored her motions, and Kari hesitated in shock when she saw that the syrinthian woman had blue-black, leathery wings.  Nothing in Kari’s education ever mentioned syrinthians having wings, and as she considered that, the assassin’s coloration also seemed wrong: she almost appeared albino.  Kari came to the realization that she faced something different, something her Order knew little about.  The woman’s skill with her twin straight-blades was both efficient and impressive.  Kari’s contemplations came to an end a moment later when one of the guards behind her blew his whistle, and soon it was answered by the piercing sound of watch whistles echoing down the long streets.  Kari let forth a sigh of relief.  Irressa was back on her feet and slowly circled to get the assassin between her and Kari again. 
 
    The syrinthian woman checked Irressa’s position and Kari pounced, leading high with her right blade but preparing an eviscerating follow-up with her left.  Kari could scarcely believe the reaction she received: the syrinthian woman jabbed Kari hard in her armored belly with one of her blades while lifting Kari’s right scimitar harmlessly high with the other.  The assassin dashed with blinding speed under Kari’s right arm and kicked her hard in the side in a move reminiscent of Aeligos’ training, but Kari’s reflexes and instincts allowed her to turn with the blow and bring her left scimitar around.  She parried the assassin’s neck-strike hard with her left scimitar, and then spun back the other way with a decapitating cut of her right scimitar. 
 
    The syrinthian woman was surprised at Kari’s speed, but she ducked out of range of Kari’s counter-strike.  The two faced each other for a moment and Irressa approached, once again circling to try to flank their enemy.  “Black is mine,” the woman hissed in an otherworldly voice that seemed unaccustomed to speaking the humans’ common tongue.  Her angled, golden, slit-pupiled eyes fixed Kari with a baleful gaze, but in that cunning stare Kari could see that the assassin understood she was soon to be outnumbered and overwhelmed.  “You cannot protect him forever.” 
 
    Kari started to ask what the assassin meant, but the woman shrank back into the folds of her cloak and then vanished completely.  Kari had seen sorcerers do a similar thing.  Though her sister-in-law, Sonja, was still learning the nuances of arcane travel, Kari understood that the assassin had teleported away.  Exasperated, Kari looked around for a moment to be sure the assassin was truly gone, but then she pointed at one of the guards with a scimitar.  “You!  Go fetch a healer from Tigron’s temple, quickly!” 
 
    The guard saluted her and ran off without question, and Kari regarded Aeligos and the bleeding watch captain.  “We can’t move her,” Aeligos said.  “That healer had better get here quickly, I’m losing her.” 
 
    Kari bit her lip for a moment; she had been in this situation before.  She cast her gaze over Black, who had made no move to help with the assassin and said nothing with regard to what the assassin wanted.  Kari knelt beside the wounded captain and channeled what little of her deity’s power she could to help start the healing process, but she quickly realized that it would make little difference.  She glanced once more at Black over her shoulder and said, “You have a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    It was hard to tell in the dark, but she was pretty sure he had to suppress a smile. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter III – Blood Oath 
 
      
 
    Once Black was secure on the campus of the Order, and the priests there began their interrogations of the Earl and the innkeeper, Kari made her way to the temple of the healer god from Koryon, called Tigron.  She hoped Captain Sul’Imadra would be all right; after her friend Makauric died in a similar way on Tsalbrin three years before, Kari hated the helpless feeling that clung to her.  Aeligos split off from her after leaving the grounds.  He wanted to find Eryn and see if she knew anything of the incident at Charlie’s Boarding House or of this other assassin prowling DarkWind’s streets.  Kari was glad for the unsanctioned help, and kept her pace brisk as she jogged to Tigron’s temple. 
 
    The temple itself was more like a hospital.  The outside was white and sterile, with little in the way of decorations other than Tigron’s symbol: a light-blue ankh perched above the open doorway.  Inside were a small altar and some stone benches for petitioners offering prayers, but the majority of the white stone building was comprised of rooms and beds for the ill and injured.  Tigron’s priests were not only amazing healers because of the divine power they channeled from their deity: many were also skilled alchemists and physicians who used all manner of methods to tend to the wounded.  Kari briefly recalled when Aeligos had broken his arm during a rigorous workout at the local dojo, and how quickly he had recovered even under the more mundane ministrations of Tigron’s priests.  Their skills allowed them to reserve calling upon their deity’s power for only the most severe of cases – such as the one involving Captain Sul’Imadra. 
 
    A young human acolyte directed Kari to one of the rooms on the temple’s west side, where Captain Sul’Imadra was being tended.  Kari was surprised to find Serenjols in the room when she arrived, and he seemed just as shocked when Kari entered the room.  She broke her attention away from him for a moment, casting her gaze around the sparsely-decorated room and its other empty bed before settling it on the captain.  Two human priests of Tigron were tending to her: one was suturing the wound with a needle, while the other prayed quietly over her, channeling divine power to ensure she had not lost too much blood to survive.  The priests looked up only briefly to mark Kari’s presence and give her a polite nod before they returned to their work. 
 
    Kari regarded her shy brother-in-law who seemed to be blushing, though with serilian-rir it was difficult to tell due to the color of their skin and blood.  It dawned on Kari after a minute just why he was there, though, and she approached and wrapped her arm around him in a gentle hug, which he returned after a moment.  No words were exchanged, but Kari could feel Jol’s concern in the well-concealed trembling of his body.  She had to wonder if that was part of why Aeligos didn’t accompany her to the temple: if he was worried about being there and possibly embarrassing Jol when his relationship came to light.  Kari realized it explained the strange way Aeligos had looked at the captain when they’d first arrived at Charlie’s Boarding House. 
 
    “How is she?” Kari asked quietly.  She was almost afraid to break the silence and possibly distract the priests from their delicate work any more than she already had. 
 
    “She was gravely wounded but is doing fine,” said the suturing priest.  “The young man who stanched the bleeding did well, and your field ministrations may very well have saved this young woman’s life.” 
 
    “What happened?” Jol asked, though his eyes remained fixed on the captain. 
 
    “Is that my Jo-jo?” the captain asked weakly when she heard Serenjols’ distinctive, deep voice.  She didn’t open her eyes, but she came as close to a smile as she could, floating on the edge of consciousness.  Serenjols quickly moved to kneel beside the bed and took the captain’s hand in his own, and the priest offering prayers paused for a moment to lay one hand on the captain and one on Jol. 
 
    “I am here, Damansha,” Serenjols said gently, and he rubbed the end of his snout against her hand as tears rolled from his eyes.  “You are safe.  You are with us now.” 
 
    Her arm went limp and Serenjols gasped in alarm, but the praying priest hushed him before he could voice his concerns.  “She is fine,” the priest said.  “She is very tired; she lost a lot of blood.  If you would like to spend the night, you may take the other bed here in her room.” 
 
    Jol nodded and rose, and Kari wrapped him in a comforting hug.  Given his size and build, it would’ve appeared strange to many to see the massive serilian-rir crying, but Kari knew Jol better than that.  Serenjols was extremely protective of his friends and family, even for a half-guardian, and he had a sensitive side that was well-masked by his imposing physique.  Normally Jol was the quietest of his siblings, soft-spoken much like Grakin, and Kari couldn’t think of a single time when Jol had spoken ill of anyone.  In battle he was a fierce and protective warrior, using his mass, incredible weapon skill, and tactical proficiency to safeguard his siblings and allies.  To see him like this left Kari with little doubt that Captain Damansha Sul’Imadra was the woman Aeligos had meant when he spoke of Jol seeing someone romantically. 
 
    “She’ll be all right,” Kari assured Jol, holding tightly to him. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked again, and his voice threatened to break. 
 
    “I’m not really sure,” the terra-dracon woman answered.  Once they finished their work, the priests came to stand near Kari and Jol, and they apparently wanted to know the specifics of how the captain was injured.  “We were escorting a prisoner to the campus of my Order, and this assassin just…I don’t know, it was like she was waiting for us, invisible.  She just appeared out of nowhere and laid the captain…Damansha low.  I never really even saw what happened; one moment we were walking, and the next the captain’s blood was on my face and she was falling to the ground.” 
 
    Jol put his hand to the end of his snout, and Kari laid her hand on his shoulder.  “She wasn’t after Damansha,” she explained.  “The assassin wanted our prisoner; Damansha was just in the way.  I’m so sorry this happened, Jol.  It should’ve been me.” 
 
    “No!” he almost shouted, and with the depth and power behind his voice he clearly shocked the priests.  “No, do not say that.  Do not ever say that!” 
 
    He hugged Kari tightly again, and she stroked his long black hair absently and sighed.  “I’ll tell Kyrie what happened,” Kari said, and Jol drew away slightly so he could meet her gaze.  “Apparently, everyone already suspected you were seeing someone when you started working so late, Jol.  But everyone wants you to be happy; nobody is going to bother you about it until you’re ready to tell them, okay?” 
 
    Serenjols nodded and kissed Kari on the side of her snout affectionately before wrapping her in another tight hug.  “Thank you,” he whispered, and Kari patted his back before they separated. 
 
    “Take good care of her, and let me know if her condition changes,” Kari told the priests, and they both bowed to the veteran demonhunter.  “Please also send a runner to the watch commander if you haven’t already; they need to know that one of their captains is injured.” 
 
    With their agreement, Kari bid her brother-in-law goodnight so he could stay with Damansha, and she left the temple to tend to her own problems.  The appearance of an assassin on the very same day Kaelin Black arrived in DarkWind asking for help with a serial killer could not be a coincidence.  Had it simply been members of the Blood Order trying to kill Black, Kari would’ve been comfortable leaving well enough alone: the Guild attacking a visiting noble would be the Duke's problem.  Kari disliked the Guild and didn’t understand why her Order – and more pointedly, the Duke – did nothing to disband it, but she understood enough to know the Guild must have some political connections that were not easily severed.  At the very least, it hadn’t been Guild members that attacked and nearly killed a captain of the guard – and Serenjols’ girlfriend, no less.  Had that been the case, Kari guessed the Duke would’ve found his hand forced with regard to taking the Guild to task. 
 
    The assassin was a winged syrinthis, something Kari had never even heard of, much less seen or battled.  The woman’s speed and reflexes were incredible, even for the agile snake people, and her skill with blades was sharp enough that it gave even Kari pause.  It was clear the demoness was trouble of the kind that would not be long in rearing its beautiful head again.  What puzzled Kari was the thought that this was likely the very assassin that was killing people in Black’s city; why, then, had she helped him kill three members of the Guild?  Black tried to deny that he was involved in the killings at all, but had implicated the syrinthian assassin.  And yet she had the opportunity to kill him but chose not to; none of it made any sense to Kari.  If the syrinthian woman wanted to kill Black, why didn’t she make an attempt on his life in the inn once the three Guild members were dispatched?  Or simply helped the Guild members kill Black?  Kari turned the thoughts over in her mind as she walked east toward the demonhunter campus. 
 
    Her swords were in her hands near-instantly when someone approached from her left.  Kari carefully replaced her scimitars in their sheaths as she saw it was Aeligos, and the rogue fell into step beside her and kept his voice low.  “Eryn says no attacks were ordered on Black.  The Guild granted him immunity because he’s a noble, and they know he’s under the protective eye of your Order, so the guildmaster ordered a no-harm directive.  Those Guild members at the inn were there for food and drink, it would seem.  But now that they’re dead, the Guild has put a price on Black’s head.  You’d best get him out of the city as soon as possible.” 
 
    “How high a price?” Kari quipped.  “I might just kill him myself.” 
 
    Aeligos chuckled and his hand appeared from the folds of his cloak to scratch his snout absently.  “Fifty thousand gold coins,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Fifty thousand?” Kari repeated, stunned.  She wasn’t very skilled at math – she hadn’t received anything resembling a formal education until she was in her late teens – but she knew enough to understand that it would take her decades to earn fifty thousand gold coins working for the Demonhunter Order, if she ever could. 
 
    “It’s a long story, and I know you hate politics,” Aeligos said.  “To make it simple, the Guild, like everyone else, believes that Black is the head of the Black Dragon Society.  Suffice to say that Black’s syndicate and the Guild are direct competitors, and now that he has Guild blood on his hands, any mutual respect between them is gone.  They want him dead, Earl or no, and badly enough that risking the wrath of the Duke seems of little concern to them.” 
 
    “Are you talking war on the streets here?” Kari asked as they passed through the front gates of the campus.  The guards there turned to watch the two and listen in on what they’d overheard.  Despite the lapse in decorum, Kari didn’t bother to discipline them; possible war on the streets of DarkWind was everyone’s business. 
 
    “No, not that type of conflict,” the rogue assured her, and the guards turned back to their watch.  “The Guild and Black’s syndicate work in much more subtle circles.  His influence is primarily in the south, and the Guild’s influence doesn’t extend much out of Brunswick.  It’s unlikely we’ll see any direct conflict: it’ll mostly be posturing and threats unless something like this happens again.  I doubt even someone as skilled as Eryn wants the blood of a major noble on their hands.  Fifty thousand gold coins don’t do much for a dead person.  So as much as the Guild may want him dead, it would be a huge political risk to kill him, since it would also draw the eye of the Duke of Sutherland this way, putting political pressure on the Duke of Brunswick…but, I know you hate politics, so that’s as much as I’ll bore you with.” 
 
    Kari sighed and wondered again why the Order didn’t just make a concerted effort with the watch and the Duke’s militia to wipe out the Guild altogether.  Although she didn’t want to see her friend Eryn get hurt, Kari had little respect for organized crime, even the kind that seemed to help keep the peace.  She resolved in her mind to look into smashing the Guild if and when she became Avatar of Vengeance, or if her brother-in-law, Erik, got the post before her.  It was an entertaining notion in one sense, but Kari understood the amount of loss of life that would no doubt come with such an endeavor.  It made her consider what price she was willing to pay for freedom, and what her mate – who worshipped the god of freedom – might have to say on the matter.  It was certainly a topic of conversation for a less hectic time. 
 
    Kari and Aeligos passed into the administrative offices of the Order.  At the very rear of the building was a large conference room where the heads of each of the Order’s departments met to discuss policies and procedures.  Black was at one end of the long, polished wooden table, and a balding, slightly overweight human sat a few seats down from him, apparently the owner of Charlie’s Boarding House.  Several demonhunters and lower-ranking priests of Zalkar saluted Kari and bowed their heads respectfully to Aeligos when the two entered, and then they went back to asking their questions.  Lord Allerius approached from his own position near Black, and glanced once more at the Earl before he met Kari’s eyes. 
 
    “How is the captain?” Albrecht asked. 
 
    “The priests say she’ll be all right,” Kari answered, looking around.  It was oddly cold in the conference room, and she glanced to one of the administrative staff who was tending to the fire in the hearth.  It was almost as if one of the windows was open, though there was no draft or breeze to suggest that such was the case.  Kari shook off the feeling and continued, “I want to know who that woman was that attacked us.  Black knows.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” the Earl said, prompting his interrogator to cease his questioning.  The interrogators stepped out of the room along with the innkeeper for a few minutes so their superiors could question Black privately.  Once they were gone, Lord Black continued, “I saw her at the inn: she was the one who killed the members of the Blood Order, as your friend so astutely pointed out.  I don’t know who she is or what she wanted, but I suspect she may be the very killer I came here to ask your assistance with.” 
 
    That was not what Kari wanted to hear; she wanted answers, not more questions.  The fact that the Earl was obnoxious did nothing to improve her disposition, and she was barely able to suppress a growl.  “Why should we believe you?” Kari asked.  Aeligos laid his hand on her shoulder to stop her from getting more confrontational.  She regarded him for a moment and nodded to let him know he was within his rights to ask questions.  Her gesture received no protest from Lord Allerius. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t you?” Lord Black answered before Aeligos could begin his own line of questions.  “Why would I come here and kill members of a Guild that already wants to see me dead?  Do I look so stupid as to walk into hostile territory and start a war with an assassin’s guild when I am on my own?  This…snake-woman is your killer.  Ask her how she managed to kill three Guild members on her own.  I suspect the same way she nearly decapitated your captain of the guard and kept you and that other young hunter in check.” 
 
    Lord Allerius regarded Kari for a moment but said nothing.  “So you’re saying you didn’t kill the Guild member that was at the bottom of the stairs, either?” Aeligos pressed. 
 
    Kaelin Black shook his head, but there was something in his expression that even Aeligos couldn’t seem to read.  “I didn’t kill anyone.  Had your captain made it here safely, she would have told you that I told her as much.  I came down from my room when I heard a commotion in the commons.  My presence on the stairs distracted the third Guild member, but I had no hand in his death.  You saw the wounds; I don’t carry the type of weapons that deal those wounds.” 
 
    “What do you know of the burns around some of the wounds?” the rogue continued. 
 
    “The assassin must’ve used some sort of poison or acid, but I didn’t see her apply anything to her weapons,” Black answered, and from his mannerisms he had either rehearsed the responses to the questions he expected or he was telling the truth.  He seemed exasperated more than anything, as if he, too, was flustered by the turn of events and wanted nothing more than to return home before they met the syrinthian woman a second time.  “Ask your questions quickly, my time in this city is at an end.  I must get back to my own city before this assassin draws any more of the Guild’s attention to me.” 
 
     “How long have you known Emma?” Aeligos asked, and both Albrecht and Kari fixed him with surprised gazes.  The rogue ignored their stares, but Kari could tell that he was merely fishing for a response.  She had seen him use the same tactic many times before, particularly with his siblings.  Whether it was an innocuous question dropped during a game of cards or what seemed a harmless inquiry over dinner, Aeligos was a master at digging up secrets – though he usually only did it in good fun with his siblings. 
 
    Black’s impassive stare didn’t waver for even an instant.  “I have no idea who you are talking about,” he said flatly. 
 
    “But you’ve aggravated someone from the underworld; why would you be targeted by a snake assassin?” Aeligos challenged him. 
 
    “Other than the lawyers from Achirun’s church, I have little dealing with the underworld or its lords,” Black stated in a genuine tone.  “I am not interested in my city or county being enslaved or subservient to the whims of some dimwitted demon lord bent on destruction; nobody ever got rich from the world being enslaved or destroyed.  If anything, it might be my refusal to work with anyone or anything from the underworld that has led to my being targeted.” 
 
    “So you’ve been propositioned in the past, then?” Allerius asked, and Kari didn’t miss the proud little smile that crossed Aeligos’ face momentarily. 
 
    Kaelin took in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh as he glanced around at all the demonhunters and priests in the room.  “Many, many times,” he answered finally, settling his gaze back on the two heads of the Order.  “When you’ve lived as long as I have, amassed as much wealth and power as I have, and run a city and county with a substantial amount of both land and people, everything wants to wriggle its tendrils into your power base.  I use Achirun’s priests and their expertise at law…” 
 
    “At twisting the law,” Kari interjected, but Black simply rolled his eyes. 
 
    “As I was saying, I use them to my own ends, but of course they want me to bow to their master.  I’m not interested in serving him.  I have seen many examples of people that sign on with underworld powers, and it always ends the same way.  I’m not interested in being used, and that is the best you can hope for when you sell yourself out to demons and their ilk.  I’ve never received any sort of proposition from an actual demon king, but their vassals – like Achirun – are always trying to lure me into their service.  Rest assured, that will never come to pass.” 
 
    Kari started to speak but Lord Allerius stopped her.  She made a gesture to assure him she wasn’t going to make any snide comments, though, and asked, “If you had to venture a guess, which demon lord do you suppose sent this assassin after you?” 
 
    “My first guess would be Sekassus simply based on the fact that she was a snake,” the Earl said with a shrug.  “But you’re the demonhunters, it’s your job to figure that out and send the bitch back where she came from.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure what surprised her more: the fact that Kaelin Black knew enough of Sekassus the Calculating to suspect him, or that he had used the word bitch to describe a woman, which was rare enough among commoners, let alone nobility.  Kari and Albrecht exchanged glances, but the head of the Order then looked to Aeligos to see if the rogue had any more questions.  Aeligos shook his head, and Lord Allerius glanced once more at Kari before settling a measured gaze on Black.  He folded his arms across his chest, something Kari could attest to rarely seeing except when he was mightily upset, but Albrecht kept his voice steady and even as he addressed their ‘guest.’ 
 
    “You may return to your city at your leisure, your lordship.  I would recommend you do so now, to avoid provoking the wrath of the Blood Order,” Lord Allerius said.  “We will send a sufficient detail to your city to aid in ridding you of this assassin.  They will likely arrive in two to three weeks, so please see to it that you take every initiative and effort to keep your people safe until our help arrives.  Understand, however, that should we find you’ve lied to us and you did either initiate the fight with the Guild members or, at the very least, helped kill them, we will issue a warrant for your arrest regardless of your title and position.  Am I clear?” 
 
    Kaelin Black rose to his feet, towering over the others in the room, and despite how much it appeared he wanted to respond to Lord Allerius’ challenge, instead he simply bowed his head.  “I will appreciate whatever help you can send.  I do recommend, however, that you send your best,” he said, eyeing Kari briefly.  “That assassin was no common killer.”  Before anyone could respond, he closed his eyes, concentrated for a moment, and then disappeared with a pop as the air rushed to fill the place where he’d stood a moment before. 
 
    Albrecht Allerius looked at Kari, but she simply shook her head.  “I’ll have my answer for you by morning,” she said.  He bid her good night, and she and Aeligos made their egress. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari lay beside Grakin in their bed, basking in the afterglow of their lovemaking.  She could feel the rush of blood through her veins and the soft, fuzzy feeling below her skin, and she refused to allow her preoccupation with Kaelin Black to dull the pleasure.  The house was silent around them: Kyrie had gone to comfort her son at Tigron’s temple after Kari delivered the news; Aeligos was spending the night with Eryn; Sonja hadn’t come home from her studies under Maelstrom; and even Typhonix was out, probably at one of the taverns drinking and relaxing.  Little Gray was fast asleep in his bed, and as the deeper night settled in around them, Kari met her mate’s ebon gaze in the darkness of their bedroom. 
 
    Grakin didn’t want Kari to go to Barcon, but at the same time he made it quite clear that he would respect her decision either way.  He loved and appreciated her as a demonhunter only slightly less than he did as a mate and the mother of his child.  While he wanted her to be safe and stay close to their small family, he also wanted her to be happy, and he knew that her work was something she found an incredible amount of fulfillment in.  He was the first to encourage her to return to work when Little Gray was old enough to go extended periods without her.  He never wanted Kari to feel trapped by her home life, and he made sure she knew that. 
 
    Kari was glad for the love and support of her mate.  She didn’t particularly want to go far from home, certainly not to aid someone like Kaelin Black, but at the same time, a part of her was growing increasingly restless as the years away from the front lines passed.  Since the age of twenty-one she had always been on one long, never-ending adventure, and after her resurrection, the Apocalypse and the near-war on Tsalbrin had continued that trend.  Her fire and drive were not dulled at all by her pregnancy or giving birth to Little Gray, and they scratched and clawed at her mind more and more each day as she felt the years go by.  Kari loved her son and her mate very much and wanted to be there for them, but she couldn’t deny that there was a calling deep inside her telling her that the world as a whole needed her, too. 
 
    She couldn’t help thinking of Jol and the pain her brother-in-law was so obviously going through on account of Black and the assassin that followed him.  As much as she wanted to help the people of Barcon, there was a part of her that wanted to hurt Black in some way, and kill off the syrinthian assassin she’d fought in the streets.  She bit back the feelings, though: Kari never wanted to be motivated by hatred or revenge.  She was a protector, someone who had become a demonhunter not because she thought the demons needed to pay, but simply because the people needed to be protected.  She remembered when Erik asked her on Tsalbrin if she hunted demons because they’d hurt her or her family personally.  Thankfully, such was not the case – until now. 
 
    “Trust your instincts,” Grakin told her, and he propped himself up on his elbow when she regarded him.  “You are one of the greatest demonhunters in the history of the Order, and your instincts are a large part of that.  I want you to stay home with us, Kari, but if you feel you must see to this yourself, then I want you to do that.  You must do as your heart commands.” 
 
    “If you could’ve seen Jol’s face…,” she said, and she bit her lower lip.  Grakin stroked her face and then her hair affectionately as she composed herself, and she continued, “I just think of all the other people dealing with the same thing and I have a hard time putting that in someone else’s hands.  That assassin…I’ve never seen someone move like that before.  I don’t even know what she is, but she’s deadly, and I don’t trust her or Kaelin Black.  I feel like her being here has something to do with Tsalbrin and whatever Sekassus was up to.  I want to go see for myself.” 
 
    Grakin kissed her forehead.  “Then go,” he said.  “Just do as Lord Allerius has bid you and take some strong help with you.  Do not agonize over this.  I trust your instincts and will respect your decision.” 
 
    “I’m just afraid I might be letting my feelings cloud my judgment,” she said, and Grakin tried to hush her and wave off her concerns.  “I’ve been on administrative duties for years, and I know how it might look to the others if I suddenly return to front-line duty because my brother-in-law’s girlfriend got hurt.” 
 
    “No one will harbor such feelings, certainly not about you,” Grakin countered. 
 
    “I might,” she said.  “Why did something like this have to happen to rekindle the fire?” 
 
    The priest shook his head and waved a hand dismissively.  “The fire never went out,” Grakin said.  “Kari, you were already getting your body back into fighting form days after you gave birth to our son!  You paced the floors of this house, itching to return to your work not long after that.  The fire was never extinguished, you simply found another that burned brighter.” 
 
    Grakin leaned in and kissed her as she bit her lower lip again, and he continued, “You told me once that I spend so much of my time caring for others that I often overlook myself.  The same can be said of you.  You worry so much about being there for everyone, and you take too much of the world’s weight on your shoulders.  So much so that you now feel guilty for taking a few years away from being a hero to raise your child well.  You are a hero, Kari: to the world, to me, and especially to your son.  You should not question your own motivations.” 
 
    “So you want me to go, then?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered truthfully.  “But I believe you need to, and I will not stand in the way of that.  Indeed, I will stand behind you, as is my place as your mate.” 
 
    Grakin sat up in the bed as Kari rose and crossed the room to the wardrobe.  She drew her blades from their scabbards and approached the west-facing window, and she opened the drapes so that the floor was bathed in the strong light of the two bright moons.  With Grakin watching, she knelt down and touched the tips of the swords to the floor.  She took in a deep breath and let it out in a long, calming sigh as she closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind. 
 
    “Zalkar, I ask of you the right to vengeance,” she prayed aloud.  “I ask this of you on behalf of my brother-in-law, and on behalf of all those this demoness has hurt.  If you find my cause just and righteous, fill me with your strength and make me an instrument of justice.  Grant me the power of your avatar that I may strike down the demon that caused these people harm.” 
 
    Kari waited to see if her prayer was answered, and she glanced up at the two bright moons in the sky as though they were another set of eyes watching her.  At first she felt nothing, but then there was a distinct change.  Like Jol quenching orange-hot metal in water, the longing in her heart was suddenly silenced.  Kari assumed that Zalkar had denied her request and was telling her to remain home and be a mother to her child.  When she saw the light blue glow on the wall below the window, though, her heart skipped a beat, and her deity’s symbol drew itself upon her chest, pulsed once, and then disappeared.  She heard Grakin gasp behind her, and at the same time she felt something she couldn’t immediately explain. 
 
    It took only a few moments and a glance to her proud mate for Kari to realize what it was she felt: relief.  She felt the surge of her deity’s power flow through her body momentarily as he answered her request, and she felt as though a deep, insatiable hunger was satisfied.  It took only seconds for her body to respond, and she remembered what it had felt like to wield his strength in combat, to carry the hope of an entire people on her shoulders, and to bring glory to her lord.  Kari closed her eyes and tears ran from them as she remembered what it felt like when she’d fulfilled her previous Blood Oath and Zalkar’s power had left her: she had felt empty, needful, and even desperate to feel it again.  His power filled her with the need to feel the tender, yet empowering touch that tickled her core so much like Grakin’s love did, and yet so differently.  With Zalkar’s power in her, Kari felt whole again. 
 
    More importantly, she felt vindicated.  Any doubts she’d had as to her motivations or her decision to take time to start a family were washed away in the tide of her deity’s power flowing through her veins.  In those brief moments, she felt the fire that had seemed absent from her life of administrative duties for the previous few years smoldering deep within her core.  She felt the rush of righteous fury as her heart demanded justice for the assassin, and the very god of law and justice answered with a resounding agreement.  Once again, Kari felt the hope of reaching that coveted position of Avatar of Vengeance, wherein she would become the very right hand of Zalkar, and find the fulfillment of her life’s work. 
 
    The feeling lasted only moments, yet it left what felt like a lifetime of impact on Kari’s heart and soul.  She rose to her feet and turned to face her mate, and in his eyes she found further comfort and fulfillment.  “Zalkar trusts your instincts as well,” Grakin said with his warm smile. 
 
    Kari sighed as reality sank in.  “How are we going to explain this to Little Gray?” 
 
    Grakin chuckled.  “Perhaps we can enlist the aid of the Fuzzy Man in that,” he joked, and the two laughed before Kari put her swords away and joined him under the covers again. 
 
   


 
  






 Chapter IV – Remnants 
 
      
 
    “It’s a trap,” Aeligos stated flatly, which prompted murmurs amongst the Council. 
 
    It was unusual for common citizens to stand before the Council of the Order when they were making a decision, but Aeligos had tagged along with Kari to tell them more about what he’d seen the night before.  Kari still had yet to reveal that she’d come to a decision or sworn a Blood Oath to accompany that decision, wanting to hear what Aeligos had to say first.  She was as surprised by his declaration as the members of the Council, and though his demeanor typically hid it well, Lord Allerius was also shocked.  All of the demonhunters and priests of Zalkar beheld the rogue curiously, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “Please, explain your findings,” Master Bennet prompted, sensing the rogue was awaiting permission to speak further. 
 
    As he began to gesture softly in preparation to speak, Kari studied Aeligos and recalled the tales of his diplomatic skill during their mission on Tsalbrin.  The Moreville twins and his sister Sonja had spoken very highly of his abilities, though with the charm and charisma Aeligos possessed, Kari was hardly surprised by the results he’d gotten.  The rogue had convinced not one, but two prominent military powers on Tsalbrin to back his plan to depose the warlord Braxus Gaswell, and by all accounts had done so easily.  It made Kari smile, and she expected he was about to enlighten not only the Council but she herself as to what was truly going on with Kaelin Black and the assassin.  At this point, Kari figured a little clarity would go a long way. 
 
    “Virtually everything Lord Black said, at least when we were present, was a lie,” Aeligos said.  He waved a hand dismissively, apparently expecting some form of rebuttal, and continued, “I know some people would say he spoke in half-truths, but it’s all the same.” 
 
    Albrecht seemed more surprised by those words than Aeligos’ declaration that the entire situation was a trap.  “What makes you so sure?” he asked, though his tone was light and it was clearly not a challenge. 
 
    “First and foremost, his reaction when I mentioned Emma,” the rogue said.  “If he really had no idea who Emma is, his reaction would’ve been a lot less dead-pan.  There was no emotion in his response, not even confusion, and the way he spoke – ‘I have no idea who you are talking about’ – that’s pretty typical of people lying through their teeth.  I could tell you I’m the long-lost son of Karmi G’Dorrinn more convincingly than that.” 
 
    There were scattered chuckles from the members of the Council, but Lord Allerius kept his focus.  “So you think he knows about Emma?” 
 
    “To some extent,” Aeligos confirmed with a nod.  “Not to say she’s necessarily wrapped up in this the way she was in our mission to Tsalbrin, but at the very least, he knows her name.  He knows what she is, if not exactly who she is, if that’s clear.” 
 
    “Clear enough,” Albrecht said.  “You said he spoke in half-truths; was there useful truth to anything he said?” 
 
    Aeligos made what appeared to be a semi-apologetic gesture.  “Well, bear in mind that what I’m telling you is based on my perceptions.  Divinations by a priest or the use of someone who can read thoughts would’ve given you more solid evidence,” he said, and Lord Allerius and the Council nodded their understanding of the rogue’s intentions.  “Lord Black is a practiced liar.  Trouble is: so am I.  That’s part of my function within the Silver Blades.  I don’t think he’s had many occasions to test his skills against someone who does the same thing.  So when he was lying, to me it seemed painfully obvious, and when he was telling half-truths, again, it seemed pretty easy to separate fact from fiction – based on my perceptions, of course.” 
 
    Aeligos’ hands moved with soft gestures again as he began to explain his thoughts and feelings.  “Lord Black mentioned the priests of Achirun,” he started, and he paused briefly when the Councilors bristled with mention of the demon lord’s name.  “While I believe what he said was true with regards to not wanting to ever serve or be subservient to a demon lord, his involvement with those priests runs a lot deeper than just using them to his own ends.  He truly believes he’ll never fall into Achirun’s trap, but he doesn’t realize that he already has.  To what extent, I don’t know, but if he thinks he’s using Achirun’s priests for his own ends, you can rest assured they’re using him for theirs as well.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Master Arinotte said.  “That is typical of the hubris of those who deal with demons and their ilk.  Everyone believes they are too smart and crafty to ever get caught in the webs of beings that have lived for thousands of years.  Such arrogance leads to one end only.” 
 
    “How truthful was he with regards to the actual killings?” Lord Allerius prompted. 
 
    “That’s where things get a bit more complicated,” Aeligos answered.  “Everything in his mannerisms and words seemed to point to him telling the truth: that he didn’t kill anyone.  On the other hand, that still doesn’t mean he wasn’t involved: if it was a half-truth, as most of what he said seemed to be, then it’s possible he helped the assassin kill those three Guild members, he just didn’t strike the killing blow himself.  Also, it’s hard to believe that the assassin wanted him, killed three people to get to him, and then walked away without making an attempt on his life.  There’s something here we’re missing, and nothing makes that as clear as the crime scene itself.” 
 
    “I think the biggest clue we found was the positioning of the bodies,” Aeligos continued.  The Councilors regarded the notes from their own investigators that sat before them, and several nodded when they saw the notations that clarified the rogue’s words.  “If Lord Black truly didn’t kill anyone, then there has to be some other rational explanation as to how three Guild members were not only killed, but that they were killed nowhere near each other and before they could react fully.  That would seem to suggest they were assaulted by at least three enemies, one of which may have been Black himself, despite his words to the contrary.” 
 
    Master Perez rolled his eyes slightly and let forth a chuckle.  “Not that we have any reason to trust the sincerity of Lord Black, but what makes you think he was a part of this?” 
 
    “The timing of the kills,” Aeligos explained.  “If I were going to kill three people by myself, the last thing I would ever do is confront all three of them at the same time, particularly in a room with fewer exits than enemies.  I would figure out some way to divide them, either by waiting for one to use the commode or such, or else by trying to lure one away.  The scene we looked at suggested the Guild members were attacked simultaneously.  Now, that assassin was very fast, but not fast enough to kill three people in seconds nowhere near each other.” 
 
    “So there’s more than one assassin?” Master Perez asked. 
 
    “Either that, or Lord Black was involved,” Aeligos answered.  “I suppose it’s possible that Lord Black assaulted the first Guild member at the base of the stairs, the assassin killed one of the others, and the third was indecisive as to which of his guildmates he should help first.  If so, the assassin could’ve killed the second while Black grappled with the one by the stairs.” 
 
    “And the one by the stairs would have been easily slain by the two once the assassin dispatched the second Guild member.  A very plausible explanation,” Master Bennet said. 
 
    Aeligos continued, “That’s also not the whole of it: all three of the Guild members were killed with some sort of poison.  Based on the wounds, I think what the assassin used was a type of necrotic venom that eats away at flesh and can leave the appearance of burn-like wounds.  Lord Black said he didn’t see the assassin apply anything to her weapons, but if he was grappling with the third Guild member, that could be an inadvertent truth.  Either way, this venom clearly made it that much easier for the assassin to dispatch the Guild members.  Whatever it was, it was very potent.  In my line of work, I’ve come across many types of poisons, but I’ve never seen one that works that fast.” 
 
    Kari raised her brows and wondered if that might also be something Eryn told him about in the wake of the attack.  Kari knew about the venom of many dangerous types of sand spiders and scorpions from her travels through the Khalarin Desert in her early years, when she trained in the shakna-rir kingdom under King Suler Tumureldi.  She had no idea what effect the venoms might have had other than bad wounds and sometimes death, but it gave her pause to think that the syrinthian woman had brought something even more toxic from the underworld. 
 
    “Both of the wounds with burns on the men in the dining area were between the ribs here,” Aeligos said, demonstrating on the side of Kari's armor.  “Their armor has a seam up the side there and the assassin knew exactly where to hit them to not ruin her blades on the ribs and miss the mark.  This assassin is deadly, much more so than anyone you might deal with here in the city.  I watched her fight with Kari, and I saw how fast and, more importantly, how efficiently she moved.  I was honestly thinking there were multiple assassins when I first started studying the crime scene, but after seeing how quickly that syrinthian moved, I’m pretty confident she could’ve pulled this off alone – if she had Lord Black’s help.” 
 
    “But this brings us back to the questions: why would Lord Black help her if she was after him, and why did she not make an attempt on his life after slaying the Guild men?” Master Perez asked. 
 
    “Because it’s a trap,” Aeligos said with confidence as the conversation came back full circle.  “Based on what Lord Black said and the inconsistencies in the evidence, I think this entire incident was meant to set the Order up.  It was clear that Lord Black was hoping Kari would be the one sent to Barcon to investigate, and considering the assassin is some type of syrinthian, it seems pretty obvious that the trap is meant to ensnare her.” 
 
    “For the obvious reason?” Master Bennet asked. 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Revenge for killing Ressallk,” she said quietly, referencing the sylinthian demon prince she had killed on Tsalbrin.  Ressallk was a son of Sekassus the Calculating and a part of the demon king’s schemes on the island of Tsalbrin, and Kari had decapitated the demon prince after a fierce battle.  Though the Order and Zalkar’s church both assured Kari they would stay vigilant in monitoring the demon king for a reaction, Kari had little doubt that Sekassus was making an attempt on her life.  The presence of a snake-woman all but confirmed it in her mind. 
 
    “The only thing that makes me wonder is Lord Black’s mention of Sekassus, and the way he very easily pointed a finger at Sekassus when we interrogated him,” Aeligos said.  “If Black’s a part of the plot, then it doesn’t make sense for him to mention the one behind it.  It’s possible he’s just trying to throw us off by mentioning the obvious culprit, but it could turn out to be far more elaborate than it would seem.” 
 
    “So then we must send someone else,” Master Bennet said, but even Lord Allerius shook his head in response along with Aeligos. 
 
    “No, if this involves Sekassus, it’s something I have to handle personally,” Kari said before either of the two men could speak.  “This is my responsibility, and I already swore a Blood Oath, so I’m bound to put an end to this myself.” 
 
    Master Perez made a gesture and Zalkar’s symbol began to glow brightly on Kari’s chest, prompting the Councilors to begin whispering among themselves for a minute.  Aeligos and Lord Allerius both fixed Kari with surprised gazes, but both men seemed to come to the same conclusion as to why she would’ve done such a thing, and nodded.  Kari folded her arms across her chest and waited for the Council to address her directly.  She knew they’d be concerned with her safety, especially walking headlong into a trap, but at the same time she figured they would understand that she couldn’t ask someone else to do so in her place. 
 
    “If this is the decision you’ve come to and Zalkar has given you his blessing, then we have no place questioning that decision,” Master Bennet said after a couple of minutes.  “We would like to know, however, who you are planning to bring with you.” 
 
    “No one from here,” Kari said, and Aeligos whipped his gaze back to her.  She held her hand up before anyone could protest and continued, “I’ll be bringing a few friends with me, but no one from the Order, and no one that Lord Black or the syrinthian have already seen.” 
 
    Aeligos put his hand to his chin, apparently disappointed that Kari didn’t want his help, but it was clear by his expression that he understood her logic and what she was thinking.  “You raise an interesting point,” he muttered, but then he turned to address the Council.  “Kari’s instincts may have figured out what I missed.  It’s possible the killings were not just to get her attention, but to see who aligns with her to put a stop to it.  A good assassin never goes after their mark until they’re well aware of everyone and everything they’ll have to deal with in the course of and in the wake of the killing.” 
 
    The Councilors nodded, and Aeligos turned toward Kari again.  “So you’ll be taking a boat south to Lajere and making your way to Barcon from there?” he asked and, when she nodded her confirmation, he bobbed his head appreciatively.  Aeligos understood exactly what she was thinking: despite his infiltration skills, Black and the assassin had both seen him and his presence might cause more problems or, more likely, get him killed. 
 
    “Yes,” she said after another moment, turning to face the Council.  “I think it best if I bring people Lord Black doesn’t know, the assassin hasn’t seen, and who won’t stand out as members of the Order.  They’ll be able to get some answers while I draw the attention of Lord Black and the syrinthian assassin.  I have a feeling there’s more going on here than even Kaelin Black realizes.  Despite his words, I think Aeligos may be right and he may be serving an underworld power; whether willingly or not, I don’t know.” 
 
    “When were you expecting to begin?” Master Perez asked. 
 
    “There’s a ship heading south to Lajere tomorrow,” she said.  “In the meantime, I was going to try to find one of the people Jason Bosimar's journals mentioned working directly for him during his tenure as Avatar.  Are any of you familiar with a gnoll named Tormaar that may still live here in the city?” 
 
    “Tor?” Master Bennet repeated, and a warm smile crossed his face.  “Of course.  He is a staff sergeant with the ducal army.  You can likely find him at the garrison any time.” 
 
    “Then with your leave, Masters, I'll see to that and then head to Barcon first thing in the morning,” Kari said, and the Councilors all nodded their assent. 
 
    “Good luck in your mission,” Master Bennet said.  “Love justice, but do mercy.” 
 
    Kari repeated the tenet in kind with a salute and, after bidding the Council and Lord Allerius farewell, she and Aeligos took their leave.  The rogue looked at her every so often as they left the campus and ascended the hill to the citadel.  Kari could tell Aeligos understood her reasoning and agreed with it, but he was nervous about letting her go into danger without him or his siblings.  She had to smile: though he lacked the physique that typified Erik, Serenjols, and Typhonix, Aeligos was still half-guardian and still had that protective nature.  More to the point, though, Kari understood that Aeligos did not like being duped or outfoxed, and his competitive nature was clearly piqued by the challenge the assassin and Lord Black’s involvement presented. 
 
    As usual, Aeligos had clued in quickly that she intended to ask Sherman and Katarina for their help in Barcon.  The young human paladins had moved south to the city of Lajere a couple of months after the Silver Blades returned from Tsalbrin, since the lord of the city and county was a paladin.  They went to train with and learn from him, and though the Silver Blades were sad to see them go, at the same time they were glad to see the youngsters taking the next step in answering the calling of paladinhood.  Kari looked forward to seeing them again, though she reminded herself that they would now be close to twenty years old: hardly youngsters anymore. 
 
    The citadel was an impressively large castle that stood on the top of a hill in northern DarkWind.  It had several levels, which allowed the Duke and his staff to live and work on the upper floors while the Duke’s honor guard, the local garrison, and the officers of the city watch lived and worked on the ground floor.  Constructed in the mid-twenty-fifth century, the citadel was a replacement for the grand Fortress of DarkWind that stood outside the city’s walls.  The citadel was nowhere near as large as the Fortress, but its stalwart appearance and the fact that it had housed many of the city’s non-combatants when DarkWind came under siege during the Apocalypse made it a symbol of strength to the people.  The rumors that there were dungeons below the citadel, carved into the very bluff upon which it sat, did little to dispel or dilute that public image. 
 
    Kari ascended the hill with Aeligos, and cast her gaze westward over the city’s walls to behold the old Fortress of DarkWind.  The beautiful old castle had fallen into disrepair even before Kari’s first life, and the way she remembered it from her days training at the Academy was not all that different than it appeared now.  If Kari remembered her history correctly, the Fortress was abandoned after a brief war called The False Apocalypse, wherein the Devil Queen captured the city of Oge and made it her base of operations.  Several attempts were made by the Duke’s armies to retake the city from the Devil Queen’s clutches, but none found any measure of success.  In an effort to stem the endless tide of assaults on her new base, the Devil Queen launched one efficient, deadly assault on the Duke, killing his entire household except for him.  By all accounts, the Fortress had been haunted ever since, causing the Duke to move within the city limits and construct the citadel. 
 
    They reached the top of the hill and approached the gates, and Kari and Aeligos received only a cursory glance from the guards, who noted Kari’s dog tags and let them pass.  Several militiamen getting ready to go on patrol were kind enough to give them directions to the officers’ mess, where they said the two could find Sergeant Tormaar.  The citadel was deep and shadowy, and as Kari looked around at its mighty walls, she couldn’t help but try to imagine the bulk of the city’s population trapped within while the defenders made one last desperate attempt to hold off the siege.  Fortunately, such a scenario had never unfolded: thanks to the heroics of the Eleventh Light Division – which was completely lost in the battle – the city was spared.  Kari looked to the statue in the center of the citadel’s main hall, which depicted a guardian demon wearing the coat of arms of the DarkWind nobility, and she did a double-take when she saw the demon was named Aeligos. 
 
    “My namesake,” the rogue said as they continued deeper into the citadel.  “Kaelariel put him in charge of the Eleventh Light Division, and he died with his men while breaking the siege.  I’d guess they probably wouldn’t have succeeded if they’d been led by anyone other than a guardian demon.  The guardians really had a knack for spurring our soldiers to victory.” 
 
    Kari recalled that her mate and all of his brothers were named after guardian demons, and she appreciated the gesture a little more as she heard one of their stories.  “So I take it he wasn’t an infiltrator?” she asked. 
 
    Aeligos chuckled.  “None of the guardians were,” he answered.  “Father named me so because Aeligos was the fourth guardian demon created, and I was his fourth-born son.” 
 
    Kari nodded, and soon the two came to the officers’ mess.  The men inside seemed surprised when Kari and Aeligos entered, but as soon as they saw Kari’s dog tags, they waved the guests in.  Two humans that looked like they had just finished their shift sat at a long table across from a gnoll.  Gnolls were hyena-like humanoids, typically very tall and broad with short fur that had the same coloration as their animal counterparts.  Tor was easily as tall as Erik, who was about six-foot-ten, and the gnoll had a powerful build that was obvious even with his furry coat.  What surprised Kari most about him were his legs: most gnolls were digitigrade and had bent legs typical to canines. It appeared that, like the czarikk, there were some gnolls that were more humanoid, and Tor was one of those. 
 
    Tor turned and looked at them, and Kari could see the intensity in the gnoll’s yellow-eyed gaze that was clearly one of his strengths as a staff sergeant.  The reddish-brown fur of his right shoulder was burned away by a brand that marked him as a member of the ducal militia, and there was a special tattoo that colored the fur below the brand to show a staff sergeant’s stripes.  He only had the leggings of his armor on, which appeared to be a mixture of scale and plate armor, and a pair of wicked axes hung from his belt.  Tor regarded the two humans at the table with him for a moment and they rose to their feet.  Tor stood up and saluted them crisply, and once they saluted him in return, they took their leave. 
 
    Tor waved his guests over and remained standing until Kari and Aeligos reached the table.  He gave the demonhunter a crisp military salute, which Kari answered by touching her fist over her heart.  “Staff Sergeant Tormaar, at your service, my lady,” the gnoll said.  He turned his head to acknowledge Aeligos with a nod.  “I already know why you have come, Lady Vanador, but I am only going to tell you the same thing I told the other woman.” 
 
    “What other woman?” Kari inquired, caught off-guard. 
 
    Tor gestured to the bench across from him and waited for his guests to take seats before he sat down again.  “A young shakna-rir demonhunter named Irressa came by here late last night asking questions,” he said.  His voice was gruff and deep, but his articulation was very particular, as though he had received a thorough education.  It left Kari to wonder about his background, since simply being a gnoll who was allowed in the city was unusual enough; to be an officer of the ducal army and formally – and thoroughly – educated was bewildering.  Kari assumed his tale must be quite fascinating.  “She was asking questions about a demoness named Emma and my service to Lord Jason Bosimar when he was Avatar of your Order.  I will tell you the same thing I told her: I am bound to speak nothing of either subject to anyone.” 
 
    “You know, on the one hand I’m proud she took the…initiative, but at the same time, I’m left to wonder what she was doing investigating Bosimar’s contacts,” Kari commented to Aeligos, and he seemed just as curious.  It was possible someone on the Council or even Lord Allerius might have assigned Irressa to do so, but Kari found it strange that no one would have told her about it.  Kari turned back to face Tor, who sat straight-backed on his bench with his hands folded before him.  It was an odd sight, and certainly far from how Kari imagined her first encounter with a gnoll at arm’s length would unfold.  “Why are you bound not to speak about these things?” 
 
    Tor took a sip from the mug before him, and by the scent Kari guessed it was a light-bodied beer: enough for a good flavor without the soldier becoming intoxicated, whether he was on duty or not.  He placed the mug back on the table and met Kari’s stare evenly, and in his gaze she could see this was a situation he had prepared for very well.  “When our service to Lord Bosimar ended, I and the others I worked with were sworn to secrecy,” he explained.  “The work we performed for the Avatar was of a very delicate nature, and he was concerned that even other members of his Order might not understand his intentions or his motivations.  Judging by your presence, I now see that he was right to be concerned.” 
 
    Kari waved a hand dismissively.  “We’re not here nosing around about Jason.  I trust that as Avatar, whatever he did or was trying to do was for the good of us all,” she assured the gnoll.  “Since I’m now technically one of the heads of the Order, right now all I’m trying to figure out is what Jason was trying to do, and if I should pick up where he left off.” 
 
    “No,” Tor said flatly. 
 
    Kari hesitated a few moments to see if the gnoll would explain his answer, but he stayed completely still and silent.  “I need answers…,” Kari began. 
 
    “Find them elsewhere,” Tor interrupted.  Kari cocked her head, and Tor held his hand up and then nodded apologetically.  “Forgive me; I do not mean to be disrespectful.  I understand you are now one of the heads of the Order, but I gave my word to Lord Bosimar that I would not speak of these things to anyone.  With all due respect, Lady, the only way I will break my word on this is if you hold the same office Lord Bosimar did when I swore the oath to him.” 
 
    Kari glanced briefly at Aeligos, who remained silent to allow Kari to handle things her own way.  Turning back to Tor, Kari made the same gesture Master Perez had to reveal the mark of her Blood Oath, and she was thankful that the enchantment answered her call.  The light blue symbol of Zalkar appeared brightly on her chest, and Tor tilted his head curiously after it faded.  The gnoll started to speak, but then bit back whatever he was about to say; instead he sat and thought to himself for a minute, looking off to the side.  Kari glanced at Aeligos again, and from the slight smile he let show, it was apparent he was happy with her methods. 
 
    “I recognize what that symbol means,” Tor said at last, and he met Kari’s gaze once more.  “I still will not break my word to Lord Bosimar, but if the demon you hunt is somehow related to the work we performed for him, then I will direct you to someone who might be willing to break their oath.” 
 
    “Anything would be helpful,” Kari said.  “We may have won the Apocalypse, but the work of the Order is far from done, and the work Jason was doing before the War may be very important to what’s going on now.” 
 
    Tor nodded.  “Are you familiar with the city of Lajere?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve never been there,” Kari answered, “but I’ll be passing through there soon.  Why?” 
 
    “When you arrive in port, look for a brothel near the docks called The Satin Palace.  There you should find a half-corlyps named Elias Sorivar,” Tor said, and he paused to sigh.  It was obvious he wasn’t comfortable with breaking Bosimar’s trust indirectly, but a part of him clearly wanted to help Kari.  “Assuming he still lives in the city, he should be working nights there as a bouncer.  He worked with our group for a while when we served under Lord Bosimar, and I believe he will feel less inclined to honor his word to a dead man than I do.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kari said, and Tor nodded politely.  Kari could understand Tor’s feelings, being trapped between keeping his word and doing what was probably the right thing.  In her mind, she assumed that whatever Jason’s reasons for swearing them to secrecy were related to a short-term goal, and that now would be the proper time to break those oaths.  Still, if Jason had requested or Tor had simply inferred that he shouldn’t break the oath until another Avatar of Vengeance demanded it, Kari could understand that as well.  In the end, she didn’t want to force him to do something against his nature or his will if he was that adamant about it.  She was glad he was willing to point her in the right direction.  “Is there anything else you can tell me, either about your group or just about Jason in general?” 
 
    Tor put his hand to his chin, which looked amusing given his hyena-like countenance.  “Not all of the work we did for Lord Bosimar revolved around demons or that which we swore secrecy over.  For a while, we aided the Order in other, smaller matters, such as recovering several of Turik Jalar’s belongings that were stolen from his tomb.  We recovered his armor after killing the notorious brigand Cyrus Tevor and his band, and we defeated the red dragon Kuriortis in the Ceritan Mountains to recover the axe.” 
 
    “See?  I’m not the only one,” Kari commented with a glance to Aeligos. 
 
    “What?  The only one who ever killed a dragon?” Aeligos returned. 
 
    Kari didn’t answer except with a subdued grin, and it was Tor’s turn to be surprised.  Whatever he thought of the revelation that Kari, too, had killed red dragons, he didn’t ask about it.  “One other thing I will mention, because it might be of particular interest to you, is a trip we made to Dryad’s Lake,” Tor said, and he paused for a minute as the memories came to him.  “One of our missions we ran for Lord Bosimar was investigating several disappearances: all high-profile adventurers and elite warriors.  We found out after a while that it was Seril’s son that was killing them all…” 
 
    Tor paused as he saw the distinct change in Kari’s expression, and even Aeligos beheld his sister-in-law curiously.  Kari never talked much about the War itself.  She talked about her commander, Kris Jir’tana; of her experiences within her battalion; and of some of the friendships she’d made during the War; but when it came to the fighting itself, she usually avoided the topic.  She knew all about Seril’s second-born son, Taesenus: a master swordsman who had enforced his mother’s will both before and during the War by slaying high-ranking officers and high-profile heroes of the Light forces.  He was reportedly slain by Kaelariel during the War, but not before the so-called “Demon Prince” had slain hundreds of people in single combat.  The most disturbing thing about him was his penchant for collecting heads: he didn’t simply kill his enemies, he decapitated them and brought their heads to his mother as tribute. 
 
    Once Kari met his eyes again, Tor continued without prodding, “The most curious of all of the murders was that of Ellen Morrigan of Atrice,” the gnoll said. 
 
    “I remember the Morrigan family,” Kari interrupted, though Tor didn’t seem to mind.  “They’re nobility in the city of Atrice; I met them after we liberated the city during the Great War.  The local Baron, Jacob, told me he had lost his daughter to the Demon Prince before the War actually began.” 
 
    “Aye, and that was truly a shame.  The way the people of that city spoke of her, it was clear she was something special, and not just a typical spoiled noble child.  We found her body near the shore of Dryad’s Lake, but it was her spirit that helped us to find her,” Tor explained, and Kari hung upon his every word.  “We had a vague sense of where she fell in battle thanks to our priestess’ divinations, but we were having no luck finding her.  Then, one night when we were camped in the forest, our tracker – a kwarrasti woman named Rhiannon – stopped by the shore of the lake for some water.  Under the light of the moons, a shimmering spirit appeared over the surface of the water.  At first we thought it might be a ghost or wraith of some kind, but it was beautiful rather than hideous, so we weren’t sure what to make of it.  In typical fashion, our priestess, Danilynn, used her magic to float over the water’s surface to approach and speak to the ghost.” 
 
    “Was she attacked?” Aeligos asked. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Tor answered.  “It was Lady Morrigan’s spirit.  She was simply trapped there, though she knew not why, nor did we ever figure it out.  She was still completely aware of who she was despite how long her spirit had lingered in that place, and she remembered exactly where she’d fallen.  Once we found and properly buried her remains, her spirit was released.  But that Lake is a place of great power – something your Order and its priesthood should investigate as time permits.  If something in the water or around the lake can capture spirits, it could be very useful with the type of work your Order does.” 
 
    Kari considered what he meant for a few minutes, and she nodded as she realized he must be suggesting the lake could capture the spirits of slain demons to prevent their rebirth in the underworld.  While such seemed to only happen for the more powerful demon lords – and their kings, no doubt – it might serve as an impromptu prison for the demons’ spirits.  On the other hand, Kari considered it might also be a target of interest to the demons, who could capture souls for whatever purpose using the lake’s power.  Tor nodded ever so slightly, and she guessed the latter was likely what he was referring to. 
 
     “Well, thank you,” Kari said, and the gnoll nodded politely once again.  “I’ll pass that information along to the Order and suggest they send the right people to look into it.  As for Jason’s work, I understand why you won’t break your word.  Thank you for directing me to someone who might help.” 
 
    “I doubt you truly understand, but I appreciate your patience,” Tor said, and he rose to his feet as his guests did likewise in preparation to leave.  “I am an orphan and an outcast; a gnoll trying to live in a society that does not put much stock in my species.  My word is everything: if it means nothing, so too does my life.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, but I can accept it,” Kari said, and she shook the gnoll’s hand before the two saluted each other and Kari departed with Aeligos. 
 
    They walked back to Kyrie’s house so Kari could pack her things in preparation for her trip.  Aeligos promised her he would re-read Bosimar’s journal again and again while she was gone until he could offer her more clues to its mysteries.  Kari could see Aeligos was curious to what she knew and had felt regarding Taesenus, but Kari kept those thoughts and feelings to herself.  Few knew of her encounter with the Demon Prince, and being the private person she was, that was one thing Kari was determined to keep private. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter V – Murky Waters 
 
      
 
    At Kari’s suggestion, the Order sent a couple of priests and a pair of demonhunters to investigate Dryad’s Lake.  With Emma and who knew how many other demons running unchecked across Citaria, Kari was determined to stop them at every possible turn.  The Order now had guards at the Temple of Archons, and would likely also start watching Dryad’s Lake.  Kari would continue to post guards at every place of power of interest to the demons as she found them.  Kari doubted Emma would be concerned with Dryad’s Lake, given her interest in the Temple, but it wasn’t hard to imagine that something would take an interest in the lake. 
 
    Her family wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of Kari going into danger without them, but Aeligos’ approval of her plans put them mostly at ease, as did the fact that she had sworn a Blood Oath and was carrying Zalkar’s power with her.  Kari wouldn’t be going alone, either, and after three years of tutelage under Count Markus Garant, her in-laws were satisfied that the Moreville twins would be well-trained and of great help.  Kari guessed that had there been more than one assassin, the push for her in-laws to accompany her would’ve been much stronger – especially if Erik wasn’t away in Ceritopolonis. 
 
    Kyrie, Aeligos, Typhonix, Grakin, and Little Gray accompanied Kari to see her off at the docks.  Thankfully, Little Gray didn’t make too much of a fuss over his mother’s departure.  Kari was concerned that he might get upset; after all, she hadn’t been away from him for any extended periods since he was born.  Little Gray didn’t want Kari to leave, but when she explained to him that she was going to fight monsters, he became excited.  He was still too young to understand just what it was she did for a living, but he knew that she wasn’t afraid of monsters and protected him and other children from them.  Kari was satisfied that her son considered her a hero.  She told Little Gray to ask the Fuzzy Man to watch over him while she was gone, and he agreed. 
 
    Grakin stood on the end of the dock holding their son and watched the ship sail away, and Kari was sharply reminded of how much it had ached to be apart from him during their mission on Tsalbrin.  As she sorted through the memories, she waved a teary goodbye and tried to keep perspective: to remember her promises to return to his side, both then and now.  Kari still wasn’t exactly sure what she faced, but she was confident that she would emerge victorious and keep her promise.  She was carrying Zalkar’s spirit into battle once more, and the spirit of Sakkrass was never far from her mind; the syrinthian had only hatred and skill with swords to counter that.  Kari was driven by many things, and as the ship began to sail swiftly down the coast toward Lajere, she realized that her concerns that she had improper motivation were understandable, but incorrect.  She went to protect the people of Barcon and the rest of the world from an underworld incursion, and to make the world a safer place for her child and for everyone else’s as well. 
 
    The journey to Lajere was a short one.  The coastal currents, coupled with the swiftness of the sleek sailing vessel she rode, cut down what would’ve been a much longer overland trip.  While Lajere was still a good distance from Barcon, she imagined it wouldn’t be all that difficult to convince the Count to loan her a horse to speed her travel.  Kari wasn’t an accomplished rider, but she had ridden her share of horses in her previous life and was at least proficient.  An overland trip could’ve taken a month or more depending on the severity of the spring weather, but the faster water route coupled with the swift southern horses would mean she could arrive in Barcon in only a couple of weeks. 
 
    Lajere was an impressive city on the southeast coast of Askies Island, and was sometimes referred to as the Tower City.  During the Apocalypse it was one of the most important cities not captured by the Devil Queen, having an abundance of farms around it and a deep-water port that allowed the Light forces to use it as a beachhead when assaulting the heartlands.  Lajere sat at the mouth of a deep river, and Kari took in the sight as the ship was guided into its harbor just before sundown.  The city’s main attraction and the reason for its nickname was a black tower with no apparent entryways, rumored to be the home of an oracle spirit that opened an entryway for those it chose to speak to.  Kari was never one to put stock in such things; the gods and their priests were much more reliable, in her mind, than some unknown spirit picking and choosing who it wanted to communicate with.  Even still, the tower marked the center of the city, both physically and in the minds of those who spoke of it. 
 
    The city itself was clean and calm from what she could see, and the docks were well-patrolled by uniformed officers.  The officers wore white tabards with an intricate coat of arms upon them, and Kari understood immediately that the Count’s position not only as ruler, but a paladin, meant that he took order in his city very seriously.  The thought of the nobleman led Kari’s gaze to where a castle stood in silent vigil on a hilltop south of the river’s mouth.  The castle was large but not overly opulent, and the terra-dracon woman took that to mean that it served as a defensive keep and not a demonstration of wealth and power, as might be the case with other nobles.  A stone bridge linked the castle on the south side with the city on the north side, and apparently also served to keep tall sailing ships from heading upriver, something Kari understood well as a defensive tactic, based on things Aeligos told her. 
 
    Kari disembarked to little fanfare, thankfully, but she left her dog tags out over her breastplate and made her way up the pier toward the city proper.  The officers and guards serving on the piers saluted her as she went past, a gesture she appreciated and returned.  Though demonhunters were considered law enforcement agents, not all cities or counties appreciated their overriding authority, and sometimes local guards and constables resented their presence.  To find immediate welcome in Lajere helped put Kari’s mind at ease; when walking into danger the way she was, she needed to find allies, not enemies.  Still, Kari was hesitant to ask the guards where the local brothel was.  She didn’t want to give them the wrong impression of herself or her Order.  She assumed she could find the place easily enough on her own, and took to the main road into the heart of the city. 
 
    Lajere was a well-to-do city.  Its outlying farms produced food that made its way all over the heartlands of southern Askies, and even as far north as DarkWind and Ceritopolonis.  Kari had also learned during the trip south that the city was home to many craftsmen’s guilds and artisans of nearly every type.  Its businesses had mines in the southern mountains near the terra-bengal lands – called the Jirtorex Kingdom – and its jewelers and artists were considered some of the finest on the continent.  It was obvious from the look of both the city and its citizens that money flowed freely here, and that also spoke well of the Count.  In other cities – like Barcon, Kari thought – the nobility would tax the people too heavily based on their earnings, and the city might suffer despite the nobles’ good intentions.  That was clearly not the case here, and from what Kari could see from the ship’s deck and from the docks – which tended to be the rougher part of port cities – the city as a whole prospered, rather than only a select portion. 
 
    As she expected, it didn’t take Kari long to find The Satin Palace, just based on what Tor had told her.  It was only a short distance from the docks along the city’s main east-west road, where sailors and other mariners stopping in port could find it easily.  To her surprise, though, it wasn’t the gaudy or sleazy-looking establishment she was expecting.  Kari wasn’t particularly fond of prostitution, but given her own history of using the services of mules – male prostitutes who were neutered in some way – she also didn’t normally pass judgment on it.  What she expected, though, was that it would be something kept private: when she partook of their services in her past life, she did so quietly in the privacy of an inn.  Brothels tended to be sleazy, flaunting promiscuity and immorality, and devalued the entire area around them.  The Satin Palace, though, was a clean and respectable-looking establishment with no prostitutes outside enticing passers-by.  To Kari’s eye, it looked like a fancy hotel. 
 
    The interior didn’t do much to change Kari’s perception.  Though it was dimly lit and the air was heavy with the scents of perfume and candles, it was clean and quiet, and spoke less of being a brothel and more like it was a hotel.  The foyer was a large, open room with deep, cushioned chairs spread about its carpeted floor in pairs.  Potted plants and moveable screens gave privacy to each of the pairs of seats, some of which were currently occupied.  The floor was covered with a thick, soft carpet, and Kari’s toes dug into it absently.  She had stayed in many an inn and hotel in the younger days of her past life, but she had to admit that The Satin Palace was easily nicer than any of them.  Even if she wasn’t looking for companionship, she would’ve been happy to stay in such a place for the night, if just for the creature comforts. 
 
    Only a few pairs of eyes looked up at Kari as she stood in the doorway.  Most of them went back to their own business, and when Kari met the one stare that remained on her, she was pretty sure she had found Elias Sorivar.  A half-corlyps was usually a dimwitted, cowardly male that shared all the negative traits of his father, but as Kari met this one's gaze, she could immediately see he was far from a typical half-corlyps.  His eyes were dull red but his stare was intense and, contrary to what might have normally been the case, Kari could see he was studying her face as much as her other assets.  His hair was black and short on the top, showing off the rows of small ebon horns along the ridgelines of his skull, and was long in the back in the tradition of warriors, tied into a tail.  He was dressed casually in a loose-fitting, short-sleeved shirt, with trousers that only extended a little past his knees.  Elias was muscular and rugged-looking, and had the scars to show that he was far from a coward: cowards didn’t generally stay in battle long enough to earn the types of scars Kari could see upon him.  The warhammer hanging from his belt further told Kari that he took his job as a bouncer very seriously. 
 
    “Tell me you’re not here for a job,” he said suddenly, surprising Kari, especially when she noted the sudden return of every other stare in the foyer.  She started to blush but laughed inside, attributing the somewhat rude comment to his heritage.  Rather than take offense, she simply held up her dog tags so he could better see them in the room’s dim light.  “Hey, that guy had it coming,” the half-corlyps said, holding his hands up innocently.  “The rules are very specific about hitting and rough stuff with the girls.” 
 
    Kari couldn’t help but chuckle.  “I’m not here about your work,” she said, and the other patrons went back to their own business.  “My name is Karian Vanador, Sword of the Heavens, and I’m here about your old job.” 
 
    That drew more curious glances from the patrons.  The half-corlyps stared quietly at her for half a minute before he looked around.  “Antoine!” he bellowed, and after a few moments a large, muscular, dark-skinned human entered the foyer from one of the side doors.  Based on Antoine’s size and attire, Kari guessed he was another bouncer for the establishment.  “I need you to take over for a little while.  This officer wants to ask me some questions.” 
 
    “Hey, that guy had it coming,” Antoine said, turning his gaze to Kari.  “The rules–” 
 
    “Not about that,” Elias interrupted. 
 
    The human grunted.  “What did you do now?” he asked with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Elias waved off the inquiry and rose to his feet.  He was several inches shorter than Kari, which wasn’t all that unusual for a half-corlyps, but despite his size, he gave off an aura of danger, and not just because he was serilian-rir.  He gestured toward the exit, and Kari preceded him out to the streets.  Once they had taken to the road, the half-corlyps looked back over his shoulder as they put some distance between them and the brothel.  He glanced briefly at Kari.  “Can’t talk in there.  Despite how busy the people may seem, believe me, they hear everything,” he commented.  “I know a nice tavern just up the road.  We can talk there.” 
 
    Kari walked west with Elias down the main avenue, and as daylight faded into twilight, the people of the town began making their way home at the end of the work day.  Lajere appeared to have a larger human population than rir, but there was a good mix of races that suggested the city was a welcoming one.  Most of the townsfolk smiled at Kari as she passed them, and she assumed it was due to her dog tags, but she didn’t miss the expressions of doubt or even mistrust that were clearly thrown Elias’ way.  If the half-corlyps was at all bothered by the display, he didn’t show it, but Kari found herself becoming somewhat frustrated by it.  While it would have been easy enough to attribute it to where Elias worked, she sensed that it had little enough to do with that.  Kari wondered what reaction Grakin would receive if he were walking beside her in this same city. 
 
    Elias’ declaration of his destination being a nice tavern was on point.  The place was clean and lacked the rough or seedy elements that Kari would’ve expected of a tavern that was somewhat close to the docks.  The half-corlyps stepped inside without waiting for Kari to enter first, and she considered him curiously as she caught the door and followed him.  She tried not to dwell on it, and reminded herself that not everyone was a gentleman, and that had little enough to do with his being a half-corlyps.  Thinking on it briefly, she thought maybe he was simply afraid of insulting her as a demonhunter by treating her differently.  He gestured for Kari to go sit at a table near the corner of the room while he approached the bar to get them drinks.  Kari chased off the curious stares of the tavern’s other patrons by fingering her dog tags but making it seem reflexive.  It was hard for her to miss the cool reactions Elias received from the bar’s other patrons, given that the half-corlyps had just gotten much the same reaction from folks on the street.  Once the others turned away from her, Kari made her way to the table Elias had indicated. 
 
    Kari wondered if Elias had a reputation around the city, or whether he got on everyone’s nerves simply by being a half-corlyps.  She understood that her perceptions had been changed dramatically by working with and subsequently becoming mated to a half-guardian, but that the feelings of the general populace about serilian-rir hadn’t changed much, even since the end of the Apocalypse.  In her past life, she could recall several encounters with half-corlypsi and that she gave them a similar reaction.  It was something that was difficult for her to qualify: half-corlypsi were typically the product of force and, as she had previously mused, they were usually stupid, cowardly, and violent – particularly with women.  With that in mind, it was easy to understand why the people of the city might’ve taken a dim view of Elias, but it left Kari to wonder how long he had lived in the city and whether he’d ever done anything to truly earn the reputation. 
 
    Her musings came to an end as he approached the table and handed her a tankard, and Kari sniffed the contents briefly to determine what it was.  She could tell it was a dark ale just by its scent, and she let out a small purr-like sound as she indulged in its flavor.  She raised the tankard in thanks to him after she took a sip, and he repeated the gesture before he sat down and sampled his own.  Elias glanced around the tavern to see if they were being watched, and Kari was amazed when the few people who were trying to discretely keep an eye on them suddenly found other things to do when faced with the half-corlyps’ red-eyed scrutiny.  With a snort, Elias finally turned his attention back to the demonhunter and fixed her with an appraising stare. 
 
    “I knew this day would come,” he said after taking a drink.  He leaned back in his chair and stretched, and he fanned out his wings before folding them behind him again.  “I’ve been waiting for over twelve years for you to find me.” 
 
    Kari beheld him curiously.  “I was told to come find you by a gnoll named Tormaar,” she said.  “He said he wasn’t interested in talking to me or breaking his word to Jason Bosimar, but that you might not feel the same way.  Is that what you mean when you say you’ve been waiting for me?” 
 
    Elias nodded.  “Yeah.  Bosimar expected to be able to keep a lid on everything that went on during his reign as Avatar, but honestly, he should’ve just killed us if that’s what he wanted.” 
 
    “You are Elias Sorivar, correct?  Or do I have the wrong half-corlyps?” Kari asked. 
 
    He laughed.  “Most folks just call me Eli.  And as you can see, yes, I’m a half-corlyps,” he said, raising his voice as he glanced irritably at the patrons seated at the bar.  Within moments he was fixed with over a dozen irritated stares, but he simply continued, “Ugly, cowardly, stupid, small dicks…did I miss anything?” 
 
    Kari was shocked at the exchange, but she could clearly see the other patrons mutter things under their breath before they turned away again.  None of them seemed to muster the courage to say anything directly to Eli, though, and he turned back to her, brought his hands together under his chin, and smirked.  Kari chuckled lightly.  False bravado was common among half-corlypsi working to shake off the label of cowardice their heritage saddled them with, but Kari could tell that it wasn’t false in Eli’s case.  He had a dangerous and no-nonsense look about him that reminded her of a smaller Typhonix.  Though he was several inches shorter than Kari, she had no doubt that he would’ve been all too happy at that moment to step outside with any – or maybe all – of the bar’s patrons. 
 
    Initially Kari thought it might mean he was unstable and unreliable, but she considered that he had worked directly for the Avatar of Vengeance, and was left to wonder.  She looked at his current work under that light and found that it made a bit more sense to her: almost like he had the heart of a half-guardian in the body of a half-corlyps.  It was easy to assume he worked in a brothel because his half-corlyps nature was constantly looking for women, but she wondered if, in fact, he was simply acting as a protector of women in virtually the only place that would tolerate his race.  She watched him crack each of the knuckles on his left hand using only his thumb, and she noted that his eyes never left hers while she studied him. 
 
    “Tell me what you thought of Jason Bosimar,” Kari said.  She wanted to know what Eli and his companions had been assigned to do, but decided that asking him what he thought of his employer, as it were, might give her better insight into how he felt about the work he did. 
 
    Eli folded his arms in front of him on the table and shifted in his seat while he thought about what to say.  “Jason was…a hell of a man,” he said after a contemplative minute.  “Always seemed calm and in control no matter how strange things around him became, and let’s just say he put up with the…colorful personalities of our group without complaint or judgment.  I’ve heard a lot of the tales about Turik Jalar, and frankly I always thought a man like that would scare the hell out of me – and not just because I’m a half-corlyps.  Working for Jason, though…it was like working for a friend.  He was trustworthy, and I never got the impression that we were being used like mercenaries.  I can honestly say I felt like a part of something, and like what I did under his command was for a purpose.” 
 
    “I only met him briefly myself,” Kari said, “and it was in the war camp up near Latalex at the start of the War.  It was hard to speak to him, because it seemed like he knew virtually everyone there.  Not what I would’ve expected from an Avatar of Vengeance – and I’m a demonhunter.” 
 
    Eli chuckled with a knowing nod.  “I know exactly what you mean,” he said.  “But that’s obviously not what you came here to talk to me about.  Enough people in Gnarr or Darkwind could tell you what Jason was like, and give you enough of an impression that he was a good man.  But I’d bet my left wing that none of them could tell you what work we did under his command.  Your Order probably doesn’t even realize it, but all the secrecy surrounding our group…it’s because Jason was making sure we could win the Apocalypse when it came.” 
 
    Kari sat forward and gripped her tankard in both hands.  “How do you mean?” she prompted him. 
 
    Eli sat back in his chair and twisted his lips to the side for a moment.  “It’s all rather complicated, really, but as I’m sure you saw during the War, our forces and Seril’s were pretty evenly matched.  All it would’ve taken was for even one rogue factor to play into things for the end of the War to have been much, much different.  Jason spent the better part of the decade before the War making sure that there were no loose ends, and that there would be no rogue factors that came up once the War began.” 
 
    “Loose ends, like the snakes?” 
 
    The half-corlyps held his hand up.  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he said.  “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here first?  Are you just researching Bosimar, or are you having a problem with snakes?” 
 
    “Both, actually,” Kari admitted.  She made the gesture she had learned inadvertently from Master Perez, and Zalkar’s symbol glowed brightly on her chest.  She ignored the looks she received from the bar patrons, but Eli chased them away with a glare before he met Kari’s gaze once again.  Kari continued, “I’m currently hunting an assassin, and she seems to be some sort of syrinthian.  Based on what my friends and I accomplished in my last field mission, I think this assassin was sent by Sekassus to take revenge on me, but I’m not entirely sure about that.  So I’m also trying to find out what Bosimar was doing before the War, and whether the presence of the syrinthian has something to do with that instead.  I understand Bosimar had your group monitoring a priestess named Ciceria; would she have anything to do with all this?” 
 
    Eli regarded Kari curiously but remained silent for a minute, and Kari watched as he apparently turned everything over in his mind.  It was clear from his calm demeanor and the way he spoke that he was unusual for one of his kind, and the fact that he didn’t immediately just start rambling further pointed to that conclusion.  In his dull red eyes, Kari could see a similar reaction to the one she received from Tor: while he clearly wanted to help, he was considering how much he could or should say, and what would be most relevant to Kari’s current task.  For a moment she wished she could shake the entire story out of him, but at the same time, she understood that investigating everything about Jason Bosimar’s tenure would be a massive distraction from her current assignment – one that might have nothing to do with that current task. 
 
    “Let me ask you this: do you know any priests or priestesses?” Eli asked at last. 
 
    “Yes, my mate is a healer of Kaelariel, and his mother is Kaelariel’s high priestess,” Kari answered, and she gripped her tankard in both hands again.  A part of her knew it was wrong and just plain rude to think so, but she couldn’t help but wonder if her declaration that she had a mate might make Eli think twice about helping her, given his initial reaction to her. 
 
    Eli’s brows rose, but it was apparent in his expression that it wasn’t for the reason Kari feared.  His surprise seemed more of the impressed variety, as if he already knew who Kyrie was and, by extension, now knew that Kari was mated to a serilian-rir.  The grizzled warrior bobbed his head appreciatively, and in his eyes Kari could see an even deeper respect than he had already shown her.  She suspected he wanted to say something along the lines of not bad, but if it were so, he kept any such remarks to himself.  “So you understand that a priest’s power flows through them, from their deity,” Eli stated, to which Kari nodded.  “So I assume you also know that demon kings aren’t deities, and most of them don’t share their power with anyone – not even those who call themselves their ‘priests.’” 
 
    Kari nodded again, but before he continued, Eli glanced briefly at the bar patrons.  They seemed to have decided to give the demonhunter her privacy, but when he turned back to Kari, Eli leaned in a little closer to keep his voice down.  “Over the course of our work with Bosimar, I learned that many of the so-called priests of the demon kings really serve other powers: usually deities that have common goals with the priests’ respective kings.  Ciceria was chosen to come to our world because she was powerful enough to tear a hole through the barriers that protect Citaria from underworld invaders.  The thing of it is: she didn’t draw that power from Sekassus.  He wouldn’t share that kind of power with a servant, not even to set foot on this world.  Bosimar explained that for Sekassus to grant her that kind of power – if he even could – he would’ve weakened himself so much that any of the pantheon’s avatars could’ve sent him right back to the underworld.” 
 
    “So Ciceria served a god?” Kari concluded, and Eli nodded silently and took a sip of his ale.  “Do you have any idea which?  Was it one of the kings that also serve as Koryon deities – Sheila or Augrus?” 
 
    Eli waved off her suggestions.  “No.  Sekassus would’ve never accepted a servant that also served another demon king; Jason was quite certain of that.  He explained that virtually none of the demon kings are on friendly terms with the others, and that they would never share servants or power with another.  If Ciceria ever told Jason who she served, he didn’t tell the rest of us.  But when she was killed, we gave Jason her deity’s holy symbol and he kept it in his office, which makes me think he wanted to find out who it was.” 
 
    Kari pursed her lips, disappointed to hear that a good lead had been killed.  “So Ciceria is dead?” she asked. 
 
    Eli nodded solemnly and his eyes slipped away, and Kari wondered at the reaction.  It was clear he had cared about the woman, which told Kari that the situation had been even more convoluted than she’d suspected.  It was one thing for Eli and his companions to have kept an eye on Ciceria to foil her plans, but the thought that they had cultivated anything remotely like a friendship with her meant that things had been far more complicated.  It led Kari to wonder what Ciceria was like.  For everything Kari knew, the syrinthians were all vicious servants of Sekassus bent to the demon king’s destructive will.  The look on Eli’s face, though, said otherwise, and Kari understood that Ciceria had been something else.  She considered the situation and the possible implications, and Aeligos’ words concerning Jason’s journal made a little more sense. 
 
    “Yes,” Eli answered with a wistful sigh after taking a few moments to compose himself.  “She sabotaged Sekassus’ plan to invade, but it cost her her life.  If you go through Bosimar’s things, you can probably find the holy symbol I’m talking about.” 
 
    Kari considered the tribal pendant she had found and wondered if it might’ve been the very symbol Eli was talking about.  “Wait, but if she was Sekassus’ high priestess and she sabotaged his invasion plan…are you saying not all of the syrinthians are loyal to Sekassus?” 
 
    “I know for a fact they’re not,” he said.  “Before she died, Ciceria asked us to find and protect her daughter, who was still in the underworld.  But at the risk of sounding like a typical member of my race, the underworld is not someplace I’m tempted to ever visit, not even to find the daughter of a friend.  That’s something your Order would have to take care of itself – but, given that Bosimar hid most of this stuff from the Order, I’m not sure why you ever would.” 
 
    “Damnit,” Kari muttered.  “So that was what your service to Bosimar was all about?  Helping Ciceria sabotage Sekassus’ plans?” 
 
    The half-corlyps male shrugged.  “There was a lot more to it than that, but that was the most important part of it all,” he said.  He glanced around at the other bar patrons briefly.  “The commoners don’t know just how close Sekassus came to setting foot on this world, and that was the whole reason behind Jason’s secrecy.  Make sure you understand what it is I’ve been trying to tell you: not all of the syrinthians are your enemies.” 
 
    “You said they’re not all loyal to Sekassus, but that doesn’t mean they’re our friends.” 
 
    Eli gave an impatient wave of his hand and looked around again before he met her gaze more intently.  “They’re not demons, Karian,” he said.  “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.  They’re just people that are unfortunate enough to live in the underworld and end up enslaved to the demon kings.  That’s why they keep showing up here: they’re not demons, so they can cross the barriers and start the work of their kings here.  But they’re just patsies.” 
 
    Kari’s eyes lit up.  “So they wouldn’t be detected by divinations to find demons?” she asked, and Eli shook his head negatively.  Her mind raced across her encounter in Little Gray’s room that had only briefly preceded her encounter with the syrinthian assassin.  She fought off the urge to panic, and she recalled Kyrie saying that whatever was in his room – assuming there had been anything – wasn’t malevolent.  She had to trust in the veracity of Kyrie’s divinations.  Kari composed herself and noted that Eli was watching her intently.  “How much more do you know about them?” 
 
    “About the syrinthians?  Not all that much, other than that they’re no harder to kill than anyone else,” he said, and he patted the head of his hammer.  “But if you want to understand the syrinthians, you’ll want to start by learning about their priestesses.  They’re the ones that rule their people – or at least, that guide their people under Sekassus’ rule.  And if you want to know about how their priesthood works, you’ll want to talk to Danilynn.  She’d know a lot more about their faith, and maybe even who or whatever that faith was placed in.” 
 
    “Danilynn Stahlorr?” Kari queried, and Eli nodded.  “That name sounds so familiar; is she a priestess of Garra Ktarra?” 
 
    Eli nodded again and a smile crept onto his face.  “Yea, fures-rir girl that wore this blackened chain armor with green eyes on it,” he said. 
 
    Kari was pretty sure Danilynn had served with the Thirty-Fifth Light Division during the Apocalypse.  There had been so many soldiers in the brigade that she didn’t get to know many of them personally outside of her subordinate officers and many of the serilis-rir that also served with the unit.  She remembered the priests and wizards of the unit fairly well, though, as they had helped bring down part of a mountain to crush Seril’s forces when liberating the city of Atrice early in the War.  It left Kari to wonder where Danilynn would’ve gone after the War.  She supposed it was possible the woman had settled down in Atrice, or perhaps at the grand temple of Garra Ktarra in the Holy City of Sarchelete. 
 
    “So, is there anything else you can tell me about the snakes or why they might have an assassin creeping around?” she asked Eli at length. 
 
    The half-corlyps shook his head.  “Nothing that would be of any importance to you right now,” he said with a shrug.  “I think I know enough about Sekassus to think he wouldn’t send an assassin after you unless he was really, really angry though.  So unless you did something to him that far outshines what we did, I’d guess this snake assassin is after something else entirely.  I have some things back at The Satin Palace that I can go through to see if I’ve forgotten anything that might be relevant.  You’re welcome to stay the night there, since it’s getting late.  I’ll have a private room cleaned out for you.” 
 
    “How much will that kind of favor cost each of us?” Kari asked. 
 
    Eli waved off the query.  “I own the place, it won’t cost us a thing,” he said, and he smirked when Kari's brows rose.  “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Kari nodded but knew that now wasn’t the proper time or place to push for details on something that was relatively unimportant.  The two finished their drinks, then headed out to the darkened streets of Lajere, and proceeded back to The Satin Palace under the dancing firelight of the city’s street lamps. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter VI – Dark Seduction 
 
      
 
    The Satin Palace had virtually every creature comfort Kari could think of, and Eli gave the demonhunter what she assumed was one of the nicest rooms available.  Located on the top floor, its wall to wall carpet made her feel as though she were floating when she walked across it, and the room had a large makeup table with a triple mirror.  Kari could see the reflection of the bed behind her, which was easily large enough for four people to sleep in comfortably, and it was stacked high with thick blankets and overstuffed pillows.  All of it was a little on the gaudy side, the color scheme of the room was made up of a blend of deep purple and crimson shades, but Kari was grateful for the gesture from its proprietor. 
 
    Kari sat in front of the triple mirror brushing her hair as it dried, and she wondered what Eli would’ve been like to adventure with.  When she’d spoken to the bath matron, Marissa, the exotically beautiful human woman had told Kari that Eli owned the building, but not the girls who worked in it.  He provided them a place to work and a full-time security detail that he took a personal role in, but other than a small monthly rental fee, Eli apparently had little to do with the girls or their work.  Kari was curiously impressed but not surprised when even Marissa had mentioned that Eli was more like what she’d expect from a half-guardian than a half-corlyps. 
 
    Kari’s eyes wandered to the reflected image of the bed behind her and she recalled the similar furnishing in the bedchambers of King Suler Tumureldi, her one-time master and lover.  She recalled the scandalous reception her relationship with the king had garnered, and how the people of the shakna-rir capital of Aurun Ch’Gurra and the staff of the palace had taken some time to warm to Kari and her relations with the king.  Many of the common people and even Tumureldi’s personal staff had suspected Kari of attempting to usurp the throne that awaited Tumureldi’s daughter, since shakna-rir kingdoms were matriarchal.  Many thought that Kari’s goal was to take the throne for herself: she would’ve outranked Suler had the two become mates.  Over time, as they learned Kari was dying and also unable to bear children – not to mention completely uninterested in ruling a kingdom – the shakna-rir people had come to accept Kari and her relationship with their monarch. 
 
    Kari put down the brush, walked over to the bed, and slid naked under the soft blankets.  She clutched them tightly to herself, remembering how special her nine months with Tumureldi had been.  Though she had initially gone to Aurun Ch’Gurra to investigate rumored attacks by demons, she soon decided to stay there to learn mastery of the incredible scimitars she had come into possession of.  She’d trained directly with the king, and began learning the fighting style Tumureldi had created, but it had only been a matter of time before Suler began visiting her bedchamber for more than theorycraft.  Kari had never understood it: she never thought of herself as attractive in her previous life, and it wasn’t until she was told so by Kris Jir’tana, Grakin, and her now in-laws that she had a simple, but deep, beauty that she began to see herself in such a light.  Suler Tumureldi had seen that simple beauty as well, especially in Kari’s character.  Still, Kari’s breathing was heavy in her ears as she recalled how afraid she’d been the first time he visited her bed.  She’d been haunted by the memories of her father’s abuse and expected that Tumureldi would do the same to her if she failed to please him. 
 
    She thought of Grakin, then, and how his gentle and caring nature was so much like Suler had proven to be in the bedroom.  As a weapon master, Tumureldi was an incredibly demanding and thorough teacher: he pushed Kari to her limits day after day and took no excuses – not even her illness – into consideration when impressing his skills upon her.  He accepted no less than perfection from his sole student, and Kari rewarded his diligence by becoming as clay and allowing herself to be molded to his will.  She went to him an accomplished fighter, trained by the headmasters of the Demonhunter Academy, but Suler had turned her into a weapon: a fighter with a grasp of tactics so firm that she fought virtually on instinct.  As the weeks passed, they grew closer, until one night he visited her bedchamber and made his case to become more than just her teacher. 
 
    Kari’s heartbeat quickened as she recalled how she had consented only because she was afraid he would turn her away from his training if she refused.  It didn’t take Suler long to realize she was not just unwilling but terrified of being with him, and that was when her relationship with him truly changed.  He left her bed and her chamber with apologies, and told her that if and when she was ready, she needed only tell him so.  His gentlemanly nature and the fact that he continued to train her as though nothing had happened helped to melt away her fears, and their relationship as master and student only grew stronger.  It took Kari a couple of weeks to decide she wanted to be with him, and during those weeks her training continued just as it had before.  When she told him her decision, he accepted her as his mistress – not his mate – and he began taking her to his own bedchamber, much to the irritation of his subjects.  Kari laughed when she recalled the fact that the only person who had readily accepted her relationship with Suler was the princess – on whose behalf everyone else was so defensive. 
 
    The room was quiet around her and Kari started to doze off in the soft warmth of the bed.  Her thoughts turned to little Gwendolyn Tumureldi, the princess whose crown the people had feared Kari was trying to usurp.  Kari never got a chance to meet the queen, Yesara Tumureldi, who’d been killed in an accident a couple of years before Kari’s arrival in Aurun Ch’Gurra, but by all accounts, the princess was like her mother in nearly every way.  The girl was beautiful, brilliant, and innately courageous – a trait Kari attributed to her father – and even at the tender age of eight had already possessed a poise and grace that many adult monarchs lacked.  Even with the entire palace staff under her command as the heiress apparent, Gwendolyn had never taken to being a brat or abusing her power.  Kari recalled how the princess had looked up to her, even once going so far as to ask Kari to marry Suler so he would be happy again, and to serve as a general when Gwendolyn came of age and took the throne. 
 
    History, too, spoke very highly of Gwendolyn: the day she turned eighteen, her father abdicated the throne to her as promised, and the young woman began a very long and prosperous reign.  From what Kari had heard from Typhonix and read in some of his books, Gwendolyn was the queen when Celigus Chinchala conquered Terrassia, and she continued to serve with distinction and grace even with the demon king as her emperor.  The one thing Kari found confusing and distressing was the fact that Suler himself had disappeared – much like Kari had – only a few years after abdicating the throne.  Kari had to wonder if he’d been murdered to prevent him from ever taking the throne again, or whether he might’ve even died fighting against the conquering demon king.  History said only that he disappeared into the forested northlands, serving in the Order of the Western Star – the shakna-rir ranger corps – and was never heard from again. 
 
    Kari felt an ache as her thoughts of Suler soon turned to thoughts of Grakin and how deeply she missed him after only a few days.  It was strange how different Grakin and Suler were and yet how alike they seemed to her soul and her heart.  She chuckled bitterly, considering that both of her deepest relationships were of the type that could never last: one with a king, the other with a dying man.  Kari wondered if she could find some way to save her mate: to spare him from the coming agony and certain doom since, after all, she herself had been returned from death by a divine favor.  It didn’t take long for reality to settle in, though, and Kari fought off the urge to cry as she considered that her circumstance was unique: never before had anyone been returned from death, certainly not to save their loved ones the heartache that came from their absence.  Whatever the true reason behind Trigonh’s request – whether it truly was love or if his claim that she would help turn the tide of the Apocalypse was genuine, if wrong – Kari had no idea what had prompted the Creator, Gori Sensullu, to fulfill that request and restore Kari to life. 
 
    The ethereal sound of her son’s laughter calmed her emotions, and Kari understood that someone – Zalkar, most likely – was telling her what should have been obvious.  Grakin would find immortality in the children she bore for him, and in her heart, where a piece of him would live forever.  For as long as he lived, Kari and Grakin would raise their children to protect and care for others, just as they did, and those children would in turn bear children, a bloodline strong and true that bore witness to the character of its patriarchs.  Grakin’s words replayed in Kari’s mind, and she understood that she had to choose which of the flames in her life she wished to stoke more: the fire of the demonhunter, or the fire of a mother.  She curled one arm under her head while she tapped her fingers on her belly, and she chuckled quietly as she considered it was not a difficult choice at all. 
 
    Kari drifted into the realm of dreams, and found herself making love to Suler Tumureldi in the palace’s rooftop gardens while the twilight air cooled around them.  Even while asleep, Kari realized that she was seeing a memory and not just a dream.  Such lucid dreams didn’t alarm her: they had been somewhat common since that fateful day when she met Sakkrass, and they had almost all been pleasant since she underwent the mental exercises with Triela – even after the episode she’d had while giving birth to Little Gray.  She had wondered for years if it was Sakkrass sifting through her dreams and memories to get a better feel for the character of his daughter, but she didn’t dwell on it too much.  In these lucid dreams, she relived some of the best of her memories: things that, while not always happy or necessarily pleasant, reminded her of the strength and character she had built up over the years of both of her lives.   
 
    The first night she gave herself to Suler Tumureldi was one of the most memorable days of her previous life, and one of her happiest memories in general.  Kari recalled the lessons from earlier in that day, and the sparring session in which she had landed a significant strike on him for the first time in her training, but her mind remained fixed foremost on their lovemaking.  Suler was such a gentleman and his love for her so genuine that it reminded her time and again that she was not the scared little girl that her father had so callously abused.  She basked in that knowledge and in that feeling, and they reminded her that those same traits were what attracted her to Grakin.  Something in the core of her soul latched onto the memory, and there was a surge of pleasure as she felt the remnants of her love for Tumureldi one last time, if only ethereally. 
 
    Kari shifted in her sleep as she suddenly found herself in bed with Annabelle Sol’ridachi, her friend and fellow demonhunter she had traveled with on several occasions.  She had always considered Annabelle a sister, but her relationship with the terra-rir demonhunter had troubled Kari for more than one reason.  Annabelle always seemed to want more from their friendship, and she seduced Kari one night after both of them had far too much to drink.  Though it was a pleasant memory in some ways, Kari was still uncomfortable with it: relationships between demonhunters were generally frowned upon, especially when in the field.  Even more than that, though, was the fact that it blurred her perceptions of Annabelle as a sister.  Though they remained close friends after the incident, they had crossed a line that Kari regretted, even if Annabelle never seemed to.  What made the memory even more painful was the fate that had befallen Annabelle, and the fact that Kari couldn’t save her. 
 
    Her dreams turned back to Grakin, her mind working to free itself from the guilt and pain that accompanied the memories of Annabelle.  One last time she saw the pale face and dead eyes of her friend, reduced to the undead husk of a vampire, but Kari’s unconscious mind broke free and the memory faded.  She was suddenly assailed by warmth and the smell of the ocean, and Kari smiled in her dream, walking through the knee-high water along Salkorum’s tropical beaches with her mate.  In the dream she was carrying Little Gray as well, and her heart fluttered when she saw her belly was swollen with another child.  The warmth of the sun seemed to soak directly into her soul as she walked with her family.  She wondered at the dream and whether it was an indication of her future, or simply a manifestation of her innermost desires.  She assumed it was the latter, but a part of her said that she could make this come to pass, if she was willing to let go of her other passion. 
 
