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Chapter 1

A burst of light erupted from behind the bushes, shooting upward into the night sky tearing apart the darkness. Brightening the dark night as if the sun jumped out in surprise. The sudden illumination brought forth all manner of critters, animals and insects scurrying away from the shock. Even the plants which grew around the lake shook like littered trash. As quickly as the flash came, it faded back into the black of night, calming the darkness from sight and sound. The moon twinkled in the slight ripple of a lake as if to wave to the stars that everything was ok.

Standing on the edge of the clearing, Mya watched as the rippling water faded back to glass, calming her mind with a deep breath. The forest was quiet again, the clearing void of all motion or sound. There was something not natural about the air, something was not right.

Skirting the lake Mya moved with quick seamless steps as if she were a phantom in a tomb, floating just above the cobbles without a sound or bounce. She reached the briar along the edge of the clearing to come to a soft skidded halt. The air in the area felt dense and almost hurt to breathe as if the tomb had been kept closed for centuries and oxygen burnt in the souls of warriors held onto the hope of living too long.

As the darkness of the night began to shadow about her, holding her to its chest in the hopes to drain the life from her soul as well. The hair on the back of her neck stood up with the feeling of someone watching her.

Peering over the growth around her, Mya set her deep green eyes on a small white marking that moved like it were alive, as if the spirit of the Dragon had taken it as its own. The strange arrangement of runes and unrecognizable markings crisscrossed each other, cutting through roots and earth, the feeling of a footprint left by Necrolin himself.

The foot-wide configuration shaped itself into what looked like a cluster of six stars forming around three hoops, almost touching but never connecting. The rings spun slowly, growing into a more ornate layout with additional rings and lines finally encasing the stars into what looked like six more rings with thorns protruding at the apex of the ring. In the middle, being perfectly spaced in a triangle formation, the circles were no more than a sliver apart and spun around a small strange twisting symbol that took the shape of two dragon heads about to devour each other.

Mya pushed her way through the briars to get a better look, catching loose clothing on the thorns making her flinch slightly with one stabbing her legs and hips as she moved. Her black cloak perused behind her jumping from thorn to thorn, taunting them with their meager attempts to ensnare it.

High dark brown leather boots were strapped tightly to her legs with multiple buckles that grasped an earthy toned leather legging. The tight leggings hugged her thin lower body as if they were a second pair of skin only to crumple under the back of her knees as she walked.

A thin black belt strapped near the top of her waist wrapped into itself past a small worn gold buckle with a second belt that was obviously too large for her waist which rested slightly down her hip, bouncing with movement. Two similar belts twisted their way around her small waist. Clasped together with another golden buckle just behind her hip that rested on the other side of her hips in a similar fashion. A tight green tunic tucked into her leggings showed off her figure well. Aside from the grime and dirt stains there were a couple of new tears from the current expedition through a thorny endeavor.

As she knelt, Mya placed a small dark brown travel pack down from her shoulder. Fading from the light of the moon, she slipped behind the plant life to leave the tomb of a lake and let the deathly scene rest once again. Sliding a clump of her long brown hair behind an ear, Mya never took her eyes from the shifting rune.

The entrancing allure it had, being but a pearl in the darkness, gave off a light but never illuminated even an few centimeters beyond itself. Extending her hand out, slowly extending a forefinger, Mya traced the lines of the symbol slightly above, as her finger spun from line to line, she made her way to the center finally coming to a rest just above the two heads. Queer as they were, the rune and all its markings would never be forgotten. There was something familiar about it, like she had seen them before, somewhere in her past someone had drawn them for her, back when she was a child.

“Mya. Mya, where are you?” A young voice called out from the beyond the still water, shaking the stillness of the night.

Slowly standing, Mya shifted her eyes towards the night sky through a clearing in the branches as if looking to the stars for their response. Like the dead, the sky rarely answered. The small crescent of the moon could barely be seen behind the canopy above which she knew was frowning at her for the delay in response.

An odd night to have the sad moon watching them. Lifting a hand slightly below shoulder height, she opened her palm igniting a small blue flame, as if a soul from the lake were coming to life. Not bright enough to count as a beacon or to disturb the souls of the tomb lake, but low enough that it could be seen from a fair distance. Even with the illumination from her hand the voice faded into the darkness beyond showing no sign of the living.

“Over here Faer.” Mya spoke with a calm voice, trying not to disturb the dead air around her.

A shadow moved around the edge of the lake, a phantom creeping through the land of the living, only to hide from the light of the moon. It moved as if it could move through solid rock, nothing got in its way. The figure slowed and stopped just before the line of briar that Mya stood behind.

“What did you find?” Faer asked.

“I think these are Old Uridine markings. The one in the middle I am unsure of, but it really looks familiar.” Kneeling back down with the fire in her hand, the phantom of Faer slithered in through the brush gathered in the darkness, slowly being illuminated from the fire in her hand.

“It doesn’t look familiar to me either, Turi should know more if it is Old Uridine.” Unmoving Faer spoke while keeping his gaze on the symbols carved into the land.

His features were very similar to Mya; skin tone, young smooth features, and garb with not nearly as much dirt. The elven features could barely be seen in the darkness but with the way the light of the blue flame hit his face, you could easily tell. Aside from the two being opposite sex, they would be thought the same person if their hoods were up. A small sword protruding his cloak out on his back side making it harder for him to push his way through the briar and the thorns held back his cloak far enough that it wrapped around the blade sheath.

Mya nodded after Faer spoke, reaching into her pack, pulling out a small bound leather book. It was almost as if someone took a tome and shrunk it half size of what it should normally be. The elaborate etching and engravings on the cover had a movement to them, something of very magical qualities that made a feint humming noise if you got close enough. The binding that held hundreds of pages together looked as if it were dipped into a boiling pot of gold and hung to dry, making ripples of refinement clinging to the knowledge within.

Flipping through the pages, sketches could be seen molding together in a torrent of adventure. Beasts and places from top to bottom, writing and charts whirled by until finally an empty page near the back. There was a crude drawing of some sort of rodent like creature, it looked like a rat had mated with boar and kept all the horrible features. There was a small description of the grey colouring of its fur to the way it slithered along the ground when it moved. Small dimension lines could be seen on a couple sides of the drawing, giving it the size of a small dog. Below the words ‘North Darken’, a single word written in italic at the bottom of the page, Scridule.

Stretching with her other hand into a side pocket, she brought out a small pencil shaped piece of black stone and began to sketch the pattern in front of her. Faer peered over her shoulder as she flawlessly made matching circles and shapes, moving as if her hand were the initial scribe, taking no time at all to mimic the runes on the page. Mya slowed slightly as she worked on the detailed center holding her breath as she bounced from edge to edge.

Finally finished, Mya stretched her back and let out a sigh. With a quick shot with her eyes back and forth between page and forest floor, she nodded to herself with the satisfaction that it was accurate.

“I think that it is about time we got back to the keep.” Putting her tools away, Mya stood and turned to Faer in the night.

Faer nodded and spun quickly, pushing his way back through to the lake, swearing under his breath as his cloak and weapon lurched him around with his clunky movements. Mya couldn’t help but laugh a little under her breath with hearing him mutter his curses and his frustration. Following his path through the thorns she found it easier now that he had broken majority of the trouble spots.

Nearing the edge of the lake Mya glanced over her shoulder back to the area where the runes were and pulled her hood up with a small bounce of her pack. Turning to look at Faer, who kept his eyes on the stillness of the tomb like lake, holding the moon as if it were watching them from a mirror. Mya placed her hand on his shoulder for the acknowledgment of her readiness. With a gentle lean forward, Faer started off into the night.

The two of them made their way around the waters quickly, reaching the forest edge and never hesitating before pushing their way into the far side growth. For near an hour of holding back branches and dodging spider webs, the path they trudged along through suddenly stopped and opened into a muddy road. An assortment of tracks scattered the trail, from horse, beast, or humanoid, the footprints and tracks still flooded with water from the previous night’s rain.

Turning east, the trees caught a small brush of wind that whispered caution of a secondary storm closing in. Faer stopped briefly to look up at the night sky and scan for how long they had. Maybe a few hours before something came close, but still, the moisture in the air started to change.

Returning his gaze back down to the road, the edge of rainfall could be seen in the distance, something the average humanoid would not be able to see, but with the clear weather and his elf eyes, the wall was present. With a quick glance over to Mya, she nodded the confirmation that they needed to hurry before things got too wet. A quiet rumble of thunder echoed along the path around them, quickly fading back to silence.

Their pace was quick, but still quite an easy pace for the two of them. Faer was used to travelling with Mya at this pace, they had been away for so long and she was always determined on whatever they were doing. There was rarely a word from her during their travelling portions, but she always carried a kind of aura around her, something very friendly but frightening at the same time. It kept a lot of strangers at bay.

Silence between the two elves was rudely interrupted from time to time by the thundering storm, failing at creeping up on them. It was not shy about letting them know that they were going to be caught in the torrent it had in store. The weather behind them rose with a crescendo on the last slam of thunder, forcing a larger jump to their step.

The mud under their boots began to thicken with the rising moisture in the air, an omen of heavy rains pushed them on harder. Faer kept his eye on the horizon for any sign of travelling wagon or place to wait out the storm while keeping his ears on the drum roll of rain gaining on them. It was hard to see through the density of the rain that fell.

Mya had caught up to Faer without him knowing, another thing she was good at, being stealthy. Faer gave a side glance to her from under his hood, checking on her from time to time. Always the same strength and determination, he constantly felt that he was the weak link of the group. There were a thousand other apprentices in the keep, she could have taken anyone with better skills or urge to be outside, so why him? They had not been home in over a month and that sickly feeling of longing for home was settling in, becoming thicker and thicker each day they were gone.

Every day was long, and the nights trudged on as they spent all their time searching and cataloging, the Emerald Mountains were not a hospitable place. With the close call on Mount Guul and the strange artifact near the beginning, their return trip with every step closer and closer made walking stretch out and take forever and ever. The latest finding was the only break in the past weary week of finding rodents and strange animal carcasses, the only excitement during their trip was the bar fights and stories in odd little towns they stopped in.

Townsfolk always has some sort of exciting tale or adventure to be had. Thinking back to some of the songs sung and stories with the Halflings brought a smile to his face. With their visit to the Halflings capital of Gurglin and the Dwarves capital of Murdone, there was nothing to put into her book, it seemed more of her way of giving him a break.

Coming to the end of their journey people started to keep away from them, the innkeeper kept saying they looked like washed up gang members from Bardain. The dirty clothing and radiated smell about them was the first indication. With another glance to his side, Faer was bewildered why Mya rarely carried any sort of notable weapon; no sword, no axe, no shield. Only a little dagger.

A couple of herb pouches and hard leather pockets at her side along with her small pack was all she ever had. The only proper sharp weapon that was in the group was the one he carried. And, it had come in use in more situations then he cared for.

Many of the trials they went through and information they collected; Mya had always followed up with the phrase ‘we still need more’. There was no indication of how much they required or when they were on their way home or even why she needed to get what she jotted down in her book.

Lightning shot across the sky forcing Mya to look up into a barrage of water drops, blinking against the splatter on her cheeks. They had to start thinking more about their footwork now, the monsoon had finally caught up. Thunder broke the silence for a final time with flood of rain pounding down, filling all the tracks across the road even more making them spill into the less full divots.

The road was going to be even sloppier and began to slow them down. The sounds of the storm got harder and heavier with every minute. The only thing now lighting up their journey was the feint haze of fire coming from the city in the distance. The moon had been taken over by the storm, swallowed by the monster tormenting their footsteps.

Surprisingly through the storm, the torches of the city and market below it, lit up more of the gloom than they should. It was almost as if the fire dragon Incinolin had blessed the light himself and beaconed them home. The palace lights twinkled through the rain, reflecting through the drops as if they were dancing in excitement for their return.

The dark palace walls could barely be seen, like shadows against shadows, faintly formed through the storm and blinking into the night from time to time behind blankets of rain. Lightning was becoming more frequent now, giving some welcomed additional light to the path, allowing them to dance from side to side in the hopes to dodge the deeper pools and eventually get to the fringe of the road for more stable footing.

To the side of the path they trimmed along, a drop off quickly formed and generated a break in the forest around them to open a panoramic view into the valley. Nothing but darkness and rain could be seen and the odd glimmer of flame against the massive lurking shadow of the keep against the colliding mountain range behind.

Torches scattered the valley below, flickering behind tents and huts that barely could be made out through the rain. The mountains behind the palace started to take shape through the precipitation along with the gigantic shadow palace, collecting the clouds to make a more concentrated storm over the city, the increased rainfall was noticeable against the edge of the mountains, blocking their view of anything beyond.

“Looks like we might have to get out of this rain tonight and start out rested in the morning.” Mya broke her voice through the drizzle, perking Faer up suddenly. Shifting her eyes over to him, she could see his silhouette pointing to a nearby umbrella styled tree.

“We are close to the Journey Tree.” Faer’s voice trembled against the beating of the storm.

Mya’s pace quickened again, almost slipping on the mud gathered on the side of the road. Faer pushed himself with a sigh and followed her with haste. Stepping under the branches of the tree, Mya took off her pack and ducked under a low-lying branch near the entrance, almost as if she knew it was there. Faer mimicked her movements through the branches and dropped his pack, setting it near the middle of the space.

“Might be a lot more merchants for this time of year.” Faer spoke out of the corner of his mouth and peering out of the opening to the tree. Finally, being able to not have to speak so loudly with the storm being held at bay.

The room that was created under the branches of the Journey Tree was high enough to comfortably move around. There was always more room than expected. Branch like roots encased all around the trunk of the tree, spanning roughly five paces out in every direction. Dim blue light came from a magical exposed heart that had an assortment of twisting vines circling around like a rib cage that held a large sapphire like object floating within the roots, that slowly pulsed with the welcoming light. It gave a warming sensation to the bowels of the tree, a comfort and a sense of home to all that were seeking refuge under its branches, aptly named for what travelers used it for.

A small circle of fist size stones sat to one side of the tree which held remnants of previous adventurers along with burned sticks scattered around the edges, showing their attempts to have a meal before the next day. There were so many of these trees scattered all around Tulcarna, around Vulthrodin. Many of the residence within Tulcarna talk about them as though the Dragon Freyolin always knew how to take care of travelers on their journey.

Faer knelt at his pack and took his bed roll from the top flap. A couple steps over to the fire pit and he dropped it without a second thought. Unrolling the fabric from itself, he glanced over his shoulder to smirk at the tempest trying to get in. The magic of the tree seemed to protect all under its embrace, keeping all sounds and hate from the outside world. It was calm and quiet to allow the traveler a peaceful night’s sleep.

Swiveling his head over to Mya, she had already torn the top of her pack off and was hovering over a small ember fire. The growing light in front of her sent small waves of heat that could be felt on his face, made him take a long relaxing breath in. With each wave from the fire, his clothes were noticeably becoming lighter, drying out quickly.

Magic could be odd sometimes, dangerous as well, but there were uses that made him enjoy it for the simple features, the ease and comfort of their day to day. There were not too many who knew how to use it to the full capabilities, but he was thankful enough his family was from a long line of casters, powerful casters.

From the basics of starting of a fire, to resurrecting the dead or tearing a hole in the very fabric of time. There were many threatening people around Vulthrodin that possessed rare abilities and venture further into questionable aspects of the craft. Stories that floated around the cities, of people going missing or mysteriously turning up a corpse due to trying something they shouldn’t. One of the reasons why the Emerald Keep always took in potentials. The Elves were there to help.

Faer had a hate in the back of his mind for Mya. She was always good at spells, she was very skilled at most of the elements. Anything they would try to do came so natural to her, made him feel so inadequate as a mage.

“Your spells are always so much better than mine.” He huffed his frustration under his breath and flopped down onto his bed roll.

“You always lose your concentration.” Mya sat back on her haunches, keeping her eyes on the fire. Shadows danced around Faer as he gave a glare.

“My mind is clear, I am focused” Faer said firmly and crossed his arms.

“That is not what I’m talking about, there is always something in the back of your mind, it throws off your spells. You need to keep your mind, all of your mind, open. Clear.” Mya kept her eyes on the fire.

“Turi keeps saying the same thing. I don’t know what he is talking about. My head is empty.”

“That’s the truth.” Mya scoffed at him with jest to receive a scowl back. “Come over here, and I will try and help you again.” Mya beckoned him over with a finger, keeping her eyes on the fire.

Faer stepped off his bedroll and sat down beside the small fire. Stretching his legs out towards the fire he watched Mya, sitting her statue form.

“Focus on the spell. Empty your thoughts of the world around you. Like a Furhdrae does with its prey.”

“Furhdrae?” Faer cocked his head to the side turning to her with a raised eyebrow.

“Shadow assassins that are created by the Neightur. Created for one purpose alone, death. During the creation, they are made almost mindless. They will stop at nothing to get their target, feel little pain because their mind is blank, so focused. There isn’t anything that will get in their way, nothing can distract them, very little can stop them.” Mya took a slow breath and closed her eyes. “One thing that Turi worked on with me during my focus sessions, was to pinch me or poke me while I was trying to cast a spell, usually Jaxson or Tarra.”

“I know about the distraction technique; those two imps don’t really offer much help for me”

“Turi does mention casting your spell from the back of your mind, one of the more difficult things to do or train for. It’s one thing to clear your mind of all your memories and emotions but to use the subconscious for the cast will generate a cleaner and more powerful spell. Other than that, practice is your best friend.” Mya kept tapping the side of her head with a forefinger as she softly spoke.

“You need to train your mind to forget everything you have ever known, commit yourself to the single focus you are wanting.” Every time that her finger touched her head the flames in front of them popped a little bit more as if they were dancing to a beat of her fingers.

“I can keep trying but I don’t have the blood like you do.”

“My blood has nothing to do with it Faer.” Mya snapped at him, “it may give me a natural affinity to the flow of everything the Dragons give to this world, but it doesn’t make my magic stronger. Turi doesn’t have the blood, and he is a far more powerful caster than myself or any other mage that the Keep knows of.”

“One of the reasons why I did not want to go with you on your journey. There is so much that I need to work on, to train for. Is it at all possible for you to talk to Turi, let me finish my studies without the interruption of another adventure?” Faer kept his scowl, making Mya laugh at his frustration.

“I will talk to him once we get back to tower.” Mya stretched out her legs towards the end of her bed roll. Faer watched her from the corner of his eye as she unclipped her belts and slid off her boots. Faer turned his focus back to the fire when Mya flipped over a blanket and turned her back to the fire.

Leaning back against his hands, his fingers dug into the loose earth, scaring a few insects who were trying to keep warm against the fire. Umbrella trees always had an assortment of things that lived around them, the warmth from the heart and the dry belly of the tree was the perfect spot for any living thing to make a comfortable home.

His eyes remained on the fire, focusing more and more on the snap and flicker of the flames as they licked at the air. It was alive, moving on its own and speaking a language lost to the ages. Relaxing his body Faer took a deep breath, closed his eyes and slowly exhaled towards the fire. The flames died down close to embers as he did, the air around him chilled slightly and faded into the dim blue glow from the Umbrella heart. A shimmer of the blue light against him made his whole body seem to flicker along with it.

Inhaling once again, the lashes of flame shot back up, beginning its conversation again and flooding light back into the space. Faer slyly smiled to one side and brought his feet under him to stand. Taking a couple steps backwards toward his bed, Faer flopped down on to the blanket kicking out dirt with his heels and pushed down to pull his feet out. Pulling off any loose pieces of his garments, he slid his feet under his bedding and rolled away from the fire.

Mya lifted her head gently to look at Faer over her shoulder. After a thoughtful pause, she turned toward the fire and with a deep breath, she exhaled quickly toward the dancing flames at their feeble attempt at its nightly ballet. The fire instantly disappeared to a smokeless charcoal and the comforting light from the trees heart, embraced the room once again.


Chapter 2

Light crept through the cracks of the entry branches, slowly scanning the ground like search lights in a prison. A subtle breeze made its way into the area and gently shifted the few loose leaves on the ground. Small collection of insects that congregated throughout the night scuttled away at the sudden movement, before the morning guards found them in their search.

There was a scent of blood and sweat that carried on the current, soft distant sounds of combat with heavier impact noises of stone on stone. Mya and Faer lay silent under their blankets, neither one moving or making a noise. It was like the deathly crypt of Mirror Lake had caught up to them and sucked them into the darkness, mere corpses with how still everything rested.

Faer shot his eyes open to the sound of an explosion shaking the Journey Tree, jerking him into a sitting position. Instantly shifting his gaze over at Mya, she was still sound asleep, and he stood to explore what woke him forcing his blanket to slide off his body to the ground in a heap.

Tip toeing his way to the entrance of the tree as to not step on anything sharp, he kept an eye on the flooring to dodge small rocks and twigs under his bare feet. The morning heat could be felt seeping towards him with each step. A slight fog could be seen through the opening which stretched back and easily took over the valley. The blood and battle scent filled his nostrils as he childishly poked his head from the tree, squinting against the sun before fully existing the tree. He waited a moment while his eyes adjusted to the light, the blur of a fog filled valley soon sharpened into the muddy battle scene.

An army of thousands running about, trying to get into formation, gathering weapons and tending to the wounded. Catapults, trebuchets, and a massive battering ram could be seen at the city main gate. Three towering Gurge hulked over the massing horde of orcs and goblins.

Their massive form stood easily at the same height as the siege towers even though they were hunched over and walked on their fists like a gorilla. Their scaly skin made them look like they were the offspring of a wyvern mixed with and a giant troll. A face easily looking like a troll; giant black eyes and a massive toad style mouth full of flat pillar teeth, and a smile of an imbecilic smeared across, unable to be removed.

Faer briefly thought about a tutor lesson he had, ‘If you ever found yourself trapped inside the mouth of a Gurge, the only safe place would be between its teeth’. Shaking his head at the realism of the monstrous creatures, Faer couldn’t help but think back to the books he read about them. From rarely being seen outside the Darkelands; they only left unless the Darke were desperate or at war. He had never seen one before and the last reported sighting he knew of, was nearly two hundred years ago; only stories of drunken soldiers and mad old men.

Scanning over the rest of the armaments, tents, and siege tools, Faer’s eyes finally came to a halt on the two giant turtle looking creatures off to the side of the main gate. They had the looked exactly like a typical land turtle, only grossly larger. If they were able to stand on their hind legs, they could easily fall over the city walls. Faer could make out hundreds of slender figures running around at the feet of the turtles; squinting to focus on them, he could make out that they were pale skinned and Elven.

Usually the Darke lands armies consisted of Orcs and Goblins as to spare the lives of their citizens and they rarely came out of their mountain keep. Keeping the scan moving, he trickled across the hordes from side to side and stopped at a particular tall standing elf. With his eyes wide in shock, he fell back inside the Umbrella Tree.

“Mya wake up.” Faer kept his eyes on the entrance to the tree, “Mya, wake up!”

“What? You really can be annoying in the morning.” Mya rubbed her eyes as she sat up.

“Grinn.”

“Where?” Mya’s eyes shot open wide and quickly rose from her pillow with her dagger in hand.

“We have a problem.” Faer turned his head slowly, signaling towards the opening in the tree.

Mya kept her eyes on Faer a she stood from her bed, rubbed her right eye again to free the sleep in the corner of her eye and walked slowly towards the break in the branches. Her form slid along like a shadow as she stepped over Faer’s outstretched legs. She bent over slowly in fear of what she would witness outside and slowly pushed her head into the sunlight.

“It’s just a Darke army, are you sure you could see Grinn?” Mya spoke into the leaves of the tree but still faintly heard.

“Look at the city main gate, a little to the south.”

With his words repeating in her head, she stepped out further into the morning light and brought the entire surge of the army into sight. Scanning the gate, she shook her head at the turtles and clenched her jaw at the sight of the Gurge. There had always been problems with the Darke lands attacking, but never to this scale, never directly at the palace. Mya finally stopped with her eyes squinting on a figure who was standing with a pair of dark cloaked guards to either side of him. Raising his arms up, point and shouting orders to everyone around, the two beside stood still. Metallic glitter of the gold against the charred black in his armor was a dead giveaway.

Grand Marshall Grinn, Warlord of the Darke armies and second hand to Lord Braash. That would mean that his battalion of Darkemine were here as well. Knowing that the Darkemine were his personal guard, handpicked selection of sorcerers, swordsmen, and expert ranking infiltrators. Mya felt the fear of the elite Darke lands being used for their purpose.

“We need to get into the palace. Fast.” Mya slipped back under the branches, turning to Faer with a very serious look.

Watching as he scurried over to his messy bed roll and grabbing the end to shake it off, Faer quickly rolled it back into a ball and stuffed it into the top of his pack. Following his lead, Mya quickly gathered up a couple odds and ends that fell from her bag while she stuffed her blanket through the top hole of her own pack. With everything finally in its place, Faer had strapped his boots on before she could even pull her top flap down over her bedding. The quickest he had ever gotten things started in a day.

Before she pulled her boots on, Mya shook them out to make sure there wasn’t going to be any surprises. A small pebble fell to the ground and rolled a few feet away. Mya kept a sharp eye on it before it finally came to a halt and raised an eyebrow in question. After a second to make sure it didn’t keep moving, she finished pulling on her boots and slung her pack over her shoulder.

Tulcarna was home to an odd assortment of bugs and rodents, the Rocscub insect took the form of a small pebble, mimicking an ideal skipping stone. They liked dry dark places, usually finding refuge in boots or the bottom of bags. Laying eggs where they came to rest for a few hours. After a short time after, when the eggs were broken by a foot or odd item in the bag, thousands of baby Rocscub would break free and devour the closest meaty object. Their speed and appetite could chase down almost anything and consume it before the hour was up. They claimed many adventurers and travelers along the paths and very hard to control when the egg pops. Gestation on the eggs was fast enough that only a night’s sleep would be more time to get in, lay the egg and escape. The eggs would also take the form of a skipping stone, just slightly smaller.

“Which way should we approach?” Faer had not left the entrance to the Umbrella Tree since he had got ready.

Mya finally had her things in place and pushed her arm through the other strap on her pack. Bouncing it into place, she pulled on her tunic and cloak which had folded in the back below the pack.

“We head down to the south and work our way through the edge of camp until we get to the south tower passage. From what I saw, most of their forces are congregating closer to the gate which, should give us enough room and time to get to the tunnels. They may not know that Grinn is here, but we need to get inside and let Turi know.” Mya waited until he nodded at her before stepped forward.

Faer stepped out into sun, pulling his hood up to shadow his face. Mya followed close behind him, mimicking his steps and flipping up her hood. The colouring of their cloaks slowly darkened, blending into the greens and browns of the background, giving them a chameleon’s stealth.

Keeping the corner of their eye on the army below as they glided down the slope. The amount of movement in the valley with the excitement of the fight would be hard to keep them cloaked if they were not careful. Luckily, there was a small wooded area that lined the valley, something easily utilized. It would not cover them the whole way to the passage but long enough once they got a certain area of the valley, forcing them to duck into the camps and skip from tent to tent for cover for portion of the way.

With a gesture of her hand, Mya directed Faer to dodged off the path between two trees and onto a small goat trail through the brush. With the enclosed nature of the path, it looked like only small animals had been using it for some time. Keeping their distance from each other to not cause a trip, they took turns holding branches back from breaking or whipping back and making noise. Even though they were a distance from the Darke forces, there could be scouts wandering around that could be alerted, a trouble they were hoping to avoid.

It’s was always a curiosity to Faer how all the random patches of foliage scattering the Elven province kept so clean, the rest of Tulcarna called the Uridine countryside ‘Freyolin’s pacing ground’. Small groupings of plant life spaced like footprints from the dragon maybe. It was only fitting that the Elves made this corner of Tulcarna their home.

He had to catch up to Mya after noticing he was falling behind; she had slowed as they got closer to the end of the path. The path, although very hidden, was still visible from the clearing. Faer could see the everything from their vantage but knew that they had to be quick before someone saw them.

“Wait!” A small voice came from a large fern on their right just as they were about to head toward the first tent. Faer quickly drew his sword pointing it at the conversational plant before anyone could blink.

“Show yourself.” Faer spoke very direct with the extension of the blade.

“Please Mr. Faer, we must keep quiet.” A slight ruffle of the fern exposed and a small Elven child who gently pushed her way out from under the larger fern. “The patrol passes by every twenty minutes; it should be by soon.”

The child stretched out her arm to pull them down to her and hide. Without a thought, Mya and Faer both quickly let their guard down and knelt to conceal themselves from view.

“How long have you been here child?” Mya looked down it as she spoke softly.

“Almost been two days. I was out at the market when the Darke drums came over the ridge.” Mya placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I am sorry you have to see me like this my lady.” The child gave a sheepish and awkward curtsey in her crouched state.

Her dress had rips all over, likely from her run into hiding in a thorn infested hedging. Covered in dirt and mud, what little yellow coloring that used to be, had sullied into a faint brown and dry grey. Her short brown hair still had a shine to it that had a sparkle still in shadows of the canopy. The child would brush loose strands of it behind her ear frequently, hoping to not have it linger long enough to stick to her face. With one misty blue eye and one deep purple, they carried a fear that Faer knew only her mother could control. Streaks stained her smooth elven face from tears she had previously never wiped away. Her little shoes had two straps across the top of her feet buckled into a leather claps on the outside that held in her bare feet.

“What is your name little one?” Mya had seen this girl before throughout the castle and the city, it was the eyes that gave her away, but never knew who she was. She had seen her helping her father at the blacksmith most days, giving customers back their change and weapons, the ones she could lift.

“Breen Guuri, your Highness.” Breen stood tall as she could under the foliage as she spoke, trying to give her enough height to come eye to eye with Mya. The strength in her was admirable for being is this far out of the palace walls during the circumstances. Mya smiled and kept her hand on the child’s shoulder.

In an optimistic tone, Mya tried to bolster her spirits. “Well Madam Breen, what can you tell us about this mess?”

“Not very much my lady, ever since I heard the drums and those brutes came over the hill, I have been in these bushes. I was out collecting Harmin for father and was able to hide before they saw me. I’m really worried about my father my lady, all of the people that were in the market were not able to be pulled behind the walls, before.” Breen sniffled and rubbed her nose to catch a drip. “I have some food that I have been rationing, but very thirsty.”

“You certainly are a smart girl, and a brave one for sticking it out this long.” Faer sheathed his blade slowly, without a sound and shifted his weight to his other foot to free up the space to grab his flask. Mya watched him through the corner of her eyes and nodded slightly as he handed Breen the stomach shaped leather water container.

“You are very brave Breen, but I am going to have to ask you to be once again. Can you do that for me?” Mya looked at the small elf child who nodded and stood up straight again. “I need you to stick close to Faer. You have to stay close and move with him, like his shadow.” Breen nodded again looking up at Faer.

Sounds of marching could be heard in the distance that jerked the three of them down into a lower crouch. Looking through the brush together, keeping their lips pierced and holding their breath, trying to not make a sound. Mya put her arm around Breen and hugged her close to her body. Faer kept his hand on his hilt and scanned through his narrow field of vision. He could see the field beyond near the gates, still full of the invading army.

Siege marks could be made out against the stone walls of the palace; holes in some of the stone or scorch marks from a spell or fireball. The sounds of marching came louder and louder until a group of ten lightly armored goblins trotted into the line of vision. They were all well equipped for a scout squad. Weapons looking to be recently crafted and their leather armor newly stitched.

The pace the goblins carried did not show any sign of them being warned, never slowing from the front to back as they passed and then finally disappeared behind another peninsula of brush to the far side.

“We have time to move, they won’t be back for another half hour after they loop back up to the ridge.” Breen pushed her way to the fringe of their hiding spot, keeping low.

“Then we best be on the move. This tree line loops around the lower basin field which we can follow to the south city wall lake.” Mya followed Breen out from the bush, keeping her eyes the direction the goblins ran.

“We should wait a moment before we follow them, keep our distance until we get closer to the city.” Faer spoke a little louder as he came out from the bushes. His pack caught on a branch pulling him back off balance slightly making the two girls chuckle at the face he made.

Walking slowly toward open terrain, Mya with Breen and Faer close behind, kept themselves low to the ground, crouched while still being able to move swiftly. Mya scanned the field quickly to make sure they were in the clear and turned to check the goblin path. From the countless times that they had already passed by this location, a track had already worn into the earth, only small amounts of grass could be seen in the footprints.

“Remember to stick close to Faer.” Mya turned toward Breen and smiled with her order, getting a sturdy nod from the child.

In a brisk walk, Mya kept herself hunched over and kept scanning the horizon for any hostile movement. Breen had shuffled in behind Faer, who was close enough to trip if he staggered his pace. Copying his every movement she kept her eyes on his back and feet as to not trip.

The speed they moved was a lot quicker than the goblin scouts had been and would catch up if they were not careful. It was not long before they could see the scouts, the small dust cloud that trailed gave them away. Mya slowed her pace to match the off coloured troops speed so not to catch up with them to remove the chance to catch up and not be seen. Faer almost ran into her which caused Breen to bump into him. Catching herself on his tunic, she grabbed hold of it before making any noise or falling back to the ground.

Looking to where they were, Breen poked her head around Faer’s waist. “They will cut across the field now, towards the trees with the trail up to the ridge.” Breen whispered.

Mya nodded once to confirm she heard her and winked back at her in a glance. The three slowed once again and were basically walking, allowing them to get lower to the ground in their movements.

“We can hide over in that tree cluster while they get up into the ridge. They will have a full view of where we are.” Faer kept his voice low and pointed over Mya’s shoulder to a grouping of birch trees having a break next to a mirrored pond.

There was a sizable growth around the trees base that would provide ample coverage for everyone. With another nod Mya altered her course slightly and sped up, closing the gap between them and the trees.

“Take cover here.” Mya pointed off toward a small cluster of foliage. “I will follow the scouts further up and see if I can learn anything more.”

Faer nodded.

“After I am gone, the pond at the top of the stream that connects to the lake is where you need to go. I will meet up with you there. Don’t go in until I get back.” Mya crouched down beside where Faer and Breen stood. Before Faer could say anything, Mya turned and left their hiding spot.

“Don’t worry, she knows what she is doing. She won’t be long.” Faer placed a hand on the little Elf’s shoulder. “Keep close to me and we will be up to the pond in no time.”

An eerie silence covered the valley, not a sound came from any of the skirmishes littering along the wall of the city. Breen huddled close to Faer, she could barely see through the leaves to make out the wall of the city, they were a lot closer than she expected but still hard to see it.

Her stomach gave a small grumble in detest of the lack of food, she clenched at her dress with both her hands to try to quiet it before scowling her disapproval. Looking up at Faer who gave her a small reassuring smile and placing his hand on her should for the extra support. He was able to stand straight up without fear of being seen, they were in the perfect hiding place.

With the limited view she had, Breen spotted the scouts crossing the top ridge as they passed between trees. Focusing on the gap, she saw a snap image of Mya trailing behind them. Watching as she got close to the scout party and suddenly stopped by a large boulder, kneeling to steady herself. A flicker of light came from the boulder where Mya rest, she had a small object that reflected the morning sun toward them, catching Breen in the eye, forcing her to blink away.

“That was for us, let’s go.” Faer picked Bren up by the waist before she could respond and stepped out of their concealment.

Putting the child on her feet as he walked made her trip slightly, but she quickly recovered and caught up to his stride best as she could. Faer’s movements looked awkward as he tip toed his way toward the city walls, trying not to make noise with everything he carried. She did not notice it before when they were tailing the goblins but with this new discovery, it made it hard for her not to giggle to herself as she followed him up to a small stream.

“We are a little way to the pond, but when we get there, we will have to get wet.” Faer spoke over his shoulder to receive an unimpressed reaction from the girl.

• • •

Mya made her way through the brush without noise, an invisible force. Holding back branches and dodging anything that would make noise on the ground came so fluidly to her. The scouting party was not that far ahead, and any little mistake would make for a world of trouble. Following them was easier than she expected for a scout squad; they were not trying to keep themselves concealed with the way they crashed through the forest. The path they were on was noticeably used multiple times; branches broken all over, and the path had worn down with all the foot traffic.

Working their way back to the main army camp, their speed made the trek take no time at all. Unexpectedly, the scout pack banked off and made their pursuit down toward the palace and back into the open valley. The route they took was quite close to the tents. Mya stopped next to a larger tree and watched their line veer off back the way they came. Pushing off from her rested leg to stand, she knew she had time and watched their dust fade around a peninsula of greenery.

Turning her head toward the camp, a lively loud collection of sneezing and snarling beasts echoed between the fabrics of the temporary city. The aroma it carried grew in waves, offensive to the senses with the scents of sweaty mire dwellers, uncleaned humanoid creatures pulled from the marshes of the North. The Darke Elf nation was likely the best smelling of the bunch, being of a noble house and a more civilized accommodation.

The odd child squire could be seen running from tent to tent with random items; messages, food, or the odd sack. Watching intently, an opening appeared and in a stealthy flurry, sprang from the tree line toward the closest tent. Listening and calculating her openings, Mya was able to circle around the fabrics quietly and move from point to point with a deathly haste.

Coming across litters of hunted wild life bones, pots, packs, torn flags, chunks of wood, discarded weapons. Anything imaginable that would come from a raiding army was strewn about with no regard to order; things being propped up against crates and tents, or laying on the ground, sinking in the mud. Campfires and food spits lay cold and empty with the coals barely smoldering from the night’s anger before. They had been here awhile. Mya glided along the muddy ground, barely sinking into the muck as she moved. Death was on the prowl, determined with a purpose.

Reaching the inner camp, the housing structures and layout changed; regale in fashion, a proper arrangement of storage, more organization of colour. Her focus intensified, she was in the heart of the beast and required a keener collection of senses for anything that could sneak up on her. Her childish game of red-light green light with the tents started again and she quickly reached the center tent.

“Grand Marshall, the Gurge is finally ready. What is your order?” An orcish voice made Mya stop in her tracks next to one of the corners.

“About time. Give the order, and this time don’t mess it up. I expect it to be in the same spot.” Grinn’s voice was all too familiar. The low calm tone gave him away. “And Captain, make sure those trolls know what they are doing. I won’t accept their failure another time. We can’t afford for them to attack the wrong troops again.” There was a clash of steel on steel with the Captain’s salute. Footsteps slopped and slurped through the mud as he left the command tent.

Creeping to one of the pegs on the back side of the tent, Mya gently loosened the stake that held the cloth down. The motion was almost instant and took little effort, no motion in the tent wall made her smile to herself. Grinn’s sounds of pacing could be heard on a wooden floor, his movements shuffled between the far side and the wall she was closest to. His pacing stopped on the far side; Mya cocked her head slightly to listen.

With a nod to herself with the inspiration speech in her head, she lifted the flap and slid between the fabrics like a ghost. The dead space between the outer and inner draped walls made for a perfect hiding place, easily hidden from anyone inside or out. The Grand Marshall’s shadow could be barely seen through the inner sheets, shifting against a small light somewhere inside. He was huddled over a table, looking at something.

Watching the rise and fall of his breathing, Mya counted to herself and in a single ghostly movement, perfectly timed with his breathing, she slipped through a slit in the fabrics and knelt beside a large wooden cot covered in furs, still messy from the night before, some slumping off each side tickling the floor. The room was minimalistic for a commanding office; they had obviously come in a rush and not expected to stay long.