    A shadow passed over Kari, and she looked up to see what clouds were in front of the sun.  She shivered as a wind that was too cold to be natural bit cruelly at her flesh.  But there were no clouds in front of the sun.  Kari hardly registered that Little Gray had disappeared from her arms and that her belly was no longer swollen as she turned on instinct to look at Grakin.  She watched through the fog cloud of her own breath in horror as Grakin’s features began to shift.  His cheeks and eyes sank in and the flesh of his snout tightened, and he began to wither and die in front of her.  Kari tried to scream but nothing came forth, and she shivered, trying to shake herself out of the dream.  She tried to wake herself before Grakin withered away to nothing, but consciousness would not come; something in her dreams had a grip on her. 
 
    “Karian!” came the angry call, and her body froze with fear. 
 
    The ocean and the harbor of Salkorum turned to ice, trapping her feet, and Kari shivered violently from both her terror and the cold.  She looked out over the frozen sea at the man who had hurt her more than every demon and monster she had ever fought.  Her knees nearly buckled, but Kari expended every ounce of effort she could simply to swallow, to make some move or gesture to break free of her terrified paralysis.  Her mind flashed back across her lovemaking with Tumureldi, to the words he had spoken to her and that Triela had reminded her of on Kirelia, and with the thought of the war wizard came the strength the young woman had unlocked in Kari.  No longer was she a terrified young girl, and in her dream she remembered that she was a demonhunter, a war hero, the slayer of a demon prince and a thousand demon minions before it.  Her dream turned and she found herself in her paluric armor, her scimitars in hand, and even the memory of her father stopped as it beheld her. 
 
    “Karian!” came the call again, but she realized it was not her father’s voice.  A loud bang sounded in her room and Kari sat upright, at last broken free from the world of dreams.  It took only moments for her to focus on the terrifyingly beautiful face of the syrinthian assassin that stood at the foot of Kari’s bed. 
 
    “I have you,” the assassin said in her otherworldly voice with a hiss.  She showed her fangs in a horrible grin and drew the long, straight blades from their sheaths. 
 
    Kari glanced once to the wardrobe where her armor hung, and to the scimitars the assassin had apparently put on the makeup table to taunt the demonhunter.  Zalkar’s symbol was shining brightly on Kari’s naked chest, illuminating the purple and crimson walls with an eerie glow, but the assassin showed no fear as she approached around the side of the bed closest to the door, to cut off any avenue of escape should Kari try to run.  It was as if she was baiting Kari to try to get to her swords, but even before the terra-dracon woman could move from the bed, the door of her room came off of its hinges and swung limply from its latch to crash into the wall.  Both of the women were distracted for a moment, but Kari recovered quickly and tried to kick the assassin in the arm to get her to drop one of her blades. 
 
    The syrinthian woman slashed at Kari’s leg almost absently as Eli stepped into the room, and Kari screamed in pain and slid off the far side of the bed.  Fortunately, the assassin was more interested in Eli as he came through the doorway, so Kari was able to inspect the wound.  The laceration was deep but not life-threatening, and Kari was pretty sure there hadn’t been any poison on the blade.  She took a moment to stanch the bleeding by channeling her limited healing power from Zalkar, but she rushed to get to her feet as quickly as she could.  The wound split open again as soon as Kari put weight on her leg, but she ignored the stinging pain as best she could and moved for her swords. 
 
    Eli had a breastplate on and was carrying his wicked hammer.  He took a conservative swing with the hammer to try to force the assassin’s weapons to one side.  The syrinthian parried the hammer swing as expected, but when Eli moved in on her, Kari saw the woman’s incredible speed once again.  The syrinthian woman quick-stepped in under the recoil of Eli’s hammer, and she instead grappled him, pinning his weapon arm against him.  He tried to shake her off, but the snake-woman gripped the side of his head and bit him hard at the base of his neck.  Eli screamed out in pain. 
 
    With her swords in hand, Kari moved to help Eli, but she could see the woman hadn’t just bitten him: she was sucking blood out of the wound while her snake eyes watched Kari.  The hammer dropped impotently from the warrior’s hand, and when Kari approached, the syrinthian woman drew back and then kicked Eli in the chest, sending him into Kari.  The terra-dracon woman tried to ignore the instinct to catch him, but she deflected his weight somewhat so he didn’t fall straight to the floor.  Kari barely got her scimitars up to deflect the syrinthian woman’s assault, and Kari understood that without her armor, even a single mistake would be fatal. 
 
    Eli groaned and tried to drag himself away from Kari’s feet so she could fight.  He was bleeding badly, but Kari was relieved when he pulled the blankets off the bed and pressed them hard against the wound.  Satisfied he could hold out for a few minutes, Kari tensed her legs and began taking short steps toward the assassin.  The syrinthian woman couldn’t get to the door without engaging the demonhunter, but Kari recalled that the woman was also able to teleport herself.  With that in mind, Kari pushed in with a conservative combination to keep the assassin from escaping, while also not opening herself to an easy killing blow. 
 
    Kari’s instincts served her well once again when the assassin parried her attacks and attempted the same maneuver she had in DarkWind.  Reflexively, Kari’s right scimitar came down and swept the assassin’s thrust harmlessly wide, and the demonhunter tripped the syrinthian even as she moved to Kari’s right side.  The assassin was surprised but recovered quickly, rolling with the trip to come up on her feet near the door, and she brought her blades up before her.  Kari faced off with the demon again.  The syrinthian woman threw her wings out from under her cloak, but her head bobbed forward oddly as something struck her. 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure what had hit the assassin in the back, but the syrinthian woman turned with a hiss and spat in the face of one of the prostitutes.  The human girl screamed and fell to the floor holding her face, and the syrinthian glanced hatefully back at Kari before she ducked into the hallway and ran.  Kari started to give chase but stopped when she saw that the assassin was already gone; again that snake speed left the demonhunter in awe.  Kari realized she was naked and that was no condition in which to face such a skilled swordsman, so she stopped to check on the girl lying in the hallway.  Whatever the syrinthian had spat into the girl’s face, it didn’t appear to be caustic, it simply irritated her eyes. 
 
    Antoine appeared after a few moments, still breathing easily even after running up three flights of stairs.  “What’s happened?  Who was that woman?” he asked. 
 
    “An assassin,” Kari said, still squatting next to the girl.  “Quickly, run downstairs and alert the city watch, then make sure she doesn’t get back inside the building.” 
 
    The human considered Kari’s words for only a moment before he nodded and ran to do as he was ordered.  Kari helped the girl into her room and sat her on the end of the bed, and then she knelt down to tend to Eli.  Their eyes met and Kari could see he wasn’t in immediate danger: his gaze was more a combination of embarrassment and rage, and Kari could well understand it.  The syrinthian woman didn’t look like much of a fighter, but the demonhunter understood that was a large part of what made her so effective.  Even Kari had somewhat underestimated the assassin the first time they’d met, but that was a mistake she made sure not to repeat this time. 
 
    “What was that?  Was she…a vampire?” Eli asked, an edge of pain straining his voice. 
 
    “No,” Kari said with a shake of her head.  “That was a succubus…or a half-succubus, anyway.” 
 
    “Toughest damn succubus I’ve ever met,” he said with a grunt, and Kari wondered at his words. 
 
    The assassin being half succubus explained a lot: why Kari had the erotic dreams, and why she was nearly attacked in those dreams.  Without the mental discipline Triela had taught her three years before, Kari imagined that what she’d faced in her dreams may well have killed her.  It further explained why the syrinthian woman’s coloration was so pale and why she had wings.  Kari studied Eli, and she pulled the blankets away from his wound to inspect it.  While the assassin hadn’t gone for any of the major arteries or veins in his neck, she had left two deep puncture wounds inside his collarbone that continued to ooze out blood without the pressure.  Kari replaced the blankets and clasped his hand over them, and she stood up straight when the prostitute finally opened her eyes again. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I think so,” the girl said in a timid voice.  “I just…she blinded me.” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  She could hear the booted feet of city watch coming up the stairs.  She paced to the wardrobe in a partial rush, and put on a robe just before the guards made their appearance.  Once they identified her as a demonhunter, Kari issued orders to the watch captain to put the city on high alert and clear the streets as much as possible.  At Kari’s request, several guards were stationed around the brothel to keep any unidentified people from entering or exiting.  Kari wasn’t entirely sure that the assassin had left the building, and Antoine was unable to confirm where she went after she passed him on the stairs.  Kari gave assignments to the guards to keep the building locked down, to alert the patrols to a possible assassin on the streets, and even to send word to the Count of the disturbance in the city. 
 
    Once the initial panic calmed and a search revealed that the assassin was indeed not in the building – Kari’s Blood Oath confirmed it – Kari sat in the brothel’s foyer fully dressed in her armor.  Eli sat close by while a physician sutured his wounds, and the half-corlyps spared Kari a glance now and then whenever he could do so without interrupting the suturing.  It was hard for Kari to read his expression; clearly there was still embarrassment and aggravation there at having been disabled so easily by a woman he outweighed significantly, but there was a canniness in his gaze that said he understood what Kari was up against, and why she needed all the information she could get.  He had sent for the other men who worked as bouncers to come and double up the security, and he inquired after the girls often, even while having his wounds tended.  It was very easy in that situation for Kari to see Eli’s protective nature and the value he would bring to a group. 
 
    The watch captain was certain that the Count or one of his two protégés would be arriving in the city even given the late hour, and Kari tapped her small black claws on the arm of her chair while she waited.  She was pretty familiar with succubi in an educated sense: she knew a lot about them from her lessons at the Academy, though she had never encountered or battled one over the course of her two lives.  Generally considered a weak creature, a succubus was among the more deadly demons for exactly that reason: most who encountered them assumed they were little more than underworld harlots.  Truthfully, they were exceptionally dangerous because they had so many ways of disabling and killing their victims: they could drain their victims of vitality, either through carnality or by drawing their lifeforce out akin to a vampire; they could attack or seduce their victims from within dreams; many of them were proficient sorceresses; and, of course, they were demons – nowhere near as weak and helpless as their comely forms might otherwise indicate. 
 
    Kari was disturbed by the dreams she’d had prior to the encounter.  She assumed the syrinthian assassin had dug into her innermost memories and desires, prompting her statement of “I have you.”  The demonhunter bit her lower lip and considered how she still struggled to face the memories of her father and the way he’d abused her.  The fact that the assassin not only knew that, but was capable of using that knowledge to attack from within Kari’s dreams, almost made her afraid to return to bed.  Kari was confident that if the assassin hadn’t fled the city, she would return to finish what she’d started.  Kari recalled Triela and the mental exercise she had undergone with the kirelas-rir war wizard’s help: how she had faced her fears, pushed down the hurt her parents had scarred her soul with, and fortified her emotions with the knowledge that she was a good woman who was well-loved.  She would have to remember those exercises and boost her resolve so that if the assassin tried the same avenue of attacking her again, she would be ready and able to defend herself.  She looked to her left as she sensed Eli’s eyes upon her again. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    Kari chuckled despite the situation.  “You’re the one with a hole in the side of your neck,” she said, though in truth she found the pentagram made of five swords tattooed on his shoulder of greater interest than his injury.  She was pretty sure the mark was that of the Five Clans, which led her to wonder why he would still have such a distinguishing mark, or why he would display it in public when the Five Clans was long since destroyed.  At the very least, she knew it wouldn’t be a good topic of discussion among so many ears – even the city watch who had no doubt seen the mark – so she resolved to ask him about it later, when there were less people around. 
 
    The half-corlyps shrugged, eliciting a sigh from the physician.  “I’ve had worse than this, that’s for sure,” Eli said.  “She’s got some kind of poison in her fangs, if I’m not mistaken.  One of the few positives of being half-corlyps: strong constitution.” 
 
    The mention of poison in the fangs reminded Kari of her encounter with Ressallk, the sylinthian prince she battled on the island of Tsalbrin.  The sylinth had slain the children of a local czarikk tribe, and Kari and her brother-in-law Erik tracked and slew it.  During the battle, the sylinth had tried to blind Kari with venomous spit; she found it curious that a syrinthian could do the same thing.  Her studies at the Academy never mentioned either venomous succubi or venomous syrinthians, so she was left to wonder where that particular ability had come from.  Kari expected it could have been a side effect or a direct result of working sorcery, since the assassin was also able to teleport herself at will: another ability she had never heard of succubi or syrinthians manifesting. 
 
    Kari looked at Eli curiously after a couple of silent minutes when the physician at last finished his suturing and departed.  “How many demons have you fought?” she asked. 
 
    “Fought, or killed?” he shot back with a smirk, and Kari laughed.  The half-corlyps, dressed only in his trousers, turned partially in his seat and pointed to several vicious-looking scars on his right-side ribs.  “Got these from an erestram; damn thing’s war scythe cut right through my old breastplate.  If I hadn’t partially stopped its swing with my hammer, we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.” 
 
    He pointed out numerous round burn scars down his left arm, which were highly unusual, given a serilian-rir’s resistance to fire.  “These were a gift from an elestram wizard,” he said, and then he lifted his right arm to show a mass of scar tissue on the underside, and continued, “and this was from a valiras trying to figure out what I taste like.” 
 
    Kari let out a single grunt and considered how few scars she had to show for all her efforts as a demonhunter.  Most people incorrectly assumed that her suit of paluric armor was largely responsible for that, but in truth, she had received the armor more than halfway through her career in her prior life.  More than anything, it had been Tumureldi’s style that had kept her not just alive but relatively scar-free.  Kari considered the breastplate that sat next to Eli’s chair: it looked to be made of the same metal as her scimitars, which meant it was a lot stronger than whatever breastplate had allowed him to take vicious cuts from an erestram.  As she further considered the shield that was leaning against the back of his chair, it made more sense to Kari that the majority of Eli’s scars were on his right side. 
 
    “I’m surprised they never made you an actual demonhunter,” she commented quietly. 
 
    Eli waved off the comment and sat back in his chair.  “I’ve never been very good at taking orders,” he said.  “I worked for your Order because Bosimar had a lot of work to be done, but I didn’t do that work for him, or for your Order.” 
 
    “You did it to protect people,” she ventured. 
 
    The half-corlyps nodded.  “I’ve seen enough people beaten into the dirt in my life; someone has to protect them.” 
 
    “I became a demonhunter for pretty much the same reason,” Kari said, and Eli couldn’t hide his smile.  “So you’ve fought an erestram before?” 
 
    Eli chuckled.  “Yea,” he said, his hand tracing along the scars again reflexively.  “I’ve heard it said that you once killed one in single combat.  I can’t even imagine how the hell you could’ve done that.  The six of us managed to kill one, but by the gods, that thing gave as good as it got.  Nearly killed Tor…nearly killed me…I swear we were wading through its blood and it just kept on fighting.  And then, of all things, when we finally hurt it so badly it couldn’t fight anymore…the damned thing seemed relieved…like it was glad to finally die.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Erestram are very proud warriors for demons; they’d rather die than admit defeat to what they consider a lesser enemy.  For even six of you to have beaten one would be considered quite an accomplishment by my Order,” she said, and Eli bobbed his head in agreement.  “You said you’ve never gone into the underworld, though, right?  So did you ever face a sylinth or a harmauth?” 
 
    “Nah, never been to the underworld,” he said.  He started to speak but then paused, as if considering how much he could or should say again.  “We did run across a sylinth once, but it didn’t seem all that interested in fighting.  It sort of stunned most of us with some mental attack and then left; we never did figure out what it was up to.  And, thank the gods, we never had to fight a harmauth.  Saw one once, but never fought one.” 
 
    Antoine entered the foyer and already had a mischievious smile on his face before he even spoke to Eli.  “So, boss, you got beat up by a girl?” he asked with a chuckle, though he received only a short shake of the head from Eli.  “What were you doing up there, anyway?  Going to ask about the lady’s demon kills, or looking for some tail?” 
 
    “Antoine,” Eli said warningly, but Kari found herself chuckling. 
 
    “It’s not an unreasonable question,” she said. 
 
    The half-corlyps grunted and dismissed his employee with an impatient wave of his hand, and he dug into a pocket of his trousers as Antoine walked away laughing.  “Actually, I was coming up to give you this,” he said.  He held up a platinum disk, similar to a coin but much thinner.  He flipped it to Kari casually, and his expression changed only slightly when she deftly caught it between two fingers and held it up for inspection.  She looked to him questioningly, and Eli continued, “It’s a Celestial Token.  Have you ever heard of a demon called Terx?” 
 
    “He crafted my scimitars,” she answered, “though not specifically for me.” 
 
    Eli nodded, impressed.  “These tokens are given out to heroes, or those who fulfill very important tasks for the celestials,” he explained.  “Supposedly, they allow one to ‘buy’ a weapon from Terx or, I’m told, a suit of armor from Krollmar himself.  I’m not sure how much truth there is to either claim, but our group got mixed up in a very interesting situation over that little piece of metal.  Several different factions from the underworld sent agents to try to recover it: syrinthians, some succubi…hell, even a mallasti was asking about it at the time.” 
 
    “Emma?” Kari interrupted, coming to attention in her chair. 
 
    Eli held her stare evenly for several long moments before his gaze flicked to the side and he gave a lopsided smile.  “So you’ve met Emma, then,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Kari answered.  “She was involved in the last mission I worked for the Order, but I never came across her personally.  By all reports, she was at least partially behind the problems we looked into, but whatever she was up to, we’re still at a loss.” 
 
    The half-corlyps gave a casual wave of his hand.  “Probably nothing,” he said.  “She’s more of an observer: she watches what goes on here for her master in the underworld.  I suppose it’s possible her focus has shifted from observing to manipulation, but based on my dealings with her, I’d be inclined to think not.” 
 
    “I might feel a little better about that if you told me what dealings you had with her,” Kari said, and she sat back and crossed one leg atop the other.  She wondered if this revelation related back to what Eli, Tor, and the others had sworn secrecy over, and she looked at Aeligos’ claim that Bosimar was ‘working with’ the demons in a different light.  It occurred to her that based on Aeligos’ information on Tsalbrin and the ultimate result of their mission there, Emma might be a double agent.  It didn’t ease her tensions about having so powerful a demon on her homeworld, but if Emma was causing more trouble for her own kind than for Kari and her Order, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
 
    Eli looked around the foyer casually.  There were some city watch and a few of his own security personnel keeping their eyes on the door, but there were no customers in the brothel and almost no one within earshot.  “I can tell you one thing, but this is between you and I.  You can’t tell your Order or anyone else that might lead to it getting back to the underworld,” he said in a low voice, and then he rose and moved his chair closer to hers so they could speak more privately.  He leaned in close and Kari met him halfway, their faces only inches apart, which gave her a great look into his eyes as he said, “She helped us sabotage Sekassus’ plans.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who she works for?” Kari asked, trying to keep her mind straight in the face of so large a surprise.  Eli’s words furthered her suspicion that Emma might be a double agent, since helping betray Sekassus would mean that Emma had now done so twice, in addition to once helping to betray Arku.  It went without saying that such knowledge could not get back to the underworld: with several demon kings furious with her, Emma’s life expectancy could be measured in hours. 
 
    “Not a clue,” Eli answered – honestly, based on his mannerisms.  “All I can tell you is that there’re other reasons we trusted her, things that could hurt a lot of people if they become common knowledge.  You need to trust your instincts.  Just because she helped us twelve years ago doesn’t mean it wasn’t just convenient at the time.  I haven’t spoken to her since before the Apocalypse, so I don’t know what her orders are like these days.  You honestly need to treat her with a lot of skepticism, but if in doubt, just remember that she did help us at one point.  If she seems like she’s trying to help you, you may want to give her the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “So why did you want to give me this token?  I find it strange you didn’t use it yourself.” 
 
    The half-corlyps chuckled with another lopsided smile.  “I’m many things, but conceited isn’t one of them.  I didn’t earn that token, I found it.  It didn’t belong to us, and I never felt I had the right to use it as though I’d earned it.  Sure, I did a lot of work for your Order, and I hope I helped a lot of people and made the world just a little safer.  But I didn’t do anything deserving of something like that.  If I ever do, maybe the celestials will actually give me one of those.” 
 
    “The reason I gave it to you is that one of the people looking for it was a succubus of some kind living right in DarkWind,” he continued, but he held up a hand.  “Don’t jump to conclusions.  She’s an observer, too, and that woman that attacked us upstairs wasn’t her.  She was looking for this token for her master, so if you give it to her, she may be willing to give you a wealth of information – or even help – in exchange.  The token’s yours; do with it as you please.  I’m just telling you that there’s one person you could give it to that might open a lot of important connections and information sources for the Order.” 
 
    “Conspire with demons?” Kari asked simply. 
 
    “Just because they’re evil doesn’t mean they can’t be useful,” Eli returned with a shrug.  “Hell, even Seril helped drive back the bakatur before the Fifth Demon War.  Evil is always self-serving, but if anything, that makes it so much easier to tempt and manipulate.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “You’re an interesting man,” she said, making certain that her smile showed she meant it as a compliment.  “So what’s this succubus’ name?” 
 
    “Amastri,” he answered.  “I’m sure you’re pretty well educated when it comes to the demon kings.  Amastri serves King Koursturaux S’Bakthra, so you need to really be careful when you deal with her.  There’s a reason Koursturaux is feared even by her fellow kings.” 
 
    The demonhunter thought to herself for a minute, but the Order wasn’t as familiar with the underworld Council or its members as they would’ve liked to be.  Kari knew enough that she understood Koursturaux was one of the highest-ranking kings despite her gender, and that killing one of her servants would be even more dangerous than having killed Sekassus’ son.  She was tempted to ask Eli more – about his background, his adventures, his thoughts on Emma and Amastri, and especially his tattoo – but further conversation was interrupted by the sound of approaching hooves. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter VII – The Earl of Lajere 
 
      
 
    The effects of three years were immediately apparent.  Though he wasn’t quite fully mature, Sherman cut a much more dignified profile than he had the first time Kari met him.  He stood speaking to the captain in charge of the situation at The Satin Palace, and Kari saw that his years under the tutelage of Count Markus Garant had sculpted the young human into a fine example of a man.  His beard was fuller but still trimmed short, accenting his jaw and his lean facial features, though his straight brown hair was shorter than Kari remembered it, now only long enough to reach his shoulder blades while still kept in a neat tail.  Sherman stood with his hands folded behind his back as he received a report of the incident from the watch captain, and Kari could see that though he was only twenty years old, Sherman had matured a great deal. 
 
    He had only a steel breastplate on over a riding outfit, which suggested that he’d been more concerned with the speed of his arrival than with the expectation of a confrontation.  He wore a short tabard displaying the coat of arms of the county, and he had a longsword belted on his hip rather than his old favorite, the two-handed sword he had trained with during their trip to Tsalbrin.  Kari recalled the grievous injuries the young man had received in battle with General Braxus Gaswell on that fateful day three years earlier, and was glad to see that with Grakin’s healing ministrations, Sherman had recovered fully and still pursued the path of a paladin.  She waited patiently for him to finish speaking with the captain, and Kari noted that Eli was watching the young human with an expression that clearly said he was expecting grief. 
 
    Once Sherman finished speaking with the captain and the watchman gestured toward Kari and Eli, the young human turned and his eyes widened in surprise.  “Kari!” he said with a smile, and she could see the light in his chestnut eyes even from across the dimly-lit room. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Sherman,” the demonhunter said.  She rose and accepted a hug once the paladin closed the distance between them.  He seemed taller than she remembered, though not by much, and it nearly made her chuckle to think of anyone as tall, with the size of her in-laws. 
 
    “The guards mentioned there was a demonhunter in the city investigating the incident, but I would’ve never guessed it was you,” Sherman said.  “What brings you this way, my friend?  Are Grakin and the little one with you?” 
 
    Kari beheld her friend silently for a few moments, astounded with how much he’d grown up in the short years it’d been since he left to train under Count Lajere.  She could only imagine how beautiful his twin sister Katarina had become in that same time period.  Sherman’s voice was deep and more dignified than she remembered, and he spoke with the grace and mannerisms appropriate to one who trained with the nobility.  It made her interested in meeting the Count. 
 
    “No, unfortunately I came here on business, so they’re at home in DarkWind,” she answered.  “And that business seems to have followed me here, which is why this happened.  On a positive note, I think this demoness that attacked is simply after me, so once I’m out of the area, the city should be safe again.” 
 
    Sherman considered her curiously, but then he turned to look at Eli.  “Mr. Sorivar,” he greeted the half-corlyps, who returned the greeting just as curtly.  It made Kari wonder what their relationship was like.  She could hear the lack of warmth in their greeting, and she wondered if Eli’s tattoo and possible connections to the Five Clans were a part of it.  Sherman was polite, as she assumed he always was, but it was clear he considered Eli a problem, just as it was clear Eli didn’t particularly like having the paladin in his establishment.   
 
    “You say it was a succubus?” Sherman asked, turning his attention back to Kari. 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  “It’s a fairly complicated story, one I’d rather wait to share until I can tell it to you, your sister, and the Count.” 
 
    The paladin regarded her curiously again, but then he nodded.  “The Earl,” he corrected with his warm smile.  “I suppose it might be best to have you stay the rest of the night at the castle, if you don’t mind a short ride.  Unless you or Mr. Sorivar are uncomfortable leaving this place for the evening…?” 
 
    “With the help of your guards, I’m sure we can keep the building secure,” Eli said. 
 
    “I understand, but the Earl will doubtless want to speak with you to get as much information as he can,” Sherman said. 
 
    It seemed to take the half-corlyps a second to register what Sherman meant, and Eli cocked his head curiously.  “You want me to stay the night at the castle?” he asked, and he grunted a laugh when the paladin nodded.  “Well, I’ll be damned.  Always figured the only way you’d ever ask me to the castle was if there was a noose waiting for me.” 
 
    Sherman smiled and turned his attention to Kari.  “I don’t mind walking to the castle, it doesn’t look that far,” she commented, but the paladin waved his hand dismissively. 
 
    “You may take my steed,” he offered.  “I will not ride while a woman walks.” 
 
    Eli chuckled and walked over to instruct his bouncers and security personnel on what to do in his absence.  He put his armor back on and retrieved some leisure clothing to take with him to the castle, and Kari took the time to fetch her own things from her suite.  Soon Kari, Eli, and Sherman were on their way to the castle, and their breath showed in the cool air of the spring night.  The moons were bright, lightening the land enough that approaching danger would be easy to spot, but Kari kept on the alert, remembering how suddenly and brutally the demoness had attacked in DarkWind. 
 
    It had been ages since Kari rode a horse, but she found the basics came back to her fairly easily.  Sherman’s steed was a beautiful, muscular white gelding with an intricate military-style saddle, and he showed no fear when the winged female mounted up.  Kari recalled the lessons on proper posture she had received while training with Suler Tumureldi in Aurun Ch’Gurra, and a smile found its way to her face as she thought of all he had taught her.  Being someone who was accustomed to traveling back and forth across continents on foot, whenever Kari rode in a coach, wagon, or even on horseback, it simply always felt alien to her.  She supposed she should get used to it, though, as she considered she would likely be riding a horse the remainder of the way to Barcon. 
 
    Kari regarded the two males with her as they kept a steady pace along the road under the light of the moons.  Sherman and Eli made an interesting pair, and Kari couldn’t help but wonder if Eli had any idea what Sherman had been through during the mission on Tsalbrin, or that the young human had nearly been killed in the final conflict with General Gaswell.  She wasn’t sure how old Eli was, but he had the look of a grizzled veteran about him, and the fact that he had served under Bosimar before the War suggested he was likely in his thirties or forties.  That was still young for a serilian-rir, but in the times he’d lived in, it meant he had quite a bit of experience.  Kari assumed Eli looked at Sherman as an unseasoned whelp, and suspected that the half-corlyps didn’t think very much of the young paladin, based on their interactions. 
 
    “So how did you two meet?” she queried, and she couldn’t help but chuckle when the two men looked at each other and seemed to hold a silent conversation. 
 
    “You want to tell her?” Eli asked dryly after a few moments. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of denying you the pleasure,” Sherman answered, seeming all at once amused and embarrassed. 
 
    “The Earl and his family have never liked having a brothel in the city, but as long as I’ve run it, I’ve had an understanding with them,” Eli began as they put distance between themselves and the city.  He glanced around warily once they left the safer streets, and continued, “A couple of years ago we had a drifter come through the city who thought slapping girls around meant he was tough, and that paying them for their company meant he could slap them around at will...right up until I threw him out of a third-story window.  As I told you earlier, we have very strict rules about that sort of thing, and my understanding with the Earl has always been that inside that building, my word is law.” 
 
    Eli glanced at Sherman, who declined to meet his eyes as he recounted the tale.  “That being said, the Earl wasn’t too happy about a dead body on the street, but rather than come see to the situation himself, he decided to send one of his young protégés to see how they’d handle the situation,” the half-corlyps continued.  “So I was waiting for the Earl to come state his feelings, but in strides this human kid full of heaven’s fire, flashing his tabard and this fancy paladin title and asking what gave me the right to kill an unarmed man.  And what happened then?” 
 
    “Mr. Sorivar taught me a lesson,” Sherman informed Kari matter-of-factly, and the terra-dracon woman looked to the half-corlyps curiously. 
 
    “I beat the crap out of this kid, and then I asked him if he had anything to back up his tabard and fancy title,” Eli elaborated. 
 
    Kari was shocked, but the wry smile on Sherman’s face said there was more to the situation than what she’d heard.  “I’m surprised the Earl didn’t have you arrested,” she said. 
 
    Eli folded his hands behind his back and shrugged nonchalantly.  “Like I said: we have an understanding,” he returned.  “My guess was that the Earl wanted to see how Sherman would handle things, but I don’t think he expected this kid would walk into a situation blindly and expect a coat of arms and an air of authority to keep him safe.  I suspect Sherman failed the Earl’s test the minute he rode out the gates of the castle with no help.” 
 
    Sherman nodded but offered only a quiet, “Indeed.” 
 
    “I saw you looking at my tattoo,” Eli said to Kari.  “The answer to your question is yes, I was a member of the Five Clans.  I served as a guard and an enforcer for a few years after I was kicked out of the orphanage.  Once I got a little older and was able to stand on my own, I cut ties with the guild and moved to DarkWind, but I always kept the tattoo; partly to prove that I wouldn’t turn on the guild, but also so I’d never forget where it was I came from.” 
 
    “When I was serving as an enforcer in Oge, I’d have killed someone like Sherman without a second thought; that’s how fast it happens.  Someone walks into a situation totally unprepared, and they’re dead before they even realize they’ve crossed a line,” the half-corlyps continued, eyeing Sherman.  “I suspect things work the same way in cities like DarkWind and Barcon, where the guilds and the crime families run things.  You never walk into a situation like that expecting the law to keep you safe.  Most people will respect the law, but it only takes one person with a sharp knife who doesn’t, and that’s a mistake that can’t be undone.” 
 
    “It was a lesson well-learned,” Sherman returned, nodding to the half-corlyps, and then he looked up toward Kari.  “Everyone respects the Earl, and never have I seen anyone treat him with even the least bit of disrespect.  I remembered the way the people treated you and Erik on Tsalbrin, and the respect that seemed to come with your Order’s authority and the way the two of you wielded it.  I came to expect that I would receive that same respect if I acted with the same air of authority, but Mr. Sorivar was…kind enough to show me the error of my ways in a less fatal situation than I might otherwise have encountered.” 
 
    Kari beheld Eli curiously again, and after the short tale she could more plainly see the experience the grizzled veteran possessed.  She wondered at his mention of an orphanage and whether he’d had a childhood similar to her own.  She marveled that he had turned out to be a decent and caring person despite the obvious hell of growing up within an assassin’s guild in Oge, of all places.  There was little doubt left that he had a good heart; though it was plain to see that he and Sherman weren’t friends, there was a respect between them that was a little tougher for her to read when she’d first seen the two interact.  Now that she knew more about their relationship, she understood that Sherman looked at Eli the same way Kari had looked at the tougher drill sergeants when she’d trained at the Academy so long ago. 
 
    “I guess it probably all sounds a little silly or macho to someone who’s used to making her own way as a demonhunter,” Eli commented, sparing Kari a glance. 
 
    The terra-dracon woman shook her head as they made the final approach to the castle’s gates.  “Not at all,” she said.  “My Order partners demonhunters together all the time to build bonds for just such occasions.  We have authority over law enforcement all over the world for the same reason: if we need help, we have to be able to get it.  If a demonhunter walks into a situation unprepared or outmanned, not only are they going to die, but more people are going to suffer in the meantime, and it could be weeks or even months before the Order even knows they’ve been killed.  One of the most important things they teach you at the Academy is to know your limitations and never let pride keep you from asking for help when you need it.  Contrary to what a lot of people think, I rarely traveled or fought demons alone.” 
 
    “Is that why you and Erik were partnered on Tsalbrin?” Sherman asked. 
 
    Kari nodded but did not go into detail as they reached the castle’s gates.  Once through the portcullis, servants came to take the horse Kari rode upon, and several more accompanied Sherman and his guests into the keep itself.  It was hard to make out much detail even in the light of the moons, but Kari could see that the keep was fairly small, no bigger than the one they had invaded on Tsalbrin.  Other, smaller buildings stood along the inside of the castle’s walls, and Kari imagined those were likely to shelter the people if they sought refuge in the castle during wartime.  It partially confirmed what she had suspected when she initially saw the castle from the ship, and made her look forward to meeting the Earl that much more. 
 
    The entryway was grand and beautiful, lit only slightly by a massive chandelier that had been mostly extinguished in the late hours.  Curving stairways went up each side of the hall and met at a second level, and a sprawling circular rug with the Earl’s coat of arms lay between them.  Up each of the stairways were paintings, likely of the Earl’s family, and at the top, where the two staircases met, was a tapestry depicting a blonde knight on a white steed.  The scent of flowers filled the air, wafting from several blooming potted plants and vases of freshly cut bouquets set neatly about the area.  It was as stately a chamber as Kari had ever seen, comparable even to the castle of the shakna-rir monarchy in Aurun Ch’Gurra. 
 
    Sherman bid Kari and Eli goodnight and made his way upstairs to his quarters, leaving the servants to guide the two visitors to their own guest chambers.  Located down a dimly lit side hallway, the guest chambers were small but efficient, and the moment Kari saw the bed, her fatigue settled back in.  It wasn't as luxurious as the suite at The Satin Palace, but Kari draped her cloak over the chair and began shedding her armor.  She started to take off her undergarments but there was a knock at the door, and she chuckled quietly before inviting Eli to enter. 
 
    He was stripped down to his own undergarments, a thick loincloth and a sleeveless grey tunic that showed off his scarred, muscular arms.  He leaned against the frame of the door as his eyes met hers.  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but are you sure you’re all right to sleep alone?” he asked. 
 
    Kari continued to hold his gaze for a few quiet moments.  She could see the concern in his expression and almost hear the words he’d spoken to her earlier in the evening echo in her ears.  It left her to wonder what in his past had bred such a deep and genuine concern for women in his heart, for though a half-corlyps would normally be accused of simply pursuing a sexual desire, she could see much more in his gaze.  It was hard to miss given where he worked, the way the women there spoke of him, and the fact that he had taken the fangs of a succubus to his neck to defend Kari just hours before.  In a way, it made her sad to think such a man might spend the rest of his life alone because of the way he looked or who had sired him.  On the other hand, she figured he at least had many more years to find himself a good woman. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, but thank you,” she answered. 
 
    Eli smiled and nodded.  “I’m just in the next room over, so if you need anything, you know where to find me,” he said, and then he bid her goodnight and closed her door. 
 
    The door clicked in its latch behind him, and Kari picked up her scabbarded swords and wedged them hilt-up in the crevice between bed and wall, that they would be easily in reach should anything happen during the night.  She stripped completely, slid with a purr into the soft, warm bed, and closed her eyes, thinking of her mate and child. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari and Eli were invited to dine with the Earl and the Moreville twins the following morning, and Kari got her first good look at, and impression of, the Earl.  He was younger than Kari expected, only a few years older than the twins, if her estimation was correct.  He rose in the presence of Kari, and stood just a couple of inches taller than she.  He had shoulder-length blonde hair and pale green eyes.  His skin was of a light complexion, as was common among the humans in the southlands.  His clothing was fine and colored with the same browns, golds, whites, and greens that showed in his family’s coat of arms.  The lower edge of a tattoo showed below the short left sleeve of his tunic, though Kari couldn’t make out what it was.  Kari bowed to him slightly, as did Eli, Sherman, and Katarina.  He introduced himself as Earl Markus Garant while he waited for Kari to take her seat before doing so himself. 
 
    “Good morning, erm, Your Grace?” Kari ventured before taking her seat. 
 
    The Earl smiled and sat.  “Lord Lajere is my proper formal title, and an Earl is normally greeted as Your Lordship; but please, call me Markus,” he said before gesturing for Eli to be seated as well.  “Welcome to my home, Mr. Sorivar; please have a seat and join us for the morning meal.” 
 
    “Just call me Eli, Your Lordship,” the half-corlyps said cordially. 
 
    There was a quiet minute as everyone sat and the servants began to place plates of cold fruits, warm bread, and pastries on the table.  The table was relatively small, located in a back dining room that had east-facing windows so the sunlight streamed in.  The table suggested that the Earl’s family was small and that he rarely had many guests, or, if he did, he entertained them in another room.  Kari had grown quite accustomed to the country-home feeling of dining with her family, enjoying the simple but bountiful meals her mate and her mother-in-law prepared in the presence of all of her in-laws.  No matter how many times she took a meal with the nobility or upper echelons of society, she always felt out of place. 
 
    Trying not to laugh at herself, Kari turned toward Katarina, who looked stunningly beautiful, the maturity of the previous few years showing on her much differently than Sherman.  Gone were the utility clothes and the rugged look of someone who had labored on the islands, replaced with the smoother, less-tanned skin of a noblewoman.  Had Kari not met her three years before, she might’ve believed that Katarina had grown up in the castle, but for the flowing locks of brown hair and the chestnut eyes that marked her as not being a member of the Earl’s family.  Sitting at the morning table, she was dressed in a simple white gown highlighted in beiges and browns, accenting her hair and eyes and the warm features of her face. 
 
    When she noticed her friend’s stare, Katarina beamed her disarming smile.  “It’s so good to see you again, Kari.  What brings you down this way?” 
 
    The terra-dracon woman started to speak but stopped herself, and instead she cast a curious gaze toward the Earl.  He seemed to understand her hesitation, and gestured for her to speak freely.  She wasn’t certain that business was a proper topic for the mealtime table, but once she received the Earl’s unspoken permission, she finished chewing and wiped her mouth before she spoke.  “Unfortunately, a hunt,” she said.  “And it’s related to the reason Eli and I are here now.” 
 
    Katarina regarded her mentor for a moment, and Markus nodded.  “I suppose there is little reason to put off discussing the incident last night; please explain,” the Earl said. 
 
    While her companions continued to eat, Kari folded her napkin and laid it on the table before her.  She glanced briefly at Eli before she met the Earl’s own powerful gaze.  “A couple of weeks ago, Kaelin Black showed up on our doorstep at the Academy,” she began, but she paused as the Earl gave her a sour look.  She thought perhaps referring to a fellow Earl casually or even rudely had prompted the look, but Markus made an apologetic gesture and motioned for her to continue.  “He came asking for the Order’s help with what he described as a serial killer.  He said there had been over two dozen killings in only a couple of short weeks, and that his own men and even a hired brys were unable to find out much about the killer.  Despite our feelings toward Lord Black – feelings I guess you share – we’re sworn to help his people, if not for his sake.” 
 
    Markus nodded and wiped his mouth, and Kari paused to let him speak.  “Indeed.  Earl Southwick has long been a thorn in my family’s side, whether at the Duke’s castle or simply when dealing with him regarding inter-county matters.  I will warn you that helping that man poses a great danger to you, but I will elaborate more when you have finished your tale.  Forgive my interruption, Lady; please continue.” 
 
    Kari smiled at the Earl’s polite demeanor, and was glad that her two young friends had found so promising a mentor to continue their paladin training with.  Kari still wasn’t used to being called a Lady, and being addressed that way by a true noble made her uncomfortable in some obscure way.  She shook off the feeling and continued, “Lord Black – or Southwick – was only in the city for a matter of hours before the demon he came to ask our help with showed up, killed several people, and nearly killed several others, myself included.  I was assigned by the Council to track down the demoness – a dangerous cross of syrinthian and succubus – and, in the process, draw her back to Barcon.” 
 
    “So you chose to hunt this creature alone?” Sherman prompted curiously, clearly surprised after the discussion he’d had with Kari and Eli the night before. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Kari said, waving a hand dismissively.  She suddenly realized she had her elbows on the table and shifted her arms to correct herself, which drew amused smiles from her three friends.  “I came down this way because I thought you might be able to help me.  The succubus has already seen several of our other companions, so I thought it best to seek her out on her own turf with some friends she doesn’t know and won’t recognize.  So, you two sprang to mind, and perhaps the Earl, if his lordship is willing.” 
 
    “An interesting proposition,” Markus said.  “This succubus, she followed you here to Lajere, and attacked you while you were speaking with Mr. Sorivar?” 
 
    “The Lady was asking me about some work I did for her Order years ago, before the Great War,” Eli chimed in.  Being primarily carnivorous as a half-corlyps, he barely touched the grand assortment of fruits and pastries.  “Given the late hour, I offered to let her stay in one of the nicer rooms of my establishment, so she could come see you in the morning.  I went up to her room later in the evening to give her something related to her line of questioning, and somehow I knew something was wrong.  When I broke the door of her room off of its hinges, I found a succubus in there with her.” 
 
    “Were you attacked?” Markus asked, shock evident on his features. 
 
    “Not at first,” Kari answered.  “She was with me in my dreams, trying to figure out my fears.  When I woke up to Eli breaking into the room, there was a brief fight.  She cut my leg, but it was a minor wound; it’s already well on the mend thanks to my healing magic.  She bit Eli, though, and I suspect she stole some of his essence.”  The half-corlyps pulled down the collar of his tunic so the others could see the sutured wounds, and Kari continued, “Fortunately, no one else was hurt in the attack.” 
 
    “What do you suppose she gained by stealing some of Mr….Eli’s essence?” the Earl asked. 
 
    “Not much, other than probably walking around wondering why she’s even randier than usual,” Eli quipped, and Kari put her hand over the end of her snout. 
 
    Markus chuckled, and the Moreville twins did so as well.  “One thing I have always appreciated about you is your self-deprecating sense of humor,” the Earl said, and Eli cocked a half-smile.  Markus turned back to Kari and added, “So this succubus came to Lajere simply to harry you?” 
 
    “I think so,” Kari answered.  “If she really wanted to kill me, I think she would’ve made a better effort by now.  I’m starting to suspect that she might want me in Barcon: my brother-in-law seemed to think this entire situation – from the initial killings to Lord Black showing up at the Academy – is just a plot to kill me.  We think it may have something to do with the fact that I killed a demon prince a few years ago, and his father may be looking for revenge.  So it’s quite possible there’s something else – something more powerful – waiting for me in Barcon.” 
 
    “You killed a demon prince?” Eli asked. 
 
    Kari didn’t answer.  She glanced at Eli briefly but then considered the Earl.  “How much have the twins told you about Tsalbrin?” she asked. 
 
    “Everything they know,” he replied, glancing to each of the Morevilles and being answered with nods by both.  “Though obviously, since neither of them accompanied you on the first half of your mission with Erijinkor, the tale has never quite been complete.” 
 
    Kari nodded and explained everything that had happened during her mission with Erik on Tsalbrin, from their initial encounter with Makauric to Kari slaying the sylinth, and then her encounter with Sakkrass and the blessing they had received.  The twins knew most of the major points, but even they seemed surprised as Kari spent a while filling in the details.  The Earl was clearly impressed by the passion with which Kari described the czarikk, and her desire to help them and avenge their loss.  Eli took in the entire conversation with great interest, and in the set of his eyes Kari could tell he was becoming less guarded where her questions about his past were concerned.  Once she finished the tale and voiced her suspicions about the plot to kill her again, she took a long sip of her fruit juice and waited for the Earl to speak. 
 
    “So you believe this assassin was sent by Sekassus the Calculating; but why such an elaborate scheme to kill you?” Markus queried.  “Why did she not just come to DarkWind and kill you?  Why all the subterfuge in Barcon?” 
 
    “We’re not sure, but if there is something more powerful in Barcon, it could turn out to be another of Sekassus’ sons or one of his higher-ranking servants.  My Order seems to think that Lord Black may be getting sub…er, forced to help whatever demon king is behind this, whether it’s Sekassus or someone else,” she said.  “The Cobra Lord is our most obvious guess, but in my line of work, I learned a long time ago that when it comes to underworld demons, the most obvious guess is usually wrong.” 
 
    “Indeed.  So then, tell me what it is you would like us to do to help,” the Earl prompted. 
 
    “Originally I was just going to ask the twins to come help me track down the succubus in Barcon, but my lord, if you’re willing, I think I could use your help as well,” Kari said, and the Earl didn’t bother to correct her form of address.  The three paladins waited patiently to hear her out.  “Since you’re a fellow Earl, you may be able to keep Lord Black busy while I’m in Barcon doing my work.  It seemed pretty obvious, based on what happened in DarkWind, that Lord Black is somehow mixed up with this succubus, as much as he’d like to pretend otherwise.  If you’re in his city bothering him with meetings, it may really throw the two of them off and make killing the succubus – and finding if there’s a third person or demon involved – a lot easier.” 
 
    “As much as I dislike Earl Southwick and loathe being in his presence, that is a more than reasonable request.  How do you plan to use my students?” Markus asked. 
 
    Kari tried to imagine what Aeligos would suggest she do, and the others gave her a few minutes to think while they finished their meals.  At last the terra-dracon woman looked up and said, “Like I said, originally I was just going to have them help me track down the succubus, but they may be better suited to flushing her out and finding out if she truly does have a partner other than Black himself.  As we agreed, if she wanted to just kill me, she would’ve probably done so by now, or at least tried a lot harder.  I think she needs me in Barcon for some reason, and once I’m there, I’m likely to be her only focus.  If you’re spending a lot of time with Lord Black, she won’t be able to hide around him; she’ll be forced to blend in with the rest of the city.  If the twins are organizing witch-hunts, as it were, they might flush her out and expose her, and then I can hopefully take it from there.” 
 
    “Barcon is a very large city; what you are suggesting could take some time, if it is even feasible,” Markus commented.  “I would like to help you in any way possible, and so I will do as you have requested.  My students, of course, are free to make their own decisions.” 
 
    “We’ll stand with you, of course, my friend,” Katarina said, and Sherman nodded. 
 
    “The plan’s not perfect; I’m not a tactician,” Kari said.  “But we can im…provise along the way, especially if it turns out I’m right and there’s something else involved.  The other thing I needed to ask of you, my lord, is some form of transportation.  I’ve heard you have some of the finest horses here in the south.” 
 
    “Indeed we do,” Markus said.  “My family also has a faster mode of transportation.  If you have noticed the markings on my family’s coat of arms, we have raised griffons for over five generations.  We can shorten the journey considerably by taking an aerial route, though we will need to discuss a schedule so that we do not all arrive at once.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord, thank you,” Kari said with a bow of her head.  She was astounded at the revelation that the Earl’s family had domesticated griffons for mounts.  She had seen griffons on many occasions in and around the desert lands near Aurun Ch’Gurra, but never had she dealt with one in combat or gotten a close-up look at one.  Griffons were large, powerful hybrids of eagle and lion, and were reputed to be fierce predators with a taste for horse meat – which made Kari wonder how the Earl’s family was famous for breeding both. 
 
    “What about me?” Eli asked, which drew surprised glances from the three paladins as the meal came to a close.  Kari regarded the half-corlyps curiously, and he elaborated, “You brought this problem to me, now I’m going to help you solve it.” 
 
    Kari was speechless for the better part of a minute, so she finally did the easy thing: she nodded and patted Eli’s forearm.  “We can figure that out on the road,” she said.  “You’ll be less out of place with me than the twins, so you can work with me when we get there.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” Eli responded simply. 
 
    There was an air of satisfaction about the table, and the Earl excused himself and his students to go and begin the day’s studies.  Markus informed Kari that she was welcome to join them for their horseback training to the west of the castle, or to take Eli to the southern stable and become acquainted with the griffons.  Once informed that the husbandry servants would need several days to properly bond her and Eli with their respective mounts, Kari resolved to do that first, and the meal came to a close. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter VIII – Falling 
 
      
 
    “First things first,” Charles, the chief among the griffon masters, said to Kari and Eli.  “Never meet their stare head-on, that’s considered a challenge to ‘em.  If you’re wantin’ to look ‘em in the eye, tilt yer head down a bit like so, and if they like ye, they’ll do the same.  Lots o’ folk kinda think griffons’re stupid because they’re part bird.  They ain’t.  Prob’ly smarter than most o’ the people I ever met.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  Charles was human, and spoke with the accent and vernacular common in the southlands.  He was older, probably in his fifties or maybe more by Kari’s best guess, but he had been long at his craft and was entrusted by the Earl to teach his guests to properly control and ride the beasts.  He wore a riding outfit, but it was of heavier material than the typical garb, to better deal with winds and cooler temperatures when riding the griffons at altitude.  He had assured Kari and Eli that they wouldn’t need to concern themselves with that on the first day of their training. 
 
    They followed him on his slow, meandering walk toward the griffon stables, taking his time so that he could give them the basics of approaching the creatures before they had an opportunity to do something wrong.  The entire rear bailey was a paddock for the griffons, kept apart from the horse stables located in the forward section of the hold.  The scent of it was peculiar to Kari, since she'd never around griffons before, though it wasn't overpowering.  The stables were very clean, tended to by a sizeable staff of commoners employed by the Earl, all apparently under the command of Charles. 
 
      “Second, don’t try to pet ‘em,” Charles continued.  “They ain’t horses, and ye can’t treat ‘em as such.  They don’t like to be touched on their beaks or on their foreheads, and if ye raise yer hand to ‘em, you’re as like as not going to lose that hand.” 
 
    “So what’s the best way to approach them for the first time?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Eh, patience, girl!” Charles said, oblivious to Kari’s noble title – which was just as well, in her mind.  “Kids these days, ye expect everything to be so easy.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Charles, I’m almost forty years old,” Kari said with a chuckle, and her declaration drew surprised looks from both of the men with her. 
 
    “Beggin’ yer pardon ma’am, but ye don’t look it,” the human said, though he gave no voice to whatever else he was thinking.  “When ye first approach ‘em, if ye hold yer forearm out in front o’ ye like so and they bite it, that’s actually a good thing.  Means they like ye, and they trust ye.  They may pinch ye a lil’ bit, but they usually don’t break the skin; it’s kinda a sign o’ affection.  Once ye can get ‘em to do that, ye’ll have no problems mountin’ up and ridin’ ‘em.” 
 
    “So do you feed them to gain their trust?” Kari asked. 
 
    Charles shook his head, sending his wispy grey strands in all directions.  “Like I said: they ain’t stupid.  Sure enough they’ll eat what ye give ‘em, but ye can’t buy their friendship with food, not even horse meat,” he explained once they reached the stables.  He swung the doors wide, and Eli and Kari followed him in.  They found the stables were similar to those used for horses, with much broader stalls.  The smell was a little stronger here, though still not all that unpleasant.  “Don’t go in too far; don’t want to be causin’ a ruckus.” 
 
    Kari looked to her left, where a griffon lay in a sphinx-like position on a nest made of hay, its head resting on its crossed eagle-like front legs.  After being stared at for only a few moments, the griffon opened wide blue eyes and lifted its head to return Kari’s stare.  Even before Charles turned and said anything, Kari bowed her head slightly as she had been instructed, while still maintaining eye contact.  The creature cocked its head as it regarded this new person – Kari imagined it probably didn’t see rir all that often, particularly terra-dracons – but after a few moments it returned the gesture.  After a few more seconds, it rose and approached the wall of the stall, and Kari made a conscious effort to stand her ground and not show any fear in case the creatures might react badly to it. 
 
    “Careful now, ma’am, don’t make any sudden moves that she might think’re hostile.  Don’t try to pet her, neither, like I said,” Charles instructed quietly.  “Just let her smell ye, get used to yer scent and get the first impression that ye’re a friend.” 
 
    “Wetayu, teyla migash naraat,” Kari said, and she lifted her arm the way Charles had instructed them.  Immediately the griffon clicked once, leaned its head forward, and bit the terra-dracon woman’s forearm.  She didn’t even feel the pinch through the bracer of her paluric armor, but after a moment the griffon released its grip, clicked three times and let out a whistle, and then it stooped down in its stall. 
 
    Charles and Eli beheld the incident wide-eyed.  “What…what did ye just say to her?” Charles asked, astounded, and Eli echoed his sentiments with a muttered epithet. 
 
     Kari wondered the same thing.  She had no idea what language she had just spoken, let alone what she had just said.  Even had Sakkrass spoken through her, the language that fell from her lips was not czarikk.  Kari was at a loss, though she took comfort in knowing that the griffon had reacted well to whatever she’d said.  “I’m…not even sure,” Kari said after a few moments, and she shook her head.  “I have no idea why I spoke at all, let alone said whatever it was I just said.  What’s her name?” 
 
    Charles was still astounded, but he recovered quickly as Kari focused her attention on what seemed to be the griffon master’s pride and joy.  “This fine gal is called Muireann,” he explained proudly, opening the stall, and he gestured for Kari to follow.  “I’m not sure what ye said to her, but she wants ye to saddle up.  Let me show ye how to get her ready for riding, and then ye can mount up and let her get accustomed to yer weight and posture.” 
 
    Kari followed him inside the stall, and the feel of the hay under her feet brought back memories of her days with Tumureldi, when she’d learned the basics of horsemanship.  The shakna-rir had fine horses, and Suler had long been a passionate rider, both for pleasure and to practice mounted combat.  He had extended his training to Kari in those areas as well, and she could remember many a long, sunset horseback ride along the rocky beaches on the west side of Aurun Ch’Gurra.  She could only imagine how much Suler would’ve enjoyed the opportunity to train and ride griffons.   
 
    Muireann continued to click and whistle every so often, and Kari took down the tack and saddle with Charles’ help.  He showed her how to properly bridle the griffon, which Kari would’ve been a little hesitant to do herself, given Charles’ warning about touching the griffons on the face or the beak.  With the trust she had in Charles and apparently in Kari as well, though, Muireann ducked her head and accepted the bridle without complaint.  There was no bit, and the bridle fit securely over the griffon’s head in such a way that her eyes and beak would be safe from sudden tugs on the reins.  She was also still able to click and whistle with the bridle on, and she did both in approval when Kari finished.  Once Muireann was bridled, Kari moved back and Charles showed her how to properly secure the saddle.  The griffon tickled Kari with the hairy tuft at the end of her leonine tail while the demonhunter worked.  Kari glanced at Eli, but he still stood in the hallway, his expression a mixture of amazement and perplexity.  It was as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of Kari in light of what he’d seen and heard in the past few hours. 
 
    “All right, let’s take her outside before you mount up,” Charles instructed. 
 
    Kari didn’t argue, but followed the stable master outside to a pitching station, where the human tethered the griffon.  “Go on and climb up in the saddle,” Charles said once Muireann was tethered and settled.  Kari put her foot in the first stirrup and hopped gracefully onto the griffon’s back, and the elder human moved in front of Muireann and let her grip his forearm lightly in her beak.  “Now then, ma’am, Muireann here is very well-trained: she’ll obey yer commands and yer gestures, so ye don’t need to yank on the reins too hard.  If ye have any experience with war horses, ye can also guide her fairly well with yer knees.” 
 
    Kari nodded silently, and made sure to maintain the proper posture for riding as she sat in the saddle listening to the human.  The saddle wasn’t exactly designed with a rir tail in mind, but Kari was able to shift enough to make it comfortable without giving the griffon the impression that she was trying to lead it with her weight.  She could feel the strength of Muireann’s back, the griffon supporting Kari’s weight effortlessly, and the terra-dracon woman ran her hand gently along the creature’s muscular shoulders.  Muireann clicked and whistled again.  Charles laughed jovially and untethered the majestic animal, and as he moved toward Kari, he ran his own hand along the griffon’s shoulder. 
 
    “My, she’s already taken quite a liking to ye, ma’am,” the human commented, and then he looked over his shoulder at Eli.  “I guess our half-demon guest will benefit from getting most of my attention, since I think Muireann’ll be taking ye out flying in no time.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’ve never ridden one of these before?” Eli asked skeptically. 
 
    “Sevaat, teyla, sevaat!” Kari said, again speaking that foreign language.  Muireann bounded away from the pitching station and nearly knocked Eli over as she headed out into the inner paddock.  Kari acquainted herself to guiding the griffon with her knees, and when she came around to face Charles and Eli, the elder human was clearly impressed.  Kari couldn’t figure it out herself; she was a fair rider when it came to horses, but she couldn’t have ridden a horse the way she was riding Muireann.  She felt an odd kinship with the creature that seemed to cause her to be able to speak with it, and whether she gave vocal commands, tugged lightly on the reins, or guided the griffon with her knees, Kari was able to get Muireann to do whatever she wished. 
 
    Soon she had the griffon trotting laps around the paddock, and all Charles and Eli could do was watch her in amazement.  “My word!” the human exclaimed as Kari had the griffon do a pirouette.  Kari’s mount took to the air, and the human turned to Eli and gestured toward the stables.  “Ah well, I guess we should go introduce ye to one of yer own.” 
 
    Kari felt the griffon’s power as it lifted off from the ground, its massive wings beating huge blasts of air to climb into the morning sky.  The terra-dracon woman folded her own wings in tight to avoid being parachuted from the mount’s back.  Muireann didn’t fly too high, getting just above the walls, giving Kari a good view of the western paddock and her three paladin friends riding their horses therein.  All three stopped and watched Kari fly a circuit around the battlements and then another around the inner keep, and Muireann landed on the angled roof of the keep at Kari’s command.  She rode the griffon along the edge of the castle’s roof and once again felt the power in Muireann’s thunderous steps across the tiles.  When they reached its edge, the griffon leapt off fearlessly and banked hard to her left to return to the inner paddock, but Kari wasn’t prepared for that.  She lost her balance and then her seat, and plummeted quickly toward the ground. 
 
    Kari opened her wings and cut through the air just enough to angle her descent, but the strain was hard on her back.  She gritted her teeth in pain as she tried to slow her fall by gliding.  She hit the ground and then the wall of the castle hard, though she was able to take the brunt of the blow with her shoulder and not her head.  The impact knocked her wits from her almost completely, and Kari lay in a daze for several long moments until Muireann approached, stood before her, and let out a sharp whistle followed by two short clicks.  Kari tried to shake free of the cobwebs and started to rise, but she stopped herself when she felt the sharp sting of cracked ribs and a badly bruised shoulder.  She was injured, so she lay still while several of the servants in the courtyard approached to see if she was all right.  Before they could reach her, Muireann nudged the terra-dracon woman lightly in the side with her beak, and Kari reached up and patted the griffon’s neck, forgetting the warning Charles had given her. 
 
    Fortunately, the griffon accepted the touch and nudged Kari in the side again, and the demonhunter managed to get to a sitting position before the servants reached her.  She felt queasy, which was testament to how badly she was actually injured, and she drew her knees up to her chest, lay her head upon them, and tried to push down the feeling.  Many of the servants were afraid to get close to the griffon, who glared hard at them with the plumage atop her head splayed in warning.  Even in her dazed state, Kari realized Muireann thought she was hurt and that the servants might be trying to kill her, so the griffon was protecting her rider. Kari put her good hand on Muireann’s shoulder to keep her calm, and the griffon lay down at Kari’s touch. 
 
    With Muireann under control, the servants helped Kari get to her feet feebly.  Charles approached with Eli by his side, their faces both showing deep concern.  Charles offered a quick apology but decided getting the griffon back to her stall would be best, so he took her reins and led her away from the gathering around Kari. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Eli asked.  He put Kari’s good arm around his neck to give her extra support.  She was wobbly but didn’t ask anyone for help, so the half-corlyps took it upon himself to simply give it. 
 
    “He failed to…mention that staying in the saddle when…airborne is a bit tricky,” Kari said, half of the words coming out between gritted teeth.  She was in a good deal of pain that was plain for everyone to see, despite her attempts to mask it. 
 
    “I don’t think he expected you to be able to speak with the griffons or fly them on the first day,” Eli returned, his humor a bit muted in the face of her injuries.  “Come on, let’s get you inside so you can lie down.” 
 
    With the help of the servants, Eli got Kari back to her room, and it wasn’t long before the Earl and the Moreville twins came to see what had happened.  It was clear that someone riding the griffons the way Kari had the very first day they met the creatures was highly unusual, but Markus was more concerned with Kari’s injuries.  He insisted he would summon his physician from the city and, embarrassed as she was, Kari agreed.  It was clear the injuries weren’t terrible, but they were serious enough that healing them on her own would cause a considerable delay in her travels.  Once she’d agreed to a visit from the physician, the others left her alone to get undressed and rest, and Kari took only a moment to inspect the graying bruise that was already enveloping her entire left shoulder.  She didn’t think anything was broken, but her ribs were painfully close to it, and her shoulder was stiff, having been jammed into the socket awkwardly. 
 
    The injuries, however, were simply the result of an accident.  What intrigued Kari and held her attention was her inability to explain the language she’d spoken, or why she had such a connection to the griffon.  Though the words she’d spoken were not czarikk, she couldn’t help but suspect that it had come from the memories Sakkrass had imprinted upon her when he taught her the language and history of his peoples.  She thought perhaps it was the dialect of another race the czarikk had dealings with – possibly even syrinthian – and Kari closed her eyes and prayed quietly to her adoptive father for some clarity while she rested.  With the lucid dreams she had, she expected Sakkrass might give her some revelation within them. 
 
    She lay down on her good shoulder and closed her eyes, and she tried to explore the memories of her time among the czarikk and her fateful meeting with their deity’s avatar.  Kari typically had little luck trying to read her own mind like a book, even though she knew Sakkrass had imprinted much of his peoples’ histories in her memories.  They remained just out of her conscious reach, so she relaxed, trying to find the calm inner peace that would bring her to the realm of dreams more quickly. 
 
    Recalling her mental exercise with Triela on the Isle of Kirelia, Kari concentrated on her emotions.  The thought of Sakkrass and the love she could feel in the simplest of his touches brought a lightness to her heart and a warmth to her blood.  Her concentration was broken only slightly when sharp pains shot through her chest, and she settled into a more comfortable position to accommodate her cracked ribs and bruised shoulder.  She settled down and her heart returned to its quiet, steady pulse, and she could practically feel the warm jungle night air play across her skin as she remembered the intimate dance she’d shared with the czarikk deity.  The words of the czarikk flowed easily from her lips, their sibilant accent echoing in her ears as she mouthed Up from the roots we are Sakkrass’ seed; His love and blessing are all we need; We dance for him by stars and fire; To be his children to what we aspire. 
 
    Kari often wondered whether she imagined dancing with Sakkrass, or if he had appeared during her dance with his people and joined her in the ceremony.  She remembered well the feel and smell of his scaly flesh as he held her tight to him in the midst of their dance, and she recalled everything he had said to her during that encounter.  She substituted the words of his tongue in place of her own, for though he’d wielded some enchantment that let all in the area hear his words in their own native language, Kari wanted to confirm that she had not heard the words she’d spoken to Muireann before.  She started to doze off while she performed the mental exercise, but she was positive that the words she’d spoken were not czarikk. 
 
    Her dreams were jumbled at first, but as she drifted softly into a deeper sleep, she once again began to see memories from the past.  The first to come to her were more recent memories: she saw herself comforting Serenjols while Damansha lay wounded in the temple of Tigron; watched herself and Lord Allerius deliver the dog tags of a slain comrade to his widow; and then she remembered giving her pouch of coins to the widow in Barcon before she’d set out for Tsalbrin.  Of particular interest was the memory of her sharing a rare beer and a warm blanket with Kris Jir’tana as they sat perched on a rocky cliff face, overlooking the coastal plains and the distant city of Sarchelete in the last days of the Apocalypse.  They were pleasant memories, but in time they passed, and her unconscious mind delved deeper. 
 
    Memories of her previous life opened up to her, and Kari felt the strong grip of a warrior on her upper arm as she was dragged along one of the busier roads in the city of Solaris.  She remembered this incident quite distinctly: she was fifteen years old and she’d just snatched a couple of apples from the cart of a fruit vendor.  A human demonhunter named Mick Jacobs had chased her through what seemed like half the city before capturing her, and Kari had been as surprised that he’d been able to catch her as scared for having been captured.  Virtually naked and ragged, Kari was dragged by the arm through the city and back toward the vendor’s cart as though by an angry parent instead of a law enforcement agent.  It was the most embarrassing of Kari’s memories, and she wondered why Sakkrass seemed so interested in it, forcing her unconscious mind to relive it. 
 
    “Why do you keep stealing from this man’s cart?” Jacobs asked her evenly. 
 
    “Because I’m hungry!” she yelled back, defiant. 
 
    “This man sells fruit to support his family so they don’t go cold or hungry,” the demonhunter said, strangely calm and with no hint of anger or irritation in his expression.  “Every time you steal from him, you’re hurting his family – do you think that’s all right just because you’re hungry?  Do you think you’re more important than his family?” 
 
    “I take what I need so I don’t go cold or hungry,” Kari protested, trying to wrench her arm free.  It was no use: Jacobs had the grip of a warrior and had her by the arm in the perfect place. 
 
    “So you think people should be able to just take whatever they want from each other, then?  Do you want people taking things from you?” he asked evenly, and Kari froze up in terror.  “Where’s your family at, girl?” 
 
    Kari didn’t respond immediately, still paralyzed by the fear that he might make good on his promise and take the only thing he could from her.  Soon they reached the vendor’s cart, and though Kari was fixed with dozens of stares, Mick Jacobs’ was actually the softest of all of them, though still stern.  “I don’t have a family,” she said meekly.  “Please, it’s just a couple of pieces of fruit.  Let me go, and I won’t bother Mr. Collins again.” 
 
    Jacobs removed his hand from her but kept her rooted to her spot with the strength of his gaze.  “If everyone takes ‘just a couple of pieces of fruit,’ what’s going to be left for this man to sell?” he asked, his voice still calm and even, his expression stern but barely judgmental.  Even the merchant seemed surprised by the demonhunter’s demeanor, but he kept his mouth closed and let the officer handle the situation.  “I don’t know why you ran away from home, girl, but you can’t go around hurting other people to survive.  That’s what thieves and animals do, and thieves end up missing hands or dangling from the end of a noose.  Is that the end you want to meet?  Hanged at your age over just a couple of pieces of fruit?” 
 
    Kari sniffled as her eyes watered.  “I…no,” she said.  “No, sir.  But, I…I just…” 
 
    The demonhunter drew a platinum piece from his coin purse and placed it on Mr. Collins’ cart, which clearly surprised the merchant, but Jacobs kept his attention focused on the ragged young woman before him.  “I’m going to clear your debt to this man, girl, but you’d better clean up your life and make some use of yourself.  My job is to protect our people from demons, not from each other.  Maybe the next time you think about stealing from someone, you should ask yourself if you want to be like the demons,” he said, and then he turned to the merchant.  “This coin will cover whatever she’s stolen from you in the past?” 
 
    “Yes, officer; thank you,” the merchant answered gratefully. 
 
    “So, what’ll it be, girl?” Jacobs asked as he turned back to Kari.  “Do you want to be like the demons, or would you rather be like the people who fight them?” 
 
    She remembered well staring at the dirt street, filled with shame by the example the demonhunter made of her in public.  “The people who fight them, sir,” she said meekly. 
 
    Jacobs’ expression changed to a lopsided smile, as might befit a father whose child has just done something stupid, but that they learned a lesson from.  “Come along, then; let’s get you a bath and some better clothes, and maybe you’ll be fit to find some honest work,” he said.  He took her arm much more gently than he had the first time and led her toward a nearby inn. 
 
    It was both a pleasant and painful memory, but as Kari continued through it, she heard the words ‘the people who fight them’ echo in her mind.  She saw the calligraphy of the czarikk spell out those very words in her mind’s eye, and Kari’s subconscious realized that Sakkrass was trying to tell her something.  At first she wasn’t sure what she was seeing or what to make of it, but then her encounter with Sakkrass replayed through her mind again, and she remembered the scars he bore even as a deity.  The words ‘the people who fight them’ echoed one more time in both her tongue and the czarikk language, and then Kari watched Sakkrass walk naked through the village of his people on Tsalbrin. 
 
    Sakkrass stepped out of the village and into the jungle, but the brush and the thick trees of the deep woods soon gave way to arid, grassy plains.  Sakkrass was no longer naked: he was wrapped in an exquisite white and gold skirt with a golden metal and leather harness wrapped about his chest.  His scales had changed color as well, from the deep forest green Kari had seen upon his avatar to a patterned gold, bronze, and black, like a desert reptile.  In one hand he gripped a jeweled golden scepter, and in the other a war spear.  Kari watched him walk amongst similarly-colored czarikk battling all too familiar enemies: mallasti, elestram, and erestram soldiers.  Blood oozed forth from the places where Sakkrass bore scars, but he never slowed his walk; he let forth battle cries that his czarikk people repeated, but he moved on. 
 
    The arid grasses soon gave way to desert sands, and he passed among more of the desert-colored czarikk fighting the minions of the underworld.  Again he let forth battle cries to spur them on, and blood continued to drip from his scars, sullying his garments.  A pyramid rose from the sands, and Sakkrass walked up its intricately-cut staircase until he reached the pinnacle.  Kari beheld the god of the czarikk standing upon what she assumed was a throne of sorts to him, and he raised his arms so that the sun appeared to sit within his outstretched hands.  The mallasti, elestram, and erestram burned away, but more took their places, and the horizon fell to darkness in all directions. 
 
    Sakkrass walked off the top of the pyramid but he did not fall.  He stepped into the heavens and walked among the stars, passing through the empty places between worlds that Kari had only dreamed of when she heard stories.  In the heavens there was a great shining star, and Sakkrass stretched forth his hand to take hold of it.  Once he touched it, there were whispers in the deep nether regions of space, each a distinct voice in its own language.  He listened to them for a time, but did not speak in return.  One in particular repeated its whisper over and over, and Sakkrass finally answered it in kind; it was the language Kari had spoken to Muireann without understanding or recognizing. 
 
    From the void, Sakkrass stepped into the light of a sun, and then he stood within the white marbled halls of a pristine mountain temple.  Before him stood a bird-man with beautiful plumage that was mostly black and brown, but had blue and tan bands like certain types of hawk.  His eyes were black but surrounded by a thick ring of blue, and they were full of respect and wisdom as he stood before Sakkrass.  The bird-man was humanoid but had a set of wings as well, and his bent legs ended in wide, powerful talons.  He wore metallic armor, an efficient set designed to protect his vitals while still allowing him to fly, and he leaned on an intricately-runed golden spear not all that different from Sakkrass’ own. 
 
    Sakkrass spoke with the bird-man, though Kari couldn’t understand anything that was said between them until she heard the words, “wetayu, teylu migash naraat” and the two clasped each other’s forearms.  She understood then that Sakkrass was greeting the bird-man as a brother in whatever language the avian creature spoke.  It was strange that she was able to remember those words when she greeted the griffon, but that she couldn’t recall the memories themselves at the time.  It was even stranger that she could speak a language she didn’t know or understand.  She smiled in her dream at the memory, but Kari woke up suddenly when Sakkrass turned to her and his face shifted into that of a hooded king cobra. 
 
    Kari sat upright even before she was conscious of doing so, and she grabbed the hilts of her swords.  She expected to find the succubus standing in her room once again.  Based on the dream, she was sure that the succubus was trying to manipulate her thoughts and make Sakkrass out to be Sekassus, or to suggest that the two were somehow one and the same creature.  Her breathing and heartbeat slowed when she saw there was no one in the room, and the symbol of Zalkar was not glowing.  A light knock on the door drew her attention. 
 
    “Kari, are you awake?” Sherman asked from the hallway. 
 
    Kari took a few moments to compose herself before she invited him in, and the young human stepped inside with another human in tow.  The other was a middle-aged man with short hair and pale eyes, and he came in and introduced himself as the Earl’s personal physician.  Sherman left the room to give Kari her privacy while the physician inspected her.  Kari sat up fully and was surprised to find that the wounds already hurt a great deal less than they had before she’d taken a nap.  She was able to get to a sitting position with little trouble, and her breathing was easier.  She was still naked when she sat up, but she kept the blankets over her lower body while the physician inspected her injuries. 
 
    He felt her ribs with his fingertips first, and then poked and prodded them when he received no hissing protests of pain.  “I was led to believe these injuries were far worse,” he offered quietly, touching the tender flesh of Kari’s shoulder.  He gripped it tightly and a bit uncomfortably, trying to gauge whether it was sitting properly in the socket. 
 
    “They would’ve been, if I didn’t have wings and hadn’t slowed my fall a bit,” Kari returned. 
 
    The physician continued to inspect her.  He asked her to take several deep breaths and report if she felt any pain or tasted any blood on her breath, but Kari experienced neither.  Her ribs already felt fine, and when she looked at her shoulder, she could see that the bruise looked much older than it was, as though it was already well on the mend.  She looked to the human for an explanation, but he seemed to be waiting for her to give him one instead, to which she could only shrug.  Kari was just as puzzled as the doctor; her healing magic was fairly weak, mostly used to stanch bleeds or help start the knitting of broken bones.  For her magic to have healed her so thoroughly was definitely odd, since the damage was of a type that even the paladins’ training would have been little use in healing. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had some guardian demon blood in you,” the physician concluded.  “They’re the only kind of people I’ve ever met that heal this fast.  You’re certain these injuries were from this morning?” 
 
    “Assuming I haven’t been asleep for a few days, yes,” she answered. 
 
    “Fascinating.  Well, I wish you good health, and do be more careful,” the human said.  “I suspect these wounds will be but a memory in a couple days’ time.  Just be sure to get plenty of rest, and...try not to fall off any more griffons.” 
 
    Kari chuckled and bid the doctor farewell.  Once the physician left, Kari got dressed and walked to the inner paddock with Sherman.  He was just as surprised by how quickly her injuries were healing, and he was glad to hear that their plans would not be delayed because of the accident.  When they reached the inner paddock, Charles was riding one of the other griffons around, calling out instructions, and pointing out some of the things he was doing for Eli’s benefit.  The half-corlyps watched the elder human ride the griffon, and Eli nodded every so often as Charles continued to give him instructions.  Eli looked a bit bored, but his expression changed considerably when Kari and Sherman approached.  He came over to meet them. 
 
    “Feeling better?  That was a hell of a tumble you took off of that thing,” Eli said. 
 
    “They’re not things!” Charles called irritably, approaching on griffon-back. 
 
    “Someone must be looking out for me.  I’m healing really fast, from what the physician said,” Kari answered, and she rolled her shoulder and stretched her left side to demonstrate, hardly feeling any pain at all.  “Ready to get back on Muireann and take some actual lessons so I can stay in the saddle next time.” 
 
    Charles chuckled.  “Ye’ve got spirit, ma’am, there’s no denying that,” he said.  “Unless Master Sherman has any objections, we’ll get ye back in the saddle right away.” 
 
    “I’ve no objections,” Sherman said.  “Not that I think it would matter if I did.” 
 
    Kari chuckled again and beheld Eli’s curious stare.  He was clearly wondering about her, and she figured if he asked her about what she assumed he was thinking, she wouldn’t have any real answers for him anyway.  It was possible that Sakkrass had somehow healed her through her dreams, but even if that was the case, she didn’t know how to explain that to her friends.  Her relationship with Sakkrass was something she was still exploring and defining, and there was a certain part of her that wanted to keep it to herself.  In the end, it didn’t matter: both Sherman and Eli turned out to be too polite to press her on the issue.  Instead, she followed Charles as he dismounted to lead her back to Muireann’s stall. 
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    It took only a couple of days to get Eli proficient enough to fly to Barcon.  His mount, Dougal, was very well-trained and needed little direction from a rider to get them to their destination.  With Muireann flying with him, it took that much more responsibility from Eli’s shoulders.  During those two days, Kari bonded even more with Muireann, and she continued to astound Charles with her proficiency.  Fortunately there were no more mishaps, and even in those short two days, her injuries healed completely.  Eli still didn’t press her on it, satisfied that she was well and that her mission would continue as planned.  Kari received no more clarity from Sakkrass whether it had indeed been him who healed her, and the lucid dreams did not return during those days. 
 
    Markus flew ahead with Sherman and Katarina, taking a few days’ head start so they would already be in Barcon and enacting Kari’s plan when she and Eli arrived.  The Earl assured Kari that arriving in Barcon on griffons wouldn’t be at all unusual for them, and that Earl Southwick likely wouldn’t make any dangerous connection between Markus’ arrival and Kari’s own, even if they both arrived on griffons.  Markus’ family was well-known for lending the wings of their magnificent mounts to needy parties, and he assured Kari that a demonhunter asking for a griffon to get her speedily to those in need would arouse little, if any, suspicion. 
 
    With the paladins having taken a head start, Kari and Eli flew their griffons with purpose.  Kari needed to get to Barcon as soon as possible to try to put an end to the killings, and arriving weeks ahead of schedule would have to impress even Lord Black.  When evening fell, Kari and Eli released their mounts to hunt, so that they would get the nutrition they needed under the taxing weight of riders.  The griffons possessed incredibly keen eyesight even in darkness, and never had an issue returning to Kari and Eli once their hunger was sated.  Charles had explained that the griffons normally hunted horses, but after being trained, they preyed upon different beasts: deer, usually, or plains herbivores.  He told Kari and Eli to avoid the farmlands and the livestock therein, and that the creatures would find their own food without eating someone’s property or attacking other mounted travelers.  Kari and Eli stayed mainly on the south side of the great river to avoid the farmlands, as directed. 
 
    Their path followed the river inland toward the great lake and the swamplands of the czarikk territory, called Mandar-Czar.  Eli mentioned over dinner one evening that he had been to Mandar-Czar on a handful of occasions while working for Jason Bosimar and the Demonhunter Order.  He explained that he and his companions had rooted out some serilian demons that were harassing the lizardfolk.  The half-corlyps said he found the czarikk likeable enough, and told Kari that those of Mandar-Czar were sulrassa czarikk: those of a more reptilian heritage.  While bipedal, the sulrassa were a little less humanoid, though they were no less intelligent or personable than their mulrassa cousins.  Kari was interested to hear more about what work Eli and his friends had done in Mandar-Czar, but he was fairly tight-lipped about it initially. 
 
    On the other hand, it didn’t take much convincing for Kari to get Eli to agree to take her into the heart of Mandar-Czar.  Over the previous three years, she’d found that she genuinely missed being among the lizardfolk, and she was looking forward to meeting another tribe of them.  She spent a couple of nights asking Eli about the tribe and what they were like, and the half-corlyps was rather blunt about his feelings, as he was with many other things.  While he found czarikk strange and thought they smelled funny, he admired their simplicity, honesty, and hospitality.  He further told Kari matter-of-factly that he thought the Earl and the other nobles of the southern provinces could take more than a few lessons from the lizardfolk on those things. 
 
    “So Jason sent you to help the czarikk?” Kari prodded while they shared a meal, about a day’s journey from the edge of czarikk territory.  The plains were quiet in the cool air of the spring night, and even from a distance, Kari and Eli could hear the rush of the river as it sped toward the east coast.  They had a small fire going, and the griffons lay curled a short distance from the flames and allowed their trusted riders to lie back against them. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Eli said.  “It’s a long story, and has to do with our work for Bosimar that I shouldn’t really tell you about.  After we’re done in Barcon I can tell you about it, but it’s just going to be a distraction if I tell you now.” 
 
    “Eli…what if you don’t survive our trip to Barcon?” Kari asked, and the half-corlyps seemed genuinely surprised that she would be so blunt about the possibility.  She could see that he took her words partially as an insult, though another part of him was clearly giving credence to the question.  “I don’t mean to be rude, Eli, but if you don’t make it out of there alive, I’ll be in the same position I was before I came to see you.  And if I don’t make it out of there, I’m going to need you to promise to go tell Lord Allerius everything you know.” 
 
    “Allerius is in charge now?  I had wondered what happened after Bosimar was killed,” Eli mused, looking off into the darkness.  “I could still hardly believe it when I heard that Jason was dead.  I know it’s far from the truth, but the perception has always been that the Avatar of Vengeance is damn-near impossible to kill.” 
 
    Kari had heard that one before, though never from any hunter beyond the cadet stage.  She gave a noncommittal shrug.  “Turik Jalar was the only one to ever die of old age.” 
 
    Eli turned his gaze back to her, searching, but he brought the conversation back to the topic at hand.  “Allerius was a good hunter; I’m sure he makes a good head for the Order,” he said.  He could see that Kari was curious about his interactions with her friend, so he elaborated a little.  “A lot of the work we did was based out of or around DarkWind, so we spent a good amount of time on or near the Demonhunter Order’s campus.  Allerius was a high-ranked hunter even then, and in the absence of Bosimar, he usually carried out the orders of the head priest – Master Bennet, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    Kari nodded but didn’t interrupt, and Eli continued, “Allerius was the one who helped us get reinstated after we had this…falling out with the Order.  We had a situation after we dealt with Cyrus Tevor – the bandit lord that was in possession of Turik Jalar’s armor, whether or not he had anything to do with its theft.  Some of the members of our group felt that the loot we’d taken from Tevor’s stronghold was ours to do with as we pleased, and that Jalar’s armor was the only thing we had to turn over.  The Order…disagreed.”  He shifted to bring one knee up toward his chest and laid his hands atop it.  “Tevor and his brigands had been preying upon merchant caravans, farmers, adventurers, and unprotected riders for well over a year, at least.  The amount of stuff he had in his stronghold was considerable.” 
 
    “And the Order felt it belonged to the survivors of the fallen?” Kari prompted. 
 
    Eli nodded, and in the set of his eyes, Kari could see that he was agreeing both with her words and the concept behind them.  “Yeah.  We weren’t the only ones to go in to try to take Tevor down; we had several other mercenary groups with us.  Several of them died, others were badly wounded, and our own tracker, Rhiannon, was nearly killed.  When we got back to DarkWind, the dead and the wounded were taken to Kaelariel’s temple, and a good amount of the recovered loot was used to pay the priestess there to take care of last rites, burials, and healing the wounded.” 
 
    “Kyrie Kyleah?” Kari prompted again. 
 
    “That’s the one.  Gorgeous woman…,” he started to elaborate, but he stopped as it suddenly dawned on him that Kyrie was Kari’s mother-in-law, and he closed his mouth.  He chuckled for a moment and Kari did, too, so he continued, “Anyway, she was not pleased when she found out we’d used ‘stolen’ money to pay her temple.  The whole situation just caught fire after that.  Some of our companions were arguing that we’d fought and some of us died for that money, but I remember Master Bennet asked if it was the money we’d fought and died for.  I’d stayed behind at the inn when all of this happened; I didn’t like being on the demonhunter campus that much given my race, and I had a feeling something bad was going to happen when our companions started spending the money.  The Order wanted to know why we didn’t just come straight to them to have the dead and wounded cared for, and their question was echoed by Miss Kyleah.  Then the arguments broke out again.” 
 
    Eli paused and Kari let out a brief sigh.  “The Order’s like that,” she said.  “They take good care of their mercenaries, but they also try to take care of the widows, orphans, and survivors when a demon, dragon, or some other kind of evil is terrorizing the people.  Since Kaelariel’s church is the same way, yeah…I can see how that got ugly.” 
 
    Eli met her stare evenly.  “Just so we’re clear: I don’t fight for money.  That’s not the reason I started working for the Order, and it wasn’t the reason I went to kill Tevor.” 
 
    “I know that,” Kari said. 
 
    “Well, suffice it to say that I was pissed when I found out we’d all been banned from working for the Order,” he said.  “At first I thought they’d just told our companions to get off the campus while they stewed over the situation, but to find out we were being fired from working for the Order – over gold?  There’s easier ways to make a living in this world; if I just wanted to live comfortably, I’d have opened the brothel when I was sixteen instead of thirty-two.  All that work we’d done involving Ciceria…like I was supposed to just stop caring, stop thinking about it, and leave it in someone else’s hands…over gods-damned gold?” 
 
    “Money has a tendency to corrupt people,” Kari commented.  “A lot of people come to work for the Order to help, even though they don’t have what it takes to actually join the Order.  But just as many come looking for fame and fortune; they usually get weeded out pretty fast.  It says a lot about you and your friends that Bosimar put so much trust in you as mercenaries.  But still, even the best of us, when we get tempted with a lot of money…it can corrupt us.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Eli returned, and he nodded his head toward Kari.  “I doubt money would ever stop you from doing what you do.” 
 
    “If it would, I’d have sold this armor a long time ago,” she said.  “So how did you end up getting re…reinstated?” 
 
    Eli stretched his legs out before him again and sighed.  “Danilynn did most of the work to get us back in the Order’s good graces,” he said.  “The whole situation looked pretty hopeless at first, but once our companions were kicked off the campus with their loot, well… Danilynn had one of her defining moments.”  He paused for a minute, lost in thought, and Kari wondered what held his attention.  There was something in his expression she couldn’t quite puzzle out, but soon his eyes met hers again and he continued, “Danilynn pulled me, Jori-an, and Tor aside and told us she was going to take her share of the coin and help the people the Order was planning to.  But she didn’t just give the money to the Order or to Kaelariel’s church: she used divinations to get a pretty comprehensive list of victims from Garra Ktarra, and then she started going around offering the money and her regrets to the people.  I followed in her plan, and it didn’t take much convincing to get Tor and Jori-an to do the same.  They’re followers, but I think they’re both good people; they just need to get prodded.  Once she was fully recovered from her injuries, Rhiannon gave her share up to do the same with it.” 
 
    Kari smiled warmly but said nothing, and Eli continued, “Allerius heard what we had done, and apparently he spoke to Master Bennet on our behalf.  You see, we didn’t know at the time that Allerius, and even Bosimar, answered to Zalkar’s clerics.  In fact, a few of our number tried to get Bosimar to strong-arm Master Bennet into reinstating us; that’s when we found out that Master Bennet was Jason’s boss, and not the other way around.  They really burned all their bridges, trying to get the two sides to play against each other to our benefit.  It was a stupid idea.  In the end, all of us who had willingly given up the loot were reinstated, while the others were banned from service to the Order.” 
 
    “Makes me wish I’d gotten to know Danilynn better during the War,” Kari mused. 
 
    That contemplative look returned to Eli’s features, though he didn’t stray in his thoughts this time.  “For a seventeen-year-old girl to do something like that…that’s character,” Eli said. 
 
    “What about her sixteen-year-old traveling companion?” Kari asked with a smirk. 
 
    The half-corlyps shrugged.  “I was about the same age as Danilynn,” he said.  “If she hadn’t set the example, I don’t know…I probably would’ve just walked away from the group, maybe with a small share of the money to keep me afloat til I could find other work.  To see what Danilynn did…it hadn’t even really occurred to me, and in the years since then, that’s kind of bothered me.  It’s something I’ve never forgotten…something I always try to keep in mind.” 
 
    “So after you were reinstated, is that when you did all this work with Ciceria?” 
 
    “The bulk of it, yes, over time,” Eli answered.  “It took a while for everything to come to fruition.  You wouldn’t believe how complex her entire scheme turned out to be.  I’ll tell you more about it when we reach Mandar-Czar.” 
 
    Kari nodded and Eli doused the fire, and they both threw their cloaks over themselves so they could get some rest.  They were confident nothing would approach the camp without alerting the griffons, so they decided against keeping watch and simply tried to get a good night’s sleep.  Using the soft, furry belly of her griffon as a pillow, and with her cloak to keep her warm, Kari dozed off easily in the cool spring night to the sound of the nearby river. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari and Eli arrived in the Great Marsh without incident.  While much of the water of the heartlands drained into the Lajere River and ran to the coast, there was a good deal of depressed land where the waters stood and created a freshwater marsh.  Contrary to what Kari expected, the marsh was teeming with life.  She and Eli led their griffons along what dry ground they could find, and most of the animals scattered in the presence of the predators.  Only egrets wading in the deeper pools seemed unconcerned with the passing of the griffons.  Kari listened to the sounds of the insects, frogs, and birds that filled the air, amazed with the unique beauty of the land.  She’d always imagined marshes to be dreary, dead places, but the land of the czarikk was far from that. 
 
    As Eli expected, it wasn’t long before they encountered a czarikk patrol, though it wasn’t a patrol so much as a hunting and gathering party.  The lizardfolk watched Kari and Eli curiously from a distance, obviously a little nervous that the two were leading griffons into the marshlands.  Eli raised his hand in greeting and Kari called out to them in their own tongue, and it was clear that they were not expecting either thing.  Kari motioned for Eli to follow her, and continued to approach the band of lizardfolk, though she kept her pace slow to seem as non-threatening as possible. 
 
    When the two drew closer to the lizardfolk, there was a sudden change in the czarikks’ demeanor, and they approached quickly, putting their javelins into the leather straps on their backs or shouldering their bows.  The party was made up of both males and females, and Kari got her first good look at the sulrassa up close.  Unlike their mulrassa cousins, the sulrassa czarikk stood slightly hunched over, and their thick, heavy tails served to counterbalance their posture on bent legs.  They had frilly crests and thicker, heavier scales than their mulrassa counterparts, though their colorations were similar: trending toward deep greens, browns, and tans with pinkish colorations on the chests of the females.  Like the mulrassa, they wore no clothes since their reptilian heritage hid their gender, but they did wear leather sheaths, knife straps, and pouches for carrying what food they were able to forage. 
 
    Owing to their bent posture, the sulrassa were shorter than their mulrassa cousins; nose-to-tail they were longer, but they were about the same height as Eli.  Kari was surprised when the lizardfolk seemed to ignore her and the fact that she had spoken their tongue.  Instead, they gathered around Eli and gave him a warm welcome, despite the fact that he didn’t understand their words.  Kari translated their words of greeting, and then spoke on Eli’s behalf to the czarikk, who only then took a great interest in the terra-dracon woman who could speak their sibilant tongue.  Though their accent was different than that of the Tsalbrin-based mulrassa tribe, Kari was able to understand everything they said: the language was the same despite the vast difference in geographical location. 
 
    Kari didn’t need to introduce her companion, who the czarikk apparently remembered well from the work he’d done for Bosimar, so she introduced herself.  It was then Eli’s turn to be surprised, for when Kari spoke her name, the eyes of the lizardfolk went wide, and they began bowing before her.  The half-corlyps wondered at the display, and watched Kari curiously while she asked the czarikk to not bow before her.  She spoke to them for a couple of minutes, and two of them volunteered to lead the visitors to the village, even with the griffons in tow. 
 
    “What did you say to them?” Eli asked.  “What was with all the bowing?” 
 
    “I might’ve forgotten to mention when we were at the Earl’s table,” Kari said, “but Sakkrass…adopted me as his daughter when I met him on Tsalbrin.  Apparently, word spreads fast among his people.” 
 
    The half-corlyps regarded her with an even stare for several minutes, and Kari wondered what he was thinking.  They began to follow the two czarikk back to the village, and the others departed to continue their hunting and foraging.  Eli simply said, “You’re just full of surprises.” 
 
    Kari took the comment with a half-smile.  Mandar-Czar was a broad village that sat atop the higher ground in the marsh’s center, where the hills stayed somewhat dry and the czarikk had built many wooden homes and animal-skin tents.  Sheltered among the trees on the hills, Kari was impressed with the homey feeling of the village, much like she had been with the one on Tsalbrin.  This one was a bit different: the homes were built to accommodate the more reptilian forms of the sulrassa, but with the memories Sakkrass had imprinted upon her, Kari still found it a comforting, familiar place.  In the cities of her people, Kari knew all too well the importance people put on ownership of land and privacy.  Here, though, the czarikk homes were very close together, both figuratively and literally.   
 
    Their guides informed everyone who Kari was as they led the pair into the village, and she had to ask them all to not bow before her, just as she’d done to the hunting party.  Many of them also recognized Eli, and made it a point to greet him warmly as well.  Before the guests passed into the village proper, a couple of czarikk came to take the reins of the griffons from Kari and Eli.  To their surprise, the lizardfolk had no issues greeting the beasts; while they didn’t verbally greet the griffons the way Kari had, the griffons responded well to the czarikk.  The lizardfolk already knew how to approach and handle the animals with the same sort of respect Charles had instilled in Kari and Eli, and soon Muireann and Dougal were led away without incident. 
 
    Kari and Eli were escorted into the presence of the tribe’s chiefs, and Kari was surprised that this village had two.  Unlike their cousins on Tsalbrin, even the chiefs of the tribe of Mandar-Czar wore no clothing, and only a few baubles, woven necklaces, and bracelets adorned their reptilian bodies.  As with the chiefs, there were also two shamans who likely served as spiritual advisors and wore little in the way of clothing, instead relying on bright, colorful painted markings and tasseled walking staves to denote their positions.  Kari made brief introductions, and though the czarikk were curious about her ‘strange’ accent, they were clearly impressed that she spoke their tongue so well. 
 
    “You honor us with your presence, daughter of Sakkrass,” said the first of the chiefs, called Alissis.  “We welcome you to the Hill of Scales, and likewise, we welcome friend Eli.” 
 
    “It is an honor to stand among my father’s children,” Kari returned in their tongue as she bowed her head.  It was an odd feeling for her to say such a thing: to speak of her father in a positive way.  In doing so, Kari felt a bit of the pain that had broken free after giving birth go dim again.  She found an untapped strength in speaking of Sakkrass as her father, and based upon the way the czarikk looked at her when she spoke, it was clear that they saw it.  “I am curious why your family has two chiefs?” 
 
    “Friend Eli has not spoken of this with you?  It is thanks to him and his companions; perhaps he will tell you when we share the evening meal.  Will you stay long among us, our Lady?” asked the other chief, introduced as Saliil. 
 
    “Just the night, unfortunately.  We have business to attend to elsewhere, hunting a very dangerous demoness,” Kari answered. 
 
    “As her father before her,” Alissis said, and Kari’s brows rose when the shamans said the czarikk equivalent of Amen in unison and then gave a shake to their tasseled walking sticks. 
 
    Kari smiled, thinking about her dream at the Earl’s castle, and soon she and Eli were led to where they could wash up and prepare for the evening meal.  The marshlands became even livelier once the sun went down, the air filled with a cacophony of the calls of birds, amphibians, and insects.  The village was warm and the air was relatively free of insects, which neither Kari nor Eli expected.  They sat amongst a large communal gathering and shared their supper, which consisted of a number of different fish, a curious but tasty meat, and several types of roasted insects.  Eli ate everything presented to him without complaint, and Kari found it both refreshing and amusing. 
 
    Kari wondered if the czarikk would perform a fire dance like their mulrassa cousins were so fond of doing, but during the meal, the people mostly left Kari and Eli to their food and their thoughts.  It was apparent the people had been instructed to not impose too much upon their sacred guest, and Kari took the opportunity to ask Eli about why the tribe had two chiefs.  The half-corlyps fixed her with that quiet, measuring gaze, though it seemed somewhat funny when he was crunching on a roasted dragonfly.  He drummed his fingers on his armored thigh for a few moments, and the sound drew the curious gazes of the many czarikk until he stopped fidgeting under their stares. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked her at last. 
 