She was close. It was all too easy. With one very quick but very quiet motion, Mya lunged from her hiding spot. A flash from under her cloak and her dagger was instantly under his throat. Being shorter than he was, she was still able to keep her offensive hold over him.

“Hello little one.” His voice still calm, still low. He was not afraid.

“Why have you come back Grinn?” Aggressively yet quiet she threatened.

“I heard you died last spring on Mount Guul. I must say, I am a little surprised.” Grinn’s voice kept his tone civil.

“Still alive, the Leeman’s were nice enough in the end. Why did you come back?” Her tone became harsher.

“Uridine has made his mistakes and there must be a right. With you gone, Baldur saw an opening to take back which is his. The opportunity could not be missed.”

“You are not even of the Officials, why would they allow you to lead this hilarious excuse of an army?”

“Darke council has changed, there was some. Restructuring.” Grinn slowly spun to face her. His calm face raised no warning of offensive intention but still Mya held firm with her blade, allowing the movement but remaining on his throat.

His face was clean with black eyes and black hair that seemed to have a blue tint in both. Spiked hair head matched his armour at places with the odd protrusion. Almost black from head to toe, trying to be death, knocking on their door. Gold inlays throughout his breastplate and pauldrons gave a royal appearance.

“You were here, learning from Turi. What happened to you Grinn?” Mya pressed the blade a little harder against his pale skin, making him wince slightly in his eyes.

“I was tired of the way I was treated throughout the city, the palace. The opportunity to get rid of the grief, the vein of disappointment that the old mage and that dreadful place put on me.” His tone dropped to be more serious, to the warrior she knew he was. “Uridine will fall, and not you or your pitiful excuse of an old mage will not get in my way.”

Mya’s anger bubbled as she stared into his void coloured eyes. Grinn glared at her through his black eyes stoked with fire and with a second flash, the dagger disappeared. Grinn’s eyes widened, engulfed by the void that they were, his killer’s reflection, filled with hate and anger burned into their blackness.

Pulling the small knife from his throat, blood oozed from his neck and drained into his cuirass. The wound was perfect; silent and deep enough to deliver the fatal damage without sound or spray. Holding him for a moment, Mya helped him to the ground and pulled her blade from his flesh. Placing his head on the planked flooring, blood crept out of his armour and started to pool around his head. The last breath of his life gurgled past a mouthful of blood and she knew it was over.

“Dunea frus dae luik, name frae duk laiy graih wathra. Guntra!” A booming voice rang out over the camp. Sounds of the massing engagement rose through the air, the Darke lands purge had begun.

“Sounds like your war has started without you Marshall.” Mya muttered at the corpse at her feet and smirked.

• • •

The palace walls, which were made mostly of larger boulders, blended and started to turn into bedrock. The stone for the wall was carried from them been carved out of the mountain itself. With the palace being mostly mountain block and bedrock, it was typically a wonder to those who visited how the Elves got it all done without the help of the Dwarves.

The colouring of the rock used varied from black to a broad spectrum of dark greens. With no patterns, it fit together as though the greens were the veins of a living stone beast, sleeping for eternity. If you focused on it long enough, you could see the life force pulsing against the sun.

Faer and Breen sat on a couple of boulders next to the small pond that sat at the base of the ever-growing mountains. The still black water had a small eerie feeling to it. No life or nature rippled the water, not even the stream that came from the mountain.

Small patches of reeds grew around the edges that faded off into the deep. A second creek crawled from the other side, next to the city walls and disappeared into the stone work. All the trees at the base of the mountain obstructed most of the water edge. With how small the pond was, there was still a single beam of light able to breach the canopy and build a mirror reflection of the trees above.

“Ready to go?” Mya’s voice pushed through the brush behind them, making Breen jump and grab Faer’s tunic. Mya shot Faer a look of concern.

“Everything alright?” Faer asked.

“You will have to deal with the runes when we are in.” Mya stopped on the edge of the pond and knelt.

“Let’s hope that they haven’t sealed it completely or else we could run into trouble.” Faer tightened the straps of his pack around his shoulders. His face understood her urgency even though she didn’t explain; she had seen something, done something, or heard something.

“Breen, stay with me until Faer reaches the first rune. It will only be a short swim.” Mya looked over at Breen who never took her eyes off the pond.

With a subtle node of her head, Breen pursed her lips together and lightly bit her bottom lip. Watching as Faer took a step into the pond, he sank quickly, being swallowed like a vat of jelly, disappearing into the black without a ripple. It was not long until a yellow glow came from deep within the pond, growing brighter and then shifting to a green, then everything faded back to the black.

“Here we go.” Mya turned to Breen who was still starring at the pool in awe. “Once you get into the water you will need to swim straight down until you reach the bottom. At the bottom, go directly toward the direction you are facing and Faer will be there waiting.” Mya put her hand on Breen’s shoulder softly. “I will be right behind you”

Breen looked up at Mya who smiled back in a friendly way. Shifting her eyes to the water and taking a deep breath, Breen stepped out into the pond and slid into the jelly gloom.

It was dark under the water, very dark, too dark for a normal pond of that size. Pulling herself deeper and deeper into the jelly like water, a hazy light hue could be seen deeper and straight ahead of her. She swam closer to the light and realized the she was not even getting wet; the water did not penetrate her clothing or skin. With a slight panic, Breen looked over her shoulder and could barely make out Mya swimming closely behind. Blinking in relief, she turned back to the glow and kept herself moving.

The bottom of the pond came quick and she kept her eyes forward on the hazy light where Faer’s form started to shadow into place. It was getting harder to swim, harder to move, harder to hold her breath. Breen was losing strength and her lungs were starting to fail. Burping out the last of her air, an arm came from out of the darkness and grabbed her waist. Mya pulled her along quickly towards the hazy light and pushed her through the opening where Faer stood.

Grabbing Breen’s hands before she fell, he pulled her all the way in through a cocoon like skin that held back the ponds waters. Falling to the floor, Breen coughed and gasped for the air her lungs were denied. Mya slowly slipped from the waters and gently floated down from the jelly like she was walking down an invisible stair, slowly letting gravity carry her weight as she came from the waters.

They were in an odd egg-shaped room with three torches evenly spaced, halfway up the walls. A small crude opening which looked like it had been made by someone who had bashed through a wall in anger, a lot of anger, was opposite from where they came through. Mya did a quick survey of the room before bouncing her pack to shift her cloak beneath it.

“Why? Why I am still dry?” Breen’s voice filled the room with a cough.

“It is because you never got wet.” Faer answered her without turning from the runes on the wall. “There is a spell on these waters. ‘The seal of water breaks free the bindings of earth, giving flight to the children of the fire’. A spell placed on the pond that allows you to move and stay dry if you are with blood of the Children of Fire. Those who are not are weighed down and sink to their deaths. These runes have a special key phrase needed to unlock this room and close the membrane into the pond.”

Mya could see that Breen had a puzzled look on her face. “The Elven people are the Children of Fire. History speaks of Incinolin giving birth to us.”

With a smile of approval and a nod, Breen turned her eyes to the crude opening in the wall and then back to Mya.

“Once you two are through I will reset the runes.” Faer ushered the two girls forward with an open hand. “I will be right behind you.

Mya grabbed Breen’s hand and pulled her toward the broken wall. The two stepped through and disappeared around the corner. Faer’s attention returned to the runes on the wall and raised his hand. Everything around him went dark with the torches being extinguished at the same time and the sound of water quickly freezing was the assurance that he needed before leaving the egg room. The entrance was sealed.

“Faer, what room was it?” Mya’s voice echoed from the ahead in corridor.

“Third last.” Faer called ahead and stepped through the broken wall, into a clean hallway. There was very little light from the torches on the walls, barely enough to comfortably move around and see that on both sides of the hallway were random assortment of all identical doors.

Catching up to the leaders, Faer placed a hand on Breen’s shoulder to tell her they were all together again. The corridor was long and played tricks on the mind. The consistent layout of torches and doors made it seem like you were in a never-ending hall of mirrors. Mya had stopped at the door in question already, she was in a bit of a rush.

“Do you remember what to do?” Faer pushed open the door to a dimly lit room.

It was a small room, with all its walls covered in book cases from floor to ceiling and a small reading desk in the middle. For a room in the basement of a palace, it was remarkably in in order. Aside from the thick layer of dust creating a protective coating on its contents, it was clean finished. Everything on the shelving was in perfect order, no loose papers or scrolls, never an open books or tombs lying about. Only a single lantern sat on the corner of the desk with a dancing flame, waving at them in its solitude.

Mya skirted past him through the doorway and shuffled to the side of the desk. Scanning the shelves, her head stopped on the spine of thicker red tomb, engraved with the number 19. The trim was very ornate, gold lettering below the number in a glyph style language. Reaching up with her index and thumb, she placed her fingers on the top and bottom of the number nine before spinning it counterclockwise.

Breen cocked her head to the side in her youthful curiosity, the number was sewn into the spine like all the rest. She watched as the 19 became a 16 and soft click could be heard under the desk and behind the bookshelf. Mya released the number and stood up straight like she was expecting something.

A small portion of the book opened slowly to expose a space barely big enough to fit her hand. Small sets of gears were exposed and shadowed by the lantern on the desk. With the same hand and same two fingers, Mya stuck her hand the small open space and twisted something inside, creating another clicking sound under the desk. Withdrawing her hand quickly before the book could close on her hand, she bounced her pack again and winked at Breen.

The entire shelf in front of her slid slowly into the corner of the room, bits of dust falling from each of the shelves as it moved. It disappeared quickly for how large it was. With eyes wide, Breen could not believe what she was watching. She felt Faer’s hand on her back to usher her forward to follow Mya, who had already made her way through the shelving. Taking a cautious step forward, Faer kept his urgent hand on her back to keep the pace. Sounds of the shelf shifting again made her jump a little in her step and hopped into the space beyond.

The room echoed slightly with the clicking of the gears and grinding of the wood shelves against the stone of the palace. Dust fell to the floor once again until everything was in its rightful place. All that remain was the solitary dance of the lonely flame, flickering by itself as the number on the spine slowly spun back to its original count, 19.


Chapter 3

“These blasted books tell me nothing, Jaxson! Jaxson? Where did you go!?” An older male voice bellowed out from behind a wall of books. Stacks and piles littered the enormous library, seeming to go on forever in all directions. Tables were buried in books, chairs toppled over from what looked like someone was fighting, or just a stack falling over. The floor had an array of anything with writing on it or loose papers.

The library stood as tall as it did long, with shelves that stretched upwards to a height that needed quite a ridiculous ladder to get to. Curiously though, no ladder was in sight. No staircase to be seen. The ceiling at the peak of the space was made entirely of glass with an ornate spider web of framework holding it all in that cast the sun in changing symbols across the shelving as the day carried on. A single wooden door, which could be easily be mistaken for a double door for how wide it was, stood in the only clear section of floor. The origin of the voice sat in the only standing chair in front of a desk, flipping through page after page as fast as he could before tossing them over his shoulder in a grunting disgust before grabbing the closest volume.

“Turi, you really need to take better care of the library, it is the only one in the kingdom.” A younger voice came from the far wall. A small Impish creature with coloring matching the red-brown stain on the shelving. From head to toe, there was no change in colouring, save for his solid crimson eyes. It looked like a small dragon mixed with pixie or brownie but without the wings. A long spear like tail twisting around with a mind of its own, picking up books, closing them, or rolling up scrolls and tossing them all into the air. Before they could fall back to the pile, they would be grabbed by some invisible force and shot back into their respective locations.

“Jaxson, quit cleaning up and help me look.” Turi tossed a book toward the Imp, barely missing him.

“Turi stop! Maybe if you told me what you were looking for, I could help.” Jaxson looked towards the hunched over grouch rifling through another text.

“I already told you, it has to do with the Chains of Necrolis, the Wings of Incinolin, the mask of Freyolin, any information we have cataloged on the Spiri and the relic they carry or the Neightur.” Turi tossed his tomb to the side and grabbed another before burying his face in the pages.

“Any information we have on the Spiri and Neightur you have already gone through. It was only that single page on the Spiri armour and the other was the mantra we collected for the Neightur.” Jaxon kept cleaning up his space as he talked. “As for the Chains, the Dwarves gave most of that knowledge to the Barbarians. They only spoke of the chaos that would happen if the chains are to break. The barbarian shaman along with Kolvin were doing more research, as you requested.”

“Yes yes, and the relics.” Turi tossed another book at him.

“Thron-din has two of them and the others have never been seen, therefore, no paper work.”

Jaxson kept his scarlet eyes on Turi, watching as he became more and more frustrated with the books he was reading. From big to small, thin to thick, the size of the book did not matter to the old man with how he was tossing them over his shoulder like balled up pieces of parchment. Luckily, he was watching the flurry, having to duck from time to time from the odd object being sent his way.

As fast as Turi was going through the piles, Jaxson could not keep up with putting things away. Making his way further from the center desk, he kept to his task, stopping at one of the back piles so he didn’t have to worry about being struck without notice.

“While you are over there, look out the window and see how it is fairing. I know those Elves from Darke will be knocking on our door sooner than later, and I wouldn’t mind knowing how much time we have.” Turi’s voice bellowed from across the library even though with his face was buried in a book.

Jaxson nodded to himself and crept his way over the piles to one of the few windows that broke the line of shelves.

The view from the tower was as majestic as the castle itself. Land fading into the distance as far as you could see. The elven lands of Uridine were not the largest in Tulcarna, even a Gnome could see that from the tower. From the greenish stone of the south Phelfin Mountain Range that seemed to always have snow on them, to the blueish toned north Draag Mountains that encircled all the Uridine lands, which came to almost close in on each other in a natural embrace at the province gate. The colourful portrait they painted made for an awe-inspiring tapestry.

Beyond the sprawling forests and fields that were broken by the odd road or village, the Forest Gate. Being the only created structure that held the world back, sat between the tower mountains and could barely be made out. The shape of it could barely be made out by someone with excellent vision but still able to tell that there was something not natural there.

Jaxson shook his head at the distraction of the scenery and focused on the battle scene below. Thousands of battle crazed enemies were raging against the city. Turi’s tantrum about the books seemed so trivial now but, Jaxson couldn’t help but smile for some reason while he looked at the carnage below. Everybody could be easily pointed out; Elves, Orcs, Goblins, adults, children, and beasts.

“What in Necrolin’s name is up with this door!” A young male voice came from the far end of the library, snapping Jaxson’s attention away from his pleasure window.

“By the Dragons, just push on the bloody thing boy!” Jaxson chuckled as Turi cursed from his pile of books on his desk.

The voice was very familiar, Jaxson heard it every day when he made his trip into the throne room. With a huge grin on his face, he popped up into the air and floated just above the mess. Pushing himself off an edge of a bookcase, he hurled himself through the air towards the rattling door.

“Bravin!” Jaxson plummeted into the new comer as he stepped through the opening he made, knocking him back through the door and into the hall. “You came to see us.” The excitement in his voice made Bravin chuckle.

“As you can imagine, not on the best of terms. He sent me to get Turi.” Bravin stood back up and entered the library once again. “Turi, his Majesty has requested that you come to the throne room at once.” Standing on his toes trying to make out the old figure behind a large book.

Jaxson sat on the floor behind him in the corridor, holding his tail in his hand with a poutful sigh.

“It can’t be that time already, I’m not ready. Surely there is more time? I still have that whole wall to get through.” Turi pushed over the stacks that blocked his view and pointed to the wall on the other side. Bringing his head to rest in the palms of his hands, the look he gave Bravin would make even a giant show sympathy.

“You have gone through all these volumes over a thousand times, how do you not know what is in them by memory yet?”

“Cause I’m old you nitwit! Why do you keep having to learn to put your ropes on every other day before you go to the court?” Turi scowled at the dignitary and stuck his tongue out at him. “I do know everything there is to know about this library. It’s the specific tomes that I am after for the evidence to give to the elders that eludes me. Seems every day things get out of place.” Turi stood up as he spoke. Bravin kept his ground in the door space, the only area he could find without a book.

Bravin stood with a royal authority. His dress and stature pulsed with importance, from his shiny black boots to the crimson ornate shirt that was full of embroidered gold stitching. There were three looped ropes tied together that sat over his right shoulder. Each rope had a magical glimmer to them, a gold flecking and had the odd diamond twisted into the silk thread. The symbol of a royal courts.

One could tell that he was close to the king with the number of ropes he carried, they symbolized his level of connection within the hierarchy. One for the people, one for the Crown, and one for the Courts. His position was one of two others that that carried all three, all the other court members had only two.

“We better get moving before Jaxson starts throwing them back at you.” Bravin smirked over his shoulder to the imp in the hall. Jaxson popped up off the ground and into the air of the corridor, floating in his excitement.

“Fine.” In a huff, Turi grabbed one of the large books leaning against the side of the desk as he stood from his chair. Reaching out and with a flick of his finger, a pathway parted in the piles, sliding everything to the side and out of his way.

Jaxson slowly floated his way into the room and over to Bravin before Turi reached the door and smiled up at Bravin.

“Are you going to be ok in here by yourself?” Bravin looked down at the imp.

With a nod, Jaxson floated over to the desk and sat on the edge, whipping his tail around behind him. Bravin turned to the old mage clutching his book. “You sure you want to leave him in here all alone with this mess?”

“He will be fine, has lots of work to do.” Turi’s word were met with a quick sigh in disapproval from the sulking imp.

Raising his hand in farewell, Bravin and Turi exited the library and pulled the large door closed behind them. Silence filled the messy room, an uneasy silence that made Jaxson look at the task before him and sighed.

• • •

“Should be almost there, maybe two more sets of stairs and then another shelf.” Mya led the way through the small corridor, barely enough space for them to stand.

Save for the small blue flame burning in Mya’s hand, there was little to no light. The stones around them seem to be trying to tighten slowly, swallow them in a rocky fly trap. Mya could see in Breen’s face that she was tired and hungry. Their trek through the inner palace walls had sent them swirling up and down, back and forth without a sense of direction. The whole experience had been a lot longer than she remembered.

Faer kept looking over his shoulder from time to time, searching the blackness behind them for something that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. With every check, it was only the dark that smiled back at him.

“Would you stop, we are the only ones here.” Mya stopped before a small wooden door at the end of the small corridor to catch him performing his check again.

“Something is there, how do you not feel it?” Faer looked beyond into the darkness, beyond where the light ended. “There is a life to the shadow.”

“Focus Faer, we are here.” On Mya’s words, Faer spun his head around to her opening the crude handled door.

The new room on the other side was even smaller than the hallway they stood in, the door didn’t seem to fit but, somehow could accommodate a small library. Barely a broom closet. Books ran from wall to wall without stopping, all shapes, colouring, and sizes. Only what light there was in Mya’s hand cascaded into the room to barely create a shadow from shelf to shelf.

“Caltraa buntra kuloa, dun traf.” Mya had closed her eyes as she spoke. Her words held in the air like some unseen ethereal being was repeating them. A handful of symbols of the ancient language began to shine softly across one of the shelves. Reaching out with her empty hand, she touched a small series of them from right to left that was shortly followed by a distant clicking.

The hair on Faer’s neck stood up again, making him turn back to the darkness behind them. This new feeling made him draw his sword on the empty shadows in the corridor. With blade at the ready, he shoved Breen behind him and Mya.

“Something is there.” Faer squinted, trying to focus on the shadows. A quiet noise of shelving moving filled the air behind him.

Mya touched him on the shoulder. As he starting to stand up and lower his guard, a subtle movement of shadow on shadow brought him back to a rigid protective stance.

A large hulking figure hunched over and dressed in a ragged black cloak lunged forward from the darkness. The attack from the living shadow slammed into Faer and sent him against the wall before disappearing further down the corridor and into the still shadow. Before he could hit the floor, Breen had run off into the small room and through the opening in the shelving. Mya had stepped in front of her as she passed by.

“I knew something was there.” Faer stood up quickly with his blade ready to where the shadow faded.

“Something could not have gotten this deep into the castle, there are wards.” Mya rubbed her hands together to form a green ball of fire between her hands. The little flame was very solid looking and sparkled as if it were electrified.

Another lunge from the shadow, this time they were ready. Faer quickly slashed up with his blade, but their attacker was fast. Really fast. His attempt hit nothing but air. Mya expanded her hands, letting go of the green flame and sending it down the corridor. A loud clash of what sounded like stone on stone was sent back toward them with a white light. The light was bright enough to remove all shadow and the ability to make new.

“Nothing.” Mya scanned both directions of the corridor quickly.

“Let’s go, the door should seal soon.” Faer back peddled into the closet, tapping her shoulder as he went.

Mya followed and readied two small blue fireballs, one in each hand. The flash from the first bolt was starting to fade. With the two of them past the door to the room, a scratching noise could be heard in the adjoining space. Just before she could get past the shelving the assailant exploded from the shadows again, slamming into her and sending her backwards. The cloaked shadow caught her wrist before she could fall to the ground or be able to release the fire. The air between them condensed, creating a protection that the figure stopped before. It seemed wary of getting close to it.

“Meidrae, raptruks duu Furhdrae.” The cloaked figure sounded haunting and made the air feel heavy. Everything about the attacker was dark, hunched over in menace and carried the look of a hulking shadow. Dust and a shadowy essence seemed to cascade from the bottom of its cloak, a mist almost. Bearing extremely sharp claws on the four digits of its hand, its grip was strong and felt like it could easy break her bones without trying. Lifting its head through the shambles of its hood, a long lizard like face came into view. Although difficult to see, the pitch-black scales it had matched its hand.

“Meidrae, raptruks duu Furhdrae.” It spoke again.

Mya starred into its black eyes. Something about them made her feel sad for the creature. On her free hand she could feel Breen pulling on it to try and free her. With a quick push, she knocked Breen back a step to free it from the child. Crumpling her hand into a fist for a second and then into an open ball shape, a small blue fire filled her palm. With one quick motion, she punched through the shield toward the lizard beasts face.

It saw the attack coming and released her other arm, causing the blue flame to spark out into nothing before blocking the attack with a quick deflection of her arm. The blue fire ball shot up into the ceiling erupting the room into a bright light. With a scream of pain, the hulk crouched close to the floor with an attempt of evasion and darted back into the dark hallway as it pushed her away, disappearing to the shadows. Mya fell back past the shelving as the sliding wall slammed quickly in front of her.

“My lady, are you alright?” Breen rushed to her side.

“I’m fine, that thing could have easily ripped my arm off, what stayed it?” She couldn’t keep her eyes off the shelf in front of her.

“What was it?” Faer stood beside her, extending a hand down to help her up. Mya could only shake her head as she stood with his assistance.

• • •

“It’s about time you showed up, and with such a pitiful entrance.” Jaxson sat on the edge of the desk. The three of them looked towards the small imp, Breen gave a quiet yelp of surprise and fear at the sight the talking monster. Mya and Faer could only smirk at Jaxson’s sarcastic tone.

“It’s ok Breen, he’s harmless.” Mya kept her hand on Breen’s shoulder.

“Where is Turi?” Faer looked around at the library, not a book out of place.

“He is down in the throne room. They must be waiting for you.” Jaxson popped off the desk into the air and floated towards the three.

“Waiting for us, I assume he has been expecting us to show up then, as always?” Mya bounced her pack and ran her hand down her body, flattening a fold in her shirt.

“Ever since Grand Marshall Grinn made an attempt on his life he has been asking for updates of where you were and when you were getting back. With the news from Mount Guul, it has been a little crazy around here.”

“What?” Both Mya and Faer spoke at the same time and looked at each other.

“Yes. It was around the time after news came back from Mount Guul that you had fallen; Grinn thought it an ample time to take his place here. With you gone, it was a little more achievable to take the city. As you could see from outside. He showed up one day with ‘news’ and there was a bit of an altercation”

“Couldn’t Turi just have…”

“Not without causing problems with The Order. They called him to Durindal for a follow up with the civil problems in Gurglin.”

“So no one was here to help?” Faer cut into the conversation.

“General Cotie came back from Gurglin early and had word that Grinn was on his way here with the Darke army. Elves, goblins, orcs, trolls, turtles and the Gurge. Luckily you came back before they started the main push into the city.” Jaxson floated down to the floor and sat, playing with his tail.

“And Turi?” Mya knelt to get closer to the imp.

“Well, you two. Three. Should head down to the throne room and talk to him and King Uridine before anything else happens. They will have more for you; all I have is what I see from the window.”

“Suppose we can give them some good news.” Mya stood.

“News?”

“Grinn won’t be the problem they were dreading.” Mya gave an evil smirk.

“Dead?” Mya nodded at his question, bringing a small smile to his face. “Excellent. I never liked him.”

“We also found this on Mount Guul.” Faer stepped forward and pulled a small black urn shaped item from his inside pocket.

“Necrolin’s Cup!” Jaxson jumped into the air in excitement.

“How do you know what it is?” Faer gave him a sideways look.

“Take it with you, Turi will want to see it. It is not every day that the relics comes into our realm. Off with you, hurry, you have wasted too much time already.” Jaxson shooed them with both hands.

Faer looked down at the child with them, “Breen, we have to make one last stop and then we can go look for your parents. Alright?”

The child nodded.

The three set out towards the main library door, leaving the small librarian to his books once again. Quickly making their way through the halls of the palace, they passed by all sorts of relics and portraits of royalty. Murals and tapestries, guards and random staff of the city. Breen couldn’t keep her head still, looking left and right at everything. As they passed by soldiers, their eyes would widen with the disbelief of who walked by.

“It’s so nice in here.” Breen spoke with a little smile.

“It’s home to a lot of people and has been for a very long time.” Mya looked up a painting as they walked by. “One more staircase until we are there. Once there, I will need you to stay with Faer until I get a chance to talk with the King.”

Breen nodded again.

One of the staircases they were on widened to a magnificently massive walkway above, everything looked to be carved from a greenish marble like stone. Part way up, the wall faded and opened into an expansive room that had pillars scattered all over, stretching way up into a lavish green ceiling littered with ornate gold etchings and symbols. Glass patterns filled in random areas making it easy to see the morning sky beyond. The patterns had a floral feel, like the room and pillars below were the stalk and roots of an ever-growing tree, as if Freyolin had blessed the house herself.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, they headed into the center of the room which filled out into a circular section with another staircase of similar size across the way and two larger doors to the left and right. Each door stood very tall and looked quite sturdy. The ornate gold etching vined its way down from the ceiling and carried through the doors, wrapping around a glass handle with gold embedded into it in the same manner.

A wide blood red and gold carpet which connected the doors, disappeared under each side and extend further than the room beyond. Noises of battle could be heard through one of the doors, it gave Mya an unsettling feeling after seeing the lack of military presence in the hall. She looked up the other stair and then over to the side door with the battle on the other side before shaking her head. Placing a hand on Breen’s shoulder in assurance she nudged her towards the other door where a single guard stood.

His armour was plain compared to the rest of the room but still very royal looking, very ornate, very clean. With wide eyes in seeing the three of them, the surprise was apparent, but no words were exchanged. Mya bounced her pack and nodded toward the guard who Breen was pushed toward who nodded back before reaching out to the child.

• • •

“The troops are set to repel the invaders; we have squads garrisoned on the walls to the north and south set to intercept the Gurge and those damn turtles. The mages are set near the gate along with the archers, they are doing what they can to keep them from the gate, but it won’t be long until they push through.” A large man stood at the top of a small set of stairs dressed in a heavy looking set of armour. The look about him was very similar to the guards scattered about but with a lot more detail, the General. He carried a dented helmet under his arm that looked as though it had been through a few battles.

The collection of men and women at the top of the stairs was small and held a royal aura about them. A hunched over old man dressed in robes, looked like a librarian, and stood next to a taller clean statesman who stood up tall. Three ropes slung over his shoulder and his clean look; Mya would know Bravin anywhere. The obvious dressed King stood next to a small padded chair that sat two elegant looking women. Finally, two rough looking armoured men stood beside the speaking soldier who also carried the look of many battles.

Everyone was wearing some sort of battle attire with different looks of status and colouring. The General and his lieutenants were the only ones with dents and scarring from years of battle. A small dragon symbol could be seen on his back which looked like it was crawling in circles around his torso and eating its own tail; the two beside him had similar features but with different shades of black.

All three soldiers had longer black hair and two carried a large weapons; a blade looking flange mace with a glass looking spike on the bottom of the hilt adorned one of the soldiers, the other was a huge sword strapped to his back that stretched almost as tall as he was. The look of the blade was simple, as if someone took a typical wide blade longsword and enlarged it. The General had two skinny long blades crossed on his back that extended just past his waist; one had a yellowish red hue coming out of the hilt, like it had a soul of lava urging to break free, the other was a milky white that had an icy clearness to it, almost like it were cut from a glacier.

The only pair not wearing some sort of steel were the women; slender and a little shorter than the rest. Their dresses were very form fitting and elegant, carrying the curves of their bodies in a clean flow. The younger wore a dark royal blue that had a single thick strap over her shoulder and extended down one side to her calf and stopping just above her waist and on the other side with a wide slit exposing her skin. The older woman other had the same style of dress green with little to no exposure of her skin. The bottom of her dress stretched and glistened in the light as she fidgeted in her seat.

“Ah, there she is.” The King’s gaze changed from the General to Mya as she approached the dais.

Everyone turned their attention to her as silence filled the throne room.

“I knew she didn’t fall on Guul, there would have been no way.” Turi’s voice rose from the old robed man.

“They were only rumours Turi, she is skilled in many ways.” The King spoke in a deep calm tone that resonated through the entire room. A very authoritative feeling echoed off the walls making everyone pay attention as he spoke. “And, who is the young one?” Breen could be seen next to the guard back near the door, watching, listening.

Fear looked over his shoulder at the child and turned back. “Breen Guuri, your highness. She was out collecting Harmin for her father and became separated from the palace when the army showed up.”

“Harmin. The blacksmiths daughter then. Funny he would have her collecting the oil for him.” King Uridine peered over to the child. His face was clean with few wrinkles that made him look as if he were still young. “Come here child.”

Breen cautiously walked towards the dais and stopped just before the stairs and curtseyed.

“Why were you out collecting oils for your father?” King Uridine spoke with a soft and calming tone that made it hard for Breen to not smile.

“He had been too busy to get some, and I wanted to help.” Breen shied away from his gaze.

“Guard, seems we need to find her parents. Take her to the caves, they should be with everyone else.” The soldier in full head to toe steel stepped from the entry and stopped beside Breen. “Go with her my dear, she will keep you safe.” Breen curtseyed again and turned to leave.

The guard that appeared took her helmet off and smiled towards the child. With an outstretched hand, Breen stepped over in the excitement to see her family again. Looking back towards the group at the top of the stairs, she waved to Faer and Mya with a smile of thanks. The two smiled back and waved a small wave back. Holding the gauntlet of the guard’s hand, the two made their way toward the main door and disappeared through a side door.

“Father, enough of the formalities and distractions. Focus on the matter at hand.” The younger woman to the side of the king spoke with heightened annoyance.

“Tharissa.” The older Elven woman snapped at the princess.

“We were getting things prepared and of course Mya had to interrupt again.” Tharissa crossed her arms and scowled at Mya.

“No need to get mad at your sister Tharissa, we will continue our discussions.” King Uridine took a step back and smiled at his sitting daughter who kept glaring at Mya.

“Seems you have returned at an opportune time princess.” The General turned to Mya. “The Darke have no idea you are in the city and would not dare to keep the attack going if they knew you were home. Grinn seems to have not thought of everything all the way through.”

“Our army is well enough trained Cotie but, Grinn is dead.” Mya’s words made the room fall quiet again. No one moved as only waiting for King Uridine’s response, who was in thought.

“This is good news sire.” Cotie broke the silence. “We should make haste and use this to our advantage. Not only do they not know the princess is back but with the head gone, the snake will soon stop slithering.”

“Agreed. Mya, you will need to help the troops. Go with Cotie and help shut out these brutes.” King Uridine stepped forward and put a hand on her shoulder. “Cotie, your army is in place and with the scourge soon to break the gates, we will be ready. Master Turi.” King Uridine turned to the old librarian, “they will need you near the front in the city.”

Turi smiled slightly at his orders and nodded in silent agreement.

“Rocksell, Trimble, you two go with Master Turi and keep that gate as clear as you can. When it is breached, the flood will crash into us with the tsunami of flesh and steel.” General Cotie gave his support their ordered who saluted with a closed fist to their chest and a bow of their head. The three, with their new orders left the stand and made their way toward the entrance to the chamber and disappeared with an echoing slam.

“General, take care of my daughter. Or should I say, Mya take care of Cotie?” Uridine’s chuckle filled the room. Cotie and Mya only shared a glance and rolled their eyes together.

“I will do what I can your majesty. Mya, let’s go.” Cotie motioned with his hand to have Mya lead the way. “The north rampart will be our best bet to take them by surprise, there has been rumours that the Darke have brought their conjurers with them to keep the tide in their favour. The rest of the meager army will be nothing.”

Mya turned from the group and made her way toward a side opening of the room that had a blue cloth door covering it. Cotie followed closely behind. With the leave of Mya and the General, the King turned his attention to Faer who was rocking back and forth on his feet in a worry.

“Don’t fret, you won’t have to go outside.” With a smile and a chuckle again, King Uridine stepped toward Faer and placed a hand on his shoulder. Faer’s face had gone whiter with panic in all the possible reasons the King was laughing.

“What would you have me do your majesty?” Faer stopped rocking.

“A few days ago, Shershin was looking for you. Sounded like she had no idea you left with my daughter but was quite adamant to talk with you. There was mention about a cup and that your father needed it for a research project.”

“I have a feeling I know what she was after.” Faer reached into his cloak and pulled out the small black urn shaped item from hiding.

“By Incinolin’s blaze, she was right to worry.” King Uridine’s demeanor shifted to become very serious.

“Seeing as my father is a little occupied, I will go talk with the Apothecary right away.” Faer put the urn back into its hiding pocket and bounced his pack into place.

“Turi will be proud that his son is collecting as he did when he was younger.” The King smiled at Faer.

Pinching his lips together as he nodded, Faer turned toward another blue clothed door opening that was opposite the side that Mya and Cotie left and quickly disappeared.

“They will likely need you down in the city as well, helping.” The Queen had slipped up beside the King while he watched Faer leave.

“Tharissa, you will need to be upstairs getting prepared. Everyone will need you once things are finished out there.” Uridine turned and looked over his shoulder at his still sitting daughter who had uncrossed her arms and was leaning against the throne.

“You know not everyone will be saved? This will be the last time for many.” Tharissa spoke calmly.

“Sadly. No one will bother you as requested.”

Tharissa rolled her eyes to herself and slowly stood from her seat.

“You are lucky one of your daughters is blessed with the spirit of Eirolin father.” With a tempered spin on her heels, Tharissa exited the chamber through a third cloth door opening behind the throne where a set of stairs could be seen as she pushed passed the cloth.

“She is right you know.” The King’s attention turned to his wife. “The Dragons have blessed us with our two children and their abilities and we must not take that for granted.” The Queen closed in on him as he still stood with his back to the stairs.

“We are, Incinolin has made our people strong and with his children Eirolin and Tyrolin, have made our daughters into who they are today. Tharissa will need you again while she is casting, as always.” The Queen nodded and turned to follow their daughter. “And Rosenn, be careful.”

“Don’t worry my dear.” With a reassuring tone, the Queen disappeared through the blue cloth hanging in the back opening and left the King alone in the chamber.

His gaze scanned the room slowly as he sat in his throne and sighed.

“I know you are there. Come out.” His commanding voice filled the room as he sat into the throne chair.

“Caldri muurs thrandin bliis duu meidrae.” A dark shadow of a hulking figure slithered out of a dark corner near a pillar, staying within what little shadow was cast. The cascading light through the ceiling kept it at bay.

“You can let him know that she will not be tormented by the likes of you. You have no pact in this world and he will not be allowed to enter.” Uridine sat straight up in his throne.

“Furhdrae caall duu meidrae, shim err ilran duu Spiri. Uridine wursh imrotuu Necrolin.” The figure made no motion of aggression.

“She will be our guard and not give into your schemes. He must stay in his cage. You’re lucky the seals are weakening enough for you to make these threats. Go back to the darkness beast!” Uridine slammed his fist on the arm of the chair, an echo of silence bounced throughout the throne room. The figure slithered back behind the pillar with a subtle hissing noise, leaving the King glaring toward the shadows as the room again went silent.

“We won’t have much time; this needs to end quickly.” Uridine whispered to himself and hung his head with a sigh.


Chapter 4

Sounds of battle beckoned them with each step they took. The glass of the windows shook with every impact from the siege equipment and what could only be the turtles and the Gurge knocking at the city doors. No guards were present as they made their way to the front of the palace. Two immense doors that stretched up almost to the top of the room blocked their path at the end of the room.

“Glad you’re back Mya,” General Cotie gave her a side eye glance as they walked. “This would have been a hell of a fight without you.”

“Our army is well enough trained and seasoned, you would have been fine General. The battalion has not lost a battle in how many thousands of years?” Mya pulled her pack off her shoulders and dropped it beside one of the last pillars that lined the edge of center carpet. With a flick of her finger, the neck tie of her cloak came loose and billowed out, quickly grabbed and spun around her hand into a ball before tossing it back towards her pack.

“Still not dressing like a princess I see.” General Cotie chuckled.

With a smirk during her side glance, Mya pushed on the large door to the sounds of war clashing outside. Smoke was filling the sky near the main gate of the city, arrows could be seen whisking through the air, loud bashing of stone on stone and metal on metal created an orchestra of carnage.

“To the main gate then?” The General reached up to made sure his two blades were loose in their scabbard.

Mya gave him a side glance as she watched a soldier running up the main steps towards them.

“General! They are going to break the main gate.” The soldier turned and pointed towards the towering entry to the city.

“Head down to the tunnels, let them know to close the entrance.” General Cotie gave the soldier his orders.

A quick nod from the troop and he was off.

“Let’s get down there and have a little fun.” Mya had a little smile on her face, the kind of smile that would make anyone concerned, that hinted at a fury and a deep power of unimaginable strength.

Rushing through an empty city, the two sped by vacant stores and homes. The oddity of seeing the city so empty gave Mya an uneasy feeling, she was used to seeing it bustling with people mulling about their days; selling goods or just relaxing in the sunshine. Things felt darker, not only from the billows of smoke blanketing out the sky, but for the lack of personality that each street typically carried. The black plume was their beacon; get to the gate quickly and put out the fire.

“Take a left up past the bakery ahead, there will be a set of stairs up to the wall.” General Cotie pointed to a small break in the buildings.

Mya acknowledged with a silent nod.

Before getting to their goal, sounds of destruction filled the air quickly followed by an aggressive roar of excitement from the invaders. They have reached their first goal.

Mya picked up her pace as she rounded the corner into the lane, grabbing onto the side of the building to help her take the corner at speed. Just as the General mentioned, a small set of stairs started halfway down the alley. They became covered as they rose into the outer walls of the city.

With no time at all she bounded up the stairs, skipping two and three at a time. General Cotie tried to keep up but could only watch as she disappeared into the stone walls. Pushing himself up the staircase as well, his armour hindered his movements enough that they were a distraction. With having to pay closer attention to his footing, he almost ran into her at the top. The view had stopped Mya in her tracks.

The horde that waited outside the walls had finally poured through their victory at the gate, filling the streets like a tsunami of flesh. Elven soldiers were waiting on the other side but could not keep them all back. They had to let them slip past the first few lines and into the side streets where others tried to corral them into combat. Flashes of gold armour and steel weapons striking against silver and black armour filled the city. Everywhere that could be seen held the breath of the battle.