    Kari was startled.  She’d assumed he knew who she was, since word of her resurrection had spread quickly once she returned from Tsalbrin.  She figured everyone knew who she was nowadays, but she could see from his expression that he either had no idea, or he was harboring the same doubts Erik had three years before.  “Karian Vanador, Sword of the Heavens, by Zalkar’s grace,” she answered instinctively. 
 
    “So you really are the same Karian Vanador that trained under Suler Tumureldi, laid low the reds of the Dragonfire Mountains, and killed Etolivor?” he asked, and Kari couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “Defeated, not killed,” she corrected him.  “Like I told you in Lajere: unlike you, I’ve never actually killed an erestram.  I’ve come close a couple of times, but those things are damned tough to kill.” 
 
    “No need to tell me that,” he returned.  He continued to hold her under that even, red-eyed gaze.  “So you were resurrected or reincarnated or something, right?  It’s just…it’s been so weird getting to know you.  I’ve heard a lot about you, read a lot about you, but you’re not really what I expected.  Every time I think I know who you are, you say or do something I wasn’t expecting.  I know you trained under Suler Tumureldi, that you killed red dragons, that you’re a high-ranked and accomplished demonhunter who once…almost killed an erestram in single combat.  Then I find out you’re the adopted daughter of a god, that you can speak a language few non-czarikk can speak, that you killed the son of a demon king…and then you say you’re almost forty…when you don’t look a day over twenty-five.  Like I said, you’re just full of surprises.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said in thanks to his compliment, trying not to blush.  It wasn’t an entirely unusual reaction: most people didn’t think Kari was older than twenty-five or thirty, at the most.  The czarikk around them couldn’t understand their conversation, but several of them let out hissing chuckles when they saw her reaction to what Eli had said. 
 
    The half-corlyps gestured toward the two chiefs who sat before their gathered people and began, “These folk used to be two different tribes.  One was always here, but there was another in a mountain valley not too far from Atrice.  There’s hot springs up there, and their valley was misty and warm all year round, filled with a small jungle.  Problem was: that’s where the syrinthians had hidden their temple and were working on building a portal to bring Sekassus to our world.”  Kari sat up straight as Eli got into the details.  “The first part of defeating Sekassus’ plan was simply to delay the opening of the portal, which was being powered by sacrificing people.  At first I think they were sacrificing other syrinthians: slaves to Sekassus and willing members of his priesthood.  After a while, though, they found the czarikk sharing the valley with them, and they started capturing and sacrificing the lizardfolk instead.” 
 
    “Oh, no…,” Kari said, putting hand to her mouth, horrified, and Eli reached over and touched her other hand. 
 
    He glanced briefly at the czarikk chiefs and they nodded toward him, and then he turned back to Kari.  “It wasn’t long before Ciceria contacted Danilynn through some sort of telepathy or something.  She told us that they had begun sacrificing the czarikk, and asked us to come put a stop to it.  Otherwise, the ceremony would be completed a lot faster than expected and Ciceria’s plan would ultimately fail.  By the time we reached the valley, though, the czarikk had fortified their camps pretty well, and the abductions had all but come to a stop.  So we concentrated on rescuing those who had already been captured but not yet sacrificed.” 
 
    “You invaded the temple itself?” Kari asked, her sorrow turning back to surprise. 
 
    “No, we didn’t invade it,” Eli answered with a dismissive wave.  “A few of us were able to sneak our way in with the help of a ‘poorly-timed’ call to prayer by Ciceria and a diversion by some of our czarikk friends.  We lost a few of them in the process, but we were able to get most of them out and back safely to their home.”  He gestured toward his left arm and the burn scars that ran up its length.  “That’s when we ran into the elestram wizard that gave me these.  The temple’s guards gave chase and we ended up in one hell of a fight with those bastards, but we killed a bunch of syrinthian warriors and drove off the wizard.  I wish I'd gotten to kill that son of a bitch…” 
 
    “So all of this was because Ciceria asked you to come save the czarikk?” Kari asked, trying to keep him on point.  She looked around at their reptilian hosts.  She had a hard time believing that the syrinthians would do anything to help the czarikk, but that didn’t necessarily mean that Ciceria couldn’t have been an exception to the “rule.”  Based on what she knew so far about Eli and his friends, Kari was willing to believe that Ciceria wasn’t at all what she appeared to be on the surface.  It didn’t make the horror of the czarikk being sacrificed any easier to deal with, but Kari knew that it could’ve been much, much worse, and that the large family before her made up of two tribes was a testament to that. 
 
    “Yeah.  Like I said, she didn’t want to use the czarikk as sacrifices.  It could’ve just been that she was worried about the plan not working, but I honestly think she took having to hurt the lizardfolk badly,” he said.  He looked away, but Kari didn’t miss the moisture around his eyes or the way his breath caught as he trailed off. 
 
    “What happened that makes you so sure?” she prodded, perhaps not as gently as she would’ve liked.  With the importance of unraveling the mystery, though, she could only afford to dance around hard questions so much. 
 
    Eli looked back at her briefly and then shook his head.  “She died in my arms,” he said, leaving Kari speechless.  His gaze dropped down to his upturned hands.  It was as though he was looking at blood on his hands, and Kari was reminded of the way she’d felt after Makauric’s death on Tsalbrin.  He clenched his hands and dropped them in his lap, sparing their czarikk hosts a short glance before he met Kari’s eyes again and continued, “Before she died, she said to me, ‘I deserve this.’  Her master tried to heal her, but she asked to be allowed to die.  She just asked if we could find her daughter, and then she…let go.” 
 
    The half-corlyps rose to his feet with a deep sigh, and added, “I…can’t talk about this anymore right now.  I’ll tell you more when we get to Barcon, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Kari said.  She grasped his hand lightly as he started to walk toward their temporary abode.  “Thank you, Eli.” 
 
    He sighed through his nose but nodded.  Their stares met briefly, and in the darkness of his crimson eyes Kari could see so many emotions: pain, guilt, even what she would’ve described as a blatant sense of worthlessness.  She supposed the last may have had something to do with not honoring Ciceria’s last request, doubly so since Kari was pretty sure Eli considered the syrinthian priestess a friend.  He pulled away gently but wordlessly, and continued toward their tent.  Kari decided not to dwell on it too much. 
 
    Instead, she went to sit among the chiefs and their shamans, and asked them to relate the tale as they had lived it.  The tale they told her was the same on the surface, but they spoke with much more awe and gratitude toward Eli and his friends.  Ultimately, they filled in the part Eli had left out when his emotions got the better of him: that the half-corlyps and his friends had escorted the czarikk over the mountains and through the thick Sandur Jungle, until they reached the freshwater marsh of Mandar-Czar.  The two tribes became one, and they were very thankful to Eli, Tor, and the others for that. 
 
    What really impressed and confused Kari, though, was the fact that they really had a syrinthian priestess to thank for it, and they had no idea. 
 
   


 
  









Chapter X – Unexpected Welcome 
 
      
 
    Rain set in shortly after they left Mandar-Czar, keeping them grounded for long stretches as they turned northwest and continued on toward Barcon.  Eli stayed quiet on the subjects of his past and the work he’d done for Bosimar for a few days, and it wasn’t hard for Kari to tell that he was upset.  She wasn’t sure if he was upset with her for lacking in sympathy toward his friend, or just upset over dredging up bad memories.  They slept under one of Muireann’s wings during the rain-drenched nights, and Eli shared Kari’s blanket to lend his half-demon warmth to her.  Even in so intimate a position, he still remained distant and quiet.  He wasn’t unpleasant toward her, but Kari found his silence uncomfortable. 
 
    The storms cleared up before they reached Barcon, and they circled around to approach from the northwest, where the stable square was.  They kept their mounts grounded to avoid being viewed as hostile by the city’s defenders.  Kari motioned for Eli to hold up as the city came within sight, and he had his griffon trot a circle around Muireann and then stand close beside her.  Eli had proven to be a capable rider, and he bonded fairly easily with his griffon, which he treated with a good deal of respect.  Dougal was what Charles described as a “pride leader,” and was both a loyal mount and a fierce fighter.  He was also Muireann’s mate, and together the two were thankfully very easy to manage. 
 
    Barcon stood dark and cold as Kari beheld it from a short distance away.  Memories of her stop in the city at the end of the War came back to her, and she couldn’t help but contrast them against the memories of arriving in DarkWind on the return trip from Tsalbrin.  DarkWind had its problems, to be sure, but the sight of the city instilled Kari – and, she imagined, most other people as well – with a sense of awe and hope.  DarkWind was a city of opportunity, and it had the strength of its Temple District and the campus of the Demonhunter Order to dispel what ghosts the presence of the Blood Order conjured in peoples’ minds.  Consequently, for all its problems, DarkWind was one of the most populous cities outside of the closed-off Strekan Province, and was a popular destination for tourists and migrants. 
 
    Barcon enjoyed no such pleasantries.  From Muireann’s back, Kari thought the city resembled a great black dragon, its head the ebon tower wherein its resident Earl, Kaelin Black, lived and watched over it.  Aeligos had been quite certain that this entire scenario was a trap, and Barcon seemed like the sort of city that would swallow an unsuspecting person whole – even a demonhunter.  Kari had no delusions that everyone in the city was evil or would be opposed to her; more likely, most of the people would support her efforts and wish to see her succeed.  But the city as a whole, with its unpredictable Earl, the Black Dragon Society, and now a half-syrinthian, half-succubus assassin prowling its streets, represented one of the most dangerous tests of Kari’s long and storied career. 
 
    Kari glanced at Eli and wondered if he really knew what he was getting into.  He had faced the syrinthian-succubus without hesitation, but she’d disabled him and made him look somewhat foolish for his efforts.  Kari wasn’t sure if Eli was prepared to deal with that, the possible involvement of the Earl, and, more pointedly, the city’s laws against the presence of serilian-rir. 
 
    “When I passed through Barcon a few years back, they were forbidding serilian-rir from entering the city,” Kari explained, and Eli nodded shortly.  “I figure worse comes to worst, I can probably get you in as a deputized demonhunter.  They should respect my authority as a hunter, especially since I’m here by Black’s request, but I’m not sure how far they’ll push the point with you.” 
 
    Eli snorted.  “They’re pretty insistent about it, but being unwelcome is something I’ve gotten used to over the years,” he said with a grim smile.  “We’ll go with your idea first if they don’t let me in the city.  If that doesn’t work, though, I have this to fall back on.”  He raised the sleeve of his tunic to show the Five Clans marking on his right shoulder, and nodded again as he let the sleeve fall back into place.  “There’s a pretty big assassin’s guild in this city, always trying to take control of it from Kaelin Black.  They’re a nasty bunch, but they’re mortal enemies of the Blood Order in DarkWind, so my tattoo will pique their interest.” 
 
    “Black’s having issues with an assassin’s guild?” Kari asked.  It seemed odd that a notorious crime lord like Black would be getting grief from an assassin’s guild.  It made her wonder why they didn’t just work together.  “You don’t mean the Black Dragon Society?” 
 
    “Yea, the Black Dragon Society.  Everyone’s pretty convinced that Black himself is the head of it, but make no mistake: they’ve been trying to kill him for decades.  They know how profitable his businesses are, and they don’t like the fact that they can’t buy his favor as the lord of this county.  So they’ve been trying to get rid of him and set up someone they can control as the new Earl,” he explained. 
 
    Kari wondered how Eli had so much insight into things, considering how long it had been since he was a member of the Five Clans, but she figured old habits die hard.  After all, she still recalled many of the tricks of the trade of being a thief and a street urchin from her own younger days so many years ago.  She suppressed a chuckle as she thought of the first time she mentioned picking a lock in front of Erik.  At the very least, she was glad to see that Eli’s tongue was a little looser than it had been since they left Mandar-Czar, but her brow furrowed when she considered his comments.  “Wait, his businesses?” she queried.  “Isn’t he a criminal boss?” 
 
    “Kaelin Black?” Eli returned with his own brow furrowed.  “Why would he need to be a crime boss when he’s the Earl?  Southwick is a big county, and a lot of business goes through it – and Black gets a piece of everything that goes through just on account of his taxing authority.  No, you’re confusing him with BlackWing, the head of the Black Dragon Society; contrary to what a lot of people think, they’re not the same person.  I’d be willing to bet most of the crime Kaelin Black gets accused of is just people griping about taxes and the fact that he’s filthy rich, which isn’t surprising given how long he’s been around.  Or it could just be BlackWing and the assassin’s guild trying to hang their deeds on him to make him look bad.  I mean, you can argue what Lord Black does is immoral, but it’s hard to be considered criminal when you make your own rules.  Why break them when you can just change or manipulate them?” 
 
    “Hmm, interesting point,” Kari said.  She dismounted to lead the griffons into the stable plaza.  “But BlackWing and Kaelin Black aren’t the same person?  My Order has believed they’re the same man for, well, for as long as he’s been in power here.” 
 
    Eli met her stare evenly but shook his head.  “A lot of people make that mistake,” he said.  “More than likely, that’s what BlackWing wants, and something Kaelin Black has had to fight against for a very long time.  Not surprised your Order treats them as the same person; that’s probably why Bosimar tried to keep us out of politics, especially in this county.” 
 
    “And how do you know all this?” Kari pressed. 
 
    “Well, it’d take a while to tell you everything, but the short bit of it is that Olgaryn – who was the second in command among the brys, and the head of the Five Clans – allied with the Black Dragon Society from time to time to try to fight the Blood Order.  BlackWing was so dangerous that - if you can believe this - even Seril didn’t like having him in the city,” Eli explained, and he chuckled at Kari’s reaction.  “Yea, there’s something about him that gave even the Devil Queen pause.  Had he been the same person as Kaelin Black, she probably would’ve exposed that and then made a play to take over Barcon for her southern forces.  Of course, that’s just speculation from someone who’s used his head as a shield for too many years.” 
 
    “It makes sense, though,” Kari muttered.  She shrugged.  “I guess we’ll get it all sorted out when we meet with Black.” 
 
    The guards at the gateway to the stable square didn’t halt them or even question them, since virtually anyone was welcome to stay the night at an inn located outside the city proper.  They did, however, direct Kari and Eli to a special stable reserved for the flying mounts, to keep them separate from the horse population.  Kari made sure to let the stable master know that the griffons were on loan from Earl Lajere, and he assured her that they received the Earl’s griffons fairly often and would tend to them carefully.  The truth of his words was evident when he not only handled them expertly, but even called the mounts by name as he put them into neighboring stalls. 
 
    Kari and Eli hardly made it halfway to the inn before they were approached by a human flanked by two rir guards.  The human was dressed in a black suit with a white, buttoned-up shirt covered partially by a vest with several gold chains draped across its front.  He wore a wide-brimmed hat of a matching color, and wire-framed spectacles over a clean-shaven, angular face.  Curiously, he was completely unarmed, which explained the presence of the guards: two chain-armored terra-rir males who wore tabards depicting the city’s standard: a black heart on a red field.  The human’s black boots kicked up bits of mud from the earlier rains as he approached and came to a stop before them. 
 
    “You are Lady Karian Vanador?” the human asked, though he lacked the accent common to the south.  His accent was closer to that of the northern heartlands around the city of Gnarr. 
 
    “Sword of the Heavens, by Zalkar’s grace,” she completed in answer. 
 
    “I am Marshal Saracht, and I am in charge of Earl Southwick’s guards and the security of the city of Barcon.  Who is your companion?” he prompted.  “I trust you are aware that Lord Black does not allow half-demons in his city.” 
 
    Kari gestured toward the half-corlyps.  “This is Elias Sorivar, I’ve deputized him to help me with Lord Black’s request,” she answered, and noted that the marshal seemed quite surprised.  “I know Lord Black normally doesn’t like half-demons in the city – your guards have tried to deny me access before because they thought I was half demon – but with the importance of my work here, I think Lord Black can make an exception.” 
 
    The human said nothing, merely casting his appraising stare over the two for a minute before he nodded toward Kari.  “Well, that will be for him to decide,” the marshal said.  “For the time being, I will allow Mr. Sorivar to accompany us to Lord Black’s tower.” 
 
    Eli shrugged, and rather than make any sort of fuss with a man who had little power to make a decision on the situation, Kari simply fell into step with the marshal and his guards.  They passed through the double portcullis and into the city proper with no delay while being escorted by the marshal, though Kari noted there was a fairly heavy complement of guards.  She assumed it was due to the season, when people making pilgrimages to the holy city would become more common again after the deep winter.  Eli followed along, and Kari saw that the half-corlyps was checking the alleys and the shadows warily, the same way Aeligos would. 
 
    The trip to Black’s tower was not a long one, and Kari recalled the last time she had walked these streets.  Barcon still looked much the same to her on the inside, and the feeling she’d had that it was a hungry beast waiting to devour her gradually subsided.  She viewed the city’s interior in a slightly more positive light after living in DarkWind for several years.  While she much preferred the city of DarkWind, she reminded herself that it, too, had a resident assassin’s guild.  She had seen its darker parts, and she was well aware that it had many of the same problems that Barcon did.  She trusted the Duke of Brunswick more – due in no small part to his being Jason Bosimar’s father – though the more she thought on his inability or lack of desire to root out the Blood Order, she wasn’t sure how much better than Earl Southwick he really was.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter: she would never live in Barcon, and she honestly felt sorry for many of those who did, whether by choice or not. 
 
    The marshal escorted Kari and Eli into the Earl’s ebon tower, and the two guards posted outside saluted him respectfully.  The inside was spacious even with its rounded architecture, and it was immediately apparent that Kaelin Black was very wealthy.  The interior of the tower was white rather than black, and the walls were plastered over so the cracks and seams in the stonework were completely hidden.  The ground floor was decorated heavily with expensive hand-woven rugs, tapestries, and paintings, and there were a few bookshelves with reading material for those waiting to see the Earl.  The furniture was all polished mahogany, another testament to both the Earl’s wealth and his fine taste in luxuries.  The marshal gestured for Kari and Eli to take seats near the fireplace to drive out the chill, and Kari stared curiously at the painting of Kaelin Black that sat on the mantle. 
 
    Something about him looked different in the painting, though Kari couldn’t quite put her finger on it.  He was no more or less handsome – and he was definitely handsome, much as Kari was loathe to admit it – and even the different attire in the painting – a white tunic with black trousers – didn’t account for the difference.  It was more the expression on his face: he looked somehow younger in the painting, but it wasn’t the smoothness of his features that made it appear so.  All Kari could think was that there seemed to be less on his mind as he was depicted, and the ease of spirit showed through in what she would’ve almost characterized as a smile and a posture that spoke of contentment.  Black had come across as obnoxious and grizzled when she’d met him, and he didn’t seem happy regardless of the wealth or power he possessed.  Kari wondered what had changed. 
 
    The room was quiet once Marshal Saracht disappeared up the staircase that wound up the outer wall, and Kari turned to Eli.  “Did you and your friends ever do any work down here in Barcon?” she asked. 
 
    “You mean did we work for or with Kaelin Black at any point?” he returned, and then shook his head.  “No.  We passed through the city a time or two - which was a feat, given they don't like my kind - but once we started working for your Order full-time, like I said, we generally avoided getting wrapped up in politics.  Bosimar was very careful to keep us out of politics: we had enough issues to deal with without having this baron or that earl decide they either wanted to conscript us or ban us from their cities.” 
 
    “So if you had to guess, any idea why the assassin might be drawing me down here?” she asked, and she gave Eli a couple of minutes to think on it.  Eli may not have been an assassin, but he worked within a guild, which meant he might have some insight into the why of a kill’s location.  She let turned her attention toward some of the other artwork while she awaited his response.  A couple of carved ivory pieces caught her eye: they were unlike anything she’d seen before, and were inscribed with a symbolic writing unfamiliar to her.  She wondered if they were from either the wolf-like luranar or the kwarrasti of Terrassia’s southeastern badlands.  She was pretty sure they weren’t czarikk, so barring tribal peoples on some of the other continents, she couldn’t think of who else might’ve made them. 
 
    “Hard to say,” Eli said at last, drawing Kari’s gaze back to him.  “I wasn’t an assassin, just an enforcer, which means I was more or less just a guard and a thug.  So I wasn’t privy to most of what really went on in the Clans.  I have to wonder if the Black Dragon Society might be working with or through this succubus of yours to strike a blow at Black.  Maybe they’re hoping to manipulate you into killing Black so that his blood is on the Order and not on them, and then any claim to the Earl’s position will have more validity.” 
 
    “I hate subtle demons,” Kari muttered, and Eli laughed.  “I prefer the ones that just come at you screaming and spitting and trying to tear you limb from limb.” 
 
    “Maybe the last two hundred years have taught them that they need a better strategy to kill someone like you,” he quipped, and Kari chuckled. 
 
    They turned their heads back toward the stairs and the quiet bootsteps of the marshal that preceded his return.  As the human appeared on the steps, he gestured for the guests to follow him, and Kari and Eli rose and ascended in his wake.  The steps were steep and narrow, making them somewhat difficult to ascend, but they allowed for more room at each of the tower’s levels.  The second and third floors were closed off with polished, carved wooden doors, and when they arrived at the tower’s fourth floor, Marshal Saracht knocked twice before opening the door.  He gestured the guests into the room, and closed the door behind them without entering. 
 
    If the ground floor suggested Kaelin Black was wealthy, his office on the tower’s top floor screamed it.  From the very moment Kari’s feet touched upon the soft fur of the carpet and her eyes took in its color and pattern that suggested both wolf and bear, her senses reeled at the sheer amount of wealth the room boasted.  Where the ground floor was filled with treasured curiosities and works of art, Black’s office was a stockpile of artifacts and priceless antiquities.  On every painstakingly carved or crafted piece of furniture sat relics from the farthest reaches of the world and its past, and over the upper floor’s fireplace was a painting of Garra Ktarra so lifelike that Kari had to wonder if it was from the second century. 
 
    Sitting at the far end of the room was a brooding creature unable to appreciate the beauty or the vastness of the wealth before it.  He sat behind a sprawling desk, with one leg crossed atop the other, a cigar perched carefully in one hand while he looked out the massive window.  Kari came to a stop before the desk and awaited Black’s attention and his permission to sit, and she saw a stark contrast to the obnoxious half-demon who had come to DarkWind seeking aid.  He looked now like a man who truly needed it, as though the events of the past few weeks had piled an incalculable sense of helplessness upon him and he was unable to mask it behind his typical bravado.  A short sigh escaped him before he took a puff from his cigar, blew the smoke considerately away from his guests, and placed it aside so he could rise to his feet. 
 
    He fixed Kari with one of the coldest stares she could ever remember encountering, and the look he gave Eli when his gaze swept over the half-corlyps was a hair shy of homicidal.  “What do you want?” he grumbled at the demonhunter. 
 
    “I’m here, just as you requested,” Kari said after a moment of surprise.  She gestured toward Eli and added, “I’ve brought Eli along to…” 
 
    “As I requested?” Lord Black interrupted.  “What game do you play, Vanador?  I do not make a habit of inviting demonhunters to my city.” 
 
    Kari was definitely caught off-guard, and she put her hands on her hips to be near the hilts of her scimitars if it turned out Aeligos was more correct than she thought.  She knew their previous encounter hadn’t ended warmly, but there was something in Black’s expression that said he wasn’t even going to wait to spring the trap Aeligos had suspected.  The massive serilian-rir’s eyes swung to Eli every now and then as if he could barely contain the desire to throw the half-corlyps out of his city quite literally.  Kaelin Black was about the same size as Serenjols, if a bit less muscular, but there was none of the protectiveness or gentle nature that marked Kari’s brother-in-law in the noble.  At the same time, however, that anger and hatred that seemed to boil just below the surface was carefully held in check, and he hardly moved but to blink as the long, silent moments accrued. 
 
    Kari started to speak, stopped herself, and tried to make sure she took a more tactful approach in light of the danger that she could practically feel playing across her skin.  “Lord Black, you came to the campus of my Order just over two weeks ago, asking for our aid with an assassin…,” she started, but she trailed off when he cocked his head and fixed her with a questioning gaze. 
 
    “I came to the Order?” he asked venomously.  “You must be joking.  I’d sooner ask the Black Dragon Society for help.”  He held Kari’s gaze for several long, silent moments, and his expression practically dared her to speak.  He straightened out then, paced around his desk to the door, and opened it.  “Everett!  Get up here.” 
 
    The marshal’s hastened, booted footsteps shortly preceded his appearance, and Black closed the door behind the marshal as he joined the gathering.  Kaelin Black returned to his position behind the desk and gestured toward Kari.  “This demonhunter says I went to DarkWind a couple of weeks ago to ask for her Order’s help with an assassin,” he said evenly. 
 
    Marshal Saracht beheld Kari curiously, but after a moment he met his lord’s stare and nodded his head.  “BlackWing,” he said simply. 
 
    “You think he could pull that off?” Black returned.  “Things are worse than I’d thought.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kari interjected, though she suspected she already knew. 
 
    The marshal turned to her.  “Lord Black didn’t go to DarkWind to ask for help; you must have met BlackWing posing as my lord,” he explained.  When he finished, he glanced to Kaelin Black, who nodded ever so slightly.  The marshal continued, “We do indeed have a problem with an assassin in the city, but we didn’t send for help.  We believed it was some plot by the Black Dragon Society, but if BlackWing went to you for help, then perhaps they are having issues with this same killer.  What details did BlackWing provide when you met with him?” 
 
    “So you really aren’t BlackWing?” Kari asked the Earl.  Eli let forth a small sound, and Kari realized that was probably the worst thing she could’ve said at that moment. 
 
    The lord of the city looked up and away, blowing out an exasperated sigh before he fixed that cold gaze upon her again.  “And you people wonder why I hate dealing with you,” he spat.  “Of course I’m not BlackWing.  He’s been trying to take over my city with that damned Black Dragon Society of his for decades.  Your Order conveniently does nothing to help with it, but now look: he comes to you, posing as me, and convinces you to stick your noses where they don’t belong effortlessly.” 
 
    “Would you rather I leave?” Kari asked evenly, growing irritated.  “I came here to protect the people of your city, not to listen to you complain about my Order.  And I assure you, he didn’t convince me to come here ‘effortlessly.’” 
 
    The anger cracked finally, and Kari almost breathed a sigh of relief when the massive serilian-rir half-smiled and let out a brief chuckle.  “You’ve got spirit in you,” he said. 
 
    “You’ve no idea,” Eli muttered, but he went silent again when Black glared at him. 
 
    The Earl sat down at last, and he gestured for his two ‘guests’ to do the same.  The marshal moved around to stand beside Black’s chair, and they both waited for Kari to answer the marshal’s question.  Black picked up his cigar and put it back between his teeth, and Kari stared at him, wondering how he and BlackWing could be nearly identical if they weren’t the same person.  He seemed quite certain and genuine about the issues he was having with BlackWing, but Kari wasn’t so naïve as to think it couldn’t just be an elaborate deception.  She’d seen Aeligos clean out his siblings while playing poker enough times to know that a good actor could sell nearly any performance. 
 
    “Tell me something first,” Kari ventured after some thought.  “Who is BlackWing?” 
 
    The marshal began to speak but the Earl stopped him with a raised hand.  Kaelin Black took a puff from his cigar, sat back, crossed one leg over the other, and then blew the smoke up toward the ceiling, away from his guests.  “Quite frankly, Lady Vanador, I’ve long suspected he may be exactly what the name of the society he took over would suggest: a black dragon posing as a half-demon.  Or rather, posing as me.” 
 
    “A black dragon?” Kari repeated with some surprise.  “But you don’t really know anything about him other than his assumed name?” 
 
    “That is correct,” the Earl returned.  “He’s like a ghost, appearing and disappearing at will.  He’ll be active for months but then disappear, sometimes for days, other times for a year or more.  But the effects of his work tend to ripple through my city long after he fades back into the darkness, and every time he makes an appearance, his damnable Black Dragon Society becomes so much more of an issue.  This habit of periods of activity followed by long absences is why I’ve come to suspect he may be a dragon: it would fit with what little I know about them.  We’ve been trying to capture him for decades but have had no success whatsoever.  I’ve long suspected that BlackWing may be only one guise, and that he assumes several different forms that make finding him nearly impossible.” 
 
    “And he’s been fighting against you for how long?” she pushed. 
 
    Black gave that some thought, and Kari’s gaze followed his when he spared the marshal a short glance.  Marshal Saracht appeared to be in his forties at the most, though Kari suspected early to mid-thirties was more likely.  In such a case, she assumed it meant BlackWing had been around longer than the marshal had been alive.  As she awaited the Earl’s response, Kari turned back to him and looked him over a bit more.  She noted that he was wearing a white tunic and black trousers similar to those in the painting she’d seen downstairs.  She was sure he was far too canny to be seen wearing the same armor as whoever she’d met in DarkWind had, if this were indeed some elaborate ploy, but he otherwise looked exactly like the man who’d asked her Order for help, right down to the baleful black eyes.  While the Earl thought it was a black dragon impersonating him, the level of perfection made Kari wonder if it was a doppelganger.  Doppelgangers were exceedingly rare creatures that possessed the ability to perfectly mimic their victims, but they typically killed those they impersonated. 
 
    “I’d have to say close to sixty years now,” Black answered at last, but then he waved a finger in the air as if calculating.  “Well, fifty-seven to be exact.  Yes, I remember, it wasn’t long after the turn of the century: I was up in DarkWind meeting with Alexander Bosimar, who was the Duke of Brunswick at the time.  One night, while we were passing the time indulging in a game of chess and a fine aged bourbon, we were attacked by some underworld assassin, though it wasn’t a succubus like the one we’re dealing with now.  We killed it – Alexander was a fine duelist, as is his son, and as was his grandson – and, since there were no subsequent attacks, we were satisfied that the matter was closed.  But then I remember on the return trip, I passed near Talon Rock, and this gnoll shaman came and told me that a shadow was closing in over me and my county.  I ignored her as mad at the time.” 
 
    “A gnoll shaman?  Near Talon Rock?” Eli repeated.  Black fixed Eli with his cold-eyed gaze, but despite his earlier attitude toward the half-corlyps, he merely nodded.  Eli turned to Kari and said, “Talon Rock is where Tor was from, before he was orphaned and brought back to DarkWind by some soldiers.” 
 
    Kari considered Eli before saying, “You think maybe he’s related to this shaman?”  Eli simply shrugged, so Kari turned back to the Earl.  “And since then you’ve had BlackWing to deal with?” 
 
    Black nodded.  “Since the day I got back from that trip.” 
 
    “But the Black Dragon Society’s been around since I was…alive the first time,” Kari countered.  “And so have you.” 
 
    “Not like this,” Black explained with a dismissive wave.  “The Black Dragon Society was originally just a thieves’ guild with delusions of grandeur.  They were around long before I even assumed the title of Earl of Southwick County, and were a thorn in the side of my predecessor.  They always acted like they were some secret society, but they were petty thieves and little more.  They’ve always been a pain in my ass, but they were never a threat to my rule or the people of the city; as I said, they were pretty petty, even for a thieves’ guild.  Once BlackWing assumed control, though, he turned them into an efficient assassin’s guild and a major black market.  They still operate the same criminal ‘enterprises’ they did when they were just a thieves’ guild, but under BlackWing, they began competing with the Blood Order of DarkWind and the Five Clans of Oge.  And then, of course, they started trying to murder me.” 
 
    “Are you aware that my Order thinks you’re BlackWing, and that you’ve always been the head of the Black Dragon Society?” Kari asked. 
 
    The Earl gave her a sour look but seemed to be putting some effort into not lashing out at her again.  “I am well aware of that, yes,” he answered.  “That’s why I tend not to ask your Order for help or allow any more of Zalkar’s people into my city than absolutely necessary to help keep the peace.  You have to remember something else, Lady Vanador: your Order hasn’t always been kind to half-demons.  Not so long ago, you used to hunt our kind along with full-blooded serilian demons.  You should remember that from your…previous life.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  She didn’t want to argue the point, especially since they were already far off-topic as it was.  “Well, all the same, I’m here to help you get rid of this assassin who’s now made two attempts on my life,” she said.  “Since it seems I’ve already spoken with BlackWing, why don’t you tell me what you know so far?  You’ve already said you know it’s a succubus; tell me what else you’ve figured out.” 
 
     Black deferred to the marshal, who began to speak.  “The killings started several weeks ago.  At first it simply looked like random killings, but once we had a few of them, we started to notice the details that pointed to it being one assassin.  What we couldn’t find, though, was any connection between the victims: they are of different races, genders, creeds, professions; it doesn’t fit what we would normally expect from a serial killer.  So trying to track down and capture this assassin has proven trickier than usual.” 
 
    “Things got even stranger after the first half a dozen murders, when we started to find puncture wounds on the necks of some of the victims,” Marshal Saracht continued.  “Our immediate concern, of course, was that we might have a vampire in our midst, but that suspicion was quickly altered when some of the murders began taking place in daylight.  While the vast majority of the murders have happened at night, the few that occurred during the day that also had bite marks spoke to this being a succubus, not a vampire.” 
 
    Kari nodded, impressed that the marshal would be familiar enough with vampires and succubi to make such a distinction.  “Well, she’s a half-succubus,” Kari corrected, which clearly surprised the marshal and Black –Kari found that somewhat comforting.  “She’s also half-syrinthian, and she seems to be drawing life energy from as many people as she can.  I don’t know exactly what she’s up to, other than the usual murder and mayhem, but she’s far more dangerous than probably any assassin you’ve ever dealt with before.” 
 
    “If BlackWing came looking for your help, then I’m inclined to agree,” the Earl said, and Kari didn’t correct him by telling him they suspected it was a trap.  The Earl then turned toward Eli and asked, “So who is your companion here?” 
 
    “This is Elias Sorivar.  He used to work for my Order back before the Apocalypse.  Since he’s had a run-in with this succubus now and is fairly familiar with hunting demons, I thought I’d bring him along.  Is that going to be a problem?” Kari asked. 
 
    Black held Eli’s stare for several long moments but ultimately shook his head.  “Not at all.  Everett, let your men know this one is allowed to remain within the city for as long as Lady Vanador is here, and that he is to be treated as though he is a member of her Order,” he said. 
 
    Kari wondered if the last was a good thing or not, but she gave no voice to her thoughts as the marshal replied, “As you wish, my lord.” 
 
     “I’ve got a couple of paladins in the northeast district of the city stirring up trouble; I take it that’s your doing as well?” Black asked, though in his eyes Kari could see he already knew the answer. 
 
    Kari crossed one leg atop the other, and tried to give a reasonable answer without hesitating and making her omissions too obvious.  She didn’t want to tell Black too much about her plans or what she knew, on the off chance his denials were just part of a larger deception.  On the one hand, Kari was inclined to take Eli and the marshal’s faith into consideration where Kaelin Black and Blackwing’s identities were concerned, but on the other, she couldn’t afford to give the succubus or BlackWing any more advantages.  Kari was never very comfortable lying to people, but she recalled Aeligos’ distinction in calling BlackWing’s words half-truths, and decided she had to be satisfied with using them herself right now. 
 
    “They worked with me in a previous mission, and were nearby and available,” Kari said.  “I was hoping that having a couple of paladins in the city might make the succubus think twice about killing anyone else, and then I can concentrate fully on my hunt.  If that’s a problem...” 
 
    Black waved his hand again, and in his concerned expression and mannerisms, Kari could see that he was troubled by the entire situation.  “No, not a problem.  I just wasn’t sure why they were here until now.  With them stirring up the people, I’m going to put an end to martial law and let them work with the people to help try to find this assassin.  Unfortunately, they also brought their mentor, Lord Garant, with them, and he’s being a righteous pain in my ass wanting to deal with inter-county politics when I’ve got an assassin on the prowl.  So it’s going to fall entirely on you and your companion here to find and kill this assassin without much help from me.  I’ll assign my men to patrol the streets so that if a fight breaks out, either you or your two paladin friends shouldn’t have to wait long for help.” 
 
    “That will be very helpful, thank you,” Kari said, though she had to admit to herself that she felt very strange thanking Kaelin Black for anything.  “Have there been any recent killings?” 
 
    “Only two in the last few weeks, and both of them were guards,” Black said.  Kari wasn’t sure whether it would occur to Black that the succubus seemed to want her in Barcon and that was why the killings slowed down.  Black didn’t seem to clue in to her contemplations, and he continued, “Marshal Saracht tells me that he found you almost as soon as you’d entered the city.  If you haven’t found a place to stay, I’m sure I can put you up somewhere suitable.” 
 
    “I already have a place in mind, but thank you,” Kari said, and something else occurred to her.  “I'm curious how you knew I was coming?” 
 
    Kaelin Black smiled, but it was one of the most unsettling things Kari had ever seen.  He seemed to be smiling genuinely, in a teasing sort of way to say ‘I’m not spilling my secrets,’ but with all of Kari’s doubts with regard to his identity, it sent a shiver down her spine.  Rather than be comforted, she felt the noose tightening about her neck, and the trap getting so much closer to being sprung upon her. 
 
    “Let me know where you’re staying, so I can have a guard detail posted around your inn,” Black said almost amicably.  “I don’t want this assassin catching you in your sleep; she seems to operate primarily at night.” 
 
    Hard to argue with that, Kari thought, and she wondered if perhaps she was simply being too sensitive and too guarded when dealing with Black.  Part of her assumed he wanted to know where she’d be staying so he could send the assassin after her, but she tucked those fears aside.  If it turned out he was being genuine and could prove to be an ally to her, she didn’t want to be a fool and either alienate him or turn him into an enemy outright.  “We’ll be staying at a little inn over in the temple district called The Bloodied Blade,” she answered. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Black interjected.  “That place was sold a few years back; don’t remember what the name was changed to, but the inn is still there.  If that’s where you’re staying, I’ll have my best guards keep watch over the building.” 
 
    “One question, if I may, your lordship,” Eli said, and Black gestured for him to speak.  “Do you have any contacts within the Black Dragon Society, maybe through your guards?” 
 
    Lord Black’s eyes narrowed somewhat.  “As a matter of fact, I do, but if you think I’d share that information with anyone, you’re sorely mistaken.  The Black Dragon Society has plagued me for decades for good reason, and I can’t make the mistake of exposing my spies.” 
 
    Eli simply lifted the sleeve of his tunic, and neither Black nor the marshal could hide their shock.  The Earl nodded, seemingly to himself, and then he rose to his feet before gesturing for his guests to do so as well.  “I’ll need a couple of days to see if my contact is willing to deal with you,” he said.  “Just understand that you can’t let anyone know you’re working for me if you’re going to tangle with the guild.  If you intend to work with or through the guild to aid Lady Vanador, then you need to act like you’ve gone rogue and keep yourself separate from her, else you will put her life and her work here in serious jeopardy.” 
 
    Kari was surprised by the tone of Black’s words, but Eli answered before she could voice her thoughts.  “I grew up learning what discretion means on a daily basis,” Eli said. 
 
    “Well, go and get yourselves settled at the inn,” Black said as he walked his guests to the door.  “If you need to speak with me, get in touch with the marshal and he’ll bring you to me when it’s convenient and safe.  Keep me updated as much as you can on your hunt, even if it’s just through the marshal, and if there’s any way he or his men can be of assistance, I will put them at your disposal.  Good afternoon.” 
 
    “Farewell, Lord Black,” Kari said politely, and Eli bowed his head as they departed. 
 
    Kari led Eli from the tower and toward the temple district, and she couldn’t help but wonder how thick the webs she’d just walked into truly were.  She was more concerned for Eli if he was planning on dealing with the assassin’s guild, and the thought of not even being able to sleep at night for fear of having the assassin led right to her filled her with a mental fatigue.  She considered the inn’s proximity to her deity’s temple, and thought of something that would at least keep their resting place secure.  She resolved to go to the temple as soon as they were settled in.  With the beginnings of a plan forming in her mind, she led Eli to the inn formerly known as The Bloodied Blade. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XI – One Small Favor 
 
      
 
    The only thing that looked different to Kari was the small wooden sign hanging from the front porch.  While the old one had depicted one of Garra Ktarra’s legendary axes coated in the black blood of a serilian demon and the words “The Bloodied Blade,” the new one was cleaner and, perhaps, more welcoming.  It depicted a simple platinum coin, and was engraved in both common and the rir language with the words “One Small Favor.”  It was an odd name for an inn to Kari’s thinking, and the way Eli’s brow knitted when he beheld the sign told her that he felt the same way.  The front porch was empty and the inside seemed quiet, so Kari entered with Eli close behind. 
 
    The inside was little different than Kari remembered from when she passed through before her trip to Tsalbrin.  One Small Favor had a country-inn feel despite its location in the big city, and its furnishings, while worn, were inviting to the eye.  The common room had a good fire burning in the hearth that served to ward off the chill of the spring afternoon.  Kari took in each minute detail as she stood just inside the door, gently scraping her feet on the welcome mat.  The wooden chandeliers were extinguished in favor of the strong sunshine that streamed in through the narrow windows on the inn’s northeast side, and the broader windows on its southeast side.  Most appealing was the scent of roasting game birds wafting from the kitchen, and Kari’s stomach rumbled quietly in anticipation of a proper meal. 
 
    It was early in the afternoon, so the common room was empty, and while Eli took a couple of minutes to look around, Kari scanned the posting board that hung beside the door.  It was covered with all manner of bills advertising services or else offering payment for them.  Kari was glad to see there was little in the way of emergencies: no Wanted posters left by the Earl or his men; no recruitment notices for mercenary companies; and nothing that suggested there was any sort of unrest outside of the city itself.  With nothing of interest to see, Kari gestured toward the bar with a nod of her head, and she ran her fingers across the smooth surface of one of the tables as she and Eli approached and sat down on the bar’s high stools. 
 
    Kari remembered Dave and Millie, the kind innkeepers who had taken such good care of her right after the War ended, and how they had tried to refuse payment when all was said and done.  Barcon was a primarily human town, and Kari wondered if they had sold the inn to younger humans – perhaps their children or grandchildren.  Dave and Millie had looked as though they weren’t too far from retiring when Kari stayed here three years before.  She remembered ordering a double-godhammer, and the amused reaction she’d gotten, and she paused in thought, realizing it had been some years since she’d had one of the potent beverages.  Normally, the reaction she got when ordering one suggested the people thought she was a drunk, but as she tried to recall the last time she’d had one, she was satisfied that she wasn’t.  Perhaps at one point she had flirted with being so, back in the days when she was dying of her terminal illness and had to deal with the storm of emotions that brought with it, but she had quit drinking without a problem when she’d gotten pregnant, and simply hadn't picked the habit back up. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by Eli tapping on the bar, but she realized as obnoxious as it was, he was doing it simply to attract the attention of the innkeeper.  It served its purpose, and after only moments, a terra-rir woman of perhaps a few more years than Kari emerged from the back room.  Like most of her people, the rir woman had shockingly white hair and deep green eyes.  Her hair, still vibrant for a woman her age, was carefully brushed and braided into a wide tail, and her eyes creased at the corners as she smiled in welcome to her customers.  She was middle-aged but still quite pretty: the signs of a life of toil showed, but hardly spoiled either her figure or the features of her face. 
 
    She approached the bar from the other side, but stopped suddenly when her eyes met Kari’s.  The woman put her hand to the end of her snout.  “By the gods,” she muttered, loudly enough for her guests to hear, and Kari and Eli exchanged a glance before looking to the woman for some explanation.  “You…you’re Karian Vanador, aren’t you?” 
 
    Eli chuckled and Kari smiled.  While most people knew Kari by name and certainly by reputation, she was often mistaken for a serilian-rir at first.  People usually didn’t recognize her until they figured out she was a terra-dracon, either by seeing her teeth or, in rare cases, picking up on other subtle clues, such as the thickness of her wing muscles.  With the service Kari had put in as a lieutenant colonel for the Thirty-Fifth Light Division during the Apocalypse, most of the people of the southlands were quite familiar with her name and deeds.  Kari assumed she was about to be offered free food and lodgings, as was common for demonhunters of any rank, and especially for those held in as high regard as Kari. 
 
    “Shield of the Heavens, by Zalkar’s grace,” Kari finished warmly.  “My companion and I will need rooms for a week or so, and meals to go with them, please.” 
 
    The woman continued to stare at Kari, and there was a warmth in her expression that left Kari to wonder.  It was all the demonhunter could do not to fidget under the intensity of the woman’s gaze.  “You don’t remember me, do you?” the innkeeper asked after a few moments.  “I suppose you wouldn’t; we were never properly introduced.  My name is Alyssa Sil’Nurra.  We met in the market square a few years ago: you told me my husband had been killed in the War.” 
 
    Kari put her own hand to the end of her snout, but quickly blinked back the tears that threatened to flow freely.  “Oh, I do remember you,” she said quietly.  Her mind whirled through the memory of her last trip through Barcon three years before.  Alyssa’s daughter had asked Kari for a coin to buy food, and Alyssa had been so apologetic for imposing, despite their obvious need.  Her husband, assigned to the Eleventh Light Division that broke the siege of DarkWind, had been killed when the company was wiped out.  Kari had given the woman some coins to keep her and her daughter afloat while they dealt with the loss.  Kari never thought she’d come face to face with Alyssa again, so this chance encounter sent a shiver down her spine. 
 
    Alyssa graced Kari with an enchanted, awe-filled smile before she turned to the other door to the back rooms.  “Chelsea!  Come see who our newest guest is!” she called, and then she turned her attention back to her two patrons.  “Welcome to One Small Favor, lord and lady.  Can I get you something to drink before you check in?” 
 
    “I’d love a double-godhammer, please,” Kari said almost instinctively, and she had to curb the desire to laugh at herself.  “Haven’t had one in ages.” 
 
    “Black coffee,” Eli answered in turn, and Alyssa nodded and went to get the hot drink before she would mix Kari’s own beverage. 
 
    A young terra-rir girl came out of the back, and her eyes lit up as soon as she saw Kari.  Chelsea looked almost exactly like her mother must have when she was a pre-teen, and the girl dashed to the bar and stepped up on a platform behind it so she could meet the guests face-to-face.  “You’re that lady that gave mommy all that money, aren’t you?” she asked, nearly breathless. 
 
    “That’s me.  My name’s Kari,” she answered, and she didn’t miss the look Eli was giving her from the corner of her eye.  “I take it you’re not begging for apples anymore?” 
 
    Chelsea laughed, a high-pitched giggle that soon had Eli chuckling as well.  “Not since you gave mommy all that money,” she answered.  She turned toward her mother when Alyssa returned from the back room with Eli’s hot drink.  “Mommy, is the demon-lady staying here?” 
 
    “Demonhunter, Chelsea,” Alyssa corrected, blushing somewhat.  “Yes, she is going to be our guest for a week or so.  Why don’t you go get washed up, and we’ll see if we have time to share a meal with our guests before the supper crowd comes in, hmm?” 
 
    The girl hopped down with an emphatic okay and rushed into the back room. Alyssa placed the coffee before Eli.  She then began pulling up bottles from under the bar and mixing Kari’s potent beverage, though she didn’t offer any judgmental looks or comments while she did so.  Like Kari remembered Dave doing, Alyssa was quite generous with the drink – especially considering it was completely made of liquor to begin with.  Once she’d finished, she slid the drink before Kari, and then poured herself a very small glass of wine to share with her guests. 
 
    “Normally I wouldn’t do this, but to see you again…I enjoy a small glass of wine when I’m feeling thankful to the gods,” Alyssa explained.  “I have some fresh turkeys roasting in the back for supper, if either of you are hungry.  The supper crowd won’t be in for a couple of hours yet, but the birds are finished cooking, and I have some potato pie and vegetables to go with them.  Forgive me if this seems a bit forward, but I would very much like to break bread with you if you’re willing, my lady.” 
 
    This is why we fight, a voice echoed in Kari’s mind, and she smiled inwardly as Sakkrass’ soft caress blew through her mind like a zephyr.  There was a tingle and a brief flash of memory, and Kari understood in that moment that sharing a meal with his friends was one of Sakkrass’ favorite things.  Kari held her hand out and Alyssa took it in hers, and the women smiled to each other as Kari nodded in agreement.  “I’d like that as well,” she said.  She gestured toward Eli and added, “This is my companion, Eli.  He’ll be working with me to try to catch this killer you’ve no doubt heard all about.” 
 
    Alyssa’s expression changed but she made an effort not to let the subject dampen her mood.  “Yes; it’s been all I can do to keep it from falling on Chelsea’s ears,” she said.  “I am happy to have you stay here, but will there be any danger to the inn while you are on your hunt?” 
 
    Kari waved a hand dismissively.  “I’ll be taking steps to make sure the killer stays far from here,” she said.  “I give you my word on that.” 
 
    Alyssa smiled and nodded, satisfied with Kari’s promise, and she excused herself to go and prepare their meals.  Kari enjoyed the taste and tang of her potent beverage.  She had always liked the taste of a double-godhammer as much as the numbing effect it had on her nerves after a stressful hunt, but even with its warmth spreading through her core, Kari found that it was a poor substitute for the other fires that burned in her heart.  Her inner fire was fueled by her family and once again by her work, and she found a solace in both things that made the drink’s other effects unsatisfactory and unnecessary.  She nursed the drink slowly; it had been some time since she and Eli had eaten breakfast, and Kari had no desire to become intoxicated. 
 
    Eli spent the quiet time studying her, and Kari understood that she must be as puzzling to him as he was to her.  He was clearly as interested in her past as she was in his, and it seemed he saw something in her that was intensely attractive.  Eli wasn’t a bad looking man: he was scarred and somewhat short for a serilian-rir, and he lacked the manners that Grakin and even Kris Jir’tana possessed, but there was something about him Kari couldn’t deny being attracted to.  She figured it was the mystery combined with his compassion, and that the latter was what made the former so interesting.  Kari normally wasn’t the type of woman to fall for the brooding, mysterious type of man – she could hardly stand men like Kaelin Black – but something in Eli’s words and the way he held himself appealed to her.  Kari got the impression that he’d gone through a hell somewhat like her own growing up, but somehow had turned out a decent, caring person.  It made her love him, in a sense, simply for being a kindred soul who had overcome. 
 
    Kari wondered if Eli had the same sense about her past that she did about his.  Kari had worked hard over both lifetimes to push down the hurt and the hatred her abusive childhood had scarred her with, to make certain that people only saw the strong demonhunter woman she was now.  She considered how she had opened up to her family after giving birth to Little Gray when the memories and the scarred girl in her soul resurfaced, and how her mother-in-law in particular had shown deep concern, especially once she learned of the episode Kari had suffered in Flora.  It was the love and support of her family that kept Kari grounded, and allowed the strong woman to curl up around that scarred little girl and drive her fears away.  Though the memories were still painful, Kari felt she was a better woman for having told her family the truth, and she was continuing to slowly learn to draw strength from tragedy.  Even Erik, who was overbearing and overprotective at times, was left speechless by Kari’s admission, but his behavior afterwards said that he now understood the incredible strength in Kari. 
 
    As they continued to stare at each other, Kari wondered how Eli would react to her story, and whether he would ever open up about his own past.  She could tell his past filled him with shame, but Kari wasn’t sure if it was his ties to the Five Clans and the things he had done on their behalf, or something from before then.  Still, Kari could see that the grizzled warrior drew strength from that past, and it somehow made him a more compassionate and determined man.  While Kari’s past derived from a spiteful and abusive father, she got the sense that Eli’s came more from his surroundings and having grown up in the city of Oge as a half-corlyps: a type of serilian-rir looked down upon by most everyone, even other serilian-rir.  A part of her wanted to lend him the same comfort and support that Triela had shown Kari on Kirelia.  At the same time, she was hesitant to dredge up her own past or risk putting Eli through any sort of pain. 
 
    The silence was broken by Alyssa returning with a few plates of food stacked along her arm, and she called for Chelsea to stop dawdling and come join them straight away.  Kari and Eli moved to one of the tables for four, and soon they and their hosts were seated around the table with a good helping of food and drinks before them.  Kari waited expectantly before beginning to eat, and when Eli saw her hesitate, he waited as well.  With a smile, Alyssa gestured for them to all join hands, just as Kari was accustomed to doing at her mother-in-law’s table, and the innkeeper gave a prayer of thanks to the pantheon. 
 
    “I haven’t heard someone do that in some time,” Eli commented. 
 
    “I must confess: I only started doing it myself a few years ago,” Alyssa said before she turned her gaze toward Kari. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me you bought all this with the money I gave you, are you?” Kari asked, gesturing around. 
 
    “Oh, no, not like that,” Alyssa returned.  “No, at first I was tempted to take Chelsea and head north toward DarkWind, to either see if my husband was there, or at least get confirmation that he was lost in the battle.”  She lightly gripped Chelsea’s wrist, and her daughter looked up and managed a smile.  “The more I thought about it, though, I realized that it might be better for both of us if I just accepted what you told me and moved on.  Right, Chelsea?” 
 
    “Daddy went to be with Sechre Tori and the angels,” the girl said, and there was only a slight tinge of longing in her voice. 
 
    Alyssa patted Chelsea’s hand.  “That’s right, sweetie,” she said comfortingly.  She turned back to Kari and continued, “I took the money, sold our old things, and bought a little house here in the temple district, away from the darker parts of the city.  I got us cleaned up, and was able to find work here at the inn, serving tables and tending bar for the old owners, Dave and Millie Marrack.  I was also able to get Chelsea into one of the temple schools, to make sure she gets a better education than I did.  Those schools can be expensive, but with the money you gave me, I was able to at least get her in and then make payments as I earned money here at the inn.  After a little over a year, Dave and Millie decided to retire, and they sold me the inn for a share of its earnings for the next five years.  All I asked was that they let me change the name of the inn, and they agreed.” 
 
    “And you named it for that small favor I did for you three years ago,” Kari reasoned. 
 
    “Yes; the inn is named for you,” Alyssa confirmed with a smile.  “To commemorate what one small favor from a stranger can do.” 
 
    “Hmph, and here I thought you just killed demon princes for a living,” Eli said dryly. 
 
    A wave of emotions washed through Kari, and she felt all at once uplifted and adrift as feelings of happiness collided with the shadows and fears of her childhood.  She recalled the way she’d felt when she shared her dark secret with Grakin in Flora, and then with her whole family after Little Gray’s birth, and she realized that true freedom lay in not letting her scars control her feelings or her fate.  Kari decided to strip the power from her hurtful memories.  “I grew up on the streets of Solaris,” she said quietly, which drew looks of surprise from both Eli and Alyssa.  “I know what it means to be ragged and hungry, and not a day goes by that I don’t remember what that felt like.” 
 
    Eli tapped his right shoulder, though Alyssa couldn’t see the tattoo under his armor, and didn’t register the significance when he said, “You never forgot where it was you came from.” 
 
    “They used to tell us at the Academy, ‘you change the world by saving one life at a time,’” Kari said with a nod.  “It took me a long time to realize they didn’t just mean saving people by hunting demons.  Considering it was a demonhunter that saved me from a short life that ended on the gallows, I guess I should’ve figured that out a lot faster.” 
 
    Eli fixed her with another curious glance, but Alyssa’s smile broadened.  “The gods only know how many lives you’ve saved, or at least changed,” she said.  “I swore to you I would never forget your kindness, and I never have.  I try to return your favor by helping the homeless and the poor whenever it’s within my means.” 
 
    “That’s all anyone can really ask for,” Kari said, and she went quiet and began to eat.  The others also took to their meals, and there was a silent but pleasant air about the table as they shared in the delicious food Alyssa had prepared.  The turkey was moist and savory, cooked in a mixture of herbs and spices, and the potato pie and mixed vegetables only helped to bring out the full flavor of the meal.  Kari nursed her drink slowly over the course of the meal, enjoying its taste but avoiding coming anywhere near intoxicated.  No one spoke while they ate, but it was as close to home as Kari could imagine feeling while sharing a meal with relative strangers, and there was a contentment that settled into her soul. 
 
    After supper, Kari helped Alyssa and Chelsea clean up the dishes and glasses, despite the innkeeper’s protest.  Kari was happy to be of help like when she was at home.  While they cleaned up, some of Kaelin Black’s guards arrived in the company of Marshal Saracht, and the marshal spoke with Eli about how to best set his men to guarding the inn.  Eli’s experience as the head of security for his brothel served them both well, and he suggested the marshal set his men to watching from nearby rooftops as well as regular patrols, and to set burglar traps near the inn’s upper floor windows.  Alyssa was clearly more relaxed with the thought of the marshal’s men watching over her inn.  With the two men engrossed in their work, Kari got the room keys from Alyssa, and took her and Eli’s packs upstairs to put them in their respective rooms. 
 
    When Kari visited three years before, Dave and Millie had given her the master suite free of charge, but Kari refused to take the inn’s most desirable room this time.  She took one of the smaller dormitories and set Eli’s pack into the one next door to hers.  The rooms were cramped but efficient: they clearly weren’t meant for more than sleeping or sex, lacking anything more than a credenza with a wash basin on top, a bed, a nightstand that was little more than a stool with a lantern on it, and an armoire that was barely big enough to fit a few days’ outfits into.  Their windows were tiny and allowed just enough light to filter in so that the guests should be awakened with the morning sun.  The master suite, Kari remembered, was bigger than the room she and Grakin shared, but a part of her felt much more at home in this cozy little dorm. 
 
    Kari lay down on the bed for a minute to test its comfort, and as she gazed to the little window high above, she was glad to see it wasn't big enough for even a lithe succubus to slip through.  If the assassin wanted to attack her in the dormitory, she would have to either teleport in or else come in through the door, and this time, Kari would not leave anything to chance. She planned to go across to the Unyielding’s temple and see if the priests there could ward the entire inn against demons, or at the very least give her some tips on preventing the succubus from slipping into her room.  Kari was nervous about being attacked in her dreams again, but there was a strange sense of challenge there.  A part of her wanted to face the succubus in her dreams and beat her there as well.  It was dangerous, but given the way she had begun to turn her dreams against her assailant in Lajere, Kari believed she had the will to do so. 
 
    Kari didn’t want to doze off, especially after eating such a rich meal, so she rose from the bed and returned to the common room.  She was surprised to see Eli and the marshal shake hands as their conversation came to an end.  Eli had said he was never very good at taking orders, so she found it odd that he and the head of Black’s police force would get along well.  She supposed it was because they both – theoretically – were in the business of protecting others, and there was a clear respect there that Kari appreciated.  The marshal bowed politely to Kari and assured her that he and Eli had come to a suitable arrangement to protect her, the inn, and its owners and patrons, and he took his leave. 
 
    Eli turned to Kari expectantly, and she nodded toward the door.  “Let me introduce you to Zalkar’s temple here in the city,” she said.  “I want to get their help in protecting the inn, and maybe see if they have any information that might help us in this hunt.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Eli said.  He and Kari bid Alyssa farewell, stepped past some patrons coming in for supper, and headed toward the temple. 
 
    Inside the church, Devin Sanstrom was giving a pre-supper sermon to a handful of worshipers.  Devin was the same priest who was in charge of this small church of Zalkar when Kari passed through three years before.  He was an elder human, in his sixties if Kari’s instincts were right, and he wore the typical light blue robe that was common among the Unyielding’s clergy.  Kari didn’t know him very well personally, but she had a good amount of respect for him simply for being the head of a church of Zalkar in a city like Barcon.  Such had to mean he was well-trusted by Zalkar and his fellow priests, and held in high regard by Attir Surallis, the Unyielding’s high priest.  Devin met Kari’s eyes, and he smiled and nodded briefly to let her know he’d be with her soon, and that she should make herself comfortable. 
 
    Kari and Eli took seats and waited for the sermon to come to a close, and Kari could see from the way Eli looked around that he’d never been inside one of the Unyielding’s churches before.  It struck her as odd after how long he had worked for Bosimar and the Order, but she recalled his words regarding walking the grounds of the demonhunter campus and figured he was not one to be found hanging around in churches, either.  With his tattoo and his “fear” of the demonhunter patron, Kari wondered if Eli served any of the gods, or whether he believed any of them were gods at all.  He’d worn no holy symbols on his person when she’d seen him stripped to the waist in Lajere.  The way he looked around the church now led Kari to wonder if perhaps he felt his past was unforgivable, and that in part gave rise to his protective nature. 
 
    Agnosticism and atheism among the rir were rare, since nearly all of their pantheon were once mortal and were sometimes seen upon the world itself.  On the other hand, those who fell into one of those two beliefs usually pointed to those very facts as the basis of their beliefs.  Kari found it all rather strange, but then she had to admit to herself that she had always thought of Zalkar as more of a boss, and not so much her deity.  Despite her feelings and her doubts, Zalkar had apparently never doubted her: Kari had wielded his power many, many times before, in the minor healing she could draw from him or in the tremendous power she’d used to destroy the demon prince, Ressallk.  Kari believed in the gods and in their benevolence, but at the same time, she had a hard time dedicating herself to any one of them.  She supposed overall, her faith was simply in the strength and goodness of the pantheon as a whole; if she had to choose any one deity she felt closest to, her choice, oddly enough, would be Sakkrass. 
 
    Thoughts of her adoptive celestial father led Kari’s thoughts to wander.  She’d never heard anything regarding Sakkrass introducing himself to her own pantheon, as he’d said he would do when she encountered his avatar on Tsalbrin.  Kari could still feel his presence in her mind at times, so she was sure he still watched over her, but she was at a loss as to why he hadn’t allied himself with her own deity.  Kaelariel and Zalkar had begun working together to allow the serilis-rir to try to integrate into normal society after Kari’s work on Tsalbrin, and the Order had ceased killing serilis-rir of the lesser types on sight, to gauge their loyalties.  Relations were still rocky between the races – it had only been a few years since the Apocalypse, after all, and many still called the serilis-rir “demons” – but peace was digging its roots into the hearts and minds of both sides.  Kari was certain that with time, the wars between the rir and the serilis-rir would be but a bad memory. 
 
    Kari came to attention as Devin finished speaking and the worshipers began making their way from the church.  The elder human beckoned the demonhunter and her guest to come speak to him.  “Lady Vanador,” Devin greeted her.  Kari saluted the priest, and Eli nodded respectfully.  “It is so wonderful to see you again.  I understand you are in town for a hunt; how may we be of assistance?” 
 
    “Master, I was wondering if you can put a warding spell or something around the inn where we’re staying,” Kari said.  “The demoness we’re hunting is an assassin, and she seems to be pretty good at slipping into peoples’ rooms at night.  I want to make sure we’re not in danger when we’re sleeping, and that the inn and its customers are protected.” 
 
    “Around the inn?” Devin repeated, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  “I’m afraid we can’t ward anything quite that large, though we should be able to ward a room or two.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “That will do.  I suppose you’d better ward my room and the innkeeper’s room; we don’t want her getting hurt either,” she said, and she turned to Eli.  “You can stay in my room so you’re within the ward, too.” 
 
    Eli shrugged.  “If things go the way I expect, I doubt I’ll be at the inn most nights,” he said.  “But when I am, I can sleep on the floor in your room, that’s not an issue.” 
 
    “I was also wondering if you’ve heard anything that might give us a place to start looking for this assassin,” Kari continued.  “Kaelin Black said that there have only been two killings in the last few weeks, and that both of them were guards.  Have you heard anything else?” 
 
    “You may want to check with Kaelariel’s church,” Devin answered.  “I understand there were some disturbances at the graveyard in the last week, but since they are the experts in dealing with the undead, we have left them to that task unless they ask for our help.  Also, I understand there are some young paladins in the city, working on finding what I suspect is the same demoness that you are hunting.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re friends of mine I brought to help me.  Please give them any help they need, as if they’re part of the Order,” she said, and Devin nodded.  While the priesthood technically had more authority than the Demonhunter Order, demonhunters could enlist the aid of local priests as though they were law enforcement when on a hunt.  “Eli, do you have any questions?” 
 
    “What do you know about BlackWing and his relationship with Kaelin Black?” the half-corlyps asked, and Devin’s brows arched.  “There’re a lot of forces at work here, and the Lady suspects that any number of them could be involved with this assassin’s plans.  I know the Order thinks Kaelin Black and BlackWing are the same person, so I’m interested in what you’ve seen and heard firsthand down here.” 
 
    Devin sat down on one of the stone benches, and Kari and Eli sat across from the human as he thought to himself.  “Yes.  For the longest time, many assumed that Lord Black and BlackWing were the same man,” he began.  “We believed that Lord Black was running his legitimate businesses as the Earl of Southwick, but that under the alter-ego called BlackWing, he was also head of the illicit assassin’s guild and black market known as the Black Dragon Society.  It was this supposition that led the Demonhunter Order to list Kaelin Black as one of its most prominent mortal problems, and generally refuse him or his city help when requested.  This has led to strained relations not only between Lord Black and the Order, but also between Lord Black and all of the other nobles of Askies.” 
 
    “Several years ago, however, the people of this city witnessed a most improbable event: Lord Black and BlackWing in the market square at the same time,” the human continued, and he held his hand up to stave off any interruptions.  “It is a rare enough thing for the people of the city to see Lord Black on his own streets: he is quite reclusive, and does not spend much time among his people.  But for him to be met and waylaid by BlackWing was something no one would have ever seen coming.  We initially suspected that the entire incident was set up by Lord Black to mask his wrongdoings, but the subsequent use of numerous divinations revealed that while they look exactly alike – BlackWing is virtually a twin of Lord Black – neither of them was under the effects of illusion or shape-altering magics.  They were two separate, very unique individuals, and furthermore, their fight was no sham or show: they were trying to kill each other.  It is also important to note that BlackWing has poisonous fangs and claws, and he nearly killed Lord Black but for the timely intervention of the guards.” 
 
    “Poisonous fangs,” Eli repeated to Kari, and Devin paused for a moment.  “Might explain where the succubus got it from.” 
 
    Kari nodded, but gestured for Devin to continue.  “BlackWing is by and large considered the deadliest assassin in the known world,” the priest said.  “For Lord Black to have held out this long against so deadly an adversary seemed to point to some sort of collusion, but the way the Black Dragon Society undermines Lord Black and his men does suggest otherwise.  Either Lord Black is truly at war with BlackWing and his guild, or he represents a cunning that even Seril lacked when she sought to take over our world.” 
 
    “But he said that BlackWing wasn’t always the head of the Black Dragon Society, and that he only appeared a little less than sixty years ago,” Kari offered. 
 
    “That may or may not be true; our church and your Order have never learned much about the Black Dragon Society, other than that it has been around at least as long as Lord Black has been the Earl,” Devin returned.  “We know the name BlackWing, but nothing of the man behind the nickname, other than that he is a deadly assassin.  Further, we know virtually nothing of the people who work for him.” 
 
    “Black also said he believes BlackWing is actually a black dragon who’s assumed his form to try to take over the city.  But you said neither of them was under any sort of shape-shifting enchantment when they fought?” Kari prodded. 
 
    The priest nodded.  “Correct.  However, if he is a natural shape-shifter, our divinations wouldn’t detect that; they only detect the use of magic to enact such effects.  I am afraid I do not know enough about black dragons to tell you whether or not they are, or at least can be, natural shape-shifters.” 
 
    Kari considered that for a moment; she had known a black dragon in her prior life.  Ashurinax the Black, he’d been called, and he definitely possessed some ability to change shape, because he’d sired a half-dragon daughter.  The dragon theory was an interesting development in what she’d thought was a fairly straight-forward scheme in the beginning.  “I have a feeling that’ll get revealed when we wrap up this hunt,” Kari said.  “Is there anything else you can tell us that might be useful in dealing with Black, the Society, or the assassin?” 
 
    “Unlike the Blood Order or the Five Clans, the Black Dragon Society is very secretive, which is why we have never really learned much about them,” Devin answered.  “You will not find them patrolling the streets with tattoos or markings on their clothing: they do not want anyone to know who they are.  You will likely be unable to find them unless they want to be found.  Likewise, however, you will not find them plying their trade at random against the citizens of the city.  They target Lord Black and his operations specifically, and if you ever see BlackWing, it will likely be because he has come to kill you.  I do not imagine they will give you much grief while you are hunting a demon, but they will also not offer you any aid whatsoever.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Eli said, but he waved off his own comment when Devin fixed him with a curious stare.  “Well then, shall we go see what Kaelariel’s people have to say?” 
 
    “Yea, let’s just hope we don’t get mixed up with undead in all this,” Kari said, and she rose to her feet.  She saluted Devin again, and Eli bowed his head.  The priest bid them farewell.  With the sun retreating rapidly toward the western horizon, they walked down the road and across the street to the building marked with the winged focus: Kaelariel’s church. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XII – The Wolf’s Hour 
 
      
 
    Darkness had fallen almost completely by the time they left the warm confines of Kaelariel’s church.  The church itself was tiny compared to the one Grakin and Kyrie served in back home in DarkWind: it was little more than a gathering place for prayer, where the priests could offer aid and alms to the poor and widowed.  It was staffed by serilian-rir, though that wasn’t unusual for Kaelariel’s churches: service to him came easily to those who were of both cultures.  It was, however, quite unusual for a city that had ‘banned’ serilian-rir, and the priests explained that they were among the only permanent exceptions made – and then only so long as they confined themselves to the temple district or work at the cemetery.  The serilian-rir priests were warriors as well and, as Devin had hinted, their service was as much to root out and destroy undead threats in Southwick County as to spread the word of Kaelariel.  Kari supposed that was the type of help even Kaelin Black appreciated. 
 
      The two head priests, Piotyr and Deirdre, were both half-elite, and they took a great interest in Eli.  It was surprising to Kari in one sense, since half-corlypsi were typically looked down upon by other serilian-rir, though she supposed the fact that they were priests of Kaelariel had a lot to do with it.  Kaelariel was bringing all of the serilis-rir and the serilian-rir into his fold where possible, and Kari had little doubt that the god of freedom was trying to stamp out the rivalry and racism even among his own charges.  Still, she got the impression that where Piotyr and Deirdre were concerned, it was more that they were people of strong character and that they based their judgments on reality rather than perception. 
 
    Kari, Eli, Piotyr, and Deirdre traded stories about their efforts combating the undead in various situations.  Kari had very rarely encountered the undead in either of her lives, and even when she had, it was typically the most basic sort: zombies.  She was never fazed by the walking dead, since in the end, they were just people that were already dead and thus a little harder to disable.  There was virtually no intelligence behind the actions of zombies or animated skeletons, and so Kari found herself less scared than angry when she encountered them.  To her, it was unfathomable that someone would disturb the dead, whether it had any effect on the soul’s rest or not.  That was a sentiment she’d developed before she’d even died and been brought back against her will. 
 
    The stories Eli and the two half-elite priests shared were far scarier to Kari.  It turned out that Piotyr and Deirdre had heard of Eli and his companions, because they’d battled a wraith in the barrows outside of DarkWind during their service to Bosimar.  Wraiths were like ghosts in a sense: both were disembodied spirits that lingered on after death.  Wraiths, however, were far more terrifying, possessing malice and a hatred for all living things that rivaled even that of the most depraved of demons.  They were one of Kari’s biggest phobias where enemies were concerned: ghosts, wraiths, and specters had no physical form to fight, being incorporeal.  As such, weapons passed through them, and they could likewise pass through armor and even one’s body, leaving a cold behind that sapped the life right out of a person.  It gave Kari shivers just to think of facing one. 
 
    Eli’s tale did little to dispel her fear of such creatures.  As he recounted his experience, he freely admitted that the one he and his companions had encountered drew the heat and the life right out of him, and he hadn’t regained consciousness for several hours after the creature was defeated.  In the end, he explained, it had been the faith and the strength of their party’s priestess, Danilynn, that had destroyed the creature utterly.  Eli said the group’s weapons and magic had failed to harm or even slow the creature down except for one type: light sources. 
 
    Piotyr and Deirdre acknowledged the usefulness of strong, warm light sources against all three types of incorporeal undead.  They said that in a worst-case scenario, simply keeping strong light sources – even just a massive bonfire – handy could keep the evil spirits at bay until sunrise, when they would be powerless and disperse until nightfall.  Kari was glad to know there was something she could do to chase such foul spirits off, assuming her weapons would be of little use.  When the priests saw Kari’s weapons, though, they explained that it was entirely possible that her weapons could harm the incorporeal undead, as they were apparently an angel’s weapons.  Kari was hoping she’d never have cause to find out, and Piotyr assured her that their graveyard had never seen anything worse than zombies and skeletons. 
 
    Piotyr and Deirdre spent a while detailing the most recent events: there had been several disturbances in the city’s graveyard over the years, but the most recent one was different.  They explained that it was not all that unusual for necromancers to practice their trade in the cemetery; raising corpses and exercising their will to try to enslave the undead.  This latest time, however, whoever had disturbed the dead had curiously drawn the attention of a local pack of werewolves, and pandemonium had erupted when lycanthropes were discovered within the city limits.  The priests explained that the werewolves had returned to the darkness of the plains when confronted, but they also said that werewolves being drawn to a necromantic ritual was as alarming as it was puzzling, particularly since the necromancer had yet to be caught. 
 
    Eli then told a short tale about how he and his companions came into contact with a pack of ravenous werewolves while on another mission for Bosimar.  Kari could only wonder at how many different creatures and demons the warrior had faced; it seemed no matter what sort of creatures came up in conversation, Eli had a tale about fighting one.  His particular tale about werewolves didn’t provide any clues as to why lycanthropes might be drawn to a necromantic ritual.  In fact, by his recounting, he and his friends had battled the beasts by daylight.  Most common tales and legends spoke of werewolves being creatures of the night, enslaved to the will of the phasing moon, and that they were almost completely insane by civilization’s standards.  Many of those tales were old folklore brought to Citaria by the humans, though, and since Citaria had three moons instead of just one, it left a lot to speculation with regard to lycanthropes. 
 
    Kari knew that the Beast – the minotaur-like deity of shape-shifters and lycanthropes – had werewolves among his followers.  It was said that many of them had mastered their curse, but they were still far from normal members of society.  They kept mostly to the wilds of the Great Forest and the hills, where they could live and hunt and rarely come into contact with other civilizations.  Kari always found it interesting that the Beast was the god of lycanthropes and shape-shifters: it left her to wonder what other types of shape-shifters were out there. 
 
    “So we’ve got assassins, demons, necromancers, and werewolves all involved here,” Eli said.  He and Kari were headed toward the graveyard to see if they could find any other clues about whether the necromancer might be mixed up with the succubus.  “Now we just need a vampire to show up, and we’ll have a nice little miniature apocalypse.” 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that,” Kari said, her mind flashing briefly to Annabelle before she pushed the thoughts of her old friend down again.  “Why would werewolves be attracted to a necromantic ritual?  Do you think maybe it was dead werewolves that were getting raised?” 
 
    Eli shrugged.  “It’s possible,” he said.  “I don’t really know much more than the lore and legends surrounding werewolves.  Sure, I fought a bunch of them, but corpses don’t tell much in the way of tales.  I couldn’t even tell you where they came from or why they attacked us, let alone what their interests were or why they don’t like necromancy.” 
 
    “They used to have problems with necromancers in Solaris from time to time when I was  young,” Kari mused aloud.  “Any time you have a big city like this, the size of the graveyards is too much for them to pass up, though I wonder where these idiots learn their craft, or where they come from.” 
 
    The half-corlyps shrugged again.  “Probably just failures at the arcane arts that think having power over something, even if it’s dead, is better than being a nobody,” he mused. 
 
    Kari let forth a grunt and let the matter drop.  After nearly a half hour, they passed into the southwest district, where it seemed most of the businesses were located.  The smells of a tannery dominated the cool spring night air, and Kari noted the usual direction of the blowing wind before she understood why the tannery was located here.  It was doubtful anyone in the cemetery would complain about the smell, and there were no houses anywhere in sight as they passed deeper into the southwest district.  Large mills and warehouses lined the streets, there was little in the way of vegetation of any kind, and trash seemed to be a problem in the area.  It wasn’t any worse than the more industrial parts of DarkWind, but the emptiness of the streets struck Kari as odd and somewhat alarming.  With no residences in the southwest district, the streets were devoid of any life aside from vermin.  Kari kept on her guard, as did Eli, until they finally came to the gates of the graveyard. 
 
      The cemetery was definitely what Kari would described as creepy, especially in the light of the rising moons.  Its outer walls were lined with bright torches, and there were heavy metal gates that closed it off from the city proper.  A pair of guards stood watch across the street, and Kari wondered if they were afraid to stand too close in the dark.  She drew forth her dog tags and let them fall over her breastplate, and once the guards saw them in the torchlight, the humans saluted her respectfully. 
 
    “Anything strange going on?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Haven’t heard a whisper, ma’am, and gods willing, it’ll stay that way,” said one of the guards before he rubbed his goatee nervously. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the werewolves that attacked the last time there was a ruckus in the cemetery?” she asked. 
 
    “Thankfully, not much,” said the other.  “They come and chased off whatever fools were messin’ around in the graves, but once they seen us, they ran off into the darkness to wherever the hell they come from.  I seen them close up: slavering, vicious beasts, and that’s enough for me in this lifetime.  We hear them howlin’ and bayin’ out on the plains at night sometimes, but they usually don’t come near the city.  Don’t know why they come to the graveyard that night, but they done chased off whoever was messin’ around.” 
 
    “Would you gentlemen mind letting us in?” the demonhunter asked with a gesture toward the gate, but she was shocked when a voice answered from a little ways behind her. 
 
    “Not without us,” called Piotyr from a short distance down the street.  Piotyr was muscular and handsome, and stood a little taller than Kari.  He was solidly built, testament to a life spent defending the faith, but there was a leanness to him as well: he lacked the bulky, overbearing presence of Kari’s half-guardian in-laws.  Like most serilian-rir, his hair was black, tied back in a tail that reached his shoulderblades, and his wide eyes were a smoldering red that bordered on orange, like glowing coals in the deep night.  His snout was medium in length but softly curved, giving him a gentle appearance that was somewhat odd for a serilian-rir.  His companion, Deirdre, was also with him, and other than keeping her hair in numerous small braids, she looked much like Piotyr, whom Kari assumed was her mate.  Deirdre drew up beside Piotyr and he continued, “I had a feeling you might come take a look around the cemetery yourselves.  We’d prefer you don’t go in there at night without at least one of us to help you.” 
 
    Kari looked the two over again briefly and couldn’t help but see the differences between these undead-hunting priests, her mate, and her mother-in-law.  Kari wondered if an encounter with undead would awaken such a fire in Grakin, or whether he was simply a different kind of priest of Kaelariel.  Whatever the case, she was glad to have the help of Piotyr and Deirdre.  “I appreciate it,” she said at last, and Piotyr gestured for the guards to unlock the gates.   
 
    The humans seemed much more at ease with the priests of Kaelariel around, and they moved to unlock the gate to the cemetery.  Even with the superior night vision of the three half-demons, and Kari’s own fairly powerful night eyes, they headed into the graveyard with several bright torches so that they wouldn’t miss any details.  The heavy iron gates creaked loudly and conspicuously as they swung open, and Piotyr and Deirdre led Kari and Eli into the cold and creepy confines of the burial grounds.  Kari suffered a chill that seemed to be more than just the crisp spring night, but she shook it off, shoving down her trepidation and reminding herself that Piotyr had said the graveyard had never seen anything more than the occasional zombie or skeleton.  Kari had faced far worse in her lives than a walking corpse. 
 
    The graves nearest the gate were all undisturbed, and this part of the cemetery was obviously well-tended.  The grass was short and dark green, beginning to awaken from its winter sleep, and while some of the headstones were worn, their engravings were all still easily legible, even by torchlight.  Kari was curious to why some of the headstones had rocks atop them, but rather than act like Piotyr and Deirdre were tour guides, she simply kept up with their pace as they led her and Eli toward the middle of the cemetery.  Silence hung over the graveyard like a burial shroud, and only the soft crunch of the grass underfoot and the gentle lapping of the torches broke that silence.  They approached the center of the graveyard, where the land was bathed in the strong light of the moon, bright and full as it crested the city and the walls. 
 
    “This is where most of the disturbances happen,” Piotyr said.  He gestured toward the crypts that stood in silent vigil, adorned with angels or gargoyles, in the center of the graveyard. 
 
    “We end up coming out here to perform burial rites over the disturbed graves before the keepers inter them again,” Deirdre added.  “It takes a fairly strong necromancer to overcome the consecration of the land, and when we re-consecrate each of the disturbed graves, the blessing becomes that much stronger.  Whoever was here the last time, though, was beyond anything we’ve ever encountered.  They didn’t just raise the corpses; they despoiled the very land they were buried in.  Behold.” 
 
    They led Kari and Eli around to the far side of the crypts, where the mausoleums formed a cul-de-sac in the center of the cemetery.  The land was shrouded in deep shadows, and the half-elites held their torches high to illuminate the area.  Kari could immediately see that the grass had blackened and shriveled so that it looked more like shredded black glass.  The ground itself was hardened and cracked as though by drought.  The risen bodies had already been reinterred, but if the two half-elite priests had blessed the land, it certainly didn’t show.  Even the very dirt seemed despoiled, as though it had once been alive and suffered some convulsive, painful death, with cracks and odd, wave-like grooves showing throughout what had been carefully sculpted topsoil.  Kari understood that the priests were not exaggerating: the necromancer who’d done this seemed to have nearly given life to the dead earth itself. 
 
    “Is this the worst of it?” Kari asked, and the two priests answered silently with nods.  They kept their torches held high while the demonhunter inspected the area.  Kari wasn’t sure what could have done something like this to the very land, and she was at even more of a loss to figure out why werewolves would’ve been attracted to it.  She half-expected something to rise out of the dirt and attack them, but with two priests of Kaelariel with her, she wasn’t worried about it.  With everything else going on, a necromancer wreaking some small amount of havoc raising zombies hardly seemed troubling at all – unless they were connected to or, even worse, if they and the assassin were one and the same. 
 
    A beastly howl that echoed off of the cold stones around them sent a shock of shivers down Kari’s spine, and she rose to her feet and dropped her hands to the hilts of her blades reflexively.  “What the hell was that?” she demanded, her eyes scanning the dark cemetery around them.  She had heard wolves before, and could remember the depth and power behind Trigonh’s howl when he let loose to scare off forest creatures, but there was something disconcerting about this howl and the one that answered it moments later.  Adrenaline flowed freely through Kari’s veins, and her survival instincts nearly took over completely. 
 
    “Those are the werewolves,” Piotyr answered, though he didn’t seem particularly concerned.  “Sounds as though they are hunting, but rest assured, they are a good distance from the city.  Sound carries for quite a ways here; do not worry.” 
 
    “Do you ever have any problems with vampires down this way?” Kari asked, and Eli fixed her with an amused gaze. 
 
    Deirdre beheld Kari curiously.  “There hasn’t been a single reported case of vampirism on Askies that we’re aware of,” the priestess answered.  “I have heard tales of an adventuring company on Terrassia called the Red Mask that hunts them, so I assume there must be a fair number of them there.  We’ve also heard tales of them on the far island of Arkalman, but they’re generally very isolated cases.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    Kari looked at Eli, and he chuckled.  “Just wondering,” she said.  “Eli made a joke about them, and it had me wondering…there are so many things at work here in the city, and this is looking less and less like a simple demon-hunt.” 
 
    “Perhaps your demoness is a necromancer as well,” Deirdre offered noncommittally.  “I fail to see what she’d stand to gain from dabbling in raising corpses here, as it would only draw more allies to your side.  On the other hand, whatever accomplished this is no apprentice of the necromantic arts: this was done by something much, much more powerful, and with a very strong tie to some dark power.  Perhaps it is a part of her plan, or perhaps she is not involved with this at all.  But demons are known for spreading chaos, misery, and death – and this would provide her the means to do all three.” 
 
    “True enough,” Kari said with a sigh.  A necromantic, sorcerous succubus was far more than Kari had expected, and she knew this hunt was going to be anything but simple.  What nagged at her was trying to figure out how necromancy figured into what the succubus really wanted.  If she just wanted to spread chaos, misery, and death, why draw Kari down to Barcon and potentially ruin her own plans?  What was her ultimate goal? 
 
    Kari glanced around the graveyard in the flickering light of the torches one more time, but nothing stood out to her.  She understood that the undead were not her area of expertise, and she was thankful that Kaelin Black had made an exception and allowed the two half-elite priests of Kaelariel to live and work in the city.  “All right, I think we’re going to head back to the inn, and start our search in full in the morning,” she said to the priests at last.  “If we need anything else in the cemetery, we’ll be sure to stop in and ask you to come along.” 
 
    “We would appreciate that,” Piotyr returned.  He began to lead Kari and Eli back toward the gates.  “Defending the graveyard is our responsibility, so even if you are able to handle yourself – which I’ve little doubt you are – we would like to be involved.  Deirdre and I live upstairs in the church, so you may find us there any time.” 
 
    “Do you two have any kids?” Kari asked casually, making small talk. 
 
    Piotyr looked at her quizzically over his shoulder before sparing Deirdre a glance, and the two half-elites chuckled.  “Deirdre is my sister,” he said, gesturing toward the priestess.  They chuckled again and Eli joined in, and their laughter only deepened when Kari blushed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she offered, but the priests waved her apology away. 
 
    “An understandable mistake,” Piotyr said, slowing his pace so Kari drew up beside him.  “Female half-demons are rare, so it stands to reason you’d expect we were mates when you saw us living and working together.  But no, we are brother and sister: both by blood and by faith.  Just out of curiosity, are you mated?” 
 
    “To a half-guardian,” Kari answered, and the two priests laughed again.  She then elaborated, “To a fellow priest of yours, actually: Grakin Tesconis.” 
 
    Piotyr beheld her with wide eyes.  “Ah, you are Grakin’s mate!  I should have made the connection sooner,” he said. 
 
    “Well, thank you again for your help,” Kari said as they exited the cemetery, and the guards locked the gates.  “We’ll keep you informed of anything we find out.  Also, feel free to stop by Zalkar’s church and talk to Master Devin Sanstrom, the head priest.  He sent us to you, and I’m sure he’ll be happy to speak with you and pool our information and resources.” 
 
    With Piotyr and Deirdre’s agreement, Kari and Eli split off and headed back to One Small Favor.  Along the way, another massive howl split the air, causing Kari’s hackles to rise, though she saw that Eli’s did as well.  They looked to each other with concern, as this time, the howl was answered by three others. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Alyssa showed little enough concern when Kari and Eli returned to find Zalkar’s priests had already placed protective wards around the requested inn rooms.  Alyssa assured Kari that she had seen no trouble since the killings had begun, and was able to add that none of the killings had happened within the temple district.  The woman was secure enough in living near the temples, and with the wards placed around her room by Zalkar’s priests, and the marshal’s men watching the building, she seemed content.  It eased Kari’s spirit a bit to see such strength in the woman and her faith, but she bid Alyssa and Chelsea keep the door of their shared room closed and locked at all times. 
 
    Kari’s own room was likewise warded, and Eli retrieved the blankets and pillows from his bed and brought them into her room.  The dorm was long enough for Eli to lay his bedroll lengthwise against the wall and leave room for Kari to come and go as needed.  Kari watched him arrange his bedding on the floor, and considered whether or not she should simply wear her armor to bed.  While it was possible the succubus could still enter the inn and the rooms without using magic, Kari decided it was unlikely with the men watching the building, the traps around its upper floor windows, and the wards that would surely give her pause.  Kari figured she was about as safe as could be reasonably expected during a hunt, and though her armor wasn’t all that uncomfortable to sleep in thanks to its flexibility, she didn’t want to get it dirtier than necessary or become fatigued from wearing it all the time. 
 
    Kari briefly considered Eli, and then began removing her armor, but she was satisfied in knowing he had seen her naked once before and hadn’t made an issue of it.  She removed her armor and piled it carefully next to the nightstand, and then she hung her cloak, padded clothes, and undergarments in the armoire.  Even without turning around, Kari could feel Eli’s eyes on her, but rather than acknowledge his stare, she simply pulled down the covers and slid into bed.  Sure enough, when she rolled onto her side facing him and tucked her wings tight to her back, he was staring at her, though it was a soft stare that spoke of curiosity and perhaps confusion. 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure what to make of his gaze; she figured he had to see naked women of all types fairly often while working in a brothel.  She guessed he had probably sampled women of nearly every type as well, as it was no secret that the girls who worked at the Satin Palace found him charming and appreciated his protectiveness.  Kari couldn’t figure out what he was thinking, and he shook his head lightly and turned away before beginning to undress himself.  The look he’d given her wasn’t one of interest or lust; it was more like shock, and such that she couldn’t just attribute it to the difference in how serilian-rir viewed nudity.  Kari half-expected Eli to undress completely, but after he stripped down to his loincloth, he pulled out the sleeveless tunic he’d slept in at Lord Lajere’s castle and put it on. 
 
    Eli started to lie down, but stopped and paced back to the door to check that it was locked.  Kari watched him put his hand against the door and let out a long sigh.  After a few moments, he returned to his bedding, but he paused again when his gaze met Kari’s, and the terra-dracon woman was at a loss as to what he was thinking.  He was unnerved, his breathing slightly quickened though he tried to mask it, and his blinking was rapid as he held Kari’s stare.  Kari was sure he was also trembling ever so slightly, and he looked around their shared abode.  She wondered if he was simply afraid of being alone with a naked, mated woman in a small dorm, but then he returned to the door.  He opened it and scanned both directions down the hall before closing and locking it again. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Hard to explain,” he said quietly before letting forth another sigh.  He looked around again, and he reached up absently and ran his fingers along the tips of his small horns.  “I just…the size of this room…it reminds me of the orphanage.” 
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant memory, Kari could tell.  She wasn’t sure exactly what to say; shades of her own dark past dampened the light on the edges of her vision.  While she’d felt somewhat liberated by sharing a part of it with Eli, Alyssa, and Chelsea over supper, it wasn’t something she wanted to talk about frequently or in great detail.  She wanted to forget her past, but to possess the strength she had drawn from it while burying the pain and the sorrow in a way that it would never again haunt her.  While she had learned several mental exercises to combat the pain, it was like bandaging a wound.  Kari wanted to erase the wounds instead. 
 
    “You said you grew up on the streets of Solaris?” he asked, sitting down cross-legged on his bedding.  He folded his hands in his lap, giving her his full attention. 
 
    “For five years,” she confirmed quietly.  She didn’t want to talk about it, but she also didn’t want to shut herself away from Eli if he needed to talk.  Kari took in a deep, quiet breath through her nose and steeled herself. 
 
    “Because you ran away from home?” he asked, but he didn’t wait for a response.  “I’m guessing abusive father?”  He apparently didn’t miss her reaction: her dark eyes must have glistened as tears came to them in an instant, and Eli looked down toward the floor.  “I’m sorry, I’m getting too personal.  Didn’t mean to pry into your personal life; it’s none of my business.  It’s just… there’s something about you.  I thought maybe you were…like me.” 
 
    Kari got a grip on her emotions pretty quickly, partly because she was getting better at dealing with the shadows of her past, but also because of Eli’s words.  “Like you?” she repeated.  “You were abused by your father?” 
 
    Eli looked away briefly before he rose to his feet and moved to the door to check its lock again.  Kari’s heart sank; now she understood exactly what he was doing.  She had never had the luxury of defending herself in the same way.  Eli punched the door and Kari jumped slightly in shock, and she watched as he clenched his hand several times in pain.  “Not my father,” he said, his voice wavering as though he were trying not to cry.  “I never knew my parents; I was abandoned when I was born.  I’m a goddamned half-corlyps, something even a mother can’t love.” 
 
    “Eli…,” Kari said, rising to a sitting position in the bed.  “Don’t say that.” 
 
    He sighed, trying to calm himself, and Eli leaned his head against the door.  “I lived in the orphanage til I was twelve,” he continued after a minute.  “Spent twelve years getting beaten, told I was worthless, treated like I was barely more than an animal.  No, less than an animal: at least the dogs got fed regularly and didn’t get kicked around all the time.  As I got older, I learned to take the beatings, but they just…found other ways to abuse me.” 
 
    He turned around, and Kari was all at once saddened and angered by his tale.  She could see now why Eryn had said she’d enjoyed Oge being burned to the ground.  Kari could only imagine how many ghosts haunted the burnt ruin of that evil city, the psychological remnants of all the hurt and pain that was doled out and taken on a daily basis for as long as the Devil Queen had ruled it.  And yet, some of those ghosts lived on in the hearts of those who’d survived the Apocalypse and the city’s razing – much like the ghosts of her own past lived on in the core of her being.  Kari wondered how she had failed to realize it to this point: that there was a kinship between her and Eli that went well beyond their service to the Order or desire to do good.  And with that thought, Kari had to wonder if meeting him had been more than mere coincidence. 
 
    “Your father did the same things to you?” he asked, and in his voice and his tone Kari heard a gentleness and a compassion that had been lacking when the half-corlyps spoke to her before.  In that tone, she found strength; not because he pitied her, but because he admired her. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and though she still had to fight back tears, that liberating feeling swept through her again.  “For a few years, til I was strong enough to run away…like you.” 
 
    Eli sighed and returned to his bedding to sit cross-legged once more.  “I’ve heard a lot about your, well, lives,” he said after some thought.  “As I said before, I didn’t think you could be the same Karian Vanador I’d heard and read about, but even so, there’s just been something about you, something I could sense in you.  Somehow I just knew you’d been through the same sort of thing as me, but the way you hold yourself, it was hard to see except in certain situations.  But I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you; you’ve been a good friend to me, and I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Kari waved off his concern and sniffled as she got her tears under control.  “This is something I live with every day,” she said.  “It never seems to get easier.  I’m getting better at dealing with it, I think, and to be honest, it helps to talk to someone who knows what I’ve been through.  Not just understands, but really knows.  But still, it never seems to get easier.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” he said, turning his gaze away from hers.  “I can remind myself that I’ve done some great things: helped stop a demonic invasion, helped save a tribe of czarikk, hell I’ve even been conscripted to work for the Demonhunter Order…twice.  But I never forget what was done to me, and…,” he trailed off for a moment.  His gaze swung to the door, and he shook his head at his own repetitive actions.  “And as you can see, it still haunts me.” 
 
    “But you’re wrong about one thing,” Kari said, and Eli turned to face her.  “People do love you, myself included.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say that,” he said, keeping his gaze away from hers. 
 
    “I don’t say things I don’t mean,” she returned.  He finally met her stare again.  “I know when you walk down the streets of Lajere or visit its taverns, it seems like everyone hates you.  But keep something in mind: I’m one of the highest ranking demonhunters in the world, and scholars seem to agree I’m a ‘hero,’ but when I walk down those same streets without my dog tags showing, those people give me the same looks.  That’s not a reflection of who you are, Eli – it’s a reflection of who they are.” 
 
    “I know,” he said quietly.  “But it doesn’t make it any easier to deal with.  I’ve had total strangers spit at me or in my direction for no reason other than being half-corlyps.  And then the funny part is, I have to show restraint and not beat the crap out of them or I just end up proving them right.  It’s a pretty rotten deal.” 
 
    “I think you need to get out of that city,” Kari said.  “Find a nice little town, a pretty girl who loves you, and stop trying to prove yourself to morons who’ll never accept it anyway.” 
 
    Eli chuckled.  “I was in love with a girl once, but…I’m half-corlyps.  I appreciate what you said, and I don’t doubt your words are true, but still…no woman wants a half-corlyps.” 
 