“The conjurers should be our main target, reports have them to the north side of the main gate.” General Cotie pointed up past the smoke at the gate. Mya took off before he could lower his hand.

They raced along the rampart, past guards shooting and notching arrows, few even noticed them as they approached and passed. The two edges of the main gate had towers with massive kettles that looked like bells. Being tipped over by a handful of soldiers contributed to the extensive black cloud that blocked the sky as a bubbling oily liquid splashed down on waiting troops, trying to get into the city. Their speed barely slowed as they ripped through the tower entrances and through to the other side.

“There!” Cotie yelled up to Mya.

A large circle gathering of hooded figures stood all facing each other. Mya skidded to a halt above them and peered over the edge. General Cotie stopped beside her and looked over, darting his eyes at everything below.

“Looks like they have started their chant. We have to get down there to stop the summoning.” Mya said.

“Summoning what?” General Cotie urgently looked at her.

“Lore for the Darke has their inner circle conjurers able to open a portal to the Dragon Realm and bring any mention of the beasts that wander their lands. Turi had mentioned they like to summon Caltrii for battles. Small enough to get into any kind of assault and strong enough to keep the tide in their favour. A demon built for destruction.” Mya kept her stare on the conjurers.

“A Caltrii won’t last long in the sun though.”

“Won’t be a sun long enough with all this smoke. They will likely need them to get into the palace and then their numbers will do the rest.” Mya gave General Cotie a concerned piercing glare. “What comes before the summoning of the creature is what we really want to stop.” Mya shuffled her feet looking like she was about to jump off the side.

“What happens before the summoning, and how are you planning to get down there?” General Cotie stepped back like something was going to attack him.

“Just be ready.” Mya’s sly smile came back as Cotie pulled his two swords from their hold, making a subtle ringing against a quiet hissing, like a blacksmiths steel being plunged into their slack tub.

Mya closed her eyes and cupped her hands together like she was holding a small ball between them. She started to utter under her breath and pulse her hands together slowly, expanding them further apart with each pulse. A black void-like entity formed between her hands and expanded wider and wider until it was wide enough for them to step through.

Never opening her eyes, Mya spoke. “Grab my shoulder, we will only have a handful of seconds before we have to start again. We must kill as many as we can, hopefully it will be enough to stop their conjuring.”

The void formation pulsed quickly; it was large enough for both to step through together. A swirling portal of darkness; life, sight, reality seem to be sucked into it. Into nothing. General Cotie had seen this once before. Scared him then and still put fear into his mind and soul.

General Cotie placed his hand on her shoulder. Mya’s hands clenched into fists and she pulled back with her fists and the darkness enveloped them. With but a blink they were on the muddy field below the rampart, only a handful of meters from the circle of hooded casters. Before a chance to gather his bearings, Mya was already off like a flash, sprinting toward the circle.

“Be careful, they have guards.” Mya pointed with a dagger that somehow had gotten into her hand, she was fast.

General Cotie looked to her right where there was a small group of armoured soldiers bearing down on them, weapons drawn. Pushing off into his own sprint he made for the advancing party.

The General clashed into the group with both blades, cleaving one in half with his magma blade, causing the pieces of flesh to catch fire as it sliced through. His other blade found a home in the chest of another, being deflected from the first target. The body it found its connection froze over solid almost instantly and fell to the ground, shattering as it landed. With a backspin to drive both blades into another attacker, both swords sparked off the side of the rampart stone.

“Careful with those things.” Mya bounced back from the Generals swing.

“I was able to only get two.” General Cotie relaxed slightly, keeping the tips of his blades low as he looked at the princess. She was a little winded but surprisingly very clean from being in recent combat. With only mud on her boots and the odd splash of blood on her shirt.

“Was able to get four casters myself, need to try and get closer for the next one. You distracting the guards helped but round two will be trickier.” She whipped her small blade to the side, throwing what blood sat on it against the stone of the walls.

“Think it was enough to stop.” General Cotie was cut off by a deafening blast from down below.

A burst shot up into the sky and faded from sight through the haze of the black smoke. Thicker clouds formed into the dark smoke, it didn’t take long for the sun to be covered over and a shadow loomed over the city.

“That’s not good.” Mya spoke softly.

Both turned to face the inner city looking for something, anything to make an appearance.

A second bright flash ripped its way up from the conjurers into the cloud formation, colouring it an emerald green. Within seconds of the change, a massive bolt of lightning struck the center of the city, exploding the main plaza fountain, sending elves from both sides, goblins, and orcs flailing high into the air. Living and corpses from both sides rocketed away from the epicenter to all around the plaza; over buildings and through the roofs of buildings beyond.

The bolt disappeared leaving a massive hole, water still gushing from the fountain began filling the crater. The entire battle scene stopped in awe and bewilderment. The shock from the strike toppled what was left of a nearby building, crushing the group that fought at its base. A sphere of energy could be seen inside the crater, expanding to about the size of an orc. Energy covered the shell, sparking electricity to anything nearby.

“That can’t be allowed to happen again. One more and they will have the portal to bring it in.” Mya put her knife away and closed her eyes, starting her own spell.

“Have we ever fought a Caltrii?”

Mya just shook her head.

“Just stories?”

Mya nodded.

“Give me a little more time to make it stable, should be able to get more time down there. Just let me know what the guards are up to will you?” Mya began her pulsing in her hands to form the void portal again, but a little slower this time.

General Cotie peered over the edge of the rampart. “Looks like they have a solid circle around them now, and a handful of goblins have showed up.”

“Any good spot for us?”

“Far side, there is a small cart they have to circle around.”

Mya nodded.

The portal grew slower and seemed to pull in more of reality around it. It felt and looked much stronger of a spell. Mya kept her hands moving slowly and uttered the same words over and over until her hands were wide enough like before, the portal was ready.

“Ready?” Mya kept her eyes closed as she spoke.

The General grabbed her shoulder in acknowledgement.

With another blink, they were again down on the ground, face to face with the armed group. Her aim with the spell this time was near perfect, right beside the cart. Their teleportation was quick enough to give them a lead in the attack and both wasted no time at all. Blood erupted left and right as Mya took off from the cart towards the circle again.

Nothing could slow her down, she shot between bodies with blinding speed. The dagger of hers was small but did the trick, a larger blade would only slow her down. Leaping into the air and thrusting it into the face of a goblin, Mya rode it to the ground and leapt off the corpse toward the first hooded caster before it hit the ground.

Pulling her open hand back, Mya flicked her fingers a part and a small blue flame engulfed her palm. With a quick spin of her hand, she shot the small fire ball towards the far side of the conjurers, igniting the cloak of the caster instantly and sending them backwards in a blaze. One more down. As she landed, she threw her dagger out to her right, into the gut of the closest, wedging in deep and knocking him over.

General Cotie wasted no time and was close behind her. Heading to the other half of the circle. Guards close on his heels and enveloped from all sides. His blades whirled through the air, slicing through steel and flesh as if they were butter. With each swing, a body would either ignite in flames or shatter in ice that made the rest of the combatants slow their approach, they knew this fighter and his blades.

“Nice to see you back in battle General.” A deep Elvish voice came from over by the cart.

General Cotie spun in a brief interlude of his chaos.

“Mordain.” Cotie glared.

“I see the Dragons bitch child is alive and having her fun again.” Mordain was a little hard to see being covered in shadow from the massive cloud overhead. Looking over General Cotie’s shoulder to Mya who had dispatched the final conjurer. “This is only one of many plans, I am sad that you were not in the plaza, but I finally get to…”

Within another blink, the stone from the ramparts was below their feet again and the bloodbath of Mya’s carnage lay below them. Mordain and what was left of the small group of goblins stood in the shadowed clearing covered in bodies and blood.

“One thing moving our way with stopping the summoning, but we should get to the main gate.” Mya cleaned her blade on her leg before sliding it back into its scabbard on the small of her back.

“By Necrolin, he was just about to give something away.” General Cotie turned to her and sheathed his swords.

“Who?”

“Mordain.”

“He was supposed to be in prison, how is he here?” Mya peered over the edge of the wall to see what was left. “The Barbarians had him.”

Mordain stood next to the cart starring up at them.

“They were supposed to keep him after I captured him. Not sure why I didn’t just kill him.” General Cotie looked down at the Elven man.

“With the summoning broken, they will need us at the gate. Forget him, there are larger issues to deal with.” Mya motioned with her head to start moving.

“Took me years to track him down and capture him.” General Cotie frustratingly sighed and followed after Mya.

“My father will likely be down in the plaza after that blast. We need to get there fast and prep before the Gurge enters the city.” Mya called back over her shoulder as they ran back towards a tower to find some stairs.

• • •

“Shershin, where are you hiding?” Faer poked his head around the corner of one of the shelves containing all sorts of vials and cut off animal parts, or the odd jar with what could only have been from the inside of something living. Looking both directions, like he was crossing a busy road, he scanned all around the small room for the Apothecary.

The room may have been small but was so full of anything you could dream of to make potions or brews. It was a sight that a mad scientist would dream over. Strange liquids in beakers, skulls, or body parts would make it easy to bring life to a chimera or homunculus. There was a tattered drapery hanging in a small alcove off to the right, behind an aging chair that looked to be an old throne. Beside the chair was a small table that held a single candle and a cup of what he hoped was tea.

“Be still boy, before you spill something again.” A sultry woman’s voice came from behind the tattered cloth door.

“The king mentioned that you were looking for me, did you not know I was away?” Faer took a step out from behind the shelving to be more in the center of the room and stood up straight.

“No one mentioned anything to me. Stay right there, just need to grab this.” A curvy woman’s body started to back out of the alcove, hunched over slightly like an elderly woman waddling her way along. She was carrying something in a deep silver saucer. Faer could only stand still, waiting for her to make her way to get into a clear space.

Finally, fully free from her hiding place, Shershin turned and stood tall with her bowl like dish in hand. She was a fair bit taller than he, with very long silvery white hair which shimmered slightly in what sunlight was able to break through the window through the clouds of war outside.

Her long black dress was very tight, showing off her flowing figure and showcased her large breasts that were almost fully exposed from a long low slit in the front. She wore a large opal looking item on a long gold chain that hung between her breasts that glistened like her hair, it almost looked like a third eye, watching everything. Her face was quite young looking, surprisingly young for how old he knew she was, her grey eyes didn’t even give that fact away.

“Now you are here, give me a hand.” Shershin pushed forward the item she was holding which Faer jerked forward to grab. “Careful dammit, don’t drop it.” Her sultry voice was hard to take seriously with such an aggressive tone.

“What do you need with it?” Faer looked down into the saucer to find a brownish liquid that had a thin haze of black fog moving around on the surface.

“It’s liquid Mandur brain, we need it for why you are here. Put it over there.” She pointed toward an empty spot on a nearby half shelf.

Backing up to her chair and flopping down with a huff, she watched as Faer carefully placed it down, trying hard not to disturb the liquid.

“Now show me the item.” Shershin cupped her hands in her lap as she sat tall.

“How did…?” Faer turned back to the Apothecary with a quizzical look on his face.

“You still don’t get it child. To be my age and not hear things, know things, learn to know the workings of the worlds. I may be just an Apothecary, but my magic might be on par with that old mage of a librarian.” She chuckled and crossed her arms across her stomach and lifted her breasts slightly as she rested against the back of the throne.

“Here.” Faer reached into his inside pocket and pulled out the small black urn.

“By Necrolin himself, it is. This means.” Shershin trailed off and stare at Faer like she was looking right through him. “They will be looking for the other three then.”

Shershin closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of the chair.

“Why would this be so special, it’s just an urn.” Faer twirled the item back and forth in his palm trying to find a significance. The urn’s shape had no markings on it, no special symbols or colouring, just a pitch-black empty container.

“Necrolin’s cup is an artifact from the Dragon Realm, the City of Necrolis, his very keep. We call it a ‘cup’ because it is the item in which the Dragon syphons souls from our world being ferried into his and ‘drinks’ their life force to power his magic.” Faer’s eyes widened in fear as he looked at the relic and slowly placed it on the shelf next to the silver bowl.

“I have been carrying that thing for more than two months, it could have killed me.” Taking a step back he kept his eyes on the relic.

Shershin boastfully laughed.

“Nonsense child.” Her mocking tone filled the room. “It only has power in our world when paired with Incinolin’s wing, Freyolin’s mask and the Spiri relic of The Mother. Right now, it is just was we call it, a cup.” Shershin stood from her throne and walked over to grab the relic.

“Then why would you be asking for me in knowing I had something special in my possession?”

“Ah, the real question.” She turned to face Faer who found himself awkwardly close to being face to face with her chest and not being able to hide his blushing face, he took a step back.

She chuckled again. “Oh, grow up.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” Faer said with a rosy face.

“You may have a larger part in this than you think. I know your father wanted you to help with his research in the vaults, but I need you to take the other daughter with you on this one. She will be needed.” Shershin walked back over to her chair and sat back in it, still holding Necrolin’s Cup.

“Take her with me, where?” Faer turned with her as she moved.

“Far up into the Draag Mountains. There is a small pathway just behind the Uridine province gate, up near the falls. Do you know of the look out?”

Faer nodded.

“It’s just a traveler camping spot with a good vantage of Sky Pedestal and the plains. I have been there as a child when Turi took me up there. A dead end beyond that.”

“True it is a resting point but there above the falls is another path, one that leads deep into the northern region, closer to the Nethershade. You must take the relic into the region and the rest will become clear when you are there. I can’t see beyond the falls, but I was able to make out yourself and Gemini.” Shershin placed the relic on the table beside her saucer and grabbed her drink to take a sip.

“I’m tired of all this adventuring, why can’t I just stay in the keep and do the reading and research I should be doing?” Faer looked up at the ceiling in frustration.

“There is more to this than you know Faer, more than your silly little research.” Standing up with her drink, she walked over to the silver saucer next to Faer. “This mixture is special, you will need it in your journey.”

“What makes it special?” Faer gave her a side glance.

“It will allow you to see the way beyond life and death, beyond that requires the vision of a mortal.”

“Why do you always have to talk in riddles?” Faer placed his hands on his hips.

Shershin spun around to face him again, almost connecting her breasts against his face and bringing back his embarrassment. Laughing down at him once again, she placed a hand on his shoulder.

“I wouldn’t be a mystic if I didn’t.” Her soft sultry voice had a jovial tone to it that made him get redder.

“Apothecary’s are not mystics.” Faer raised an eyebrow at her.

“Ha! Just a clever name to not scare off the children.” She ruffled his hair and spun back to her chair.

Shershin grabbed a small vial from beside her throne and back to the silver saucer. Expertly pouring the liquid into the small opening, she thumbed on a cork stopper without spilling a drop. The vial was the perfect size to hold all the liquid, no larger than her thumb. The stopper was tied to a leather strap that she wrapped around her finger before shaking it vigorously a few times. The brown liquid inside quickly turned a deep blue and sparkled with bursts of what looked like little fireflies fluttering over a moonlit pond.

“What am I supposed to do with it?” Faer kept his eyes on the small vial.

“You will know when you need to, but it’s a tonic. You drink it.” Shershin dangled the vial by two fingers in an outstretched hand towards him.

“You seriously want me to drink Mandur brain? It’s dirtier than a Scridule” Faer took the vial from her slowly. His disgusted twist of his face was met by another laugh.

“There is more in there than just the brain. Don’t worry, it tastes like cherries.” Shershin slapped him on his backside. “Now go find the girl and get going already.”

The tall woman slinked her way back to her chain and began sipping her drink.

“You do know there is a war going on outside, and you’re just sitting here drinking tea?” Faer hooked the strap of the vial over his head like a necklace and tucked the vial under his tunic.

“Yes yes. Your father and that pretty little princess will handle that.” She didn’t look up from her cup as her waved him away with the back of her hand.

“Where is Gemini anyway?” Faer asked as he head towards the door.

“She should be down near the armoury. Always training that one, couldn’t for the life of me get her into the tower for a spell. Magic is not liked by that one.” Shershin smirked slightly between sips. “Why are you still here boy, get going already!”

Faer rolled his eyes and sighed in a huff before spinning on his heals. His cloak spun past him nearly knocking over Necrolin’s Cup and a small rack of rainbow coloured liquids.

“Hey boy, take the damn relic with you.”

Faer stopped in his tracks and reached back to try and grab it. Being just out of his reach, he had to hop on one foot to get closer before his fingers touched it; obviously not wanting to be in there any longer than he had to was met with a silence shake of the busty woman sitting in her chair. With a quick snag, he quickly slid it into the hiding pocket of his pack and closed the door behind him.

“Trouble will follow that one. Suppose I could have told him the rest of the vision, but then he probably would have never left.” Looking down into her cup, she took another sip of the warm liquid and starred at the closed door with a concerned curiosity.

• • •

“General.” Mya exclaimed as she pointed down into the city below.

General Cotie followed her finger as they ran above a small gathering of Uridine Elves battling a group of Darke Elves mixed with a handful of orcs and goblins. General Cotie spotted Bravin and the King within the troops and cocked his head in question.

“Bravin and your father are accomplished fighters your highness, I have trained with them personally.” General Cotie was close behind her as they ran along the rampart toward the tower.

As they got to the bottom of the rampart stair, the group they spotted had significantly fewer Darke forces. The opposing factions were definitely not as skilled in combat as the leaders of Uridine. General Cotie and Mya reached the small group as the last goblin fell.

“Mya!” The King held a tone of elevated surprise and relief in his voice.

“Unfortunately, were not fast enough to stop the full spell from the conjurers.” Mya said as they approached the tired looking group.

“That should give the rest of the fighters a little bit of a break. I don’t think they would have been ready for that torment. Were you able to find Turi out at the gate?” King Uridine pulled his blade out from the chest of an orc.

Mya shook her head.

“He should be down with Rocksell and Trimble, dealing with the trolls.” General Cotie looked around at the scene as he spoke. “We should probably give him a hand. With that first blast at the plaza, the Darke would have easily pushed further into the city.”

“He’s right your Highness.” Bravin cleaned his blade on a dead orc as he spoke. “Too much time has gone by, that Gurge will be pushing in the front gate while the Darkemine sneak their way up to the palace.” His concern was met with a circle of nods.

“Mya, find Turi and end this. Your sister will be almost ready, which means there won’t be a lot of time before the losses start adding up.” King Uridine stepped forward and placed a hand on his daughters’ shoulder.

“Bravin, come with us. We may need your help to find Rocksell and Trimble before they get into too much trouble. Your highness, head back to the palace with your guard; secure up the palace before those trolls get themselves into places they shouldn’t and prepare for the Darkemine.” General Cotie spoke with authority, perking everyone up to attention. His orders were met with salutes by the troops listening in and a nod from the King.

“Be careful my dear.” The King kissed Mya’s forehead and waved over his troops before heading down the street. Their departure was a little slow with trying to scale over the amount of bodies that littered the ground.

“We should get on the move too, before more of the bastards come this way.” General Cotie turned towards the main gate.

“I knew this truce was never going to last long between Uridine and Darke. The lands were too quiet for things not to go wrong.” Bravin shook his head and sheathed his sword as he spoke. “We may be the same race, but Lord Baldur and his ideology of rule would never have worked with the people of Uridine. One of the reasons he left to begin with. The goblins and orcs needed that heavy hand to be able to lean on for their leadership.”

“That’s true, but surely the Darke lands; being all marsh and forest would have been better left to the hordes that made it home. So uncivilized.” General Cotie chuckled as he spoke.

“Focus you two. Better things to hold our attention before we get to the gate. As father mentioned, we should hurry before Tharissa is ready.” Mya scolded them before pushing off into a jog down the main street.

Both men looked at each other with a shrug before chasing after Mya.

The street was oddly quiet for being on the fringe of a war going on. Only the odd clash could be heard now and again, the odd blast from a spell, or the odd roar from some inhuman beast. The black smoke had expanded beyond the walls of the city and now connected to the face of the back mountains, draining even more light from the sky. It seemed to have a life of its own and swallow any clean air around it with the ominous colouring. Death’s embrace was engulfing the beautiful green city.

• • •

“Are you ready Tharissa, do you need anything?” The Queen was leaning against the open door, watching the empty room.

The space was large and round with very little in it. A massive blue rug which covered the majority of the space had no interior embroidery but did carry a thin gold fringe. The colouring in the rug made it look like a pond had cut into a rocky mountain bluff and froze.

On the sides of the room had the odd chair or table with little on them; a book here or there, a cup or quill but nothing to be considered cluttered. On the far side from the Queen, a small ledge sat below a window in an alcove with a decorative bed resting behind a sheer white sheet.

“This takes time Mother. I have to do everything myself.” Tharissa’s annoyed voice echoed into the room from a hidden closet to the left of the entry.

“No need to be rude.” Pushing herself from the wooden gate as her daughter came into the room, the Queen smiled.

“Unfortunately, I was the one with this luxury, too bad Mya couldn’t have had it as well.” Tharissa strolled without looking at her mother near the middle of the room.

“Don’t take that tone young lady, we are lucky enough to have been blessed by Eirolin. No other can boast that claim in over ten thousand years.” Rosen put her hands on her hips.

“I don’t care, there has to be more to this than a damn ritual I do every time Mya gets into trouble.” Tharissa snapped back.

“It is not just her down there; she is helping the rest of our people so that we have as little loss as we can. You give them the hope, the courage that makes their troubles not be in vain.”

Tharissa stopped her path near in the middle of the room and looked over at the Queen with a frustrated face.

“You can’t be in here while it’s happening.” Tharissa’s voice became a lot more serious.

“I know. Be careful my daughter.” The queen walked over to her daughter and hugged her. “Something feels different.”

“What do you mean?”

“I am not sure exactly.” The Queen held her embrace.

“Maybe I am losing my gift?”

“Don’t put that out into the world.” Pushing away, the Queen grabbed Tharissa’s shoulders and squeezed.

“Someone has to say it. It could be true.” The room filled with a silence. “Alright mother, let me work.”

“Remember, I will be just outside the door, as always.” Tharissa nodded to her mother’s concern and backed out of her grasp. The Queen started to make her way back to the entry.

“And you remember. Do not come in until everything is done. No matter what.” Tharissa spoke with a stern voice making her mother stop in her tracks to look back over her shoulder and nod. The door closed with an echo that followed the Queen, who did not look back.

Tharissa took her final steps to the middle of the room and hung her head with a sigh. Closing her eyes with a shake of her head, she knew it was for her people but hated having the knowledge of what was to come. Lifting her head and looking toward her bed window, the clean line of the mountain peaks could be seen over the haze of black smoke, a subtle uplifting sight. With a final heavy breath, she reached down and pulled her dress up and over her head, tossing it to the side and on to her bed.

The room grew silent, the sounds of the battle below turned to whispers and into nothing as she hung her head and took a deep breath. The air grew dense and heavy as she knelt, sitting on her feet. Closing her eyes a final time, she hugged herself and curled into a ball with her forehead on the floor. The light from the window began to darken further and all the light within the room slowly flooded towards her with a darkness that all reality seemed to drain into. The tables and chairs surrounding the edge of the room began to fade from sight until they ultimately disappeared into a void. The darkness tickled its way around the room edge, filling the spaces not covered by the carpet until it was all around her.

Slowly lifting her head and stretching up toward the ceiling, her arms unfolded from her body, expanding her hands out to the side. Her eyes slowly opened and let out a soft blue light that oozed out like a morning fog from a pond. The darkness surrounding the rug started to make its way into the still frozen waters as the fog from her eyes bled down over her body to the floor. A gentle waterfall of a beautiful energy.

Suddenly, a bright pulse from within made her release a blood curdling scream, erupting straight up to the ceiling and pulsed throughout the room colliding with the fringed void. The dense air rippled with the collision and began to swirl around her in a torrent of fog and darkness.

• • •

“We don’t have long Mya.” Bravin was looking up at the palace towards where Tharissa’s tower should be but the dark smog blocked his sight and majority of the palace.

“I feel it too, Tharissa must be close. We need to find Turi.” Mya followed his gaze up through the smoke.

The three were not quite running, but still making good time through the streets towards the main gate. Odd skirmishes could be seen between buildings as they zigzagged their way through lanes or buildings to bypass any potentially delaying conflict. No time was wasted with dispatching a blocking enemy who popped up in surprise when rounding corners or skipping by open doors.

“Up ahead.” General Cotie pointed past a blockade of carts that were set ablaze to an old man in a robe kicking a downed body. Their paced quickened with his remarks. “Rocksell, where is Trimble?”

“General! He should be down near the bridge. He heard the Gurge rampaging this way and wanted to head it off.” The gruff man spoke in a very deep voice and nodded down the road.

“That might be a stroke of luck for us. We need to get these two some space.” The General looked at Turi who gave another kick to the corpse.

“Room for what?” Turi stepped over his kicking bag of flesh to get closer the newcomers.

“Tharissa is almost ready and we need things to end before. Can we move things along?” Bravin butted into the conversation.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. Mya, shall we?” Turi put a hand on her shoulder and stare into her eyes.

Mya shrugged against his hand. “What do we have to work with?”

“I don’t have my satchel, but we could use one of Cotie’s blades.” Turi stretched out his arm towards the armoured soldier.

“What?” General Cotie recoiled a step. “No way.”

“If this is to be done, we need something now.” Turi gave the man a pout filled glance. “Unfortunately, you won’t get it back.”

“That’s what I am afraid of.” General Cotie pulled both his blades from their sheath with a heavy weight of sadness about him. “Which would you prefer?”

“Ice would be quickest and less destructive to the city. If you are saying we don’t have time, let’s go with it.” The old mage raised his eyebrows and smiled.

With a sigh, General Cotie stretched out his icy blade and slipped the other back into its home. Turi grabbed it by the hilt and placed it on the ground at his feet. Taking a step back from it he lowered his hands with open palms toward it and closed his eyes before muttering a few words.

“Rocksell, we need to keep things away while they work, head down and help Trimble.” General gave the burly soldier his order.

His acknowledgment was a quick nod before turning down into the sodden mud camps beyond. Pulling his massive mace from his back, the lightness of his footing made him look like a glee filled child excited for a first day of school.

“Alright,” Turi opened his eyes from his incantation and looked up at Mya. “Same thing as last time.”

Mya sighed and nodded.

“Be ready Bravin. Remember, don’t look when they cast.” General Cotie never checked to see that his order was acknowledged.

Taking a step closer to the sword on the ground, Mya stood tall and closed her eyes before extending her arms to the side and started to chant under her breathe. Turi reached down to the blade, uttering a few more words before picking it up. Standing in an attack stance, Turi began chanting under his breath, echoing the sounds Mya was making. The air around them filled with a chill, making everyone’s breath visible with the temperature change. Steam floated up from the surrounding corpses and all visible blood began to crystalize on the fringes of their pooling.

With a few more passages of mirrored chanting, Turi shot open his eyes and plunged the blade deep into Mya’s chest. The blade passed right through her torso as if the cold air had frozen her solid and she was already dead. No scream came of death, no death rattle, only silence.

Mya’s head fell forward but her arms never dropped. Turi started into another verse of his chant and intently stared toward Mya, still holding the hilt of the blade. Within a few passages, Turi shifted his feet quickly and pulled the blade from her chest. Before the tip could leave her body, her arms shot toward the blade and grabbed hold, making Turi let go and backed away. As soon as he let go, he spun around and closed his eyes huddling into himself like a hunch back.

With a death raising scream, Mya plunged the blade back into her chest which instantly erupted a frozen shockwave from her body with a flash bright enough to fade her from sight. The white and blue light filled the street, sending corpses sliding away in a clean circle and quenched nearby fires. Everything within view instantly froze over as if they had been dumped into a lake before winter.

The pulse shot out quickly and expanded through the city and out into the valley, freezing everything it touched. Pulsing its way through the streets, it froze structures, beasts, soldiers and the air itself became a snowy winter wonderland. Pushing against the palace walls, the shockwave faded into stillness of the mountainside and palace walls. Beyond the city gate and on the other side of the camps, it kept seeking across the mud and grasses, solidifying the trees and any manner of beast. Finally fading against the hillside, the stillness of the Uridine province was like it had been touched by the ice goddess Taijok herself. Life stopped, frozen in time.

The epicenter of the wave faded back into reality, fading Mya back; slumped over, arms at her sides. Slowly picking up her head in a groggy state, she couldn’t help but notice everyone around her frozen in place and the old librarian, Turi, standing with his back to her huddled over in his frozen fear.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen.” Mya stepped forward, almost slipping on the frozen blood covered ground. Skirting around him to get a look at his face, she recoiled in his expression.

“What have I done?”

• • •

The darkness crept closer and closer as the blue fog swirled around the room. Tharissa’s body lifted from the carpet, her toes sliding like they were petting the smooth waters until it looked like she was balancing on her toe tips.

The torrent sped up as she left the ground, causing her to spin gently with it. The misty light crying from her eyes brightened with each rotation until the light engulfed her head. With each growth of the brilliance, with each level of intensity, she began to groan with a pain until it erupted to a scream. Louder and louder with every spin until her speed caught up to the swirling torrent. Her body slowly disappearing into the light.

After a few seconds, the ball around her seemed to stand still and then suddenly popped like a liquid balloon to reveal her naked form; silent, sitting on her feet and curdled into a ball around her knees. Before the liquid light could hit the ground, the dark void twisting around the fringes of the room rushed toward the center of the room, swallowing everything in its path. Nothing could be seen. Nothing held the spark of life. Nothing made a sound.

A distant screaming echoed through the void, bellowing louder with each breath. Another pulse pushed through the black, rippling the existence of reality through the darkness as if a drop of water hit a still dark lake.

An explosion of light shot through the rippling waters, filling the room with realism again. All gloom faded, all shadows, anything touched by the flood of black lit up as if there were the sun itself within the room. Tharissa burst into view, floating above the ground again, with all her limbs extended as wide as they could. Waves of light bubbles extended out from her body as she hovered above her fabricated lake.

Each pulse surged through the walls of her room and beyond, into the palace and into the city, cleaving through everything and anything. All the Uridine army slowly came to life, shivering off the ice and cold. The first few helping up any of their comrades that were on the ground or brushing off nearby friends.

The dead woke from their eternal sleep, each of their wounds beginning to heal over and regenerate their body. Not every soldier woke from their deaths, handfuls of frozen corpses remained scattered about the city, sleeping with their foes; their damage too great to heal. The pulses of the light reached far out of the city walls, into the land beyond the camp, beyond the tree line, beyond the hills before dissolving into the day.

“Tharissa!” The Queen burst through the door to find her daughter curled in the fetal position, laying still. Lifeless.

• • •

“Turi!” Mya exclaimed as she helped the old mage up from being keeled over during his thaw.

“But something went wrong, something terribly wrong.” Turi coughed cold air. “Your sister. Quickly.”

Turi stretched his neck through a few cracks to strain himself to look up at the palace. The smog cloud had been pushed aside and replaced with a mass of white fluffy clouds that started to litter the city with a light snow.

“General, Bravin, take care of Turi.” Mya shouted her orders as she took off towards the palace.

Making her way through the city as fast as she could, she passed by soldiers shattering their unfortunate enemies in random ways, still helping friends up from the ground, temporarily putting others to rest that were not affected by the resurrection spell. The ground was still slick in some spots making it difficult at times for her to find footing.

“Mya!” King Uridine called out from beside the Palace steps.

“Father. It’s Tharissa.” She slowed her pace slightly to respond to her father who had not made it back to the palace before the frost hit, his hair still wet from the thaw.

Without another word, he filed in behind his daughter who charged up the palace stairs and through the massive doors to the foyer.

• • •

“Tharissa.” Crying over her daughter, the Queen held a blanket over her daughter who had started breathing again.

“Mya?” She could barely get the word out.

“She’s not here child. It’s just me.” The Queen curled some of Tharissa’s hair behind her ear to keep it out of her face.

Tharissa never opened her eyes, took in small weak breaths while she lay in her mother’s arms.

“Rosen?” King Uridine ran into the room and staggered to a stop at the discovery.

Mya skidded to a halt beside him and took only a glance before rushing to the center of the room. Her father slowly stepped closer and closer, eyes focused on the three women.

“Mya.” Tharissa whispered.

“I am here sister.” Mya leaned down to get closer to her sister.

Out from under the blanket, Tharissa’s weak hand stretched out and came to rest on her sister’s cheek. Mya’s eyes shot open as if a shock of electricity slammed into her head. Suddenly, she was whisked through space and time towards a dark place, a dead city; Necrolis.

The vision whipped around from place to place through the city, bones of all sorts littered the streets. Darkness and shadow lurked around her as she skipped around uncontrollably. Finally coming to rest at the foot of a massive stone tower. It stretched up further than she could see, fading from view through a sky of blackish-grey. The walls were surrounded by two massive chains, circling around it like it was holding together a prison.

Another skip through the vision flushed her through the walls and into the tower itself, putting her beside a massive cave and in front of a small boy. The child dressed head to toe in a clean black suit sat in the middle of the cave crossed legged. He did not move and only watched with solid black eyes through deep black hair that looked to drip a misty shadow. A small smirk filled the child’s face before calmly closing his eyes.

“Bring it back.”

A haze in her mind blurred the reality around the child as he spoke.

“Brach igh vaush.” Everything shook again with each word. The depth of his voice was ancient, authority and obedience engulfed the cavern with every syllable.

She could not respond.

“Brach igh vaush.” The child calmly said again. “The last time. The war begins.”

Before Mya could try at another attempt to speak, she was whipped back into the tower room. Both mother and father knelt beside her, starring.

Mya, with wide eyes, looked at both of them between blinks and dropped her gaze to her sister, who had fallen asleep

“We have a problem.”


Chapter 5

The sun was starting to push its way through the cloud formations, battling with little sunbeams that danced over the bodies strewn around the city. A thin blanket of snow could still be seen in the shadows of buildings and tried to hide in the crevices of corpses. Buildings had a wet look about them from the frost which slowly was fading in the warmth of the day. Life was starting to come back to the frozen city.

Two heavily armour soldiers danced around the still battlefield, seemingly the only two left alive. One wielded a massive sword, and the other swung a huge mace. They would ping pong themselves back and forth between their frozen enemies as if it were a game.

“Rocksell, we should collect the General and get back to the palace. This ape of a monster won’t be hurting anyone now.” Trimble spoke in a deep gruff voice.

Turning to the massive ape like monster beside him, he pushed over a couple nearby ice sculptures, making room to get at the beast. Trimble was pre-occupied with a gleeful bounce between enemies, shattering them in a childlike manner.

The monstrous Gurge hulked over everything with its fist ready to strike. The frost nova had struck at the perfect time, hovering over Trimble with its vacant fierceness. Rocksell, very unconcerned with how the battle got to this point was so much more focused on the thrill of breaking a part what he could. After running out of the quick group to be broken, Rocksell slowed himself down and stopped at the foot of the large frozen block of an ape. In a childlike excitement, Trimble couldn’t help but laugh at the battle worn aged man so full of happiness.

“Alright fine, you can break it.” Trimble laughed again at the face Rocksell carried.

Again, like a child, Rocksell bounced closer to the massive ice sculpture and started bashing away on its leg with his mace, chunks of ice flying all over. As he worked his way through the supports of the beast, the rest of the body came tumbling down, shattering across the muddy ground into big blocks as it landed. Rocksell turned to Trimble with a huge smile on his face.

“The rest of the troops and can deal with everything else, let’s go get that old fool and the General, head back to the palace.”

Rocksell was silent in his response but acknowledged with a nod.

• • •

“I’m fine, don’t worry about me. That strong of a spell usually takes it out of me.” Turi stood, leaning against Bravin.

“Trimble, Rocksell. We should get up to the palace.” General Cotie tilted his head around Bravin and Turi to watch the two gruff soldiers trotting up the road.

Rocksell still had his goofy childlike grin on his face while Trimble could only shake his head at the curious glance General Cotie had towards the peppy soldier. The small group gathered their things and sheathed their weapons before making their way along the roadway. Turi handed over the hilt of the General’s weapon back to him and was greeted by a woeful pout.

“We are lucky that Eirolin has blessed the princess with his spirit, gives our people new chances after death. Unfortunately, Necrolin is still able to gather their souls before the spell takes place.” Turi pivoted his head left and right as they walked, watching the reborn soldiers helping each other. The rebuilding of the people and the city had already started around them.

“Glad you didn’t use the fire for this one?” General Cotie gave the old mage a side glance.

“Fire would have caused too much damage and would have been harder to contain after the revival.” Turi glared at him.

“We are lucky as well that Mya is able to perform such magic.” Bravin cut in.

“She has a gift like no other, most likely why everyone thinks Tyrolin has blessed her. Very well be true, but that blessing should be only for a melee combat, not extravagant spells. Her father is an accomplished mage and along with the Uridine bloodline, but there is definitely something else hidden there, something dangerous. The two sisters are a pair not to be taken lightly.” Turi spoke as he used Bravin as a crutch.

“Will we be able to forge a new blade?” General Cotie asked.

“Not likely, we may have to talk to the Gnomes about that. They may be able to make another blade but not the same.” Turi answered quickly.

The Generals shoulders dropped in disappointment.

“But my sword and Rocksell’s mace have the same type of enchantments, could she not use them as well?” Trimble tapped the hilt of his sword.

“Possible. The imbuement of earth you have on your sword and the lightning enchantment on Rocksell’s mace could be used, but they are older weapons and older spells, very unpredictable.” Turi pushed off Bravin to hobble along on his own.

“Don’t worry Rocksell, we won’t take it away from you unless we absolutely need to.” Trimble chuckled at the sad face his partner had on, worried and scared to lose his favorite toy.

“He still can’t speak?” Turi questioned the burly soldier.

“Fortunately.” Trimble laughed as Rocksell scowled back and punched his arm.

The rest of the party laughed at his response and carried on toward the palace.

• • •

“We all will need to talk when Turi gets back.” Mya curled her sister’s hair behind her ear as they placed her on the bed. “With Necrolin’s Cup in our world, the Dragon doesn’t seem so happy.”

“Probably why your sister is having troubles as well, the bargain between Eirolin’s spirit and Necrolin would be failing and he won’t be happy to release our people’s spirits that easy.” The King stood next to her with his arm over his wife’s shoulder.

“How would his cup be in our world anyway? Wouldn’t that open the Bridge and allow creatures from their realm into our world?” Mya looked up at her father.

“Something Turi will need to explain further.” He stretched out his hand toward her. “Let’s give Tharissa some quiet.”

Mya grabbed hold of his hand and was easily lifted from her seat beside her sister. Tharissa lay silent, sleeping against a collection of pillows. The three royalty made their way across the room as quiet as they could, shuffling across the mirror pond rug. The Queen looked back over her shoulder for a final check on her youngest before the door closed in behind them.

• • •

Faer stood on the edge of a circular courtyard, surrounded by pillars that stretched up to the sky and attached to nothing. They stretched up high enough to seem as though they held up the sky itself. The green hue marble stone that made up everything looked wet from the moisture of the melted earlier snow. Some collection of the white flakes could be seen built up in corners and in outer viewing ring.

The courtyard itself wasn’t all that large but still wide enough to get a good speed while running from side to side. The ground carried a white sand that looked soft enough to be silk and never seemed to be disturbed. A young woman with two short swords was battling a stationary wooden combat dummy. Her footprints would fill in as soon as she lifted them from the sand as if she were never there. Any spray from sliding her stance around would drain into itself as if the sand were water and the magic within kept things clean.