    “You might be surprised, if you ask,” Kari returned.  “My mate was afraid to talk to me at first, and he’s half-guardian.  Just tell me the girl you were in love with wasn’t Jori-an.” 
 
    The half-corlyps laughed more fully.  “Oh gods, no,” he said.  “That woman…she was pretty, but colder than a fures-rir icebox.  Besides, she was already spoken for.” 
 
    Kari nodded, recalling that Jori-an did have a mate and at least a couple of children back on Salkorum.  She wondered just who Jori-an might have ended up marrying, and whether it was someone else who had occasionally worked with their adventuring party.  Ultimately, she decided it wasn’t the most pressing of her concerns.  Kari reached out her hand and Eli took it in his, and she gave him a comforting squeeze.  “I know it’s painful, but you should tell me more about Ciceria and your work with her.” 
 
    “Ciceria, Ciceria,” Eli muttered with a sigh, and he leaned back against the wall.  He folded his wings over himself, almost as if he was trying to hide behind them.  In his pained expression, Kari could again see that he had feelings for the syrinthian woman.  She wondered if Ciceria was the woman he meant he’d been in love with once.  It seemed unlikely, considering how little contact he’d apparently had with her, but Kari’s own relationship with Grakin had sparked out of little contact, so she had to wonder.  And when she recalled that Trigonh, an erestram, had fallen in love with her, Kari chuckled inside; she had indeed seen stranger things. 
 
    “Was she pretty?” Kari prompted.  She was curious to know what Eli thought of the woman.  He seemed to be having trouble putting his thoughts in order, so she thought perhaps some easy banter would loosen him up a bit. 
 
    The question seemed to catch him off-guard, and Eli gave it a bit of thought, which served to answer Kari’s unspoken question, to her thinking.  “I’d say she was,” he said at length.  “I’ve never really found humans attractive, but that’s not to say they’re ugly.  Ciceria, well, the syrinthians are like humans but with a certain…animal magnetism about them, with some of the smooth serpentine features of snakes.  Their eyes are pretty wild when you first see them, but yea, I guess I’d say they’re a handsome enough race, and she was a fine-looking woman.” 
 
    “And you met her while looking into a problem with dark elves?” 
 
    “Yeah, weird situation, that,” he answered, and Kari smiled softly as he finally loosened up.  “I don’t want to get off-topic, but she was being held captive by some dark elf marauders that had been scouting out the dwarven strongholds in the Barrier Mountains.  I don’t know how they came across her or took her prisoner; she never bothered explaining any of it to us.  Maybe she did to Bosimar, but I don’t know.  We took her back to Bosimar to let him decide what to do with her, and she was…not happy about that.  She was pretty sure the Order would simply cut off her head, and that would be that.  But Bosimar wasn’t interested in getting rid of her without finding out where she’d come from and what she was up to.  He let her go, and had us wait a while before we tried to track her down again.” 
 
    “Eventually, we located her and her people in that valley out near Atrice, and it didn’t take long to figure out they were up to no good.  We were laying plans to possibly siege the temple, but before we could, we obviously needed information on what kind of numbers we were looking at engaging.  Danilynn started using divination magic to try to get a fix on how many enemies were in the temple, what kind, and what the general layout of the temple was, but she was caught spying, so to speak, by Ciceria herself.” 
 
    “And she told you they were sacrificing czarikk?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No, no, that wasn’t until several months later,” Eli said.  “Ciceria told Danilynn to not cut off the contact, but to keep watching her.  From what Danilynn relayed to us, Ciceria then walked to some sort of calendar engraved upon the wall of her room in the temple, and pointed out a specific date.  Thought she wasn’t able to tell Danilynn exactly what she meant, it wasn’t all that hard to figure out that she was telling us to invade on that date.” 
 
    “How did you know it wasn’t a ruse or trap?” 
 
    “Danilynn sketched out what she had seen in her vision,” he answered.  “We were able to figure out that the date she pointed to was the date the portal was going to be opened.  She wanted us to stop it from happening; there really wasn’t any other explanation.  She knew where we were when she caught Danilynn spying, and there were several sylinths, that elestram wizard, and several dozen warriors that she could have sent after us.  We had to take it a bit on faith, but the circumstances pointed to her basically asking us to help her double-cross whoever it was she was serving.” 
 
    Kari nodded, and Eli paused while she soaked up everything he’d told her.  She was more confident in what he’d told her of Ciceria and the priestess’ goals and motivations, but there was still so much of the picture missing that Kari couldn’t quite pull it together.  Had Bosimar known something was coming?  Had Ciceria admitted she was going to double-cross Sekassus, and Jason just didn’t write it down for fear of her plan being ruined?  Or was there something else in all of this, that neither Bosimar nor Eli had told her yet, that was the real reason there was such secrecy around it all?  And where did Emma fit into all of it?  When the mallasti came up in her thoughts, Kari decided that was the most pressing of her questions. 
 
    “What can you tell me about Emma?” she asked.  “I know you said you can’t say too much about her, but if she’s behind this succubus’ appearance the same way she was behind the incident on Tsalbrin…I’ve got to stop her, Eli.” 
 
    Eli drew his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them, and he folded his wings to his sides.  “Emma is a tough one to figure,” he said.  “She was polite and courteous on those occasions when we spoke, but she was a… demon on a mission, and what or who for are two things we never figured out.  I’ll tell you what I know, though: Emma is a slave.  To who, I’m not sure, but she executes their wishes without question.  It’s no secret that the demon kings would like to conquer this world for themselves, but every time one of them gets their servants on this world, it seems Emma shows up and undermines or sabotages their efforts.  She did so with Sekassus and this portal up near Atrice; she did so with Sekassus’ plan on Tsalbrin, as you’ve explained…” 
 
    “She helped betray Curlamanx – a vassal of Arku – during the Apocalypse,” Kari said, remembering the tale the Tesconis siblings had told her during their trip to Tsalbrin. 
 
    “I bet if you dug deep enough, you’d find out she helped betray Arku when he set foot on Terrassia during the War, too,” Eli said with a nod.  “I don’t know who she’s a slave to, but whoever it is, they’re bent on sabotaging the efforts of their enemies on the Council.” 
 
    Kari glanced at him curiously, though not because of his knowledge of the underworld or its workings.  “But you trusted her?  You worked with her?” she prodded. 
 
    Eli gave a slight shrug.  “We had a common enemy.  She’s ridiculously powerful.  You don’t sense it when she’s just standing there, but she does this thing – I don’t know if it’s common to all wizards and sorcerers – where her power just sort of flares up around her, and you can feel it.  It makes your hair stand on end, and you get this feeling here,” he said, gesturing between his eyes, “like a massive pressure in the front of your brain.  If she wanted to kill us or force us to work for her, I don’t think we would’ve posed much trouble to her.  But once Sekassus and the portal were dealt with, I never saw her again, though I suppose it was because she had to go get ready to betray this Curlamanx you mention.” 
 
    “Hard to figure,” Kari said with a sigh.  “I wonder if she’s mixed up in this situation.” 
 
    “That,” Eli said, “will probably depend on whether there’s a demon king behind all this, or if it’s just Kaelin Black or one of his enemies masterminding things.” 
 
    Kari nodded, suddenly very tired with the weight of what Eli had told her.  She bid him goodnight, but watched him glance toward the door one last time.  After he stared at it for a few moments, he turned back to her, smiled, and lay down to sleep.  Kari remained awake for a while, thinking about Emma and, more pointedly, whoever Emma worked for.  Kari had heard enough about how strong Emma was, and she had seen the results of the mallasti female’s machinations on Tsalbrin, and her mind swam as she tried to consider how powerful one would have to be to keep such a creature as a slave. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XIII – Resistance 
 
      
 
    Eli was already gone when Kari woke the following morning.  Kari was an early riser, so it was unusual for anyone else to be up and about before her.  She wondered if Eli had gone looking for the Black Dragon Society, and whether Black had sent word regarding his contact within the assassin’s guild.  The room was warm, and based on the trace amounts of sunlight coming through its little window, Kari guessed the day was just dawning.  She put on her undergarments and her padded clothes, picked up her swords and the brush from her pack, and made her way downstairs.  She resolved to take a bath in the commons – assuming there were public baths – and then begin her actual hunt. 
 
    Kari replayed the events of the previous day in her mind as she descended the stairs.  Kaelin Black knew Sherman and Katarina were working with Kari, which meant that if Black was in some way connected with the assassin, then she would likely know as well.  Such put the twins in more danger than Kari had anticipated, but it also presented the possibility that Kaelin Black would trip himself up and expose himself as the criminal her Order assumed he was.  It was hard for Kari to know what to expect: it was entirely possible Kaelin Black was a victim in this scheme, in more ways than one.  Still, her Order had considered him a problem for centuries, and it was hard for her to dismiss that based on a few minutes’ worth of relative civility from him.  In deciphering Black’s place in things, Kari was glad of Earl Lajere’s help: she was sure with the paladin occupying much of his time, it would be tougher for Black to manipulate events from within the shadows if it turned out he was a part of the problem. 
 
    Despite the appearance that Black was as much a victim as a problem, Kari was in no position to trust him, nor did she believe his innocent façade was real.  After all the time she’d known Aeligos and Eryn, and watched the way the two so easily manipulated people – whether in a simple game of cards or in their mission on Tsalbrin – she figured it safest to assume that Black was playing her for a fool.  Kari’s face creased into a smile as she considered how much better she was getting at reading people and countering their schemes, but she resolved to neither overbalance herself nor become too complacent with her own game.  She was involved in a deadly match of chess, and while she had learned a lot from Eryn and Aeligos, she knew she was still badly outclassed when facing so many foes at once – particularly when she wasn’t sure who all of them were. 
 
    Alyssa was already up and preparing food for her morning patrons when Kari reached the common room.  The innkeeper asked Chelsea to prepare a nice hot bath in the back room for Kari.  The bath commons was separate from the kitchen despite the appearance that both of the back doors led to the same room.  Soon the bath was ready, and Chelsea left to go help her mother prepare breakfast, so Kari stripped completely to wash her undergarments.  Once they were clean, she hung them on a rack near the bath commons’ little hearth, and then she settled into the steamy bath herself.  She wanted to wash her padded clothes, but they took much longer to properly wash and dry, and while she could wear her paluric armor without them, it was uncomfortable and dangerous. 
 
    Kari wasted little time relaxing in the bath, and she set to washing herself quickly.  There was a lot of work to be done, and she knew it was going to take some time not only to find the assassin, but to unravel the mystery of why she’d drawn Kari to Barcon.  The demonhunter was sure there was more at stake than just some simple killings or a plan for revenge against her; the syrinthian-succubus clearly needed Kari in Barcon for some reason.  No other explanation made sense: if she’d just wanted Kari dead, she could have made good on her attempts in DarkWind and Lajere, and if it was simple murder and mayhem she was after, she would’ve been better served not drawing the attention of the Order so dramatically.  The fact that she had not moved immediately upon Kari’s arrival in Barcon was also strange; if it was simply a matter of killing Kari here, it didn’t make sense that the succubus was hesitating to strike. 
 
    Kari’s thoughts turned toward her mate and child, and she couldn’t help but smile and laugh as she thought of bathing her son.  She normally ended up just as wet as her child by the time his baths were done, something he took an immense amount of pleasure in.  Kari longed to find and kill the assassin quickly, regardless of whether it exposed Kaelin Black or the Black Dragon Society.  She wanted to get home and have another child with Grakin.  By her best estimation, Kari figured she was nearly forty years old, and she understood that between her age and Grakin’s disease, their window for having more children was closing quickly.  A part of her wanted to continue to hunt and reach the rank of Avatar, but she was finding that she wanted a daughter much, much more.  The fact that her windows of opportunity for both were closing made the decision a fairly simple one, in her mind. 
 
    She tried not to dwell too much on her desires or wondering when her mate’s siblings would have mates and children of their own, and she finished washing.  Her undergarments were still slightly damp, but she put them on anyway once she’d dried herself off, and after giving her padded clothes an appraising sniff, she put them on as well.  They didn’t smell terrible, but since it was unlikely she’d be wearing leisure clothes around the city, she knew she’d be wearing them a lot.  She made a mental note to wash them when she returned to the inn later in the evening, and Kari made her way back upstairs to put on her armor and retrieve her pack. 
 
    Once she returned to the common room, Kari thanked Alyssa for the offer of a breakfast, but declined, and she made her way out to the streets.  The sun was just beginning to peek over the walls of the city, and as the streets lightened, people began making their way to the temples for morning prayers.  Kari set her feet to the northeast, determined to find the inn where Sherman and Katarina were staying.  She figured she could have breakfast with them while they discussed what they’d found so far.  She didn’t imagine it would be very difficult to find the two paladins: according to Black, they had already stirred things up quite a bit. 
 
    The bazaar was just starting to come to life when Kari passed through the center of the city.  It was a pleasant contrast to the last time Kari had walked through it, when she could barely press through the throng to get from one side to the other, and had to be wary of pickpockets.  Now it was mostly empty, so she took only a few moments to glance around and gauge whether there was any trouble.  She saw little of interest or out of place, and the guards posted around the square nodded politely whenever her eyes met theirs.  Satisfied that nothing here needed her attention, Kari continued on her way. 
 
    The northeast district seemed to be the commons, and she walked its main avenue away from the bazaar.  The houses here were simple but pleasant, though those closest to the bazaar had iron bars over their windows.  Kari guessed that the closer the homes got to throngs of people, the more protection they needed, though it was a stark contrast to the safety and security of the temple district.  The streets of the commons were dusty but relatively clean, and Kari realized that she had never seen horses or mules on the streets of the city proper.  She guessed that had a lot to do with its cleanliness, and she found she didn’t have to pay too much attention to where she walked as she strode purposefully up the main road. 
 
    Within minutes of beginning her search in the northeast district, Kari found an inn called The Roosting Griffon, and she suspected she’d found where the Morevilles were staying.  It was a simple inn that looked a bit like One Small Favor, and Kari paused to watch several humans enter the building.  The scents of baking bread and breakfast wafted out to her.  Recalling Aeligos’ lessons, Kari took a minute to look around the streets near the inn, searching for anyone that seemed out of place, or any hiding or vantage points that might allow the assassin to spy on her friends.  She noticed someone watching the inn from a nearby rooftop, but to her relief, the man saluted her when he noticed her looking his way: it was one of the marshal’s men. 
 
    Kari nodded politely, though she wasn’t sure whether the presence of Black’s guards watching over Sherman and Katarina’s inn made her feel safer or more alarmed.  She wasn’t sure if Black’s men simply did as they were ordered, or whether, under the command of Marshal Saracht, they were a bona-fide police force that put the peoples’ safety first.  In a city like Barcon, it was tough to guess; Kari’s distrust of Kaelin Black, the presence of the Black Dragon Society, and the general sense of lawlessness her church attributed to the city certainly left a lot of room for doubt.  She decided to trust them for the time being, but with a healthy dose of skepticism and caution.  Kari decided to stop being conspicuous herself, and finally stepped inside the inn. 
 
    The inside was a bustle of activity.  Dozens of humans and rir were seated at the many tables enjoying breakfast, but even while they ate, they all had their chairs turned to face the bar.  Standing on the far side of one of the tables near the bar, where all the other patrons could see him, was Sherman.  Kari noted that his table had what looked to be several maps of the city and surrounding lands on it, marked with arrows, notes, and tickmarks.  It immediately reminded Kari of Aeligos’ map from their mission on Tsalbrin, and Kari was glad to see she wasn’t the only person who had learned from her brother-in-law. 
 
    Sherman smiled when he saw Kari enter, but he didn’t pause in his speech.  He continued to detail where certain groups of the commoners should patrol and search during the day.  Kari saw that many of the commoners were armed, and some even had old, faded leather armor on, perhaps left over from the War.  The people didn’t look like soldiers, or even a citizens’ militia, but they seemed anxious to help, and their attention remained riveted on Sherman while he spoke.  Though she paid little attention to exactly what orders he was giving out, Kari was impressed with Sherman’s poise, the strength and evenness of his voice, and the authority behind his words that so easily kept the people enraptured.  She wasn’t sure how far along Sherman had come as a paladin by Lord Lajere’s reckoning, but by what little Kari had seen and heard so far, she thought he was already a fine example of a young knight. 
 
    What surprised Kari was that the woman standing next to Sherman while he delivered his speech was not his sister.  She was a raven-haired beauty with large, dark eyes, and stood about the same height as Kari.  She was dressed in well-kept black leather armor that was trimmed in the weak areas with chainmail.  She had a brutal-looking two-handed sword across her back, along with several shorter blades sheathed to her thighs and hips, and though Kari’s first instinct said rogue, the two-handed sword said otherwise, and Kari concluded that the woman was likely a ranger.  She had a beautiful face, but locked in the serious expression as it was, she looked dangerous and wary despite being younger than Sherman, if Kari’s eyes didn’t deceive her. 
 
    The interior of the inn was set up much like One Small Favor, but it was larger and more spacious, and Kari glanced around while she approached Sherman and the ranger.  Kari had her dog tags out, and she received several appreciative nods and even a few military salutes as she passed through the crowd.  Katarina came down the stairs and joined them when Kari reached Sherman’s table.  Once he finished speaking, Sherman dismissed the commoners to their appointed tasks with a gesture.  The people finished their breakfasts quickly, and several looked Kari over one more time before they rose and departed.  Katarina gave Kari a hug and Sherman followed suit, and the ranger woman nodded respectfully to the demonhunter when Sherman introduced her. 
 
    “Kari, this is Sharyn Valsares, a ranger from the network of the Great Forest,” the paladin said, and Sharyn shook Kari’s offered hand.  Sharyn was of a darker complexion than was typical for humans in the deep south: she looked closer to a blend of the darker and lighter-skinned humans, her skin a deep tannish-brown that was uniform across what Kari could see of her.  Standing closer, Kari could see she was more than likely correct where the woman’s age was concerned, though there was a hardness to Sharyn’s expression and the scars under the left side of her jaw and on her neck that said she'd already aged quite a bit ranging the forest.  Three golden rings in her left ear completed the look, though she had no other jewelry Kari could see. 
 
    “Karian Vanador, Sword of the Heavens, by Zalkar’s grace,” Kari said formally. 
 
    The barest hint of a smile touched the ranger’s face.  “Yes, I’ve heard a lot about you,” Sharyn said.  “I keep tabs on the werewolf packs in the southern forest and the plains.  When they came to the city, I followed them to see if they were attacking, or what had caught their interest.  I sure wasn’t expecting to find a succubus at the root of it.” 
 
    “A couple of priests from Kaelariel’s church took me on a tour of the cemetery; it seems this demoness may have necromantic power as well,” Kari said, her words surprising all three of the humans.  One of the barmaids brought Kari a simple breakfast of eggs and biscuits, and she sat down to eat quickly while she spoke with her friends.  “From what they said, that’s what seemed to draw the werewolves here.  Once they scattered the demoness or necromancer, whoever it was, the werewolves apparently left the city without incident.” 
 
    “Maybe the pack that came to the city have regained control,” the ranger said with a slight shrug.  “I know the Beast has some that worship and serve him, but they’re still mostly considered wild beasts, so the ranger network is leery about working with them.  It’s kind of like your Order and serilian demons: it’s going to take more than a handful of good ones to breed trust.  In the meantime, me and several other rangers of the network are tasked with keeping tabs on them, both to protect the cities from them, but also to protect them from the cities.” 
 
    Kari cocked her head.  “You monitor werewolves?  What can we reasonably expect from them while we’re hunting this demoness?” she queried between bites.  “We’re honestly in a bit of a bind right now.  We’re in hostile territory as it is: this city doesn’t welcome members of my Order, so we have to contend with that on top of dealing with a demoness, werewolves, an assassins’ guild, and possibly undead.  This may end up being something I have to call in reinforcements from the Order to deal with.” 
 
    “Werewolves are very powerful, dangerous, and unpredictable,” Sharyn explained, taking a seat, and the twins followed suit.  “But what a lot of people fail to understand is that the combination of man and beast makes them more of a force of nature, not less.  They’re more than likely drawn here by the necromancy; normally they stay far away from the cities and even the outlying farms, except to occasionally pilfer one of the livestock if they’re hungry enough.  But necromancy goes against nature, so if someone here in the city is practicing it, they’ve probably drawn the werewolves’ ire.” 
 
    “How do they feel about demons?” Kari prodded. 
 
    “Same way,” Sharyn answered with another shrug.  “Demons aren’t natural, so the werewolves would sniff them out and try to get rid of them.  They protect their land, mates, children, and pack against threats, just like anyone else would.  But threats to nature itself get their full attention, and much faster.  I know it probably sounds funny, since people consider them unnatural, but it’s true.” 
 
    Kari turned to Sherman and Katarina, who both seemed just as intrigued by the situation.  The demonhunter looked around the common room, though everyone had left except for the innkeeper and barmaid, who were in the back room.  She glanced briefly at the ranger woman again before she said to her friends, “The good news is none of the people you have working with you are our demoness; my Blood Oath would’ve detected her.  Don’t forget, a succubus is a skilled illusionist and shape-shifter, and she may try to help with your search to throw you off the trail and even kill off some of your volunteers.” 
 
    Sherman turned a surprised stare on Katarina.  “I hadn’t even thought of that,” he said.  “Right now, we simply have the common folk searching homes and buildings for signs the demoness has been there.  So far we haven’t found anything, thankfully.  We’re looking for citizens who have been unaccounted for, who haven’t showed up for work, or whose neighbors haven’t seen them for some time.  Katarina and I have been honing our skills of sensing hatred and evil, but that’s honestly proving a little tricky in a city this size, you understand.  Whenever the people find something even a little suspicious, we have them call the three of us to check into it.  They are under ‘orders’ not to engage or draw the attention of the succubus should they find her.” 
 
    “So you’re experienced in hunting and tracking demons, too?” Kari asked the ranger. 
 
    “Not nearly to the extent you are, but I know the signs,” Sharyn said.  “I know I may look young, but I’ve been ranging the forests for years, and the network has trained me well.” 
 
    Kari nodded and Katarina spoke.  “Sharyn has been kind enough to teach us a bit of her craft as well,” the paladin said.  “Sherman and I figure with the likelihood of us working with you and the Silver Blades extensively in the future, knowing how to recognize the signs of a demon’s passing, how to track them, and how to kill them will be essential.” 
 
    The demonhunter couldn’t help but smile.  “I love you two,” she said, causing Sherman and Katarina to laugh and Sharyn to smile a little more fully.  Kari looked over the maps on the table, and she could see that most of the activity marked on it was concentrated here in the northeast district.  “So your work has been pretty much all here?” 
 
    “Aye,” Sherman said.  “We’re trying to break down the city by district.  We assumed the most heavily populated parts would pose the greatest temptation, so we started here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kari said.  “It’s unlikely she’ll be anywhere near the temple district, so if you two can keep the northeast secure with the volunteers, that really only leaves two districts for me to investigate.  My guess is she’s holed up somewhere in the northwest; that’s where Black’s people seem to live and hang about, and I still suspect he’s either wrapped up in this or else may even be her real target.  Eli is working on getting us some more in-depth information from the Black Dragon Society, though that’s probably going to turn up nothing.  Once I hear back from him, I may have a better idea of where to look.  In the meantime, just keep doing what you’re doing.  I’m going to simply present myself as a target and see if I can’t provoke her into making an attempt on me.” 
 
    “Please be careful,” Katarina implored her. 
 
    “You three do the same,” Kari said, and she finished her breakfast quickly.  “And don’t worry too much about me.  Killing me doesn’t seem to be the goal just yet, so I’m not sure I’ll be in all that much danger for now.  I’m staying at an inn in the temple district called One Small Favor if you need to contact me.  I’m not sure how much Eli will be around, but he’s probably going to pretend he doesn’t know you while he’s trying to gain the Society’s trust.  Lord Black knows you’re working with me, so there’s no need to keep that a secret.  Oh, one last thing: if you run into any undead trouble, you can get help from Piotyr and Deirdre, the two priests of Kaelariel that run his church down on Temple Street.  I’ll see you again soon.” 
 
    “Farewell,” Sherman said, echoed by Katarina and Sharyn. 
 
    Kari headed back out to the streets and tucked her dog tags inside her armor.  The air was a little warmer with the sun rising ever higher in the sky, and the smells of wood fires and cooking hearths overrode the normal, dingy scents of the city.  Kari pulled her cloak over her folded wings and her shoulders to ward off the chill a bit, and a sudden thought entered her head.  She remembered the church to Achirun the Deceiver that stood across the street from Kaelin Black’s tower, and it dawned on her that a succubus might be most comfortable hiding in the ‘church’ of a demon lord.  It almost seemed too obvious, but at the same time, she realized that she couldn’t just walk into the church of a demon lord and either start a fight or throw her authority around.  She would have to be very careful to make sure she didn’t break Black’s laws in doing so, as ridiculous as that seemed. 
 
    She shook her head, considering that the priests of Achirun would be experts on those laws, and that trying to bluff her way through any sort of direct confrontation wouldn’t work.  She wished Eli was around; between his history, his tattoo, and his race, he could likely get into the church and nose around without drawing too much suspicion.  Certainly the succubus would recognize him if she were there, but while in Achirun’s church, she would be subject to the same laws that protected her.  Kari laughed at the absurdity of the laws in such a city, and her Order’s attitude made more sense.  Thinking on that, she headed toward the bazaar. 
 
    Kari stopped before she entered the now swarming marketplace, and she took her pack off and began to dig through it.  She pulled out the helmet her brother-in-law Erik had brought back from Latalex after one of his patrols to the northern city.  The guardian demon Serenjols, a master smith well accustomed to working with palurium, had refashioned Kari’s helmet to better protect her.  The armor originally belonged to a half-dragon named Ashanti S’Laviolor, and its helmet had numerous holes and slots for the woman’s horns, so Kari had never bothered to wear it before.  Serenjols had reforged it for her, but he added false horns to the helmet and sealed the holes everywhere else: she would now look like a half-guardian when wearing the helmet.  Kari wasn’t entirely pleased with it, but figured it was better than being unprotected. 
 
    He had reforged the gauntlets for her as well, and Kari was still trying to get in the habit of wearing the entire suit when she was heading out into danger.  She put on the gauntlets and the helm and, after shouldering her pack once more, she strode into the bazaar, satisfied that she would now be fully protected should the assassin strike.  People practically threw themselves out of her way at first, so Kari pulled forth her dog tags and let them sit out over her breastplate to quell peoples’ anxiety.  The gesture served its purpose: people continued to clear a path for her, but they now did so much more respectfully and less anxiously.  Several adventurers even saluted the demonhunter when she passed among them, and Kari resolved to simply keep the tags out for the duration of her stay; the succubus knew who she was, regardless. 
 
    Kari stopped in the center of the bazaar and let the sounds of the city filter through her.  Aeligos had always referred to doing so as ‘finding the pulse of the city,’ and he’d explained many times that simply letting the sights and sounds of a city play out before one could unlock many secrets even in plain sight.  Kari glanced around and noted the numerous well-positioned guards, and considered the entire situation in the center of the city’s heart.  If the assassin simply wanted murder and mayhem, the bazaar would be an unbelievably ripe target at any time during the sunlit hours.  Kari thought of Markus’ words, and her mind worked to process the reason the succubus wanted her to come to Barcon, given that she could’ve killed Kari in either DarkWind or Lajere just as effectively.  The people flowed around Kari and the sounds of a busy bazaar washed over her, and she considered what it was about Barcon that she was missing. 
 
    She turned toward the northwest, where she could see Kaelin Black’s tower standing in vigil over the city, and though she knew he was somehow at the center of everything, she still couldn’t put her finger on how or why.  She thought about his relationship with the succubus: were they trying to kill each other, or was the Black/BlackWing connection a devious trick, and they were working together?  Even if the latter proved to be true, it didn’t explain what Black had against Kari, or why he’d want her drawn to Barcon to be murdered.  As she thought on it, Kari began to wonder if the succubus wanted her in Barcon at all, or if she’d drawn Kari here so she could strike at some target in DarkWind.  If that was the case, Kari had walked headlong into the trap and left her family exposed. 
 
    That still seemed unlikely, and Kari reminded herself that her mate and child lived in the house of Kaelariel’s high priestess.  They were well-protected, and Kari took solace in that before she got herself too worked up and succumbed to the urge to run back to DarkWind.  It dawned on her that there might be something much darker going on, and that Black – or maybe BlackWing, whatever the case – might be trying to sacrifice Kari for some favor from the succubus.  She wasn’t sure what would require such a price, but Kari supposed it was possible that Black sought some underworld protection from his alleged enemies in the Black Dragon Society.  That still didn’t explain all the random killings…until Kari remembered Eli’s tale in the czarikk village. 
 
    “Gods,” Kari muttered.  She stared at the ebon tower while the bazaar flowed around her, and Kari wondered if the killings could in fact be sacrifices to power a portal similar to the one Eli had described.  Kari was far from familiar with dark magic or sacrificial ceremonies, so she wasn’t sure whether the assassin murdering people would have the same effect as sacrificing them upon an altar.  It was something she couldn’t dismiss, though, particularly if it turned out that Kaelin Black was really behind the entire affair and working to summon a demon king – possibly one he served, no less.  Even if Black was innocent of any wrongdoing, that still left the possibility that BlackWing was doing it instead. 
 
    Kari headed toward the temple district, and once more the citizens cleared out of the demonhunter’s path.  She figured someone in either Zalkar’s or Kaelariel’s churches would know something about sacrificial ceremonies and dark magic, and she wanted to make sure she alerted both priesthoods to her suspicions.  If either Black or BlackWing were attempting to summon something, her first guess would be Achirun, since the demon lord kept a church not far from the Earl’s black tower.  Nobody knew who Achirun was a vassal to in the underworld, so it was entirely possible he served or at least worked with Sekassus, which would better explain the presence of a syrinthian assassin.  Kari’s pace quickened when she considered the dead now numbered near to thirty; she couldn’t imagine how many more it would take to power a portal in such a situation. 
 
    The clearer streets of the temple district made for an easy jog to the intersection where her deity’s church stood across from One Small Favor, but Kari halted her hastened steps when Marshal Saracht approached.  From what Kari could tell thus far, the marshal was as fine an officer of the law as any of those in DarkWind, but Kari honestly had to wonder how much she could trust the man.  Despite his attitude and the duties of his position, he ultimately answered to Kaelin Black, and if Kari couldn’t trust the marshal’s employer, she wasn’t sure she could trust him either.  She was put even more on her guard when she noted he was armed now, despite the fact that he still wore the same style of suit as when they first met. 
 
    “Lady Vanador, I was hoping to find you near the inn.  Might I have a word?” he asked courteously as they met in the intersection.  Several townsfolk eyed them briefly, but the people seemed to know better than to nose into the marshal’s business, and gave the pair their privacy. 
 
    “Has your boss had anything built in the last few months?” Kari asked. 
 
    Saracht seemed surprised by the question.  “Has my boss had anything built?” he repeated, and he took his hat off briefly to scratch at his short, black hair before replacing it.  “Such as…?  Speak plainly, Lady: what is it you’re asking?” 
 
    Kari was amazed at the strength of the man’s stare, as though he were trying to pull the information out through force of will.  The spectacles only intensified the effect, and Kari imagined he must be quite an interrogator when he had criminals in his clutches.  She glanced futilely toward the black tower, hidden by the inn, but his gaze never left her.  Kari started to speak, but stopped herself as she thought about it; she didn’t want to blurt anything damaging or provoking in the middle of the street.  Kari gestured for the marshal to follow her, and he didn’t even hesitate as she strode into the church of Zalkar.  She wondered briefly if he served the god of law as a law enforcement official; such would mean she could place a lot more trust in him. 
 
    The interior of the church was quiet and nearly deserted.  There were only a couple of young acolytes tending to it, so Kari turned in the shadowed entryway and met the marshal’s stare evenly.  “I was thinking that all of these murders may be to power some sort of dark portal, likely to usher a powerful demon or even demon lord through,” she said, and the marshal made no attempt to mask his surprise.  “Unless Black has…” 
 
    “Lord Black, or Earl Southwick,” Saracht interrupted. 
 
    Kari considered him for a few moments but ultimately nodded.  “You’re right,” she said apologetically.  She stood in the home city of a high-ranking noble, and she had to admit to herself that she was letting her disdain for him cloud her judgment on many things.  To address him casually, even just to his marshal, was insulting, and came across as very disrespectful.  Kari knew she had to tread much more lightly if she wanted to keep things civil, and that she also had to be careful not to alienate the Earl, on the off chance he was innocent of wrongdoing.  “As I should have said, unless Lord Black has a summoning chamber or some other type of portal already prepared, then I’d guess he would’ve had to build one recently, before the murders began,” she began, but the marshal’s expression brought her train of thought to a halt. 
 
    “You believe Lord Black to be behind all of this?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    Kari held her hand up.  “I’m not dismissing any possibilities at this point,” she said.  “Until I know for sure what the relationship between Lord Black and BlackWing is, I have to go on my Order’s assumption that they might be the same person.  I don’t mean to say Lord Black is untrustworthy, just that I can’t afford to trust him fully yet, if that makes sense.”  Marshal Saracht nodded his head, and it was clear he was making an effort to see things from Kari’s point of view.  “Now, do you know if he has a summoning chamber, or maybe had one built recently?” 
 
    “Nothing of the sort that I’m aware of,” the marshal said, and he took his hat off, stepped into the church proper, and sat down on one of its benches.  He spun his hat slowly and absently as he held it before him.  When he turned his dark eyes back up to Kari, he continued, “I understand why you don’t trust Lord Black, and your Order’s feelings on him.  I imagine it must be difficult for you to trust me as a result.  However, you don’t fully understand the function of my position.  I am a marshal: technically, I am supposed to be under order of the King, but since the King pays little enough attention to what goes on in our parts of the country, I am instead the Duke’s man.  So while I work with and answer to Lord Black, I am not beholden to him.  I have the authority to arrest and depose Lord Black, and that power comes from the Duke.  So when I tell you that I will help you in any way possible, I mean it.” 
 
    “You work for the Duke?” Kari repeated.  She folded her arms across her chest; this was an interesting development. 
 
    “Ultimately, I answer to His Grace,” he confirmed.  “In the course of my duties, I am expected to work with the Earl and safeguard his home city and county.  However, when his orders or desires go against those of the Duke, my duties to His Grace supersede my duties to Lord Black.  You should also consider that the Duke has much respect for the Demonhunter Order on account of his lineage, and so on matters that draw the attention of the Order, my authority broadens.” 
 
    Kari didn’t react to his last declaration immediately, still hung up on what he’d said about answering to the Duke over Lord Black.  If that was true, and Lord Black still trusted the marshal enough to keep him by his side all the time, such would point to Kaelin Black either being truly innocent, or unbelievably devious.  Kari wanted to give it some more thought, but she perked back up.  “His lineage?” she repeated.  “Who’s the Duke of Sutherland these days?” 
 
    “I thought you would know,” Saracht chided her playfully with the barest hint of a smile.  “His Grace, Krycyd Jalar, is a descendent of one of your Order’s greatest champions.” 
 
    Kari was surprised to hear that.  While Turik Jalar had sired several children with his mate, none of them had become demonhunters.  If she recalled correctly, some of them had followed the path of the paladin and joined a militant paladin order called Avengers, who served the Ghost similarly to how demonhunters served Zalkar.  The name James Jalar came to mind, and Kari remembered reading in Typhonix’ books that he was head of the Avenger Order, but was killed in the Apocalypse.  She guessed Krycyd must be James’ son, following in his father’s footsteps as a paladin, and lineage as a Duke.  If what the marshal said was true and he served the Duke, and the Duke was part of the Avenger Order, then Kari could rest a lot easier having the marshal and his men work for her. 
 
    “So I can trust you?” the demonhunter asked rhetorically.  She was answered with a simple nod, but the strength of Saracht’s eye contact carried as much weight as a spoken oath to her.  “I need to know if any of what my Order suspects is actually true: if your boss is a criminal, if he conspires with demons, if he’s really the head of the Black Dragon Society, and if he’s in bed with this assassin, one way or another.” 
 
    The marshal stood up and put his hat back on, and he gestured toward the door.  “While such questions demand in-depth answers, Lady Vanador, all I can say on those matters is not to my knowledge,” he answered, stepping outside.  “I understand the suspicions that surround my lord, and the reputation he has been saddled with throughout much of his life.  However, for as long as I have served him, never once have I witnessed him committing a crime, ordering a crime committed, conspiring with demons or their servants, working with the Black Dragon Society, or speaking with this assassin in any way.  And he is certainly not BlackWing.  If he had done any one of these things, I would have arrested him, as I explained.  Perhaps there were other things that made your Order suspect him back in the days of your first life; on that, there is little I can say.  However, I can tell you what I know of one of your Order’s suspicions: the priests of Achirun are only allowed to stay in the city because Lord Black calls upon their services in rendering justice.  You will find their ‘church’ sees few visitors outside of those seeking representation before the law.  All that being said, I have long suspected that much of Lord Black’s reputation stems from the fact that he is the only half-demon in a position of nobility, a fact that has irritated his fellow nobles for centuries.” 
 
    Kari hadn’t really considered that, even after speaking to Kaelin Black directly.  Since she had worked extensively with serilis-rir and serilian-rir since her resurrection – not to mention the fact that she was mated to one – she’d largely forgotten how poorly they were treated before Kaelariel’s rise to power.  It was entirely possible that everything attributed to Kaelin Black was propaganda aimed at having the only “half-demon” noble removed from power.  She found it improbable, but it wasn’t impossible, and she was half-tempted to put some stock in it simply based on the marshal’s words.  As hard as it was for her to trust Lord Black, she couldn’t deny that it was becoming more and more likely that he was innocent of any wrongdoing where this syrinthian assassin was concerned, at least. 
 
    “So what was it you wanted to talk with me about?” Kari asked.  She realized she hadn’t talked to the priests in Zalkar’s church before following the marshal out the door, but she was glad to have spoken with him.  His words had already helped to quell a few of her fears, and if everything he said was true – and she had no reason to feel otherwise anymore – then now she could focus her efforts away from Kaelin Black. 
 
    “There has been another killing, and I would like you to have a look at the scene,” he answered, gesturing for her to accompany him.  “My detectives have already scoured the scene for clues, but I would like the perspective of a demonhunter to see if there is anything we’ve been missing.  At the very least, you’ll have the opportunity to see if the killing fits anything you know of ritualistic murder.” 
 
    “Let me get one of the priests from the Unyielding’s church; they’ll know more about ritual magic and what we’re dealing with,” Kari said, and the marshal readily agreed.  “I need to let them know what we’ve found out so far, as little as that may be.” 
 
    The marshal followed Kari toward the church, and she was at least relieved that he’d said he wasn’t aware of any portals being built.  Still, that left the possibility that BlackWing had, or was building, one.  “Are you aware of anyone else building something big, like a portal?” she asked.  “I’d guess there would be a lot of stone being purchased and delivered, and masons being hired to work it somewhere within the city.” 
 
    “No, as I said, I’m not aware of any such thing being built, whether by Lord Black or anyone else,” he answered.  “However, once we deal with this murder scene, I will set some of my men to investigating the possibility.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  If they could eliminate the possibility that a portal had been built or was in the process of being built, then that would at least rule out the murders being a ritual to summon a demon king.  That in itself would be a relief.  Still, Kari couldn’t shake the feeling that the killings played into something much larger, and she wondered if her own life being taken would factor into it somehow.  She recalled her earlier thoughts, and swallowed uneasily as she realized twenty-nine murders had now been committed.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XIV – Demon Against Demon 
 
      
 
    Sherman, Katarina, and Sharyn were already at the scene.  They were standing outside chatting lightly, and Kari guessed they had already taken a look.  They greeted Kari but didn’t stop her, and she headed inside with the other two men in tow.  Devin Sanstrom had come personally to see if he could find any signs of either dark magic or ritual sacrifice.  He explained that his acolytes and the younger priests of the church wouldn’t have the experience necessary, and Kari was glad to have the elder priest along.  The marshal, too, seemed glad for the priest’s assistance, though that left Kari wondering why he had never asked for the church’s assistance before now.  It revived a little of the doubt she’d felt over his allegiances, and left her to wonder whether he had deferred to Kaelin Black’s distrust of her church when investigating the murders. 
 
    The scene was somewhat familiar: a lone shopkeeper stabbed to death after hours in his own establishment.  The shop was narrow and simple, and Kari moved to an open corner of the room, from which she could get a good view of everything and take the scene in as a whole.  With only one body, it wasn’t the same as when Aeligos had accompanied her to Charlie’s Boarding House in DarkWind.  Still, she took careful note of the body’s placement in the room and the fact that there were no signs of struggle whatsoever.  The body was far from the front door, located toward the back of the shop, but not behind the counter.  Unlike the mess in Charlie’s Boarding House, this had been an actual assassination: no struggle, no hesitation, just hit and run.  Once she was done studying the setting, Kari moved over toward the body itself. 
 
    Devin was using divination incantations to detect foul magic or ritual, but Kari saw little in his expression that suggested he’d sensed anything yet.  She crouched down near the body, across from Marshal Saracht, and noted that there was a single wound under the sternum, likely an exit wound from being backstabbed with one of the assassin’s straight blades.  There were no signs of burns – or, more accurately, rot – around the wound to suggest she had bothered using that necrotic venom, but then death had been a certainty regardless, considering where the poor soul had been stabbed. 
 
    Kari looked at the victim’s face more closely: human, probably mid-thirties and well off, but hard-working.  She sighed; it was such a waste, and she couldn’t see anything on the surface that suggested killing this particular person could’ve served any demonic purpose.  It was a dry goods store, and Kari assumed the marshal’s men had already scoured the scene to determine if anything was stolen.  She figured she already knew the answer: the succubus had committed the murder, but she wasn’t doing it for material gain.  She checked the body’s neck for bite wounds, but there were none; the succubus hadn’t even bothered draining the man’s life force.  Grasping for some other explanation, Kari looked back to Devin as he completed his divinations. 
 
    The elder priest sighed but offered a quiet prayer for the deceased before he rose to his feet and met Kari’s stare evenly.  “Nothing in my divinations suggests there was anything mystical about this killing,” he said, and Kari straightened out before him.  “A strike through the heart could suggest a ritual sacrifice, though what sacrifices I am familiar with always involve removing the heart, not simply destroying it.  My apologies, Lady Vanador, but if this is some sort of ritual, it is something I am unfamiliar with.” 
 
    “It does seem to be the work of our assassin,” Kari said, as much to the marshal as to the priest.  “This seems a lot more…controlled, though: when she killed the members of the Guild in DarkWind, they were butchered – stabbed and slashed far beyond what was needed to kill them.  This man was killed with a single thrust that I don’t think he ever saw coming.” 
 
    “Any thoughts on why?” Saracht asked. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Kari returned with a slight shrug.  “There’s got to be something that connects all the victims – even the ones in DarkWind, unless they were just in her way trying to get to…‘Lord Black.’  This man was simply killed, not bitten or drained of his life force.  What can you tell us about the other victims?” 
 
    “As I mentioned yesterday, they don’t fit with the typical pattern of serial killing, as you seem to be asking,” the marshal answered.  “The victims have been of both genders, several different races, and with no connections in creed, occupation, or anything else we’ve noticed.  Whatever it is about these folk that causes the assassin to target them, we can’t figure it out.” 
 
    “What about…I mean, were they all virgins?” 
 
    Devin swung his gaze to the marshal.  “That could be the one clue you missed,” the priest said.  “Virgin sacrifice has long been a part of dark magic.” 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” the marshal said quietly, glancing down at the victim.  “I know that Mr. Haddris here was unmarried, but whether or not he or the other victims were virgins…I don’t even know how I could find that out with any certainty.  Perhaps, for the moment, we should pretend as though they all were; how does that affect our investigation and your hunt?  What are we looking for?”  To Devin, he added, “The Lady was asking me if Lord Black had anything built in recent months that might suggest a portal or, I suppose, an altar.  What say you on this?” 
 
    Kari knelt down once again before the priest could answer, and she pulled the collar of the victim’s shirt away from his neck.  There were no bite marks, which said that the succubus wasn’t trying to steal the man’s essence: Kari assumed that meant there was no magical connection between the victims.  She’d considered that the succubus might be siphoning magical power from her victims and then killing them, but that was clearly not the case – at least, not with all of them.  Kari sensed the two human males were waiting for her attention before they resumed their conversation, so she rose back to her feet. 
 
    “Portal magic?” Devin queried toward Kari.  “Why would this be a consideration?” 
 
    “Eli – the half-corlyps that was with me when I came to see you – was telling me a tale of some work he did for the Order before the Apocalypse,” Kari explained.  “He described a portal that was built to try to usher demons from the underworld onto our world, and said that they were sacrificing people to power it.  I thought maybe that’s what this succubus is doing here.” 
 
    “I have never heard of such a thing.  Are you certain he was telling you the truth?” the priest asked skeptically, his arms folded across his chest.  There was doubt in his expression, but Kari could see it was less about the portal magic and more about Eli. 
 
    She blew out a short sigh to keep herself from getting defensive on her friend’s behalf.  “Something happened during Bosimar’s tenure that was kept a secret from just about everyone,” she answered, and Devin seemed quite surprised.  “I know he’s half-corlyps, but I’ve found no reason not to trust Eli.” 
 
    “I was not suggesting that,” Devin assured her, but he stopped himself as Kari waved a hand dismissively.  He bowed his head somewhat apologetically and continued, “I must confess, I am not overly familiar with portal magic; you would need to speak with a wizard about such things, I think.  However, my divinations suggest that there was little done to our victim here other than a simple murder.  I do not detect any traces of his lifeforce or soul being pulled away toward anything unnatural, such as a portal.” 
 
    “This is maddening!” Kari spat.  “From what I’ve been told, the death toll is up to about twenty-nine now?  What’s her game?” 
 
    “I cannot say,” Devin answered, and the marshal waited to let the priest finish.  “Perhaps she is simply an agent of chaos and death.  Such hardly seems out of place, even for a succubus.” 
 
    “No,” Marshal Saracht said evenly with a wave of his hand.  “If her intent was to draw Lady Vanador to this city, directly or indirectly, then there is a definitive purpose to her actions.  If she were simply bent on chaos and death, she would not have allowed one of the Order’s senior-most demonhunters to pry into her affairs.  That was a calculated risk, which now leads me to believe that Lady Vanador is not the target – she’s the bait.” 
 
    Devin was clearly shocked.  “Bait?  Whatever for?” 
 
    The marshal didn’t respond, placing his hands in the pockets of his black suit coat, his sharp eyes narrowed to fix Kari with their vigilance.  Soon the priest of Zalkar was likewise staring at Kari, clearly wondering if the veteran demonhunter had any idea what the succubus might be after or why.  Kari sorted through the thoughts, but before she spoke, she walked to the doorway and asked her other three companions to join them.  She introduced the marshal and the priest to her friends and Sharyn, and filled them in on what conclusion the marshal had come to. 
 
    “Any idea what she’s truly after?” Sharyn queried when Kari was finished. 
 
    “I have...a suspicion,” Kari said slowly, carefully.  She didn’t want to betray any more of Eli’s secrecy than she already had without first letting him know.  All along’ Kari had assumed that the assassin was after her.  If the marshal was right, however, and the succubus wanted to use her as bait, there was only one creature Kari could think of that might be the target of such a ruse.  “For now, I don’t want to say what it is, but Marshal, I might be able to at least point you in the right direction.  Does Lord Black keep any powerful wizards in the city or on his staff?” 
 
    “Not on his staff, no.  However, there are a couple of fairly powerful wizards that reside in the city, and Lord Black does call upon them from time to time.  What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking the assassin’s real target is a sorcerer…and a very powerful one,” Kari added, again being slow and careful not to reveal too much.  Sherman started to ask a question but Kari held her hand up to stifle him, shaking her head slowly.  “This information stays between the six of us,” she ordered.  “Right now we can’t let the assassin know that we may be on to her and what she’s really after.  And we absolutely can’t let her actual target know.” 
 
    “You will explain this in more detail, I assume?” Marshal Saracht asked.  In his patient demeanor and gaze, Kari could see that he trusted her a lot more than she trusted him. 
 
    “As soon as I can talk to Eli,” she answered, turning her attention fully back to the marshal.  “If you or one of your men can find him, have him meet me at the inn for supper.  I’ll meet the rest of you at Zalkar’s church after supper and fill everyone in then.  Also, see if you can get one or more of these wizards to come; we can use their help to see if my suspicions are right.  For now, take care of this victim, and see if Lord Black has any intention of resuming martial law.” 
 
    Marshal Saracht bowed his head toward the demonhunter.  “As you wish, my lady,” he said.  He walked to the door to instruct the guards waiting outside. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything, but not here, and not yet,” Kari assured her friends.  The paladins and the ranger glanced to each other and then nodded to Kari, and Devin likewise agreed. 
 
    “I will see to it that the temple is kept clear of visitors after the dinner hour,” he said.  “I will see you all soon.  Be safe.” 
 
    Kari dismissed the others with a casual gesture and made her way back to the inn.  Along the way, she turned the theory that she was bait and not the actual target over in her mind, and each time it made even more sense.  She wondered why she hadn’t seen it herself, but in the end, all she could do was give thanks for having met Marshal Saracht. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The inn was still mostly empty when Eli arrived for dinner, and at Kari’s request, Alyssa served them both some fresh stew and then left them to speak privately.  Kari was curiously impressed by the marshal’s ability to find Eli, particularly if he was trying not to be noticed, but then she guessed it wasn’t too difficult to find a half-corlyps in a city with only a handful of resident serilian-rir.  She stared at her friend and wondered if he had found anything of interest, and what he had spent the day doing.  He didn’t strike her as the type to get up before dawn, so she found it more than a little surprising that he had left before sunrise. 
 
    Kari took a moment to give thanks for her meal, and Eli glanced around the common room.  There wasn’t anyone close to them, and once Kari finished praying and met his gaze once more, he spoke quietly but freely.  “So, you know that church of Achirun that you were telling me about?” he asked, and he cracked a half-smile as she nodded, her attention fully fixed upon him.  “You don’t need to worry about them.  Well, at least not about them worshipping or trying to summon any sorts of demons.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she pushed him.  She began to eat while she waited for him to explain, so her food wouldn’t get cold. 
 
    Eli glanced around again.  “Let’s just say that the whole demon-worshipping thing is just a cover,” he said slowly, and then he spooned up a mouthful of stew and raised his brows at her. 
 
    Kari considered what he meant, and her own brows rose as she realized he was telling her he’d found the Black Dragon Society in the most unlikely of places – or was it the most likely?  Aeligos often spoke of hiding in plain sight because it was the least likely place one’s enemies would look.  Still, Kari was shocked that he was able to locate them so easily, even given his own familiarity with assassins’ guilds and their habits.  Without pushing him for further details, she wondered whether Kaelin Black knew that his lawyers were, in fact, his enemies – probably using and manipulating him to their own ends.  Of course, there was still the possibility that Black actually was the same person as BlackWing, and that he was running both his government and its nemesis.  It seemed highly unlikely at this point, and that was a game Kari wasn’t even sure Aeligos and Eryn could pull off – and they were two of the smartest, most manipulative people she’d ever met, in either life. 
 
    She took a sip of her water and glanced around before she met his eyes again.  “But if it was really BlackWing that came to see us in DarkWind, then he may be working with the succubus – which means the Society might be working for or with her, too,” she said. 
 
    “They’re not,” he countered, leaning over his food to keep his voice down.  “In fact, your little succubus has killed a couple of their number, so they’re not exactly fond of her.  Seems most likely that BlackWing really did want your help, he just didn’t want you to know you were helping him.  The Society’s been trying to find the succubus, too, but they suspect she hangs around Black…” 
 
    “Lord Black,” Kari interrupted, and Eli’s face scrunched up.  “It raised the marshal’s hackles a bit when I referred to the Earl casually.  We need to be careful not to disrespect him, or we may lose what help we have.” 
 
    “Good point,” he agreed, and he made a gesture that could’ve been all at once apologetic and dismissive.  “Anyway, the Society suspects the succubus hangs around Lord Black, just like he suspects she hangs around them.  Obviously, that’s not the case if Markus is keeping the Earl busy, so I think it’s safe to assume she’s not working with or hanging around either of them.  Have you found anything out yet?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why I had the marshal tell you to meet me for dinner,” she said.  “I need to ask you how much of what you’ve told me can be told to others.  I know you’ve been careful not to tell me certain things, but you were willing to break your oath to Bosimar, so I need to know if I can tell the others what you’ve told me.” 
 
    “If I didn’t want you to use the information, I’d have just kept my mouth shut like Tor.  Kari, I came with you and I’ve been letting you in on Bosimar’s secrets so you can kill this demon and figure out what’s going on.  Like I said, if Bosimar wanted to keep all this stuff secret, he should’ve just killed the lot of us, because nothing stays a secret forever,” he said.  “What did you want to tell the others?  Maybe it’s something I can elaborate on.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “I think you told me enough to get the point across,” she said, “but you’re free to tell them whatever else you want to when we go see them after supper.  Although now that I think about it, are you wrapped up with the Society already?” 
 
    Eli waved a hand and shook his head.  “No, they know who I am and what I’m up to already,” he answered.  “Lord Black’s got some of them among his staff or in his guard, it would seem.  They weren’t hostile, and they did talk to me a bit to at least let me know they’re not working with the succubus, but they made it pretty clear that trying to infiltrate them would end with me floating face down in a pond somewhere.  They were quite clear on that, and on the fact that the Earl wouldn’t give a rat’s ass if they did it.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  She could tell Eli was usually careful in what he said in front of her, but from time to time, shades of his childhood growing up in Oge and DarkWind showed in the way he spoke.  She found it amusing, as Ty could be the same way from time to time, and Kari didn’t take offense to it the way her mother-in-law did.  Eli was what most would call low-class or even trash, but there was a good man underneath it all, and that meant more to Kari than his language, his etiquette, or his mannerisms.  After all, she hadn’t exactly grown up prim and proper, herself.  She briefly recalled what she’d called Mick Jacobs when he apprehended her in Solaris, and a semi-embarrassed grin crept onto her features. 
 
    “That’s good, actually,” she said.  “We’ll be meeting with the twins, a ranger named Sharyn that’s been helping them, and the marshal over at Zalkar’s church after supper.  I didn’t want you to be seen with the marshal if you were trying to work with the Society.” 
 
    “No worries there,” he said with a grateful nod.  “So what did you want to tell them?” 
 
    “Just about the portal, all the things going on with that,” she said vaguely as several more people filtered into the common room.  She began to feel uneasy speaking with the room filling up, and she gave a subtle gesture to drop the subject that Eli easily picked up on. 
 
    They finished their dinners in silence and then made their way over to the church.  Darkness had settled in fairly early in the springtime evening.  The high windows of the church were aglow when they ascended the steps, and Kari absently ran her hand through the blue eternal flame that sat on the church’s top step.  Eli paused and watched her, and when Kari realized he’d stopped following, she turned by the door to face him.  He looked quizzically at the blue flames but ran his hand through it the same way Kari had. 
 
    "What's that about?" he asked, gesturing over his shoulder with a thumb. 
 
    "The eternal flame?" Kari asked rhetorically.  "They're supposed to let you know if a god is displeased with you.  If they're angry with you, it'll burn you – even if you're serilian-rir."  Eli's brows rose and he turned to glance at the blue flame once more.  When he turned back, Kari simply smiled and patted his shoulder, and she led him through the doors. 
 
    The Morevilles, Sharyn, Marshal Saracht, and Devin Sanstrom sat on benches near the center of the horseshoe, waiting for Kari and Eli to come fill them in.  Among them was another human dressed in a scarlet and purple robe with the cowl up, and from under the hood showed only a wizened face and thin, grey hair.  Kari couldn’t tell how old the man was just from looking at him, and guessing was usually a waste of time with those who practiced wizardry.  The power of the arcane was known to extend lifetimes, so for all Kari knew, the man could be in his second or third century.  She bowed her head to him and he returned the gesture, his hawkish eyes taking her in carefully.  When Kari reached the center of the horseshoe with Eli beside her, she waited to be introduced to the wizard. 
 
    “Mr. Harrington, may I introduce you to Lady Karian Vanador, Sword of the Heavens,” the marshal said, and the robed elder human rose and shook Kari’s offered hand. 
 
    “Please, call me Dominick,” he said with the barest of smiles.  “How may I be of service, my lady?” 
 
    “Well, let me make sure everyone knows what’s been going on so far,” Kari said.  She nudged Eli gently and gestured toward the benches.  Once he and Dominick were seated, Kari started the tale from the beginning: when she slew Ressallk on Tsalbrin.  Using the firm but gentle gestures she’d picked up from Aeligos over the years, she kept anyone from interrupting the tale, and she filled everyone in on the events of the previous few weeks.  She made sure to include the details of the killings in DarkWind and the conclusions Aeligos came to, and then she briefly went over the encounter in Lajere, leaving out only the details of her dreams.  When at last her tale came to a close, she asked if there were any questions, and was pleasantly surprised when no one spoke up. 
 
    “Now, before we get into last night’s killing and our investigation this morning, I want to let Eli go over some of the details of the plot he and his friends helped to stop while working for Jason Bosimar,” she said, and she motioned Eli back to the center where she stood. 
 
    He joined Kari in standing before the others, but it was clear by his mannerisms that he wasn’t comfortable speaking in front of a group.  Kari found it amusing that the half-corlyps seemed to have little fear of undead, werewolves, or demons, yet he was intimidated by a small human audience.  He glanced once at Kari before he began to speak.  “All right, from what Kari said to me over dinner, I’m guessing she wants me to talk about the portal we encountered before the Apocalypse,” he began.  He filled in the details about how the portal was “fueled,” and the belief that it was to usher Sekassus into the world, but he didn’t fill in much more detail than he had when he explained it to Kari.  His explanation was complete, though, and the others nodded to show they were following Kari’s line of thinking. 
 
    Once Eli finished his own short tale, Kari spoke again.  “Now, this morning I started thinking that maybe BlackWing or someone else we don’t know about yet might have built a portal, and that the succubus might be committing these murders to power it,” Kari said, but she paused when Dominick, the wizard, shook his head lightly. 
 
    “Portal magic is very particular with regard to the area,” the elder human explained.  “For the life energy of the sacrifices or victims to be drawn to the portal, all of the killings would have to have been committed in its immediate vicinity.  While I am not completely familiar with the marshal’s investigation, I know that the murders have been spread around the entire city, with the exception of the Temple District.  Also, the murders you described in DarkWind would have been of no use in such a case.” 
 
    Kari bobbed her head in appreciation; the possibilities were slowly being narrowed down.  “Good to know,” she said.  “As I was going to say, though, that’s what I thought this morning.  After we investigated last night’s murder, though, Marshal Saracht came to the conclusion that I’m not the target of this plot; I’m the bait.” 
 
    “Bait?  For what?” Eli asked on behalf of everyone else. 
 
    “Not what; who,” Kari said.  “And my suspicion…is Emma.” 
 
    “But why would…oh,” Eli replied.  “You think this is all set up to look like another portal, to draw Emma here if she wants to sabotage the plans?” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Without getting into too much detail,” she explained to the others, “this demoness, a mallasti called Emma, seems to appear whenever a demon king threatens invasion.  And in every situation, she seems to do something to either ruin that king’s plan or else help someone else ruin it.  Thanks to Eli sharing what he did for Bosimar, the tale my mate and his siblings shared on our journey to Tsalbrin, and the information Eryn was able to relay after we beat Gaswell, I think this succubus is faking an invasion to draw Emma out and kill her.” 
 
    “Demon against demon?  Perhaps we should just step aside,” Sharyn commented.  “Let them kill each other, or we can kill whichever survives.” 
 
    “I wish it were that simple, but it’s not,” Kari countered.  “Emma knows too much, but more annoying than that is she knows a lot more than we do.  She wasn’t just on Tsalbrin to sabotage Sekassus’ plans, she was looking for a way to break into the Temple of Archons.  At first I was satisfied with just stopping her, but if we have the opportunity to capture her, we may be able to find out what she knows about the Temple, how to open it, and what’s inside that the demons are after.  We need to find these things out, and this succubus has in…inad…eh, she’s helped us without realizing it.” 
 
    There were muffled chuckles from her friends, and Kari couldn’t help but chuckle at herself.  Dominick addressed her, “So what is it you need from me, my lady?  How may I aid in this plan of yours?” 
 
    “Well, as a wizard, I had assumed you might be able to detect other wizards or sorcerers, and tell us if Emma is already within the city,” Kari answered.  “From everything I’ve heard about this mallasti girl, she’s incredibly powerful, so if she’s here, there’s got to be some way we can detect her.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie,” Kari continued to the rest of the gathering, turning slightly so she could glance at Eli now and again.  “I do not like the prospect of being bait.  I have a mate and child back home in DarkWind, and I’d like to get back to them alive.  I also don’t like the idea that we may actually have to protect a demon to try to get information from her.  But I have a job to do, and sometimes that job means looking ahead at preventing future trouble, and not just putting these creatures to the sword.  So I need you all to tell me if you’re all right with trying to capture Emma instead of killing her.” 
 
    “This is your dance,” Eli said.  “I’ll follow your lead.” 
 
    “Lady Vanador, do you intend to let the murders continue to further ready this trap?” the marshal asked. 
 
    “No!  No, of course not,” Kari said.  “I think the succubus has already set the trap about as well as she could; she has me here now, which may interest Emma more than we think, based on my work on Tsalbrin, and if Emma hasn’t been drawn here by twenty-nine murders, I’m not sure she ever will be.  But either way, we’re going to keep hunting the succubus the same way we have been, and put a stop to these killings as soon as possible.  We’re just going to be trying to lay a trap for Emma at the same time.” 
 
    “Then I will give you whatever aid I can in that regard, and I will alert my men that we are looking for a mallasti,” the marshal returned.  “Those are the ones that look like gnolls, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sherman answered.  “My friend, you have our support on this as well.  We will continue investigating with the help of the citizens, and pass along word to Lord Garant when we see him.  Sharyn, do you know how to track a mallasti at all?” 
 
    “I may know some tricks that can help,” she said vaguely.  “I think our wizard friend here will be more useful on that, though.” 
 
    “If she is trying to avoid detection, it may be difficult to find this mallasti of yours,” Dominick said.  “However, even using non-detection magic can sometimes leave traces that can be detected indirectly.  If I know what I am looking for, it should prove easier.  You will have my help in this matter, though I will say that if this mallasti is as powerful as you say, she may prove very difficult to capture.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that.  Eli, is there anything else you can tell us about Emma?” Kari asked, and the others seemed surprised that the half-corlyps had personal knowledge about her. 
 
    Eli looked to Kari suddenly with wide eyes.  “Yes!  I’d almost forgotten.  I mentioned that she was a slave, right?  Slaves in the underworld wear collars that they can’t take off.  At the very least, it might let you recognize her on sight, even if she’s taken another form to hide among the people.  You’re looking for a black leather collar with metal plates and a metal clasp on it.” 
 
    Kari smiled and patted the half-corlyps’ shoulder.  “So everyone is comfortable helping me try to capture Emma?” she asked, and there were no words of protest from anyone.  “Any other questions?  Well then, let’s go set the trap.” 
 
    Eli put his hand on Kari’s shoulder as the others began to filter out.  “You have another piece of bait, too,” he said.  “Remember the coin I gave you?  Emma was interested in it.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  The situation was finally beginning to come under some sort of control, and she felt a lot less adrift than she had when she’d arrived.  At Dominick’s request, she and Eli followed the human toward his home.  He assured Kari that once there, he would be able to work some indirect detection magic to search for Emma’s presence. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XV – Complications 
 
      
 
    Unlike most of the other wizards Kari had encountered over the courses of her lives, Dominick lived in a rather nondescript house in the northeast district of the city.  Kari was surprised at its simplicity; the archmages of the major cities she’d traveled through over the years typically had large towers, not unlike Lord Black’s.  Dominick’s house, on the other hand, was cozy and modest, with the lower level comprised of one large, open room around a fire pit.  In the corner was a ladder that led to half an upper level, where his bedchamber apparently was, and each corner of the lower level seemed dedicated to one use: pantry, study, storage, and sitting area.  It seemed a perfect home for a solitary person, though Kari wasn’t sure she’d ever want to live in such a home – particularly if she lived alone. 
 
    The wizard indicated that his guests should move to the sitting area, and he walked to the corner set up as a study.  Kari took a seat in one of the deep chairs that didn’t seem to see much use, and she waved away the small cloud of dust that puffed up.  With a smirk, Eli plopped down beside her, and the two waited to see what Dominick was getting from his study.  The old man searched through a bookshelf situated in the corner, and from the look of the worn leather bindings, Kari guessed they were his spell books.  Sonja had only a single spell book, but Kari knew that was partially because Sonja was having difficulty mastering magic. 
 
    Her thoughts on Sonja, Kari regretted that she hadn’t had a chance to see her sister-in-law before she’d left for Lajere.  Sonja was busy studying under DarkWind’s resident archmage, Gareth Maelstrom, and Kari hadn’t seen her for days before she left for Lajere.  Sonja was growing frustrated with trying to master the arcane, for while she was able to do some amazing things with it – particularly the conjuration of protective shields and wards – she had trouble with nearly everything else.  Kari knew that Maelstrom considered Sonja brilliant and a wonderful student, and even he was at a loss as to why arcane power didn’t respond properly to Sonja’s call.  Kari had overheard Maelstrom say that Sonja did everything perfectly, but that something was just not reacting properly when she tugged on the “mana strands” that arcane practitioners called upon. 
 
    Kari wondered briefly if studying under another mage, like Dominick, might help Sonja: if perhaps it was something with Maelstrom’s style that left her sister-in-law frustrated.  Gareth Maelstrom was widely recognized as one of the greatest wizards in the world, but few people had ever actually seen evidence of it.  Maelstrom was at least several centuries old, and whatever great deeds he had done either preceded Kari’s attendance at the Academy, or else had happened after her death.  She knew he was instrumental in defending DarkWind from Seril during the Apocalypse, but Maelstrom was not one for flashy demonstrations or public displays: he used his arcane power when it was needed, and lived a quiet, sheltered life when it was not. 
 
    Kari’s contemplations came to an end when Dominick approached with a black leather-bound tome and placed it on the short wooden table in the center of the sitting area.  It was opened to a page depicting several strange symbols, and after he took a seat, Dominick ran his fingers over the page as if he were reading it at an unbelievable speed.  Kari noted that his fingernails were long but filed almost to a point, like a rir claw.  He tapped one on the page after a minute, and at last those grey, hawkish eyes came up to meet hers. 
 
    “I believe this incantation will do what you requested.  However, I must give you several warnings before I go through with this,” he said.  He sat up straight then, and fixed his guests with an odd expression.  “You must forgive me, I do not have guests here all that often.  Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “Sure, water would be great,” Kari said, and Eli nodded his agreement.  Kari wasn’t really thirsty, but got the impression the wizard wanted to do something polite for his guests, so she figured she’d play along.  She glanced at Eli while the wizard walked over to retrieve tankards of water for them.  Eli seemed just as amused. 
 
    Once Dominick returned and handed the drinks to his guests, he sat back down and gestured toward the open book.  “Now, as I said, I must warn you of the dangers posed by what I am about to do,” he said.  “You asked if I can use spells to detect whether or not this Emma is in the city, and I told you I can, albeit indirectly.  What I didn’t tell you is that doing so will more than likely alert her to my presence.  While this doesn’t concern me all that much, since she is most likely aware of me already, it may tip your hand, and let her know that someone is looking for her.” 
 
    Kari considered that for a few moments, and Dominick remained silent while the demonhunter gave it some thought.  “I think we have to assume she’s smart enough and resourceful enough to figure out who and what she’s dealing with already.  What will this spell tell her exactly?  What does it do that will let you know if she’s here?” 
 
    “This particular incantation is what we refer to as an arcane seal,” he replied.  “It puts a barrier around an area – even as large as a city – that lets the user know when something of an arcane nature crosses into or out of that area.  It doesn’t impede that creature from entering or leaving; it will merely alert me to whether one does so.  On the other hand, creatures with an arcane nature will likely sense the barrier being erected.” 
 
    “How will you detect her if she doesn’t have to cross it, though?  What if she’s already in the city?” Kari asked. 
 
    “It expands outward at my direction,” he explained.  “If she is already in the city, it will alert me when it expands outward to surround the city and passes over her.  And if she is not in the city, she will have to either cross it or dispel it; in either case, I will know she has come.” 
 
    “Wait, but if it expands outwards, it might find the succubus, too,” Eli said, leaning forward in his seat.  “Does it let you pinpoint the location of something that triggers it?” 
 
    Dominick gave an appreciative nod.  “Yes, it does.  And the arcane nature of a succubus is diverse enough from that of a mallasti that I will know the difference if I detect both of them.  This was the other warning I was going to give you: this succubus will also detect the seal being erected, and she may seek out its source.” 
 
    “So you’d be putting yourself in danger,” Kari mused.  “Are you–” 
 
    “Unless she is an archmage, she couldn’t cross the threshold of this house, even with all of the tricks her despicable kind is endowed with,” the wizard interrupted.  “Of course, this also poses another possible trap for you: she may come right to us when I complete the spell.” 
 
    “It’d be nice to finally meet her when we're ready for her,” Eli muttered. 
 
    “Agreed, but at the same time, I’m nervous about both the succubus and Emma showing up here at the same time,” Kari said, mulling things over.  “We’re taking a pretty big risk by thinking they’ll fight each other before they turn on us.  If they attack us first and then decide to fight each other after, we could be in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “Maybe we should get everyone else here before we go through with this,” Eli said. 
 
    “You will not want to make your trap too perfect, as it were,” Dominick interjected.  “One or both of them may be able to sense a large gathering of people, and then, if they should decide to work together, as you say they might, the element of surprise would be theirs.” 
 
    Kari considered the situation for a couple of minutes.  While it seemed highly unlikely that Emma and the succubus would work together, it was entirely possible that Emma might be under orders to kill Kari.  If that were so, it wasn’t that difficult to imagine that the succubus might help Emma kill Kari and her friends simply for the thrill of it.  It was hard to know; Kari wasn’t exactly sure of Emma’s intentions, and if Kari was merely the bait for the succubus’ trap, it might mean the assassin would try to kill Emma over all others.  Kari also had to take into account the possibilities that the succubus was dabbling in necromancy, werewolves might show up in the city during any battle, BlackWing was still an unpredictable variable, and Kaelin Black was somehow mixed up in all of it.  Kari worked not to get overwhelmed, and blew a quiet sigh through her nose as she tried to make a decision. 
 
    “Would you be in control of the spell as it expands?” she asked at last.  “I mean, can you stop expanding it once it detects one or the other?” 
 
    Dominick nodded.  “Yes.  Yes, I suppose I could do that,” he said.  “It doesn’t negate the possibility that both of them might sense it anyway, but it makes it less likely that they would both investigate it at the same time.” 
 
    “And remember, if it’s Emma who shows up first, we may be able to talk to her,” Eli added.  Dominick was clearly curious about what he meant, so Eli added, “We have something she wants, so if she isn’t here to specifically kill anyone, we may be able to talk to her, or maybe even get her help with the succubus.” 
 
    “Conspire with a demon?” Dominick returned.  “I must say, that is not a good idea.” 
 
    “Eli has dealt with her before,” Kari said, though she motioned for the wizard to not delve too deeply for now.  “The last time anyone encountered her, she was searching for something called Salvation’s Dawn, so we’re honestly at a loss as to what she’s up to now.” 
 
    “Salvation’s Dawn?” Dominick repeated.  “My lady, if this demon seeks to break the seal on the Temple of Archons, she cannot be trusted under any circumstances.  Even if she doesn't seek to hurt you or your friends directly, her very presence is a threat to every living thing upon this world.  The Temple of Archons has stood sealed since the dawn of time for a reason: to keep Gori Sensullu’s secrets and power safe from the demons.” 
 
    “I’m not looking to have tea with her,” Kari countered.  “I’ve already said I want to capture her.  What Eli’s talking about may just be a means of making her talk.  Though I’m curious what you know about the Temple of Archons.” 
 
    Dominick made a dismissive gesture.  “I made more than a few trips to the Isle of Morikk in my youth to study the Temple and its seal,” he said.  “Without boring you with too much detail, I will say that while I cannot read what is inscribed upon the Temple’s face – and indeed haven’t found anyone or anything that can – I understand how the locking mechanism works.  And I have been satisfied with that; if Gori Sensullu wanted it opened, someone would know how, when, and why to do so – Kaelariel not the least of them.” 
 
    Kari regarded Eli.  “What do you think?  Should we summon a demon?” 
 
    The half-corlyps smiled grimly.  “I’ve always wanted a succubus-fang necklace,” he said.  “Let’s try bringing her to us instead of chasing her for a change.” 
 
    Kari turned to Dominick and nodded, and the wizard picked up his spell book.  “Very well,” the human said.  “Prepare yourselves, this spell will not take long to prepare and enact.  As I said, my home is warded against intrusion; however, if this mallasti sorceress is as strong as you suggest, she may be able to overpower my wards.  Keep watch out the windows, for if the succubus comes, she will be held at bay, and you may strike when it is convenient to do so.” 
 
    Kari and Eli nodded, and Kari put on her helmet and gauntlets before drawing her swords.  She took up a defensive position beside the door, close enough to one of the front windows to keep watch without being easily seen from the road.  Eli did likewise on the other side, set in position behind where the door would open.  Kari could tell by his behavior that he wished he had his shield with him, but he spun the haft of his warhammer in his hand and pressed his back to the wall.  When his eyes met Kari’s, he smiled grimly and nodded. 
 
    Dominick took a position on the far side of his fire pit from the door, and stood studying his black leather-bound spell book for another couple of minutes.  Once he finished, he put the book down and looked to Kari for her signal.  She nodded to let him know she and Eli were ready, and the wizard began his incantation.  Kari listened to him at first, curious to see if there was any noticeable difference between his methods and those of her sister-in-law.  Ultimately, it was futile: Kari simply did not understand the arcane arts to any degree.  After several seconds, she felt something pass through her, and Dominick fixed her with the same curious gaze she cast his way.  He didn’t cease his incantation, but it was clear something about Kari had triggered his spell, and she wondered if it was her Blood Oath. 
 
    Kari briefly checked out the window while the human continued with his spell, but she turned back to him when he made a noise of surprise.  “I think I have found…,” he started, but then he stopped.  Even from across the room, Kari could see the widening of his eyes.  “Oh, yes, I’ve found the mallasti.  You were quite right with respect to how powerful she is.  To say she is an archmage is…quite an understatement.  She’s detected me, but…she doesn’t seem to have paid my spell any heed.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Kari asked. 
 
    “She seems to be in the old city hall – the wooden building with the bell tower,” he answered.  “Should I continue expanding the seal?”  Kari shrugged, leaving the decision to him.  He refocused his concentration on the incantation, and after a minute he blurted, “Oh my.” 
 
    “Did you find the succubus?” Kari prompted. 
 
    “I did, but she’s with something else, something much more powerful than she is,” he answered, and he immediately ceased his concentration on the spell.  His face was a mask of concern, but he didn’t panic.  “Whatever that was, I’ve gotten its attention, along with hers.  As I explained, this spell only lets me sense creatures of an arcane nature as it expands outward, but that sense is delicate enough to tell the difference between types of arcane creatures.  I don’t know what that other presence was with her, but from my incantation, I could tell that it is both powerful and ancient.” 
 
    Kari considered the wizard for a minute, and she glanced at Eli to see if he was thinking the same thing.  He didn’t seem to know what was on her mind, so Kari asked Dominick, “Do you think it could have been a dragon?” 
 
    “A dragon?” the human repeated.  “I’m not certain; I’ve never encountered one myself.” 
 
    “Are they headed this way?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Dominick answered.  He picked up his spell book and returned it to the shelf he’d taken it from.  He still looked concerned when he returned to the center of the room, but at the same time, he seemed ready for trouble.  “Since I didn’t finish the spell, it ceased to function when I broke my concentration.  They were certainly aware of its presence, though I am not entirely sure they know my home was its source.” 
 
    “Did Emma know?  The source, I mean,” Kari pressed. 
 
    “Oh yes, I sensed her looking in my direction as the spell passed over her.  I suspect that had she wished, she could have dispelled my seal like a child popping a bubble,” he explained. 
 
    “Did you get an idea of where the succubus and her...friend were located?” Kari asked, in no mood to hear more about how powerful Emma was.  She suspected Dominick was already fascinated with the mallasti girl’s strength and knowledge, but Kari was only interested in Emma’s intentions. 
 
    “The southwest district,” Dominick said, “though I’m afraid I cannot be more specific than that.  And, of course, they may have moved the moment they sensed the seal.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” Kari asked simply, and Dominick nodded, apparently sure enough of the succubus’ power – or lack thereof – that he believed his home’s wards would hold her off.  She wondered if the wards would also protect the wizard’s home against other intrusions, particularly if the succubus was with BlackWing.  “Even from her friend?” 
 
    “As I said, my wards protect me from creatures of an arcane nature.  With what my spell detected of her companion, I believe my wards should keep them at bay as well,” the wizard assured her. 
 
    “All right, I think we’re going to go explore the southwest district,” Kari said.  “Do you feel safe running an errand for me, or should you stay here within your wards?” 
 
    “At the risk of sounding like a coward, I think it best if I stay here,” Dominick said. 
 
    Kari waved off the comment.  “Be safe.  I’ll try to stop by tomorrow and let you know what we find.  Thank you for your help,” she said, and she gestured Eli toward the door.  The half-corlyps opened the door for her, and once Dominick bid them farewell, they made their way out to the darkened streets, ready for the assassin to strike at any moment. 
 
    To Eli’s surprise, Kari headed further into the heart of the northeast district rather than toward the southwest, where the succubus supposedly was.  “Maybe Aeligos was wrong,” Kari commented as they walked.  “Could be this succubus has a second assassin friend, or maybe it was just BlackWing with her.” 
 
    “Either way, we’ve got our work cut out for us, especially with Emma in the city,” Eli replied, watching the shadows warily as they walked.  “Where are we going?” 
 
    Kari glanced at him.  “Relax; if she comes after us, my Blood Oath will let us know before she gets close enough to strike,” she started. 
 
    “With her swords,” he interrupted. 
 
    She conceded that point with a bob of her head. “Anyway, we’re headed to The Roosting Griffon, where Sherman, Katarina, and Sharyn are staying,” she answered.  “If we have a chance to pin the succubus down, I want as many people as I can get with me to cut off any chance of escape.” 
 
    Eli nodded appreciatively, and they walked the rest of the way in silence.  The streets weren’t busy like those of DarkWind after dark, but there were people out and about under the street lamps and the pale light of a single moon.  Kari was pleased to not hear the howls of any werewolves, though it could’ve just been their distance from the southwest of the city.  Barcon was quiet and almost peaceful at night, at least here in the northeast district, and Kari wondered when the Black Dragon Society plied its trade.  She supposed she shouldn’t think about it, and rather concentrate on one problem at a time.  Right now, she had a demon to hunt and a vague idea of where to find her for a change. 
 
    It took only a few minutes for them to reach The Roosting Griffon, and Kari entered without hesitation, assuming there were guards on the nearby rooftops watching for trouble.  So far, Marshal Saracht was doing everything in his power to keep Kari and her friends safe, and that was invaluable to her.  As much as it pained her to think it, she had to admit that Kaelin Black was also being as helpful as could be expected from a ruler who hated her Order.  She was sure that if any trouble came to The Roosting Griffon, it would find more than it bargained for in terms of resistance, though what she saw when she entered the inn’s common room made her rethink that surety. 
 
    In one of the chairs near the fireplace, Sherman sat with Sharyn in his lap, and the raven-haired woman was kissing the young paladin quite a bit more passionately than Kari would’ve expected to see – if she’d expected it at all.  While a part of the demonhunter was always happy to see her friends possibly find love, her protective nature took over in the case of the young paladin.  Paladins were a particular class of knight: holy warriors expected to not only be a zealous flame against the darkness, but a shining beacon and example to the common people.  Kari knew the passions of young love could very quickly land a paladin in trouble with their order and their deity, and ruin a promising career before it really started. 
 
    “Are we interrupting?” Kari asked.  Eli came around her, put a hand to his mouth, and chuckled. 
 
    “Kari!  We weren’t expecting to see you again tonight,” Sherman said.  Sharyn rose from his lap so he could stand.  He approached with his usual smile, but embarrassment showed in his eyes.  His expression became more serious when he saw the look on Kari’s face. 
 
    “Sherman, I...,” Kari started, but she bit back what she was going to say when Sharyn approached and stood beside Sherman, her arms folded across her chest.  “Dominick, the wizard, gave us a promising clue of where to look for the succubus, and I need your help – both of you.  Where’s Katarina?”  In the back of her mind, Kari simply hoped Katarina wasn’t upstairs with a date of her own. 
 
    “She went to speak with the priests of Kaelariel after we left your church, and she hasn’t returned to the inn yet,” the young man answered.  “Give me a moment to get my armor and sword, and we’ll come with you straight away.” 
 
    Kari nodded, so Sherman made his way upstairs hastily.  The terra-dracon woman met the unashamed, intense stare of the ranger, and wondered what Sharyn was thinking.  She seemed to be daring Kari to say something to her, but at the same time, she seemed to have too much respect for Kari to say anything snide.  It didn’t come as much of a surprise: rangers were woodsmen, and most didn’t spend a lot of time in cities or permanent dwellings.  In much the same way as Kari had used the services of mules – male prostitutes who’d been fixed – in her previous life, many rangers found love and comfort where they could, and were not ashamed of it. 
 
    Eli seemed to harbor no such understanding.  “Hey, don’t screw that kid’s life up so you can have a few nights of fun,” he said evenly to the ranger woman. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, half-breed,” Sharyn shot back. 
 
    “HEY!  Not here, not now,” Kari said, glaring at each of them in turn to stop the fight before it got started.  Eli seemed more amused than insulted by Sharyn’s words, but there was fire in both their eyes, and the demonhunter was not interested in dealing with dissension among the ranks.  “You’re here to help me; if you want to cause problems, go home.  That goes for both of you.” 
 
    The other patrons in the inn’s common room watched the exchange with no small amount of surprise.  Somewhat embarrassed, Kari gestured for Eli and Sharyn to wait outside, and the terra-dracon woman apologized to the patrons once her friends left.  With her apology and her dog tags out and clearly visible, she was answered with mostly smiles, and the patrons went back to their drinks or late dinners.  Soon, Sherman returned to the common room in his chainmail and tabard, and he had both of his weapons with him.  Kari could see from his expression that he had heard at least part of what had happened, but he didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    Kari led her three companions toward the Temple District, fully intending to get Katarina and possibly the two half-elite priests to go with them.  While it opened the possibility that the succubus and her companion would be gone when they arrived in the southwest district, Kari knew that to go in unprepared could spell disaster.  She was satisfied with knowing that Emma was in the city, and that the killings would likely stop if indeed Emma was what the succubus was after.  Now she could concentrate fully on pinning the succubus down and killing her, without worrying about what unfortunate soul would turn up dead next. 
 
    They passed through the eerily quiet bazaar and into the temple district without incident, but when they approached the intersection where One Small Favor sat at the end of Temple Street, the entire area was suddenly aglow, almost as if by daylight.  Kari sprinted the remaining distance to the intersection, and turned to look down the road for the source of the magnificent light.  There, in the center of the street, lay Deirdre, motionless, her brother Piotyr kneeling over her and using what Kari instantly recognized as deeply powerful healing magic.  Only a dozen paces from them stood BlackWing – or was it Lord Black? – the massive serilian-rir scowling and showing his fangs, ready to pounce but somehow held at bay by the source of the light. 
 
    For there, between the half-elite priests and the serilian-rir assassin, stood Katarina, her silver longsword aflame with holy fire, and her glowing chainmail casting a nimbus of light like the rising of the sun. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XVI – Faces of Evil 
 
      
 
    “Ease up, she's just been poisoned,” Eli said.  He closed the distance to Deirdre and Piotyr quickly, and dropped to one knee beside the fallen priestess.  Piotyr looked like he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard, but Eli put a hand to Deirdre’s shoulder and met her brother’s eyes.  “Trust me, I’m pretty sure I’ve felt a similar effect before, and I was able to shrug it off.  Healing isn't going to help, you need to neutralize the venom first.” 
 
    Piotyr still seemed skeptical, but he ceased his healing magic, and he bit his lip as his sister’s entire body tightened in a painful spasm.  He began to channel his healing magic again, but used a different sort to assist Deirdre’s body in neutralizing the poison.  It took only half a minute for its effects to fully take hold, and though there was some froth around her mouth, Deirdre’s eyes opened and fixed on her brother.  As Eli had promised, she was able to shake off the poison’s effects with her brother’s help, and though her body was still limp as though from an electric shock, the danger seemed to have passed. 
 
    Kari drew her swords and approached Katarina, who still held BlackWing - it had to be him, if Eli was correct and he'd poisoned Deirdre - at bay with the aura she was projecting like a pocket of heaven’s light.  Kari had rarely seen a paladin manifest such power, but she knew it was a definitive sign of how far along her chosen path Katarina had come already.  Barely over twenty years of age, the young woman was already showing signs of angelic strength.  Kari was impressed, though at that moment, she didn’t have the time to express it.  Still, in the back of her mind, she wondered if Katarina might receive an invitation to join the Avenger Order of Gnarr. 
 
    “Stay back with me,” Katarina said with authority, and her free hand came up to block Kari’s advance toward BlackWing.  The young woman held BlackWing’s glare, keeping him away from her companions with the strength of will that projected the nimbus of light.  After a few moments, she broke eye contact with BlackWing long enough to meet Kari’s own stare.  “I…I think he’s a demon, Kari.” 
 
    “You mean he’s a full-blood?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No, not a serilian demon; I’m not sure how to explain it,” Katarina said.  “My circle would not hold him at bay if he were simply a serilian-rir.  He’s some sort of underworld demon, or undead, or maybe possessed by one of those two.  I don’t know.” 
 
    “Zaliskower,” Kari said, and she turned an unblinking glare to BlackWing. 
 
    “What’s that?” Katarina asked. 
 
    “A vampire dragon I came across in my past life,” Kari explained.  “Lord Black said he suspected BlackWing is actually a black dragon taking his form to try to take over the city.  Zaliskower was a black vampire-dragon; it would make sense.” 
 
    BlackWing simply laughed, a venomous cackle that drew the attention of all those before him, but still he made no move to try to force his way through Katarina’s barrier.  “Pray to your pathetic gods,” he said.  “The trap is set, the time of the sacrifice draws near, and still you haven’t figured out a damned thing.  You think you’re so smart, so important, but you are nothing.  You think we seek to kill you, or to take over this pathetic city?  You cannot even comprehend how deep our ambitions run.  But you will learn soon enough, and a flaming sword will not save you from the darkness that comes.” 
 
    “Katarina, stay with the others,” Kari said, and she began to stalk forward.  Katarina started to say something but then simply nodded, and she paced backward to keep the barrier around the others.  Kari felt the change in temperature as soon as she left the warmth of Katarina’s light bubble: outside of it, the cold had a vicious bite to it.  Kari dashed in quickly toward BlackWing and opened with a double slash followed by a deep thrust, and she was thankful that he backed out of range and dodged.  She figured if BlackWing was Zaliskower in humanoid form, he’d have to shift forms back to his dragon body in order to fight her effectively.  With the width of Temple Street, she knew he’d barely fit between the rows of buildings, and have virtually no maneuverability unless he could take to the air – which the two-story buildings would also make near-impossible. 
 
    BlackWing didn’t shift forms.  He dug his hands into the deep folds of his ebon cloak, and when he drew forth his fists, he had bladed cesti on them.  He bared his fangs in a menacing grin, and Kari could see they were dripping with venom, which he promptly pooled on his tongue and spat onto the bladed backs of the gloves.  She wondered if he really thought he’d be able to fight her effectively, bladed gloves against scimitars, but she guessed if he was as confident as he seemed, he knew something she didn’t.  He stood several paces away and seemed to take account of her armor and defensive posture, so Kari took up the scorpion-like pose she had learned from her master, Suler Tumureldi. 
 
    BlackWing’s odds decreased greatly when Eli approached with his ornate warhammer in hand.  “Where’s your girlfriend?” the half-corlyps asked. 
 
    “Turillia?” BlackWing returned.  “She is busy preparing the ritual.  Oh, but you’re too hell-bent on killing me to worry about that, aren’t you?  Fools.  The pattern has been right in front of you all along, but now it’s progressed too far for you to stop it.  You have already lost.” 
 
    “Anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?” Eli grunted, and he went in at an angle and tried to force BlackWing toward Kari with a wicked swing of his hammer. 
 
    “No one that still draws breath,” BlackWing returned, stepping into Eli’s swing to catch the haft of the hammer.  He stopped Eli’s swing easily, and his balled right fist struck Eli across the jaw with a vicious backhand.  The bladed cestus turned the right side of Eli’s jaw into a torn, bloody mess, and BlackWing grabbed the half-corlyps by the throat. 
 
    Paying his injury little heed, Eli drove his knee into the taller serilian-rir’s groin, and without his foot returning to the ground, he put it across and behind BlackWing’s other knee and threw him to the ground effortlessly.  Kari was only slightly surprised: Eli had explained to her that over the years, when he traveled and sparred with Tormaar, he’d grown accustomed to tripping and throwing much larger, heavier opponents, and that served him well in fighting BlackWing.  He stepped on BlackWing’s crotch when the massive serilian-rir landed on the street, and Eli slammed his hammer across BlackWing’s face, a powerful blow that would’ve killed nearly any other man.  “Go find the succ…Turillia!” Eli shouted hurriedly to Kari.  “I can handle this.  He’s nothing without his poison.” 
 
    “Sherman, Sharyn, with me!” Kari called, and she started toward the southwest district at a run.  Sherman regarded his sister for only a moment, and with her nod of agreement, he and Sharyn chased after Kari. 
 
    Eli watched their egress, and he turned his attention to the fallen half-demon at his feet.  “So, the trap is set, is it?” he asked.  “Too bad you won’t live to see it sprung.” 
 
    BlackWing was on his feet in an instant.  He didn’t stand up, didn’t roll or kick up to his feet; his body simply rose to a standing position in the blink of an eye, and Eli backed up in utter disbelief.  “Typical mortal,” BlackWing said, rolling his head to the side, and he flexed his jaw.  “The moment you think you have the advantage, you throw it away in arrogance.” 
 
    BlackWing approached and Eli swore under his breath.  He’d hit the larger half-demon in such a way that nothing mortal would’ve gotten back on its feet before the next day.  The way BlackWing called him a ‘typical mortal,’ he understood that Kari and Katarina were at least partially right: they weren’t dealing with a serilian-rir at all.  Eli felt the burn in his veins of the “half-demon’s” poison, but his system was fighting it off, just as it had when the succubus had bitten him.  It was potent, but cowardly as they were, the corlypsi were designed to take punishment in combat and not be easily killed – a trait that their children inherited to a degree.  Eli wasn’t sure why Deirdre had nearly succumbed to it, but he suspected she might’ve been bitten and not received the poison through a secondary wound such as the one he’d received from the cestus.  It meant BlackWing’s poison was more potent than the succubus’, even if she had drawn it from him. 
 
    Eli noted that BlackWing had his hands down by his sides, and he wondered how someone who made such a gross error could be considered a deadly assassin.  While Eli’s initial blows didn’t appear to have had much effect on him, the half-corlyps couldn’t imagine that BlackWing wanted to be on the receiving end of them repeatedly.  Shrugging off his thoughts, Eli sidestepped and swung his hammer at BlackWing’s head once again, but he redirected the hammer’s path halfway through and struck the larger half-demon in the knee.  He followed up the strike with a kick to the back of that same knee, and then the shorter but bulky half-corlyps threw himself shoulder-first into the larger half-demon’s chest. 
 
    BlackWing hardly seemed to even register pain from the strikes, and when Eli collided with him, the larger half-demon grabbed him and pulled him down to the ground.  He rolled the smaller male and ended up on top of him, and BlackWing bit Eli on the side of the neck, going right for the jugular.  Eli screamed in pain as the half-demon’s fangs sunk deep into his neck, and within seconds the half-corlyps could feel a deeper burn as his veins filled with venom.  BlackWing didn’t suck out the half-corlyps’ blood or essence as the succubus had, but Eli knew that if he didn’t get BlackWing off of him, he would be dead in less than a minute. 
 
    BlackWing’s fangs ripped sideways through Eli’s neck after a few moments, and the half-corlyps thrashed in pain.  He registered that BlackWing had been struck by something, and with every ounce of willpower he had left, Eli rolled away from the larger half-demon and put his hand to the side of his neck to try to stem the flow of blood.  He was already getting woozy, though whether from blood loss or the poison, he wasn’t sure; he guessed it was both.  His blood was on fire, and he could feel his heartbeat, pounding painfully against his ribs.  He raised his bloodshot eyes to see who had saved him, and saw Piotyr smashing BlackWing’s head again and again with a vicious-looking heavy mace. 
 
    BlackWing was thrashing, trying to get the enraged half-elite priest off of him.  The blows clearly hurt to some degree, but any other man’s skull would’ve come apart under the half-elite’s flurry.  After bashing the larger half-demon’s skull a few more times, Piotyr put his knee into BlackWing’s sternum and placed an open palm over his forehead.  “By the light of the dawn, I abjure you, minion of darkness, enemy of the light, defiler of life!” Piotyr shouted.  “By my hand and by the purifying light of The Ascending Dawn, I cast you back into the darkness!” 
 
    BlackWing screamed in pain, which Eli found to be a sound of comfort.  Considering how many times the massive half-demon had been struck in the head with either a warhammer or a mace and not even said ouch, Eli was glad to see the priest’s abjuration had some effect on him.  Piotyr was thrown back off of BlackWing after a moment, and the half-corlyps thought perhaps the abjuration had failed, so he began crawling toward Katarina just in case.  It took the last of Eli’s strength to make it into the safety of the paladin’s nimbus of light, but once he reached her, Katarina knelt down and laid her free hand upon his wounded neck.  Without ever taking her eyes from Piotyr or their enemy, Katarina uttered a nearly silent prayer, and Eli’s wounds began to close, and the burn of the poison subsided. 
 
    A sound like the tearing of a massive piece of fabric drew Eli’s attention, and he turned over and onto his side to see what was happening.  Several priests from the other churches came out onto their front steps to see what the commotion was, and they were as wide-eyed as Piotyr, who rose to his feet and backed into the circle of light.  A dark cloud rose from BlackWing’s fallen body, and Eli wondered if Kari’s vampire-dragon was taking its own form in the middle of the street.  It had no real substance yet, but it did not blow away when a breeze filtered down the street.  It was unlike anything Eli had seen in all his years working for the Order or adventuring. 
 