“You know the war was outside right?” Faer had a smirk on his face and lifted an eyebrow. The girl stopped her slashing at the dummy and glared his way.

Her face was very familiar, almost a mirror image of Mya. Everything about her looked the same, from height and weight, to the way she carried herself. Her hair was a little longer than Mya’s but black instead of Mya’s dark brown.

She did not look very happy at Faer’s comment, the deep blue of her eyes were like sharp sapphires that wanted to tear through him. She wore thick leather battle attire that held a clean and crisp look, hugging her body in strategic places; calves and upper shoulders that connected to a strap across her chest, shins, and to a corset like stomach guard. Tight black cloth filled in the places that the armour did not but still exposing a lot more skin than battle ready armour would typically cover. The two blades she carried barely reached the ground when she lowered them in rest.

“What would you know what a war is?” Her voice almost identical to Mya’s, if he did not know who she already was, he would have thought she the princess.

“Aside from the massive Darke army outside… Well, likely floating their way down to Necrolis by now, I know what war is. Thank you very much.” His tone didn’t help in his response, he coughed to stop and change the subject. “You are looking more and more like Mya these days.”

Gemini couldn’t hold in her laughter.

“We are twins dummy, figured that would have been a given. I take it Shershin was finally able to talk to you? Took you long enough to get here.” Gemini sheathed her weapons in the holds behind her waste so both blades crisscrossed and stuck out from her hips.

“Came as quick as I can, Mya and I just got back.” Gemini started to walk over to him. “Seems she wants us to head to Viewpoint Falls and head up some trails that don’t exist.”

“I’ve heard the request. Ever since I was a child, she has had such vague explanations and stories, always leaves out something important in her attempt to ‘educate’.” She dropped a hip in sarcasm as she quoted with her fingers.

“You would think we would get used to it.”

“Can never get used to it.” She cocked her head and gave Faer a sideways smirk. “We should go get our stuff and get going.”

“Yes. I will need to get a new pack and clean myself up first. Can I meet you back in the throne room in a cycle?” His request was accepted with a kind smiling nod.

“I have a bag already set up, so be quick.” Gemini patted him on the shoulder as she turned and left the training ring.

With a sigh, Faer looked back across the courtyard like he spotted something on the far side. Pausing for a moment in thought, he turned and left the training dummy standing alone, floating in the magical sand.

• • •

Mya sat in one of the thrones that sat on the dais. Her mother pacing back and forth in front of her, a single arm across her stomach and the other resting against while she pinched her top lip with her thumb and forefinger. King Uridine sat on the edge of the stairs, looking towards the large entry doors to the chamber.

“What happened with her up there?” Mya asked, watching her mother pace.

“Everything was going the same as always. If I could be in the room I would be, but you know, the spell would have torn me to pieces.” The Queen’s concern and worry for her daughter showed through her face.

“What would be affecting her then?”

“Rosenn, don’t think about it too hard. I am sure there is a reasonable explanation. Turi will know what the cause is.” The King reached back and caught his wife on one of her passes, gently stopping her with a reassuring rub of her leg.

“Maybe we need to take her to the Sigil and get a ward set up?” Mya questioned and made both her parent give her a stern stare of disapproval.

Standing from her seat at the sounds of the main door opening, she watched as a motley crew walked through the entry with the old librarian leading the way.

“Good, almost everyone is here.” Turi picked up his pace after a brief glance at who was standing at the back of the room.

“Almost everyone?” King Uridine asked.

“We need the other sister and my son.” Turi stopped at the bottom of the dais.

“Gemini should be still training and Faer went up to talk with Shershin.” Rosen answered the implied question.

“They should be here shortly.” Turi stepped up a couple steps and sat down next to the King.

“How are things in the city?” King Uridine looked up at the General as he approached with his lieutenants.

“A lot more casualties this time. Everything will need to get cleaned up outside the walls, but all the enemy will all melt away in the sunshine. I will arrange for burials of our own to take place and begin dismantling the camps. The Darke will be sore from today, Grinn is lost, Mordain is likely dead, the prep to bring more turtles and the Gurge this far south will be tough.” General Cotie rattled off his report in a typical military fashion.

“Might need to send you back to Gurglin, get a new blade from the Gnomes.” King Uridine’s words were met with a saddened look from the General.

“It was a needed loss; do we still have Harmin for the trade?”

“There should be just enough for them to craft a new blade and imbue it.” The King’s words were met with a thankful nod.

“Do I get a set of my own this time?” Gemini cut into the conversation as she walked through one of the side cloth doors.

Everyone turned to her as she came in.

“As always, we can get a second set put together for you when the Harmin is stored enough.” Her father quickly answered.

General Cotie smiled at Gemini when she strutted her way over to him and bumped him with her hip in a friendly hello.

“Where is my son?” Turi turned his head from his seat.

“He should be here soon, just needed to grab a new pack and clean up.” Gemini stepped around the General and patted the old mage on his head which was quickly swatted at.

Turi stood from his seat and stepped to the top of the dais. “We should start, and he can catch up when he gets here.” Turi stood to face the group.

“With the omen markers I have found and now with the knowledge that Necrolin’s Cup is actually in our world, the Chain of Necrolis will be weakened. Necrolin himself will be able to enter our realm and feed on the spirits of this world freely if we don’t’ do something.”

“The cup was his container, a guide if you will, for those who perished in this world and be able to find their way to the tower in the world of the dead. This allows Necrolin to ‘drink’ their life force and provide him a restrained power to keep the realm of the dead in order. This power, the power to balance the world of the dead with the world of the living is needed to be kept in check. The relic has a connection to the chains; it feeds them our spirit energy as we die. This energy keeps the gate to tower closed. Without the cup, Necrolin will become starved and the chains will not have enough power to hold back the dead, hold back himself from his thirst of our realm.”

“If the chains break, the Dragon will be able to take true form in our world and engorge his gluttony without check.” Turi took a second to let things settle with the group. “We need to gather all of the other relics that connect our world to the Dragon realm and get them back to their palace to reset the connections.”

“What relics are we needing?” King Uridine questioned.

“Necrolin’s cup is obvious, but we will need the Wing of Incinolin, the Mask of Freyolin, and the Spiri relic of the Mother.”

“And then what?” Mya cut in.

“The cup must be brought back to the Tower of the Dead and the other two Dragon pieces are needed to be held to allow the bearer of the cup to walk freely in their realms. The Spiri relic is the only unknown for location and what it is for, no one has ever seen it, no one even knows what it looks like. From what I have been told by Thron-din, the Iceclaw Shaman, the Spiri relic is absolutely needed for anything being done with the Dragon Realm.” Turi took a long breath.

“So you’re saying we need to find these relics that no one has ever seen before, from somewhere that no one knows of where they are, to a place that children are told about in scary bedtime stories, and use them in a way that no one knows of with another item that is so unknown, that we don’t even have a starting point?” Mya carried a sarcastic tone in her voice.

“Pretty much.” Turi shrugged.

“And how do you know all this?” Gemini asked.

“We have very little written in our library, but the Iceclaws have been the guardians for most of these kinds of relics and texts for thousands of years. They were nice enough to educate me through the years. The Sigil has also allowed me to read a few of their volumes about the Spiri, but nothing about their relic or their relation to the Dragon’s.”

“So all we have to do is find three more relics and then a gate to the realm of the dead? Sounds awfully cliché adventure to me.” Mya sat back down on her throne in a huff.

The room fell silent.

“Gemini are you…” Faer walked through the side cloth door looking down at the glove he was pulling on and stopped in his tracks as everyone turned to him.

“Excellent, you’re here.” Turi ushered him to come closer to the group. “I take it Shershin has spoken with you?”

Faer nodded.

“We were just about to leave to the falls.”

“Good, good. Then Mya must head to Colde and get passage through the Stone Giant Forest to talk with the Iceclaws about the relics.” Turi turned to Mya who was sitting hunched over her knees with her chin on her hands.

“And what has happened to Tharissa?” The King cut through the silence.

“I am not fully sure but likely with her energy being sapped away to pull our spirits back from the Necrolin’s grasp. It seems that during one of those spells, a returning soul took the cup and escaped with it years ago.” Turi took a long breath.

“Tharissa’s soul would need to travel to the realm of the dead to parlay with Necrolin to stop the funneling of their energy into the chains and be able to come back to our world. With her there, she herself is likely to be susceptible to the Dragon’s touch, which likely is the cause and decaying her soul.”

The Queen caught her breath and sat on the other throne next to Mya in hearing Turi’s words.

“What can we do?” Mya looked up from her hands. “We also ran into some shadowy lizard like figure in the basement passages.” The room fell silent and both King Uridine and Turi’s head snapped to her with stares of concern.

“When?” Her father urgently asked.

“While Faer and I were coming through the lake passage to the library.”

“Minions of the Gate Keeper, servants of shadow and assassins of Necrolin from the Dragon realm. Furhdrae.” King Uridine lowered his head in thought.

“With the chains being weakened, it is likely they are able to enter our world and search for the relics. Their goal to remove anyone who will block their master in coming to our world in his true form.” Turi spoke.

“That’s what they look like.” Mya whispered under her breath.

“They will make things more difficult, everyone should be on their guard from here on out.” Turi spoke over Mya’s whispers. “As for Tharissa, all we can do is make her comfortable as she becomes weaker and until we can get Necrolin to remove his grasp of her. Thron-din will know what to do with this, sadly it is beyond my healing ability.”

“Then we should probably get on with it.” Mya slammed her feet against the stone floor as she stood. “I will need to change my clothes and get a new pack together but if you two can wait another hour, I can meet you down at the gates and we can all leave together.”

“It will be nice to travel together with you again.” Gemini smiled at her.

Mya spun on her heels towards the back entry.

“Hold up, I will come with you to pack. Speed things up a bit.” Gemini followed Mya through the back doorway and both disappeared beyond.

“General, you will need to head to Gurglin and get a new blade, Rocksell and Trimble can lead the cleanup with Bravin.” The king’s orders were met with strong nods all around salutes from the three soldiers. “Bravin, make sure those two don’t get too carried away.”

Bravin gave a gentle bow and ushered the two lieutenants back towards the large doors. With a heavy thunk of the hinges, they were gone. General Cotie gave another salute with his fist against his chest and exited the throne room by a side entry near the main door, his footsteps echoing with each strike of metal on stone.

Faer looked back to the door where the twins left with a sigh. “Suppose I have to wait.”

“Be thankful that they are going with you boy. It will teach you more than just a book.” Turi grumbled his way.

“There is so much more here that I should be keeping an eye on though.”

“Like what?” Turi gave him a suspicious look.

“Someone has to protect the palace.” Faer trailed off. “The library and my studies.” Faer dropped his head slightly.

Turi gave him another suspicious look and smiled. “It will be good for you to spend some time out of the palace.”

“That’s what you said last time.” Faer dropped his head further in protest and made his way to the front entry, disappearing with a solid bang like Bravin’s party.

“I will never understand that boy, he gets odder every day.” Turi spoke to himself as he vanished behind one of the side cloth doors.

Both King and Queen watched as their throne room slowly diminished down to just the two of them. Left together in the silence of the stone.

“We should go check on Tharissa.” The Queen stood from her chair and lightly grabbed King Uridines forearm.

Looking down at her, he smiled and nodded.

• • •

“Did you find anything fun this time?” Gemini trotted up beside Mya in the back-palace corridor.

“We did find Necrolin’s Cup on Mount Guul. And then there was an odd rune by Mirror Lake that I was hoping to ask Turi about. There were a few other findings, but nothing terribly extravagant.” Mya gave Gemini a gentle shoulder bump as she caught up.

“Can I see the rune?”

“It is in my book that’s in my bag at the entry to the palace. I will need to grab it before we leave, so I can show you then.” Mya stopped just outside a set of elegantly detailed doors.

Lifting a latch near the middle of the door, Mya pushed gently against it, slowing swinging it into the room. The bedroom was clean and a well-kept. The far side carried a massive set of windows that overlooked a beautiful courtyard full of flowers and blossoming trees.

The mountain range behind the palace could be seen within the courtyard, making part of the defensive wall for the palace that stretched up beyond. A large fluffy looking bed made up with green blankets sat off to the left side wall with a large stone fireplace across from it. Charred marks from years of use blackened the hearth and inside. Nothing but a small cactus looking plant sat on the mantle and a large portrait of the royal family rested above. A small sitting area in front of the fireplace neighbored a movable cloth separating wall that blocked the view of a stone tub. The big basin wedged itself into the corner of the room but had candles and a wooden table next to it that made it very welcoming.

As Mya walked into the room, she pulled off her tunic and threw it onto the bed. The small dagger bounced against her lower back making her cringe at the touch of cold steel. She quickly unhooked it and dropping it with the other belts to the floor with each step. Keeping her attention on the already filled tub next to the window, it was hard to not see her excitement to get into the water.

“There should be mostly made up pack in the closet, will just need a cloak stuffed into it.” Mya pointed off toward the bed as she hopped along, pulling off her boots one by one. Finally kicking off her leggings, she slid into the warm waters.

“Sounds like you saved the day again out there. And, Tharissa is under the weather again.” Gemini laughed as she made her way to the far side of the room and disappeared into the small closet alcove beside the bed.

“It is not all me, another mage is required for the catalyst on those spells. Tharissa doesn’t ever get to leave the palace, she does get the bad end of the Dragon’s deal.” Mya called out from the tub waters.

“No one can pull off those spells, you have a gift.” Gemini called out from her hiding place.

Mya half smiled with one side of her face and nodded to herself.

“The green pack, correct?”

“Yea, it should already have everything needed.” Mya could hear her sister rummaging around with things briefly before appearing out from the closet with the backpack in hand.

“Funny that you have these prepared. All the time.” Gemini placed the bag on the edge of the bed and sat beside it. “I wish I could come with you to the Iceclaws instead of with Faer to the falls. I swear that woman is trying to make something happen between the two of us.”

“I doubt that, Shershin knows better. Can you get me a dry cloth?”

Gemini stood and grabbed a draped sheet off the partition. Taking a few more steps closer to the tub, Mya stood from the water and grabbed it from her. Stepping into it as she existed the tub, Mya wrapped the sheet around her. Water from her body absorbed into the cloth made it hug against her front, showing her form through the sheet.

“Now hurry up and get dressed.” Gemini spanked her bare bottom as she walked by.

Mya jumped into a brisk speed towards the closet alcove, squeezing the bottom of her hair into the sheet along the way.

“When was the last time we were able to go out together?” Mya called out from the closet.

“Two years maybe. We went to Kalstin for the Solstice Festival. Do you think people know about what happened yet?”

“We were the only ones there, how would they?” Mya’s echoed voice was still easy to hear.

“Shershin tends to know things without anyone mentioning anything.”

“I don’t think she or anyone knows about it, we have kept it a secret. Probably for the best anyway, I doubt people would approve or even be remotely understanding.”

Gemini laughed.

“Could see Tharissa being just as jealous as she always is though.”

Mya laughed from the closet.

“Definitely.” Mya exited the cubby with her new attire. “Let’s get going, Faer is probably already at the gate.”

She had high boots that covered most of her legs, much like her previous outfit; covered in buckles that came up to just below her knees and led into a dark grey tight pant legging. Her torso had a short fabric that covered the bottom half of her breasts and broke into straps that twisted their way around her stomach, crisscrossing in the front and back.

“You forgot the cloak.” Mya held up a dark green cloak and gave her sister a smirk causing her to blush slightly. “What were you doing in there?”

“I had other things on my mind.” Gemini grabbed the pack from the bed and tossed it over to Mya who quickly stuffed the cloak through the top.

“Too bad we must head off so quickly, even one night together would be nice. Always have to rush off without any time to catch up and unwind.” Mya pulled the backpack over her shoulders and bounced it into place.

“Suppose we will have to do what we can along the way until we split up.” Gemini smiled.

“Where is your bag?” Mya asked.

“Faer has all our stuff. Let’s go grab your book and meet up with him.”

With a laughing smile to each other and a light sigh at the brief catch up, the two wandered back into the corridor, closing the bedroom door behind them.

• • •

Faer paced back and forth between the edges of the burnt and broken arch for the gate. Kicking the odd little stone as they came across his continuous loop. Muttering annoyed words under his breath before stopping to check the city street from time to time. He finally stopped moving when the two girls rounded one of the buildings and into the main road.

It did not take long for the two of them to reach him. He watched as they closed in, talking to each other and giggling at the odd comment. Faer could only purse his lips and shake his head in his frustrations.

“About time you two got here.” Faer could only glare at them from over top his crossed arms.

“You’re lucky we came as early as we did; we could have spent way more time up there.” Gemini scolded him back and stuck out her tongue at him.

Mya bumped her with her hip and laughed.

“We have everything then?” Faer bounced his pack and held out another bag towards Gemini.

The twins nodded together.

“Will be a handful of days to the gate, and then another to the bottom of the falls. From there, we will need to split up.” Mya spoke in an upbeat tone, looking forward to getting back out on the trail.

“Good. Would rather stay back and keep studying, so the sooner we get this done, the quicker I can come back and finish what I need to do.” Faer look at the girls with a sideways glance before starting down the road.

“Who knows, maybe we can make an adventurer out of him yet.” Gemini laughed and jogged up next to Faer.

Mya shook her head and smiled. Looking up into the finally clear day, any sign of the siege against the blue sky had gone and a cheerful ringing of birds chirping across the muddy field almost erased that it ever happened. Bouncing her pack against her back again, checking that her dagger was in its sheath, she pulled on one of her shoulder straps and popped into a trot, quickly catching up to her two companions.


Chapter 6

The moon rest against the peak of the mountain like an ice-cream scoop about to fall off a cone, shining brightly and illuminating the countryside below. Glittering snow spread across the side of Mount Guul and stretched across the plains like a blanket tucking in the region for the night.

The snow crept as far as the eye could see, from the fires at the port of Kalstin, signaling wayward travelers that the safety of the city was close. A handful of little towns stuck out of the blanketed white province like hot stones melting the cold around them. A brighter than normal glow could be seen from the southernmost town of Tarna, expanding slowly into the night sky, battling against the moons glow.

Dominic knelt behind a sweaty female who was on all fours on a messy bed. The bright moonlight streamed through the windows, glistening off his chiseled naked body. The woman’s moans filled the night air as he thrust again and again into her, filling the room and out into the empty streets. He thrust harder and harder until her screams bellowed out into a climax. Collapsing to the bed in a series of heavy breaths, fluids dripped from both as the night’s festivities concluded as he fell beside her on the roughed-up sheets.

“Always enjoy our visits.” The woman huffed out between catching her breath.

“Practice makes perfect, right?” Dominic chuckled as he spoke.

The two rolled onto their backs and took long breaths, trying to slow their hearts.

“The moon is very bright tonight.” The woman rested on Dominic’s chest and looked towards the open window to the glowing city.

“A lot brighter than it normally is, must be all the snow we have had this season.” Dominic followed her gaze toward the open window.

“Should close that before it gets too crisp in here.”

Dominic slid off the side of the bed and walked over to the window. The light from the moon made the sweat on his body sparkle with its silvery light. Reaching up to grab the shutters, he looked down to the village below to see a handful of people running from their homes with a curious haste. Following the runners with his gaze, he noticed that the skyline around the city had a haze and a lot more orange than it should be.

“Hurry, get a move on.” A voice called out from the street below from somewhere out of sight.

Dominic leaned out of the bedroom to see if he could find where the voice was coming from. Another small group charged into view with packs on their backs. Through a squinted glare, he could make out that they were his neighbours that had been living beside him since he first came to Tarna.

“Something’s up.” Dominic spoke as he kept his eyes on the escaping groups below.