    BlackWing’s hands reached up as if trying to gather the inky, almost solid mist that was erupting slowly from him, but soon the half-demon’s hands fell limply to his sides.  His body –even his clothing and his weapons – shriveled nearly instantly, crumbling into dust, leaving only the black mass behind.  It took on a vaguely human shape once BlackWing’s body was gone, and somehow, even in the void of that solid darkness, two pits appeared, the formation of eyes so deep, dark, and terrible that it was like staring into the depths of the Abyss itself.  In that moment, in the stillness of the cool spring night, every man and woman standing on Temple Street saw the face of a shadow demon.  It was not a serilis-rir, nor even a demon of the underworld: mallasti, elestram, erestram, valiras, sylinth, or harmauth; it was some sort of demon spirit, a manifestation of hatred, maliciousness, and evil given form. 
 
    It let out a terrifying screech, a wretched sound so powerful and sharp that all who heard it pressed their hands to their ears.  The screech was some ancient form of communication, a language of malice that registered in their minds as words.  “Your gods are pathetic,” it said disdainfully.  “You may be able to destroy a mortal form, but you are powerless against me.” 
 
    “Paladin, destroy it!” called the human priest who’d emerged from Ambergaust’s temple.  “Everyone, focus your prayers on the human woman!” 
 
    Vague as his order sounded to Eli, the eyes of every priest on Temple Street turned toward Katarina, and the circle of light that surrounded the young woman grew to encompass the entire street, then the entire district.  The shadow demon remained, unafraid of the circle of light, but it was in pain – that much it couldn’t hide.  Katarina raised her sword and approached, but she seemed to think better of trying to fight the demon spirit.  She stopped only a few feet away from it, and she held her blade straight up before her face, turning it sideways so she could stare around its burning radiance at the demon creature. 
 
    “You are not welcome here,” she said forcefully.  She stood firm, though it was clear to Eli that she was revolted by the demon spirit: a cloud of impenetrable darkness, unpierced even by the paladin's light that filled the entire street as though they stood under the midday sun.  The shadow demon was completely opaque despite its incorporeal form.  “I banish you to the darkness; leave this place, and never return.” 
 
    “Leave this place, and never return.  We banish you to the darkness,” the priests on their front steps repeated in kind. 
 
    The screech filled the air once more.  “This is not over,” the demon spirit imparted to its enemies.  “You have not won, merely delayed your inevitable demise.”  And then the darkness dissipated, leaving Katarina’s light to claim supremacy. 
 
    Katarina ignored the demon spirit’s parting words, and she rushed back to Eli and Deirdre.  Piotyr joined her, but Eli just needed time to finish recovering from his injuries, and the same seemed to be true of Deirdre.  Soon they all found themselves surrounded by a circle of priests from the various churches, and Katarina rose to her feet to face the priest of Ambergaust who’d initiated the channeling of power through her.  “Thank you, sir,” she offered with a bow of her head. 
 
    “Do not thank me, or any of my fellows here,” he said.  He pulled down the cowl of his robe to reveal vibrant brown hair and a well-kept beard and moustache, and in the light of Katarina’s aura, his face was warm, and the set of his eyes said he was clearly impressed.  “It is we who should thank you, young paladin.  That was a display that even the Armored Shepherd himself would be proud of.” 
 
    The nimbus of light collapsed, and once the power faded, Eli could see the fatigue that suddenly swept over Katarina.  “We must get my companions off the street, quickly,” the young paladin told the priests, and several of them began to help Eli and Deirdre to their feet.  Others checked on Piotyr to be sure the half-elite priest was all right, but he seemed merely bruised and roughed up a bit.  “I should go and help Kari; I don’t think she knows just what it is we’re up against.” 
 
    “She wanted you to stay and guard the others,” the priest of Ambergaust countered.  “Come, let us get your companions into my temple, and you may rest there.  You have exerted yourself, young lady, and may be more of a liability than asset to your demonhunter companion at this point.” 
 
    Katarina clearly wanted to help Kari, but she didn't argue or refuse the help of the priests.  She followed them all to the temple of Ambergaust and Carsius, watching for any return of the demon spirit under the light of the streetlamps.  Eli glanced around warily along with her.  Barely an impression remained upon the street where BlackWing had lay before his body crumbled to dust, and no unnatural shadows revealed themselves to either his or the paladin’s watchful eyes.  Satisfied that they were safe for the moment, Eli glanced at Katarina, and with her nod, the two stepped into the warm confines of the temple. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari paused and looked back in the direction of Temple Street: the entire temple district lit up like it was daytime.  After only a brief hesitation, she gestured for Sherman and Sharyn to stay close, and continued her brisk pace into the southwest district.  She wondered what could have caused such an effect, but decided she couldn’t afford to dwell on it.  She had to trust that her friends and the priests of Kaelariel would be able to handle BlackWing, and she had to find and deal with the succubus as soon as possible.  Her mind whirled with thoughts of just what ‘ritual’ the succubus and BlackWing could be performing, and how it had escaped her notice before now. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Sharyn asked as they ran.  Kari was impressed with the woman’s endurance, for though she was wearing lighter armor than Sherman, Sharyn showed little sign that they had been running as long as they had.  Her breath was steady and even, her long strides were consistent, and she looked as though she could complete a circuit around the city and then some.  It was like Sharyn was under the effects of the blessing Kari, Erik, and Makauric had received from the czarikk shaman during the mission on Tsalbrin.  Kari guessed it stemmed from ranging the forests for however many years Sharyn had done so. 
 
    “Graveyard,” Kari called back over her shoulder.  “Not sure that’s what he meant by ritual, but she’s in the southwest and that’s the only lead I’ve got.” 
 
    The ranger nodded and they continued their hurried pace.  Sherman, dressed in his cumbersome chain armor, lagged behind and had to stop to catch his breath.  Sharyn slowed to return to his side, but Kari barked for her to leave him and stay with her.  Kari couldn’t afford to end up alone in the graveyard with Turillia and whatever other horrors awaited.  After only a moment, Sharyn sprinted to catch up to Kari again, and the demonhunter was even more amazed by the woman’s endurance.  She wondered just what Sharyn did for the ranger network that made her such a gifted long-distance runner, and Kari chuckled at herself as she realized Sharyn might be wondering the same thing about her. 
 
    Her suspicions proved correct, at least to a degree, when they reached the gates to the graveyard.  Both of its guards lay face down in dark pools.  The succubus was like a wraith, striking from the shadows and killing her victims without ever being seen or heard.  Kari checked on the guards briefly to make sure they were dead, not in need of healing, and found that both were long gone.  Kari searched them for the key to the massive graveyard gates.  The key was large and easy to find, and Kari took it from the guard and briefly contemplated whistling loudly enough to attract the attention of a watch patrol.  She wanted help, but at the same time, she wanted to keep the element of surprise when they confronted the succubus.  She wished the priests of Kaelariel were with her to go into the graveyard. 
 
    “It’s going to be dark in there, will you be able to see?” Kari asked Sharyn, suddenly acutely aware that her only help was a night-blind human. 
 
    “Ranger,” Sharyn answered simply, though Kari wasn’t sure exactly what that meant.   
 
    She decided it had to mean that Sharyn was confident enough in her ability to see under pale moonlight, and Kari moved to unlock the gate.  A massive, spine-chilling howl split the air, and she blurted “Uh-oh” and met Sharyn’s eyes. 
 
    “They’ll be after the succubus first,” the ranger said.  “We won’t want to stay for tea and biscuits after we deal with her, but if you don’t provoke them, they may help us.  Be careful.” 
 
    Kari nodded, glad to have Sharyn along if there would be werewolves involved.  She opened the gate in an attempt to be quiet, but the hinges groaned and creaked, spoiling any hope of retaining the element of surprise.  Once the opening was wide enough to pass, Kari slipped through shoulder-first.  Sharyn followed close behind and drew her two-handed sword, and Kari slid her scimitars from their sheaths quickly.  The symbol of Zalkar began to glow brightly, verifying that the succubus was indeed present, but such meant that any hope Kari had of surprising the demon was eliminated.  The two women made their way toward the center of the graveyard in the gloom of night, but the second moon had crested the walls of the city and it was a little brighter than Kari expected.  She led Sharyn to where Piotyr and Deirdre had showed her the work of the necromancer, expecting to find the succubus there. 
 
    They approached the row of crypts that sectioned off the center of the graveyard, and could hear the sounds of fighting.  The fact that they hadn’t heard it when they entered the cemetery must’ve meant the fight had started only recently, so Kari gestured for Sharyn to remain quiet, and they crept up along the edge of one of the crypts.  A few of the crypts were broken open and there were several more disturbed graves, and Kari and Sharyn could see that there were nearly a dozen corpses that had been animated.  Sharyn sucked in a sharp breath and showed her teeth in an angry grimace, and Kari could well understand the sentiment.  Some of the dead were armored, but most were little more than bones and old, tattered clothing.  None of them had been recently interred: they were quite decayed or desiccated, meaning they were from the older graves.  Kari wasn’t sure if that meant the necromancy was stronger or weaker. 
 
    There were no werewolves in the graveyard yet, and Kari looked around curiously, trying to figure out what the undead were fighting.  She realized after a moment that they were fighting each other.  Kari tried to find the succubus or whoever had disturbed the dead and forced them to fight.  Her eyes were drawn up after searching the nearby crypts, and she saw the succubus standing on the top of a mausoleum on the far side of the graveyard’s center.  Even in the pale moonlight, Kari could see the fanged grin of the half-syrinthian, half-succubus as she watched her undead minions fight.  The demonhunter didn’t understand why she would be raising corpses to fight each other, but rather than rush in and try to stop her, Kari decided to bide her time and see if the succubus inadvertently answered some of Kari’s questions. 
 
    Sharyn started to move past Kari, but the demonhunter stopped her with an outstretched arm.  “Wait,” she whispered.  “She’s not hurting anyone at the moment.  Let’s wait and see if she gives us a clue of what she’s up to.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in what she’s up to, I just want to stuff her into one of these crypts to keep the dead company,” the ranger woman returned. 
 
    “Sharyn, I’m tired of stumbling blind through this entire ordeal.  Please, let this play out for a few minutes, see if we can learn something,” Kari asked, but then both women turned toward the succubus when they heard her laugh. 
 
    “Arise, children of the damned, strengthen me!” the succubus called, and the seals on three more crypts broke, their heavy stone doors falling to the earth with a crushing thud.  She seemed quite pleased with herself, but even at the distance Kari and Sharyn kept, the two women could see that the succubus’ expression changed rather quickly. 
 
    “You think this a show of force?” came an oddly-accented voice Kari hadn’t heard before.  Her view of the speaker was blocked by the crypt that kept her and Sharyn hidden from the succubus.  “Allow this one to demonstrate.” 
 
    Kari nearly wet herself as a deafening crack sounded from all around: the tombs, crypts, mausoleums, and headstones around her all cracked or broke clean in half at the same time.  Innumerable dead clawed free of their graves, stepped out of opened tombs, or emerged from the falling dust and debris of shattered crypts.  Kari couldn’t be sure from her vantage point, but it was as though every corpse in the entire graveyard had just risen at once.  Sharyn turned and hacked a skeleton in half with her greatsword, but Kari motioned for her to relax; the undead seemed to pay them little heed.  Kari turned to see what the succubus did in reaction to her unseen enemy’s spell.  Turillia – if that was truly her name – seemed stunned in disbelief, and she sought a more solid perch: the crypt she’d stood on had cracked clean in half as well. 
 
    “Your tricks and your games are quaint, abomination, but you will have to do far more than siphon arcane power from unsuspecting males to pose any danger to this one,” said the unseen speaker. 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” the succubus yelled back.  It was an unexpected show of pain from a creature Kari had yet to see at a disadvantage.  “My people may not respect me, but at least I am not a slave like you!” 
 
    “Emma,” Kari muttered.  She gestured for Sharyn to follow her, and she crouched and began stalking along the crypts to get to the other end of the row.  She wanted a good look at the mallasti girl for future reference, and she was pretty sure Turillia referring to her enemy as a slave had to mean it was Emma.  The two women skulked along the backside of the crypts, thankful that the undead paid them little heed in their march to the center of the graveyard at their summoner’s call.  Kari paused along the way when she saw that the two slain guards from outside the gate were shambling into the graveyard, and her heart sank a little.  This contest of necromancy had to be ended, and quickly, or Kari wasn’t sure how far it could go. 
 
    Kari and Sharyn reached the corner of the last crypt in the row and peeked around it, and they got their first glimpse of Emma.  She wasn’t at all what Kari was expecting, though she had to admit to herself that she hadn’t really known what to expect.  While she had encountered mallasti several times in her past life – and killed every one of them – they had always seemed bigger than the creature standing in the cemetery’s center.  Emma was about six-foot-one, and she was dressed in a simple gray robe that spoke of constant travel and wear.  She had a head like a hyena, but her fur was a reddish-brown, and her muzzle and ears were black, as were the hands she held out to the sides, some dark blue tide of power coalescing around them.  Her eyes were aglow, a fascinating orange color with the pupils wide in the darkness of the night.  As Eli had said, she wore a collar, but even after hearing his description, it wasn’t what Kari expected.  Emma seemed to be wearing a dog collar, and the terra-dracon woman understood then the humiliation it was meant to instill in the slaves who wore it. 
 
    Amazing that such a small creature can cause such big problems, Kari thought.  To her, it was unfathomable that a single creature – even a demon – could raise so many undead in such a short span.  Dominick had been quite accurate in assessing Emma’s power: Kari doubted even Gareth Maelstrom or any other archmage in the world could replicate what Emma had just done.  What puzzled her was why the succubus had apparently confronted the mallasti, only to play some game of comparing arcane power with her.  Did Turillia truly want to kill Emma, as Kari had suspected?  Was this entire display meant to draw Kari out to be killed by one or both of the demons?  Or did it play into some deeper, more malicious plan, as BlackWing had hinted at? 
 
    Her contemplations came to an end when a massive form landed on top of the cemetery’s outer wall.  Kari looked up to see a silver-furred werewolf standing silhouetted against the rising moons.  The creature crouched on top of the wall for a moment, its fanged maw curling up in a snarl as it beheld the two demons and the swarm of shambling undead.  It crouched down, and one of its clawed hands gripped the lip of the wall hard enough that Kari could hear the crunch of stone.  After only a couple of seconds, the creature straightened out to its full height – even larger than Kari’s brother-in-law, Serenjols – and it let out a deep and powerful howl that echoed numerous times off of the walls and crypts.  Kari shivered as a chill traveled the length of her spine.  Soon, other massive forms appeared on the wall near the silver-furred werewolf, until there were eight in all, and their shadows fell over the crouching demonhunter and ranger. 
 
    Kari’s breath caught in her throat when the silver-furred werewolf turned its attention toward her and her companion.  Its ears angled back sharply, and Kari turned her right leg to the side, preparing to dodge and counterstrike should the creature pounce.  She wasn’t sure how effective she would be when fighting something so large; if it weren’t for the creatures’ bent legs and digitigrade feet, Kari would’ve almost believed she was looking at an erestram.  The werewolves were close enough that Kari understood that what she was seeing was no optical illusion or trick of her eyes trying to determine detail in the darkness: the creatures were easily nine or ten feet tall, and they were powerfully built, particularly from the waist up.  While she had defeated an erestram in single combat, she was in no hurry to try doing so against one of these werewolves. 
 
    Kari dodged frantically to her right when the creature finally pounced, but rather than land on or near the demonhunter or ranger, it landed on top of the crypts and then bounded down into the graveyard’s center.  Kari tucked and rolled forward once she completed her dodge, and she came up on her feet and hustled to the cemetery wall.  The other werewolves jumped over her position in powerful but graceful arcs, either landing on top of the center row of crypts to jump down into the fray, or else landing on top of a shambling undead to shred it with their wicked claws.  Kari looked across to Sharyn, who had not moved from her original position, and the ranger woman seemed satisfied that the werewolves would concentrate on the undead and the demons first and foremost. 
 
    Kari turned her attention to the center of the graveyard, where the werewolves were thrashing about in grand melee with the undead.  The silver-furred one, whom Kari assumed was their pack-leader, made for Emma.  The mallasti girl seemed neither surprised by the werewolves’ presence nor alarmed by the charging mass of fur, fangs, and claws.  Emma raised her hand casually, and a thunderclap rocked the graveyard with a momentarily deafening crack that rebounded off of the stone structures.  A lightning bolt tore through the silver-furred werewolf, continued through it, and jumped from undead to undead, crossing the northeastern half of the graveyard until it had hit everything – including Kari and Sharyn. 
 
    Kari felt her legs go numb, and she collapsed to her knees, holding herself up on her arms only by force of will.  She’d been shocked many times before in combat with demons or other spell-casters, but never quite like this.  This lightning bolt had hit her differently, almost as though a whip had struck her directly in the heart.  Though it sapped the strength from her body, it didn’t cause her muscles to all simultaneously contract as a normal shock spell would’ve done, and it didn’t even make her hair stand on end.  Kari was in pain and her body felt weak, but even so, she realized it could’ve been much, much worse.  She glanced to Sharyn and saw the ranger woman also forcing herself back to her feet, and Kari guessed it may have just been the number of targets the bolt had hit that made it seem different. 
 
    All of the undead on Kari and Sharyn’s side of the graveyard were down, reduced to dust or burnt to an immobile crisp by the lightning bolt.  It seemed strange to Kari that Emma would destroy her own minions in the face of a werewolf assault, but then she assumed Emma just didn’t care if she killed her own pawns when eliminating a stronger threat.  Kari got back to her feet and started to pace along the wall, trying to get to a vantage point where she could see both Emma and Turillia.  Again the silver-furred werewolf dashed at Emma, but this time the mallasti simply waved her clawed hand.  The werewolf was sent rolling across the cemetery lawn as though it’d been slapped by a giant, disembodied hand.  The mallasti girl then turned and shocked several of the other werewolves with another burst of chain lightning, destroying more of her pawns and those of Turillia, and incapacitating some of the lycanthropes. 
 
    “You bitch!” Sharyn yelled through gritted teeth as she charged the mallasti. 
 
    Kari didn’t have time to yell a warning, and instead ran as fast as her shaky legs could take her along the wall.  She wished briefly that she had her backpack with her; she suspected she could do more damage in this situation with her bow than trying to close the distance to either spell-caster to engage them in melee.  Kari was surprised when the silver werewolf regained its feet and bounded sideways to knock Sharyn from her charge.  It then changed its direction and took a swipe at Emma.  Its claws bounced off of some arcane shielding around the mallasti with a flash of sparks.  Emma threw it backward into one of the broken crypts with another gesture.  Stunned, the silver werewolf did not get back up immediately. 
 
    The mallasti girl fired off another lightning bolt that tore through the nearest group of werewolves, and they howled and yipped in pain as they ran for cover.  Kari saw Turillia coming around the far row of crypts, and realized that Emma had lost track of the succubus while fending off the werewolves.  Nearly all of the undead had been destroyed, but Emma’s attention was focused fully on the werewolves.  Kari started forward to intercept the succubus before she could get close enough to assassinate the mallasti.  It felt weird to defend the life of a demon, but Kari wanted answers from Emma more than she wanted to see the mallasti girl dead.  She realized as she stumbled along gingerly, however, that she would not be in time to stop Turillia from backstabbing the mallasti, and she wondered whether she should shout a warning. 
 
    “You must think this one a terrible fool,” Emma said, whirling on the succubus, who was now only steps away.  Turillia balked for a moment, and Emma threw up both hands and unleashed a torrent of flame that rivaled the ones Kari had seen Triela use during the battle on Tsalbrin.  It lit up the entire graveyard, and Kari had to partially shield her eyes from the glare of the cone of fire.  The grass singed and vaporized, and there was a loud crackling as the ground dried and shattered under the intense heat of the hellish cone of fire.  Kari expected Turillia, crouched down slightly with her wings wrapped about her, would be completely consumed by the deluge of flame, but after a few seconds, the succubus merely straightened out and laughed. 
 
    “If you think arcane power is all I have been stealing from these men, then you are a terrible fool,” she taunted in that otherworldly voice. 
 
    Emma snorted, her expression barely changing.  “This one has turned your own trap against you.  Consider who the fool is in this situation,” she returned evenly, and Kari was amazed at how impassive the mallasti girl seemed, even in the midst of a battle.  “Enjoy the rest of your night with the werewolves.  You will find they are less hurt than angry.” 
 
    And then Emma was gone.  There was a moment of calm silence, and Turillia’s face set into a scowl.  She bounded gingerly to the side to get away from the hot ground.  Soon the growling of more than half a dozen angry werewolves echoed off the stones, as they emerged from cover and began to stalk toward the succubus.  Kari expected Turillia to teleport away, like she’d done in DarkWind, but instead she seemed to concentrate for a moment.  The remaining undead fell under her sway, and picked up weapons to renew the fight against the werewolves.  The succubus glanced at Kari and flashed that wicked fanged grin again, and then she made her way toward Sharyn. 
 
    The ranger was still wobbly from both the lightning bolt and being slammed by the girth of a massive werewolf, but she brought her blade up before her defensively.  She also had the advantage of having kept tabs on the werewolves for years: a couple of them moved to intercept the succubus’ charge, suggesting that Sharyn not only studied them, but had earned their trust as well.  Kari wasn’t sure if the werewolves knew Sharyn and recognized her scent as being friendly, but it was obvious they were putting themselves between her and harm, and they engaged Turillia.  Sharyn backed up a couple of paces, but then circled around, looking for some way to triangulate an attack and aid the werewolves in dispatching the succubus. 
 
    That proved easier said than done, and Kari moved over as quickly as she could to give her aid as well.  Turillia claimed a clawed hand from one of the attacking werewolves, and stabbed one of the others repeatedly, all the while ducking and weaving just as she’d done when she fought Kari on the two prior occasions.  The succubus was an incredibly difficult target to hit, utilizing that dexterity to attack and dodge in concert.  She left one of the werewolves curled in a ball, bleeding profusely from nearly a dozen stab wounds, and she turned without pause and left several deep grooves in Sharyn’s leather armor.  It was as effective a fighting style as Kari had ever seen, at least as delicate and graceful as the one she’d learned from Tumureldi.  It was also combined with the deadly accuracy and unrelenting force of a trained assassin. 
 
    Kari managed only a single swing at the succubus before Turillia took wing and alighted on top of one of the crypts.  She turned around and toed the edge of the crypt, her blades held out before her defensively, and she flashed a confident smile.  “As Emma said, enjoy the rest of your night with the werewolves, fools,” she taunted.  She started to fold into her cloak the way she had to teleport away in DarkWind, but a look of alarm crossed her face.  She then took wing again, and glided out over the cemetery walls, just evading one of the werewolves’ jumping attempt to bring her down with its claws.  She glided into the darkness beyond the wall, only a taunting laugh echoing in the night. 
 
    The werewolves regrouped, though the one Turillia had stabbed repeatedly lay still on the cemetery lawn, its blood pooling beneath it.  Kari wasn’t sure if she should try to heal it.  It had helped her, but it was still a dangerous and savage wild creature, and she could be repaid with some nasty scars or worse.  Any thought she had of doing so, however, ended when the other werewolves approached, growling in a deep, threatening snarl.  Kari backed away slowly, and brought her scimitars up before her.  She suspected she might be able to kill the werewolves if she were to fight them one at a time, but not in her shaky-limbed condition.  They were also apparently pack hunters like the wolves they derived their bestial attributes from.  Kari glanced from snarling face to snarling face, but realized the werewolves had dispatched what zombies remained, and she gave thanks for small blessings. 
 
    Sharyn stepped between the werewolves and Kari, though she didn’t even bother to hold her sword up before her defensively.  Kari’s instincts were to step beside the ranger, but she kept in mind that Sharyn had followed and studied the beasts for most of her adolescent and adult life, and likely knew how to deal with them.  Sharyn didn’t say anything, and made no gestures toward the werewolves, merely holding their stares with her own.  There was an intensity in her expression that Kari could see even from the side and behind, and the werewolves halted their approach as Sharyn held their golden-eyed stares evenly.  The silver-furred one approached, and Kari tensed, but after meeting Sharyn’s gaze with its own snarling visage, it turned and picked up its fallen companion. 
 
    The sound of several watch whistles pierced the air, followed by men pushing through the cemetery gates.  After turning their gazes in that direction, the werewolves jumped or climbed onto the outer wall, and disappeared into the night.  Sharyn blew out the breath she’d been holding the entire time, and she dropped to one knee and leaned on her sword, planted tip-down in the grass.  Kari moved forward and touched her on the shoulder, and both women turned their attention to Sherman as he approached with a small contingent of the city watch. 
 
    “I went and got help when I realized I couldn’t keep up with you,” he explained, coming to a stop before Kari.  He looked around at the state of the graveyard, and his expression turned to one of concern before he realized neither of his friends appeared seriously injured.  “By the gods, what happened here?” 
 
    “Eh, the priests of Kaelariel aren’t going to like this one bit,” the guard captain muttered before he gestured for his men to secure the area.  He came across the bodies of the two dead guards, reduced to burnt corpses by Emma’s lightning.  “Lord Black ain’t going to like this one bit, either.” 
 
    “We met Emma,” Kari answered.  “And Turillia…and a pack of werewolves…and pretty much everyone who’s ever died in this city.”  She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to laugh or cry more.  Ultimately, she simply spat, disgusted by the display she’d just born witness to, but also by the atrociously irresponsible nature of the two arcane spellcasters that had battled.  She gestured toward the gate.  “We need to get back to your sister and Eli, and make sure they were able to kill or drive off BlackWing.  But we aren’t going to be running.  Frankly, I think I’m lucky I can even walk at this point.” 
 
    “Tell me about it on the way, then,” Sherman said, and he helped Sharyn to her feet and let her lean on him until she got her legs more solidly beneath her. 
 
    Kari watched with interest, but said nothing about it. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XVII – Recognition 
 
      
 
    Ambergaust’s temple was warm and bright.  Kari sat with her head in her hands, trying to replay the events at the graveyard over in her mind.  After Emma’s display of power, it was hard for Kari not to be overwhelmed by the strength of the forces arrayed against her.  Emma didn’t seem intent on killing Kari or Sharyn, but she hadn’t hesitated to disable both of them with a wicked lightning bolt that Kari suspected may have been fatal, had it not bounced between so many targets.  Fortunately, Emma seemed as intent on thwarting the succubus and her plan as Kari herself, but at the same time, the mallasti girl’s ability to raise an entire graveyard of corpses with the speed of thought was terrifying. 
 
    Kari raised her head to take account of her friends and their wounds.  While Kari was still a bit shaken by the effects of the lightning bolt, she saw that Eli and Deirdre had suffered worse in their encounter.  The priests were doing their work admirably, keeping the two serilian-rir comfortable while the poison cleared their systems and the wounds healed.  Deirdre had suffered only a single bite, but it had been deep in her neck, and the poison left her body weak and limp.  Eli, too, had suffered a bite to the neck, compounded by the tearing when Piotyr apparently knocked BlackWing off of the half-corlyps.  His face was still raw where BlackWing’s cestus had torn off or shredded a good bit of flesh, but between Katarina’s healing and that of the priests, Eli was already well on the mend. 
 
    Sharyn was in the same condition as Kari: wobbly-kneed and a little breathless after being hit with a lightning strike, but she seemed fine otherwise.  The ranger woman was sitting with Sherman by her side, and he had one arm wrapped around her comfortingly.  Katarina didn’t seem to have anything to say regarding that, and her face remained neutral when she first saw the two so close.  Eli, on the other hand, shook his head every now and then when Sharyn’s eyes met his, but the ranger woman usually met his gestures with a challenging scowl.  It confirmed, once again, that Eli strangely possessed the protective nature of a half-guardian, which Kari deeply appreciated, but at the same time, she was worried that friction between the two might become a problem during the remainder of her mission. 
 
    She turned her eyes toward Piotyr, who looked roughed up like he’d been in a fight, but he seemed no worse for the wear.  His face was a mask of concern, though he obviously fought hard to keep his emotions under control as he sat by his reclining sister.  Kari suspected that half-elites felt the same bonds of brotherhood that their serilis-rir forebears did.  Though they, too, had some of the protective nature that typified half-guardians, that nature was multiplied ten-fold when family or even sworn brothers were put in harm’s way.  Piotyr was all at once glad for his sister’s speedy recovery and furious at himself for not being able to protect her; that much was clear.  It made Kari hesitate to tell him what had happened to the graveyard.  She had no doubts he would want to go out and do something immediately, but without his sister and with two necromantic demons running about, Kari knew that wouldn’t be wise. 
 
    At last Kari’s measured gaze fell over Katarina.  The nimbus of protective light she’d projected to keep BlackWing at bay was impressive, and Kari could only conclude that it had been the paladin that had lit up the entire district like the rising sun.  Katarina was already impressively powerful, which was unusual for one so young.  Like demonhunters, paladins were the type of crusaders that typically took many years to reach the apex of divine power that was their potential as champions of the gods.  For Katarina to show such promise at barely more than twenty years was simply amazing, doubly so since she had only begun training a mere three years earlier.  Kari suspected that it wouldn’t be long before the young woman’s name was well-known amongst the demons, both serilian and those of the underworld. 
 
    Marshal Saracht arrived at last, and even in his normally unreadable expression, Kari could see he was perturbed by what had happened at the graveyard.  He took his hat off respectfully and wiped his boots on the mat inside the door before he approached Kari and nodded to her.  Kari returned the gesture, and the marshal took a couple of minutes to study each of the people before him.  He seemed ready to ask a bevy of questions, but instead he sighed quietly and took a seat near Kari.  He proceeded to spin his hat in his hands while he waited for one of the companions to explain what had happened.  Katarina started to speak, but held her tongue and glanced to Kari. 
 
    “Well, it turns out some of our suspicions are correct,” Kari said at last, rising to her feet.  Her legs were finally starting to feel normal again, and she paced around a bit to get full feeling back in them.  The cool stone floor of the temple seemed to help as well.  “Emma and this succubus – Turillia, I guess – are indeed trying to kill each other.  I still don’t know exactly why, but I guess that’s not really our concern.  Gods, but what we saw in that graveyard…” 
 
    “The entire grounds are a mess; what transpired there?” Saracht asked when Kari paused. 
 
    “From what we saw, Turillia was raising a few corpses to attack Emma.  And then Emma…raised pretty much the entire graveyard at once in answer, including your two slain guards,” Kari explained.  The many sets of wide eyes that greeted her said that everyone else found it as unbelievable as she did – and she’d witnessed it.  “That was when the werewolves showed up.  They were more intent on destroying the undead and the demons, just like Sharyn said, but they weren’t able to lay a claw on either Turillia or Emma.” 
 
    “Did this Emma or Turillia manage to wound one another?” the marshal prompted. 
 
    “No,” Kari answered, and she shook her head with a sigh.  “No, mostly they seemed content to just attack each other indirectly – with the undead, by provoking the werewolves, and I guess by provoking me and Sharyn, too.  Emma kept hitting the werewolves – and us, once – with lightning spells, but she didn’t seem to be trying to kill them, just get them really mad so they’d tear Turillia apart.  She destroyed most of the undead in the process, so I’m not sure why she bothered raising them in the first place.  Then she just left, expecting the werewolves to kill us and the succubus.” 
 
    “Obviously, they didn’t,” Sharyn muttered. 
 
    “The werewolves didn’t attack you?” Eli asked. 
 
    “No; in fact, they helped Sharyn try to kill Turillia,” the demonhunter explained.  “I guess what Sharyn said about studying them and keeping tabs on them was being rather modest; they seemed to know her, and trust her.  One of them even stopped her from charging at Turillia.  Another died fighting the succubus, I think, but they drove her off, and smashed the rest of the undead.  Then they started to come for me, but Sharyn…got between us and convinced them to leave.  Thank you for that, Sharyn.” 
 
    The ranger woman waved off the comment, but Kari noted that Eli gave her a nod of respect.  “Our fight with BlackWing was just as odd,” Eli said to Kari.  “I don’t think we need to go into too much detail, but…well, I’ll let Katarina explain what he was.” 
 
    Kari turned her attention to her young friend, and Katarina shrugged slightly, as though she wasn’t sure exactly what to say.  “Do you know of any demons that are just shadowy forms?” the paladin asked. 
 
    “A shadow demon?” Kari asked, and she thought about it for a minute.  While most of her studies at the Academy had revolved around serilian demons and what the Order knew of the underworld breeds, there were other types of demons that were much rarer.  Encounters with shadow demons were few and far between over the history of Citaria, and though the Order knew of them, not much was known about where they came from or what their motivations were, outside of death and destruction.  If she remembered her studies correctly, there hadn’t been a recorded case of an encounter with a shadow demon in almost a thousand years.  “Yes, they teach about them a little at the Academy, but there hasn’t been a report of one in…a long time.” 
 
    “Piotyr drove it out of BlackWing’s body,” Katarina said, and she smiled as her eyes met those of the half-elite priest.  Kari could already see there was a sense of kinship there, and she was glad to see that Katarina’s first adventure having been with many serilian-rir had kept her mind more open than a paladin’s might normally be.  “Once it was forced out, BlackWing turned to dust, but the shadow demon hardly seemed to care.  It told us that all we’d managed to do is delay our own deaths.” 
 
    “BlackWing was possessed?” Kari asked, and she shook her head.  She tried to get the bigger picture as she thought about what she’d seen in the graveyard, and what had happened when her friends fought BlackWing.  The puzzle was so convoluted, and for a few minutes, while her friends shared details of their respective battles, she thought perhaps that the entire situation was just a set of unrelated coincidences.  There was something missing; BlackWing had spoken of a ritual, but had he simply meant raising the undead in the cemetery?  Or was there a portal, or altar, or some other dark magic that was being fed by the murders, the corpse raisings, and the mayhem around the city?  And how did a shadow demon fit into all of it? 
 
    “…and he had ridiculously potent poison in his fangs,” she overheard Eli say.  “I think I felt the same thing when the succubus bit me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kari said, and the conversation among her friends came to a quick halt.  Kari looked around at her friends, and replayed the events of the past couple of weeks in her head.  She suddenly wished Dominick was with them, but she shrugged it off: she would much rather he stayed safe at home until the situation was dealt with.  Kari let out a long but quiet sigh while she went through her own theory in her mind, and her friends waited anxiously for her to explain what she was thinking. 
 
    Marshal Saracht was the first to run out of patience.  “What are you thinking?” he asked. 
 
    “BlackWing said the pattern has been right in front of us the whole time, and we just weren’t seeing it,” she began slowly, and she turned partially to meet the marshal’s eyes.  “What have we been doing all this time?  We’ve tried to find connections between the victims, some pattern to the murders, some reason beyond simple death and destruction for Turillia to have killed all of these people.  We’ve looked into dark portals, altars, sacrificial ceremonies, all of the things a demon might use to break the barriers between our worlds.  But what if that’s not it at all?  What if we’ve been looking for the wrong thing?” 
 
    “What do you mean?  You think it’s just about death and destruction, and the talk of a ritual is just to throw us off the trail?” Eli asked. 
 
    “No, no, much more obvious than even that…or I guess not so obvious to us, but maybe it should’ve been,” Kari returned with a shake of her head.  “During our fight in the graveyard, Emma tried to burn Turillia to a crisp with a torrent of fire, but Turillia just shrugged it off and said, ‘If you think arcane power is all I’ve taken from these men, then you’re a terrible fool.’  It’s not a portal, or altar, or dark ceremony; she’s not trying to get Sekassus onto our world.  She’s feeding this shadow demon by murdering people for him, and she’s sucking some of that power out of him in return.” 
 
    “Like Sheila Darkstorm…,” said Master Vlad, the priest of Ambergaust, and though everyone else’s eyes were fixed on Kari, she looked to the priest for further explanation.  Soon the others followed her stare, and the priest continued, “Sheila was not always a goddess.  Indeed, she was not always a demon king.  She was a succubus at one point, one who amassed enough power to become a noble among the demons, and then a king.  And with that power and influence, she began to sway the evil people of Koryon, the enemies of my master Ambergaust and his wife Carsius, to bend knee to her until she became as a goddess to the world of Koryon.” 
 
    “You think this is what Turillia attempts?  To become a goddess as Sheila did?” Katarina asked both the priest and her demonhunter friend. 
 
    “This is bad,” Eli said, and he stood up.  “I mean, it was bad enough when she was just a sorcerous, necromantic succubus assassin we were up against, but this may be beyond us.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Kari said, gesturing for everyone to remain calm.  “While I could kick myself for not bringing more of my fellow hunters and a few members of my family, bringing Sherman and Katarina did turn out to be a wise decision.  Even if we can’t kill it, Katarina can hold the shadow demon at bay, which I assume means Lord Garant can as well, and probably Sherman, too.” 
 
    “I have to say, my sister’s display surprised even me,” Sherman admitted, but Katarina approached and laid her hand on his shoulder with a smile. 
 
    “There’s something else, too: Turillia’s power is fleeting,” Kari said before her brow furrowed.  “I think that’s the right word.  I mean, it’s not permanent…she’s losing the power she’s been drawing from the demon.  When we fought her in the graveyard, she tried to teleport away when she thought the werewolves would attack Sharyn and me, but she couldn’t.  I’ve seen that look of frustration before on my sister-in-law.  Whatever happened, the magic refused to come to her call, and I think it’s because the demon’s power doesn’t last very long.” 
 
    “No.  As you probably well know, a succubus can draw some of its victims’ power and use it herself, but the power is not permanent.  They must continually renew that power to keep it as their own,” Vlad said.  “This is why succubi rarely kill their victims: so they may keep their power readily available when they want it again.” 
 
    “But Turillia is drawing power from a demon, and that demon is drawing power from her murders,” Kari finished.  “I can beat Turillia in a fight; I’m sure of that.  She has a style similar to my own, but she is not Suler Tumureldi, and if I could handle him in combat, I can handle her.”  There were several sets of raised brows at that statement, but Kari didn’t dwell on the point.  “The issue isn’t so much whether or not I can beat her in a sword-fight, though: it’s whether or not she raises a small army of undead to aid her, what other powers she may have drawn from the shadow demon, and whether or not I have to deal with Emma at the same time.” 
 
    “So why does she want to kill Emma, then?” Eli asked.  “Is that maybe why she was sent here in the first place, and taking power from the demon was just a convenient opportunity?” 
 
    “I think that’s what we have to assume for now,” Kari answered, glancing from face to face to see if anyone else had any other ideas.  They all seemed impressed with her theory, but though it was helpful to actually have a theory as to what was going on, it didn’t help Kari organize her thoughts or her friends.  It was far from the first time since she’d arrived in Barcon that Kari wished Aeligos was there; she could use his tactics and planning about now.  Since he wasn’t, though, she tried to plan things the way she assumed he would.  “Master Vlad, can you do some research on Sheila, or pray to Ambergaust for some insight into how Sheila managed to keep her power?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to.  Give me until morning, and I will try to find some answers for you.” 
 
    “Much appreciated,” Kari said, and then she turned to Piotyr and Deirdre.  “I’m not sure how you two will feel come the morning, but I think I should go back to the graveyard and do something – anything – to make sure we’re not overrun by an army of undead the next time Turillia and Emma fight.” 
 
    “At the very least, you will have my aid in that,” Piotyr said. 
 
    “And mine as well,” Deirdre said weakly.  She fought to get herself to a sitting position.  Piotyr gave her his support, and though she was weak from the poisoning, there was fire in the half-elite woman’s eyes that said she’d be ready by morning, one way or another. 
 
    “We will help you as well,” Katarina offered, her words echoed by the nods of Sherman and Sharyn. 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “No, I need you three to take care of some other things.  Look, as much as it shames me to say this, I’m not much of a fast reader,” she said sheepishly.  “What would really help is if you three could do some research for me in the morning.  If you go to the church of the Unyielding, they should have some books about underworld demons.  What I need to know is if there’s something about Emma we don’t know: something basic, like how a mallasti might fit into Turillia’s plans.  If nothing turns up, we can go on the assumption that Emma is Turillia’s ‘official’ target for Sekassus, or whoever it is she works for.” 
 
    “I have some books that may also be of aid in that,” Vlad added. 
 
    “Perfect.  Maybe the three of you can split up to save some time,” Kari said.  She drew forth the platinum disk from her coin pouch and flipped it to Eli.  “Eli, I have an important task for you: I need you to see if you can track down Emma.  Dominick said she was in the old city hall, so that’s probably a good place to look.  You’ve met her before, so she may trust you to some degree.  See if you can get her to talk, and give her that disk if it helps.  I feel ridiculous even suggesting this, but I’ll take a stalemate where Emma is concerned if she’ll help us kill or capture Turillia.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” the half-corlyps answered. 
 
    “I know, that’s why I asked,” Kari returned, which drew a curious reaction from him, but Kari was more interested in what Sharyn thought of the request.  “Don’t put yourself in any danger, but if she’ll talk to you, just try to get us something.  But don’t tell her anything that might let her know what we’re up to.” 
 
    “And how may I aid you in this?” the marshal asked as he rose to his feet.  “It’s obvious you don’t want me to send my men to storm the old city hall to root out this mallasti.” 
 
    “No, you definitely don’t want to do that.  Right now, I need you to get me in to see Lord Black,” the demonhunter said, turning to face him squarely.  “In the morning, I need a good-sized squad of your best men to secure the graveyard, so our half-elite friends can consecrate the ground or do whatever it takes to keep the dead where they belong.  Other than that, I just need you to keep doing what you’ve been doing: making it as difficult as possible for Turillia to murder anyone for BlackWing’s, or rather, that demon’s benefit.” 
 
    “Are you satisfied, then, that Lord Black is not involved in this plot?” the marshal asked. 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I am,” she said sincerely.  “Now we need to shift our focus to protecting him, in case he’s still a target.”  Marshal Saracht nodded, and Kari turned back to the rest of the gathering.  “For tonight, though, I just want you all to get a good night’s sleep; you’re no good to me exhausted or injured.  That’s all for now.  Tomorrow night, I’d like all of you – including Master Vlad and Marshal Saracht – to meet me at the inn at the end of this street, called One Small Favor, for dinner.  By then, we’ll hopefully have the information we need to bring this situation to a head.” 
 
    Everyone agreed either with Yes ma’ams or nods.  Katarina approached, and though Kari expected the paladin to offer a suggestion or ask a question, the young woman simply wrapped her in a hug.  Kari returned the embrace in full, and after a few moments, Katarina separated enough to look her friend in the eyes.  “You probably look at me and think I’ve grown a lot over these last few years,” Katarina said.  “But you have, too.  I just wanted to make sure you know it.  It’s sometimes hard to see it in ourselves, but you just become more and more amazing as the years go by, Kari.  You are truly an inspiration.” 
 
    Kari bit her lower lip but then smiled.  “Thank you,” she said.  “You’re an inspiration to me, too; you and your brother.” 
 
    Sherman smiled and approached with Sharyn by his side.  “You seemed concerned when you came to see us earlier in the evening, my friend,” he said to Kari.  “If you have something to say or ask, please don’t hesitate.  I value your counsel.” 
 
    Kari looked to Sharyn before her eyes settled back on Sherman.  “I don’t,” she said.  “I trust you…both of you.  I was concerned that you might get distracted, but from what I saw this night…I had nothing to worry about.  So I won’t worry about it.”  Sherman laid his hand on Kari’s shoulder and gave her a half-hug, and soon each of the gathered companions departed to go get some rest as ordered. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lord Black’s ebon tower was quiet in the deepening night, and the sound of the marshal’s booted footsteps as they climbed the stairs was the only break in the silence.  Kari half-expected that she might be shown to a different room than the one she’d initially met Lord Black in, but Marshal Saracht led her to the tower’s top-most floor once again.  He knocked briefly on the door before the Earl’s voice told him to enter, and Kari wondered what Black could be doing in his study so late at night.  She hoped perhaps he was meeting with Lord Garant: it would be good to get Markus up to speed on everything going on.  She wasn’t sure Lord Black would do so, even if it was in his own best interest. 
 
    The marshal opened the door for Kari, but was dismissed before he entered the room himself.  He closed the door behind Kari, and the terra-dracon woman was disappointed to find that Kaelin Black was alone.  The Earl gestured toward one of the chairs before his desk, and Kari wondered what was occupying his time.  She supposed it was possible he didn’t sleep most nights, since half-guardians could go extended periods without food, water, or sleep.  Such might have explained his normally dour demeanor, his short temper, and the look of fatigue that only slightly framed his otherwise handsome features.  Then again, it was possible the situation here in his city was keeping him from sleeping; Kari found it difficult to get any rest herself. 
 
    Kaelin was smoking a cigar again, a habit Kari encountered rarely, but it had a pleasant enough fragrance, and the Earl refrained from blowing smoke toward his guest.  The room was a bit chilly, but the Earl looked relaxed compared to how he’d been when she first met him, and he sat slightly to the side in his high-backed chair.  His white tunic had been replaced by a similar one but with no sleeves, and Kari could see that he had kept his body in great shape over the years.  While being muscular was typical for a half-guardian, Kaelin’s muscles were long and toned rather than bulky like those of her brothers-in-law.  Around his neck was a woven silver chain that Kari hadn’t noticed before.  She thought about her encounter with BlackWing, but didn’t remember him wearing such a piece of jewelry. 
 
    “What brings you here?” Lord Black asked softly.  His tone lacked any of the malice that had dominated it when she’d first arrived in the city, and in fact made it seem like he was speaking to an old friend. 
 
    “I was hoping to find Lord Garant here,” Kari answered.  “Since he’s in the city, he may be able to help us with our investigation.” 
 
    Black shook his head.  “He was here earlier, but he never stays past the ninth hour,” he said.  “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve found thus far?  I understand there was an incident at the graveyard, and two more of my guards have been killed, but the tales I’ve heard sound far-fetched, to be honest.” 
 
    “Well, we encountered Emma in the graveyard…,” Kari began. 
 
    “Emma?  Is that the name of this succubus?” Black interrupted, and it dawned on Kari that if she had truly met BlackWing in DarkWind, and not Kaelin Black, then he wouldn’t even recall Aeligos mentioning Emma’s name. 
 
    Kari sighed.  “No.  Emma is a mallasti – one of the hyena demons, as you may know them,” she said, and Black nodded his head to let her know he followed.  “She’s been involved in a number of plots to invade Citaria, so needless to say, her presence here is alarming.  On the other hand, we’ve kinda come to the conclusion that Emma is what the succubus is really after, and that all of these murders are part of a ‘ritual’ for the succubus to strengthen herself.” 
 
    “Why my city?” Black asked.  “Have you any indication of why she chose this city for her ritual?” 
 
    “Nothing outside of the fact that the Black Dragon Society has power here, and BlackWing is a major player in this plan,” the demonhunter answered.  Black rose to his feet and circled his desk, and he sat on its front edge and awaited further explanation.  At that distance, Kari could smell him even over the scent of the cigar burning slowly in the ashtray.  He smelled good despite the fact that he’d been smoking, though a part of her mind wondered why that stood out so prominently.  “I’m not sure I’m going to do a good job of explaining all this, but I’ll tell you what we know, and what we suspect.” 
 
    “The succubus is named Turillia.  We believe she’s been sent here to kill Emma, because Emma was involved in foiling several plots by the demon king Sekassus the Calculating,” she explained.  “Emma is an extremely powerful sorceress, though, so we think Turillia has been using these seemingly random murders to feed BlackWing…” 
 
    The Earl balked.  “Feed BlackWing?  What does that mean?” he asked. 
 
    “BlackWing was possessed by a shadow demon,” Kari said, and Kaelin Black made no effort to mask his surprise.  “We killed him, but the demon lives on; where it will go from here, I don’t know.” 
 
    “You killed BlackWing?!” he exclaimed, rising to his feet.  “Where’s his body?  I want to see this for myself.” 
 
    “There was no body.  From what the others tell me, his body crumbled to dust when the shadow demon left him,” Kari said.  She held her hand up to stave off further interruptions and continued, “As I was saying, we think the murders were making the demon stronger, and Turillia was drawing power from him by…well, whatever tickled their fancy, I suppose.  She seemed to be trying to make herself strong enough to face Emma, but based on the fight in the cemetery, it seems she still isn’t anywhere near strong enough.” 
 
    Black sat back down on the edge of the desk, and Kari gave him a minute to take in everything she’d told him.  He rose to his feet again anxiously as he turned the thoughts over in his mind, and Kari watched him pace over to the wide window on the back side of his office to look out over the city.  He folded his hands behind his back, and his gaze swept side to side, and after a couple of silent moments he turned back to Kari.  “So, why is Emma here?” 
 
    Kari considered what to tell him.  She had initially assumed Emma was in the city to get some sort of revenge on her for the incident on Tsalbrin, but in light of Emma’s opportunity to kill Kari in the graveyard, that didn’t fit.  It made Kari wonder if Erik may have been right when they discussed the issue on Talsbrin: whether Kari was, in fact, Salvation’s Dawn.  That would suggest that Emma was keeping an eye on her to protect her investment, as it were.  The fact that Emma had so recklessly struck Kari with a lightning bolt still left some room for doubt, but she could’ve killed Kari and chose not to, which gave the theory some credence.  All that said, though, Kari wasn’t sure that sharing any of those details with Kaelin Black would be a good idea.  He may have changed his attitude toward her, and she may have mentally crossed him off of her list of suspects, but giving him too much information could put him in danger.  He didn’t seem like the type of Earl to sit back and let others do all the dirty work when he knew who his enemies were. 
 
    Though she loathed doing so blatantly, Kari lied.  “I helped stop one of her plots a few years ago, and I think she wants revenge,” she said, keeping up her poker face as well as she possibly could.  She knew she was lying, not merely deceiving Black, but she had a nagging feeling that telling him the truth might cause more harm than good.  If he even suspected that Kari was Salvation’s Dawn, he might try to use such knowledge to his advantage, which would put her in danger, directly or indirectly.  There was no telling what the nobles’ or the general population’s reaction would be to discovering Salvation’s Dawn, but there was no doubt what the demons’ reaction would be. 
 
    “So what are your plans from here, then?” Black asked.  “Is this Emma too strong for you to deal with?  And why didn’t she kill you at the cemetery?” 
 
    “I think she’s more worried about killing Turillia first,” Kari said half-truthfully.  “She seemed to just want to get out of the way, and let Turillia and I fight, so one or both of us would end up dead.  But then Turillia left, hoping the werewolves would kill me and my companion.” 
 
    “So the werewolves are involved in this too?” he said with a shake of his head.  “This is ridiculous…the damned Apocalypse was easier to deal with than this.”  He turned to face back out the window, and he let forth a deep growl that he didn’t even try to cover. 
 
    Kari rose and walked to stand beside him at the window.  She was amazed at how much of the city she could see from it, and her gaze went east toward the old city hall and its bell tower.  Though the building was dark, Kari’s eyes searched the inky blackness for some sign that Emma was there.  “The werewolves are just trying to get rid of the demons and stop them from raising corpses, so far as I can tell,” Kari assured him, and for some reason she couldn’t quite explain, she patted him on the shoulder comfortingly. 
 
    Lord Black wrapped his arm around her so that his hand rested on her opposite hip, and Kari had to admit to herself that it felt good.  He pulled her close to him, and Kari wondered how she had missed his own protective nature and well-masked gentleness.  In a way he was like Eli, but he was taller, stronger, and much more handsome, not to mention the fact that he was half-guardian, and not a half-corlyps.  They stood side by side, looking out over the city streets, dimly lit as the hour grew ever later, and at the few lighted windows scattered throughout the more populous areas of the northern districts. 
 
    Kaelin turned toward her, and Kari let him wrap both arms around her as he bent down to kiss her neck.  She felt good and comfortable in his embrace, and she ran her hands down his powerful arms before she rested them on his hips.  He began to back her up toward his desk, and Kari sat on its edge once they reached it.  Kaelin continued to kiss her, and despite the scent of the cigar burning behind her, Kari could only smell the muscular, handsome half-guardian male.  She tried to remember why she hadn’t opened herself up to him before, but her memories felt hazy, and she found she couldn’t even remember why she’d come to see him.  She knew only that he was handsome, available, and the rich and powerful Earl of a prosperous county. 
 
    There was a brief tingle in Kari’s mind, warning her of some sort of danger, but as the Earl’s hands began searching for the clasps that would release her breastplate, she found herself falling deeper and deeper into the warmth of his touch.  She couldn’t explain the tentative pang in the back of her mind, but it pulsed and pulsed even while she reached to remove the Earl’s shirt.  Kari ran her hands down his muscled chest, marveling at the puncture wound scars just below his ribs, and the telltale sign of deep lacerations not unlike claw marks near his collarbone.  She vaguely remembered him mentioning being attacked by a demon once, and she assumed the scars were likely from that encounter.  She mused that perhaps they had more in common than she had originally thought. 
 
    The pang grew more powerful, and Kari rubbed the back of her head as Kaelin undid the last of the clasps of her breastplate and started to take it off.  She couldn’t figure out why she felt like she was betraying someone by being here; after all, she and Eli weren’t mates, only friends.  The fact that they’d had sex didn’t mean she belonged to him, and she was free to make her own choices and spend a passionate night or three with Black.  She took her breastplate and padded shirt off after Black struggled to get them free around her wings.  She pushed Eli out of her mind and stood up so Black could embrace her and start taking off her halter. 
 
    Wait a second, Kari thought, nearly a moment of clarity through the fuzziness of her memories.  I never had sex with Eli, did I? 
 
    The pang in her mind turned to blinding pain, and Kari separated from Black and put her hand to her forehead.  The entire situation seemed wrong somehow, but the only thing that was real at that moment was the pain.  She tried to remember her first encounter with Eli through the haze in her mind, and she remembered that she’d met him in a brothel.  She remembered him coming to her bedroom that night, but it wasn’t to have sex, it was to fight a demon: a succubus.  She tried piecing her thoughts together.  The pain began to subside slowly, and she remembered that she was hunting a succubus…a succubus working with a demon.  A demon that apparently thought she and Eli were sleeping together, and tried to use that to blur her memories of Grakin.  A demon that was standing right in front of her.... 
 
    She slapped Black hard across the face, and he staggered back a step, his eyes wide with surprise.  She thought perhaps she was mistaken, but then he grabbed her by the arms in a bone-crushing grip, picked her up effortlessly, and slammed her on his desk.  Kari was stunned, the breath blasted from her lungs, and Black began yanking the lower part of her armor and her padded pants off.  Kari got her wits back about her when her panties followed, and the massive half-guardian jumped up onto the desk with her. 
 
    Instinct took over, and Kari threw her right leg over Black’s shoulder.  He regarded her leg for a moment with a grin and muttered, “Well, this is different.”  But his smile disappeared when she wrapped his head and arm with her other leg and locked them in a triangle choke, just as Aeligos had taught her.  She pulled his trapped arm out straight, threatening to break it at the elbow, but she regained her wits enough to realize she didn’t want to hurt Lord Black to get at the demon inside him.  Instead, she released his arm and grabbed his head to pull it down harder into the choke.  She wasn't sure she could choke the demon unconscious, but she squeezed with her legs and kept pulling his head down to deny him oxygen.  Black – possessed or not – tried to say something, but his eyes rolled and he went limp in seconds. 
 
    Kari leaned to her side and dropped him unceremoniously off the side of the desk to the ground.  She got to her feet quickly, and put her hands over her exposed breasts.  She shivered in the chilly office, and after the briefest hesitation, she grabbed for her swords to get them close to her while she gathered her scattered clothing.  She got all but her breastplate back on by the time Black stirred, and she grabbed up her scimitars when his hands sought purchase on the surface of the desk.  He pulled himself to a sitting position, his face clearly showing confusion, and he beheld Kari curiously, staying on his rump for a few more moments.  He started to rise, but seemed to think better of it, rubbing the back of his head with a grimace. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” he asked as he met Kari’s gaze.  “And why are we both half-naked? 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” Kari asked suspiciously.  She put her scimitars back in their sheaths and then put her breastplate back on. 
 
    “I was…looking out the window, and then you patted my shoulder,” he said, and if he wasn’t sorting through his thoughts, he was doing a damned good job of acting like it.  “Then, I woke up here…with the back of my head bleeding.  What happened?” 
 
    “The shadow demon blindsided us,” she answered.  Kari hated to lie, even to someone like Kaelin Black, but she also wasn’t sure what she’d just said was a lie.  She watched Black rub the back of his head, still seated on his rump, and she was pretty sure he wasn’t acting. 
 
    “Everett!” Black called, rising to his feet, and it took only half a minute before there was a brief knock at the door.  The Earl invited his marshal in, and for a moment, Kari thought Black was going to have her arrested.  He picked up his shirt, made his way around to his chair, and sat down.  He took up a handkerchief and pressed it to the bloody tangle of hair at the base of his skull.  “What do you mean it blindsided us?  Did it take solid form?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure,” Kari said. 
 
    Marshal Saracht came to attention before Black's desk.  “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “The shadow demon attacked us,” the Earl answered.  “Did you see anything enter or leave the building?” 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    “Why was your breastplate off?” Black asked, turning to Kari. 
 
    “It started trying to pull off my clothes,” Kari said.  A slight tremor entered her voice and she tried to calm herself.  “But I was able to drive it off.” 
 
    Lord Black beheld Kari in a way that told her he knew exactly what she was implying, but he wasn’t really sure how to react.  “Everett, escort the Lady back to her inn, and then bring me a priest – I don’t care from which church,” the Earl said, and the marshal bowed.  Kaelin Black turned back toward Kari then, and fixed her with a measured gaze.  “I’m tempted to keep you around if you’re capable of dealing with this shadow demon, but you seem shaken up.  Go back to your inn and get some rest.  My marshal and his men will keep watch over you through the night.  Meanwhile, I’ll see if the priests can at least keep that demon out of here.  Come the morning, keep up the pressure on these demons, and let me know if you need anything from me.  I am placing the marshal and his men fully at your disposal.” 
 
    Kari nodded and tried to calm her heartbeat and breathing after what she’d just gone through.  “Thank you, Lord Black,” she said breathlessly.  Marshal Saracht guided her toward the door gently by the elbow.  He sensed that Kari was shaken, but her cover story that they had been attacked by the shadow demon seemed sufficient to dispel any suspicions the marshal may have had.  It was strange to Kari to be escorted back to the inn by a man who was neither well-armed nor armored, but the oddity of the situation paled in comparison to the thoughts that whirled in her head about what had just transpired. 
 
    Was it possible that Kaelin Black was BlackWing and didn’t even realize it?  In truth, Kari hadn’t seen, heard, or felt anything that suggested that the shadow demon had entered the room.  She had touched Kaelin Black, and then something had clouded her mind much more subtly than even the sylinth’s attempt on Tsalbrin.  She was stunned at just how quickly the demon had built the false web of memories and emotions.  Whether it was the mental exercises Kari had learned from Triela or something else that helped her break free, she realized she was very lucky that she hadn’t given herself willingly to the demon.  And in spite of all the confusion that surrounded the incident, she knew that the demon had been inside Kaelin Black somehow. 
 
    It didn’t help Kari determine how or why, but she guessed that it had to be one of two things: either Kaelin Black and BlackWing were the same person and didn’t realize it, or the demon had taken possession of Black due to his own nature once BlackWing was killed.  She recalled Devin Sanstrom’s tale of BlackWing attacking the Earl in the bazaar, and that divination magic had been used to determine that neither of them had been an illusion or under some shape-changing magic.  It simply didn’t make sense to her; there was no other explanation she could think of. 
 
    She decided to push the thoughts aside for the time being.  It wasn’t really important how the demon had gotten into Kaelin Black, and neither was the mystery of BlackWing and Kaelin’s relationship.  What was important was that she knew she could no longer trust Kaelin Black at all, and that Markus’ life might be in danger spending any time in the Earl’s presence.  Kari knew she needed to speak with Lord Garant and warn him of Kaelin Black’s possession.  She wasn’t sure if Markus would try to arrest him, force the demon out, or perhaps just keep him bottled up to separate the demon from being able to consort with Turillia.  In the end, she supposed any one of the three options would work well, though she wasn’t sure if forcing the demon out might mean it would seek yet another host. 
 
    “Marshal, I need a favor from you, if you would,” she said as they walked toward the inn.  “I need to speak to Lord Garant first thing in the morning, but I don’t know where he’s staying.  If he comes to Lord Black’s tower, could you ask him to come speak with me right away?” 
 
    The marshal looked at her strangely, and Kari wondered if he was going to go report her request right to Black.  “Yes, of course, my lady,” he said after a moment.  “I thought you knew that Lord Garant was staying just up the road from Lord Black’s tower.” 
 
    “I trust you, marshal,” Kari said, and his nod was both polite and thankful.  “Get your lord a priest of Zalkar; he’s going to need a strong ward to keep that demon at bay.” 
 
    “I suspected as much when he requested one,” Marshal Saracht returned.  “Though my lord doesn’t particularly like your Order or the churches of your deity, he’s not so stubborn as to refuse help he truly needs.  I will do as you have asked.” 
 
    Kari nodded, and she bid the marshal farewell once he delivered her safely to the front door of One Small Favor.  She watched him walk away just long enough to see him head into Zalkar’s church, and then she decided she should follow her own orders and get a good night’s rest.  She ascended the stairs to her room and found Eli there, and she was thankful for his presence, as it might be the only thing that let her sleep soundly after what had happened.  He was laying in his bedding but not asleep, and he looked up with a smile when Kari entered. 
 
    “I need a favor from you,” Kari said after she closed the door.  “I need you to stay with me tonight.” 
 
    Eli’s eyes went wide for a moment, but then his brows knitted and he rose to his feet quickly.  He was dressed in his loincloth and sleeveless shirt, as he always was when he went to bed.  He touched Kari’s face tenderly and seemed to stifle a sigh.  “I understand,” he said.  “If you want to talk about it, just let me know.” 
 
    Kari didn’t answer.  She simply hugged him, and Eli returned the embrace tightly.  To Kari, it was a shame that anyone else would have gone through a childhood anything like hers, but in that moment, the way Eli held her made her thankful she’d met someone who had. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XVIII – The Unyielding 
 
      
 
    Kari woke up with the tolling of the bell at the fifth hour.  It was something she hadn’t done in a couple of years, even after all of the complications that followed Little Gray’s birth.  Eli was still sound asleep beside her in the bed, where he’d spent the night as she requested.  Just as Aaron had done years before on her trip through Barcon, Eli acted like a security blanket for her, and he, too, was a perfect gentleman.  He wore his loincloth and tunic to bed and kept his hands to himself throughout the night, lending comfort through his presence.  Kari smiled at him and sat up in the bed. 
 
    Eli stirred but didn’t wake up, and Kari, still dressed in her undergarments, made her way downstairs to the bath chamber.  The room was dimly lit by the embers of last night’s fire, so Kari moved over to put some fresh wood in, and stoked it until the logs started to burn.  She fixed herself a hot bath to avoid disturbing Alyssa and Chelsea’s sleep, and she took advantage of her early awakening by washing her padded clothes.  Once her padded clothes and undergarments were hung by the fire to dry, Kari settled into the steamy bathtub and tried to relax. 
 
    Her arms still tingled where Kaelin Black had grabbed her the night before, and she twitched every time the feeling of being slammed on his desk replayed in her mind.  She was sure the demon had been in full control of him, and she had no doubts just what its intentions were.  That didn’t explain how the demon had gotten into him without notice, and Kari’s mind once again returned to the possibility that Kaelin Black and BlackWing were the same person.  But all the evidence says otherwise, she thought.  Numerous people have seen them fight each other, and even divination magic said that they were distinct individuals, neither illusioned nor shape-changed.  That left only one possibility for the theory that they were the same man to be true: Kaelin Black could be in two places at once. 
 
    Kari wondered if Dominick might know of any arcane magic that would allow such a thing, and in such a way that it would fool even divinations.  BlackWing being nearly identical to Kaelin Black by chance, without shape-shifting magic, seemed impossible, unless they were brothers or even twins.  Twins were virtually unheard of among the rir – even the serilian-rir – so Kari cast that possibility aside.  But was it possible that they were simply long-lost brothers?  Kaelin had told her that BlackWing only entered his life close to sixty years earlier, but that didn’t mean the assassin hadn’t simply lived and operated elsewhere before then.  And such a thing might even go a long way in explaining why Kaelin Black was so despised.  It left Kari to wonder who Kaelin Black’s father was, and that opened another possibility: could the relationship between Black and BlackWing be that of father and son?  If so, which way? 
 
    Part of her thought perhaps they had done more harm than good by killing BlackWing and forcing the demon to find a new host.  At the same time, she thought it might be easier to contain the demon now: if it stayed in Lord Black, then Markus could keep the resident Earl busy and prevent the demon from causing havoc.  Without her demon to feed and feed off of, Kari imagined Turillia’s power would diminish at an increasing rate, and then Kari would be able to fight her in a contest of steel.  Turillia was a brilliant fighter, one Kari would’ve loved to have as an ally, but Kari was confident she could beat the succubus in a straight-up duel.  Up until now, every time Kari had faced Turillia, the succubus had held some advantage: surprise, unfamiliarity, Kari being unarmored; were they to square off now, evenly, Kari was confident she would emerge victorious. 
 
    Emma was still an unknown variable, though, and one Kari was inclined to worry about.  Emma’s power was like nothing she’d ever felt.  She had seen a display like Emma's only once before, when the kirelas-rir war wizard Triela had unleashed her full magical fury on the island of Tsalbrin.  While Emma’s exact motives were still unknown, Kari was growing increasingly uncomfortable having so powerful a creature on her world.  The mallasti girl’s presence might call for contacting Triela and asking the young kirelas-rir war wizard for her help; Kari wasn’t sure who else would be strong enough to stand against the demon.  Even Triela might have difficulty and require the assistance of other high-ranking archmages, like Gareth Maelstrom or Blake Malgar, the court wizard of the shakna-rir in Aurun Ch’Gurra. 
 
    A strange thought came to Kari’s mind: Emma was a victim here.  While Kari had no delusions about protecting Emma or helping her in the way she had helped the black dragon Ashurinax in her previous life, the realization that Emma was also a victim allowed her to put her thoughts in order.  Emma was trouble, no doubt, but Turillia was the aggressor here, and the greater evil.  Turillia was murdering people; Emma – to Kari’s knowledge, anyway – was not.  Turillia might open a portal to the underworld; Emma seemed intent on keeping any from being opened.  Turillia wanted to become a goddess and a demon king; Emma seemed to have limitless arcane power, but was using it toward her master’s plan, whatever that may be.  In short, Emma was less of a threat than Turillia. 
 
    Kari came to the conclusion that while she wanted to capture Emma and ask her many questions, killing Turillia had to take priority over that.  Even if it meant Emma might escape, Kari placed stopping and killing Turillia as her highest priority.  The symbol of Zalkar began to pulse on her chest, illuminating the fire-lighted chamber in its soft blue light, and for a moment Kari thought Turillia might be close by.  After glancing around, though, she realized her Blood Oath was reacting to her thoughts: Zalkar was agreeing with her, apparently. 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door, and Kari wondered how long she’d been soaking in the tub.  The pruning of her fingers said she’d been daydreaming about the previous night and today’s plans for quite some time, and she called for whoever was there to enter. 
 
    “Are you proper?” Markus asked through the door, and Kari nearly chuckled. 
 
    “No, but I will be in a minute,” Kari called back, and she wrung the water from her hair before she stood up and stepped out of the tub.  She was so used to being among her family and not worrying about ‘being proper’ that she sometimes forgot that humans had different standards when it came to nudity.  She dried herself off quickly with one of the inn’s thick, soft towels.  Her undergarments were dry and toasty against her skin as she slid on her panties and got her halter in place, and she called for Markus to enter while she began putting on her padded clothes. 
 
    The paladin averted his eyes until he felt Kari was fully dressed, and he approached once she was proper.  “The marshal stopped by my cabin last evening and told me that you wished to speak to me first thing this morning,” Markus said while Kari brushed her hair. 
 
    The terra-dracon woman sighed.  “I’m going to need your help more than ever,” she said, pulling the brush through her hair harder and faster as her emotions welled up. 
 
    She wasn’t even conscious of breaking some of the silky black strands until Markus approached and grabbed her hand gently to stop her furious brushing.  “What is wrong?” he asked.  “You seem quite out of sorts.” 
 
    “Markus, I…,” she started.  She paused and took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and put her hand to the end of her snout.  Kari tried to recall the strength of Triela’s mental exercises, the courage she’d summoned when she told her family of her past abuse, and the contentment she felt knowing she was a good person.  She didn't want to break down, and certainly not in front of Lord Garant, who she assumed would think she was unfit for hunting if she did.  She got her emotions under control as much as she could and blurted, “Kaelin Black nearly raped me last night.” 
 
    “What?!” the paladin exclaimed, and he turned Kari and grabbed both of her arms firmly but non-threateningly.  “Tell me you jest, or I will go arrest him myself this very moment!” 
 
    Kari laid her hand on Markus’ shoulder and shook her head.  “Don’t,” she said.  “It…it wasn’t his fault.  Markus, he’s been possessed by a shadow demon!  I don’t know how it got into him, but it’s the same one that was possessing BlackWing.” 
 
    “Shepherd’s Mercy,” the paladin muttered.  “BlackWing was possessed, you say?” 
 
    Kari nodded, and she gestured toward the exit to the common room, where they could sit and speak quietly.  Markus moved ahead but opened and held the door for her, and Kari couldn’t help but smile as she passed through into the commons.  Alyssa was tending to the hearth, and she politely offered her guests breakfast when she saw them enter the room.  Kari and Markus both agreed on their breakfast choices, and they took a warm seat near the hearth to talk. 
 
    “Tell me everything, but take your time,” Markus said, touching Kari’s hand gently. 
 
    Kari filled him in on all that had happened the night before.  She saw that Markus was just as surprised as everyone else was by Katarina’s display, and in the set of his eyes, Kari could tell he was alarmed by her description of the shadow demon.  She described the fight at the graveyard and the involvement of the werewolves as fairly and accurately as she could.  She told the paladin of her thoughts regarding Emma and Turillia, and he agreed with her decision to prioritize killing Turillia.  And finally, she told him of her encounter with Kaelin Black, putting emphasis from the moment she felt the warning tingle in her mind to choking him unconscious. 
 
    “But he seemed…well, normal after he awakened?” Markus prompted her. 
 
    “He seemed more like himself, for what little I know of him,” she answered honestly.  “I haven’t really told him anything, Markus, and now I’m glad I haven’t.  I don’t know how much of what Lord Black knows is open to the demon, but I didn’t want to risk telling that demon anything about myself, my family or friends, or even Emma.” 
 
    “And you do not want him arrested?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Kari answered.  “We killed BlackWing, and the demon moved to Lord Black.  I don’t really know what that means overall, but one thing it means is that you can trap the demon.  As long as you can keep Lord Black busy, the demon won’t be able to go looking for trouble, and Turillia will have to stay away from him.  Lord Black was also planning to have wards put around his tower to keep the demon out, so he may have trapped it in the tower with him without realizing it.  That is, assuming the wards are strong enough to hold a shadow demon; we don’t really know much about them, even among my Order.” 
 
    “Well, I will lend you what aid I may in that regard, but I can only keep Lord Black busy for so much of any given day,” Markus said.  “However, we may be able to have my students keep tabs on him during those times when I am not in meetings with him.” 
 
    “Or Sharyn,” Kari mused, though it was clear Markus hadn’t met the ranger yet.  Kari had to wonder what he would think of Sherman’s relationship with the woman.  While the twins clearly respected Markus as both a mentor and a nobleman, Kari wasn’t sure if they looked up to him as a father-figure as well.  Either way, Kari had to imagine that Markus watched the twins and their behavior carefully, and made sure they didn’t stray from the path.  If Markus found Sherman’s relationship with Sharyn questionable, Kari assumed he would step in.  “So the real trick will be keeping the succubus from entering his tower when you’re not around.” 
 
    “That should not be an issue,” the paladin countered.  “If the priests put a ward around Lord Black’s tower, the succubus will not be getting in or out of it, I am certain.  As you said, I am not sure it will affect this shadow demon, but the succubus should not be strong enough to breach the defenses.” 
 
    “Right,” Kari said, tapping a claw on the table.  “And if the ward is strong enough to stop the shadow demon from crossing it, then it might keep the demon trapped inside the tower if it was possessing Lord Black when the ward was put up.  So the ward may keep the two apart, even if we can’t.” 
 
    “It seems this situation is falling increasingly under your control, Lady Vanador,” Markus said with a smile.  “Though this has turned out unlike what you expected when you explained it to me at my home, your work here has been most impressive.  Leave Lord Black to me; I will either keep him occupied as much as possible, or else take him into custody, should the demon still be in control of him.  Focus your efforts on Turillia and finding Emma; that should be enough to keep you busy for some time to come.  Let me know if there is any other way I can be of aid to you.” 
 
    “I will, thank you,” Kari said.  She let out a long, quiet sigh, thankful to have such a good new friend and ally as Lord Garant.  Though his position as Earl of Lajere meant he wouldn’t likely be accompanying the Silver Blades on any missions, it was good to have a fairly high-ranking nobleman and paladin as a contact in the south.  His help so far had been subtle but invaluable, and Kari wondered just how much more complicated her mission would be had he not agreed to come along.  Indeed, had he refused to loan her a griffon or a horse, she might still be on her way to the city – far too late to be of help. 
 
    They shared a quiet breakfast, and filled Eli in on what they’d discussed when he joined them just after dawn.  He was shocked to hear that it was Lord Black that had sexually assaulted Kari, but he trusted her instincts and honored her request to let the matter pass for the time being.  After a speedy breakfast, Eli left with the celestial token in his possession, intent on finding Emma.  Once she finished her own meal, Kari decided she wanted to head straight to the cemetery to see what preparations her half-elite friends were making under the watchful eye of Marshal Saracht and his men.  She asked Markus to join her for dinner that night, to which he agreed, and Kari was satisfied that she would be able to lay out a plan of attack with everyone present.  Markus bid her farewell, and they departed the inn, she on the way to the southwest district, and he on his way to a meeting with Lord Black. 
 
    The streets were still mostly empty, so Kari jogged steadily toward the southwest district.  She stopped at Kaelariel’s church on her way past, but the acolytes there told her that Piotyr and Deirdre had already left to begin their work at the cemetery.  She was glad to hear that Deirdre was up and about.  While fast healing was a trait of half-guardians, Kari wasn’t sure half-elites healed quite as fast.  She guessed being tended to by her brother and getting a good night’s sleep helped, and being a warrior-priest of Kaelariel made the question irrelevant. 
 
    Just as Kari had requested, there were a good number of city guards at the cemetery.  Half a dozen stood watch at the gates, and Kari could see that others were walking along the top of the wall as though there were battlements.  She was ushered into the cemetery with no need for introduction, and the guards informed her that the priests were near the center.  Kari wondered at that; she expected there would be a lot of work to do beginning just inside the gate after what Emma had done last night.  She wondered if her half-elite friends had stayed up all night to begin tending to the cemetery. 
 
    Kari stepped through the gates and her jaw dropped.  Every crypt and mausoleum was back in order, their doors replaced, and even the graves showed little sign of disturbance.  It was almost as if the entire incident the previous night had been a dream, but Kari knew that wasn’t the case.  Was it possible it had all been a massive, masterful illusion, orchestrated by Emma?  Kari looked around the immediate area and returned the polite nods of the guards patrolling the inside of the cemetery.  Satisfied the area was about as safe as it was going to get, particularly under the light of the rising sun, she approached the nearest graves and knelt down. 
 
    The earth smelled fresh, as though it had been recently disturbed, and Kari’s sharp eyes picked out the details that told her last night’s battle hadn’t been an illusion.  While someone had cleaned the place up and quickly, there were still signs left behind that the dead had indeed risen.  Odd footprints dotted the ground between the graves, and though the individual plots had been covered fairly well, they weren’t sculpted the way Kari remembered.  She continued toward the center of the graveyard, and noted chips of bone among the grass and soil where Sharyn had cut down one of the undead. 
 
    Kari reached Piotyr and Deirdre, and they were busy performing a consecration ceremony under the newly risen sun.  There, she could see that though the doors of the crypts and mausoleums were replaced, their faces were still cracked in places.  There was plenty of damage and smaller telltale signs of the prior night’s horror, but someone had done an immense amount of work cleaning up after Emma.  Was it possible the mallasti girl had come back and cleaned up her mess personally?  Kari found it unlikely, but less so than the possibility that Turillia or any of Lord Black’s people had done so. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said to the priests of Kaelariel.  “Glad to see you’re feeling better.” 
 
    The priests ignored her for nearly half a minute while they finished their prayers and incantations.  Deirdre looked up first, and she took a deep breath and blew it out, then smiled at Kari.  “Thank you, I’m feeling much better,” she said.  She looked over her shoulder and then around the center of the graveyard, and she gestured about.  “As you can see, someone was busy in the early hours of morning.  I can’t say I’m sorry for that; consecrating the grounds will take long enough without having to re-inter the bodies or replace the doors of the crypts.” 
 
    “Any idea who put the place back together?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Only that a great deal of arcane power was involved,” Piotyr answered.  “Though I’m sure you came to that conclusion yourself.  I can tell you for certain that it was not any of our fellow priests on Temple Street.  It could have been our wizard benefactor, Dominick, or it may have been one of the other resident wizards, but I think not.”  He met Kari’s gaze evenly.  “I’ve the feeling that if Emma was able to raise this graveyard all at once, she was surely powerful enough to put it back together as well.  The question that remains is: why?” 
 
    Kari rubbed her chin thoughtfully.  “I was afraid that might be the case,” she said.  “I don’t know why Emma would fix this, assuming she did.  Maybe it was just to keep you and your sister from going after her, and keep us all concentrated on Turillia.  Can you sense any of their necromancy still?  Are either of them the necromancer you told me about the other night when you first showed me the cemetery?” 
 
    “It’s the succubus,” Deirdre said with a huff.  “The stench of her magic is sickening and unmistakable; she is clearly the one who despoiled the graveyard earlier this week.  This display was not as bad, but it has the same reek about it.” 
 
    “So Emma’s must be overpowering, then,” Kari ventured. 
 
    “On the contrary, hers carries no stench at all,” the priestess returned.  “I suspect it is because she is not a necromancer per se; she is an archmage of the highest caliber, but her power is not rooted in death.  She seems to be able to draw power from around her and instill it in objects to animate them – such as corpses – but she simply animated the corpses, she did not enslave them or endow them with malignant will.” 
 
    Kari raised a brow, intrigued not only by Deirdre’s words but by the knowledge behind them.  “You seem to know your arcane magic,” the demonhunter said. 
 
    “We deal with necromancers fairly often, and we have been trained in what to look for,” Piotyr explained.  “Kaelariel’s dominion over the dead gives us a very broad sense of death and necromancy, and those who abuse this power stink to our enhanced senses.” 
 
    “So will they be able to raise these corpses again?  Or will your consecrations hold?” Kari prodded.  She didn’t want to insult the priests, but she needed to know for sure whether undead would factor into things when she set the final snare for Turillia.  She also assumed that based on their apparent relative youth, it was unlikely the half-elites had been involved in the initial consecrations of much of the graveyard. 
 
    “These bodies are tapped,” Deirdre said with a shake of her head.  “We are consecrating the area in respect to the dead and our lord, but these bodies cannot be raised again.  The power that went through them – of both the necromantic type and the lightning spells you say Emma unleashed – has rendered them useless to further necromancy.  I wonder if that was Emma’s intention.” 
 
    “Gods, I wish I knew,” Kari said.  “Is there anything I can help you with here?” 
 
    Piotyr waved off her inquiry.  “Nay; go and concentrate on your hunt for Turillia.  We will handle this, and we have no small number of guards watching over us.  We are as safe as can be reasonably expected, and while considerable, this work is well within our capabilities.” 
 
    “Then I’ll see you at dinner tonight,” Kari said, and both of the half-elite priests nodded.  She waved farewell, and headed toward the gate.  She considered where to go next, and after some thought, she decided it was rather unfair of her to have assigned her paladin friends and the ranger to doing research while she played supervisor.  Kari set her feet back toward Temple Street, leaving the cemetery in the capable hands of Kaelariel’s priests and Marshal Saracht’s guards. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The research was, as Kari expected, dry and tedious.  While she did enjoy reading books, she wasn’t a fast reader, particularly when tomes were written in the common human tongue.  If they were written in the rir language, she could read a book at the same rate as anyone else, or at least as quickly as Grakin seemed to.  When written in the common tongue, though, it usually took her weeks to read a book.  And, just as when she’d attended the Academy, all of the Order’s tomes were in the common tongue.  It made for a dull and somewhat frustrating experience. 
 
    On the positive side, she was able to brush up on her knowledge of underworld demons, particularly the mallasti.  Kari recalled the last time she’d faced a mallasti: it had been in her previous life, on a stop through the Terrassian city of Awlsabre.  That particular hyena demon turned out to be a rogue, which was unusual for their kind; most of them were spell-casters of some sort.  Hiding amongst a desert tribe of gnolls, it had made a habit of sneaking into the massive port city of Awlsabre from time to time to augment its thievery with murder.  And on those occasions where it was spotted or harried out of the city by the watch, the guards usually thought they were simply dealing with a very crafty gnoll. 
 
    Kari knew better.  There was always some detail that gave away a mallasti that was trying to pose as a gnoll: their intelligence, the shape of their legs, their accents when they spoke, or even just the habit of bathing.  She chuckled at that thought, remembering Tor.  He’d had the strong scent of a gnoll, but it was far from unpleasant; he apparently bathed fairly often.  As she thought about it, she realized he was more like a mallasti than a gnoll in all four of the ways she’d just considered.  Were it not for the fact that he’d worked directly for the Order and was well-known to the priesthood of Zalkar, she might’ve suspected him of being a mallasti. 
 
    She was just as glad that he wasn’t.  The one she’d fought in Awlsabre had wielded some minor magic in addition to its prowess in stealth and dagger-play.  She was fortunate enough to have tracked it based on its feeding habits.  It had quite the appetite for raw meat, and using that knowledge, Kari was able to draw it into a trap.  Though the mallasti were primarily carnivorous and, of course, demons, they didn’t eat sentient creatures unless there was no alternative.  Kari was able to lure the creature into a trap in the market district, and decapitating it had proven to be a fairly easy endeavor, all things considered. 
 
    The books spelled out the basics of each type of underworld demon, but the Order’s knowledge of them was far from complete.  Other than Turik Jalar, not many demonhunters had spent much time in the underworld and come back, so what little the Order knew was based on the experiences of hunters on Citaria.  Accordingly, that didn’t amount to terribly much: demonhunters like Kari had a tendency to kill first and ask questions later, and there was only so much one could learn from a corpse.  It made Kari wonder what things Emma could – or rather, would – tell her, and what a trip through the demons’ own homeland would be like. 
 
    Katarina seemed deeply engrossed in one of the tomes, and Kari was glad to see the young woman taking such an interest in underworld demons.  If she’d found anything of use, she hadn’t said anything to Kari yet, but the demonhunter appreciated her assistance either way.  Kari wondered how much longer Katarina would serve under Lord Garant, and whether she would move north to DarkWind to help the Silver Blades or the Order with their work.  Sensing Kari’s eyes on her, Katarina looked up and smiled briefly before returning to her research. 
 
    Kari did likewise, and she read through the chapter on mallasti once again, looking for anything that might suggest how a mallasti would fit into Turillia’s plans.  While the most obvious option was that Turillia wanted to drain Emma’s power for herself, that would require keeping Emma alive so that she could feed off of her again and again.  Unless Turillia’s intent was simply to murder Emma and perhaps take her power for a little while, Kari assumed that draining Emma had to be the cap on her entire plan, to whatever end.  And somewhere in the books, Kari hoped that some hunter or priest had left a clue as to how or why. 
 
    The pages detailed many things about the mallasti, but there was nearly as much conjecture as fact.  Fortunately, the book pointed out one from the other for the reader, so Kari knew what to believe and what to theorize about.  She found that most of what she was reading was things she already knew: mallasti came in both genders, shared many characteristics with gnolls and hyenas, and had a strong affinity for arcane magic.  The book also reminded her – and she was surprised she hadn’t thought of it during the graveyard encounter – that mallasti were particularly fond of lightning and electrical shock spells.  It explained how to differentiate them from gnolls – again, the same points she had considered about Tor – and how to track them by their eating habits, favored modes of shelter, and even by their droppings. 
 
    Kari’s brow furrowed as she considered trying to track Emma by any of those three methods here in the city.  Her presence did beg the questions of how she was getting food and where she was taking care of her other needs.  Something about the mallasti girl left Kari to think she was very careful about both, and not just because she needed to be.  On the other hand, Kari already knew of one place where Emma resided, and she wondered if the mallasti could always be found there – or at least when she slept.  If Eli came back and had no news of Emma, Kari thought she could go investigate the old city hall and see if she could find other traces. 
 
    “Lady Vanador!” Master Vlad called as he entered the Unyielding’s church.  Sherman and Sharyn followed behind him, and Vlad paused to bow respectfully toward the altar of his deity’s ally before he approached Kari and Katarina.  “I meditated on the issue of Turillia and any resemblance to Sheila Darkstorm’s ascension last evening, and I believe that between what I learned, and what your two companions have uncovered, we may have an answer to the puzzle.” 
 
    Kari closed her book and set it down, and she rose to her feet.  She bowed respectfully to the priest and asked, “What was Lord Ambergaust able to tell you?” 
 
    “Though their methodology is different, Sheila did indeed rise to power in a somewhat similar manner,” the human explained after taking a seat across from Kari.  “According to my lord, Sheila was once nothing more than a harlot to one of the old demon kings – one who’s dead now, and understandably so.  She stole power from his minions, his kin, and even from this king himself – and apparently, the blood of the king sealed all of the power within her.  If Turillia were to drain power from Emma, it may seal the power she’s stolen from the shadow demon inside of her.” 
 
    Kari’s eyes widened.  “You mean Emma is a demon king?!” 
 
    “Oh gods, no,” Vlad said with a wave of his hand.  He gestured toward Sherman. 
 
    “We found some information in one of Master Vlad’s books regarding mallasti,” the young man said.  “It said that mallasti don’t just have an affinity for arcane power, it’s in their very blood.  They’re natural-born sorcerers.” 
 
    Kari puzzled it out after a few moments.  “So if she drinks Emma’s blood, arcane power will run through her veins, and the power she’s stolen would be sealed in it as well?” 
 
    Vlad nodded.  “This succubus…I don’t wish to sound as though I admire her, because I don’t, but she is fairly brilliant.” 
 
    “Not really,” Kari said.  “She made the mistake of coming to my world to do this.” 
 
    The others laughed.  “Quite right,” Sherman said. 
 
    “So what do we do next?” Sharyn asked. 
 
    “Keep researching.  Sharyn, if you’d rather explore the city a bit with Sherman, you can see if you can find any trace of where Turillia might be staying.  Lord Garant said Zalkar’s priests set a ward around Lord Black’s tower, so she can’t hide there.  She also probably won’t be anywhere near the old city hall, since that’s where Emma is apparently spending time.  Eli is looking into that, as you know, so stay clear of there.  If you want to look around, I’d suggest starting with the southwest district somewhere,” Kari said. 
 
    “And you?” the ranger prodded. 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can find Eli, or go speak to Dominick if not,” Kari answered.  She approached Master Vlad and laid a hand on his shoulder.  “Thank you so much for your help.  I owe you and your deity a great debt.” 
 
    “We stand as your allies, and indeed as your friends,” Master Vlad countered.  “And we ask nothing in return but the same.” 
 
    Kari patted the human’s shoulder with a smile, bid her friends farewell, and left the church.  It was starting to get warm on the latter side of noon, and the streets were alive with the common folk looking forward to summer.  The bazaar was chaotic as always when Kari passed through it, and she kept her guard up on the off chance Turillia would turn to random killings.  Zalkar’s symbol didn’t emerge while she took advantage of the people clearing a path for her, and when she reached the northeast district, she hoped Sharyn and Sherman had decided in favor of scouring the southwest.  She had a pretty good idea of where to find Emma, and a working theory of what was to transpire between Emma and Turillia; now, all she needed was to find Turillia, or bait her to come out into the open. 
 
    From the first intersection along the road into the northeast, Kari was able to get a glimpse of the old city hall’s bell tower.  It wasn’t a very large structure: two stories, with a bell tower that rose above the nearby residences and businesses.  Kari had to wonder why it was left unused and unattended.  She guessed it may have just been a show of power by Kaelin Black: by leaving the old city hall to fall to rot, the townsfolk would be constantly reminded of just who was truly in charge.  Somehow it didn’t fit with what she knew of Kaelin Black; it seemed too blunt for him.  He was far from philanthropic or openly benevolent, but he seemed to keep his anger and his power-mongering fairly subtle.  In the end, she supposed it wasn’t important, and her mind turned to Eli and whether he’d met with any success in his search. 
 
    Kari decided going near the old city hall might put Eli and their plan at risk, so she turned east toward Dominick’s house.  The old wizard had seemed sure his wards would hold against Turillia, but the shadow demon and Emma were another matter altogether.  Kari was fairly sure Emma wouldn’t bother the old man, but if the shadow demon had escaped Black’s tower before or after the priests of Zalkar put up their wards, it might be looking for some vengeance or release.  She hurried her footsteps and turned up the road to Dominick’s house. 
 
    The old wizard was standing on his front porch, speaking with Eli, when Kari approached.  From the look of the wizard’s cozy home, there hadn’t been any trouble overnight.  Dominick appeared to be in good spirits as he talked with the half-corlyps.  Kari was glad to see the old wizard was all right, and she waved casually and approached.  The two men returned the gesture, and brought their discussion to a halt when the demonhunter arrived. 
 
    Kari gave Eli a hug when she reached him, and though he was surprised, he returned it without hesitation.  She wanted to ask him what he’d found, but she turned to Dominick first.  “I’m glad to see you’re all right,” she said. 
 
    “The night was quiet, though I must confess I did not sleep very well,” the old man said with a chuckle.  “I appreciate you checking in on me.  Did you learn anything new?  Eli told me there was a battle at the cemetery, and told me of his own encounter with a shadow demon.” 
 
    Kari took a few minutes to fill Dominick in on the details of the prior night’s fights.  She told both men about how the graveyard had been mysteriously put back together in the early hours of morning.  She filled them in on the research, Master Vlad’s discovery, and what she believed was the true purpose behind Turillia’s actions.  It was clear from Eli’s reaction and the appreciative nod of Dominick that both felt the situation was fast coming to a head.  Kari still wasn’t entirely sure of all of this mission’s implications, but she took comfort in knowing that as chaotically as it had begun, things were finally falling into place. 
 
    “Were you able to talk to Emma?” she asked Eli when she finished. 
 
    The half-corlyps didn’t answer immediately.  He looked over his shoulder in the direction of the old city hall, and Kari wondered what had happened.  “Yea, I was able to talk to her,” he said, turning back to face Kari.  He held out the celestial token to her, and Kari stared at the disc before she took it from him.  “That won’t buy her favor.  Keep it; it may still be useful when you go back home.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Kari prodded.  “Did she tell you why she’s here?” 
 
    Eli sighed.  “She wouldn’t tell me about what her orders are,” he said.  “We’re not friends, and she reminded me of that fact rather plainly.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure why that surprised him.  “So she didn’t tell you anything useful?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he returned.  “She won’t tell me what her orders are, but she was willing to confirm that she came here to see what Turillia is about.  She knows that Turillia is drawing power from a shadow demon, and she knows that her own blood is the ‘seal’ for Turillia to keep that power forever.  So what Master Vlad and the kids discovered is more or less right.” 
 
    “So why didn’t Emma just kill Turillia in the graveyard?” 
 
    “Remember when I told you Emma was an observer?” Eli asked, and Kari nodded.  “It’s still essentially true.  I know she’s up to something, but like I said, she’s just a slave.  She follows her master’s orders without question, but she does it through manipulation instead of direct conflict.  I know that sounds strange, considering how powerful she is, but she doesn’t want to attract any more attention than she already has when it comes to your Order, or the demon kings she works to thwart.” 
 
    “So she wants to stay in the shadows,” Kari mused. 
 
    “She didn’t say as much, but she’s probably also prodding your Order toward a specific goal,” Eli added.  “She’s a master manipulator.  If she wanted to kill Turillia herself, I’m sure she could do so in a way that still wouldn’t attract attention.  She wants you to do it, probably to lead you toward another of her master’s goals.  No sense killing her master’s enemies and getting them angry with her, when she can have your Order take care of it and shoulder the blame.” 
 
    “So we can probably assume her master is the one interested in the Temple of Archons,” Kari agreed with a nod.  “I suppose that’s not really a concern right now.  Can we assume that Emma won’t fight against us when we make our final attempt on Turillia?” 
 
    “Better off not making any assumptions,” Eli said.  “It’s a good way to get killed.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dominick interjected.  “Even if you share a common goal, trusting this Emma can lead only to ruin.” 
 
    Kari chuckled; just a few days before, she would’ve been the one saying such things to her friends and allies.  The last few days had been so strange, but she recalled Eli telling her that just because demons were evil didn’t mean they couldn’t be useful.  Kari considered that it was possible Emma had been using her right from the beginning, when the mallasti initially caused the uprising on Tsalbrin.  It seemed to add more credence to Erik’s suggestion that Kari might be Salvation’s Dawn, but the fact that the mallasti girl had hit Kari with a lightning bolt still left a lot of room for doubt.  Kari still considered Emma a problem and an enemy, but she was growing fascinated with the complexity of the mallasti’s actions and plans.  She made a mental note to have a long chat with Aeligos when she got home, and ask him all about Emma’s involvement in the slaying of Curlamanx. 
 
    “Dominick, I was wondering: do you know of any type of magic that lets a person be in two places at once?” Kari asked. 
 
    The wizard considered the question for a few moments, a hand to his lightly bearded chin.  “Well, there are several illusions I know of that could produce that effect, and well enough that the caster could perform certain actions through the illusion,” he answered.  “I assume you are asking because of the similarities between Kaelin Black and BlackWing?  As I believe was already explained, neither of them were under the influence of illusion or shape-shifting magic when their fight in the bazaar took place some years ago.” 
 
    “So only illusions?” 
 
    “The only other option would be the creation of a simulacrum, which would register as a form of alteration when investigated,” the wizard said.  “Are you still convinced that Lord Black and BlackWing might be the same person?” 
 
    “Or long-lost siblings, or maybe father and son…I don’t suppose the investigative divinations used would’ve revealed that, would they?” Kari asked, and she chuckled at herself as Eli’s brows rose.  She could hardly believe she hadn’t tripped over the words, herself. 
 
    “Hmmmm, no, but father and son?  You raise a fascinating possibility,” Dominick said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully once again.  “I don’t think anyone had even considered that at the time, as everyone was convinced that one or the other was an illusion or under the effects of polymorph.  Now I am almost sad that BlackWing was killed; you have presented me with a truly exciting puzzle.” 
 
    “But BlackWing crumbled to dust when the demon left him,” Kari offered. 
 
    Dominick nodded.  “Yes, exactly.  Was he already dead when the demon took possession of his body?  Or did the demon kill the man who was actually BlackWing, to claim his body for itself?  The range of possibilities…and we know so little about these shadow demons.  This bears investigation, my lady.  I think I will go speak with some of the priests on Temple Street, and see if there are any spells of the necromantic variety that might gain us insight on this matter, even post-mortem.  Such information would undoubtedly be of great value to your Order.  However, I can investigate this matter for you while you deal with Turillia and Emma – and I will be very much happy to help.” 
 
    Kari nodded and turned toward Eli, who, while interested in the conversation, had kept quiet.  “Did you find Emma at the town hall?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Yes.  The building is boarded up and abandoned, and she’s living upstairs.  She’s got the place masked so the average person won’t notice her presence, though.” 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  “Perfect,” Kari said, glancing toward the old city hall. 
 
    “So, what now?” Eli asked. 
 
    “Now…we set the trap,” Kari answered. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XIX – The Hunter’s Mind 
 
      
 
    Everyone was gathering for dinner, just as Kari requested.  Eli had pushed together a few tables in the center of the room, but left soon after to take care of something before supper was served.  Alyssa and Chelsea worked quickly to lay out place settings for each of the guests.  Kari decided it would be best to have a long, comfortable dinner, and wait until the other patrons left before she brought the actual meeting to order.  At present, she sat on the wooden bench on the inn’s front porch, listening to the distant sounds of thunder, the scent of rain in the air.  She hoped the thunderstorm would bring in warmer air; she was getting quite tired of the chilly southern spring. 
 
    Nearly everyone was inside already, so Kari relaxed on the front bench and waited for the stragglers: Sherman, Sharyn, and Eli.  She had a suspicious feeling about why Sherman and Sharyn were late, but she brushed it aside.  As she’d said the prior night, she did trust both of them, and if they decided to explore the path of romance, that was no business of hers.  As long as they could properly focus on their assigned tasks and were more help than hindrance, Kari saw no reason to butt into their private affairs.  That, she mused, would be Lord Garant’s job. 
 
    Eli returned, his footsteps hurried as a flash of lightning from the north illuminated his face and the majority of Temple Street.  The rain hadn’t started yet, but it was getting windy, and Eli had his wings folded tight against its pull.  His smile was all at once warm, confident, and appreciative when he stepped before Kari, and she found the expression was contagious.  She wondered why he’d left the inn, but Eli looked around at some of the other patrons coming for the evening meal, and apparently decided against talking out in the open.  Instead, he simply patted Kari’s shoulder and headed inside. 
 
    The soft tap of new rain on the earth started a minute later, and Kari glanced in all three directions down the streets that fronted the inn, looking for any sign of her other two friends.  They were approaching down the western road, and picked up their pace to get out of the rain.  The thunder crashed again, louder and closer but still far off; Kari hadn’t even noticed the preceding lightning strike.  Sherman and Sharyn reached the porch shortly after, and Kari motioned for them to stop and speak to her before they headed inside.  Once the porch was clear of other patrons, Kari rose to her feet, glanced around, and stood straight before her friends. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” she asked. 
 
    “We didn’t find her, but there were definitely signs that she’s been in the southwest,” Sharyn answered.  “I’m pretty sure she’s been living there, I just can’t pinpoint exactly where.” 
 
    “No matter,” Kari said with a dismissive gesture.  “I think I’ve figured out how to bring her to us this time.  But we’re going to have a nice, quiet dinner – I don’t want anyone talking while the inn is full of townsfolk.” 
 
    “Understood,” Sherman said, and he opened the door and held it for the two women. 
 
    Alyssa had prepared a fine meal for them, and the large group took its time eating and chatting lightly about unrelated topics.  There was an assortment of meats for their carnivorous half-demon friends to choose from, and plenty of roasted or stewed vegetables to go with them.  Kari would’ve almost described it as a feast, and she was content sitting among so many new friends.  It was almost like dinner at home, when she sat at her mother-in-law’s table surrounded by her large family.  Kyrie and Grakin also prepared large meals, but Kari had to say that what Alyssa had put before them was astonishing. 
 
    They were careful to avoid speaking of the incident at the graveyard, any mention of the demons, or anything that could potentially be damaging if the common folk began spreading gossip.  For once, Kari was glad to talk a little bit about her past glories, happy to do anything to keep away from the more sensitive issues.  She told the group about her friend Carly Bakhor, who’d been sanctified as a saint by the gods after she passed.  Kari found it was actually fun to speak of her old friend and some of their minor adventures, and even the townsfolk took great interest in her words.  While many people knew that Kari had been resurrected, just as many had no idea, or thought she was someone else entirely.  Master Vlad took particular interest in her stories, and Kari saw that while Marshal Saracht’s expression rarely changed, he was clearly impressed as he learned more about her. 
 
    Once Kari grew tired – or rather, more guarded – of speaking about her past, the other patrons gradually began to leave.  Alyssa delivered some sweet cakes and rolls to her guests, and the friends enjoyed dessert while they waited for the inn to empty.  Like a good hostess and friend, Alyssa gently prodded her other patrons to leave in a timely manner, and soon she had cleared the inn but for Kari and her friends.  The innkeeper then went so far as to latch the door, and she took Chelsea in the back room to give her guests their privacy. 
 
    Kari couldn’t help but think of Aeligos, but she decided not to stand to address her friends from the head of the table.  She wasn’t anxious with all eyes on her, but she felt more relaxed staying seated, and it seemed to help her keep her thoughts in order.  “The time to strike is just about here,” she said.  “Let me lay out my plan, and if you have any questions or suggestions, we’ll address those once you’ve heard everything.” 
 
    She looked from face to face and tried to decide how best to lay out her strategy for everyone.  Her gaze finally fell across Markus.  “Change of plans, Lord Garant,” Kari said.  “I know I asked you to keep Lord Black holed up in his tower to keep him away from Turillia.  But I actually need you to do exactly the opposite of that.  I think the mistake we’ve been making is trying too hard to track down Turillia; what we need to do is make her come to us.  We know what she wants: Emma.  And now, we know where to find Emma.  So the trick is to force her hand, and make her go after Emma when we’ll be there and ready for her.” 
 
    “The wards Zalkar’s priests put around Lord Black’s tower will keep the succubus out, but I don’t think they’re going to keep the shadow demon in,” Kari continued.  “Lord Black doesn’t even know that the demon was in him, and I think it still is in him, hoping to use him to find out information about us and our plans.  So we’re going to use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “The demon has gone into Lord Black?” Marshal Saracht interrupted, and he made an apologetic gesture as if he expected Kari to throw something at him.  “When did you discover this?  Is this related to what happened last night?” 
 
    Kari’s mouth tightened and she sighed through her nose, trying to keep her emotions under control.  “Last night, when I said the demon blindsided us...it blindsided me,” she said.  “It was in Lord Black, and it tried to...take advantage of me, using a charm not unlike a sylinth’s.” 
 
    “Gods, Lady, why didn’t you say something?” the marshal asked, but his tone was quiet and gentle, a depth of compassion in it that Kari hadn’t heard before.  The rest of the table echoed his concern with their postures and expressions, though they didn’t give voice to them. 
 
    Kari shrugged.  She didn’t want to give them all the details.  Though she’d explained her abusive childhood to her family, Eli was the only person present that had any clue what she’d been through.  Now was certainly not the time to divulge such specifics, so she tried to keep her answer vague but satisfactory.  “I was still in shock,” she said.  “The main point is that it’s still in him, and I doubt it has any plans to leave without being driven out.  It’s likely trying to use him to find out about us and about our plans – so we’re going to let it.” 
 
    “You’re going to use the demon to bait Turillia,” Eli said. 
 
    “Yes, and Emma is going to be the bait this time.  Markus, you can meet with Lord Black as usual tomorrow, but I’m going to come interrupt your meeting to tell him that we’ve found Emma and are preparing an assault.” 
 
    Lord Garant nodded.  “And then I shall take my leave so he may take charge of the situation, allowing the demon to go alert Turillia of your ‘plans,’” he offered. 
 
    “Exactly,” Kari said.  “My belief is that he’ll go straight to Turillia and tell her when and where we plan to strike at Emma.  Turillia needs Emma’s blood to make this plan of hers work, so she’ll have to try to stop us, or else go kill Emma first.  And that’s where we’ll set our snare.  With any luck, we’ll catch two demons in one noose.” 
 
    “You’ll want to keep this small; if too many of us are about when Turillia approaches the trap, we’ll spook her and she’ll leave,” Eli said.  “You won’t want more than three or four of us in the area, at least until the trap is sprung.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Kari confirmed with a nod.  “What I’ll probably want everyone else doing is cutting off avenues of escape.  I don’t think Turillia can teleport away any more, so if she tries to escape, it’s going to have to be on foot or by wing.  Either way, I’m going to want some of you down each road leading away from the old city hall, and there’s a few of them, if I remember right from seeing it from Lord Black’s tower.” 
 
    “Six roads leading away from the building,” Eli offered, and Marshal Saracht confirmed the half-corlyps’ count. 
 
    “Can you draw us a picture?” Kari asked. 
 
    Eli nodded, and they cleared away some of the dishes to make room in the center of the table.  He used knives and forks to draw a rough diagram of the area around the old city hall.  He spent a couple of minutes describing the boarded-up old building, the orientation of the bell tower to the streets, how Emma was getting in and out of the building, and even how the building was laid out inside.  Kari was impressed with his analysis, and it was clear the others were as well – even Sharyn.  For the briefest moment, Kari considered the work Eli had done for Jason Bosimar, and wondered: did that work teach him to be analytical, or was he already analytical, and that was part of why his team succeeded? 
 
    Kari assigned each of her friends to watching one of the roads leading away from the city hall.  Between Sharyn, Sherman, Katarina, Piotyr, Deirdre, and Eli, Kari could have each of the roads covered.  That still left Master Vlad, as well as Marshal Saracht and his men, free to take care of other things, and Dominick as well if he decided to get directly involved in the trap.  Kari hadn’t invited Dominick to dinner; she wanted to keep him away from Emma to avoid the possibility that a magical battle might break out.  She supposed she might be able to ask him to help make sure Turillia didn’t escape, but with the shadow demon still on the loose, her instinct was to let him stay safely at home. 
 
    “Are you planning to engage her in the city hall?” Markus asked, pointing a finger to the building made of forks on the table. 
 
    Kari nodded and folded her hands before her on the table.  “Her power is fading by the hour, and she hasn’t been able to feed from the shadow demon for a while.  She lost her ability to teleport, and there won’t be any corpses around the old hall for her to raise.  I think once she’s in there, I should be able to take her down in a stand-up sword fight.” 
 
    “What of Emma?  Will she not also be in the tower?” the paladin prodded. 
 
    The demonhunter shrugged; there was no easy way to say what she thought.  “Emma presents one of three possibilities: she’ll either help me, which seems unlikely; she might just watch, and then leave when Turillia is dead, which seems most likely; but then there’s also the possibility she attacks me.  I think that’s highly unlikely, since she’s had the chance to kill me before, and as Eli theorized, she seems to want me – or rather us – to kill Turillia for her.” 
 
    “What about once you’ve killed Turillia?” Deirdre asked.  “Would Emma not be free to kill you then?” 
 
    “Emma is an observer,” Eli answered.  “As much as the opposite might seem to be true, she generally tries to avoid notice, either from Kari’s Order or from the other demon kings.  If she can get Kari to kill Turillia for her, then her hands are clean.  If killing Kari was either her goal or even just an option, she probably could’ve and would’ve by now, and Turillia too.” 
 
    “This feels too risky,” Katarina commented, “though I see no other promising option.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” Marshal Saracht asked at last. 
 
    Kari met the human’s unblinking gaze.  “Have your men patrol the streets normally,” she said.  “This has to feel natural, or Turillia will know it’s a trap.  If there’s too many of your men in the area, she’ll know, but at the same time, if there are no guards in the area, she’ll probably get suspicious.  Whatever your normal patrol routes have been since the murders started, keep your men to them.” 
 
    “And what of Lord Black?  If the demon is in possession of him, then it will undoubtedly try to aid Turillia,” the marshal added. 
 
    “It can’t,” Kari said with a dismissive gesture.  “If it wants to keep up appearances, it can’t let Turillia feed off of it while it’s in possession of Lord Black.  All this talk about Emma’s blood being the seal leads me to believe she’s not drawing power from the demon by carnality; she’s taking it from the blood of whoever it’s in possession of.  So if the demon plans to keep up the ruse of being Lord Black, it can’t walk around with bite wounds all over his neck.” 
 
    “That makes sense, but at the same time, what if it doesn’t care about keeping up the appearance?” Saracht countered. 
 
    “You have to understand something: it’s a demon.  It’s not here to make Turillia stronger, or help her become a goddess.  To the demon, Turillia is a plaything, just like the rest of us.  It has the means to take over an entire city and county, and spread death and misery; what little amusement it gets from Turillia has got to be less of a priority to it than that.  It’s not going to risk this wonderful opportunity it’s found just to have some fun with a succubus, and especially not to make that succubus more powerful than itself,” Kari said. 
 
    “So what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Stay by Lord Black’s side, but let him get away from you when the demon wants to go see Turillia,” the demonhunter instructed.  “After that, just try to act like you normally would.  Tell him about some backup plan you have in case I fail; anything to keep his mind – or rather, his body – in that tower and away from the battle.  Once Turillia is disposed of, we can try to drive the demon out of the Earl and the city, once and for all.  But for now, we need to keep it contained, and deal with one problem at a time.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Saracht said with a bow of his head. 
 
    “Master Vlad, that means we’re going to need as much help as we can get after the battle, to drive the demon out of Lord Black and banish it,” Kari said. 
 
    “Then I will prepare my fellow priests to do so while you do battle,” he answered. 
 
    “Does anyone have any other questions or suggestions?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Once I have taken my leave of Lord Black, I will be available to help you as well,” Markus offered.  “How may I be of assistance?” 
 
    Kari thought to herself for a minute.  There was one thing about her plan that she wanted to alter.  “How do you feel about landing your griffon on the roof of the old city hall?” 
 
    “You want me to come in through the bell tower to aid you?” he guessed. 
 
    “I can cut off Turillia’s escape on the ground floor, but there’s a chance she can get up to the bell tower and either chase Emma out that way, or just escape that way,” Kari explained.  “If you’re up there, and can project an aura the way Katarina did last night, you can help keep her pinned in the building so I can kill her.  Plus, your aura might drive off Emma, or at least make sure she doesn’t enter the fray.” 
 
    “I believe I can do that for you,” Markus said.  “You said you wished Emma captured and not killed, correct?” 
 
    “Preferably,” Kari answered, though she wondered if Markus was really thinking about engaging the mallasti girl in combat.  It was possible his aura would shrug off her magic – Kari guessed it was a lot stronger than even Katarina’s, which might allow him to subdue Emma.  If it didn’t, though, he would find himself face to face with his deity in a hurry.  Kari figured she would leave it in Markus’ hands: he knew his own limitations better than Kari could. 
 
    “That leaves just one question: when?” Marshal Saracht asked. 
 
    “The night after tomorrow,” Kari said.  “That’s when I’ll be telling Lord Black that I plan to go after Emma.  Worse comes to worst, if the demon doesn’t take that information straight to Turillia, we’re in the same position we are now.  But if it does, we can finally end this.  That’s all; thank you all for coming, and for your help.” 
 
    The others bid Kari and each other farewell, and made their egress, leaving only Kari and Eli at the table.  The confident nod he gave her when their eyes met told her that he was satisfied with her plan, which she found comforting.  He’d been through many similar situations while working for Bosimar, so if he was satisfied with Kari’s plan, then she had to believe she had done a good job, and addressed nearly every possibility.  She realized she was lucky to have met so many good, helpful people along the way; trying to go through with this plan with just herself, Katarina, and Sherman would likely have turned out disastrous.  She made it a point to remember to be better prepared in the future. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kari lay in bed, considering the entire situation before her.  There was something about Emma’s presence that still didn’t make sense to her, though she wasn’t sure if she was just being paranoid, or if she was missing something.  Their initial assumption was that Turillia might be feeding a portal or some other form of dark magic, and that was what had drawn Emma to the city.  With the information Master Vlad, Sherman, and Sharyn had uncovered, though, they realized that Turillia was feeding the demon and feeding off of it in turn, that Emma’s blood would act as a seal, and that Turillia’s intent was to become a demon king at least, or possibly even a goddess.  What troubled Kari was that Emma’s appearance didn’t really make sense in either scenario. 
 
    If Emma was a master of the arcane, Kari couldn’t imagine that Dominick had been able to recognize that the murders were not ritual sacrifice or for the powering of a portal, and yet Emma hadn’t.  According to what Eli had found out from the mallasti, Emma was familiar with Sheila DarkStorm’s methodology, and recognized that the entire situation in Barcon was a trap.  What Kari couldn't figure out was whether Emma had realized that before or after arriving in Barcon; was it possible she had learned all of it after the fact, just as Kari and her companions had?  Emma was a master manipulator, and Kari found it hard to believe she was being outfoxed by the assassin; such would mean that Emma was, in actuality, quite foolish. 
 
    Kari had the sneaking suspicion that Emma’s presence was all but completely unrelated to Turillia’s work: that she was here now to continue her search for Salvation’s Dawn.  It was possible that Kari was Salvation’s Dawn, and she couldn’t help but remember the way Dominick had looked at her when his arcane seal passed over her.  Had he sensed that she was under the effects of a Blood Oath, or did he perhaps sense that she was Salvation’s Dawn?  She wasn’t sure; Dominick seemed to know a bit about the Temple and Salvation’s Dawn, so Kari expected he would’ve spoken to her about it.  Still, it was possible that was what he had detected, and like Eli, he didn’t want to distract Kari from her more pressing goal. 
 
    There was another possibility where Salvation’s Dawn was concerned: Katarina and Sherman had also been on Tsalbrin with Kari, they were both young and born in the current generation, and they were both here now.  Emma had made no move against either of them, unlike the lightning bolt she had shocked Kari with, which gave some credibility to that theory.  Kari also thought their being paladins played into the very name Salvation’s Dawn.  But she realized that all of the theorizing went on the assumption that Emma was here for Salvation’s Dawn at all.  Ultimately, everything Kari "knew" about Emma was based on assumptions and conjecture. 
 
    Emma is a tough one to figure, Eli’s words echoed in Kari’s thoughts.  There was so much Kari needed and wanted to know about the mallasti girl.  What were her motives?  Who did she serve?  How did she get onto Citaria?  Why was a creature with so much arcane power at her disposal a slave?  Just as she’d said to Eli, Kari thought about subtle demons and how much she preferred the ones that were simply savage, slavering beasts to be slaughtered.  It was so much more difficult when they were up to something sneaky, something Kari needed to know about but didn’t have the means to beat the information from them. 
 
    Turillia was a demon Kari could understand: a masterful assassin and slippery succubus, full of passion, ambition, and destructive tendencies.  Turillia was the type of demon Kari could track down and kill and never have to worry about who she was, where she came from, or why she did the things she did.  Turillia was simply evil, a manifestation of sin and hatred that was to be killed, no questions asked.  There were no questions for a demon like Turillia, no desire to know anything about her except what she was up to, and then to put a stop to it. 
 
    How much more difficult a demon like Emma was to deal with.  In her second encounter with the mallasti girl and her work, Kari found herself in the same situation: she could see the immediate effects of Emma’s scheme, but not the big picture.  What was Emma’s master up to, and who was he?  If it was simply the Temple of Archons he was after, what was in there that the demon king wanted?  And why had he waited so long to finally make a move toward opening it? 
 
    Of course, Kari thought, sighing lightly at herself.  Gori Sensullu is dead; whoever Emma’s master is had to wait until that happened to try to open the Temple. 
 
    That thought helped put the demons’ apparent hesitation into perspective, but Kari was still at a loss as to what could be in the Temple.  It was a feeling she was growing quite tired of: knowing so little about the underworld or its demons.  Only Turik Jalar had ever spent any length of time in the underworld and lived to tell about it, and what records he left for the Order were more about his dealings with the mortals he encountered there.  On the subjects of the demons and their kings, Jalar had shared only enough to lead to the legend of him laying a list of demands at the Overking’s feet.  That didn’t leave hunters like Kari much to work with when dealing with underworld schemes.  Other hunters had spent brief amounts of time in the underworld, but what they were able to share when they came back helped made up the very basics Kari had been reading about earlier in the day. 
 
    Kari’s thoughts turned to Ciceria, and her request of Eli to rescue her daughter from the underworld.  How much could a syrinthian priestess tell them?  How damning would it be to the demons for one of their own kind to tell the Demonhunter Order everything she knew?  Eli said that the syrinthians weren’t demons, but even if Kari accepted that at face value, she understood that the snake-folk still lived among the demons, and doubtless knew a lot about them.  Kari imagined the girl – who had to be in her late teens or early twenties by now, based on Eli’s stories – could tell the Order all about each of the types of demons, their society, their kings – everything the Order needed to know to safeguard Citaria.   
 
    Assuming the girl was willing to talk to them, of course.  But if Ciceria had been so intent on thwarting the demon kings and had, in fact, been killed doing so, then her daughter might harbor a similar hatred of the underworld lords.  She might be reluctant to tell the Order much concerning her own people, but it was possible she’d be all too happy to betray the others because of what had happened to her mother.  The only catch, of course, was that she was in the underworld: a place even Eli refused to go, despite the vast amount of valor and courage Kari knew the half-corlyps possessed. 
 
    It was a harrowing thought, even to Kari.  Her Order knew little about the underworld other than the existence of a massive city at its center, called Anthraxis.  There, Turik Jalar had detailed, the Overking ruled from a towering obsidian keep.   The Overking was considered the greatest of the demon kings, and ruled over all of the others, who were arranged into a hierarchy.  Kari remembered some of the kings’ names, but she knew little enough about who and what they were, other than purely evil.  Each ruled over its own realm, but all answered to the Overking, who was considered lord of the underworld.  The Order didn’t even know the Overking’s name; Turik Jalar had said he was referred to only as His Majesty or The Overking, and never by name, even by the other kings. 
 
    Kari’s brow furrowed as she thought of Celigus Chinchala; why hadn’t the Order ever asked him about the underworld?  Or had they, and the old king was simply tight-lipped about his past and the place he came from?  Celigus had turned coat against his own kind some two centuries before: he began his conquest of Terrassia not long before Kari’s death, but he turned coat and allied himself with the Citarian pantheon through Kaelariel not long after that.  No one was sure what his motivations had been exactly, but based on the trust Kaelariel had put in the old king, most of the world accepted him as an ally.  Kari was sure such had to put him at odds with the other kings, and especially the Overking, if they were all trying to claw their way onto Citaria.  The thought occurred to her: did he keep his mouth shut as proof of loyalty to the Overking, despite his betrayal in allying with the Citarian pantheon?  Kari hadn’t really thought about it before, but she realized Celigus had to be treading a very fine line to reside on Citaria and be allied with its deities but still subservient to the Overking.  That was a relationship she wasn’t sure she’d ever understand fully. 
 
    Kari dozed off with an amused smile on her features, trying to imagine some poor demonhunters asking Celigus how to kill his own kind.  Ally of the gods or not, Kari didn’t imagine such a line of questioning would be very wise when dealing with the powerful demon king.  But Celigus had to know nearly everything about his home ‘world,’ its people, its kings, its layout, and most importantly, how to get to Citaria from there without being summoned.  If he was willing to tell the Order that much, then they could figure out how demons like Emma kept slipping through the dimensional barriers, and put a stop to it. 
 
    Just as she was about to fall asleep, she was rocked awake by a rolling peal of thunder, the full storm descending on Barcon.  The lightning that flashed through the room’s little window was bright and drawn out, and always followed soon after by another crashing boom.  Eli was fast asleep; he apparently had no trouble sleeping through a storm, and Kari rolled onto her back and wished Grakin were with her.  She missed bathing her son, reading to him while he fell asleep, and watching his peaceful form as he slumbered.  And she very much missed making love to her mate, and the way their shared passion and warmth lulled her to sleep so easily. 
 
    Once she finally fell asleep to the rumbling of the thunder, Kari’s dreams revolved around her mate, her son, and her desire to have more children.  She dreamed of having a little girl who looked like her, and the happiness the children brought to her and Grakin.  Even in her dreams, Grakin was still sick, and it was hard for Kari to think about him without wishing he could be freed from his impending doom.  But her heart somehow remained light, basking in the children she bore for him and the knowledge that they would be a form of immortality for him. 
 
    Her dreams became more vivid, and she found herself in her mother-in-law’s garden, busily following her children as they dashed around the fruit-bearing trees and flowering shrubs.  Grakin was asleep in one of the rockers on the porch, and Kari was dizzy with delight as she patiently chased her little ones around.  Little Gray had a little sister, and she led the romp around the garden while her protective brother followed her around.  Kari brought up the rear, making sure the children didn’t stray from the yard or into the streets, where horses and carriages were fairly common. 
 
    Kari checked on Grakin.  He looked so peaceful, leaning slightly to the side while he slumbered in the rocking chair, but a part of Kari worried every time she saw him sleeping that he wouldn’t wake up.  He twitched slightly, and she breathed a sigh of relief, but when she turned back to the garden, her children were gone.  She checked the streets first, but they were not there, and she tried to remain calm, jogging quickly to the corner of the house to see if they’d gone around to the north-side gardens. 
 
    “Mommy?” Little Gray said questioningly as Kari turned the corner.  His sister was gone, and Little Gray looked more like the child Kari had left behind in DarkWind.  Holding his hand was Turillia, and the succubus had her fangs bared, her eyes narrowed in a menacing scowl. 
 
    Kari beheld the scene for a few moments, and none of the three moved.  The sunshine in her dream was strong and bathed her in warmth and comfort despite the situation; Sakkrass was still with her.  Kari recognized that what she was seeing wasn’t real, and she worked to convince herself that what Turillia held was merely an illusion, and not her son.  The fact that her “son” addressed her as “mommy” instead of “mama,” and in common rather than the rir tongue, made it fairly obvious when added to everything else Kari had witnessed so far.  Kari drew her swords but she didn’t approach; she tried to bluff the succubus with a look of terror and grim determination.  To have encountered Turillia in a dream again was what Kari had hoped for: to best her here, shatter her confidence, and possibly even kill the succubus in a world of her own making. 
 
    Turillia seemed to recognize her bluff.  “Worry not; this is merely an illusion of your son,” she spat in that chill, otherworldly voice.  “The real one is already dead.  While you have been here, my lord’s servants have slaughtered your precious son and your mate, and left you with nothing!  But fear not, for you will see them again soon enough.” 
 
    Kari burst out in laughter and let her swords hang down by her sides.  “You idiot,” she returned coldly, still chuckling.  “My mate’s mother is the high priestess of Kaelariel.  If your lord’s servants set foot anywhere near my home, they’ll be burned to ash before they know what’s happened.” 
 
    Turillia kept her expression from changing.  “You assume much,” she returned carefully.  “Either way, I have instilled doubt in you.” 
 
    “There's no doubt in me, abomination,” Kari said, using Emma’s insult to try to turn the tables on her enemy.  It worked: Turillia’s scowl cracked immediately, replaced by a wounded expression nearly raw enough to make Kari regret having said it. 
 
    “How dare you call me that!” Turillia shouted.  “You know nothing of what I am!” 
 
    “And I don’t care to,” Kari returned.  “You’ll find no doubt in my mind where you’re concerned.  I’m going to kill you, and it’s going to be another failure that Sekassus is going to have to swallow.” 
 
    “Sekassus?” Turillia repeated, recovering quickly.  “What makes you think I serve him, because my father was syrinthian?  You mortals are all the same: blinded by your own petty hatred, while you condemn us for the same.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t care who you serve,” Kari told her.  “You come to my world, I kill you.  It’s that simple.  You have two options: get out of my head, or die here.  Your choice.” 
 
    Turillia considered Kari and paced around her at a distance.  Little Gray was gone, leaving only the two women warriors to face each other in the serenity of the garden.  “It need not be this way,” the succubus said at length.  “We have a common enemy in Emmalikas.  Help me to destroy her, and I will give you my word that I will return to my lord’s realm.  My plans do not otherwise concern you.” 
 
    Emmalikas? Kari thought.  “Your word is worth less than your miserable kind, and that’s saying a lot,” she shot back.  “I’ll deal with Emma, and I don’t need your help to do so.” 
 
    “You overestimate your abilities,” Turillia said, but then she blinked out of existence and back in.  Kari wasn’t sure what was happening; was she demonstrating some new power?  Or was she planning to attack here and now, to try to kill Kari in her dreams? 
 
    Kari held her swords up defensively, her legs tensed, but she woke up suddenly to find Eli shaking her by the shoulders.  The half-corlyps’ face was illuminated by the light blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol, and as soon as Kari’s eyes opened, Eli took up his hammer and shield and left the room.  Kari was naked, so she had to take a few minutes to pull on her undergarments, padded clothes, and armor before she followed after Eli.  Alyssa and Chelsea were in the common room when Kari came down the stairs, and they were apparently trying to get a glimpse of Eli or something else outside. 
 
    “Back in your room, now!” Kari yelled at them.  Zalkar’s symbol had ceased glowing by the time she descended the stairs, but she didn’t want to take any chances or let the innkeeper get lulled into dropping her guard.  “Wait for us to get back before you open the door for anyone!” 
 
    The innkeeper did as she was instructed, ushering her child into their shared bedroom.  Kari opened the front door and collided with Eli just outside, nearly knocking him to his rump.  She caught him as he lost his footing and she skipped forward a couple of steps to keep him on his feet.  He was soaked from the rain, his hair already sopping wet and dripping down his back, and he’d been using his wings as a makeshift umbrella.  “What happened?” Kari asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know.  I heard you say something in your sleep, and I woke up when I realized the room was glowing from Zalkar’s symbol,” he answered.  He glanced down the street to the west but shook his head.  “I got out here as fast as possible, but I didn’t see her anywhere.  Not that I can see very much at all with this rain, but I checked with some of the guards posted nearby, and they didn’t see anything, either.” 
 
    “I wonder how far away she can invade my dreams from,” Kari mused.  “She was right in my room when she did it in Lajere, so I assumed she had to be close.  But it’s possible the Blood Oath reacted to her presence in my mind, and not her physical presence nearby.” 
 
    Eli nodded.  “Did you have better luck fending her off this time?” he asked.  He grabbed his lengthy tail of hair in both hands and began wringing the water from it. 
 
    “Yes, but she’s very good at what she does,” Kari said.  She headed back inside with Eli in tow.  She walked over to the door to Alyssa’s room and knocked, and let the woman know it was all right.  “All clear,” she told Alyssa, and the innkeeper poked her head out the door.  “Go on back to sleep; the danger’s passed.” 
 
    Alyssa nodded and hugged Chelsea tight.  She bid her guests goodnight and closed the door again.  Eli passed into the bath commons to get a towel and dry off, and Kari followed him.  She was amazed at how quickly he’d been on his feet and ready, though at the same time she questioned the confidence that led him to go out and possibly challenge Turillia on his own.  Kari knew Eli wanted revenge for the humiliation he’d felt after Turillia disabled him in Lajere, but she thought he’d know better than to rush headlong into a fight with such a deceptive enemy. 
 
    “This is actually a good sign,” he said while he finished drying off.  “She’s afraid of you.  I think she knows she’s in trouble if she has to fight you sword-to-sword.” 
 
    “I’m not sure she’s afraid, but she’d definitely be happier either having me as an ally, or else killing me when there was no personal risk involved,” Kari returned.  “She did offer to help me kill Emma, but that just shows she’s definitely afraid of Emma.” 
 
    “Smart girl.  If only we could get them to fight each other,” Eli said.  “I have a feeling Emma would win, but that’s rather the result we want anyway.  Then you could try capturing her, though I think that’s going to prove tricky.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kari said cryptically.  “But I brought something from home that may help with that.  Come on; let’s get some sleep.  It’s going to be a busy day tomorrow.” 
 
    Once Eli was sufficiently dried off, they returned to their shared room and separate beds.  Kari was a bit perturbed by the invasion, but at the same time, her mind latched onto the part of the dreams involving a daughter.  She remembered the beautiful little girl and the way the bright, warm sun had shone down on them, and she sighed wistfully and drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XX – Setting the Snare 
 
      
 
    The rain continued through the following morning.  Kari trudged down the muddy streets toward the northwest district and Kaelin Black’s tower.  She felt well-rested despite her dreams being invaded during the night, and she tried not to let the incident or the rain bring her spirits down.  As she’d hoped, the storm fronted warmer air, and the rain wasn’t the typically cold spring drizzle.  Kari’s cloak kept her mostly dry, and she kept her cowl up to keep the rain from drenching her hair. 
 
    Traffic was light in the rainy, muddy conditions, and even the bazaar was fairly empty when she passed through it.  Many of the merchants had tents and awnings up around their stalls to keep them, their products, and potential buyers dry.  There were a fair number of people braving the rain to pick up produce and meats from the bazaar vendors, but the pressing throng that usually populated the area was absent.  It was a creepy contrast to the usual scene at the bazaar, but a welcome break from the dangerous crowd. 
 
    Kari felt conspicuous crossing the open area, and she reminded herself she needed to get in the habit of always wearing her helm.  Under her cloak, her hands dropped close to the hilts of her scimitars.  She wouldn’t see the glow from Zalkar’s symbol under the cover of her cloak, so she stayed on the alert.  She swept the plaza with her eyes but tried to keep her head facing straight ahead, except for the occasional sideways glance that allowed her to look over her shoulder.  She would almost welcome the succubus to attack her here, in an open, sparsely populated area where Kari could bring her full sword-fighting expertise to bear.  The slick, muddy streets would be an issue, but with Kari’s dexterity and that of her attacker, she wasn’t sure it would make all that much difference. 
 
    Eli’s words came back to Kari as she walked, and she considered that maybe Turillia was afraid to fight her hand-to-hand again.  Kari didn’t think so; in her first encounter with Turillia, the two had seemed pretty well-matched.  More likely was Kari’s own suspicion that Turillia realized she couldn’t beat Emma, and so she was trying to turn Kari’s sights to the mallasti girl.  If that were the case, it would mean Turillia didn’t know Kari’s intentions toward Emma and vice versa, and that the succubus was afraid the mallasti girl might actually help Kari. 
 
    Kari had no delusions that such would turn out to be the case.  She was fairly sure Emma didn’t want her dead and wouldn’t help Turillia.  At the same time, if Emma didn’t consider Eli a friend and wasn’t willing to help him, Kari saw no reason the mallasti would help her.  If it turned out Kari was Salvation’s Dawn, then she supposed Emma might at least be willing to step in and make sure she wasn’t killed.  All the same, Kari wasn’t about to make any assumptions where being Salvation’s Dawn was concerned, and she certainly wasn’t going to put her life in the hands of a demon under any circumstances. 
 
    Well, unless maybe it was Trigonh, she thought with a smile.  It suddenly dawned on her that her erestram friend could also be a great source of information for the Order.  She sighed as she considered she’d probably have to give him quite an apology before he’d tell them anything, but apologizing to him was something she’d wanted to do for years now.  When she had first been resurrected – against her will – she was furious with him for bringing her back to a life she’d been all too happy to let go of.  After her relationship with Grakin blossomed and they had their first child, though, she started to appreciate Trigonh’s gift more and more. 
 
    She wondered where Trigonh was, and why she hadn’t seen him again since that fateful day when he’d used a favor from the gods to have her resurrected.  Kari figured Kaelariel most likely knew where to find the erestram: Trigonh served the god of freedom and death, and had for many years.  She resolved to ask Piotyr and Deirdre if they had any idea, or if they could let Kaelariel know that Kari was looking for Trigonh.  Kari wasn’t sure how old Trigonh was, but she knew he had served Celigus Chinchala for centuries in the underworld before coming to Citaria.  She figured his knowledge of his home and its indigenous demons would be vast, and if he still loved her as much as he had, he’d likely be willing to share. 
 
    Kari returned her attention to the task at hand when she reached Lord Black’s tower.  She had no idea if the guards posted at the entrance were the same ones who’d made the disrespectful wolf-whistles when she’d passed it years before, but that was an incident that stuck in her mind.  The attitudes of Black’s primarily human guards were much better on this visit, and Kari had to give credit where it was due: to Kaelin Black and Marshal Saracht.  Kari hadn’t thought much of Lord Black upon arrival, and he hadn’t thought much of Kari or her Order, but she had to admit that he was doing everything she could reasonably expect to be helpful – and honestly, he didn’t have to.  When she approached, the guards nodded respectfully to her, and allowed Kari inside. 
 
    Marshal Saracht was sitting on the couch before the fireplace, and he looked up and greeted Kari when she entered and wiped her feet thoroughly.  He gestured toward the stairs but made no move to join her, so Kari began walking up slowly.  She worked to get her thoughts in order; she had to be convincing in her act, or the demon might recognize it was a trap.  While that wouldn’t put any of them in more danger than they already were, it would mean more research, tracking, and planning to try to draw Turillia into a web.  The longer it took, the greater the risk that she would kill again, and possibly gain the strength to challenge Emma. 
 
    Lord Black invited her to enter as soon as she knocked, and Kari blew out a quiet sigh before opening the door.  She stepped in quickly and closed the door behind her.  Lord Garant was seated before the Earl’s desk, and he regarded Kari with a polite nod.  She returned the gesture but hesitated near the doorway, and Lord Black waved Kari forward.  She glanced briefly at the fire in the hearth and wondered why there was still a chill in the air.  Between the warm air outside and the fire, Kari expected it would be comfortable on the tower’s topmost floor. 
 
    The thought of playing poker with Aeligos and his siblings flashed through Kari’s mind an instant before her face changed, and she worked to keep her expression the same.  It all made sense now: the chilly room when they’d met with BlackWing on the Order’s campus; the same chill that pervaded Black’s office two nights ago and today; and the fact that Katarina had described the shadow demon as a mass of darkness that seemed to absorb light and warmth.  The young paladin had meant the last figuratively, but as Kari approached Kaelin Black’s desk, she recalled how deeply the chill bit when she’d stepped out of Katarina’s nimbus to approach BlackWing in their encounter on Temple Street.  She came to the conclusion that Katarina’s words were true in a literal sense: the demon was sitting right in front of her and Markus Garant, and it was nearly impossible to detect but for that chill. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Lady Vanador?” Lord Black asked. 
 
    “I wanted to let you in on how my investigation is going.  How’s your head?” Kari asked.  She tried to mask her anxiousness; pulling off this bluff was the key to her entire plan. 
 
    Black rubbed the back of his head absently, though there was no indication he felt any pain.  “Well enough, I suppose,” he answered.  “I have put the marshal and his men at your disposal; you may make all reports to them.” 
 
    “I already have, I just wanted to make sure you knew what I was planning, in case one or both of us get killed,” Kari returned.  “I’m sure the marshal was going to tell you everything anyway, but I figured I owe you the respect of telling you personally.” 
 
    Lord Black leaned to the side in his chair, crossed one leg over the other knee, and fixed Kari with an appraising stare.  The Earl glanced to Lord Garant for a moment and his expression softened, but Kari could see in his eyes that he was suspicious.  No amount of playing poker with her in-laws or listening to the way Aeligos so casually prodded into his siblings’ lives could have prepared Kari for this moment, locked in a game of wits with a shadow demon.  Kari stuck to her plan, and skipped any further pleasantries to get straight to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “We haven’t had any luck locating Turillia, but we’ve found Emma,” she said.  “I know the last time we spoke, I told you that Emma is very powerful, but we’ve come up with a plan to catch her off-guard, and I have something that should disable her.  Once she’s disabled, we can kill her and then focus all of our effort on rooting out Turillia.” 
 
    “Curious; why not let Emma kill Turillia, as you suggested she is likely trying to do?” he returned evenly. 
 
    Kari felt as though she was silent for ages.  Only the crackle of the fire and the tapping of the rain on the large window behind Lord Black broke the stillness.  She blinked once and turned her gaze to Lord Garant, who watched her with interest.  The demon was clearly suspicious, and Kari realized she was not a good enough bluffer to lie to its face and have it believe her.  She remembered Aeligos telling her that the truth was often a better weapon than the biggest web of lies, and she realized that might be the only thing that worked. 
 
    “If Turillia somehow bests Emma and drinks her blood, she may become as strong as a demon king, or even a minor goddess,” Kari said.  “If that happens, I’m not sure my entire Order could bring her down.” 
 
    “That’s what this has been all about?  Stealing power and then trying to become a demon king?” Lord Black asked, sitting up straight. 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure who she was even speaking to; while she was sure the demon was present, she wasn’t sure it was in control.  She had told Kaelin Black about what she thought Turillia was doing, but the demon had been in him, if not control of him, at the time.  What she didn’t know was if they shared memories: if the demon was able to read Lord Black’s mind, and if it could also impart to him what it wanted him to know.  Kari sighed to stall, and she gestured toward one of the chairs for permission to sit.  Once granted, she moved around Lord Garant to the empty chair while she considered the situation quickly. 
 
    She had to wonder: did the shadow demon even know what Turillia was up to, or was this entire scenario a giant game to it?  It got death, destruction, mayhem, and personal power from her killings; did it even care what she was taking from it in return?  It occurred to Kari that the shadow demon might be planning to take control of Turillia once she sealed all of that power inside herself.  If that was its goal, then Kari was sure it would go straight to Turillia once she left the tower.  If not, and the demon was unaware of Turillia’s ultimate goal, Kari wondered if the demon might feel betrayed and seek to kill the succubus on its own. 
 
    “That’s our best theory right now,” Kari said at length, once she was comfortable in the chair.  She looked back at Kaelin Black and noticed that his stare had dropped down toward her legs.  That left little doubt in her mind: the demon was in control, and clearly still thinking of how close it had come to taking her two nights before.  Kari worked to keep her breathing steady and her mind focused on the demon’s ultimate destruction.  She was actually more worried that Lord Garant might take offense to the demon’s behavior, and spoil the trap to attack it now.  Fortunately, the paladin seemed to be keeping a level head, and stuck to Kari’s plan. 
 
    “So where is Emma, then?” Black asked.  “I will have an entire squad of my best men meet you there to assist in capturing her.” 
 
    Kari shook her head.  “No, this has to be a subtle strike, or she’ll sense it coming before we ever get near her.  Against the wishes of my friends, I’ve decided to go in alone.  As I said, I have something that will help subdue her, and if I’m alone, I think I have a way to get close to her without provoking her right away.  Your marshal is coming up with a contingency plan if I get killed; you’ll want to talk to him about that later.  I know he wasn’t happy when I said so, but you’re both going to have to trust me on this.” 
 
    “Who am I to argue with a demonhunter?” Lord Black returned with a slight smile. 
 
    Kaelin Black, Earl of Southwick, that’s who, Kari thought.  “I’ve a pretty good idea of Emma’s schedule, and I think tomorrow night will be the ideal time to strike,” she said.  “As I already explained to the marshal and my friends, we need to be cautious about spooking her, so we don’t want a lot of people anywhere near the old city hall tomorrow night when I make my strike.  At the same time, we don’t want the streets to be empty, so I’ve asked the marshal to maintain his normal patrol routes and schedules in that area.  Like I said, it has to be subtle.” 
 
    “I understand,” Black said.  He rose after a moment and moved to look out the large rear window, and Kari knew he was looking at the old city hall.  She wasn’t sure if the demon had taken the bait, but he was sniffing it, and that was as much as she could hope for. 
 
    “I have other preparations to make for tomorrow night, so by your leave, Lord Black, I’ll go see to them,” Kari said, rising to her feet. 
 
    “Yes, of course; do as you must,” he said absently.  He turned around after a moment and bowed his head to her, and then he gestured toward the door. 
 
    “Farewell, Lord Garant; it was nice to see you again,” Kari said amiably, and she nodded to him respectfully before she made her egress. 
 
    Kari shivered involuntarily as she descended the stairs to the ground floor, despite the fact that the air inside the tower grew noticeably warmer once she’d left Black’s office.  She still wasn’t sure how much the demon knew of Black’s memories and vice versa, but she was starting to suspect the demon could only read certain parts of the Earl’s mind.  It was oblivious to Kari’s relationship with Eli, but then so was the Earl, but that the demon didn’t understand the tense relationship between the Earl and Kari pointed to its limitations.  Kari was glad for that; the demon would’ve been so much more suspicious if it knew everything the Earl knew.  Marshal Saracht stood up when Kari reached the main chamber, and his eyes were questioning when she came to a stop before him.  “Has the bait been laid?” he asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t have handed it to him any more plainly if I’d punched him in the face with it,” she said quietly, wary of her voice carrying up the stairs.  “He was suspicious; I had to tell him that Turillia’s plan is to drink Emma’s blood, so dance around the subject if it comes up.  As far as he knows, I am going in alone, and you are coming up with a contingency plan in case I fail.” 
 
    “Understood,” Marshal Saracht said.  “I actually am coming up with a contingency plan should you and your friends fail, but it is based around saving my lord from this demon first and foremost.  We will have little luck salvaging control of the city from this succubus otherwise.” 
 
    “I know he and I don’t exactly see eye to eye, but I give you my word, Marshal: I will do everything in my power to help the Earl once Emma and Turillia are dealt with,” Kari said. 
 
    “I know you will,” he returned.  “That is why I am following your plan to the letter.  I have instructed my men to keep to their normal patrol routes, but to keep a wary eye out around the bazaar tomorrow evening.  I figured the best way to keep them from bumbling around the city hall was to give them another target to potentially botch.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “Good thinking.  Thank you, Marshal.” 
 
    Marshal Saracht smiled the first true, warm smile she had seen from the man, and he extended his hand.  “Call me Everett,” he said as they shook hands.  He then excused himself, and headed upstairs to speak with Lord Black as planned. 
 
    Kari took to the streets.  The rain was tapering off, and though the roads were muddy, Kari no longer needed her cloak to keep dry.  She kept the garment bunched between her wings, and strode back southeast toward Temple Street.  The city, and the bazaar in particular, were coming more to life as noon approached and the rain came to an end, but Kari kept a good pace and people continued to get out of her way without being asked.  She was still wary of being attacked in the open, but at the same time, she figured Turillia would be trying to minimize her personal risk for now.  The succubus was close to reaching her goal, but an ill-advised fight with Kari and possibly a half-dozen watchmen would bring her plans to a crashing halt all too fast. 
 
    With her trap set to be sprung the following night, Kari knew she had less than a full day to prepare herself for any possible confrontation.  She was confident she could beat Turillia in a sword-fight, but the presence of magic made her leery.  Kari needed some way to protect herself from magical attack, either by Emma or by Turillia.  She decided it was time she had a lengthy chat with one of her deity’s elder priests regarding the Blood Oath, and what other powers it bestowed besides combat prowess.  When she’d fought Ressallk on Tsalbrin, her Blood Oath had helped sweep aside the sylinth’s mental attack, and completely blocked it when Ressalk tried to use the ability a second time.  Kari had a suspicion that Zalkar’s power might block or at least help her defend against magical attack, if she just knew how to wield it better. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “The key to defending against magical attacks, of either the arcane or divine variety, is the strength of your faith,” Devin told her.  “While agility may allow you to avoid the attack, and a hearty constitution may allow you to survive the trauma an attack causes, magical energy can usually be deflected or annulled by a strong will.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly what Kari was hoping to hear.  While she believed her strength of will to be considerable, it didn’t help stop Emma’s lightning strike in the graveyard, or countless other magical attacks she’d been subjected to in her lives.  Kari understood little about divine power – even that which she was able to wield – and she knew next to nothing about the arcane.  She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to deflect attacks of either variety when she didn’t even understand how they worked.  Her impatience flooded up and flushed her cheeks, but she kept her mouth closed and waited to hear the old priest out before she asked any potentially silly questions. 
 
    “Obviously, this brings up the question of how to properly focus your willpower to do so,” the elder priest continued.  He paced back and forth across the floor in the center of the horseshoe-shaped benches, his hands folded behind his back.  It seemed to Kari he found explaining the theory just as difficult as she found understanding it.  Still, he hadn’t hesitated at all when she asked him if he could teach her to better use the power of her Blood Oath.  “Do you know why Zalkar became the first ‘true’ demonhunter?” 
 
    Kari tilted her head to the side; she didn’t expect this exercise to turn into story-time, but she played along.  “As I understand it, almost his entire battalion was lost in an ambush by serilian demons, and he was one of only a handful of survivors.  So he dedicated the next several years to gathering all the information our peoples knew of the serilian…serilis-rir so that he could form a military unit dedicated to slaughtering them,” Kari recounted. 
 
    Devin nodded.  “Essentially, yes, that is the gist of it,” he said.  “However, this basic story does not include some of the more important details.  Few people realize that Zalkar was not just an angry young man filled with rage who took up slaughtering the serilis-rir as his life’s goal.  You see, Zalkar was not just a soldier: he was also the chaplain for his battalion, a priest in the service of Gori Sensullu.  When the minions of Seril killed his men but he survived, he took this as a sign that he had been chosen by Gori Sensullu to enact justice.” 
 
    “To be Gori Sensullu’s avatar of vengeance…,” Kari mused aloud. 
 
    Devin nodded.  “Yes, very perceptive,” he encouraged.  “Zalkar was only one man, but his tale of survival and status as a priest of Gori Sensullu allowed him to attract followers: other military veterans who saw Seril’s cowardly attack as an insult.  The battalion to which Zalkar belonged was part of the ducal army, a defensive unit that was on maneuvers in preparation for future Demon Wars.  For Seril’s minions to have ambushed and slaughtered them when there was no formal war taking place was seen as an act of cowardice and murder.” 
 
    I can’t disagree with that, Kari thought.  She assumed the tale would come back around to her Blood Oath, and how to properly wield and fulfill it.  She had sworn Blood Oaths before, most recently against Ressallk on Tsalbrin, but they were something of a hands-on learning experience.  There wasn’t a class on how to swear them or wield the power they granted when Kari studied at the Academy as a young woman.  A Blood Oath was a means of “taking a mission personally,” and in effect, asking Zalkar to do so as well: to strike down the offending demon through his hunter.  On that note, they were taken very seriously by the hunters, the Order as a whole, and by Zalkar himself.  Once sworn, an Oath could not be abandoned until either the hunter or their quarry perished. 
 
    “Zalkar then spent several years compiling information from many sources: from those paladins of the Ghost who’d sworn to the destruction of demons – known as Avengers – he learned the martial prowess to counter the demons’ physical violence.  From the rangers of the Sandur Jungle and its network, he learned how to track the demons through various means.  From the priests of mighty Sechre Tori, he learned to bless his weapons to inflict terrible pain and wounds upon his demonic foes.  And from the priests of Garra Ktarra, he learned the strength of will to be fearless in the face of his enemies, and to both destroy them and leave survivors in turn so that his name would be whispered among them in tones of fear.” 
 
    “Equipped with this knowledge of tactics, martial prowess, and psychological warfare, Zalkar became the first true demonhunter our world has ever known,” Devin said.  “Within months, he began training others to become like him, and he headed the elite class of warriors and soldiers now known as the Demonhunter Order.  Between the wars with Seril, your Order has served to weaken the ranks of the serilis-rir and demons that cross the dimensional barriers to invade Citaria.  As the years have passed and the victories have piled up, the Order’s knowledge has expanded to such an extent that, well, it has molded warriors like you.” 
 
    Kari smiled, but Devin continued.  “That being said, there came times during Zalkar’s own years as a demonhunter when he encountered atrocities that pushed him beyond the bounds of his normal hatred for the serilis-rir.  Just as with the slaughter of his own men, the work of these particular demons would fill him with a rage that could not be quelled until those demons had fallen.  In those times, he would swear an oath to Gori Sensullu that he would not rest, change the focus of his hunt, or retire from his life here on Citaria until that demon was dead.  This became known as the Blood Oath.” 
 
    “Obviously, Zalkar did not imbue himself with divine power when undertaking one of these oaths.  Gori Sensullu would bless him, protecting him from harm and filling him with divine power to keep his sword arm strong and true until the oath was fulfilled.  Nowadays, your Order draws this power from Zalkar, as he is our patron.  And this has made the Blood Oath even stronger, for Zalkar knows the rage that accompanies the swearing of such an Oath, and the drive and focus that must fill the demonhunter to see the Oath fulfilled.  His symbol glows beneath your skin to show that he is with you, and it glows upon your skin and through your clothing when you face the demon, so that it knows it faces not just you, but your patron as well.” 
 
    “Now, you have sworn a Blood Oath to destroy Turillia, and to avenge all those she has harmed or slain in her quest for power,” Devin said.  “Zalkar’s power resides in you.  You need only focus your thoughts so that you may wield this power along with your own.  Lady Vanador, all the world knows of your martial prowess and the list of deeds you have accomplished in our lord’s name.  But have you ever truly wielded his power, or did you only taste of it, and use your own power to defeat your enemies?  Did you submit to his will, or simply allow it to accompany you on your vengeful journeys?” 
 
    Kari’s brows rose and she blinked several times; she wasn’t even sure.  She had certainly felt Zalkar’s presence with her before, and she knew that he had bolstered her when she fought against Ressallk.  But had she fought Ressallk any differently than she would have had she not carried Zalkar’s spirit – and Sakkrass’, for that matter – into battle?  Devin’s question was quite on point: she remembered drawing upon Tumureldi’s style first and foremost when she fought Ressallk.  True, she had been stronger and faster thanks to Zalkar’s vengeful spirit being upon her, but as she thought about it, she realized she hadn’t really called directly upon his power. 
 
    “I guess I haven’t,” Kari said somewhat sheepishly.  “I guess I always assumed his power would just flow through me when I went into battle.  I always felt like it did.” 
 
    Devin nodded.  “It does, to an extent, but to put it in a way you would understand, Zalkar is a gentleman.  He does not take control of you, or force his power to act through you.  He grants you the power of his avatar, but when, how, and how much of that power you use is completely in your control.  Not to flatter you, my lady, but frankly, it’s understandable you have yet to truly call upon Zalkar’s power.” 
 
    Kari waved off the comment.  “From everything I’ve seen in the last few days, I’m going to need it now more than ever,” she said.  “So how do I call upon it, through prayer?” 
 
    “No, it is at once easier and more difficult than that,” the priest replied.  “In order to truly unlock Zalkar’s power, you must call upon the rage that caused you to swear the Oath in the first place.  Tell me, Lady: why did you swear this Blood Oath?  While I have no doubt that Turillia deserves whatever form of death you visit upon her, what exactly was it she did that drove you to swear the Oath?” 
 
    Kari had to think about that for a moment; was it the fact that the succubus had indirectly hurt Serenjols?  Zalkar had answered her request, but did that really mean he was satisfied with her reasons, or did it just mean he was satisfied with the goal?  Grakin had told Kari that she shouldn’t doubt her motivation, and that no one else would either.  But Kari couldn’t push the thought of Serenjols from her mind, particularly the sight of him kneeling beside Damansha as she fought for her life.  Kari couldn’t deny that her desire to kill Turillia went far beyond duty.  Her intention of ridding the world of a very dangerous demon was pure, but it was not her sole reason for swearing the Oath, and she was hesitant to tell the priest. 
 
    “All my life I’ve been a loner,” Kari said quietly, and Devin took a seat on the bench facing her as she began to open up to him.  “Even when I travelled with my old partner and friend, Annabelle, or with Saint Bakhor, I’ve always been hesitant to let people into my life for very long.  After Trigonh had me resurrected, I guess that continued through the Apocalypse, and into my mission to Tsalbrin for the Order.” 
 
    “That all changed when I got to know Grakin Tesconis,” she continued.  “I found a kindred spirit in him, partly because he…better understands what I went through in my previous life, and partly just because he’s a gentle, caring person.  And as I got to know his family through him, I realized I had found a family I could be a part of, and was happy to be a part of.  They took me in as one of their own, and have been very protective of me since.  And I return that feeling: I’m very protective of my family.” 
 
    Devin nodded but didn’t interrupt.  “So when Turillia hurt Serenjols, the gentlest of my mate’s brothers, I…it…,” she stuttered, and she blew out an impatient sigh.  “I’m ashamed to say it, but it became personal to me.  I don’t just want to kill her, Master: I want her to suffer.  I want her to know the terror she’s brought to her victims, and make her beg for death.” 
 
    “I can understand the sentiment,” the priest said, no trace of judgment on his features.  “I imagine it is bad enough to deal with the things demons do without them being done to our own.  You must remember, however, that our lord’s tenet of love justice, but do mercy applies to demons as well.  While you do not grant them mercy in the traditional sense, you do not visit undue suffering upon them.  You do not use the weapons that your enemies use, as it were.” 
 
    “I know,” Kari said.  She dipped her head and closed her eyes, but she reminded herself that Zalkar had granted her request.  Kari sighed and looked up to meet Devin’s eyes.  “So, how do I use Zalkar’s power so I know I do this the right way?” 
 
    The priest reached over and touched Kari’s breastplate over her heart.  “This is why I said it is both easy and difficult; you must draw upon that rage without letting it blind you to your true motivation and goal.  You fight to defend, first and foremost, and you draw upon the rage to keep yourself single-minded in that desire.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Kari said. 
 
    “Love, Lady Vanador,” Devin answered, taking her hands in his.  “Your rage is not fueled by hatred; it is fueled by love.  When your love for your family, for those you defend – in this case, for your brother-in-law – when that love is the driving force behind your rage, then you will know Zalkar’s power, and it will ignite within you.  Zalkar’s rage was not fueled by his hatred of the demons; it was fueled by his love of his countrymen, his fellow soldiers whose lives were lost defending their friends and loved ones.  When you look into Turillia’s eyes, or even Emma’s, you must focus your thoughts on one thing: you confront them because of your love for your friends, your family, and your people.  They are fueled by hatred, but their power will pale and ultimately fail in the face of your love.” 
 
    Kari thought about it for a minute.  She tried to imagine that Damansha hadn’t been hurt, and that she wasn’t in the city to avenge Serenjols or his girlfriend, but she found she couldn’t convince herself of that.  She thought better of it, and instead reminded herself that she was here to make sure Turillia didn’t do the same to anyone else.  Kari realized she was at least twenty-nine murders behind on fulfilling that promise, and the prospect of having twenty-nine other families to avenge made it a little harder to focus on what Devin had told her.  All of the harm the succubus had caused certainly evoked rage in Kari, but it was not fueled by love. 
 
    It dawned on her when she thought of her encounter with Turillia in the prior night’s dream.  The succubus had threatened Kari’s family, and though the threat was empty, it had awoken Kari’s maternal defensiveness in addition to her fire as a demonhunter.  She thought of the threat the succubus represented to her family, to the friends – new and old – working with her, and to the people who’d volunteered to help since her arrival in the city.  Turillia was a threat to all of those people, and to Lord Black, Alyssa and Chelsea, Marshal Saracht… 
 
    If Turillia managed to succeed in becoming a demon king or minor goddess, she was a threat to everyone.  Zalkar’s symbol began to glow on Kari’s chest when she came to what she thought should’ve been an obvious conclusion.  Kari had an entire world to defend from the succubus, and her personal vendetta held no weight when compared to that.  With that kind of threat, everything else had to be secondary, and she imagined that even when there wasn’t such a threat, she had to treat situations as though there was.  “I think I understand now,” she said. 
 
    Devin nodded.  “Now you understand how to tap into Zalkar’s power,” he said.  “Think of your faith in Zalkar as a shield with which you can deflect the attacks of demons.  Keep your love – and your rage – wrapped tight in your heart, for it is there you will find Zalkar’s power.  Imagine it as a bubble that surrounds you, shielding you from magical harm.  Project Zalkar’s grace around you just as your young paladin friend did with the Ghost’s power, for though it is different from Katarina’s aura, it can protect you in much the same way.” 
 
    Kari rose to her feet and walked to the center of the room.  She drew her blades and crossed them before her chest, and she tried to concentrate on creating an aura about her the way Katarina had.  Zalkar’s symbol continued to glow brightly through her breastplate, but if she was projecting an aura, there was no sign of it.  She called Devin’s words to mind about projecting Zalkar’s grace: his grace was his protection, which extended to all those threatened by demons, so Kari thought of herself in the same way.  Under the effects of the Blood Oath, she was his avatar, full of his grace and power, defender of the entire world in the face of the threat this demon posed.  For the first time in her life, Kari understood that Zalkar gave his power to her because he loved her, and she wondered how she had failed to realize that when she carried Sakkrass’ vengeful spirit into battle.  As Devin had said, Zalkar was a gentleman, and he didn’t force himself into Kari’s life any more than she wanted him: the same way Sakkrass treated her. 
 
    Devin was knocked from his seat by a wave of power that roiled out from Kari, an invisible wall of force that Kari could feel extending outward from herself.  Devin was inside of it, and she could feel his life-force even when she closed her eyes.  Her senses extended beyond her mortal body, enhanced by her faith in – her love for – her deity.  Kari could sense Devin rising to his feet: that he was her friend and not a threat, that his faith was even stronger than her own, and that he held divine power within him as one of Zalkar’s priests.  Devin got to his feet and Kari could somehow see that his expression was a mixture of surprise and pride, even while she had her eyes closed.  He muttered a quiet prayer and gestured toward Kari. 
 
    Kari felt the surge as the priest channeled Zalkar’s power through himself to summon a bolt of light and cast it in her direction.  She imagined Zalkar swatting the bolt aside, and focused on keeping the protective aura up.  Just as Devin had suggested, the bolt slowed and dissipated before it even reached Kari, and with her eyes still closed, she smiled at the priest.  Kari had never considered her faith strong, but she realized that was because she misunderstood it, and not because it was missing from her life.  Zalkar clearly had faith in her, loved and cherished her, and he was keeping his word through the Oath to bolster and protect her.  Kari felt ready to face Turillia – and possibly Emma – because she now understood that she was not, and never would be, alone. 
 
    “Well done,” Devin said.  “Remember, Zalkar’s power is yours to wield, but do not give in to the temptation to use your own power.  Fight to defend those you love, and use his power.  Do not doubt your faith in him; wield it as a shield.” 
 
    “Will it be strong enough to stop Emma?” Kari asked, sheathing her blades. 
 
    “If your faith stays strong, it can do anything,” the priest said.  “Remember, it is based on your faith and your will, and your willpower is bolstered by Zalkar’s own.  Rest on that promise, and let him fight for you, through you.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “Will you give me one final blessing?” 
 
    “Of course,” Devin answered, but before Kari could even kneel before him, the front door of the temple opened, and several other priests entered.  Kari didn’t know all of their names, but she recognized the heads of each of the other churches on Temple Street, and Piotyr was among them. 
 
    The half-elite priest regarded the others with him and then nodded his head toward Kari.  “We felt Zalkar’s power flow through you,” he explained.  “Since the time has come to spring the trap, we will all give you the blessings of all of our lords, for you fight for the city and all her people, and you do not fight alone.” 
 
    Kari knelt before Devin and bowed her head.  The priest laid his hands on her shoulders and intoned, “Zalkar, the Unyielding, Demonhunter Patron: watch over our sister as she goes into battle.  Keep her safe from harm, and grant her the strength of mind and body to overcome the demons who threaten our home.  Fill her with the spirit of all of our brethren, and the comfort of knowing that she carries our love and hope into battle with her.” 
 
    “Grant her the valor of the great lion, master of beasts, and shield her as the master does his pride,” Master Vlad prayed to Ambergaust the Lifegiver.  Kari kept her eyes closed.  There was a pleasant and familiar tingle in her mind that she couldn’t quite explain, but she thought perhaps it was the power of the allied deities synergizing. 
 
    “Imbue her with the glory of the rising sun, that she may cast the demons back to the dark places from which they have crawled,” intoned Piotyr in prayer to Kaelariel. 
 
    “Fill her with your skill, and grant her the eyes of the night, that even the darkness will not hide the demons from the judgment she brings upon them,” said a fourth priest, and by his prayer Kari recognized it was the head of Garra Ktarra’s church. 
 
    “Gift to her your unending wisdom, that she may see the truth of all things in this dark situation, into which she walks willingly to defend us all,” intoned the final priestess, a prayer for guidance to Bek the Pious, who was Lord Ambergaust’s daughter. 
 
    When the priests finished their prayers, Kari opened her eyes and rose to her feet.  She had received the blessing of not one, but five deities, and in that moment, she knew any hope Turillia had of victory was dashed.  The only thing that remained was to spring the trap properly, to bring the situation to a head as soon as possible to safeguard the people Kari was sworn to protect.  Kari saluted the priests in the demonhunter way, and each of them bowed their heads to the veteran demonhunter respectfully. 
 
    “Go, my sister,” Piotyr said.  “Shine your light in the darkness, and know that we and our lords are with you.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XXI – Strength of the Avatar 
 
      
 
    The rain was relentless, steady in its beat, though it wasn’t terribly heavy.  Kari stood on the porch of a dry goods store across from the old city hall, watching the dark building for any sign of activity.  A lightning strike illuminated the sad, old white building shortly before its walls were shaken by a powerful peal of thunder.  The storm was in full swing, and still moving in, so Kari was glad to spend what time she could sheltered from its fury by the store’s darkened porch.  There had still been no sign of Turillia yet, but Kari had little doubt the succubus would come. 
 
    The trap was as well-set as it was going to get.  Kari had instructed each of her friends on where to take up positions to try to cut off all avenues of escape.  Eli and Katarina volunteered to guard the two northern roads leading away from the old city hall.  Those were the shortest routes to the city’s outer walls, so Kari was glad to have the strong, young paladin and her fearless half-corlyps friend guarding those routes.  Sherman guarded the road leading to the east, toward Dominick’s house: Kari wanted a paladin in that direction should trouble arise at the wizard’s home.  On the same token, Piotyr guarded the southeast road, in case any trouble at Dominick’s home turned out to be the shadow demon.  Sharyn watched the road toward the southwest, which led toward Black’s tower, using her skill set as a hunter and tracker to keep herself hidden from sight, in case Turillia came on foot.  And finally, Deirdre guarded the road westward, toward the stable square. 
 
    As Kari had hoped, the marshal confirmed that Lord Black had left his tower not long after Kari’s visit, and had refused the company of his guards when he took to the streets.  Kari was confident the message had been given to Turillia; it remained to be seen if the succubus sensed the trap, or walked right into it.  Kari had given no indication to Lord Black that her friends would be guarding the roads leading away from the city hall, so she was confident that unless Turillia came from an unexpected direction, she’d have no idea how many allies Kari had close by.  With her heavy cloak drawn around her, Kari sat down on a bench on the store’s front porch, hoping to blend into the shadows of night.  She wasn’t sure how sharp the eyes of a half-syrinthian, half-succubus would be, but simply being out of sight and steeped in shadow was Kari’s best option that allowed her to maintain a good view of the city hall. 
 
    Water dripped from Kari’s snout, but she hardly even noticed its cold sting, or the minor itch that accompanied the water’s tickling path.  The rain blew sideways now and then, chilling her face, which was about all that stood out from the cloak.  She glanced up into the dark skies that continued to throw down the uncomfortable drops, and she couldn’t help but grimace as she considered it would be dangerous for Markus to fly under these conditions, let alone land his majestic griffon on the angled roof of a building.  While Markus wasn’t the key to Kari’s coming confrontation with Turillia, he would be instrumental in blocking off an escape route.  If he couldn’t land on the city hall’s roof, then Kari might be alone against both Turillia and Emma, or Turillia might be able to escape through the bell tower. 
 
    Kari glanced to her right as a patrol came through the area.  The two human watchmen didn’t even regard the terra-dracon demonhunter sitting in the shadows of the porch.  Their voices were muffled and they spoke in quiet tones, and it was obvious they were not happy to be out in the cold rain.  They had their cloaks drawn around them with the cowls up, so only the badges of their office and the Earl’s insignia on the cloaks marked them as guards.  Within less than two minutes, they had taken stock of the small square that fronted the old city hall, and then continued on their way.  Kari guessed that it would likely be about twenty minutes before she saw another patrol. 
 
    A covered wagon drawn by a single horse went by in the opposite direction, and Kari wondered what would bring travelers out in this weather.  Horses and carriages were fairly rare on the streets of Barcon; most traders seemed to get their deliveries early in the morning so that the streets were clear for foot traffic the rest of the day.  The wagon had only a single, cloaked driver, and Kari couldn’t make out any passengers or cargo in the back as it rolled past her.  A flash of lightning further illuminated the wagon, but still Kari couldn’t see any detail in the covered portion. 
 
    At last the wagon rolled out of the square, and Kari turned her attention back to the city hall while the sound of the horse’s steps and the wet mud splitting beneath the wheels faded into the distance.  Something caught her eye when the lightning flashed again, and even with the peal of thunder that followed, Kari heard the distinct sound of a shutter closing.  She rose to her feet and walked to the edge of the porch, and she was amazed at how acute her night vision became.  Her ability to see in the dark as a rir was fairly powerful, but when she looked out over the square, she began to see things almost as if there was a persistent flash of lightning. 
 
    She assumed it was Garra Ktarra’s blessing that was making her eyesight stronger, and she noticed a strange set of footprints in the mud.  The strangest part was that they started in the middle of the road, and Kari suddenly realized that whoever had left them had jumped from the covered wagon that passed by.  Her eyes followed the trail quickly toward the old city hall, and at the end, Kari saw that one of the boards nailed over the windows had been pried loose. 
 
    Kari drew her swords and dashed across the street in the pouring rain, and she realized her heavy cloak had blocked the glow of Zalkar’s symbol.  Her cloak was open now, and the light blue glow of her lord’s symbol illuminated her steps as she approached the breached window.  Kari was nervous about entering through the window, in case the succubus was waiting just inside to strike.  She pulled the wooden cover away from the window with a scimitar, and did her best to glance around inside as much as possible without presenting an easy target.  The inside was dimly lit by a reflection of some upstairs illumination.  With the steady beat of the rain dulling both her hearing and her sense of smell, Kari wasn’t sure if Turillia was just inside waiting for her.  She reached down into her heart, then, using the projection of Zalkar’s grace to see if the succubus was near.  She detected nothing, so she pulled the board further away and climbed inside quickly.  Fortunately, no one struck at her, and the sense of life-forces that accompanied her projected aura detected nothing close. 
 
    The inside of the old city hall certainly spoke of it being a long-abandoned building.  Kari entered into the main chamber, which appeared to be an open assembly room.  While most of it was shrouded with cobwebs and old, ruined furniture, it was clear someone had used the hearth for cooking.  A cast-iron tea kettle hung on a spit inside the large fireplace, and there was what looked to be an icebox a short distance from it.  Kari wasn’t sure where Emma was getting her supply of food, but any doubt she may have had that Emma was actually living in the old city hall was quickly dispelled.  The portion of the assembly room that Emma had been using was clean and well-maintained, though that hardly struck Kari as odd.  The demonhunter got the impression that as a manipulator, everything the mallasti girl did was carefully ordered. 
 
    What did strike Kari as odd was that the only muddy footprints inside were her own.  Someone had clearly entered the building after leaving a set of tracks in the mud outside, and Kari was at a loss as to how they left no footprints after they entered.  She glanced warily at the ceiling, but the succubus wasn’t suspended from there waiting to strike, so Kari took in her surroundings.  The interior of the building was warm, but it was uniform and clearly not from the hearth.  Its fire was dead, and had been for some time, with no embers and no traces of warmth.  The light coming from upstairs was stronger here, and when Kari glanced up the staircase, she saw that by the tone and lack of movement it was likely of the magical variety.  There were no voices, so Kari wasn’t sure if perhaps Emma had fled the building when Turillia approached.  It seemed unlikely that one or the other was already dead; it hadn’t taken Kari long to get into the building. 
 
    She concentrated on the aura she was projecting, but she still couldn’t sense either of the two demons.  Memories played through her mind of her days thieving on the streets of Solaris, and Kari went up on her toes and began stalking toward the staircase.  She pulled her cloak closed to cover up the glowing symbol of Zalkar; she was pretty sure Turillia had to be on the stairs or up on the second floor, so she wanted whatever element of surprise she could get.  Still she heard no voices, no sounds of movement.  It was possible Emma had fled and Turillia had already given chase, but even if so, that didn’t explain where Turillia’s muddy footprints were. 
 
    Kari crept up the stairs, keeping to the sides of the steps to avoid putting her full weight in the center, where they would creak.  The sounds of her passage were minimal, and without the telltale glowing blue light of Zalkar’s symbol, she was pretty sure she could get to the top of the steps without giving herself away.  The glow from upstairs became more intense as she neared the top.  Kari barely flinched when the thunder boomed outside, rattling the walls of the old building.  Carefully she crept up step by step, and the stairs were built so that she could perch one or two below the top and look into the second floor, hopefully without being seen. 
 
    Kari released Zalkar’s aura, letting it fold back into herself as she neared the top of the stairs; she didn’t want that to give her away, either.  She took in a quiet, deep breath and held it, and she slowly dropped to one knee on the second step down from the top.  She leaned carefully on the steps, laying down along them so she could get a good view into the upper room.  The door to the left of the stairs’ top was open, and Kari angled her head so she could glance in with one eye and keep as much out of sight as possible. 
 
    Emma was there, standing at the far end of the large, open second floor.  She was looking out a window next to the ladder to the bell tower.  If she sensed Kari’s presence, she gave no indication.  Kari couldn’t see Turillia anywhere.  She assumed if the succubus was in the room, Emma would surely know and give some clue – unless they were working together.  Kari tried to keep her breathing steady, and slowly leaned further to get a better glimpse of the room. 
 
    Other than the near corners, she could see almost the entire room, sparse as it was: there was a small mat and blanket along the east wall, which was apparently Emma’s bed.  There wasn’t much else in the room, as if the place had been gutted when it was abandoned.  Still, there were no footprints and no sign of Turillia’s passing or presence.  Kari slowly moved back around the corner and out of any line of sight for Emma, and she glanced down the stairs at her own light footprints.  She wondered if the footprints outside were Emma’s.  If so, it would mean Kari had sprung the trap on the wrong demon, and foiled her own plan.  Still, it made no sense: Emma would have left footprints inside the building if that were the case. 
 
    Kari sighed silently and pulled the manacles from under her cloak: this trap was going to net her a demon, one way or another.  She trusted the magical manacles that had let Eli’s friends bring Ciceria back to Gnarr against her will would do the same to Emma.  She just had to get close enough to get them on the mallasti girl.  Kari considered whether it might be easier to approach Emma in friendly tones, and then try to get the manacles on her.  The only other option was to sneak up behind the mallasti and do so.  Either way, it was risky: Emma hadn’t been surprised when Turillia tried to sneak up on her in the graveyard.  Kari weighed her options. 
 
    Ultimately, she decided the old, creaky floor of the upper level was likely to give her away in either case.  She stood straight and entered the upper room, and she took only a moment to check the near corners for any sign of Turillia.  Still there was no trace of the half-succubus.  Kari kept Zalkar’s power close in the front of her mind; though she didn’t project it outward, she kept it firmly in place should Emma turn on her and unleash a magical attack.  She tucked the manacles in a cloak pocket, ready to draw them out and try to slap them on the mallasti girl, if she got close enough. 
 
    Emma acknowledged her presence after only a few steps.  The mallasti girl turned her head to the side, and Kari got a glimpse of her glowing orange eyes again.  Emma didn’t say anything, and didn’t turn to face Kari; she simply went back to looking out the window while Kari closed the remaining distance between them.  For a minute, Kari thought perhaps she had Emma figured wrong, and that the mallasti girl wanted to speak to her.  She realized her error when she got closer and Emma whirled on her the same way she had with Turillia.  The mallasti girl held up one clawed hand, the fingers splayed outward, palm facing Kari, though she didn’t extend her arm right away to unleash an attack. 
 
    “You fool,” the mallasti girl said in her strange accent.  Her orange eyes were intense, though her expression was impassive, as usual.  “Not only have you led her right to this one, but you have walked straight into her trap.” 
 
    Before Kari could even ask what she was talking about, or turn to see if Turillia had been hiding close by, Emma unleashed a lightning bolt.  Kari pushed back against it with the strength of her faith, but the bolt tore through her barriers and then passed through her body, and Kari’s legs buckled.  Like the lightning bolt in the graveyard, it seemed to hit Kari like a whip-crack to the heart, and all the strength drained from her body.  It was not a typical shock spell: Kari’s body was not in total pain, simply limp and powerless.  Zalkar’s power and Kari’s faith had done nothing to deflect the attack, and Kari wondered if it was because she had collapsed the aura, or because her willpower wasn’t strong enough compared to Emma’s own.  Kari got onto her side, facing Emma, but she didn’t have the strength to even get to her knees yet: she was completely at Emma’s mercy.  Worse than that, the blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol filled the room, and Kari’s worst fears came to bear. 
 
    Turillia’s wicked laugh announced her presence before Kari ever saw her.  Kari realized in that instant that there was one possibility she hadn’t thought of until now: if Turillia only needed a small dose of Emma’s blood, then their entire rivalry and battle could have been for show.  It was possible Turillia had attempted the same bargain with Emma that she had tried with Kari, and that she’d offered to let the mallasti girl serve her rather than be a slave to whatever king she already served.  Circumstances seemed to prove otherwise, but lying on the floor as she was, completely at the mercy of two demons, Kari wasn’t sure what to expect. 
 
    The succubus stepped over the fallen demonhunter and approached Emma, who backed up to the window.  That eased Kari’s tensions slightly.  Turillia regarded Kari for only a second, and she let forth another chuckle before she turned back to the mallasti.  “I knew you would kill her for me if I just bided my time,” Turillia said, and Kari realized she was speaking common to try to instill more fear in the demonhunter. 
 
    “Leave her out of this; she is still of use to the Master,” Emma returned. 
 
    “Ah, but who will manipulate her once I’ve killed you and sucked every drop of blood from your body, Emmalikas?” the succubus returned with her fanged grin. 
 
    “Even should this scheme of yours succeed, if you kill this hunter, you will draw the eternal ire of the Master.  And you greatly overestimate your abilities if you think this one will be so easily slain,” the mallasti said, and Kari shut her eyes as Emma lifted a clawed hand and unleashed another bolt of lightning.  Kari waited for the following thunderclap, but none came. 
 
    Turillia laughed, and Kari opened her eyes to see the succubus standing where she had been, unharmed.  Emma still seemed her usual, impassive self, but Kari could see the mallasti was concerned that Turillia had shrugged off yet another powerful arcane attack.  Turillia turned her eyes back to Kari, and her grin grew wider.  “But her power is fleeting!” she mocked the demonhunter.  “You are so stupid.  Everything you think you have figured out, you have figured out because I allowed you to.  You are nothing but bait: meat on the hook to attract the true prize.  Now, you are better than bait: you are a hostage and a bargaining chip, to be sold to the highest bidder when I claim my place.” 
 
    Turillia turned back to Emma and took a threatening step forward.  Emma held up a hand and pushed the succubus back a step with a gesture.  “Cease your struggles, Emmalikas,” Turillia said to her, and the succubus paced over toward Kari.  She produced one of her long, straight blades, and put it to Kari’s throat.  “Give me what I want, or I will kill this demonhunter and let the penalty of failure fall upon you.  Since she is more important to the Master than you, I expect you will make the correct choice.  But even if you flee, I will hunt you down and kill you.  You cannot hide from me anymore.” 
 
    “If you kill her, the Master’s eyes will fall upon you,” Emma countered.  “The severity of this one’s punishment will not mitigate his anger toward you.” 
 
    “I will be a king by then, protected from him by our laws,” Turillia purred.  “Or did you believe I undertook this gambit without regard to the possible consequences?  I have built toward this for years, and I will not let some slave or her pet demonhunter stand in my way.  This is your only chance to die comfortably, Emmalikas: I will cloud your mind and drain you painlessly if you submit to me now.  If I have to chase you...you will feel every drop of blood leave your body, until your inevitable death.” 
 
    “That is a risk this one will take,” Emma said.  She threw both hands forward toward Turillia, and the window behind her imploded.  Glass shards rained down across the room, and Kari had to turn her head to protect her eyes.  The glass shards bounced impotently off of her armor, but when she turned to look at Turillia, she saw the succubus had been forced to use her wings to protect herself.  The membranes were torn and shredded from the glass, and the golden eyes of the succubus were locked in a scowl of pure, vengeful fury.  Emma jumped out the window into the stormy night, and after a brief glance toward Kari, Turillia drew her second sword and gave chase. 
 
    None of the glass had managed to cut Kari, protected as she was in her paluric armor.  She was glad Turillia didn’t immediately make good on her promise to kill her as well; Emma had at least bought Kari time enough to recover from the lightning strike.  It still seemed odd that the mallasti didn’t want to kill Kari but kept putting her in danger by incapacitating her.  Eli was right in that Emma – and her intentions – were quite difficult to figure out.  Kari managed to prop herself up on her right elbow, and she narrowed her eyes against the mist that blew through the smashed window.  It would still be some time before she could get her legs back under her, but she thought she should have enough time. 
 
    Kari looked to the place where Turillia had stood only moments before, and her brow furrowed as she considered the succubus hadn’t left any muddy footprints.  It somehow just seemed impossible for her to have walked across the street without getting muddy, and Kari couldn’t put her finger on how she’d managed it.  Her contemplations came to an end as Turillia stepped over her again and turned to face her.  Kari’s heart nearly stopped; she had no idea how the succubus had gotten back upstairs so quickly.  She hadn’t come back in through the window, and when Kari glanced at her feet, she saw now that Turillia was marked by the mud Kari had expected to see. 
 
    The succubus drew her twin straight blades, put them tip-down to the floor, and knelt near Kari’s face.  Her golden, slit-pupiled eyes were full of malice, and she grinned at the demonhunter, showing those fangs again.  In her vicious smile, Kari could see that the succubus was planning to try to drain the power of Kari’s Blood Oath for herself. 
 
    “Poor little demonhunter,” Turillia taunted, and she ran her finger along the jawline of Kari’s helmet.  She pulled the helm off and grabbed Kari roughly by the snout.  “I must admit, I had my doubts that this entire plan would work.  I have heard of you and your skill at killing our kind for so many years; I thought you would pose much more of a challenge.” 
 
    Kari swung her head to the side to free her snout from the succubus’ grip.  “Spare me your gloating,” Kari said.  “If it weren’t for Emma’s lightning, I’d be cutting you up by now.” 
 
    The succubus grinned again and shook her head lightly.  “Even in the face of death, your overconfidence has not faded a bit.  I will admit, your skill with the swords is impressive, but if you honestly think you’d so easily best me...well, I supposed idle threats are a waste.  I was going to kill you or sell you, but I think I have a better plan.  All this skill and power you think you have...will soon be mine.  Now, have you any last words?  I will be certain to pass them on to your mate and child before I send them to join you.” 
 
    Kari’s poker face remained firmly in place: she kept her eyes locked with those of the succubus.  She knew that whatever she did, she couldn’t alert Turillia to the dark form that had appeared in the window.  “Actually, I do have some last words,” she said when the timing seemed right.  “Do you smell a wet dog?” 
 
    Kari was blinded and nearly gagged, her face and open mouth spattered with pieces of Turillia’s flesh and a spray of blood.  The werewolf hit the succubus again with its other massive, clawed hand, and sent the succubus airborne to crash into the wall beside the window.  Turillia tried to scream in pain, but with much of her face missing, it came out only as an inarticulate moaning.  The pain and the fury behind it multiplied when the shattered glass from the window tore up her hands and the exposed skin of her legs.  Joining that pain and fury a moment later was terror, as the eight-foot, black-furred mass of snarling fangs and razor claws stalked toward her. 
 
    Kari wiped the blood from her face and spat it out of her mouth, and she tried to clear her eyes enough to mark Turillia’s position and condition.  The succubus was trying to get to her feet, but her legs were wobbly, and she couldn’t properly stand while being lacerated again and again by broken glass.  When Turillia lifted her head, Kari saw that the succubus’ jaw hung limply and to the side, and her face was a ruined mess of blood and shredded flesh.  It appeared Turillia was trying to teleport away, but her arms were shaking as she tried to shut out the pain enough to enact the arcane power. 
 
    It mattered little.  The werewolf pounced on the demon, and it picked her up effortlessly in one of its massive, clawed hands.  It snarled in her face for only a moment before it pulled her head back sharply by the hair and bit her throat out.  Turillia died instantly, and the werewolf cast her body aside carelessly before it jumped up into the shattered window pane.  The black-furred beast turned to regard Kari only briefly before it let out a massive howl and jumped from the second-story window, out into the rain. 
 
    Kari fought with all her might to get to her feet, but she thought better of her efforts after a moment.  She called upon Zalkar’s strength instead, and she opened her cloak fully to let his symbol flood the room with its blue glow.  She abandoned her will to him, allowing his strength to flow through her like adrenaline.  It was a unity of mind and joy that empowered her, and drove the fatigue and limpness from her body in a tidal wave of strength.  Filled with the power of her Blood Oath, Kari stood up, and any trace of what Emma had done to her was gone.  She spat what remained of Turillia’s blood out of her mouth, wiped the rest from her snout with her cloak, and took stock of the situation. 
 
    Turillia’s body crumbled to dust in the corner near the window when Kari’s gaze fell across it.  She remembered Eli, Katarina, and Piotyr describing the same thing happening to BlackWing when he was killed, and Kari’s eyes widened.  Turillia hadn’t been boasting: Kari was quite mistaken in thinking the succubus had lost any of the power she’d stolen from the shadow demon.  Her performance in the cemetery had been good enough to convince Kari that she couldn’t teleport anymore, and Kari had mistakenly taken that to mean the succubus was losing the power she’d stolen. 
 
    That wasn’t the case, and Kari stared at the near-invisible traces of dust where Turillia’s body had been.  She understood, then, that Turillia had taken everything she could from the demon.  Now all that remained was to seal that power in herself by killing and draining Emma.  The werewolf that had just saved Kari’s life had done her a great service in more ways than one: not just in saving her life, but in destroying a duplicate of the succubus.  Kari’s mind worked furiously to make sense of what she had just seen, and as she thought of the events of the past few weeks, it now all made sense. 
 
    Turillia could be in two places at once. 
 
    It explained how she had killed the three members of the Blood Order without BlackWing’s help.  It explained how she had harried Kari all the way to Barcon from DarkWind while still killing for, and drawing power from, BlackWing.  And it explained what had just happened: two Turillias – one chased after Emma, the other stayed behind to kill Kari.  Kari figured the one that led her into the old city hall was a decoy, and that the other must have gotten there earlier in the day and hidden herself somehow.  If that was the case, it meant that Turillia and the shadow demon had turned Kari’s own trap against her, and only the intervention of Emma and a black werewolf had saved the day.  Kari considered this power Turillia possessed; she had no idea what kind of power it was, or how Turillia had stolen it from the demon, and then it hit her. 
 
    Kaelin Black could be in two places at once. 
 
    Kaelin Black and BlackWing were the same person, and Kaelin Black didn’t even realize it.  Whether it was a power of Kaelin Black’s, or of the demon that had taken possession of him fifty-seven years before, Turillia had taken that power from BlackWing.  And BlackWing was nothing more than a duplicate of Kaelin Black, one the demon could possess, use, and abuse at will for its own pleasure – or that of Turillia.  That’s why Kaelin Black had no luck capturing or killing BlackWing.  The only thing it didn’t explain was why BlackWing was trying to kill himself, in essence.  Kari wondered: would killing Kaelin Black have given the demon sole possession of Lord Black’s body, and thereby the entirety of the rule of Southwick County? 
 
    Kari blew out a long sigh, and realized she didn’t have time to think the entire situation through.  She had to chase down Turillia and Emma, and kill one or both of them to put a stop to the immediate threat.  Then she could worry about having Kaelin Black exorcised and trying to drive the demon away for good.  She planned to keep her word to Marshal Saracht and try to save Lord Black, but to even have a chance of doing that, she had to kill Turillia, and either capture, kill, or drive away Emma.  After being shocked and left at the succubus’ mercy, she was leaning more toward killing Emma at this point. 
 
    She thought briefly of Markus, and whether he’d even tried to brave the storm on his griffon.  Kari tread carefully over to the window, avoiding the broken glass, and she looked down to the street.  It was too far a jump for her to comfortably make when she couldn’t use her wings to glide, so she rushed back downstairs to exit the safer way.  The lower level was empty when she passed through it, so Kari shouldered her way through the loosely-boarded window and out to the muddy street. 
 
    Kari ran to the center of the square fronting the old city hall to try to gauge which way her enemies had run.  She saw Deirdre picking herself up out of the mud, so Kari whistled loudly to attract the attention of the others, and approached the half-elite priestess.  Kari helped Deirdre to her feet, concerned that the priestess may have been hurt again so soon after being bitten by BlackWing, but Deirdre seemed all right.  “What happened?” Kari asked quickly. 
 
    “The mallasti came running by,” Deirdre said, glancing west down the road toward the stable square.  “I let her by, since you said you wanted to capture her, and instead I waited for the succubus, to see if she was giving chase.  Turillia hit me with something – some sort of force spell that knocked me down – and then as soon as I got to my feet, this massive werewolf knocked me right back to the mud.” 
 
    “So they all went toward the stable square?” Kari pressed.  The others were approaching, though there was no sign of Markus flying around on a griffon.  Kari figured that was just as well, in this weather. 
 
    Deirdre waited until the others reached them to answer.  “Yes; Emma, Turillia, and a big, black werewolf all headed to the stable square.  Let’s move quickly!” the priestess barked. 
 
    “No, wait,” Kari said.  She had to raise her voice over the sound of the rainfall, but she tried to keep calm and not sound like she was yelling at her companions.  “Turillia is not our only target here.  Katarina, Piotyr: I need the two of you to go to Lord Black’s tower and make sure he doesn’t leave it.  Beat him up, use your auras, I don’t care what you do, just keep that demon inside the tower, or this fight is going to be more than we can handle.  Sherman, we have a werewolf involved now and I need Sharyn.  Go with Katarina and Piotyr, and look around for her.  When you find her, get her to the stable square as fast as possible.  Deirdre, Eli: you two are with me.  Has anyone seen Markus?” 
 
    “No sign of him,” Sherman said.  “It’s unlikely he was able to fly a griffon in this weather, but he may still be at the stable square when you get there.” 
 
    “That will have to do, then,” Kari said with a nod.  She, Deirdre, and Eli ran as quickly but carefully as they could down the muddy streets toward the stable square.  The night sky was lit up over and over by lightning, but thankfully the rain stayed steady and didn’t get worse.  The flashes were coming from ahead and behind, as was the thunder, and soon Kari figured out why: many of the lightning strikes were happening in the stable square.  Emma and Turillia were apparently having an arcane duel, which didn’t bode well.  If Turillia was confident enough in her stolen power to challenge Emma to an arcane duel, she must have absorbed a considerable amount of strength from the shadow demon.  The chances of Kari being able to engage her in a contest of steel, then, were much slimmer. 
 
    Watch whistles sounded from all around, and Kari cursed the luck.  Any other time, she’d want a squad of law enforcement with her to try to apprehend a demon, but in an arcane contest, guards would be little more than casualties.  “Deirdre, head off the guards if you can!” Kari called over her shoulder.  “Get them to seal the inner and outer gates of the stable square, but keep clear of the battle!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Deirdre shouted back.  She stopped and then summoned a minor nimbus of light to make herself easier to see in the rainy darkness, and Kari heard her begin calling for the watchmen to come to her. 
 
    Kari and Eli continued on toward the stable square.  When they arrived, the portcullis had been blown in completely, and lay in the muddy grounds of the square.  Several guards lay about the area, their still forms strewn in the mud, but Kari didn’t have the time to check on them to see if they were all right.  She trusted that Deirdre would handle that once she’d gathered the city watch and set them to the tasks Kari had requested.  Kari’s first priority was to get to the battle and put a stop to the magical duel before the two demons destroyed half the city.  With Eli at her back, Kari was confident she could stop Turillia…so long as Emma didn’t incapacitate them all again.  She hoped Eli’s presence might keep the mallasti from doing anything harmful to them, but his previous dealings with Emma left Kari with a lot of doubt. 
 
    The entire square lit up shortly before a massive boom, and Kari and Eli were both forced to stop and close their eyes against the intensity of the flash.  When Kari opened her eyes again, she saw that part of the outer wall had been blown into a hail of stones by Emma’s lightning, and they rained down into the square with wet thuds.  Turillia responded in kind, but Emma seemed to absorb the bolt rather than simply deflect it.  Still, it was obvious the demons would destroy the city before they harmed each other, though Kari was somewhat relieved to see that Emma was the more powerful of the two in terms of the arcane. 
 
    Emma raised a clawed hand to unleash another spell, but Turillia vanished, only to reappear directly in front of the mallasti.  Apparently fed up with their magical duel, the succubus attempted to run the mallasti girl through.  Emma’s arcane shield absorbed the blow, and she threw her hands forward, hurling Turillia backward with arcane force.  The succubus got control of her unplanned flight using her wings, and was able to come back down on her feet, skidding to a stop a dozen yards away.  She bared her fangs in a grin that was easy to see even from Kari and Eli’s vantage point, and then she turned and loosed a lightning bolt at Kari. 
 
    Kari only had time to blink, shutting her eyes momentarily against the bright flash of the discharged lightning, but her breathing stayed steady and calm, her faith firmly placed in Zalkar’s ability to protect her.  The bolt dissipated when it collided with Kari, but she was vaguely aware that it had split off and caught Eli.  He grunted in pain but stayed on his feet easily; whatever the difference was between Emma and Turillia’s lightning bolts, Eli was able to shrug this one off for the most part.  Kari paced toward Turillia, whose grin disappeared when she saw Kari was unharmed.  The succubus looked from enemy to enemy, apparently trying to decide her next move. 
 
    There was no sign of the black werewolf, and Kari wondered if the creature had already been killed, reduced to ash, or else flung far over the city walls by the demons’ magic.  Kari started pacing to her right to try to flank the succubus, and she gestured for Eli to fall into position between her and Emma.  He seemed to be the person least likely to be harmed by Emma, so Kari was comfortable putting him closer to the mallasti.  The demonhunter picked up her pace, but made sure not to lose her footing in the deepening mud, and she saw that Turillia’s golden eyes were following her primarily. 
 
    The succubus tilted her head to the side and sighed briefly before she unleashed another lightning bolt, this one aimed squarely at Eli.  He was nearly able to dodge it, thanks to reacting instantly to Turillia’s motion, but the bolt struck him in the upper chest near the shoulder, and he dropped to his knees.  With a thought, Kari extended Zalkar’s grace outward to form that bubble again, and she tried to get between Eli and Turillia to shield him.  She threw caution to the wind as she saw Turillia preparing to unleash another spell at Eli. 
 
    Surprisingly, Emma conjured a glowing sheet of arcane force in front of Eli to protect him, but Kari quickly realized the mallasti girl’s error.  Turillia had only hurt Eli as a feint, and Kari’s own protective nature reacted too predictably.  It was strange that Emma had reacted similarly, but it was apparent that was what Turillia had counted on.  With the mallasti’s focus on protecting Eli, the succubus vanished once again, appeared behind Emma, and impaled the mallasti through her right side with a long, straight blade. 
 
    Emma let out a blood-curdling cry and collapsed in a heap, but Kari could see that Turillia hadn’t assassinated her.  The succubus needed Emma’s blood, and apparently it had to come from the mallasti while she was still alive.  Still, the sword had penetrated Emma’s shielding from the back, and the wound was grave enough that the mallasti lay clutching at the mud beneath her in shock.  Turillia drew the blade out cruelly and stepped over the mallasti girl, and she flashed that confident grin in Kari’s direction again. 
 
    A callous thought crossed Kari’s mind as the succubus approached: if Kari could draw the battle out long enough, Emma would die from that wound, and Turillia’s plan would fail, whether Kari bested her or not.  Just as quickly as it had come, though, the thought faded, and the memory of Makauric bleeding out on Kaelariel's altar took its place.  No one deserves that, Kari thought, and she tightened her grip on her swords. 
 
    Eli got back to his feet, but Kari could see by the way he looked at Emma that he was going to be of little help against Turillia, at least initially.  He staggered over toward the fallen mallasti, and Turillia regarded him with a chuckle and continued to approach Kari.  Kari supposed that perhaps it was better this way: Eli could make sure Emma survived, which might mean Kari could get some answers from her when all was said and done.  It also meant Eli would be out of harm’s way, which would allow Kari to focus on Turillia.  Kari was confident in her ability to defeat Turillia, but at the same time, she knew it was foolish to attempt to do so alone.  She hoped that Sharyn, Sherman, and Markus would arrive soon; as it stood, Kari had seen no sign of the senior paladin since arriving in the stable square. 
 
    Turillia unleashed another spell at Kari, sending a torrent of flame at the demonhunter, but Kari’s faith held strong, and she stood unharmed.  She got her swords up as Turillia came in and tried to catch her while she was still partially blinded by the fire’s light.  Kari turned aside the succubus’ attack, and she sidestepped and began testing the ground beneath her feet while she had a moment to breathe.  The mud was slick, but not completely unreliable.  Kari began her nimble dance, and as she and Turillia circled each other, the demonhunter could see that the succubus’ footwork remained impeccable even in the poor conditions. 
 
    Kari drove in with a simple routine at first.  She wanted to get her muscles warmed up and ready for what she assumed would be the fight of her life.  She began with a combination that Tumureldi had taught her to gauge an enemy’s defenses and how quickly they returned their own weapons to a ready position after parrying.  To Kari’s surprise, Turillia didn’t simply parry: she stepped in on Kari’s combination and riposted.  Her straight blade thudded hard against Kari’s belly, just as it had when they’d fought in DarkWind, though the succubus didn’t attempt to sidestep and decapitate her.  Were it not for the girdle of Kari’s armor, Turillia would have impaled her through the stomach, finding that seam between breastplate and loin guard.  Kari realized she had to be much more measured in her approach, or it would be a short fight. 
 
    Turillia wasted no time after the stunning jab, and she countered with a combination of her own.  Even barefoot in the mud of the stable square, the succubus’ footwork was amazing, and she was able to turn her feet and thrust sidelong at Kari, overextending her normal reach to push the demonhunter away.  Kari swept the thrusts aside and sidestepped, but she couldn’t get close enough to Turillia to counterstrike, let alone try to strike from Turillia’s rear, where she’d have a tougher time making an effective parry.  The succubus moved in time with Kari and closed the distance between them, and she unleashed a short flurry that put Kari on the defensive.  Kari was able to keep pace with the succubus’ attacks and parry each one in turn, but she was giving up ground too fast.  She relaxed and fell into Turillia’s rhythm, and she allowed the succubus to back her up toward the gates.  Deirdre and the other guards were either already there in the shadows or soon would be, so Turillia wasn’t helping herself by backing Kari up.   
 
    As though she was reading Kari’s mind, the succubus stopped pressing her attack and began moving sideways, and Kari realized she was heading back toward Emma.  Kari began to give chase, but as soon as her feet began to churn in the mud, Turillia stopped and moved back in on the demonhunter.  The succubus gave a short uppercut with her right blade, and it split Kari’s chin wide open and bit into the bone of her jaw.  Kari hissed in pain, but she got her feet back under her, established her distance, and assumed a defensive stance.  Silver blood trickled down her throat in a warm rivulet, a testament to the fact that Kari simply had to get in the habit of wearing her helm at all times.  Her lower front teeth felt loose under her tongue, and she wondered how far through her jaw the succubus had cut. 
 
    Turillia snickered at her.  “You had best hope your friends arrive before mine do,” she said in her otherworldly voice.  “You have vastly overestimated your fighting prowess.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure who Turillia meant by her friends, but she guessed it was a ruse or distraction, and paid it little heed.  If the succubus meant BlackWing or her duplicate, she was in for a very rude surprise.  If she meant someone else, Kari was confident they weren’t powerful, or they would’ve registered to Dominick’s arcane sense.  Kari flashed a countering smile, undeterred by the pain in her chin or the blood that trickled from the wound.  “You haven’t seen a damned thing yet,” she challenged. 
 
    Kari assumed the scorpion pose that was the trademark of Suler Tumureldi’s fighting style.  Far behind Turillia, Kari could see that Eli had his hammer in hand and was slowly beginning to creep up on the succubus.  The rain continued to patter Kari’s face and shoulders as she stood completely still in the scorpion pose, and she raised her wings slightly to block some of the drizzle.  His style, your power, she prayed quietly to Zalkar.  She didn’t feel any surge of power or anything to that effect, but she kept her presence of mind: she wanted Zalkar with her. 
 
    Turillia’s face lit up when she beheld Kari’s pose, and though the succubus chuckled, it wasn’t spiteful like usual.  “At last, Tumureldi’s gift appears,” she said.  “Let us see which master was the better teacher, then.” 
 
     “Who taught you to fight?” Kari asked; her curiosity had been piqued.  She couldn’t help but run her tongue down the wound in her lower jaw from the inside after speaking.  It was quite painful, and she realized she was bleeding inside her mouth as well.  Turillia had cut deep. 
 
    “His name would mean nothing to you,” Turillia returned, “but you will die knowing he was a better teacher than your own.” 
 
    Turillia took up a pose of her own, and Kari went on the offensive, something that was unusual under Tumureldi’s style.  She drove forward with great, arcing, hacking strikes, forcing Turillia to simply dodge or give ground for fear of losing one of her blades under the weight of Kari’s attacks.  Once she had Turillia backing away, Kari began weaving her left blade in front of her in a dazzling pattern while her right blade did the same behind her.  Turillia seemed to know what Kari was up to, and she swung her own left blade across to force Kari to parry while she moved right and attempted to stab Kari under the arm with her other blade. 
 
    Turillia staggered back as Kari’s left foot connected with the side of her face.  The succubus clearly had no idea that Kari also trained with Aeligos at his master’s dojo.  It hadn’t taken Aeligos long to teach her the front roundhouse kick, and Kari found it mixed into Tumureldi’s style quite well.  She followed up on the stunning kick with an inside crescent swing of her left scimitar, going for the artery in Turillia’s right thigh.  Her scimitar cut into the armor there deeply and drew blood.   Turillia hopped back with a startled cry of pain, but Kari knew she hadn’t gotten deep enough.  The succubus looked down at her leg and the streaks of blood running down from under her armor, and the look she turned on Kari was one of complete and utter surprise. 
 
    Kari drove in once more, but Turillia recovered quickly from her shock and growled with rage.  The succubus stymied Kari’s attacks and reestablished distance between them, and once Kari ceased pressing her, Turillia turned and loosed another lightning bolt in Eli’s direction.  The half-corlyps saw the succubus’ motions and was able to dodge before she loosed the stroke, and he landed flat on his belly in the mud halfway between Emma and Turillia.  Turillia didn’t turn back toward Kari right away, but the demonhunter knew what the succubus was thinking.  Kari turned around and swung at neck level, and she nearly decapitated Turillia when the succubus reappeared behind her. 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure who was more impressive in that instant: herself for anticipating the succubus’ move, or Turillia for that snake-like agility that let her dodge before she was even conscious of Kari’s attack.  Even while off-balance from her dodge, the succubus still managed to threaten Kari with her blades, and she kicked the demonhunter hard in the side of the knee.  Kari’s leg nearly buckled, and she hopped gingerly to the side, testing the leg with her weight before she reassumed her fighting stance.  Turillia took in Kari’s armored form but her gaze lingered on the demonhunter’s knee.  Soon she met Kari’s stare, and a smile crept onto her face. 
 
    Paluric armor had one major weakness: though it was virtually impervious to piercing and slashing attacks, it didn’t do much to absorb blunt force.  Kari wore padded clothing under the armor to mitigate that issue, but the joints in particular were vulnerable.  It was obvious from the look on Turillia’s face that she now understood that, and Kari was thankful the succubus only seemed to carry a pair of straight blades.  She could batter Kari with her fists and feet all day, but it wouldn’t be anywhere near as effective as if she was wielding a hammer or a mace. 
 
    Deirdre started to approach from the gateway, but Kari held her off with an upraised hand.  “Go and check on Emma, if she’ll let you,” she called to the priestess.  “Keep Eli with you.” 
 
    Turillia shook her head lightly, but smiled in recognition of Kari’s intention.  Kari wanted to keep her hammer and mace-wielding friends away from the succubus, lest they be disarmed and inadvertently give Turillia the weapons she needed to turn the fight against Kari.  The two seemed very evenly matched in more than just battle prowess: they also thought alike, and Kari wasn’t sure if that made her more content with her own intelligence, or concerned because she could think like a half-succubus assassin. 
 
    Kari assumed her scorpion pose once again, but this time Turillia scoffed before she came in to reinitiate the battle.  She caught Kari’s downward swing with her left blade and thrust up under Kari’s arm, aiming for any seam or weak point in the armpit of Kari’s armor.  Kari anticipated a counterattack, as the succubus seemed most adept at counterstriking – much like Kari.  The demonhunter turned to her right as she swung downward, and she tried to cut off Turillia’s hand with her other scimitar.  The succubus narrowly avoided Kari’s attack, but Kari then swung her tail up and hit Turillia in the side to distract her, and followed that by buffeting the succubus with her left wing. 
 
    Kari stepped in behind her tail- and wing-buffets to unleash a pattern of crossways half-swings and short thrusts, but Turillia recovered quickly and began parrying them easily.  The demonhunter couldn’t help but wonder who had trained the succubus; her master had clearly been a phenomenal swordsman.  Kari was getting used to Turillia’s quirks as a fighter, but in terms of style, the two were so evenly matched that Kari wanted to spit.  She nearly laughed at her own foolish pride: thinking she was somehow the greatest of all swordfighters because she’d learned from Tumureldi.  Kari swallowed that pride.  She had thrown Tumureldi’s and Aeligos’ training at the succubus, mixed with Zalkar’s strength, and she still had yet to claim supremacy. 
 
    The demonhunter continued trading routines with the succubus, with neither able to gain more than a momentary advantage over the other.  Kari’s paluric armor kept her well-protected, though Turillia didn’t land many blows upon it anyway.  The succubus, conversely, had only some sparse leather armor on, but she was deft and agile enough to keep Kari from landing many blows upon it, let alone upon her unprotected flesh.  Neither slowed or showed any sign of fatigue: Kari was fueled by the Blood Oath, evidenced by the furiously glowing symbol of Zalkar upon her chest, and Turillia, even with the bleeding wound on her right thigh, had the hellish constitution of a demon. 
 
    Call her an abomination, it will shatter her will, Emma spoke into Kari’s mind. 
 
    No, Kari thought in return.  Kari knew what it meant to be hated by her own father, and the pain that Turillia carried with her was the kind Kari could identify with.  She already felt bad for saying such a heartless thing when she’d faced Turillia in her dreams.  Like Devin had told her, Kari knew that she fought and killed demons to defend people, to defend her world; not to make the demons suffer, or torture them by their own means and measure.  If anything, Turillia’s pain made Kari pity her.  She would kill the succubus to defend her world, but she would not make sport of her enemy’s personal wounds.  That was not who Karian Vanador was. 
 
    Zalkar’s symbol glowed ever brighter and more furiously, and Turillia’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Kari.  “Do you understand what you’re up against now?” Kari asked. 
 
    “I understand that I have so much more to steal from you than I’d initially suspected,” Turillia returned with a scowl.  “I will take your power and your angel blades, and I will carve my name into this pathetic world of yours.” 
 
    The succubus came in, playing right into Tumureldi’s style, but she surprised Kari by kicking up mud into the demonhunter’s face.  It was apparent Turillia was done with trying to find out which of them was the superior swordfighter, and was going for the kill.  Kari closed her eyes and ignored the instinct to wipe the mud from her face.  Instead, she backed up slowly, laying one foot behind the other again and again while she began weaving her blades in a very quick yet precise pattern.  It was a routine Suler had called his nightmare, and Kari recalled the tale that had gone along with the lesson. 
 
    In his recurring nightmare, Suler explained, he’d faced some demonic beast with many arms, each wielding a vicious sword.  Each night he was attacked by the creature, and it would overwhelm him before he would awaken moments before being killed.  Over time, the shakna-rir king had developed a familiarity with his enemy’s style, and as the weeks passed, he found that he could survive longer and longer against his many-armed foe.  Eventually, he perfected a routine that completely stymied his enemy’s attacks, and he fittingly called it Suler’s Nightmare.  He had admitted to Kari that he’d never bested the demon, but after months, the creature – if it was even anything more than a figment of his fears – stopped attacking him in his dreams, frustrated by his prowess. 
 
    Kari began to emulate that routine, but she didn’t simply execute the same pattern that Tumureldi had taught her.  She’d now fought Turillia several times, and she was accustomed to the succubus’ attack angles, the speed and depth of her strikes, and the fact that she liked to go for Kari’s weak points.  Even blinded by mud, Kari weaved her blades in such a way that the succubus couldn’t penetrate her defenses without giving up her position.  The sound of the rain made it tough for Kari to focus on the succubus’ footsteps, but by giving up ground and walking backwards slowly, Kari was confident she could keep Turillia in front of her long enough for the rain to clear the mud from her face. 
 
     Kari smiled slightly when the distinctive ring of the succubus’ swords meeting Kari’s own cut through the air, and Kari turned slightly to her left.  She remembered the aura she was able to project, and she extended Zalkar’s grace outwards.  She got a very clear image of exactly where Turillia was and what she was doing.  She could sense the succubus’ lifeforce, the fact that she was thoroughly evil, and one other important thing: she was extremely frustrated.  In that moment, Kari recognized another difference between herself and Turillia: the succubus was not used to losing.  Kari was a phenomenal fighter, but she had suffered her share of defeats – hundreds of them just while sparring against Tumureldi himself – and she knew how to keep her presence of mind when a fight turned against her.  Turillia was growing ever more frustrated, and Kari wasn’t sure if it was because she couldn’t believe Kari was as good as she was, or because time was growing short and she wanted to get to Emma before anything else went wrong. 
 
    Turillia apparently wasn’t aware that Kari could “see” her, and she tried to bait Kari with a wide, errant swing, to get the demonhunter to turn the wrong way.  Kari did so, but she brought her guard up on her exposed left side and hopped in toward the succubus.  Turillia had a brief moment of panic, and that was all Kari needed.  She kicked Turillia’s knee hard enough that the succubus’ leg buckled.  Kari followed that up without hesitation by driving her fist – still holding the pommel of her scimitar – squarely across the succubus’ jaw.  Turillia very nearly lost consciousness, and Kari could feel it through her projected aura.  Seizing the opportunity, Kari dropped one of her blades and twisted Turillia’s wrist to force her to drop hers, and then she spun the succubus to the mud with that same grip.  Turillia flopped into the mud limply and lost her second blade, and Kari straddled the succubus, who was still trying to get her wits about her. 
 
    Kari slammed her fist into Turillia’s jaw repeatedly, and her blows knocked free teeth and spattered her own fists and face with the succubus’ blood.  Once satisfied that Turillia was far from coherent, Kari at last reached up and wiped her face.  Turillia’s face was a mess of mud, blood, and rain, and her lips were shredded where Kari had crushed them between fist and fang.  The succubus’ eyes were barely open, rolled back as she tried to regain her wits, and her mouth worked aimlessly, blowing blood bubbles as she fought to breathe.  Kari turned the succubus over and then pulled her arms out behind her, and she used a technique Aeligos had taught her to dislocate both of the succubus’ shoulders. 
 
    Turillia cried out in pain.  “Stop, please stop,” she groaned in agony, barely audible over the rain.  Her words were inarticulate because of her bloody mouth and newly-missing teeth, but Kari could make out what she was saying well enough.  “Just kill me, and be done with it.” 
 
    “Kill you?” Kari repeated.  “No, you won’t get out of this so easily.” 
 
    Eli had approached, and he drew up beside Kari, uncertainty on his features.  “You’re not going to keep beating her, are you?” he asked. 
 
    Kari flashed him a sour look, and pulled the manacles from her cloak’s inner pocket.  She clasped them firmly on Turillia’s wrists, and through her projected aura, she could feel the canceling magic that emanated from them.  They were still quite functional, and would keep the succubus bound and helpless.  “Change in plans: I’m taking her back to DarkWind,” Kari said. 
 
    The demonhunter picked up her scimitar and sheathed it, then dug around in the mud for a few long moments.  She rose to her feet and held her hand out to Eli.  He opened his hand curiously, and his eyes widened when Kari dropped the succubus’ fangs in his cupped hands.  “Here, go make yourself a necklace,” she said, then she glanced eastward.  “Any sign of Sharyn or that big black werewolf?  And how is Emma?” 
 
    “Emma’s hurt badly, but she seems to be stable.  She didn’t even want Deirdre to touch her.  No sign of Markus, Sharyn, or the werewolf, though,” Eli said as he scanned the square.  He brushed his wet hair back from his face, and then turned toward Emma.  “Well, if you’re going to use the manacles on Turillia, how are you going to capture Emma?” 
 
    “Maybe we don’t have to,” Kari said.  She began making her way over to Emma, but she collapsed her aura; she didn’t want to come across as hostile.  Once she drew close, the mallasti girl’s eyes came up suddenly and she held a hand toward Kari with the fingers splayed.  Emma was still bleeding, but she kept a hand clutched on the wound to try to stem the tide.  Deirdre held her mace up, ready to bludgeon the mallasti should she unleash an arcane strike at Kari, but the demonhunter motioned for everyone to stay calm.  “I’m not going to hurt you,” Kari said to the mallasti.  “Let us help you; I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Stay back,” Emma gasped, her impassive demeanor replaced by panic.  She was hurt badly, and Kari realized she was reacting almost like a trapped animal.  “This one cannot allow herself to be captured.  She does not wish to kill you, but she will if she must.” 
 
    Eli swore loudly, and Kari whirled as she heard him slide across the mud.  He’d been knocked away by the black werewolf, come back to make another attack on Turillia.  Kari felt like she was moving in slow motion as she tried to get traction under her feet.  The mud gave way and she slid to her knees, and Kari watched helplessly as the werewolf picked up the disabled succubus in one massive, clawed hand.  “Don’t!  She’s helpless; leave her be!” Kari yelled. 
 
    The werewolf looked at Kari and snarled defiantly, and before the demonhunter could even get back to her feet, the beast tore out Turillia’s throat.  “No!  You stupid, stupid beast!” Kari yelled at the creature.  She drew her scimitars and stood, a growl escaping her. 
 
    The werewolf beheld Kari with bestial golden eyes and let out a savage growl of its own.  Kari started to charge the creature, but she paused when lightning flashed: her attention was drawn to the three golden rings in the werewolf’s left ear.  “Sharyn?” Kari asked simply. 
 
    She received no response.  The werewolf turned and ran to the wall, and then hopped onto and over it, out into the cold darkness. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XXII – Frustration 
 
      
 
     “Well, I’ll be damned,” Eli said, rising to his feet.  “I knew something was off about that girl, but I sure wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “Damnit,” Kari spat.  She kept her eyes on the wall where Sharyn had jumped over, and walked to Turillia’s body, which lay motionless in the rain and mud.  Kari turned the succubus over, but it was immediately clear she was dead.  Her head barely turned: most of her throat and neck had been torn away by the werewolf’s fangs.  Kari lifted Turillia’s head, and her eyes were wide and glazed over, no spark of life in their beautiful, alien depths.  Kari closed the succubus’ eyes and unlocked the manacles.  She rose to her feet and said quietly to Eli, “Tend to Emma; see if you can sneak those manacles on her.  Turillia won’t be needing them anymore.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Eli asked, but Kari didn’t answer.  At that moment, she was nearly blinded by a single-minded desire to hunt Sharyn down and skin her.  Kari was furious, her entire plan nearly ruined by the meddling of a werewolf, a creature that was lucky to not be a target of Kari’s work.  All along, Kari was worried that it would be the succubus that infiltrated her circle of friends, but it turned out to be a werewolf that managed to do so.  While Sharyn had helped them, killing Turillia when she was helpless and bound had robbed Kari of valuable information.  At the very least, she would see to it that Sharyn knew what she’d done. 
 
    It was dark out on the plains as Kari moved farther and farther from the torches at the stable square’s outer archway.  Her eyes stayed sharp, and she was able to follow the fast-moving, black-furred form of Sharyn, though with the werewolf running on all fours, Kari lagged behind.  Kari’s night vision was strong as a rir, but the enhancement bestowed upon her by the priest of Garra Ktarra was incredible.  Out on the plains at night, with no star- or moonlight coming through the storm clouds, Kari wouldn’t have been much less blind than a human.  With the priest’s blessing, though, she wondered if she was seeing as well as a brys: the landscape was shaded in greys, but it was bright enough that she could easily see Sharyn speeding through the long grass.  Sharyn was moving fast, and had the black fur to disappear into the night, but it mattered little with Kari’s enhanced vision. 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure she’d even still be running if Zalkar’s power wasn’t flowing through her.  She should have been exhausted after being shocked with a lightning bolt, engaging in a vicious, high-speed sword fight that left her with a split lower jaw, and then dealing with the after-effects of a constant adrenaline burn.  Zalkar’s power seemed to have no such limit, and her strides were long and consistent as she sped across the grassy lands to the west of the city.  The more she thought about it, the better she understood why Sharyn had been able to keep up with her so easily on their run from Temple Street to the cemetery two nights prior. 
 
    It left Kari to wonder if Sharyn truly was a ranger, or if that was just a cover for her activities as a werewolf.  While it was true that some werewolves and other lycanthropes served the Beast, Kari didn’t expect that meant they were necessarily friendly or welcome among the ranger networks of the Sandur Jungle or Ceritan Forest.  Part of Kari was willing to give Sharyn the benefit of the doubt: she’d helped with the overall mission to stop Turillia.  But that didn’t dispel Kari’s anger over the werewolf killing the succubus when Kari had her bound, a helpless prisoner.  While Turillia wouldn’t likely have been talkative, Kari was sure the Order would have had ways of making her give them the information they needed regarding Emma and the Temple of Archons. 
 
    All of that was wasted.  Kari nearly stopped and turned back toward the city; Emma was now the only piece of the puzzle she still had access to.  The demonhunter kept her head down and continued running.  If anyone could convince Emma to come in willingly, or slip the manacles on her by sleight of hand, it was Eli.  Emma would defend herself if Kari or Deirdre tried to capture her, and the mallasti had said so herself.  Kari had a feeling Emma would be long gone when she returned to the city, and she had little doubt the mallasti would’ve found some way to escape even if Kari had stayed behind to apprehend her personally.  Kari put her trust in Eli, but at the same time, she already knew not to hold him responsible if he failed. 
 
    Kari focused her thoughts on Sharyn.  The black werewolf sped toward a copse in the distance, one of the few pockets of trees between Barcon and the great forest to the west.  With her enhanced night vision, Kari was able to see that there was firelight within the copse, and she slowed down a bit as she realized Sharyn was leading her right to the rest of the pack.  Kari had no idea how many werewolves she might encounter there.  She remembered there were eight at the cemetery, though one had been killed; that still left at least eight when she added Sharyn to their number.  There was no telling how many others there might be. 
 
    Kari slowed to a walk, but she continued on toward the copse undeterred.  She wondered if the pack would attack her on sight, or at Sharyn’s direction.  They’d had the opportunity to kill Kari in the cemetery, but it had been Sharyn who convinced them to leave Kari be and vacate the city.  Sharyn had seemed to save Kari’s life, but now her gesture seemed less philanthropic, and more self-serving: she had kept Kari alive to get the succubus into the snare.  The demonhunter had to wonder if that was a good thing or bad; she really didn’t know what to expect from the werewolves at this point, Sharyn least of all. 
 
    Lightning flashed from the north, and a distant, rolling thunder followed several seconds after.  The storm was moving away, and the rain began to let up as Kari made her final approach to the trees.  She didn’t see anything moving within, but she’d seen Sharyn enter the copse.  Just as her eyes had told her from a distance, there was a campfire burning at the center, though from the outer edge, it didn’t appear anyone was tending to it.  The sound of the rain through the trees prevented Kari from hearing anything out of the ordinary, and so she paced side to side, looking for any sign of werewolves. 
 
    After a minute, she supposed it was possible Sharyn had urged the pack to move farther west.  If they were heading to the jungle, Kari had no intention of following them that far.  She wanted to confront Sharyn, ask the woman why she’d killed Turillia when she was bound and helpless, and find out her intentions toward Sherman, but those were questions that were not worth any more risk than following Sharyn this far presented.  To follow the werewolves as far as the southern jungle would put Kari’s life in far more danger than the answers were worth.  As aggravated as Kari was that Sharyn had killed Turillia, the demonhunter was more concerned with the safety of her young paladin friend.  Sherman had been kissing Sharyn when Kari found out about their relationship, and Kari suspected Sharyn may have potentially turned Sherman into a werewolf. 
 
    Zalkar’s symbol was no longer glowing on her chest.  Kari’s Blood Oath was fulfilled to the Unyielding’s satisfaction, but Kari realized that meant she hadn’t run here under Zalkar’s power.  She wondered if she was still capable of calling upon that power after the Oath’s fulfillment, but she pushed the thoughts aside.  The absence of a Blood Oath made confronting a pack of werewolves so much more dangerous, and Kari hesitated to approach the campfire.  If there were eight or more werewolves and they meant her harm, there was virtually no chance of her returning home.  She thought of Grakin and her son, but she also thought of her conversation with Devin, when he’d taught her to wield the Blood Oath and its power.  For a moment, she felt trapped between her duty to her family and to the rest of the world. 
 
    Kari sighed lightly through her nose, and set her feet on the slightly muddy path that led to the campfire.  It was strange but not surprising to see sets of both human and wolf tracks in the mud, and Kari worked to keep her breathing steady, preparing to be pounced upon at any moment.  She left her scimitars in their sheaths to try to give the impression to the beasts that she had come to talk, not fight.  If they attacked her, she would defend herself, but with their size, strength, and numbers, she wasn’t sure it would make much difference. 
 
    Then again, she thought, Turillia had claimed a hand from one and killed another when faced with more than one at a time. 
 
    The thought of Turillia made Kari reach up to her wounded chin.  The bleeding had stopped, but the cut was deep, and had nearly cloven her lower jaw completely.  Even while she touched her wound, Kari was aware of movement among the trees.  There were definitely a few werewolves skulking about, and the sound of the rain filtering down through the trees didn’t do enough to mask their movements.  Kari’s ears twitched as she tried to hear over the sounds of the distant thunder, the light pattering of rain upon leaves, and the gentle crackle of the campfire ahead, trying to stay abreast of any sound of a charging werewolf.  That sound never came, though, and Kari reached the campfire, aware of the presence of werewolves but satisfied that they were not moving to attack – yet. 
 
    Kari glanced around the small clearing in which the campfire sat, and she squatted down briefly, drew one of her scimitars, and stoked the fire.  It was gaining more of a foothold on the stacked logs now that the rain was tapering off, but it would be some time before it was of any real use.  Kari replaced her blade and then warmed and dried her hands as best she could in front of the fire.  She glanced to her left when she heard a rustle of movement, and she saw the brief reflection of firelight in a pair of golden eyes before the beast slid back out of sight.  It dawned on Kari that the werewolves might be waiting for the signal from their pack-leader to attack. 
 
    Sharyn approached from the darkness amongst the trees on the opposite side of the fire from Kari, and the demonhunter met the dark-eyed gaze of the ranger evenly.  Sharyn was still half-naked, and she stepped into her leather trousers and came into the circle of firelight.  It seemed she had shed her clothes when she took on her bestial form in Barcon, and one of her companions had recovered her things and brought them to this meeting place.  What truly caught Kari’s eye was a massive scar that ran from the woman’s left shoulder across to her right hip.  It looked like a sword wound, and it had been brutal and very, very deep – deep enough to make Kari question how anyone could’ve survived such a blow.  Soon Sharyn had her leather armor on again, and she stood across the fire from Kari, neither woman blinking. 
 
    Kari was surprised that Sharyn looked angry.  The demonhunter was fairly certain she was the only one that had a right to be angry in this situation.  Kari’s hands dropped down to the hilts of her scimitars, about as subtle a warning as she was ever likely to give.  Sharyn had all but completely ruined her plans, but even beyond that, there was something else that nagged at Kari.  It went back to what Turillia had said in the bell tower shortly before Sharyn attacked.  Kari was fairly certain she had been betrayed by someone close to her; considering the fact that Sharyn had ruined her plans, Kari’s gut told her the werewolf may have had ulterior motives the entire time. 
 
    “Stupid beast?” Sharyn said at last, a challenge. 
 
    “You deserved that,” Kari said.  She turned to her left as a brown werewolf started to approach on all fours, and in the blink of an eye, the demonhunter had a scimitar in hand, pointed at the creature.  “I’m here to talk.  If you want to fight, I’m sure my Order will gladly add werewolves to its list of targets.  Back off.” 
 
    Sharyn made a gesture, and the werewolf moved over toward her, where it squatted down on its haunches and growled lightly.  Even squatting, the creature was nearly as tall as Sharyn was standing straight.  Sharyn patted the side of its head but kept her eyes locked on Kari’s own.  “I’d think you owe me some gratitude,” the ranger woman said. 
 
    “For saving my life in the bell tower, yes,” Kari conceded, replacing her scimitar in its sheath.  “But for killing my prisoner? You’ve ruined everything!  I finally had my hands on a demon that knows what’s going on in the underworld, and you tore her throat out when she was helpless.  I should thank you for that?” 
 
    “You don’t interrogate demons, you kill them,” Sharyn countered.  “They only tell lies anyway, and if you think your Order is strong enough to have kept that thing in custody, then you’re a fool.  You know what she was up to here: she was trying to become a goddess, or a demon king at the very least.  How could you be so stupid as to risk the lives of everyone around you to try to get answers from something that dangerous?” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Those manacles I had on her once kept someone far stronger than her completely helpless,” she said.  She wiped the gathering moisture from her face, the rain slowing to a stop, and then she ran her hand back through her hair.  “She was completely under control and at my mercy…you had no right to kill her.” 
 
    “I had every right to kill her!” Sharyn shot back.  “She was a demon, an invader, and she was a threat to every living thing–" 
 
    “She was a threat to no one,” Kari interrupted more forcefully.  “Do you think I’d have just left her lying there and turned my back on her if she was still a danger to anyone?  Gods, I’d really love to know why everyone thinks I’m an idiot.” 
 
    “Your Order has a strange concept of what hunting demons is all about,” Sharyn said.  “‘Love justice but do mercy?’  There is no mercy for demons.  No lies they could tell you, or any truth they could sprinkle in between, will ever be worth the danger they pose.  The only mercy you give them is death.” 
 
    “And we would have, eventually,” Kari said.  “After we got some answers from her.  This whole plot of hers, these murders here in Barcon and back in DarkWind…this was all nothing; a sideshow.  There’s something much bigger and much more dangerous going on, and that’s why I took her prisoner instead of just killing her.” 
 
    “No, you admired her fighting style.  I watched you two fighting, and these ears,” Sharyn said, running her fingers up the long, pointed ears of the werewolf beside her, “don’t miss much.  Asking her about her teacher as if you were more interested in learning from her than putting her to the sword?  She would’ve never been your friend or ally; she would’ve killed you without a second thought.” 
 
    Kari touched her chin and waved her fingers toward Sharyn in a rude gesture.  “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, her blood beginning to simmer. 
 
    Sharyn folded her arms across her chest.  “I’m no fool, Kari.  I’ve heard all about you, of both of your lives.  Widely considered one of the best sword-fighters in history...it must really chafe your ass that Turillia was as good as or even better than you, doesn’t it?  Even after she killed three dozen people and split your face in half, you still admired her!  Wanted to learn from her, or at least find out who her master was so you could find out how someone could be better than you or your own teacher.  Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    Kari shook her head slowly and worked to keep her anger from spilling forth from her mouth.  “You’re dead wrong,” she said.  “When I asked who taught her to fight...it was because I was trying to gauge how many assassins of her skill set might be out there.  If there’s someone training more of these...half-succubus things to come here and kill people, my Order’s going to be neck deep in situations like this.  If I could’ve brought her back to DarkWind, maybe we could have beat that information out of her.” 
 
    “Then why did you chase me instead of trying to capture Emma?  She could’ve given you many more answers – and likely more truthfully – than that succubus ever could or would have.” 
 
    Kari looked away for a moment, sighed through her nose, and then met Sharyn’s obnoxious, smug gaze again.  “I realized something when I went to capture Emma,” she said.  “She’d hit me with lightning a couple of times before, but both times there was something odd about it.  Maybe you felt the same thing in the graveyard, but both times Emma shocked me, I got this feeling like it could’ve been much, much worse.”  Sharyn gave a noncommittal shrug.  “If I’d tried to capture her after I fought Turillia, Emma would have killed me; her magic cuts through my willpower like it’s nothing.  She could have killed me both times she shocked me before, but she either held back or there was...a healing element, I guess, added to them.  Emma clearly needs me for something, but the danger of her getting caught…my life wasn’t worth that risk to her.” 
 
    “But you don’t think she’s a threat?” Sharyn asked incredulously. 
 
    “Oh, she is, but not the immediate kind,” Kari answered.  “Eli has known her since before the Apocalypse, and though we don’t trust her and we’re pretty sure she’s up to something big, she’s not the kind of direct problem Turillia was.” 
 
    “And why do you believe anything that bastard half-breed tells you?” 
 
    Kari straightened up and bristled at those words.  She found it insulting that a werewolf would hold a half-corlyps in contempt on account of his race.  And that wasn’t even taking into account the fact that Sharyn had almost completely ruined Kari’s plan, whereas Eli had been an important part of making sure the plan worked.  “I have a lot more reason to trust him than I do to trust any of you,” Kari countered, and it was clear that neither Sharyn nor the werewolf squatting at her side expected such a response. 
 
    Sharyn started to counter herself, but then she glanced to her left, and another werewolf came out from the woods.  It was the silver-furred one from the cemetery, the one Kari assumed was the pack leader.  Now she wasn’t so sure: she guessed it was just as likely Sharyn was the pack leader, even given her youth.  The silver-furred werewolf shifted into a purely lupine form, and Kari watched the transformation in awe.  He lay down near the growing fire, and his eyes never strayed from Kari.  It was strange; in his hybrid form, the werewolf had the same golden eyes as all the others, but in his purely lupine form, his eyes faded to a silver-gray not unlike his coat.  He blew out a long sigh and stared at Kari. 
 
    “Did you betray me?” Kari asked suddenly, and Sharyn’s brows knitted. 
 
    “I killed Turillia, yes, but–” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Kari said, waving off Sharyn’s words.  “Just before you attacked Turillia in the city hall, she taunted me by saying, ‘But her power is fleeting.’  There’s no way she could have known exactly what I said when I spoke to all of you, unless someone betrayed me and told her our plans.  And, frankly, you’re probably the only person I don’t trust at this point.” 
 
    Sharyn started to speak, but paused and glanced at the silver wolf first.  She swore quietly under her breath.  “I give you my word, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “And what is your word worth to me?” Kari demanded evenly.  “You deceived me, you distracted one of my companions from doing his duty, and as I said, you’re the one person in my circle that I don’t trust fully.” 
 
    “If you don’t trust me, then you were a fool to come here,” Sharyn spat. 
 
    “I was probably a fool to come here regardless,” Kari said with another sigh.  “I’m not sure what I expected; clearly an apology was never likely.  I guess what I really wanted to know was whether this was always your plan from the start.  Did you plan to go against my orders the entire time, or was that some heat-of-the-moment werewolf thing?” 
 
    “Kari, I thought I was doing the right thing.  Not just for myself, but for my pack, and for the rest of the world,” Sharyn explained.  “Everything we learned, and everything we planned…I thought Turillia was too dangerous to try to capture, and that you were out of your mind to want to bring her back to DarkWind.  With that shadow demon about, I didn’t think you’d be able to hold Turillia for long.  I know you don’t think so, but I did you a favor by killing Turillia.  Once Emma was badly wounded, I figured she was the lesser danger…” 
 
    “Well, I think we can agree on that point, but even in that condition, capturing her didn’t seem like a real possibility,” Kari said with a grimace.  “So it wasn’t you that told Turillia of our plans?  You’ll swear to that?” 
 
    “On my life,” Sharyn said, and Kari did not miss that the woman ran her right hand across her chest in the same pattern as her scar.  “I may have ruined your plans for Turillia, Kari, but betraying you was never my intent.  I would be suspicious of that half-breed friend of yours, to be honest.” 
 
    “Eli?” Kari asked, and she scoffed.  She tried to imagine that the attack in Lajere had been an act, and that there might be some possibility that Eli was working with Turillia, but there was no way Kari could see that being the case.  He couldn’t have misled Kari the entire time; she’d been too close to him for too long for him to have fooled her, and the way he’d opened up to her that night in their shared inn room made Kari trust him completely.  “You may be great at reading trails and tracking, but you’re a terrible judge of character.  He took Turillia’s fangs to his neck, and more, to defend me.  I hate to say it, but I don’t think he’s crafty enough to do all that in the interest of betraying me; Eli’s not that kind of man.  So if it wasn’t you, then there are only one or two other people it could be, because it wasn’t Sherman, Katarina, or Markus, and I have no reason to believe any of the priests of Temple Street would help a demon.” 
 
    “What if someone was possessed at the time?” Sharyn offered. 
 
    Kari shook her head and folded her arms across her chest.  “No.  The demon chills the air around it, even when it possesses someone.  I’m pretty sure one of us would have noticed the chill, at least.  No, at this point, I think Marshal Saracht is about the only person it could’ve been, but I’m hesitant to even suspect him.  I suppose he could’ve told Lord Black accidentally, but that he would use my exact words...it doesn’t seem to make sense.” 
 
    “Maybe there was just someone else in the church of Ambergaust when you said that,” Sharyn said with a shrug.  “I don’t know.  Turillia was crafty, and that shadow demon is even craftier than she was.  I’d offer to help you out with the shadow demon, but, well...” 
 
    Kari waved off Sharyn’s offer.  “But whether or not I trust you is only half the issue, now that a good number of people know you’re a werewolf,” she finished.  “So what’s the story with you and your pack-mates, do you serve the Beast?” 
 
    Sharyn looked around into the dark spaces between the trees, where Kari could see more sets of golden eyes watching them now.  “No, nothing like that.  We don’t represent any one culture or faith.  We come from many different walks of life.  Jared here is Jewish, and he came to us from the big cities of the Strekan Province years ago, when he realized what he was,” she said, nudging the silver wolf in the rump with her boot.  She touched the werewolf squatting beside her on the shoulder and added, “Darren grew up in Ceritopolonis, where he was a scout for the duke’s army; he worships Garra Ktarra.” 
 
    It had been a long time since Kari had heard the term Jewish.  If she remembered right, it referred to one of the ancient human religions they had brought with them to Citaria.  She didn’t remember much else about it, except that it was rare to find humans – or werewolves, for that matter – that followed that faith outside of the Strekan Province in the northwest.  “Did you turn Sherman into a werewolf?” Kari asked, interrupting Sharyn’s impromptu introductions. 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then Darren, the werewolf beside Sharyn, let out a growly, bestial chuckle.  Jared, the silver wolf, put his paw over his nose, but Sharyn simply shook her head.  “We can’t make people werewolves,” she said.  “Kari, we’re not lycanthropes: we’re natural shape-shifters.  All of us were born werewolves, we didn’t become such from a bite or a scratch.  I like Sherman.  If there was any chance I could have...infected him, if you want to call it that, I wouldn’t have become involved with him.  As it stands, I don’t know how I would even try to explain this to him.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Kari said.  She was still angry about Sharyn having killed Turillia, but if what the ranger woman was saying now was true, Kari realized the werewolves could make powerful allies – and that represented a strong counter to having lost Turillia as a prisoner.  How Kari would present the idea to the Order was another matter altogether.  “I thought you were going to take advantage of him.  He’s still pretty young.” 
 
    “So am I,” Sharyn returned.  She ran her fingers along the line where her scar was hidden by her armor.  “I was only six when I got this, and it’s only been twelve years since…” 
 
    Kari nodded, unsure why Sharyn had trailed off, but then the demonhunter’s brows rose.  “Since you were resurrected?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Sharyn said.  She scratched the ear of the werewolf crouched beside her.  “But yes, you’re not the only one.” 
 
    “Twelve years ago would’ve been about the same time as me, though,” Kari said.  She rubbed her chin reflexively and flinched from the painful wound. 
 
    “You should get that looked at,” Sharyn commented. 
 
    The demonhunter nodded.  “Oh, I plan to, first thing when I get back to the city.  Gods, I wish I knew what this all means.  But I’m smart enough to realize that meeting you wasn’t a coincidence.  I don’t suppose you know anything about the Temple of Archons?” 
 
    “Nothing other than the obvious,” Sharyn answered. 
 
    Several of the other werewolves emerged from the woods, some in their human forms, some still in their hybrid forms, and one in lupine form.  There were five males and three females in all, and all of them looked young in their human forms.  Kari wondered where all of them came from, how they had ended up werewolves, and how they had all found each other if they did indeed all come from different walks of life.  Again she thought of what powerful allies they would make, and she considered that Sharyn’s ability to track Turillia had been based as much on scent as on her skills as a ranger.  To have such friends available for future missions could make Kari’s hunting much, much easier. 
 
    Kari figured that if she were to become head of the Order, she might be able to convince the Order to trust the werewolves tentatively, but that still left the issue of how to differentiate them from their lycanthrope “cousins.”  Eli had spoken of a battle with vicious werewolves, and Kari figured those must’ve been lycanthropes, not the same as the people before her.  These folk seemed totally in control of their curse – or was it a gift?  Sharyn had spoken of werewolves being a force of nature, and Kari wondered if their ability to shape-shift wasn’t a curse at all.  It was yet another thing she could have the Order or its allies research when she returned home. 
 
    A young woman with long silver hair moved closer to look Kari over.  She was dressed in simple garb: utilitarian leather trousers with many pockets, a loose-fitting button-up shirt, and sandals upon her feet.  Her face was round and what Kari would’ve described as cute, with eyes that were grey like Jared’s.  Kari wondered if perhaps the two were siblings, or otherwise related by blood.  The girl was pretty, about the same age as Sharyn, but there was a softness to her that led Kari to believe she hadn’t been out in the wilds for long.  After studying Kari for a silent minute, the girl held her hand out to shake Kari’s. 
 
    “Kari, this is Gillian Erin MacKenzie.  She’s new to our pack,” Sharyn said. 
 
    “Just call me Gil,” the girl said with a disarming smile. 
 
    “Karian Vanador, Sword–” Kari started, but the girl interrupted. 
 
    “Of the Heavens, by Zalkar’s Grace,” Gil finished.  “Yea, I know.  I’ve heard all about you.” 
 
    Kari looked northward as thunder rolled in the distance.  “I’d better get back to the city; we still have to try to get that shadow demon out of Lord Black,” she said, turning back to Sharyn and the others.  “Do you want me to try to explain things to Sherman?” 
 
    “What would you tell him?” Sharyn asked. 
 
    “That you love him,” Kari said, “and then take it from there.  I just think he needs to know.  I’m going to tell my Order about you, too, but I’ll take that slowly.  I don’t want them to send hunters down this way looking for you, or stirring up unrest with the ranger network.  Can you trust me on that?” 
 
    Sharyn looked down at Jared, and the silver wolf nodded his lupine head.  The ranger woman turned back to Kari.  “I suppose we’re going to have to trust someone eventually,” she said.  “Trying to live in the shadows and stay a secret from the common people hasn’t worked out too well for our predecessors.” 
 
    “If I tell them about you specifically, it should keep them from doing anything rash,” Kari assured her.  “The existence of another person – a werewolf, no less – that was resurrected will make them curious.  There’s got to be a reason, a purpose behind all of this.” 
 
    “Do you want to use me as a visual aid?” Gil asked, and she chuckled at the surprised expression that crossed Kari’s face.  “I can come up to DarkWind and show your Order that you’re serious.” 
 
    “That could be risky,” Kari admitted. 
 
    The girl laughed again, a jovial sound that betrayed her youth.  “Let’s just say I’m no stranger to danger, and leave it at that.” 
 
    “All right, but you’d better give me some time to get back home to DarkWind and try to explain things to my Order.  Maybe you can come up for midsummer?  I should be able to get my point across to the Order by then,” Kari said, and Gil agreed.  “Sharyn, I’ll talk to Sherman.  I’m not sure what’ll happen, but I’m sure he’ll get in touch with you either way.” 
 
    “I understand.  Thank you, Kari,” the ranger woman said.  “I’m sorry about the misunderstanding with Turillia.  I hope you understand why I did what I did.” 
 
    Kari sighed but then shrugged.  “There’ll always be more demons,” she said.  “And we’ll meet again, I’m sure.  If I learn anything, I’ll send word to you.  Farewell until then.” 
 
    The werewolves bid her farewell, and Kari began making her way back to the city at a brisk pace.  There was still work to be done, and though things had come to a head, the situation seemed to be getting more complex instead of more simplified.  Kari could only shake her head at what had just transpired: she had spoken – spoken – with a group of werewolves, and had all but welcomed them as her allies.  It was something she wanted to have a long talk with Aeligos, Lord Allerius, and the Demonhunter Council about, because the complexity of the plots she was uncovering was beginning to overwhelm her. 
 
    She pushed the thoughts aside and reached a brisk jog: she had to rescue Lord Black before she could consider anything else.  She’d made a promise, and she intended to keep it. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The stable square was busy when Kari returned to the city.  Guards were swarming the area, keeping watch over the grasslands outside the gate and the body of the demon lying in the square itself.  No one had touched Turillia while Kari was gone, afraid to provoke the wrath of the hammer-wielding half-corlyps guarding the body.  Kari was glad for Eli’s protectiveness, even over a dead body.  Though Sharyn had killed Turillia, Kari suspected there could be clues to the deeper mystery on the succubus’ person, or wherever she had made her abode. 
 
    Not surprisingly, Emma was gone.  What was surprising, however, was that Deirdre had the manacles on her when Kari reached her and Eli.  The half-elite priestess was still fuming, and Kari wondered how the manacles had ended up on her instead of Emma.  Kari wanted to ask Eli how Emma had escaped, or whether anyone had really tried to stop her egress.  Kari guessed by the fact that Deirdre was manacled that perhaps she had tried to apprehend the mallasti girl.  The demonhunter tried to read Eli’s expression, but his face was an unreadable mask.  Whatever Emma’s feelings were toward Eli, his toward her seemed much different.  Kari suspected Eli thought of Emma as a friend, regardless of what he said of the matter. 
 
    “Do you have the key to these manacles, Lady Vanador?” Deirdre asked. 
 
    Kari produced the key and made an effort not to laugh at the absurdity of the situation.  “Do I even want to know how this happened?” she asked evenly. 
 
    Deirdre didn’t answer, but as soon as her hands were free she turned and slapped Eli hard across the face.  “Treacherous bastard!” she growled at him.  “You wonder why your race has such a miserable reputation.” 
 
    That was not what Kari was expecting.  “Wait, what happened?” she asked. 
 
    “I can explain,” Eli said, but Deirdre didn’t give him the opportunity. 
 
    “I thought your half-corlyps friend was going to capture Emma, but instead he slapped those manacles on me when I wasn’t expecting it!” Deirdre huffed.  “Then he just stood there and watched while Emma got to her feet and…teleported away.  Lady Vanador, has he been working with her all this time?” 
 
    Kari closed her eyes and sighed, and Eli repeated, “I can explain.” 
 
    “Explain what?” Kari asked irritably, opening her eyes to fix him with a measured gaze.  “That between you and Sharyn, the two of you think I’m too stupid to do my job?  We’re not going to capture that shadow demon, so while I may have accomplished what I came here for, now I have to leave empty-handed because you two didn’t trust me.” 
 
    Eli let forth a sound of exasperation and shook his head.  “Emma serves a demon king, Kari.  Nothing good can come from trying to keep her prisoner.  You’ll learn more from her by letting her stay at arm’s length than by trying to keep her caged back in DarkWind,” he said. 
 
    Kari balled her fist and seriously considered punching Eli in the jaw.  “You know, just once I would love for you people to let me make that decision,” she said.  “Sharyn killed Turillia because she thought she knew better than me, and now you’ve let Emma go because you think you know better than me.  You know what, Eli?  I’m the demonhunter.  I’m the one that’s risen to the thirteenth rank of the Order.  I’m the one that’s spent two lives hunting demons and trying to counter their movements.  Not you, not Sharyn, not any of you!” 
 
    “Kari…,” he tried to interrupt. 
 
    “Shut up!” she shouted, and silver blood began to drip from the wound in her jaw again, drawing Deirdre’s attention to it.  “By the gods, you all keep asking me to trust you.  Why don’t any of you trust me?”  Eli said nothing; he only swallowed uneasily as Kari vented her fury at him.  “You all seem to love keeping secrets.  That’s great.  You can take them to your graves when a demon king invades our world because you think you know better than I do.” 
 
    “Let me take a look at that wound, Lady,” Deirdre said, and she stepped in front of Kari.  She had Kari open her jaw wide, and the priestess hissed when she saw the extent of the damage.  “This is bad.  She caught you cleanly here.  I can begin the healing process, but you are going to have a scar here for certain.” 
 
    “What about my teeth?” 
 
    “They should be fine once the bone is healed,” Deirdre answered. 
 
    Kari nodded and let the priestess begin her work, but her eyes stayed on Eli.  “I told you why I was keeping secrets from you, and that was no lie,” he protested.  “Trust me, if I’d told you everything, you wouldn’t have been in the right frame of mind to hunt down and kill Turillia the way you did.  Don’t overlook what we’ve accomplished just because things didn’t turn out the way you hoped.” 
 
    Kari started to close her jaw and Deirdre ceased her channeling.  The demonhunter turned toward Eli squarely and made a gesture of pure frustration.  “I am so sick of being treated like I’m stupid!  I know I’m not that smart Eli, I understand that.  But I feel like I’m the last to know everything, like people think I’m too stupid to know what to do or how to react to things.  I’m not a moron!” 
 
    “Kari, nobody thinks you’re stupid, that’s not your problem,” Eli said with a shake of his head.  “Your problem is you care too much.  You’re an amazing person, and I am honestly very much honored to have met you.  But you can’t carry the world on your shoulders.  The Order sent you down here to hunt Turillia, and you’re trying to dig up information on an old invasion, capture Emma, confront a pack of werewolves, and figure out the Temple of Archons…gods, girl, one thing at a time.” 
 
    “That is not your decision to make,” Deirdre chimed in. 
 
    “I can’t take things one at a time, Eli.  I already feel like we’re years behind whatever it is Emma’s up to,” Kari returned.  “And every time I feel like we have a chance to figure something out, someone gets in my way or works against me ‘for my own good.’” 
 
    “We’re not years behind Emma,” Eli said, waving off Kari’s comments a little too easily for her liking.  “Listen, I’ll tell you everything I know, and I mean everything, when we get to Sarchelete.” 
 
    “Sarchelete?” Kari repeated.  “What’s in Sarchelete?” 
 
    “Danilynn,” he answered.  “Trust me, she’ll tell you everything.  You think you feel stupid?  Imagine how I felt going through everything we went through for Bosimar.  I was just a stupid kid, using my head as a shield instead of to think with.  I know a lot of what happened, Kari, but I still don’t think I know much of what was really going on.  If you come with me to Sarchelete when we’re done with Lord Black, I’ll tell you more of what happened.  And when we get to Sarchelete, Danilynn should be able to tell you what was really going on.” 
 
    “You promise?” Kari asked. 
 
    “He’d better,” Deirdre said. 
 
    Eli refused to even glance at the half-elite priestess.  “I promise,” he answered.  “And if it turns out you learn something important, something you need to look into right away, I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll want that,” Kari returned honestly.  “It’s going to depend a lot on what you and Danilynn can actually tell me.  I’m not sure I can trust you in a hunt like this again.” 
 
    Eli nodded but kept quiet, and Kari waved away Deirdre’s attempt to resume channeling her divine power to seal Kari’s wound.  “Why don’t you head to Lord Black’s tower?” Kari asked the priestess.  “Our next step is to get the shadow demon out of Lord Black, and hopefully out of the city altogether.  Go see to your brother and the others, and make sure they’re ready for what we need to do.” 
 
    “As you wish, Lady Vanador,” Deirdre said.  She turned to leave, but flashed one last scowl at Eli.  “You’re still a stupid git.” 
 
    The half-corlyps took the comment in stride, and Kari walked over to the dead succubus.  Turillia was mired in mud and blood exactly where Kari had left her.  The succubus’ golden eyes were closed, as Kari had left them, and there was almost a serenity about her form in death.  Turillia had been a beautiful woman, even if her form was a bit alien, and Kari looked down on the corpse and found herself filled with a mixture of emotions.  She was relieved that the threat was no more, but a little angry that she wasn’t able to get any answers from the succubus.  She was concerned that there might be more demons – possibly intent on coming to Citaria – who were better sword-fighters than she was.  Kari was confused; she still didn’t know who Turillia had served.  The succubus had tried to deny serving Sekassus; was that a deception, or had Turillia truly been a servant of someone else? 
 
    There was one other emotion as well, and Kari bit her lip as she tried to stifle her body’s urge to cry.  Lying at her feet, in a puddle of mud and blood, was a representation of what Kari could have become under different circumstances.  She wondered at the dream she’d had only days before, when her subconscious reminded her of the man who had saved her from a life of thievery that could have very easily become one of murder.  Kari had only ever stolen to keep herself fed, but it wasn’t hard to imagine that to continue to do so, she may have had to defend herself from other street urchins and gang members, and thievery would have led to killing.  Kari thought perhaps Turillia found it so easy to invade her dreams because the two had a bit in common. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Eli asked.  He stepped beside Kari and laid a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Kari nodded but didn’t speak, holding tight to her lower lip with her teeth, and she didn’t even shrug Eli’s hand off of her.  Like Kari, Turillia had been abused, hated by her own father – probably her own mother, too, since her mother had been a demon.  Kari wondered: did the girl ever really have a chance?  Kari had turned her own life around thanks to the caring of a total stranger, a man who had instilled shame and guilt by an act of kindness, rather than punishment.  Kari knew there would have been no one who would’ve ever done that for Turillia, not when her father’s people had rejected her and her mother’s kind rejected everyone. 
 
    “They’re not demons,” Kari whispered, but Eli caught her words. 
 
    “What’s that?” he queried, glancing from Kari to the body and back again. 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Her father was a syrinthian,” she said.  “His people rejected her because she was half-succubus.  The demons probably rejected her because she was half mortal.  The girl never had a chance.” 
 
    “Neither did you,” Eli said, and Kari swung her head to meet his gaze.  “Neither did I.  We make our own chances and our own choices, Kari.  She chose to be rotten.” 
 
    “I guess she did,” she returned.  Kari felt pity for Turillia, but that did not excuse the succubus’ actions, or absolve her from responsibility.  Turillia was a murderer and a scheming conniver: someone that wanted to become a demon king or goddess to visit the same pain and suffering she’d been through onto countless others.  Kari pitied her for the childhood she’d endured, but the demonhunter realized that wasn’t an excuse for the things Turillia had done.  Turillia had earned her death, but the pity that Kari felt for the demoness helped her understand better just what “love justice, but do mercy” really meant. 
 
    Kari sighed and thought of Aeligos’ girlfriend, Eryn, one of the deadliest assassins in the entire city of DarkWind, and likely beyond.  What had Eryn been through that she hid so deeply and refused to speak of?  From their conversations a few years earlier, when Kari got to know the enigmatic assassin, Kari didn’t think Eryn had been through the same things as either the demonhunter or the succubus.  But something terrible had happened to Eryn, something that hardened her and turned her into a heartless killer a good deal of the time, however warm she could be when she was with Aeligos and his siblings. 
 
    Kari lifted up Turillia’s body, and Eli turned the succubus’ head to keep it from flopping to the side.  Kari knew that a similar fate awaited Eryn.  One day, the bottom would fall out from under the Blood Order, whether it was by decree of the Duke of Brunswick, or by Kari’s own if she became head of the Demonhunter Order.  One day, the Guild would fall, and Eryn would meet a similar end as the succubus.  And when that happened, Kari knew that she would feel the exact same emotions she felt now. 
 
    “Where are you taking her, ma’am?” a guard asked, and Eli collected Turillia’s swords. 
 
    “To Lord Black’s tower,” Kari answered.  “He’ll want to see the evidence that the hunt is over for himself.”  The guards saluted Kari respectfully, and didn’t get in her way or ask any more questions. 
 
    Kari thought about Aeligos and how hard it would hit him if Eryn were killed, especially if it was by Kari’s Order - or more specifically, Kari’s orders.  Despite all of the troubles their relationship entailed, Kari knew that each loved the other, truly and deeply.  They loved each other so much that it transcended all of those problems: the differences in their races, moral codes, life goals, and especially the desires of Aeligos’ family.  Despite all of their differences, Aeligos and Eryn seemed like soulmates, and though everyone always wanted to compare their relationship to Kari and Grakin’s, Kari knew that wasn’t exactly fair. 
 
    Kari looked down at Turillia while she walked and wondered if Turillia had a family in the underworld.  She wondered if it was possible that the demoness could have a family, or children, or at least a few people who cared about her somewhere in the underworld.  Who was going to pick up the pieces left behind now that Kari and her friends had shattered Turillia’s life?  And, more pointedly, would they come for revenge?  Kari sighed; there were enough problems with demons without adding in the ones who simply sought revenge for Kari’s hunts. 
 
    Eli pierced her thoughts as they walked.  “Did you catch up to Sharyn?” 
 
    “Yes, she and I had a long talk,” Kari answered.  “It’s a long story, though.  Don’t say anything to Sherman until I’ve had a chance to talk to him.” 
 
    “Sure, of course,” Eli agreed.  “So, what are we planning to do with Kaelin Black?  And what are we going to do with that demon once we drive it out of him?” 
 
    Kari glanced at Eli from the corner of her eye.  “I’m not entirely sure,” she said.  “We’re going to need the help of a few of the priests of Temple Street – maybe all of them.  After what Katarina and the priests did on Temple Street the other night, I know they can drive it out of him.  I just don’t know how we can get rid of it once they do that.” 
 
    “After what I saw you do tonight, I’d say maybe you should just ask Zalkar for his help again,” Eli suggested.  “Or maybe…your father.” 
 
    Kari whirled her head on him quickly, but she grasped what he meant after a moment.  Kari recalled her dreams in Lord Lajere’s castle, and the way Sakkrass had held the sun in his hands in that one memory.  She hadn’t thought about it before, but Eli’s suggestion made perfect sense: if the priests had exorcised the demon by calling upon Kaelariel as the Ascending Dawn, and Sakkrass was a god of the sun, then perhaps the two forces working together could banish a creature of total darkness. 
 
    A confident smile crept onto Kari’s features, and she could see Eli looking at her from the corner of her eye as they walked.  “Let’s go kill a demon,” she said. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XXIII – Downfall 
 
      
 
    The others were all gathered in the waiting room of Kaelin Black’s tower when Kari and Eli arrived.  They kept their celebrations quiet when they saw Kari carrying Turillia’s body, but it was clear they all understood the victory Kari had achieved.  Deirdre glared at Eli once again, and Kari noted that Piotyr, too, looked upon the half-corlyps with contempt.  She could well understand their feelings, and she knew that it would be some time before they decided to forgive Eli, if they ever did.  Kari still wasn’t exactly pleased with Eli’s motives or his methods, but she realized that now wasn’t the time to dwell on such things. 
 
    Eli held the dead succubus while Kari set her cloak on the floor near the hearth, and then Kari had him lay the body upon it.  The majority of the room was only dimly lit by the fire, and Kari needed a good amount of light to search the body for clues.  She wasn’t sure exactly what she should be looking for, but she had some ideas.  Kari removed Turillia’s cloak, and then she began taking off the succubus’ armor.  The leather gear had protected Turillia’s weak points: shoulders, elbows, knees, chest, abdomen, and loins, but it was what Kari would’ve referred to as skimpy for a set of armor.  She supposed it was all Turillia had needed given her speed, agility, and skill with the swords.  At the very least, it was fairly easy to remove, though it was clear from some of the looks Kari received that the others weren’t exactly sure why she was stripping a corpse. 
 
    Their confusion was cleared up when Kari removed Turillia’s leather jerkin.  The succubus had worn no halter, and once her breasts were exposed, everyone could see the tattoos upon them.  Turillia’s skin was actually made of extremely fine scales, though they were milky white, which made the pale gray tattoos stand out all the more.  It was not a symbol Kari was familiar with: a demonic skull with fangs, superimposed over four crossed swords. 
 
    “Have any of you seen this symbol before?” Kari asked, and each of the others took a good, close look, though each simply shook their head in turn until Eli saw it. 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly who it refers to, but this looks like the mark of an assassin’s guild,” the half-corlyps said.  Even Deirdre perked up at those words, and her glare turned to a look of curiosity.  Eli pointed to each tattoo in turn and gestured around the succubus’ breasts.  “Note how the same symbol is tattooed on each breast?  Her heart belonged to whatever guild this symbol belongs to.  I’ve seen the same thing on members of a few different smaller guilds.  This may mean she was up to something else before she stumbled onto this plot of hers.” 
 
    “Terrific,” Kari muttered.  She recalled her trip to Tsalbrin with Eryn, and those occasions where she’d seen the half-brys woman naked or partially so, but Eryn hadn’t had any such tattoos on her breasts.  Kari put her trust in Eli on the matter, though, and she turned to the half-elite priests.  “Piotyr, can you copy this symbol for me?  We’ll want to pass it around to each of the priesthoods and see if anyone recognizes it.  Maybe one of them has records of some assassins’ guild in the underworld, as weird as that sounds to me.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Lady Vanador,” the priest of Kaelariel agreed.  He motioned to Marshal Saracht for some parchment and a quill, and the marshal nodded and made his way upstairs. 
 
    Kari turned back to the body.  She removed the rest of Turillia’s armor but found no other tattoos or distinctive markings.  Just as interesting as the tattoos was the lack of scars, and Kari discretely checked the succubus for any telltale signs that she may have once carried a child.  As a mother, Kari found she was interested in whether or not Turillia had children for more than just the practical reason.  She didn’t find any such marks, but like with the scars, Kari supposed it was possible Turillia had been able to shed her scales to get rid of them.  The way the succubus had fought, Kari doubted it was ever necessary, but that didn’t mean it was impossible.  Kari wrapped Turillia’s body in the succubus’ cloak, and she was more than a little surprised when both Deirdre and Piotyr knelt and began uttering a quiet prayer over the corpse. 
 
    Once they finished, Piotyr met Kari’s gaze as if he expected her to ask what he was doing.  “No sense taking chances,” he answered preemptively.  “This demon dabbled in necromancy; better to assume she might become undead herself if left unattended.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Kari said, though in the back of her mind, the thought of an undead demon was completely foreign.  She rose to her feet, and waited for Marshal Saracht to return before she addressed her friends. 
 
     “Kari, have you seen Sharyn?  We didn’t see her when we came to the tower,” Sherman asked. 
 
    Damnit, Kari thought.  Getting tired of lying to people, but this isn’t the time for this. 
 
    “Yes, we saw her.  She had to go check on the movements of the werewolves, and then check in with her ranger contacts,” Kari answered.  Deirdre stared at Kari while she spoke, but the priestess’ gaze held little judgment, and she didn’t say anything.  “She might be back in a couple of days, but she gave me a message to give you in private.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the young paladin said, and his sister patted his shoulder.  Markus regarded his student with a crooked smile, but didn’t say anything.  “Later, then?” 
 
    Kari nodded, thankful that Deirdre and Eli were content to let her explain things in her own time.  Once the marshal came back downstairs and gave the quill and parchment to Piotyr, Kari spoke.  “As you can all see, Turillia is dead.  Emma’s gone, too; she escaped,” she said.  Deirdre and Piotyr both reacted to her words, but it was fairly subtle and only Kari and Eli picked up on it.  “Now all we have to do is drive this shadow demon out of Lord Black and let this city get back to normal.  Everett, no matter what happens with Lord Black, there’s something else I need to talk to you about when we’re done.” 
 
    The marshal nodded.  The others seemed surprised that Kari called him by his first name, but no one asked about it.  “Shall we go upstairs and speak with my lord, then?” Saracht asked. 
 
    “Not just yet.  Send a runner for Master Vlad and Master Devin, and once they’re here and Piotyr has finished copying this tattoo, we’ll be ready,” Kari answered. 
 
    The marshal dispatched two of his men stationed outside to go fetch the priests.  While they waited, Kari spent the time studying all of the people in the waiting room of Lord Black’s tower with her.  Her conclusion that Marshal Saracht could’ve been the only person to betray her, intentionally or not, seemed to hold true.  She was positive it couldn’t have been Markus, since he wasn’t even with them at Ambergaust’s church when she’d uttered the words Turillia quoted to taunt her.  On the same token, she was sure neither of the Moreville twins would’ve told the succubus. 
 
    She turned her gaze to Piotyr and his sister, and Kari was satisfied it wouldn’t have been either of them.  The priests of Kaelariel were as reliable a couple of allies as Kari had ever met, for how short a time she had known them.  Sharyn had suspected Eli, but Kari dismissed any such suspicion out of hand.  Kari was upset with Eli for simply letting Emma go without asking first or giving an explanation, but Kari didn’t believe Eli would’ve done anything to help Turillia.  The succubus had embarrassed him and stolen essence from him, and Kari was almost certain that his desire for revenge was authentic. 
 
    That left two people: Master Vlad and Marshal Saracht.  The very idea that a priest of Ambergaust would in any way aid a succubus was laughable.  The fact that he had discovered and informed Kari of Turillia’s ultimate intentions further spoke to his credit.  And on top of all that, Kari simply couldn’t believe that a priest – especially the head priest of an entire church – could be turned.  If that was the case, Kari didn’t even want to imagine how much trouble her entire world could be in.  If the demons could infiltrate the very priesthoods, what hope did the Order have of ever rooting them out? 
 
    That left only the marshal.  Kari was hesitant to suspect him of doing anything, but she understood that loyalty was the marshal’s defining trait.  His loyalty to Lord Black may have led him to reveal more than Kari would have preferred, and thus any such betrayal had to have been accidental.  Everything Marshal Saracht had done since being put at Kari’s disposal made it hard for her to believe he was in any way involved with the succubus.  She was all but certain that the only way the marshal could have been the one to betray her is if he had done so accidentally or unwittingly.  After all, he answered directly to Kaelin Black, and he’d been the last to know that Lord Black was possessed.  It wasn’t all that difficult to imagine he had simply told his lord about what had happened, and didn’t realize that he was also speaking to the demon. 
 
    In the end, Kari supposed it didn’t much matter; everything had worked out, if not exactly how she would’ve liked.  Turillia was dead, there had been no casualties among Kari’s friends, Emma had left without killing anyone, and the shadow demon was alone and cornered.  With the help of Master Vlad and Master Devin, Kari was sure Katarina and her two half-elite friends would be able to drive the demon out of Kaelin Black.  It was possible they wouldn’t be able to banish it from Citaria, but Kari figured if the four priests and three paladins couldn’t do so, she would take Eli’s advice, and beseech Zalkar and Sakkrass for their help. 
 
    “Lord Garant, what happened with your plan to come to the bell tower, was the storm too much?” Kari asked the paladin while they waited. 
 
    “Aye.  My apologies, Lady Vanador,” he answered.  “The rain was much too strong for me to get airborne and be able to see anything or fly safely.  So I came back here to keep tabs on Lord Black, figuring that would be the best way I could be of aid to you.” 
 
    Kari nodded; she was satisfied he had done the right thing, even though it had left her in danger.  Soon the waiting was over, and Master Vlad and Master Devin joined the gathering in the waiting chamber of Lord Black’s tower.  With a nod, Kari sent Marshal Saracht into action, and he walked up the stairs to inform Lord Black that the deed was done.  Kari had to hope that the marshal’s normally stoic, unreadable expression would keep the demon from suspecting they were about to spring a trap upon it.  If the marshal could do his task for Kari properly, the demon would hopefully be content to sit and listen to the gathered friends speak of the battle. 
 
    After only a few minutes, the marshal came down and beckoned for the gathered allies to follow him upstairs.  Kari asked Eli to carry Turillia up with them.  Once he agreed, Kari went up first behind Marshal Saracht, followed by Eli, and then the rest of the gathered allies.  When they reached the Earl’s study, Black was seated in his chair with a cigar burning in the ashtray as usual, and he regarded the large gathering with interest.  Just as on her previous visit, Kari noted the chill in the air that the fireplace did nothing to dispel, and she knew the demon still lingered. 
 
    Eli carried Turillia’s body over near Lord Black, and Kari pulled back the top of the succubus’ cloak-shroud just enough to show her face.  Black rose and approached, and he pulled the shroud down a bit more until he could see Turillia’s ruined neck.  He made a short sound that fell between disgust and disappointment, and then he put the shroud back over the dead body before fixing his eyes on Kari.  She wasn’t sure what he – or more pointedly, the demon – was thinking, but after a few silent moments, he gave an impressed nod and then took his seat again, from which he looked at the many faces before him. 
 
    “I expect I owe every one of you a bit of gratitude for ridding my city of this menace?” he asked.  It was hard for Kari to tell, but it seemed like the real Kaelin Black was in control.  Kari couldn’t imagine the demon would’ve been too happy to see its partner in crime mauled, or that it would’ve managed to nod at her the way it had. 
 
    “Well, I certainly do,” Kari answered after a moment.  “If it weren’t for all of them, I’m not sure things would’ve turned out as well as they did.  Between their aid in combat, research, and simply helping me get Turillia into a trap, everyone present helped me in some way.” 
 
    “Excellent work, demonhunter,” Black said.  “Did you discover anything more of her plans, or why she chose my city to enact them?” 
 
    “Actually, I did,” Kari said.  “Master Vlad was the one who figured out that she was trying to become a demon king, a goddess, or maybe both by stealing power from the shadow demon and then locking it, I guess you could say, within herself by drinking the blood of a powerful mallasti sorceress.  She very nearly succeeded without us even figuring out what she was really up to, but she made one big and fatal mistake.” 
 
    “She came to your world to do it?” Black asked with a chuckle. 
 
    Kari wasn’t the only one to realize it this time: the demon had erred.  Kari masked her realization better than the others, and thankfully, Black’s attention was on her.  She cracked a toothy smile to bluff the demon, and said, “Well, yes, but that’s not what I meant.  It was actually the fact that she raised corpses in the graveyard that did her in.” 
 
    The demon in Black seemed surprised.  “How so?” 
 
    “Her necromancy attracted the attention of a local werewolf pack,” Kari explained.  “And in the end, those werewolves saved me from her, and one of them was the one that actually killed Turillia.  You see, I wanted to keep her alive to ask her questions and try to figure out what else was going on beyond her personal goals here.  But one of the werewolves killed her, because it figured she was too dangerous to keep prisoner.” 
 
    Kaelin Black laughed, though the others in the room didn’t share in his mirth.  After glancing from face to face, he looked back to Kari and shrugged.  “You have to admit, the irony is rather delicious in this case.” 
 
    “Well, like I said, I wanted to get some information out of her first, but I did find out one thing thanks to her,” Kari said.  She gestured for Eli to put the body down on the floor by the window, masking her intentions behind the façade of simply wanting to give him a rest.  What she really wanted was for Eli’s hands to be free, on the off chance the demon tried to fight its way out of the situation when it realized it was caught.  “Turillia let a secret slip when I confronted her, because she thought she was going to kill me anyway, so no one would ever find out.” 
 
    “And what secret is that?” 
 
    “That you and BlackWing are the same person,” Kari said evenly.  She put her hands on her hips, close to the hilts of her scimitars without being an actual threat. 
 
    Black’s eyes went wide before narrowing into a scowl.  “What is this?” he demanded.  “You rid my city of this succubus for me, and now you’re trying to make a play for my noble title?  You’d best explain yourself, demonhunter, or the marshal will be putting you and your friends into the stocks.” 
 
    Kari had thought the demon was in control, but the reaction to her declaration seemed to say otherwise.  He doesn’t even know, she thought.  She tried to think of how to explain things to Lord Black.  If she could convince him that he was possessed and didn’t even realize it, he might allow them to perform an exorcism willingly.  That still left the question of whether it was Lord Black or the demon itself that possessed the ability to split into two.  If it was something Lord Black could do naturally, it wasn’t that big an issue, but Kari wondered if he even realized it.  She imagined that may have been what drew the demon to him in the first place. 
 
    Kari looked over toward the fireplace, drawing everyone else’s gazes toward it as well.  “Feel that chill in the air that you can’t seem to get rid of, even with a good fire?” she asked, and Lord Black regarded her curiously.  “That’s the mark of the demon; it’s how I knew it was in you, why you attacked me the other night, and how I know you and BlackWing are the same person.” 
 
    “Why I attacked you…?  You’re not making any sense, and you are wearing my patience dangerously thin,” Lord Black said, standing up.  He was a massive, imposing man, and he towered over all of those gathered, stretched out to his full height.  Kari could only imagine how much more imposing he looked with his wings spread.  Surprisingly, it was Markus who approached and held up his hand to calm his fellow Earl, and Lord Garant’s gaze fell over Kari. 
 
    “You told me you thought he was possessed, but what evidence have you that Lord Black is also BlackWing?” Markus asked Kari.  “All evidence seems to contradict that theory.” 
 
    Kari turned her gaze back to Lord Black.  “You told me yourself when I first arrived in the city,” she said, and she could see he truly was confused.  She guessed the demon had left him in control, but it was still present, its cold aura lingering in the air as a biting chill.  “You told me that fifty-seven years ago you were attacked by a demon of some kind in DarkWind.” 
 
    “And killed it,” the Earl countered. 
 
    “But then you ran into a gnoll shaman who told you a shadow was closing in over you and your city, remember?” Kari asked.  Lord Black considered her for a few seconds before he nodded, somewhat grudgingly.  “I don’t think it was a gnoll shaman at all; I think it was Emma.  I think she’s been watching you for a long time, because she knows what’s inside of you, and what it can do with your body.” 
 
    “Conjecture?  That’s what all of this is based on?” Lord Black asked incredulously.  He turned to Lord Garant and pointed a clawed finger at Kari.  “You’re going to try to depose me based on the conjecture of a woman who trips over words with more than two syllables?” 
 
    “Hey!” Eli said, stepping forward, but Kari held him back with an outstretched arm. 
 
    “No, we’re not going to depose you with conjecture,” Kari returned.  “In fact, I don’t want to depose you at all.  I just want to get this demon out of you, and find out if BlackWing is a part of you or the demon.” 
 
    Black looked to Markus.  “What is this?  Was this your plan all along, Garant?  To pin BlackWing’s actions on me and help remove me from power?” 
 
    “Lord Black, I assure you that Lady Vanador’s accusations and conclusions have nothing to do with me,” Markus answered with a shrug.  He folded his arms across his chest and waited for Kari to continue. 
 
    “I’m not making this up.  When I confronted Turillia, I saw something I almost couldn’t believe: she split into two separate, quite real beings,” Kari said, and there were muttered swears and sounds of disbelief from her companions.  “That’s a power she stole from you – well, either you or the demon inside of you.  I think this demon has been a part of you and your life since the day you thought you killed it in DarkWind.  Emma tried to warn you about it, but I guess you ignored the antics of a stupid gnoll.  And for the last fifty-seven years, the demon has been using a duplicate of you – BlackWing – to accomplish its evil ends.” 
 
    “By the gods!” Lord Vlad exclaimed, coming forward.  “Lord Black, you must allow us to exorcise the demon before it regains control or uses this power again!” 
 
    “Everett?” Lord Black said, turning to his marshal, and his voice betrayed that he was both confused and quite scared that Kari might be right. 
 
    “My lord, allow the priests to do their work,” Marshal Saracht said.  “And be thankful this demonhunter figured it out before BlackWing did something irreparable.” 
 
    “No one holds you to blame,” Kari assured the Earl.  “This thing had us all fooled.” 
 
    “Well, don’t wait for the damned demon to give you permission,” Kaelin Black said, and he gestured the priests forward. 
 
      Piotyr, Deirdre, Master Vlad, and Master Devin approached the Earl’s desk to begin their work.  Black rolled his head dramatically, but before Kari could say a word, the Earl turned and grinned at her.  He stumbled toward Kari suddenly, but she was on her guard and prepared for such a move.  She caught the much larger male and spun him to the floor, and in the blink of an eye she had straddled him with a scimitar laid across his throat.  Black came to his senses a moment later, and though he looked confused, Kari wasn’t about to fall for any such deception.  At the very least, she would hold him in place while the priests drove the demon out. 
 
    “Kari…,” Eli muttered. 
 
    Kari looked up at the half-corlyps, then over her shoulder to see what he was staring at.  Behind her, in the same place where Black had stood only moments before, was a duplicate of the Earl of Southwick.  BlackWing didn’t just look like Kaelin Black; he wore the same outfit, the same necklace, and the same small weapons upon his person.  Kari glanced back down at the massive half-demon under her, and she hesitated for a moment, unsure if she had the real Kaelin Black in her clutches.  She withdrew her scimitar and started to stand, but Black tossed her aside once her weapon was away from his throat. 
 
    What Kari assumed was Kaelin Black got to his feet quickly and rushed at BlackWing, and he punched the other hard across the face.  The two exchanged blows for nearly half a minute, and once they’d switched places, grappled, and tumbled to the floor, neither Kari nor the others were sure which was which.  “Block the exit!” Markus ordered his two students. 
 
    Kaelin Black and BlackWing got back to their feet and continued to brawl.  Kari was disappointed to see that the demon was smart enough to keep the telltale poison from dripping from BlackWing’s claws and fangs.  They continued to trade blows, and as she watched, Kari got a good sense of just how strong Black truly was.  Thanks to his size, he didn’t appear as muscular as Kari’s in-laws, but the crushing thuds of his punches – his and the duplicate’s, whichever was which – landing on meaty flesh left little doubt that he was a heavy hitter.  Neither asked for help, so Kari wasn’t sure if she should intervene at all, but Marshal Saracht made the decision for her, stepping forward to try to apprehend both.  Kari joined in, and Eli moved to do so as well.  Soon enough, Kari noted that the priests were beginning a chant, likely to try to reveal the demon or drive it out. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’ve been looking for you for sixty years and you’ve been a part of me this whole time!” one of them growled. 
 
    “You don’t honestly think them stupid enough to fall for that, do you?” said the other. 
 
    “Kill him!  He’s stolen everything from me!” the first shouted, and soon Marshal Saracht and Kari got a good hold of the other.  Enraged, the one Kari and the marshal had a hold of shook them off and charged at the other, whom Eli had just grabbed. 
 
    Kari and her companions hardly even registered what happened next.  One of them drove his knee into the other’s groin, lifted him clear off the floor, spun, and threw him through the study’s massive window.  Shredded by the breaking glass and so close to the tower, there was no way whichever had just been thrown out would be able to glide to safety.  Kari hardly heard Markus and the twins leave the room as they made their way down to see which of the two had fallen.  Her attention was fully fixed on the form before the window, looking down through the darkness, and Kari realized the air rushing in from outside would make the chill of the demon impossible to detect if it was still present.  There was a moment of silence as everyone in the room waited for the remaining Black to reveal which it was. 
 
    The massive half-demon regarded Eli for a moment, and then spun around to meet the shocked gazes of the demonhunter and the priests.  Kari thought it might be the real Kaelin Black, but then that terrible grin crossed his face.  “That was technically suicide, wasn’t it?” he asked before letting forth a chilling cackle. 
 
    “Lord Black!” Marshal Saracht screamed, and he ran from the room. 
 
    Eli drew his hammer quickly and tried to slam it into the side of BlackWing’s knee, to drive the massive half-demon down to all fours.  The massive half-demon caught the hammer and backhanded Eli hard, but BlackWing didn’t have his bladed cesti on, so the blow didn’t seem to hurt Eli particularly badly.  Eli stumbled and tried to shake off the hit, and he drove back in at the same time Kari did.  The two tried to flank the demon-possessed duplicate, hoping to buy the priests enough time to exorcise the evil spirit. 
 
    “We cast you out, demon!  By the light of dawn, we cast you back into the darkness!” Piotyr shouted over the sound of the wind whistling past the shattered window.  Deirdre joined him and they repeated their damning shout, and soon Master Vlad and Master Devin did so as well, calling upon Ambergaust and Zalkar to aid in the cause. 
 
    “Fools, I am the darkness,” the demon said, projecting its screeching, haunting voice out through BlackWing.  “I am the darkness in your world.  I will blanket all that you know and hold dear in fear, death, and shadow before I am done.  You are powerless against me.” 
 
    BlackWing’s claws and fangs began to drip with venom, and he threw Eli to the side and rose to his feet.  Kari grabbed the massive half-demon by the throat and bent him over backwards effortlessly.  She partially impaled him on several shards of broken glass in the shattered pane.  A voice came from her mouth, but it was not hers, nor were the thoughts behind it.  “They may be powerless against you, demon, but I am not,” Sakkrass spoke through Kari in the common tongue.  “Flee!  Flee from my blessed light, for anywhere the sun touches upon Citaria, my eyes will find you.  Scurry into the shadows and hide from me, for soon, I shall come for you myself, and you will know the searing pain of my blessed light.” 
 
    Impaled as he was, BlackWing concentrated and teleported away, and Kari nearly fell face-first onto the blood-coated shards of glass.  She caught herself, and Eli helped get her to an upright position.  “Where’s he gone?” the half-corlyps asked.  “And why did you just say that?” 
 
    Kari didn’t answer right away.  She straightened out and tried to catch her breath, and she glanced at the broken window and hoped Lord Black would be all right.  While her breathing slowed, she closed her eyes briefly.  Thank you, father, she thought silently.  When she opened her eyes again, she turned to face Eli and the curious priests.  “That was Sakkrass speaking,” Kari explained.  She didn’t miss the fact that Master Vlad was the only person other than Eli to not appear confused by the name.  “BlackWing’s gone; I doubt we’ll be seeing him again any time soon.  But that means that was Lord Black that he threw out the window.  We’d better get down there and check on him.” 
 
    Master Vlad grabbed Kari by the arm when she tried to run past him, and his eyes searched hers as he held her in a gentle grip.  “You know Lord Sakkrass?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, technically, I’m his daughter,” Kari said. The priest’s eyes went even wider.  “But story time can wait until later.  Right now, we need to make sure Lord Black survives.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kaelin Black survived the fall.  He was taken to Ambergaust’s church at Master Vlad’s direction, where the many priests of Temple Street were all contributing to help him mend.  Kari wasn’t the only one surprised by the old Earl’s toughness; nearly any other man would’ve been killed by the fall.  Other than cuts from the glass and some missing claws from having used the wall to slow his fall, Black didn’t sustain all that much damage.  His lower legs and ankles were fractured from the impact, but the priests assured Kari that he would be up and about in days. 
 
    BlackWing was gone without a trace, and even a repeat of the arcane seal spell by Dominick showed no sign of the shadow demon.  He also detected no trace of Emma, and any lingering doubt that there might be another Turillia duplicate was put to rest.  Barcon was back to about as normal as it had ever been under Kaelin Black’s rule.  Dominick was glad to hear that he was out of immediate danger, and he decided to put a long-term version of his arcane seal spell around the city in case BlackWing or Emma returned.  Kari made sure to thank the wizard for his help, and bid him stay safe in the months to come. 
 
    Kari returned to Black’s tower after meeting with Dominick, and Eli accompanied her on both legs of her trip.  Sherman and Marshal Saracht were both waiting in the tower’s lower level as Kari had requested, and the men seemed to be chatting lightly about everything that happened.  They looked up when Kari entered the tower, and then they rose to their feet in unison in the presence of the Lady.  Kari waved for them to sit back down, and she took a seat near the fire.  Once she was seated, all three men took their seats, and Kari chuckled inside at the thought that she might be making a gentleman out of Eli. 
 
    She brushed aside the thoughts and turned to Sherman.  “I have a message for you from Sharyn, but it might be something you want to hear in private.  It’s up to you.” 
 
    “I cannot imagine it’s something embarrassing.  What is it?” Sherman returned. 
 
    Kari glanced at Eli and he shrugged.  “Sherman, there’s no easy way to tell you this, but I don’t think it’s as bad as it might sound,” she said, and it was clear she had piqued the marshal’s interest as well.  “Sharyn isn’t just a ranger from the Sandur network who tracks and studies the werewolves...she is a werewolf, Sherman.” 
 
    “Tell me you jest, my friend,” the young paladin said, looking to Eli for some sign that it was a joke.  The demonhunter shook her head.  “How did you find this out?” 
 
    “She saved my life again tonight,” Kari answered.  “And then she took Turillia’s life when I had her in custody.  I saw the three rings in the werewolf’s left ear and I knew it was her, so I chased her out onto the plains until I found her and the rest of her pack.  I talked to them for a little while, and, well, I don’t think they’re typical werewolves.  So like I said: I don’t think it’s as bad as it sounds.” 
 
    Marshal Saracht was shocked by Kari’s words, an unusual amount of surprise showing through that stoic façade of his.  Sherman, on the other hand, seemed alarmed.  “Kari, I was kissing her…I could be infected!” he protested. 
 
    Kari held her hand up and shook her head before the paladin could get too worked up.  “She said that’s not possible,” she interrupted.  “She said her pack aren’t lycanthropes but natural shape-shifters, and she swore to me that there is no way for her to ‘curse’ you or anyone else by means of a bite, scratch, kiss, or whatever.” 
 
    It was clear Sherman didn’t know what to think or feel, and the silence of Marshal Saracht and Eli didn’t seem to help ease his tensions at all.  Kari leaned forward in her seat and gave the young paladin’s knee a squeeze.  “Sherman, she likes you,” she said, but he still looked doubtful.  “I mean she really likes you; she just wasn’t sure how to even tell you that she’s a werewolf.  But she wants to see you again, and asked me to tell you that.  She wasn’t just using you for her amusement.” 
 
    “By the Shepherd, what will Lord Garant think?” Sherman muttered. 
 
    “What difference does that make?” Kari asked.  “Yea, this will take a bit of an open mind for people to deal with, but I mean…she’s a pretty girl, Sherman.  A real pretty girl, and she likes you a lot.  Lord Garant’s job is to make a paladin out of you, not decide who or what makes a suitable mate.”  Sherman beheld her curiously, so Kari illustrated her point.  “Sherman, in my previous life, no one would have been happy with me dating a man like Grakin.  If you think you love her, don’t be afraid of what other people think.  It’s about you two, not anyone else.” 
 
    Eli made an odd sound and rubbed his chin with a finger.  “She’s got a point, kid,” he said.  “Don’t let anyone else decide whether or not a woman is right for you.” 
 
    “There is…one other thing you should know about her,” Kari said. 
 
    Eli chuckled.  “Must be a killer if it trumps the fact that she’s a werewolf.” 
 
    “Interesting choice of words,” Kari said, and she clasped her hands before her and met Sherman’s gaze evenly.  “She’s been dead before, Sherman, just like me.  She was resurrected by someone about twelve years ago, right about the same time I was.” 
 
    “Gods,” the young paladin said as he gave it some thought.  “I thought she seemed older than her years, but this…well, it’s a lot to think about.  It was – and still is – enough of a surprise that you were resurrected, my friend.  If she was resurrected as well, around the same time, what does this all mean?” 
 
    “That’s something we’re going to have to work to find out,” Kari answered with a shrug. 
 
    “How can I contact her, should I decide to?” 
 
    “You can send a message out to the ranger network, but honestly…I have a feeling if you don’t see her before you leave, you’ll meet her again back home,” Kari said.  She placed her hand on top of Sherman’s, and he took it in his own and kissed it. 
 
    “Well, I certainly have a lot to think about,” Sherman said, and he stood.  “I think I will go speak to Katarina about this.  She will probably understand better than most.” 
 
    Kari, Eli, and Marshal Saracht bid Sherman farewell, and once it was just the three remaining, the marshal straightened up and stared at Kari.  “So, Lady Vanador, you said you had something to speak to me about after the demon was taken care of?” 
 
    Kari regarded Eli, and he nodded his assent once again.  “You and your men were very helpful to me, and while normally I wouldn’t have anything to pay you in return, this time is different,” the demonhunter said. 
 
    The marshal leaned forward.  “No payment is necessary, Lady.  I was helping you to defend my liege’s vassal and his hold.  If any should receive reward, it is you and your friends.” 
 
    Kari waved off his words.  “I came across some very valuable information while we hunted Turillia.  Or rather, Eli did.  It’s possible you already know this, but from everything I’ve seen, I’m guessing you don’t.”  The marshal’s brows rose.  “The Black Dragon Society is based in the church of Achirun across the street.” 
 
    “You must be joking,” Saracht said, and his expression hardly changed. 
 
    “She’s not,” Eli said.  “You won’t find the entire Society there, but that’s the reason they’ve manipulated your boss for so long.  If you hit them hard, you can cut off their head, and take a lot of their more brilliant minds away from them.  As it stands, they should be without BlackWing now; if you strike, they may come apart completely.” 
 
    “You’re bloody serious about this, aren’t you?” the marshal said, his stoicism cracked.  Kari and Eli both nodded.  “Gods and angels, they’ve been right under our noses this entire time?  How many times have I stood by Lord Black’s side when he went over there to speak to them on a matter of law, or when they came to bring some complaint of the people to his attention?  How could we have been so blind?” 
 
    “You were looking for BlackWing and the people who work for him, not at the people who help you,” Eli said. 
 
    “Do you want my help arresting them?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No, Lady, no,” the marshal said.  “You have done quite enough already.  This will fall well within the capabilities of me and my men.  I will arrest them all in the morning when they arrive for work.  You may want to go speak with your Master Devin, and have him spread word that the so-called ‘church of Achirun’ is being dismantled.  We should have done this ages ago, regardless of their use as lawyers.” 
 
    “Well, consider that your boss was carrying around a demon spirit for all these years,” Kari said, and she turned to look up at the painting of Kaelin Black above the fireplace.  “You might find he’s a lot more agreeable and easy to work for in the future.” 
 
    “I have only ever known him the way you have,” Saracht said, turning his own gaze toward the painting.  “Perhaps this city will become even more prosperous, and lose some of its reputation…all thanks to you.  I want you to know that I am going to put in a recommendation to the Duke that he give you a commendation for valor in service.  If he agrees, your minor title of nobility may become a major one instead.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Kari said, and both of her companions laughed.  “Well, thank you, Everett; I suppose we should leave you to make plans with your men for the morning.  Good night.” 
 
    Marshal Saracht rose to his feet and saw the guests to the door.  Kari and Eli headed back to the Temple District, and Kari told Eli to return to One Small Favor.  “Don’t go to sleep before I get back there,” she told him.  “There’s something I need to say to you.” 
 
    Eli looked at her curiously.  “And you can’t just say it now?” he asked. 
 
    “It won’t have the same effect,” she said cryptically.  “I’ll see you back at the inn.” 
 
    Eli broke off from her with a sigh and made his way to One Small Favor, and Kari continued onward to the church of Ambergaust.  Master Vlad was happy to see her, and welcomed her to the church.  He asked if he could speak to her privately.  Kari agreed and asked only to check in on the Earl first.  Kaelin Black was in a foul mood, but it was well within reason considering his broken legs and the pain he was in.  Kari took his grouchiness in stride, and bid him rest while she went to speak with Master Vlad.  She wanted to speak with the Earl, but figured she’d wait until the pain subsided a bit and she could talk to him privately. 
 
    Once Kari and Master Vlad were alone, the demonhunter offered the priest a handshake.  “I’m afraid I haven’t gotten your actual name yet, Master Vlad,” she said as they shook. 
 
    “Vlad Belyakov,” he answered with a smile.  “I wanted to speak to you about Lord Sakkrass.  It is rare enough that anyone outside of the czarikk nations knows his name; to find that you are so intimately familiar with him is…astounding.  How did you come to know so much about Lord Sakkrass?” 
 
    “I encountered his avatar on Tsalbrin after helping one of the czarikk tribes there,” Kari answered.  Master Vlad was clearly eager to hear the tale, so Kari spent a little bit of time telling him about her father.  The priest was amazed at her story, and while she filled in the details of what she knew about the czarikk god, she grew curious as to how much Vlad – a human – could tell her about him.  When she finished her tale, she prompted him, “I’m just as surprised that you know anything about him.  How do you know Lord Sakkrass?” 
 
    The priest gestured up toward Ambergaust’s holy symbol – a shield with a roaring lion’s head standard upon it – engraved into the stone wall high above the altar.  “Lord Sakkrass is Lord Ambergaust’s brother,” he said.  “Not by blood, naturally; the two deities met and became great friends many millennia ago, and have become as brothers.  Just as my lord is not native to this world, neither is Lord Sakkrass, though we find his people here in small numbers.  Those of us who serve Lord Ambergaust know of Lord Sakkrass, but this is the first time I have seen his power firsthand, and met someone who is intimately familiar with him.” 
 
    “We’re still getting to know each other, really,” Kari said.  It made her feel warm and comfortable to speak of her adoptive father with someone else who understood, even a little bit.  “I have rather vivid dreams sometimes, and I think Sakkrass learns about me from my memories through dreams.  And sometimes, he tells me a little about himself through dreams, too.” 
 
    “You share a great bond of love, I can hear that in your voice as plainly as I saw it in his loaning you his power,” the priest said with an appreciative smile.  “This is good, and very important.  Just as Gori Sensullu and Lord Ambergaust formed a bond of friendship that led to the merging of the two pantheons, so might you draw Sakkrass and his own pantheon in as well if you cultivate this friendship.  With the battles we fight against the demons and their maniacal kings, any new allies are always a welcome addition.  And if you should have any questions, I am always happy to be of help.” 
 
    “If I can be nosey for a minute, I’m curious how you ended up serving Ambergaust?” Kari asked.  “I mean, I guess it makes sense since he’s human and so are you, but there are humans among our own pantheon.” 
 
    Master Vlad met her stare evenly and smiled slightly.  “What would you say if I told you Lord Ambergaust is not a human at all?” he asked, and he chuckled when Kari’s brows rose.  “In short, Lady Vanador, my deity’s appearance has little to do with my devotion to him.  He is a god of valor and chivalry, a staunch protector, a blessed life-giver, and a true husband and father to his family.  I value these qualities and everything Lord Ambergaust stands for, and though I have a great deal of respect for Lord Fletcher and your own patron Zalkar, I don’t find that I relate to them quite the same way.” 
 
    Kari nodded absently but her brow furrowed.  “Ambergaust’s not human?” she prodded. 
 
    “None of his pantheon are,” Master Vlad said.  “They take human form when they deal with the people of Citaria to make themselves…more appealing, I suppose you could say.  But if you take a look at the crest on my lord’s shield, you will see a deeper truth.” 
 
    Kari looked up again at the engraved holy symbol, and then swung her gaze back to Master Vlad.  “He’s a lion?  Wait, he’s kwarrasti?” she asked, and he nodded.  “So some of his people are here on Citaria too, just like Sakkrass’ czarikk.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the priest said.  “I tell you this not to confuse you, but to let you know that Gori Sensullu had many friends that were not a part of his pantheon.  I know the rir people and, to a lesser extent, most of the other peoples of Citaria are not overly receptive to my lord and his own pantheon, but they are all here to help, Lady Vanador.  Just as you call upon Sakkrass for his aid in your times of need, do not be afraid to call upon Lord Ambergaust and his family for help or guidance when the road is dark.” 
 
    “The world has changed so much since my first life,” Kari said, and the priest nodded.  “Thank you, Master Vlad.  I appreciate everything you’ve done.  What Lord Ambergaust told you and what you were able to find out…that was the only reason I was able to stop Turillia.” 
 
    “I am honored to have been of service, Lady Vanador,” Vlad returned.  “May the Golden Lion and his pride see you safely home.” 
 
    Kari bowed politely to the priest, and left the warm confines of the temple.  Her mind whirled with the revelation that Ambergaust was a kwarrasti and what other secrets the little-known additions to the Citarian pantheon might hold.  To find that Sakkrass and Ambergaust were like brothers made Kari a little more comfortable with Ambergaust’s presence, and she realized she would be well served to get to know him and his pantheon better.  If anything, she surmised that one of them might know something about the Temple of Archons and Salvation’s Dawn. 
 
    Kari returned to the inn, where Alyssa was kind enough to fix a late dinner for her.  Kari found she was famished, and she enjoyed her meal even with the nagging pain of her newly-healed chin.  She considered what she was going to say to Eli afterwards.  He wasn’t in the common room, and when Kari inquired about him, Alyssa said that he’d moved his own things to a separate room while he waited for Kari, and that he was upstairs.  With the hour growing late, Kari retired to her room, her hunger sated but the fatigue of a hard hunt and a lot of running around afterwards deep in her bones. 
 
    Kari knocked on Eli’s door before she went to her own room.  When he opened it, she could see in his expression that he was ready to be yelled at.  “There’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while.  I may have been partly blind to what Turillia was up to, but I’m not an idiot, Eli,” Kari said, and she waved off his attempt to interrupt.  “I’ll go to Sarchelete with you, but on one condition: if you don’t ask Danilynn on a date when we’re there, I’m going to make good on wanting to punch you in the mouth.” 
 
    Eli was shocked.  “You really think I should?” 
 
    “From the way you talk about her, yes,” Kari said.  “Even if she says no, if you don’t ask her, it’s going to be something you regret for the rest of your life.  So, do we have a deal?” 
 
    The half-corlyps smiled.  “Yes.  Yes, we do,” he said.  “I thought you were mad at me.” 
 
    “I am mad at you,” Kari returned, but then she shrugged.  “But that’s part of being friends.  We can disagree, I can be mad at you and want to slap you in the face, but it doesn’t change the fact that we’re friends.  And it doesn’t change the fact that I’m very lucky to have met you and had your help here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” Eli said.  “Hopefully when Danilynn and I have had time to fill you in on things, you’ll understand why I let Emma go.  It wasn’t to hurt you or make you mad.  I was really lucky to have met you, and I was glad to get to serve Zalkar one more time by helping you.  You really are a hell of a gal, Kari.  You’ll be a great Avatar of Vengeance.” 
 
    “If I make it that far,” Kari said with a sigh.  “I feel like I’m getting too old for this.” 
 
    “You will,” Eli said.  “And with any luck, I’ll be by your side when you do.  And with a very hefty amount of luck, maybe Danilynn will be by my side.” 
 
    Kari chuckled and kissed him chastely on the side of his snout.  “Good night, Eli.” 
 
    “Good night, my friend,” he returned, and he shut the door. 
 
    Kari entered her own room, latched the door, and then walked to her bedside.  She knelt down and prayed to Zalkar and then Sakkrass, thanking each of them for the strength they gave her to fulfill her Blood Oath and her mission.  She prayed for them both to watch over Grakin and her child.  While she paid no real mind to Turillia’s threat of harm to her family, the decision to accompany Eli to Sarchelete meant she would be away from her family longer than she’d expected or wanted.  She wasn’t thrilled with the prospect, but she wanted to hear Danilynn’s insights, and see if the fures-rir woman could tell her anything new. 
 
    Kari slid into bed with a smile and considered the gift she planned to give Grakin when she got home.  She hoped she would dream of that gorgeous little girl again, and she drifted off to sleep peacefully. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XXIV – The Hand of Zalkar 
 
      
 
    Kari went to visit Kaelin Black again first thing the next morning.  He seemed a bit like a trapped animal, clearly not happy to be immobilized and forced to stay in Ambergaust’s church.  Still, his mood was better than it was the prior night, and he seemed almost happy to see Kari.  They spent a while discussing the prior night’s events, and Kari filled the Earl in on what had happened after he was thrown from the tower’s top level.  She even included the details around Sakkrass’ involvement, though thankfully, Black didn’t ask about how her relationship with the czarikk deity came about; it was a story Kari was fairly tired of telling after a couple of days of doing so.  Ultimately, the Earl asked Kari if she wanted anything from him as a reward for her help, and Kari seized the opportunity. 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to ask you something personal, if you don’t mind,” she said. 
 
    Kaelin Black beheld her suspiciously, which hardly surprised her.  “I would advise against it, but you can ask me whatever you like.  After all, with two broken legs, it’s not likely I will be jumping out of my seat to throttle you,” he said, the first bit of true humor Kari had heard from the man.  He looked around at the priests and acolytes tending to him and the rest of the church, and shooed them away.  “Leave us.” 
 
    There was a brief hesitation by the temple clergy, but soon enough, they vacated the room and left Kari and the Earl to themselves.  It reinforced Kari’s perception of Lord Black’s iron-fisted rule, or perhaps just the amount of respect his subjects gave him.  She dismissed the thoughts and folded her arms across her chest as she prepared to ask what she’d wanted to for some time.  “In the lower level of your tower, there’s a painting of you over the fireplace,” she said.  Lord Black seemed surprised by the start of her question, but he nodded.  “I’ll be blunt, Lord Black: you look happy in that painting.  I’m wondering what happened to change that.” 
 
    At first he seemed upset by the question, but then his expression softened.  “Well, to put it plainly, Lady Vanador, my mother died.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kari blurted.  She started to apologize for even asking, but the Earl continued before she could interrupt. 
 
    “I didn’t care much for my mother,” he said.  He blew out a sigh and held Kari in a measured gaze.  “She never much liked having a half-demon child, but then she wasn’t given a choice in the matter, if you understand.  What really changed my life, Lady Vanador, was that before she died, she told me who my father was.” 
 
    “You must be half-guardian,” Kari reasoned.  “Though it seems unlikely one of the guardians sired you by force.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a guardian demon,” Lord Black affirmed.  “My father...was Gaelix the Shadowborn.” 
 
    Kari couldn’t mask her surprise or her alarm.  Gaelix the Shadowborn was one of Seril’s highest-ranking lieutenants, and had held the post of Lord of Serilian Demons before Kaelariel killed him and took over his command.  So much of the darkness around Kaelin Black – his demeanor, his reputation, the way the other nobles regarded him, and even the attitude of Kari’s Order – made more sense now.  She wasn’t sure if any of those were directly related to the knowledge that Black was the son of Gaelix the Shadowborn, or if it was just some lingering sense about him that made them treat him as such, but there was little doubt it contributed. 
 
    It was still shocking that he would be so open with Kari, and she couldn’t help but wonder why he would tell her such a thing.  She tried to consider what advantage he could gain by sharing such information with anyone, let alone a high-ranking demonhunter.  It was a huge risk for the Earl to take, and after several long, uncomfortably silent moments, it dawned on Kari that he was trying to get her to trust him, for whatever reason.  Kari had little doubt that the Earl respected her ever since their first true meeting, but she never felt as though the rift between Lord Black and her Order had been even partially patched by her work here – until now. 
 
    “I appreciate that you trust me enough to tell me that,” she said quietly at last. 
 
    “It has nothing to do with trusting you,” he countered.  “It has to do with getting you to trust me.  You see, I know something about you, something you don’t want anyone to know.” 
 
    Kari’s throat tightened, and she had to fight to keep her breathing and her voice steady.  “And what might that be?” she asked, afraid that the demon might have stolen information from her when it held her under its charm. 
 
    “That you’re Salvation’s Dawn,” the Earl said quietly. 
 
    “No,” Kari whispered.  “Damnit, how could you possibly know that?!” 
 
    Kaelin Black held up his hand and hushed her.  “Don’t be alarmed; Dominick Harrington told me this morning, so the demon was not aware of it,” he assured her.  Kari was as surprised that he knew she was afraid of the demon finding out as at the fact that he knew at all.  “And please, don’t be angry with Mister Harrington: he is one of my subjects, and owes his loyalty to me before you or your Order.  He told me he’d detected it the moment his arcane seal passed over you.  Mister Harrington spent many years researching the Temple of Archons; he was quite surprised to find Salvation’s Dawn on his doorstep.” 
 
    “What do you know about any of this?” Kari pressed, a little calmer now. 
 
    Lord Black waved his hand casually.  “Not much, aside from what seems to be common knowledge,” he said, “but there is one thing I know that no one else does.  You see, when my father died, I inherited some of his memories, along with his power and the right to challenge Kaelariel for lordship over the serilian demons.  My father didn’t know what was in the Temple, but whatever it was, it made Seril extremely angry.  Whatever is inside that Temple, Lady Vanador, Seril hated it with every fiber of her being.  My father believed it may have been the reason Gori Sensullu and Seril spent so many millennia fighting each other, but as to what it actually was, even he had no idea – and he served Seril for centuries.” 
 
    “Just understand, I told you one of my secrets so you’d know you can trust me to keep yours,” he said.  “I know what the demons can do with this knowledge, and I assure you, I’m not interested in any demon lords – let alone demon kings – coming to our world.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Kari muttered.  She looked at Kaelin Black in a different light now: he was still far from being someone she’d want to be close friends with, but for him to have divulged his biggest secret to her was a telling gesture.  He could have used the knowledge that Kari was Salvation’s Dawn to his own advantage, selling it to demons for money, power, or anything else the demons or their lords might be able to provide, .  Instead he’d willingly handed over his leverage to keep things even between them.  “Well, I’ll swear to you that I won’t tell a soul what you’ve told me about yourself.” 
 
    “And I will not tell a soul that you are Salvation’s Dawn, until such time as we both know a bit more about what role you are to play, if any,” the Earl said.  He offered his hand to her and they shook over their oaths.  “I’ve already instructed Mister Harrington that he is to keep this bit of information to himself, but I have given him free rein to research the Temple further, to see if your resurrection and appearance as Salvation’s Dawn holds more than the typical significance.” 
 
    “And you’ll let me know if the two of you find anything?” Kari prodded. 
 
    “Of course,” he said.  “In the meantime, I would advise you to avoid hunting any highly-trained succubus assassins from the underworld, until we find out what this all means.” 
 
    There was an ever-so-slight smile on his face, and Kari couldn’t help but chuckle.  “If I ever see another one of those again, it’ll be too soon,” she joked, and the Earl actually joined her in a laugh.  “Thank you for all of your help in my hunt, Lord Black.  I know you and my Order have been at odds for a long time, but you’ve more than earned my respect.” 
 
    “You earned mine in your previous life, and that has not changed,” the Earl returned.  “When you return to DarkWind, I’d like you to tell your Order that they are welcome to keep a few demonhunters within my city going forward, and that they are free to pass through at their leisure when hunting here in the south.  I am also going to reward you with a substantial amount of money that you may keep for yourself, or give to your Order to aid in their work.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll appreciate that; I certainly do,” Kari said, but then she dismissed the latter portion of his offer.  “Keep the money, though.  Give it to Kaelariel’s church.  They’re going to have a good number of widows and orphans to tend to after Turillia’s spree.” 
 
    “Ha!  Quite right, good Lady,” he said with that barest of smiles again.  “I shall double it, then, and let them know that it is a gift from you.” 
 
    “Kaelin Black, are you in danger of becoming a nice guy?” Kari joked. 
 
    “As it stands, Lady Vanador, it’s going to take me a long time to figure out what I’ve done and what BlackWing did over the last fifty-seven years,” he said solemnly.  “I don’t think anyone will be mistaking me for a good man any time soon.  And that brings me to one last thing I wanted to say to you.  Apparently, when the demon was in me, I was...dormant, I guess you could say.  But when the demon needed information from me, it had to wake me up, as it were, and the deeper in my memories that information lay, the closer to the surface I was.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Kari prodded when he paused. 
 
    “The demon insulted you when you spoke with it last evening,” he said.  “I want to make sure you know that it was the demon and not me.  You may not be well-educated, Lady Vanador, but you are clever and quite adaptable, and those are two traits that cannot be learned.  The demon underestimated you, and that cost it everything in the end.  Never, and I mean never, let anyone call you stupid.  You may be one of the brightest people I’ve ever met, and I mean that.” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure what to say to that, but the obvious answer came to her a moment later.  “Thank you,” she said.  “That may be one of the nicest things anyone has ever said to me.” 
 
    “I find that to be a shame, actually,” he returned.  
 
    Kari almost frowned, but instead she chuckled again.  “Farewell, Lord Black.  Get well, and if the shadow demon or anything else threatens your city, send word to us immediately,” she said.  He agreed with a bow of his head, and shook her hand again, though he apologized for not being able to get on his feet and give her a proper farewell.  On her way out, Kari bid Master Vlad farewell, and he was sorry to see her go as well. 
 
    Once she left Ambergaust’s church, Kari stopped in to bid the two half-elite priests of Kaelariel farewell.  She thanked them for their aid, which had proven instrumental and had helped Kari figure out what Turillia had truly been up to.  The priests were just as thankful to Kari for aiding the people of their city, and helping them to serve Kaelariel’s justice to the undead and the demons alike.  Kari let them know that they should expect a stipend from the Earl to help care for the widows and orphans left behind, and the half-elite priests expressed great gratitude for Kari’s intervention on the matter.  Before she left, she asked them to pass along word to Kaelariel that Kari wanted to speak with Trigonh, and they agreed.  Kari wasn't sure what the erestram was up to these days, but she hoped he might find the time to come see her. 
 
    Master Devin was waiting for Kari when she entered the church of her deity.  The priest commended her on a job well done, and told her to see Master Bennet first thing when she arrived back in DarkWind.  He tried to give Kari her wages, but she refused.  She told him that there were other people who could use the money far more than she could.  She took just enough to cover the costs of her and Eli’s stay at One Small Favor, and told Master Devin to give aid to the victims or lend the money to Kaelariel’s priests to do so. 
 
    Kari informed him that she would be going to Sarchelete first for a short visit, and asked that Master Devin let Zalkar and the other members of the priesthood know.  When he heard where she was headed, he told her to see Master Attir Surallis in Sarchelete instead.  That left Kari to wonder if there was already another matter Zalkar wanted her to look into.  It would mean a delay in her plans to have another child with Grakin, and Kari simply hoped her mate’s health would hold strong long enough to see that end.  After agreeing to meet with Master Attir Surallis, Kari bid Master Devin and the acolytes of the Unyielding’s church goodbye. 
 
    Kari and Eli both gave Alyssa and Chelsea a lengthy farewell, and Kari apologized for any danger her stay had put the innkeeper and her daughter into.  Alyssa waved off the apology.  She said she was glad to be able to return the favor Kari had done for her three years before.  Alyssa tried to refuse payment, just as Dave and Millie Marrack had on Kari’s last trip through the city.  Kari wouldn’t take no for an answer, and gave Alyssa the money she had received from the church of Zalkar.  Alyssa had a child to feed, house, clothe, and educate, and Kari would not allow the woman to put her first, regardless of how indebted she might feel. 
 
    Kari and Eli left and headed toward the bazaar, and Kari took in a deep breath through her nose and sighed happily.  The spring morning was sunny and warm.  The skies had been cleared out by the prior night’s thunderstorm, which also brought warmer air behind it.  There was the scent of early spring flowers in the air, and the city of Barcon suddenly showed a bit of subtle charm.  The wistful smile on Eli’s face told Kari that he’d spent some time thinking on what she’d told him the night before.  Spring was definitely in the air. 
 
    The two visited Dominick and thanked the wizard for his aid.  Kari wasn’t positive, but she suspected the wizard’s arcane seal had precipitated the attack by BlackWing on Temple Street a few nights before.  Had Dominick not provoked BlackWing, Kari wasn’t sure the demon would’ve revealed itself until it was too late.  By fate or by luck, Dominick had unwittingly helped bring the entire situation to a head.  Kari thanked him for that, and assured him that he should have nothing to worry about where Emma was concerned.  She didn’t bring up the fact that he’d informed Kaelin Black that Kari was Salvation’s Dawn, and he made no mention of it either.  Kari was just as happy to let that sleeping dog lie for the time being. 
 
    Kari did spend a little while talking to Dominick about her sister-in-law, to see if the wizard might have some insight into Sonja’s troubles as a budding spell-caster.  He seemed intrigued by Kari’s description of Sonja’s troubles, though he didn’t have any explanation that he was confident in.  He was noncommittal on Kari’s suggestion that perhaps Sonja just needed a different teacher: he assured Kari that Maelstrom was every bit as good as his reputation suggested.  His best explanation was that Sonja was still young, and mastery of the arcane sometimes took decades.  He knew it wasn’t much in the way of comfort, but asked Kari to tell Sonja not to give up. 
 
    Kari and Eli avoided passing near the black tower on their way to the stable square.  They didn’t want any of the members of the Black Dragon Society to see Eli speaking with the marshal, and potentially mark him as a target.  Kari wanted to see the marshal one last time, but he had an important job to do, and she didn’t want to get in the way or complicate matters for him.  She was satisfied that after the prior night’s conversation, Everett Saracht knew that Kari considered him a friend, and she hoped he felt the same way. 
 
    Markus, Katarina, and Sherman were waiting to see Kari and Eli off at the stable square.  All three of the paladins hugged Kari, and offered handshakes to Eli.  Even Markus, who had long considered Eli a bit of a problem back home in Lajere, made sure to thank the half-corlyps and tell him he’d been a great help.  Markus may not have liked having a brothel in his city, but the way he looked at Eli as they bid each other farewell told Kari that if it had to be so, there was no one else the Earl would rather have keeping watch over the place.  It took Markus and the twins longer to see, but they seemed to understand Eli’s nature, and looked at him much the same way Kari did now. 
 
    “Did you make up your mind on Sharyn?” Kari asked Sherman. 
 
    The young man scratched at the back of his head nervously.  “I’m still not sure,” he said.  “I’d like to see her again, but we’re all in agreement that it would be…complicated.” 
 
    “Things are only complicated if you make them that way,” Kari said, drawing on the quote from Eryn.  “Do what you think is right for you, Sherman.  Just whatever you do, don’t hurt her.  If her being a werewolf is what you can’t live with, be honest about it.” 
 
    “I will.  Thank you, Kari.  You are an amazing friend,” Sherman said, hugging her again. 
 
    “I did not get to know the young lady, but what I have heard of her suggests she is worth getting to know,” Markus said with a nod.  “Certainly the word of a high-ranking demonhunter who dealt with her quite a bit carries more weight than my own perceptions at this point.  I think an invitation to dinner – or perhaps the Summer’s Ball – would be appropriate, should Sherman decide to pursue the relationship.” 
 
    “I think she’s a good woman,” Kari said.  “And I’m not often mistaken on people.”  She looked at Eli as she said the last, and Markus smiled and nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Well, the two of you are invited either way,” Markus said.  “The Summer’s Ball is on the first of Oncember.  Feel free to bring your mate, Kari; and you may bring whoever you like, Eli.  Your in-laws are welcome as well, of course, Lady Vanador.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to it,” Kari said.  She cast one last glance over the city of Barcon while her griffon was led out of the stable to her.  Muireann seemed happy to see Kari again, and the demonhunter tilted her head down and held her arm up so the griffon could greet her.  Muireann lightly pinched Kari’s forearm, then clicked and whistled several times.  Kari mounted up while the stable master led Dougal out for Eli. 
 
    “Remember: once you reach DarkWind, you need only release Muireann and Dougal outside of the city, and they will return home to my keep on their own,” Markus said.  “Do dress warmly, and be careful when flying up through the mountains.  Wild griffons may think you’re invading their territory and attack, so fly fast and true, and get through the mountains as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “We will.  Thanks for letting us borrow them, my lord,” Kari said. 
 
    “My friend,” Markus corrected.  “I am not your lord, Lady Vanador; I am your friend.” 
 
    Kari smiled and held her hand out for a last handshake, but Markus took her hand and kissed it.  “Be safe,” he told her and Eli as the half-corlyps mounted up.  “God keep watch over you both.” 
 
    At last Kari and Eli departed for Sarchelete.  They let the griffons run across the grassy plains for a while as the sun climbed into the sky.  Once they were airborne, it was obvious the griffons would get them to Sarchelete much, much faster than the caravan had delivered Kari three years before.  They cut south to avoid passing over the Sandur Jungle; they didn’t want to have to land their mounts in the jungle or sleep in its thick confines.  They made camp as the sun finally retreated over the mountains in the west, and the griffons were content to let their riders rest against them around the fire. 
 
    Kari and Eli shared dinner.  Afterwards, Kari waited patiently for Eli to start talking.  He thought to himself for a while, and Kari’s first instinct was to believe he was once again trying to figure out what not to tell her.  She fought down the rush to judgment, and tried to stay calm.  It was just as likely he was trying to remember what he’d already told her, to avoid going over the same points again.  He seemed to wave off whatever he was thinking after several long, silent minutes. 
 
    “The entire invasion that Ciceria was the head of was on behalf of Sekassus,” he said at last, and Kari nodded.  “Ciceria was Sekassus’ high priestess, and he sent her to perform the sacrifices and ceremonies that would eventually open a portal strong enough to allow Sekassus through to our world.  Ciceria betrayed him with our help: she freed the czarikk prisoners, delayed the portal opening, and ultimately sabotaged the ceremony.  What I haven’t told you, though, is how she sabotaged it.” 
 
    “You mean she didn’t just botch the ceremony in the end?” Kari asked. 
 
    “No, she couldn’t have,” Eli said.  He looked toward the mountains, outlined with the last of the fading light of sunset.  “If she had altered or tried to botch the ceremony, the sylinths and other priests would have figured it out.  They would’ve killed her and sacrificed her, and then one of the others would’ve finished the ceremony.  She had to complete the actual summoning; she just changed what it was she summoned.” 
 
    “I told you before that I’ve seen a demon king once, and my assumption was that you’d think I meant Celigus Chinchala, right?” Eli asked, and Kari responded affirmatively.  “Well, I’ve seen Lord Chinchala before, but honestly I don’t even think of him as a demon king.  He’s not the one I was talking about.” 
 
    “So Ciceria did summon a demon king?” Kari asked, sitting up straighter. 
 
    “King Koursturaux S’Bakthra,” Eli answered.  “She hates Sekassus, and you have to really think about that for a minute before you just nod your head.  Demon kings hate just about everyone and everything, but King Koursturaux’s hatred for Sekassus goes even beyond that.  I don’t know what the hell the Cobra Lord did to her, but when she came through that portal, she tore the souls out of every one of his followers: the sylinths, the syrinthian priests…hell, even that elestram wizard that gave me the burn scars.  The only thing that saved us from the same fate was the dying wish of Ciceria.” 
 
    “So Ciceria served Koursturaux?” Kari asked.  “Is that whose symbol I have back at my office in DarkWind?” 
 
    Eli shook his head.  “It’s not that simple.  Like I said, demon kings don’t share power with anyone.  That symbol you have at your office belongs to a god; which one, I have no idea.  Ciceria served Koursturaux to help betray Sekassus, though whether out of loyalty or just a common hatred of Sekassus, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “That’s why you told me the syrinthians aren’t demons, and that they don’t all serve Sekassus,” Kari reasoned, and Eli nodded.  “So what you were really trying to tell me is that if their high priestess betrayed Sekassus, they’re rebelling against him?” 
 
    “Rebelling might be too strong a word, but essentially, yes,” the half-corlyps agreed.  “They hate him.  We think of the underworld in terms of everyone hating everyone else, but it seems to be a lot more subtle and complex than that.  Danilynn might know more, which is why I wanted you to come with me to see her.  She can tell you more about Ciceria, since the two of them kept in contact through their, um, telepathic bond or whatever.  Danilynn will know more about why the syrinthians are rebellious, and why Ciceria trusted something as dangerous as Koursturaux to see to Sekassus’ humiliation.” 
 
    “But where did she go after Ciceria died?” the demonhunter pressed.  “How did you get Koursturaux off of Citaria before she just conquered the entire world?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s more complex than that,” Eli said.  “The simple truth is that she left on her own.  She seemed satisfied that the portal was sabotaged and Sekassus was humiliated.  I’m not sure if Koursturaux is unaware of the Temple of Archons, if she just didn’t care to try to take it for herself, or if maybe Emma works for her and that’s why she just left.  Then again, maybe she was afraid some of the pantheon’s avatars would forcibly remove her.” 
 
    “It’s scary to think a demon king was on our world,” Kari said quietly. 
 
    “Why?  There’s one on our world even now…and I don’t think he has the power or the desire to try to conquer it.  Then again, who’s to say Celigus doesn’t know about the Temple and isn’t working to learn its secrets, either for himself or the Overking?” 
 
    “Kaelariel,” Kari answered.  “And I trust his judgment; he’s known Lord Chinchala for a long time.  What do you know of the Overking?” 
 
    “Other than that he must be ridiculously powerful to keep all the other kings in line?  Not a damned thing,” Eli answered.  “Maybe Danilynn will know more, but maybe not.  Luckily, we never went into the underworld, as I told you before, and we never had any dealings with any of the other kings.” 
 
    Kari nodded, satisfied enough with that for the time being.  “Is there anything else you want to tell me?  You don’t have to tell me that Emma is Tor’s mother if you promised not to.” 
 
    Eli balked.  “What?” 
 
    The demonhunter shrugged.  “You shouldn’t have mentioned Tor was from Talon Rock when Lord Black mentioned the gnoll shaman.  It wasn’t that hard to make the connection.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.  Kari…” 
 
    She waved off his protests.  “I’ll keep his secret for now,” Kari said.  “I seem to be doing a lot of that lately, and I may need him in the future if his mother keeps being so elusive.  Does anyone in the Order or on the Order’s Council know?” 
 
    “No,” Eli said.  “We’ve taken great pains to keep that a secret, even more so than our service to Bosimar.  Kari, this can’t get out to people: it wouldn’t just be Tor’s life that would be in danger if it does.  All of us would be in danger of being used to get to Tor, and then to Emma.” 
 
    “But that’s why you still consider Emma a friend, even though she told you she doesn’t feel the same way?” Kari prodded. 
 
     “Tor is a good man,” Eli said, maintaining strong eye contact.  “I figure that didn’t happen entirely by accident.  Yea, he was raised by humans for the most part, and was a military brat growing up, but he’s a good man.  If there’s even a part of that in Emma – and there seems to be, given the way she avoids needlessly taking life – it’s possible we could turn her.  If Ciceria could betray her master, maybe we can get Emma to do the same.  She’s a slave; what would she have to lose?” 
 
    Kari was stunned.  She knew Eli had a protective nature like a half-guardian, but that it extended to a demon as well was truly something else.  Kari’s feelings were mixed about Emma, but Eli had known the mallasti girl for much longer.  She thought perhaps it would be in her best interest to look at things the way Eli did.  He’d suggested more could be learned from Emma being kept at arm’s length than by trying to capture her.  As Kari considered that, she realized that Emma’s presence was the only reason they even knew about Salvation’s Dawn, or the plot to open the Temple of Archons. 
 
    “All of you knew that Tor is Emma’s son?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Me, Jori-an, Danilynn, and Rhiannon,” he answered.  “You’d probably better not mention it to Danilynn until she’s gotten to know you.  She was always very fond and protective of Tor.  If a demonhunter shows up at her temple and starts asking about him, she might get a bit defensive.” 
 
    Kari waved off the comment.  “I was a lieutenant colonel during the War, and she was under my command; she should know she can trust me,” she countered.  “But I can stay away from the topic and see if she brings it up.  So, is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “I’ve told you all of the important stuff, and you figured out the one secret I wasn’t going to share,” Eli said.  “Danilynn will fill you in more on everything else.  But you can probably see now why Bosimar kept all of this a secret.” 
 
    “Yea, his actions leading to a demon king setting foot on our world wouldn’t have gone over well with the Council or the rest of the Order,” Kari said.  It didn’t sit well with her, either.  She trusted Jason’s intentions, and was satisfied that all had apparently turned out well, but she would’ve never allowed such a thing to come to pass.  Had Koursturaux’ goal been to conquer Citaria or try to unseal the Temple of Archons, there likely wasn’t anything short of divine intervention that could’ve prevented it.  With the imminence of the Apocalypse, Kari imagined the demon king may have even joined forces with Seril. 
 
    One other good thing that came from the entire situation was that Kari now understood one large, important truth: thwarting Sekassus and humiliating him was more important to King Koursturaux than invading Citaria.  Kari figured there had to be some advantages she could take from such information: that perhaps it was possible to get to know the high-ranking female demon king better, and use her to keep Sekassus away from Citaria and – more specifically – Kari’s family.  There was no way Kari would ever trust a demon king – except, perhaps, for Lord Chinchala – but as Eli had told her, the fact that they were evil didn’t mean they couldn’t be of some use. 
 
    “What was Koursturaux like?” she asked Eli. 
 
    “Big, very big.  Like, a foot and a half taller than Tor,” he said.  “She’s beautiful and yet hideous at the same time…scary, with horns, claws, a tail…and crimson skin.  And her eyes are solid black, like you’re looking into death itself.  I’ve heard they call her The Crimson Huntress among her peers in the underworld, and I really don’t ever want to find out why.” 
 
    “But she let you all live?” 
 
    “Ciceria asked her to spare us for helping her,” the half-corlyps said.  “Koursturaux was just going to kill us, the same way she killed everyone else at the temple, but she decided to honor Ciceria’s dying wish.  Grudgingly, it seemed.  I’ve never seen or heard from her again, and I’ll be glad to keep it that way for as long as I live.  Emma can be scary enough, and she’s just a mallasti.”  Kari chuckled, and Eli used turnaround on her for a change.  “So, you asked me back in Lajere how many demons I’ve fought and killed; how about you?” 
 
    “Too many to count,” Kari said with a shake of her head.  She thought about it for a few minutes.  “Outside of the War, I killed eight valirasi, six mallasti, three elestram, I defeated an erestram, killed a sylinthian prince…but Turillia was the first succubus – or half-succubus –that I've ever fought and killed.  As for serilis-rir, I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Good grief,” Eli said with a shake of his head.  “Any regrets?” 
 
    Kari scoffed.  “For the demon kills?  None.” 
 
    They continued to chat for a while, and went to sleep against their warm griffon mounts as the fire died down to embers.  Kari dreamed lightly of home and her family, but her dreams turned into a nightmare later in the night.  In Kari’s nightmare, a towering crimson demon king burned Citaria to ash, and then she stood before the Temple of Archons, forcing its long-sealed entrance to open for her.  What truly haunted Kari was the end of the nightmare, just before she woke up: the female demon king turned around and fixed Kari with solid black eyes, and Eli’s words echoed in her dream, “…like you’re looking into death itself.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It took less than a week for Kari and Eli to reach Sarchelete on the swift wings of the griffons.  Markus’ warning about wild griffons in the mountains was prudent, but proved to be unnecessary.  They passed over grassy plains, mountains, and the coastal flatlands without issue.  Eli had never been to the holy city before, and he took a few minutes with Kari to survey it from a nearby hilltop before they made their final approach.  It was exactly as Kari remembered it from her trip there three years before, and she pointed out the grand temple of Gori Sensullu to Eli, capping the northern temple district of the city.  Eli was clearly impressed by the sight. 
 
    Kari continued to stare at the grand temple of Gori Sensullu as they admired the city’s beauty at a distance.  She thought of her world’s dead creator, and what secrets he had left behind in the Temple of Archons.  She considered it might be possible that Kaelariel knew what was inside, and simply didn’t bother to tell anyone else: that the god of freedom and death was keeping his father’s secrets to himself.  It had to be something of immense power for the demon kings to be interested in it, but Kari couldn’t imagine what that could be if Gori Sensullu hadn’t seen fit to tell anyone else about it.  She knew only that she was Salvation’s Dawn, reputed to be a part of the key to opening the great seal of the Temple.  What that ultimately meant, she wasn’t really sure, other than that the demons would be very, very interested in her. 
 
    They rode their griffons on the ground for the remaining distance to the city, to avoid being viewed as attackers.  They were directed to the south gate, where there was a stable that could house their griffons during their stay.  They left Muireann and Dougal in the care of the stable master who, just as in Barcon, seemed familiar with Lord Lajere’s mounts.  Kari supposed Lord Lajere probably made frequent trips to the holy city, and may have done so extensively while training his students.  With their mounts taken care of, Kari and Eli made their way into the city proper. 
 
    Eli had never been to the city, and Kari had only been there a couple of times herself.  She wasn’t qualified to give the half-corlyps a tour, but it didn’t seem to matter.  The way he walked purposefully toward the northern quarter, where the grand temples were located, Kari assumed he wanted to see Danilynn first and foremost.  There would be time enough to take in the holy city and its beauty after he’d made good on his promise to Kari.  She wondered if he would accompany her to see Attir Surallis first; she wanted to check in with Zalkar’s high priest before she indulged her curiosity about Bosimar’s past. 
 
    “I need to see Master Attir Surallis before we go see Danilynn,” Kari said.  “He’s the high priest of Zalkar’s church and the Order, and I was told to see him since I was headed here.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you?” Eli returned, and Kari nodded. 
 
    He shrugged his agreement, and followed her to the stairway that led to the plazas of the grand temples.  Just as on her last visit, Kari washed her feet before ascending, a tradition considered more polite than necessary, and Eli did so as well after he watched her.  Kari wasn’t sure what Eli’s relationship with the pantheon was like; he never spoke of following any one deity, and it didn’t seem he understood the significance of the foot-washing.  As with several things since they’d met, though, he followed Kari’s lead to be accommodating, if nothing else. 
 
    Kari led Eli to Zalkar’s temple, the second one on the right, and he followed her inside without hesitation.  It was still early in the afternoon, so the church was empty but for the few acolytes reciting prayers or cleaning.  Kari pulled out her dog tags and approached the altar, and one of the acolytes nodded and entered the back room.  Kari drew her swords and placed them tip down to the floor before she bowed to Zalkar’s altar.  She stayed on her knees longer than she ever had before, suddenly so much more thankful to be a high-ranking servant of the god of law and patron of demonhunters.  Her relationship with him had changed a great deal during this latest mission, and she made a conscious effort to show him that.  She glanced at Eli as she rose to her feet, and he bowed his head respectfully toward the deity’s altar. 
 
    Attir Surallis emerged from his office, and dismissed the acolytes with a gesture.  He looked just like Kari remembered him: a handsome, middle-aged human with the crew cut that was so popular among Zalkar’s priests.  He was wearing a white robe trimmed in light blue,  similar to the first time Kari had met him.  Attir approached and studied Eli, but once he stood before Kari, he waited while she saluted him, and then he offered a handshake. 
 
    “Karian Vanador, or I should say Lady Karian Vanador,” he said in greeting.  “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to see you again, too, Master,” Kari returned. 
 
    The high priest turned toward Eli.  “And this must be Elias Sorivar, Jason Bosimar’s man,” he said, offering a handshake to the half-corlyps.  Eli shook the high priest’s hand.  “We lost track of you during the Apocalypse, and with Jason’s death, the Order as a whole lost contact with a lot of its former helpers.  Master Sanstrom informed me through the Unyielding that you were quite a help to Lady Vanador in Barcon.” 
 
    Eli looked at Kari for a few moments, and Kari wondered what he was thinking.  The half-corlyps turned back to Attir Surallis and said, “From the first time I talked to her, I knew I’d met another hunter like Jason.  I think I’d follow this woman into hell itself.” 
 
    Kari smiled and chuckled, but Attir nodded his head.  “Indeed, as would many of both the Order and Zalkar’s priesthood.  There is already a lot of talk of her ascension to the position of Avatar of Vengeance, though the Unyielding still requires more before that promotion becomes a reality.”  He turned back to Kari.  “I understand you swore and fulfilled another Blood Oath?” 
 
    Kari wasn’t sure what to make of his tone.  She thought perhaps he was shocked that she had sworn a Blood Oath, like she was abusing the power or calling upon it too often.  After all, she had now used it in two consecutive hunts; she wondered if that was a bad thing.  Kari didn’t feel as though she was using the power frivolously, but her doubts about her motivations began to creep up on her again after the high priest made his query. 
 
    “Yes, Master; was there a problem with it?” she asked somewhat nervously. 
 
    “A problem?  No, of course not,” he answered.  He gestured for his two guests to take seats.  Kari and Eli sat beside each other on one of the benches, and Master Surallis sat facing them.  “I wanted to ask how you felt when you swore this one; did it feel different at all?” 
 
    Kari hesitated, but then she remembered how she’d felt the night she’d sworn the Oath in front of Grakin.  “It did.  I felt like…like I needed it.  Like it had been missing from my life for too long.  Is the Unyielding displeased?” 
 
    Master Surallis shook his head.  “No, Lady Vanador; quite the opposite,” he said quietly.  “There is a fire that burns in you that we so rarely see these days.  The Unyielding tells me this fire has burned in you since the first time you walked this world.  He said that had you not died so young, he believes that you and Turik Jalar would have held the rank of Avatar of Vengeance at the same time.” 
 
    “At the same time?” Kari repeated.  “I didn’t think that was possible.  That hasn’t ever happened, has it?” 
 
    “No.  Though it is not because it is impossible; it is just that difficult to find two people in the same generation in whom the fire burns that brightly.  That fire burned in Turik Jalar, just as it burned in Jason Bosimar – and now it is showing that it burns in you, more so with each day and each mission that passes.  The Unyielding still believes you will be Avatar of Vengeance; the passion with which you swear the Oath to him, and the focus you possess to see it through, leave him with no doubts.” 
 
    “I told you,” Eli said, and Kari shoved his shoulder lightly. 
 
    “I have to be honest with you about something, though, Master,” Kari said.  She tried not to bite her lip, and to keep her nervousness under control.  “My mate…is dying.  He has Dracon’s Bane, just like I did when I was a young woman.  I was planning to have another baby with him before the disease advances too much further and–” 
 
    Attir Surallis put his hand on top of Kari’s own.  “Then do as your heart bids you,” he said.  “Do not take my words or the Unyielding’s faith as a demand, or an ultimatum.  You are still a fairly young woman, and you are an asset to our lord and his Order, whether on the battlefield or as an administrator.  When your children are a little older, you may find your inner fire burns even brighter.” 
 
    “I’m already finding it does,” Kari said. 
 
    “I had something made for you when Master Sanstrom passed along word of your success and the fact that you would be paying me a visit,” the high priest said.  He called for one of the acolytes to bring him something, and the young man came quickly and handed a small wooden box to the high priest.  Attir rose to his feet, and gestured for Kari to do the same.  When Kari stood up, the high priest opened the box, and Kari saw that there was a brand new set of dog tags within. 
 
    These were different.  They were platinum, and their outsides were ringed with solid turquoise, its light blue indicative of the deity who blessed them.  “Karian Vanador, by the grace of the Unyielding, I hereby promote you to the rank of Hand of Zalkar.  With this promotion and rank, you are now the highest ranking demonhunter, and therefore, you are now the head of Zalkar’s Demonhunter Order.  The entirety of the Order’s staff is now at your command and disposal, and you will answer only to me or the Council of the Order.  Congratulations.” 
 
    Eli stood and squeezed Kari’s shoulder proudly.  “I told you,” he said again. 
 
    Kari was speechless.  After everything Attir Surallis had said about Zalkar’s faith in her, and now with the promotion, she felt like she was dreaming.  Kari had always dreamt of being the Avatar of Vengeance, but even after her resurrection, she’d wondered how long and how much work it would take to reach that rank.  She was now a Hand of Zalkar, only two ranks below the coveted rank of Avatar, and she had been promoted by the high priest of Zalkar personally.  She wasn’t sure if the Council of the Order had been consulted in the matter, but to be promoted by Attir Surallis was second only to a personal visit from Zalkar to do so - something that had understandably never happened before. 
 
    “By his grace and my will, I shall serve the Order all my days,” Kari said with a salute. 
 
    “Go home, relax, and have another child with your mate if that is what your heart desires,” Master Surallis said.  “You have more than earned a rest.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Kari said, and she had to stifle the urge to cry.  She took off her old dog tags and handed them to the high priest.  She then bowed her head so he could put the new ones on her, and she flicked her hair over the platinum chain so they would settle.  She held them up and read the inscription: Lady Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, T03172849.  Just a few years before, seeing herself summed up so simply on her dog tags had made her question her worth.  Now, though, she looked at the tags and understood that they said more than what was engraved: This is my servant, my right hand, who delivers my justice and my mercy in equal measure. 
 
    “No, Lady Vanador; thank you,” Master Surallis returned with a smile.  He turned toward Eli then, and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “Had I known you would be with Lady Vanador, I would have had a set crafted for you as well.” 
 
    “What?” Eli asked, and he did a double-take. 
 
    “Do not think the Unyielding has been ignorant to your contributions to our cause all these years,” the high priest said.  “In light of your past service, and the aid you gave to Lady Vanador in this most recent mission, I have been given the authority to welcome you to the ranks of the Demonhunter Order, should you so choose to join.” 
 
    “I’ve never been very good at taking orders,” Eli admitted. 
 
    “Perhaps not from Jason Bosimar or Lord Allerius, no.  However, I think you may learn to do so very quickly with a woman like Lady Vanador as commander,” the priest countered.  “If you wish to join, the invitation is open.  You will, of course, be required to attend the Academy to learn our policies and procedures in hunting, but I think you will have little trouble passing the physical portions of our basic training.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely think about it,” Eli said, at a loss.  “When do you need an answer?” 
 
    “I do not require an answer.  Should you wish to join, accompany Lady Vanador back to DarkWind and she will initiate you herself.  She is now the head of the Order, you know,” the priest quipped, and the three laughed. 
 
    “Thank you; it’s an honor to even be asked,” the half-corlyps said, and it was his turn to chuckle as Kari squeezed his shoulder. 
 
    “Master, how well-protected is the Temple of Archons?” Kari asked. 
 
    “There is a full military unit camped at the base of the mountain on which it sits, and we have been rotating shifts of two to four demonhunters to keep watch over it as well,” the high priest answered.  “Has there been a change in the threat to the Temple?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Kari answered.  “We encountered the mallasti known as Emma again during this latest mission.  At first, I thought maybe she was looking to get revenge for the fact that I helped stop her plans on Tsalbrin, but as the mission wore on, I started to suspect that wasn’t the truth.  She had several chances to kill me, and though she left me in danger a few times, she never took advantage of those opportunities herself.  She helped me indirectly in killing Turillia – the succubus I hunted in Barcon.” 
 
    “You think she seeks to manipulate you, perhaps?” he reasoned. 
 
    “Yes, because I found out at the missions’s conclusion that I am, in fact, Salvation’s Dawn,” Kari said. 
 
    The priest put his hand over his mouth while he studied Kari’s face.  “This is actually quite a positive thing,” he said at length.  “If it were anyone else that was Salvation’s Dawn, they might be in greater danger.  However, the head of the Demonhunter Order being Salvation’s Dawn will make any attempts by the demons to capture them – you, I suppose – so much harder.  I must ask, though: how do you know you are Salvation’s Dawn?” 
 
    “A wizard who aided us in Barcon found out inadvertantly,” Kari answered, saying the last carefully. 
 
    “How many others know of this?” the high priest prodded. 
 
    “Myself, Eli, the wizard Dominick Harrington, and Lord Kaelin Black,” Kari said.  She saw the high priest’s mouth tighten when she mentioned the Earl’s name, so she added, “All of them have sworn to keep it a secret; they know what’s at stake if the demons find out.” 
 
    “Very good.  This is fascinating,” Master Surallis said, and Kari almost chuckled at how he had echoed Dominick’s typical reaction to things.  “I will consult with the other high priests of the pantheon, and see what we can find out with regards to Salvation’s Dawn.  Our assumption has long been that Gori Sensullu passed this gift down through the generations, so that one day he could open the Temple for whatever reason.  However, with the creator’s death and his son’s seeming indifference to the Temple, we began to suspect that perhaps Salvation’s Dawn was no longer of use.  Let me see what we can find out through cooperative study and prayer.” 
 
    “Is there anything I should do in the meantime?” Kari asked. 
 
    Master Surallis waved off her concerns.  “No, Lady Vanador.  Even in light of the fact that you are Salvation’s Dawn, you should change nothing about your life or the way you conduct yourself.  Continue to slay demons that are a threat to you or our world, and do not think that you should hide yourself from the dangers they pose.  Gori Sensullu did not create the gift of Salvation’s Dawn so that it could be hidden in a cellar; you are a light for all the world to see.  And the demons will come to know that trying to capture Salvation’s Dawn and use it for their own ends can lead only to their own destruction.” 
 
    “I understand, Master,” Kari said, and she bowed her head.  “I won’t be staying long; I’ll be leaving for DarkWind tomorrow morning.  But it was a pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    “The pleasure was mine, Lady,” Master Surallis said.  “Farewell to you, and to you as well, Mr. Sorivar.” 
 
    Eli bowed to the priest, and followed Kari out to the streets.  He regarded her under the strong afternoon sun, and Kari figured he was wondering about the fact that she was Salvation’s Dawn.  She realized after a minute that he probably had no idea what Salvation’s Dawn even was.  Whatever the case, he didn’t ask her any questions.  He simply gestured across the way toward Garra Ktarra’s church, and then led her to where he suspected they would find Danilynn Stahlorr. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter XXV – Full Disclosure 
 
      
 
    The church of Garra Ktarra was unlike any other that Kari or Eli had ever been inside.  The interior was kept dim: the front doorway and the windows were shrouded so the room was only a few shades above darkness, just enough so that humans could still see.  The air was warm and quiet, heated by the same ensconced torches that shed minimal illumination, and whose gentle lapping was nearly the only sound.  The air was full of the scent of incense, though it was light and pleasant, not overpowering as it could be in some churches.  Within moments of entering the church, Kari found that she felt relaxed and at peace, and the quiet sigh that escaped Eli said that he felt the same way. 
 
    The floors and walls were made of marble, and there were columns set about the room so as not to obstruct the view of the altar.  The altar itself stood on a short dais in the back of the main chamber, but it was not the altar that drew the attention of the visitors.  Instead, their gazes were drawn to the wall behind the altar, where, halfway up, a pair of engraved, glowing green eyes stared at them with a cold intensity.  The eyes may have been carved into the stone, but between their enchanted glow and the way the dim firelight of the torches danced around them, they seemed very much alive.  Transfixed by the eyes, neither Kari nor Eli saw the rir priest as he approached. 
 
    “The eyes of the Night Runner see all,” he greeted them. 
 
    Kari turned toward the priest and hesitated for a moment, unsure if she should bow or salute him.  She went with the latter, tapping her fist over her heart with a bow of her head, and Eli bowed politely.  The priest, an elder terra-rir with the white hair and green eyes typical to his kind, bowed his head to his guests.  His eyes were glowing slightly in the dim light, but Kari could see well enough to make out the age lines on his snout and around his eyes.  She guessed he'd been quite handsome in his younger days, and age had given him a wizened charm. 
 
    “Welcome to the grand temple of Lord Garra Ktarra, demonhunter,” the priest said.  “I am Maurice Elutire, his high priest.  How may we be of service to you?” 
 
    “Greetings, Master Elutire,” Kari said formally.  “I am Karian Vanador, Sword…Hand of Zalkar, by his grace.  My friend and I were hoping to speak to one of your lord’s priestesses; her name is Danilynn Stahlorr.” 
 
    “Is this about official business, or a personal matter?” the high priest asked. 
 
    “A little of both,” Kari answered honestly.  She wasn’t sure why the priest would ask such a question, unless Danilynn was in some sort of trouble.  She realized that Master Elutire had looked at Eli sideways a couple of times, and that left Kari to wonder if Eli’s presence was the reason he asked.  It was possible he was afraid Eli might be seeking a relationship with Danilynn, or even simpler, a matter of the high priest being afraid Eli would take Danilynn away on another long set of adventures.  Kari assumed the fact that the priest had not asked Eli’s name meant that he already knew it. 
 
    “Very well, I will inform Mistress Stahlorr of your arrival,” Master Elutire said.  “Please, be seated, and she will be out to see you shortly.” 
 
    Kari and Eli took seats on some of the benches fronting the altar to wait.  Kari regarded Eli to see if he was as curious to the priest’s words as she was, but the half-corlyps had a broad smile on his face.  Kari couldn’t help but wonder why the priest had been so interested in Danilynn’s business.  Her first assumption was always to believe that Eli’s race was the primary reason for others’ hesitation, but if that was the case, Eli either didn’t see it, or just didn’t care.  During their trip from Barcon, Kari could tell that Eli had spent a lot of time thinking about Danilynn, and Kari was glad she’d been as frank with him as she had the night before they left. 
 
    “Mistress Stahlorr,” Eli whispered when they were alone again.  “That’s promising.” 
 
    Kari chuckled.  “What did you make of his attitude toward you?  He didn’t even bother asking your name.” 
 
    Eli waved off the comment.  “I’m sure he’s heard all about me from Danilynn,” he said.  “Poor old guy’s probably worried I’m going to get Danilynn killed somewhere.  She rose pretty high up in the ranks of the church when we were working together.  They were probably just happy she survived the Apocalypse and came to work here in the grand temple, and now they’re afraid of losing her.  Maybe she’s in line to become the next high priestess.” 
 
    “Well, that would be something,” Kari said.  “You’d better get used to the idea of living here in the holy city if that’s the case.” 
 
    Eli shrugged.  “I don’t really have any ties back in Lajere that I can’t cut easily.  I can leave the brothel to Antoine and a couple of the other men that work for me; I can trust them to keep watch over the place the way I did.  I’ll miss some of the girls, but it wouldn't be the first time I cut my roots and moved somewhere else.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure Danilynn will more than take the place of those girls you’ll miss,” Kari said. 
 
    The half-corlyps snorted.  “Kari, I never slept with any of the girls I kept watch over,” he said quietly.  “Believe me, plenty of them were willing to, but…well…” 
 
    Kari realized she’d misspoken, and she reached up and gently clamped his snout shut.  “Forget it,” she said.  “I didn’t mean to insult you.  I guess I figured working in a brothel carried certain benefits, and I wouldn’t think any less of you if you had taken advantage of them.” 
 
    “Well, I would,” he muttered, but they both went silent as a priestess emerged from one of the back rooms and approached. 
 
    As soon as Kari saw Danilynn, she remembered her.  Danilynn looked different now, removed from the battlefield and dressed in the light robe of her temple instead of the blackened chain armor of a warrior-priest.  She was a pretty girl, but not one who fell into vanity or took great pains to beautify herself.  Danilynn had a natural beauty, much like Kari’s in-laws told her she had.  Like all of the fures-rir, Danilynn had blue hair and eyes, though hers were of lighter shades than was typical.  Her hair was long and straight, well tended but not in a way that suggested she spent a great deal of time on it.  Her eyes were small, but round and intense, and their light blue glow was eerie in the darkness of the temple. 
 
    As Danilynn approached, Kari got a better look at her in the dim light.  Danilynn was a little taller than Eli, but still shorter than Kari, and even through the robe, Kari could see that Danilynn was an athletic woman.  Her breasts were small, but that was typical among fures-rir women until they gave birth to their first child.  Her face was all at once warm and intense, her snout was short and smooth, and she lacked the overbite typical among the lower class in fures-rir society.  Danilynn looked like a product of fine breeding among the upper class or even nobility of the fures-rir, which left Kari to wonder why the woman had left her homeland so many years ago and never returned.  Danilynn had fine teeth, and they showed prominently when she saw Eli and her mouth split into a wide smile. 
 
    “Eli!” she said happily, and the half-corlyps rose and greeted his friend with a hug. 
 
    Kari rose to her feet, but didn’t say or do anything to interrupt the reunion.  It was even clearer now that her impression of Eli’s relationship with Danilynn had been correct, and Kari couldn’t help but wonder why the two had stayed apart so long.  Eli was good at hiding his emotions most of the time, but this was not one of those times.  By the way he held Danilynn tight in his embrace well beyond the typical length of a greeting hug, it seemed to Kari that he might be wondering the same thing.  And though Kari didn’t know Danilynn very well on a personal level, the priestess didn’t protest the length of Eli’s embrace. 
 
    “Gods, it’s good to see you again, girl,” Eli said when they split apart at last.  He gestured toward Kari.  “I’m not sure if you’ve met…” 
 
    “Colonel Vanador,” Danilynn said, turning to Kari.  She gave a crisp military salute, and Kari returned it with the typical demonhunter salute. 
 
    “Just call me Kari,” she returned.  “I’m not lieutenant colonel of anything anymore.” 
 
    “No, now she’s a Hand of Zalkar,” Eli interjected. 
 
    Danilynn fixed Kari with wide eyes.  “Hand of Zalkar?” she repeated.  “My word, it won’t be long before you’re the Avatar of your Order.”  What was curious to Kari was that she lacked any trace of the accent common to fures-rir.  Danilynn spoke with nearly the same accent as Eli. 
 
    Kari pointed a finger in Eli’s face before he could utter a word.  “Don’t say it,” she told him, but the half-corlyps’ laughter made Kari chuckle as well. 
 
    “So, have you come for the reason I’m hoping?” Danilynn asked Eli. 
 
    Kari leaned toward Eli and nudged him in the ribs with her elbow, but he kept his mouth closed.  It seemed to Kari as though he’d lost his nerve.  Before she started to give him another nudge, though, Kari noticed the look on Danilynn’s face, and realized she wasn’t asking about a date.  Kari wondered what Danilynn could be talking about, and then she remembered Eli’s tale about Ciceria asking them to go to the underworld and rescue her daughter.  Eli had told Kari he had no intention of ever setting foot in the underworld, but unless Kari was mistaken, it seemed Danilynn wanted to.  Suddenly, Eli avoiding Danilynn despite his feelings for her made a bit more sense. 
 
    “I brought Kari here to see you so you could tell her about our work with Jason Bosimar,” Eli answered at last.  “I’ve told her the basics of everything we did, but you always knew more about Ciceria and her priesthood and whatnot.  I think there’s a lot more you can tell her than I did.” 
 
    Danilynn was disappointed and it showed.  She looked away for a moment, but soon she turned her glowing blue eyes back to Kari.  “Aye, I can do that for you,” she said, the fures-rir accent coming through for just a moment.  “Come in the back to the fireplace room; we can talk privately there.” 
 
    Danilynn led them into a back hallway that was better lit than the temple’s main chamber.  Her footsteps were silent as she led her guests down the corridor, the soft swish of her robe inaudible over the sound of her companions' armor.  After they passed a couple of doors, Danilynn opened one to her left, and ushered Eli and Kari in.  The room was cozy, with a couple of rockers and deep-cushioned chairs in front of a fireplace.  There was already a warm fire going, and the room was full of its aroma, and well-lit by the dancing flames.  It seemed to be a casual meeting place for the priests, or else simply a place to wind down as the day grew old.  Danilynn gestured toward the chairs, and Eli sat in one of the rockers while Kari sat in one of the cushioned chairs. 
 
    The priestess closed the door to the room, and she took the rocker on the far left so she could face both of her guests.  “Eli, are our secrets still safe?” she asked. 
 
    The half-corlyps glanced at Kari.  “She knows about Tor, but she’s agreed to keep his secret,” he said, and Danilynn pursed her lips. 
 
    Kari was surprised that Eli would bring that up right away after what he'd told her on the trip, but she decided to take advantage of it.  “I only want to know one thing about him: does he work with his mother, or have any real contact with her?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Danilynn said with a shake of her head.  “Tor didn’t even find out that Emma was his mother until we had lost contact with her.  For a while he thought she had just abandoned him, but I think when she realized the DarkWind military was going to take him in, she allowed them to protect him.  Had they threatened him harm, I can’t even imagine what she might have done to protect him.  It’s complicated, but I think Tor has come to terms with who and what he is.  We’re just not so sure everyone else would understand – including your Order.” 
 
    Kari nodded.  “I was wondering if anyone else in the Order knew; did Bosimar know?” 
 
    “Only the five of us knew: Eli, Jori-an, Rhiannon, Tor, and myself,” Danilynn said.  “We kept it from the Order – even Jason – because we were afraid they might put Tor in prison, or use him as a bargaining chip to find and get rid of Emma.” 
 
    “One of Jason’s journals talked a bit about Emma, and how Jason was trying to figure out what she was up to,” Kari said.  “You never told him about your interactions with her?” 
 
    Danilynn and Eli exchanged a glance before the priestess answered.  “We told Jason just about everything we knew and had seen of her.  He didn’t trust her; he said that what we had seen and told him about was only a part of the entire story.  He was constantly getting reports from his hunters that mentioned her, and she seemed to be manipulating events all over the continent, so he never trusted her.  He always figured she was up to something big, but we could never get a clear indication of what.  The fact that her son worked directly with us never helped in that regard.  It was confusing, and oftentimes frustrating.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.  She seems helpful at times, but that doesn’t mean she’s doing it to be helpful,” Kari said, and Danilynn nodded her agreement.  “So, Eli told me you’d know more about Ciceria and the syrinthian priesthood?” 
 
    Danilynn nodded again.  “Yes.  At one point, when I used some of the Night Runner’s divine power to spy on the syrinthian temple, Se’ceria established a telepathic link with me.  From that point on, we ‘talked’ rather frequently.” 
 
    “Se’ceria?” Kari interrupted; the pronunciation was different the way Danilynn said it. 
 
    “Se’ceria Sasha Solaristis,” Danilynn elaborated.  “Syrinthian females have three names: the first is actually a derivative of their mother’s name; the second is their equivalent of our first name; and the third is their familial name.  Se’ceria means ‘daughter of Ceria.’  They denote the lineages of the females for the sake of the priesthood.” 
 
    “So her daughter’s name would be Se’sasha?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly.  Her daughter’s title would be Se’sasha, though that would be how they refer to her in casual conversation, as though it is her name.  Her daughter’s actual name is Aesiasi.  When I saw Eli, I had hoped he changed his mind about going to find Se’sasha in the underworld,” Danilynn said.  “If not, I was wondering: might you be willing to do so?” 
 
    Kari scratched at her snout absently.  “I’m not sure the Order would want me wandering around in the underworld, even with my latest promotion.  Or rather, especially with my latest promotion.” 
 
    Danilynn waved off the answer.  “I’m not looking to go down there and fight our way through to find Se’sasha.  I understand enough about the underworld to know that those who go there to fight or cause trouble find a quick demise.  However, we have sources of information, so we may be able to find out where Se’sasha is hiding or being hidden, and we can hopefully slip in and out without notice.  That would depend on whether she’s being held prisoner, or if she’s in hiding from Sekassus, and if she is, exactly where.” 
 
    Kari leaned to the side in her chair and stared at Danilynn silently.  The priestess’ gaze kept flicking back and forth between the demonhunter and the half-corlyps, and Kari assumed Danilynn was waiting for Eli to volunteer.  The half-corlyps continued to hold his tongue, and Kari thought about what Master Surallis had told him after offering him a position among the Order.  As Kari thought more about it, she realized Eli might be afraid to go to the underworld, but that his attitude might change if Kari agreed to go first.  Since Kari was now the head of the Order, she reasoned she could theoretically do what she wanted to, but the opinion of the Council, and the delicate balance between the heavens and the underworld, would weigh heavily on her decision. 
 
    “I understand you made a promise to Se’ceria,” Kari said, “but I really can’t help but wonder: what do we stand to gain by rescuing her daughter?  Se’ceria’s plot was at least the second invasion attempt by the syrinthians; how do we know bringing Se’sasha here wouldn’t help start a third?”  Danilynn didn’t answer immediately, and she chewed on her lip silently as she thought about what to say.  Kari prodded her further, asking, “Why don’t you tell me a bit about syrinthian priests; Eli mentioned they’re rather rebellious against Sekassus?” 
 
    “Se’ceria was sickened by the things she had to do for Sekassus,” Danilynn said.  “She was forced to sacrifice her own people to power the portal they had built for him.  There was only so much she could tell me when we ‘spoke’ telepathically, but from time to time, I caught glimpses of her…dreams, I guess you could say.  The syrinthians didn’t always serve Sekassus.  They used to serve a god – a true god: one who was benevolent, and who they bent knee to willingly, out of love and respect.  They are slaves to Sekassus.  They’re little more than sacrifices, battle fodder, and sources of entertainment as he tears their society apart piece by piece.  Eli has told you that the syrinthians aren’t demons?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kari answered.  “I wasn’t sure if that made them better or worse, given their race’s history.” 
 
    “If what Se’ceria told me is true, the syrinthians have lived in the underworld since before the demons conquered it,” Danilynn said.  “She gave me no indication of how long ago that happened, but she tried to impress on me the fact that the syrinthians are little more than Sekassus’ patsies and playthings.  He sends them here to die on the off chance that they succeed in punching a hole through the dimensional barriers that he can slip through.  But he cares nothing for them; if they die, it is simply more enjoyment for him as he sees the misery and sadness their loss instills in the rest of the population.” 
 
    “Why don’t they just abandon his service once they get here?” Kari asked. 
 
    “Their families would pay the ultimate price for that betrayal,” Danilynn answered with a shake of her head.  She fixed her wayward strands of hair and continued, “That’s why Se’sasha wasn’t allowed to accompany her mother during the invasion: Sekassus keeps their kin close to him, so they can be slain in case of betrayal.” 
 
    “But by that logic, wouldn’t Se’sasha already be dead?” 
 
    “No.  Se’sasha was daughter of the high priestess.  Sekassus wouldn’t kill her because it would break the lineage of the high priestesses.  If he holds her prisoner, and has decided to kill Se’sasha, she would be allowed to live long enough to be mated and produce a female heir.  After that, he would likely execute her.  By my best guess, Se’sasha should be nearly or slightly older than eighteen years by now, so time is growing short.  If we intend to honor our promise to Se’ceria, then we must move soon,” Danilynn said, sparing Eli another glance. 
 
    Kari crossed one leg over the other and bobbed her foot in the air.  “So that brings us back to my original question: what do you think Se’sasha’s intentions will be if we rescue her and bring her back here?  Will she still be enslaved to Sekassus because he holds her family hostage?  Or would she maybe help us work against him?” 
 
    “It will depend on how much like her mother she turns out to be, but if Sekassus has been holding her prisoner with the intention of breeding and then murdering her…,” Danilynn said. 
 
    “Did Se’ceria ever tell you what god she worshipped?” Kari pressed. 
 
    “No, other than to call her the ‘Great Mother,’” Danilynn answered.  “There is a nearly endless number of deities on many worlds referred to that way, but I have never found the one whose holy symbol matches the one Se’ceria was wearing when she died.  It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “And you two are quite sure that neither ‘Great Mother’ nor that symbol she wore refers to King Koursturaux?” 
 
    “Positive,” Eli said. 
 
    Danilynn nodded her agreement.  “King Koursturaux is very powerful, but she isn’t a deity, and couldn’t have provided Se’ceria with the power to open that portal.  At least, not as far as we know; we don’t believe any of the demon kings possess that sort of power except for the two Koryon ‘deities’ who are also kings: Augrus Tiveron and Sheila Darkstorm.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me,” Kari said.  “Everything we say is followed by ‘as far as we know.’  What we know is actually next to nothing.  When Turik Jalar was Avatar, he went into the underworld on several occasions, and once even laid a list of demands at the feet of the Overking – again, from what we know.  I can’t help wondering why we haven’t continued sending hunters to the underworld to build on what little we know.  Being reactionary when it comes to fighting demons is only effective for so long.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for an answer right now, but would you consider going to the underworld with me to try to find Se’sasha?” Danilynn asked, though she didn’t wait for an answer.  “If we accompany you to DarkWind, we can check with one of our sources of information there, if Eli still has that celestial token she was after.” 
 
    Kari drew forth the platinum disk from her purse.  “We have it,” she said. 
 
    “Good.  If we give that to Amastri,” Danilynn said, glancing to Eli for some sign that he’d told Kari of the succubus, “then she may be willing to get us some information.  If she can get us good, reliable information, and find us someplace safe to cross into the underworld, you can make your decision then.  I won’t ask you to walk blindly into the underworld; I’m not willing to do that myself.  But if we can get some good information from Amastri, we may be able to do some reconnaissance while we rescue Se’sasha – and whatever we do, we’ll be very quiet and subtle about it.” 
 
    “I’ll have to check with the Council of the Order first,” Kari said with a shrug.  “If they tell me I can’t go, then it won’t matter what we find out from Amastri.  We definitely need more information either way.  I’ve got a mate and child to think about; I can’t risk my life needlessly, or to rescue what amounts to an enemy.” 
 
    “Do you think Tor would go with us?  He’s one of them; he might be able to pass among the mallasti and get us more information once we’re there,” Eli said. 
 
    “I don’t know that I’d want him to take that risk,” Danilynn said.  “He’s only half-mallasti, and he’s never lived among them, so he’d probably be discovered pretty easily.  If anything happens to him, remember, we may have a very angry, vengeful Emma to deal with.” 
 
    “Your Master seemed less-than-thrilled to see us,” Kari said to the priestess.  “Is he going to object to you leaving the temple to go chasing old promises and adventures?” 
 
    “He can object all he likes,” Danilynn said bluntly.  “I serve Garra Ktarra, and as far as he and I are concerned, this is unfinished business.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Kari said.  “I’ll go with you to speak with Amastri, but I won’t promise anything in regards to either going to the underworld or letting Amastri stay in DarkWind.  I’m not sure what I find more disturbing: the number of underworld spies we have in our midst, or the fact that the Order has known for decades and done nothing about them.” 
 
    “Jason was very particular about who he trusted and who he simply tolerated,” the priestess said.  “Amastri was among those he tolerated, because now and then she could prove to be a valuable source of information.  She was the one who originally told us about the celestial token, which explained why there were numerous syrinthian agents causing trouble in and around DarkWind.  She told us what we were looking for, and even when she had the opportunity to steal it from us, she didn’t.  She said her assignment was to take possession of it if she could do so without causing a stir; she was strictly forbidden from killing for it, or drawing any negative or undue attention onto King Koursturaux.” 
 
    “Right, she serves Koursturaux; Eli mentioned that,” Kari muttered.  “So I guess it’d be pretty dangerous to just kill her.” 
 
    “Exceedingly dangerous,” Danilynn agreed.  “In these instances, we must always bear in mind that demons like Amastri are sources of information to us so that they can be sources of information to their masters.” 
 
    Kari rose to her feet.  “Well, I can tell you this much: the Council is not going to like this one bit.  But if you can get reliable information from Amastri, I’ll at least discuss the matter with them, and see where they stand.  At the very least, I’d like to actually be able to talk to someone from the underworld, and try to figure out a lot of what we’ve been missing all these years.  If Se’sasha is willing to talk, she could be invaluable to the Order.” 
 
    “And I’m sure that’s part of the reason her mother wanted us to go find her,” the priestess agreed, and she stood up.  Danilynn looked toward Eli then.  “So you’d be willing to go, too?” 
 
    Eli glanced at Kari as he rose.  “I told the high priest of Zalkar I’d follow this woman into hell itself.  I guess I was being more literal than I thought.” 
 
    Danilynn smiled and nodded, and she made her way toward the door to escort her friends back to the temple’s main hall.  “Eli wanted to ask you something,” Kari said, drawing the fures-rir woman’s attention back to her half-corlyps friend. 
 
    Eli hesitated, but then he took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.  “I’ve been meaning to ask you, but then, you know, the Apocalypse happened, and, well…” 
 
    Danilynn walked over and took Eli’s hands in hers.  “Elias Sorivar, are you trying to ask me on a date?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” the half-corlyps said with a shake of his head, surprising both of the women before him.  “Dates are for people who don’t know each other yet.  I don’t need to court you, Danilynn: I want to know if you’ll be my mate.  I want to know if you can live with the fact that I’m a half-corlyps, and if you might want to have kids with me.” 
 
    Danilynn ran her fingers along Eli’s jaw.  “I’ve waited for so long for you to tell me how you feel,” she said quietly, and she gave his hands a tender squeeze.  “Let’s get reacquainted, and see to the rescue of Se’sasha, and then we’ll take things as they come.” 
 
    Eli nodded, and his expression was one of anxiety mixed with relief.  “Can…can I kiss you?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting twelve years for you to kiss me,” Danilynn said.  “Don’t keep me waiting too much longer.” 
 
    Kari smiled and left the room.  She made her way back to the temple’s main chamber to give the two a couple of minutes alone.  She sighed wistfully in the quiet chapel of Garra Ktarra, and glanced up at the glowing green eyes that stared at her impassively, and she thought of her mate and child.  Grakin would not be happy with any plan that involved Kari going to the underworld, and neither would any of the rest of Kari’s family.  It was an inherently risky proposition, but the fact that they would be relying on information from a demon if they decided to go made it so much worse. 
 
    As she thought about it more, though, Kari looked at it from a different perspective.  Se’ceria had given her life to protect the people of Citaria, and asked one small favor in return.  To ignore or refuse that favor would be an insult to the woman’s sacrifice and memory.  Kari thought of her own child, and what she would want others to do for her son if the worst ever happened to her.  She would want someone to protect her child from further harm, and make sure that her sacrifice made her son’s life better, not worse. 
 
    Before they had even left Sarchelete, let alone spoken with Amastri, Kari had made her decision.  She didn’t tell Eli and Danilynn, though: she wanted to make sure they were thorough in finding out all they could from Amastri and whatever other sources they had.  The three took the griffons back to DarkWind, and Danilynn rode with Eli in a specially-crafted double saddle.  The high priest wasn’t happy to see Danilynn go, but he was surprisingly supportive of her decision, and blessed their journey.  The trip was long, but not terribly so, as the flight speed of the griffons coupled with avoiding ground obstacles and wild creatures saved them a lot of time.  It took a couple of weeks to return to DarkWind even on the griffons, but it would’ve taken months had they traveled on foot or by horse. 
 
    Kari tried to give Danilynn and Eli what privacy she could during the trip back, letting them romance each other as much as possible while on the road.  At times it seemed they had never been apart, and Kari still had to wonder exactly why Eli had never gone to see Danilynn in the three years since the Apocalypse.  She thought it was at least partially on account of his race, as he still seemed a bit unsure of himself where the priestess was concerned.  Day by day, though, Kari could see that his self-confidence grew, and the love that Danilynn felt for him was more and more obvious.  Kari was simply glad the two were still relatively young, and that their love might blossom with children if they so desired – Eli had already said he did. 
 
    Once they arrived in DarkWind, they set the griffons free outside of the city.  Muireann and Dougal were hesitant to leave, and though Kari tried to “remember” how to say farewell in that avian tongue, the words wouldn’t come to her.  Kari dismissed them with a bow of her head and a gesture to take wing.  With the majestic creatures on their way home, Kari led her friends into DarkWind, toward her own home. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Kari!” Grakin said excitedly as he rose from his rocking chair.  He dashed along the porch and down the stairs before Kari could even start to ascend, and he nearly bowled her over to wrap her in a tight hug.  She returned the embrace in full, and simply held him for a few minutes.  She basked in his love and the warmth of his half-guardian body, and she sniffed at his shoulder and neck, taking in his masculine scent mixed with that of their child.  As she smelled their son upon Grakin, Kari could already imagine the child’s hands upon her, and his playful laughter in her ears. 
 
    “Where’s Little Gray?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “He is upstairs, taking his nap,” Grakin said.  “Who are your friends?” 
 
    Kari introduced Eli and Danilynn, and the two priests bowed to each other graciously.  “Eli helped me find and kill the succubus in Barcon, and Danilynn came back here with us to look into another matter,” she told her mate.  She could see he was staring at the scar that ran down her chin, so she gave him a look to let him know not to get too worked up or ask any questions just now.  “Is everyone else home?  Did Erik get back from Topo yet?” 
 
    “Yes, Erik has returned home, but he is at the campus with Typhonix,” Grakin answered.  “Mother is at the temple, Aeligos is out…somewhere, Serenjols is with his lady friend, and Sonja is still at her studies with Gareth Maelstrom.  I have not seen her for nearly a week.” 
 
    Kari sighed.  “Well, I need to go check in at the campus, and then I need to go meet with someone with Eli and Danilynn,” she said.  She turned to her two friends and asked, “Will you two excuse me?  I want to go up and see my son.” 
 
    “Yea, sure, go right ahead,” Eli said, and Danilynn agreed. 
 
    “Your friends may join me inside for some lemonade,” Grakin said.  Eli and Danilynn followed the priest in behind Kari, who wasted no time in rushing up the stairs. 
 
    Little Gray sat right up when Kari approached down the hallway.  “Mama!” he shouted happily, and Kari dashed in and picked him up, holding him tight to her.  She squeezed him for a couple of minutes and danced silently around the room with him in her arms.  She separated from him enough to rub her nose against his, and he giggled before asking her in the rir tongue, “Did you kill the monsters, mama?” 
 
    “Yes I did,” she replied in the rir tongue.  “The monster is all gone now.” 
 
    Kari heard someone enter the house downstairs.  She hoped it was Sonja; she hadn’t seen her sister-in-law in over a month.  She’d be just as happy if it turned out to be any of her other in-laws, especially Erik, who she’d also not seen for over a month.  Absently, Kari walked over and nudged the reading chair back into the corner, and she wondered who kept moving it so that it partially blocked the doorway.  After she did so, the footsteps coming up the staircase revealed Irressa, the young shakna-rir demonhunter. 
 
    “Good afternoon, initiate,” Kari greeted her politely.  “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Greetings, Lady Vanador,” Irressa said with a salute.  “I apologize for bothering you at home, but there were some things I discovered while you were gone, regarding that gnoll in the ducal army.  I thought it might have some bearing on the mission you’ve just returned from, so I wanted to come see you when I heard you had returned to the city.” 
 
    “I guess flying in on a griffon does attract attention,” Kari said with a chuckle.  “Let me just put my son back down for his nap, and we can go downstairs and speak.” 
 
    “As you wish, Lady Vanador,” Irressa said. 
 
    Little Gray protested being put back down, but Kari would have none of it.  She much preferred he get his rest and be his normal, jubilant self when he got up and spent the rest of the day with her.  After a minute of fussing, he lay back down, and Kari pulled the blankets up over him.  She gave him a kiss, but she straightened out and spun, startled, at the sound of a sword being drawn behind her. 
 
    When Kari spun around, she wasn’t sure what Irressa was doing.  The shakna-rir girl’s sword was hanging limply in her dangling hand, and she was hunched over strangely.  It was only then that Kari saw there was some shadowy blade protruding from her chest, and that the shakna-rir girl was quite dead.  Kari drew her scimitars and moved defensively to stay between Little Gray and whatever ghost or other entity had just killed Irressa.  After a few seconds that stretched out like an eternity, the shadowy blade turned to the side, and the corpse slid to the floor, where it began to form a pool of red blood.  The shadowy blade disappeared. 
 
    Kari’s mind whirled, and she cursed herself for not doing more to ensure that her home – and more importantly, her child’s bedroom – was safe from whatever entity had just killed the young initiate.  While Kyrie had said she’d used every divination she knew to detect hostile spirits or demons, Kari had never been satisfied with that.  Something in her primal core had known something was there, and that it was not friendly.  Now a young demonhunter lay dead in Little Gray’s bedroom, murdered right in front of Kari because she had let her guard down. 
 
    She did no such thing now: her guard was fully up, and she hushed Little Gray and told him to stay put as she tried to detect any trace of movement or sound around her.  Unlike the first time she thought she’d encountered the spirit, this time she heard a barely-audible snort.  It had come from directly in front of her, and Kari got into a defensive stance with her scimitars up before her chest.  Her eyes strained with the desire to see whatever was in front of her, but still she saw only the hallway stretching out toward the stairs.  And then her heart nearly stopped when the spirit creature took physical form and became visible, for it was not a ghost at all... 
 
    It was an elestram. 
 
    The jackal demon was almost as tall as Sonja, standing nearly six-foot-seven, was well-groomed, and even while standing only a few feet away from him, Kari couldn’t detect any sort of musky scent that usually betrayed the presence of a furry demon.  He wore a leather outfit that may have qualified as armor, but it seemed more stylish than practical, with a vest, bracers, half-trousers, and shin guards.  His fur was a dark brown, but there were black patches in the proper places to accent his form, and there were a few grey patches that betrayed his age to some degree.  While his body was nearly as tall as Sonja’s, his long, pointed black ears made him even taller, rising well above his head. 
 
    Most curious of all, though, were his eyes.  Kari couldn’t actually see them: they were covered by some sort of goggles.  She had seen alchemists use similar eyewear to protect them from splashes and other hazards of their trade, but she doubted the demon wore them either for alchemical protection or style.  She recalled Little Gray telling her that the Fuzzy Man had funny eyes, and Kari knew then what she was looking at.  This elestram had, by some trick of magic or malevolent, evil power, managed to hide himself right under Kari’s nose, and put her son in danger for months.  And whatever power that was, it was strong enough that even Kyrie’s divinations had not detected him.  Kari’s nerves didn’t ease up in the slightest even after the demon’s shadowy blades retracted into his bracers, which were clearly not large enough to house such weapons. 
 
    “Fuzzy Man!” Little Gray exclaimed from behind Kari, and he jumped up to his feet on the bed.  “Look mama, the Fuzzy Man!” 
 
    The elestram started to move toward Little Gray, but Kari stopped him with a scimitar held toward his chest.  “Stay away from my son,” she warned in a low voice, her scowl offering no room for debate or argument.  She told her son over her shoulder, “Lie down and stay put, Little Gray.” 
 
    The elestram cocked his head to the side and regarded Kari, and after a moment, he reached up and set his goggles on his forehead.  His eyes were a deep orange shade, not unlike Emma’s, but there was a coldness in their depths that even the mallasti girl hadn’t possessed.  His eyes were what Kari might have described as dead or lifeless, but there was a canniness in his expression that she couldn’t dismiss or figure out.  He stared at Kari without moving or saying a word, a furry statue in the middle of Little Gray’s room, its stare fixed on the demonhunter. 
 
    His leg moved, and Kari brought her other scimitar before her and low to ward off any potential kicks.  She realized that was not his intent when he shoved Irressa’s corpse with his foot.  Kari glanced at Irressa’s body lying in a pool of red blood only briefly before she fixed her scowl back on the elestram.  She wondered if he was hoping Irressa’s death might shake her or cause her to lose her nerve, but his intention occurred to Kari after a moment.  She looked back down at the pool of red blood, and only then realized what was wrong with it.  She gasped when the elestram turned the corpse over. 
 
    Irressa was a syrinthian.  How she had changed her form, crossed Kyrie’s protective ward, or gotten so close to Kari without anyone discovering her, were mysteries Kari couldn’t wrap her head around, and hardly had the time to.  Intentionally or not, the elestram had just saved Kari’s life.  She met his gaze again, but still the demon hardly moved, and spoke not a word.  For the first time in as long as she could remember, Kari hesitated when holding a demon at sword-point.  She wasn’t sure what to do, and even when the elestram took a step forward, still she hesitated, frozen with indecision. 
 
    The demon lightly turned Kari’s swords aside, making an obvious effort to not threaten her, and he took the three additional steps to reach the end of Little Gray’s bed.  The little boy jumped back up to his feet against his mother’s wishes, and held his arms out.  The demon picked the child up and held him over his head, and then lowered the boy enough to rub his nose against Little Gray’s, just as Kari did.  The demonhunter’s swords dropped impotently from her hands as she witnessed the display.  Immediately there were calls of alarm from downstairs when Kari’s blades bounced on the wooden floor, but she didn’t have the presence of mind to answer the curious calls of her mate and friends. 
 
    The elestram put Little Gray back down, and said something to him in a language Kari had never heard before.  Kari was astonished: Little Gray responded in what seemed like that same language, and lay down to go back to sleep.  The demon pulled the blankets up over Kari’s son, and then he walked over, moved the reading chair so it was slightly in front of the door, and sat down upon it.  Kari realized it had always been the demon that kept moving the chair, and when Eli, Danilynn, and Grakin came up the stairs, she knew why: he could tell who was coming when he sat at that angle.  Like with Emma, the elestram’s expression was impassive as he rocked lightly back and forth, his eyes unblinking, holding Kari’s stare. 
 
    Eli started to draw his hammer and he gestured for Grakin to stay back, but Kari held her hand up to keep her half-corlyps friend from provoking the demon.  “Who’s this?” Eli asked.  He started to slip past the demon and into the room, but thought better of it when he fell under the elestram’s orange-eyed scrutiny.  Kari was afraid Eli might try to take revenge for the burn scars on his arm on this elestram, but he followed her gestured direction and held his ground. 
 
    Kari looked past her friend and met Grakin’s eyes.  “It’s the Fuzzy Man,” she said.  Eli and Danilynn obviously had no idea what she meant, but Grakin excused his way past them and into the room.  The elestram made no move to impede Grakin, and once he slipped past the jackal demon, the priest stood beside his mate.  If Kari was surprised, Grakin was petrified, and Kari could see the anger boiling up in him. 
 
    “Who are you?  How did you get into my mother’s home?” Grakin demanded with force that was uncharacteristic for him.  It surprised Kari only slightly that her gentle mate’s protective nature surfaced so quickly when it appeared his son was in danger from a demon.  Grakin saw the dead syrinthian woman after a minute, and he looked to Kari for explanation. 
 
    She laid a calming hand on his shoulder.  “Whoever he is, he just saved my life,” Kari said, and all eyes turned back on the seated elestram.  “What is your name, elestram?  Do you understand me?” 
 
    “I understand you,” he replied.  He crossed one leg over the other and continued rocking back and forth in the chair.  His accent was strange like Emma’s, but a little different than hers.  Kari was simply thankful he spoke the common tongue; she didn’t speak or understand infernal, and she didn’t want Grakin to have to speak with the elestram without Kari being able to help.  The jackal demon continued, “I have no name.  Among my people I am called The Wraith.” 
 
    “Why are you here?  And how did you get into my mother’s home?” Grakin demanded again. 
 
    The elestram turned its eyes ever so slightly to fix Grakin squarely in that intense orange gaze.  “Your mother invited me in,” he responded calmly.  If he was at all offended by Grakin’s tone, it didn’t show.  He had that same impassive expression and speech pattern that Emma had possessed.  “She did so at your child’s insistence.  As to why I am here, that is the reason there.” 
 
    He gestured toward the dead syrinthian, and Grakin, Eli, and Danilynn looked to Kari for an explanation.  “Irressa was really a syrinthian,” Kari told Grakin.  “And we invited her into our house.  She was about to kill me, but this elestram struck first.” 
 
    “Why?  What are you about?” Eli asked the demon. 
 
    “I am about my master’s business,” he replied simply. 
 
    “He saved you?” Grakin asked Kari, confused. 
 
    “Who do you serve?” Danilynn asked from the hallway, and one of the elestram’s ears turned in her direction, though he didn’t spin to look at her. 
 
    “That, I am not at liberty to say,” the elestram answered.  “My master appoints me to a task, and I see to its execution.  I do not question his orders or his motivations.  It should be sufficient for you that I was assigned to come here and protect you from these syrinthian infiltrators.  You should be thankful you are alive, and leave well enough alone.” 
 
    Grakin had heard enough.  He scooped Little Gray out of his bed and edged past the elestram to take his son out of the room.  The elestram made no attempt to stop him, and didn’t move a muscle even when Eli and Danilynn entered the room.  Kari picked up her scimitars, but put them back in their sheaths.  She knelt beside the syrinthian corpse and checked to make sure Irressa was truly dead.  There was little doubt: the elestram’s shadowed blade had gone right through her heart.  In death, the syrinthian had reverted back to her normal form, and Kari simply stared at the body for several minutes. 
 
    “Do you know Emma?” Kari heard Eli ask, and the demonhunter rose to her feet to see if the question garnered any reaction from the demon. 
 
    “I am not here to answer questions,” the elestram said, standing up.  “My orders were to safeguard this demonhunter from the assassins.  I have been patiently waiting for her to ask the obvious, but it seems to have eluded her.”  He turned toward Kari.  “There is more than one syrinthian among your Order.  You will want to see to that.  My time here is at an end.” 
 
    Eli moved to block the doorway, but Kari gestured for him to stand aside.  There was little point to trying to stop the elestram: he had helped save Kari’s life, and the demonhunter wasn’t sure it was a worthwhile risk either way.  If The Wraith, as he called himself, was an assassin in the underworld, Kari had little doubt he was at least as dangerous as Turillia, if not more so.  For now, he wasn’t a threat, and Kari didn’t want Eli or Danilynn to risk injury or death to fight something that wasn’t a threat.  Kari decided to leave well enough alone; someone in the underworld had ordered this elestram to protect Kari, and he had done that. 
 
    The elestram started to leave, but he stopped in the doorway and turned back to Kari.  “I envy you,” he said before he pulled the goggles back down over his eyes.  Kari wasn’t sure what he meant, but then he added, “You have a beautiful child.” 
 
    He disappeared from sight then, and made not a sound as he left the room.  Kari never heard the front door open, and she wondered if he had truly left the house.  She glanced at Danilynn, and the priestess whispered an incantation before she began to check the house room by room.  Grakin was downstairs in the dining room with Little Gray, and Kari and Eli joined him there while the priestess searched the house.  Kari held tight to her son, and she could see that Grakin was quite alarmed by what had just happened. 
 
    Danilynn found no trace of the elestram, and was at a loss as to how he had left the house without opening a door or window.  Kari shivered involuntarily as she considered his nickname was The Wraith, and she simply gave thanks that he had come to protect her.  Had he, too, been sent to kill her, she was sure she would’ve ended up dead at the hands of Irressa and the elestram together.  What proved even stranger than the fact that he’d been ordered to protect her, though, was that he played with and watched over Little Gray.  Kari looked into her son’s eyes, and the elestram’s words about how beautiful he was echoed in her mind.  It was so difficult for Kari to understand. 
 
    There was only one reason Kari could think of that this would’ve happened, and once again her thoughts circled back to Emma.  “I have to go report this to the Order,” Kari told her mate.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can, but if there are more of them among our cadets, we need to weed them out and kill them before they do any damage.  Killing me is probably the least of their orders.” 
 
    “Yes, of course; do as you must,” Grakin said.  “I will take Little Gray to the temple and tell my mother what happened.  She will need to replace the wards about the home to revoke the invitations we unwittingly gave to our enemies.” 
 
    “Good.  You two want to come with me?” Kari asked Eli and Danilynn, and both agreed to accompany her.  Kari kissed Grakin and their son, and gave them both tight hugs.  It was amazing to her just how many people looked out for her – friends, deities, and even a demon king or two, it seemed.  Unfortunately, such pointed to the demons knowing that Kari was Salvation’s Dawn.  As she thought about that, though, Kari realized that Little Gray had been talking about the Fuzzy Man for months; if the demons knew Kari was Salvation’s Dawn, she wasn’t sure why they hadn’t moved against her in Barcon.  It also left her to wonder: if she went into the underworld, would they try to capture her, or would she inadvertently start a massive war as some demon kings fought to capture her and others fought to keep her safe? 
 
    Kari kept her thoughts to herself, and led Eli and Danilynn to the campus of the Order.  She marched them past the gate guards and to the main offices.  She passed through to the rear, where her own office sat across from that of Lord Allerius. 
 
    Albrecht Allerius was in his office, and he regarded Kari and her two friends with no small amount of surprise.  “Lady Vanador, it’s good to see you home safely.  And, my word!  Mistress Danilynn and Elias, it’s been a long time,” he greeted them. 
 
    “No time for pleasantries,” Kari said with a dismissive wave.  “We’ve got work to do: the Order has been infiltrated.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~ The End ~~~ 
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  





 
 
    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: subspecies of rir that possesses white tiger-like stripes, and soft pads on their feet; much more lithe and graceful than a typical terra-rir. 
 
      
 
    Shakna-rir (SHOCK-nuh reer): green-skinned, desert-dwelling variants of rir; matriarchal, highly populous, and very militant; resistant to heat and flame. 
 
      
 
    Fures-rir (FYOR-iss reer): matriarchal, cold-dwelling variants of rir; all possess hair and eyes in shades of blue and are virtually immune to their cold climate. 
 
      
 
    Kirelas-rir (kur-ELL-ahs reer): mystical variant of rir differentiated by stripes on the sides of their snouts and mental powers; reclusive and few in numbers. 
 
      
 
    Seterra-rir (seh-TEH-ra reer): red-blooded variant created to be more human-like; their pregnancy is like that of humans, and accordingly, they possess navels.  
 
      
 
    Serilis-rir (SEH-rill-iss reer): also known as serilian demons; red-skinned, vicious creatures that come in six varieties, each with their own characteristics, personalities, strengths and weaknesses. The types are called solas, kryon, corlyps, brys, elite, and guardian. All serilis-rir are male except for the solas, who are genderless. 
 
      
 
    Serilian-rir (sur-RILL-ian reer): the result of a serilis-rir crossbreeding with any other type of rir. Also commonly called half-demons, they are as varied as their fathers’ types, and are accordingly named (half-kryon, half-corlyps, half-brys, half-elite, and half-guardian). Persecuted and despised by most people throughout history. 
 
      
 
    Bah’Qitur (BAH kih-TOOR): commonly miscalled bakatur; the bah’qitur is a very large, human-like race that has some reptilian features. They are very aggressive but are also a highly devout people. Virtually exclusive to the continent of Dannumore. 
 
      
 
    Czarikk (Sah-REEK): the lizardmen of Citaria come in two varieties: the more humanoid mulrassa, and the more reptilian sulrassa. Very reclusive people. 
 
      
 
    Luranar (LOO-ruh-nar): bipedal wolfmen common to the southeast of the continent of Terrassia; considered savage and uncivilized by outsiders, though those who travel through civilized lands are typically well-behaved and therefore accepted. 
 
      
 
    Kwarrasti (Kwah-RAHS-tee): bipedal catfolk common to the southeast of Terrassia; nomadic and aloof, they are somewhat reclusive and rarely travel into more ‘civilized’ lands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



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


 
   
  
 



Appendix D: The Kings and Races of Mehr’Durillia 
 
      
 
    The Demon Kings: The seventeen kings of Mehr’Durillia, arranged into hierarchical order of their Council under the Overking: 
 
      
 
    The Overking – the highest ranking king and the undisputed ruler over the world of Mehr’Durillia.  He rules over Mehr’Durillia by use of the kings below him, who are arranged into a hierarchy and meet twice per year in council. 
 
      
 
    Baal, the Storm Lord – king of the volcanic wastelands known as Antumorgh, Baal is second only to the Overking on the Council.   
 
      
 
    Koursturaux S’Bakthra, the Crimson Huntress – king of the realm of Mas’tolinor, believed to have once been the Overking’s lover.  She is one of only two females among the Council, and is called a king to respect her equality among her peers. 
 
      
 
    Baphomet, the Lord of Curses – king of the realm of Teradda, Baphomet is also called the Harmauth Lord, for he resembles a black harmauth. 
 
      
 
    Abaddon, the Silent Destroyer – king of the realm of Vistarra, Abaddon has a reputation for being unmatched in his viciousness in battle. 
 
      
 
    Sekassus Siskarridis, the Calculating – king of the realm of Sorelizar, Sekassus is one of the eldest kings not included among the Ancient Ones (those of the top five ranks). 
 
      
 
    Celigus Chinchala, the White King – king of the desert realm of Sansrigar, he now makes his residence on the world of Citaria.  Believed a traitor to the Overking and all of his peers, he yet remains a member of the Council. 
 
      
 
    Augrus Tiveron, the Ashen Warmonger – king of the realm of Horturris, this deity of the Koryon pantheon draws his roots from conquests upon Mehr’Durillia. 
 
      
 
    Sheila Darkstorm, the Queen of Nightmares – king of the realm of Malmortia, this succubus-turned-deity was first a king among demons on Mehr’Durillia.  She is also a deity of the world of Koryon, and the only other female on the Council. 
 
      
 
    Morduri Irrasitus, the Reluctant Prince – king of the realm of Pataria, the elestram is one of the youngest kings on the Council, yet holds a high rank regardless. 
 
      
 
    Emanitar Te’Mordrin, the Spotted Lion – king of the realm of Tess’Vorg, the elder mallasti holds a low position on the Council despite being older than nearly all the other kings. 
 
      
 
    Xafastu Kenochian, the Advocate – king of the realm of Kalrossus, this cunning being is believed to be the son of the Overking and Koursturaux. 
 
      
 
    Ouraggra Gelarri, the Prince of the Air – king of the realm of Resaddek, this valirasi noble rose to the position of king through cunning and power-grabbing. 
 
      
 
    Lestanaek Cabra, the Blademaster – king of the realm of Ekkristis, the erestram was also a noble who rose to the position of king after many thousands of years of gathering strength.  Reputed to be unbeaten in martial combat. 
 
      
 
    Garrivokt Solimant, the Great Herdmaster – king of the realm of Zaphatar, this harmauth is the sole surviving son of Baphomet.  Rules a realm populated primarily by the mighty harmauths, lending his army greater strength than its size would indicate. 
 
      
 
    Arku Chinchala, the Black Reaver – king of the realm of Si’Dorra, this half-erestram king is reputed to be the cousin of Celigus Chinchala.  A vicious king with few allies, he has invaded Citaria once before, unsuccessfully. 
 
      
 
    Arlerase Chinchala, the White Prince – king of the realm of Arlerase, the youngest and weakest of the kings is undoubtedly the son of Celigus Chinchala.  Though weak in terms of station and military strength, Arlerase controls considerable trade of food and goods, making him an economic power amongst his peers. 
 
      
 
    The Races of Mehr’Durillia: These are the many races of the world of Mehr’Durillia, also called the Underworld.  They are arranged here in order of their relative social station, as viewed by the demon kings, from least to greatest. 
 
      
 
    Syrinthis: 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 about the same size as a skinny human, and live for about the same amount of time as humans do. 
 
    Valirasi: 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: also called hyena-demons, these humanoid hyena creatures are known to be powerful sorcerers.  They are typically between six and seven feet tall, but are very dense, heavy creatures.  They can live for almost 4500 years. 
 
    Elestram: 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: also called wolf demons, these folk stand nearly ten feet tall in most cases.  They are very physically imposing and powerful, and have a natural resistance to magic of both the arcane and divine varieties.  An erestram may live for as long as 4500 years. 
 
    Sylinth: 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: 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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