“Again? I might need a second to let things settle down, you gave me a solid helping tonight.” The woman held herself up on her elbow and rubbed one of her breasts with the palm of her hand, trying to get rid of an itch.

“No, I think something might be going on outside.” Dominic turned around and grabbed a sheet that was draped over a nearby chair. Wiping it all over his body to dry off, he tossed it over to the woman on his bed.

“I am going to go check it out.”

Before he could get to his pants on the floor, his door slammed open and two lightly armoured, brawny men stormed into the room with swords and knocked him to the floor.

“This isn’t the pub you Jurcunde.” The first armed man voiced his anger before quickly spotting the naked woman on the bed trying to cover herself with a blanket. “Looks like a prize for our trouble though.”

The second man looked over his shoulder with eyes wide.

“Not’ing like starting off the night with getting our dicks wet, looks like she is all ready to go.” The second hooligan pushed his way into the room while he spoke and dropped his blade to the floor, quickly reaching for the tie on his trousers.

Dominic did not waste any time. He grabbed the dropped sword and thrust it toward the man grabbing at his pants, sending it through his hand and into his privates. A howl of pain shocked the first raider who was not ready and stumbled back as his friend collided into him, staggering him off balance.

“The fuck mate, we were just wanting a good time before we let loose tonight.” The first brigand caught himself on the door as the other fell to the ground moaning in agony, holding his crotch.

Again, without a hesitation, Dominic advanced forward with his bloody weapon. The other was ready this time and caught his blade with his own and forced him back into the room. With blade on blade erupting into the night air, the bout was going to be difficult to carry on with the tightness of the bedroom.

Defending was easy with the feeble offensive attempts in the available space. The intruder pushed him back into the room until he was almost to the back wall before Dominic bumped into a chair. Steel on steel continued to fill the room as the woman let out a sharp yelp from each clash. Dominic was agile for his size, easily ducking and dodging his way from swings. Some of which would have easily got tangled in clothing, if he were wearing any.

With a fast, open swing of the raiders weapon, the strike was easily parried and sent the tip of the blade wide, towards the bed. In an uncontrolled deflection, the sword buried deep into the woman’s chest and sent her doubling back off the bed from the impact.

An opening to take advantage of, Dominic spun back around with a counter and plunged his stolen blade into the side of the combatant in an upward angle. In a gurgle of blood, the raider fell dead heavily on top of his naked sparring partner, bringing him to the ground. Dominic lay still, trying to catch his breath from the bout.

Shaking his head in anger, he wriggled his way out from under the corpse and focused his attention on the wounded moaning man who still was holding his crotch. With blood splatter on his face and across his body, Dominic reached down and grabbed the shirt of the dying man.

“Who in Necrolin’s name are you and what are you doing here?” Shaking the raider with a jerk. “Answer me.”

The raider laughed and spit a mouthful of blood in his face, forcing Dominic to let him go, dropping him to the floor. With a wipe on the inside of his elbow he cleaned it what he could but still smeared the red, painting his face further. Dominic drove his sword through the wounded raiders eye, pinning him to the floor. The room fell silent as he looked over his shoulder to the other two bodies strewn about the bedroom.

Creeping back into the middle of the room to assess the dead, Dominic kept a keen eye out for any further intruders. A creek in the floorboard behind him made him spin around quickly with his guard up, sending his penis whipping around. His erect member was quickly grabbed by a girl who had somehow snuck up on him but kept low enough to keep out of the way of any strike he had.

“Watch it with that thing would you. Should put that away before you cut it off.” The girl flung it away from her face in a comical fashion.

“Chyla, what in Freyolin’s name are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here to see this.” Dominic quickly turned to grab at a sheet in an unproductive attempt to cover himself.

“Oh relax, it’s not like I haven’t seen it all before or have seen plenty of private parts. Besides, I have no desire to have anything to do with what you have going on down there.” Chyla stood up with and smirk and stepped back into the doorframe, trying not to laugh.

“I was talking about the corpses you little weirdo. What are you doing with a hand in your crotch?” Dominic questioned as he dropped the sword on the bed and grabbed the pair of trousers from the floor.

Chyla smiled again. “No you weren’t.”

Dominic scowled at her.

“I’ve been bored all day and have been trying to keep myself just before climax since dinner. I seem to have soaked my under garment straight through.” Pulling her hand out from under her leggings, she stretched her hand out and expanded her fingers to show a stringy fluid between her fingers. “See?”

“I don’t need to see that Chyla, what’s wrong with you?” He could only shake his head.

“Nothing, I was bored, it’s fun, and it feels good.” Chyla leaned against the edge of the bed, stuffing her hand back down her pants.

Dominic finished getting dressed, pulling a dark wrinkled shirt over his head that was rescued from the floor. Finally dressed, Dominic sat on a small chair in the corner next to a small wooden table and looked around the room again at the chaos. Wrinkling his mouth up in curiosity at each corpse, his gaze finally came to rest on the girl leaning against the bed, still with a hand between her legs.

Chyla was quite short and her clothing made it look like she was a lot older than she was. A tight shirt displayed a very mature set of breasts that she had somehow pushed into it without ripping. It came down to a very short skirt that she had obviously ripped to be shorter, enough to be able to see her the odd finger wiggling below as she played with herself. Some of her calf could be seen before tall pair of black boots took over and ran down to her feet. The boots were complicated looking, like she had taken a black ribbon and wrapped it around each leg hundreds of times to make them.

“Do you really have to keep doing that?” Dominic pulled his gaze from Chyla and stood to look out the window.

Chyla did not answer and only gave a shudder against her playful hand, trying to hold back her excitement and having to support herself with the edge of the bed.

Small groups of raiders could be seen running from building to building below, kicking in the odd door in or just disappearing into a lane street or side street. It was hard to make them out, even with the bright moon and orange glow from the city. The ominous glow gave signal that the raiders had set fire to most of the city.

“We should probably get out of here before more show up.” Chyla stammered a little bit as she spoke, trying to keep back her orgasm.

Dominic spun on his heels, walked back to the entry and knelt beside the warm corpse to inspect further. His clothing was obviously foreign, made of an odd wool fiber mixed with small leather strips into a sturdy light armour that was placed in sensitive areas from head to toe. A large scarf style item wrapped around his neck and across his shoulders that looked to be used mainly for cold climates or the odd storm. Working down the torso to a small pouch tied to a thick leather belt.

Pulling the strings of the pouch to loosen the top, Dominic dropped what few items were inside onto his palm and rolled them around with the edges of his fingers to explore. A larger coin made of wood and a smaller silver coin, each carrying an insignia of school of sharks swimming in a circle with a skull in the middle. The metal coin had a single strike on angle across the insignia and through the skull which had four small horns from the top of its head that cascaded down in a menacing and demonic way.

“What did you find?” Chyla, still pleasuring herself, pushed off from the bed and slowly walked over to get a better look.

“Bardain, could be Sigil. Doesn’t make sense though. Why would they travel this far North, beyond the straight to the mainland? Especially into Estar and not Durindal.” Holding up both coins and leaning his head to one side, to bring them into the light of the moon. Dominic rotated them back and forth to try and make out a few smaller markings on the edges.

“With a force large enough to maraud a village?” Chyla shuddered again through her words.

“They are pirates by nature, brigands with a thief for a King. Usually travel in large groups to begin with, this one is smaller, why I am thinking Sigil. If it were a true Bardain army, they would have easily enough to storm into Kalstin port. Wouldn’t make it far into the city but still would have a solid go of it.” Dominic dropped the coin and pouch and peered over his shoulder at her.

“I know I’m just a ‘child’, but like I said before, we should get out of here.”

“We won’t get far with you fingering yourself, you’re going to need both hands for us to make our escape.” Dominic shook his head at her.

“Don’t worry about me, get your stuff together so we can get out of here.” Chyla leaned back against the bed again.

Dominic shook his head and stepped to the two bodies next to the bed and grabbed a large brown pack that sat against the wall. Stretching back over the corpses in hopes to not to squeak the floorboards, Dominic pulled on a small pile of assorted nick knacks that tumbled down to the floor.

Chyla made a surprised whimpering noise which made him look over his shoulder quickly. Finally bringing herself to climax with a full body shake, he shook his head at her again before turning back to the small collection strewn in front of the closet. Chyla held back her excitement as much as she could with minimal noises. The movement of her fingers slowed enough for her fluids to collect and string down from between her legs, connecting to her exposed skin on her leg and into her boot. With another full body shudder, she pushed herself from the bed.

“That was a long time coming, have to try and go longer next time. Damn raiders getting in the way of a little fun.” Chyla shook her head and smiled as she pulled her hand out from under her skirt, wiping off what liquids remained on her finger on the bedsheets.

“Can you focus please, you should get something else to wear. It’s cold out there.”

“I am ready to go, the cold never bothered me. The fire of passion burns within me, keeps me warm.” With a large grin on her face, Chyla stretched her arms up tall, cracking her spine in a couple places.

Finishing his rummaging in the closet, Dominic grabbed a small pan and a small wrap of rations, quickly stuffing them into the pack. Staying on his haunches, he waddled back and forth grabbing at things he deemed worthy taking for their escape and stuffing them into his bag. Finally getting some footwear, a short pair of boots with thick laces were snagged before he stood tall.

Stepping backwards with them, he sat on the edge of the bed and placed his pack on the legs of his dead lover. With a quick tug, both boots were pulled on and the laces knotted around the back and wrapped to the front before tying them for their final knot. Shaking his feet back and forth to shuffle things around inside for more comfort, he stood with a sigh.

“Are you quite ready?” Chyla dropped a hip with her hand on it and gave him an annoyed look.

“Just need my jacket and we can go. Don’t you need anything, who knows how long we will be out for?”

“For the love of Freyolin Dom, I will be ok. I’ve gone three years without parents, I think I can handle a little night escape through the snowy plains past a bunch of water-logged raiders.” She tip toed her way toward the open door and stuck her head into the darkness beyond.

The stair leading down into the lane was dark, the torch was out, as were many others leading from one side of the lane. She could see the odd group of civilians trying to get from door to door in hopes of not being seen. In the light well down into the city, raiders could be seen kicking over barrels or dropping a torch at the base of a building, starting a new fire to add to the blaze.

A group of four could be seen across the street through a window of the inn. The innkeeper could also be seen, resting against the glass with a knife to his throat while random arms or legs popped up from the bottom of the pane, likely from his wife trying to escape while the other raider had their way with her.

“How’s it looking?” Dominic slid his arms through the sleeves of a fur lined jacket that had a large hood lined with the same fur, and small hoop buckles on either side to clasp it closed around the chin and lower face.

“We have maybe a minute or two before there is an opening. They seem busy with the innkeeper’s wife.” Chyla slipped back into the room

“Take this.” Dominic tossed her a similar fur lined jacket as he wore. Smaller, but looked very close to the same as he was wearing.

She caught it before it could hit her face. “You still have this?”

“Can’t throw away good tailoring, just put it on and get ready.”

Chyla slid her arms through the sleeves and clipped the buckles together tight against her body without another complaint.

Dominic slung a strap of his backpack over his shoulder, keeping a hand on it to minimize the noise it made. Sliding across the floor and around the corpse at the door, he popped his head out slowly to get an eye on the street for himself. As she said, the group across the street in the inn was busy but otherwise quiet enough for their escape. For such a force to get this far into the city, surprisingly there was not a lot of commotion happening.

“With the torches out, we will have enough cover, but we have to be fast and quiet as we head for the east side of town.” Dominic put a hand on her shoulder to make sure she was listening. “Stop at the market clearing before we move out of the protection of the building shadows. Once we are out into the snow, the moon will light our way but will also show others where we are. Once we get to that point be ready to pick up the pace and you need to keep up. Hopefully we can get clear and to the gate before anyone notices us.” Dominic whispered to Chyla who kept her eyes on the rape scene across the street.

“Roger that Captain.”

With a count of his fingers, Dominic started out the doorway on the third strike and got to the bottom of the stairs quicker than she expected. Chyla was able to meet his speed and his movements, as if she were truly his shadow. Stopping at the edge of the building, she waited a moment for him to make sure the group in the inn did not catch their movement down the stairs and then peered around the corner, into the street.

Chyla could see that Dominic was confused at the lack of presence the army had for their raid. There was no one around beyond the odd small cluster of soldiers here and there. Rounding the corner into another tight street, the two slithered through broken cascaded light from torches and tried to keep their tracks out of fresh snow. Stopping from time to time at edges of buildings to scout, the lack of threats could be seen in his demeanor, it was unsettling.

Keeping as close as she could to him, Chyla watching him like a mentor. Her eyes carried over from years of the look, from the help he offered her through the years after her parents fell. He had continued her training with blades, martial combat and survival. Being almost twice her height, it made some of the training a little difficult but, forced her learn that much faster. The movement of her eyes gave away her studious gaze; to learn, to know, to perfect.

“We are close.” Dominic whispered over his shoulder and opened his palm in signal to slow.

“Hunter! Set those fires and head over to the North edge, we have to get everything started before we leave.” An authoritative order voice called over the crackling of the burning city.

Sounds of salutes slapping to chests could be heard before the shuffling of feet disappeared, melting into the city. No one could be seen from their vantage on the edge of the stone foundation. The fires that the raiders were setting were getting a lot higher and hotter. There would not be much left once things turned to coals. Buildings were collapsing in on themselves, flaming corpses able to be seen just inside and strewn about the market grounds. The raiders had done their job well.

“Jurcunde villagers. Didn’t even know what hit them. Everything should be burnt to the ground before the city guard gets here. Did we find it?” Another leadership voice yelled from across the market.

“The monks didn’t have it, must be in the next town.” The first voice sounded again.

“Circle South through town and I will head North to meet on the far side of town. Collect the others along the way, let them know we need to be out in an hour, before the sun rises.”

Clattering of troop footsteps could be heard fading off in the opposite direction while a single set headed toward their hiding spot. The footsteps carried a small extension of the burning city, likely a torch in hand that could easily pin point the time they had left in hiding. The pursuing light wrapped around the end of the mortared foundation where they knelt and a lightly armoured boot popped into sight, crunching what little snow was left from the heat of the blaze. The stride which the man kept was small, leisurely and without fear.

Just as the soldier came into view, Dominic sprang into action and wrapped his large muscles around the man’s throat, covering his mouth quickly to not make a sound. With a quick palm to the side of his head, Dominic thrust his skull against the stones of the building. The force he pushed against created a disgusting crunching sound with squishing noises, as if he were stepping on a collection of juicy insects. Blood exploded out of the man’s mouth and across the side of the wall. The raider quickly fell limp and slid down to the ground, lifeless, blood slowly oozing out into the snow, staining it in dark red.

“Was that necessary?” Chyla poked him with a finger.

“Probably not, but one less we might have to deal with later.” Dominic shrugged.

“I should have put on new underwear; these ones are getting cold with how wet they were.” Chyla fidgeted her hips from side to side.

“Would have been smart to change all around like I said.” Dominic shook his head again and looked back out into the market.

“Will be nice to say goodbye to this Jurcunde town, not nearly enough excitement for me.” Chyla chuckled under her breath.

“This wasn’t enough excitement? Tarna is a nice town. You just need to let it grow on you.”

“Not a chance. Maybe if I was content with just sitting around with my thumb up my butt.”

“I thought you enjoyed that?” Dominic quietly laughed.

“Maybe with the mayor’s daughter, that would keep me around.” Chyla put a sinister grin on her face.

Dominic chuckled again and shook his head. “Let’s move, looks like we have a clear shot out of the city and nothing beyond. Should be able to get to the Wind Gate before daybreak”

They both kept close to the ground as they moved along the edge of the market, skirting by the carnage of the burning stalls. The fire in the city had taken over which made it difficult to keep in the shadows or hide themselves against a building. As they were getting close to edge of the market, the edge of the city could be seen fading into a stretch of open snowy plain. The break between moonlight and destruction could be seen in the distance, battling the light from the fire. The shine of silvery white light against the orange yellow haze made a kaleidoscope of colours against the snow, it called to them like a homage of survival.

Before too long, the full view of the town behind them spiraled up like a massive torch. Buildings could be seen collapsing into themselves, the odd scream of death soared over the inferno, or the clattering of steel on steel from villagers attempts at defending their home. Sounds of chaos extended into the countryside, notifying everyone that Bardain was there.

The two trudged through the snow which became deeper and deeper the further from the city they got. With each sweeping hill, the valleys collected blown snow made it even deeper, forcing them to slow and have Dominic rescue her from the depths. With a short rise in the countryside, it was enough to bring them above the plains and get a good vantage of the carnage they escaped.

Tarna was a smaller city in the South of the province, a getaway home for a lot of people trying to escape life of the port or the mountain to the North. Quickly turning to ash, burning the lives of everyone invested in its growth, the home which was their home was no more.

“The town had a garrison stationed but for some reason they had been called back to the port a week earlier.” Dominic sighed. “We didn’t have a chance.”

“Was it really home though?” Chyla asked.

“For me it was, for a long time. You and your father only came for a short stay.”

“And he didn’t even stay for very long.”

“Chyla Redlash. Your parents had to leave, no reason to blame them for you being here or the plight we find ourselves in.”

“They were nobody anyway, I didn’t need their weakness to begin with.” Trying to hold back her tears with a furrowed brow, the fire from Tarna dancing in her eyes.

With a shake of his head, Dominic placed his hand on Chyla’s shoulder in an attempt at condolence. She said nothing as she watched the fires. Shaking her head of the sadness, Chyla turned towards the night and crunched her way through the deep snow.

“She is strong Torin. Stronger than you thought she would be. Steel yourself old friend, that time will come. Her passion will overtake the light you hold so dear.” Dominic spoke to himself while he watched the inferno.

Nodding to himself a final time, he turned and waded through the snow to catch up with the short girl trying to trail blaze. With a final look, over his shoulder to the hellfire engulfing the city, Dominic turned back to the empty snow field in front of them and flipped up his hood. Shambling along through the snow, the two faded into the light of the moon like a mirage to a desert and slipped into the night.


Chapter 7

Glow from the torches made a corona against the massive gate wall. Being a lot smaller than the light should be, it looked like there were a few burnt out as the sun started to creep over the Emerald Mountains to the North. A handful of guards could be seen rustling about doing menial tasks or just standing watch.

The structure for the gate was an obelisk like structure, stretching high enough to compete against the mountain ranges on either side, creating a connection between the two. Made entirely of handmade stone, there was the odd opening for the odd window that a body could be seen stationed in or pacing back and forth by.

Dominic and Chyla made their way up the road to the main gate in a cautious pace without looking like something was wrong. The road widened with each step, mud and stone stretching out wide to take in the full breath of the gate. Within the main entrance was a massive portcullis, made with a thick bar that look like it could hold back even the strongest army. A large cart sat off to the side with nothing within. A few animal hide tarps covered a collection of crates that rested beside. What looked like poles to a tent rested against the back of the cart that had a small sack dangling from the top. No horses could be seen in the area, no merchants or signs of travelers waiting for passage through the gate.

“Something is wrong, be ready.” Dominic whispered down to Chyla as they got close to the first set of guards.

“Morning folks, where we coming from and where we heading to today?” One of the smaller guards stepped forward as they approached.

“Just heading through to Dampth.” Dominic kept his head lowered slightly to hide his some of his face with his hood.

“And coming from?” The guard kept his hand on the hilt of his blade.

“We are residents of Estar, just passing through.” Dominic kept his head lowered.

“We need to log where you are coming from sir, or we ain’t letting you through.” The other two guards closer to the walls overheard the raised voice and started to make their way closer.

“This is the first time we have been stopped at the gate, why is it closed?” Dominic tried to change the conversation.

“Royal business. Been a request from the castle. City is looking for a fugitive.” The other two soldiers had drawn their swords before reaching the conversation.

“Good luck with your search then, come on.” Dominic placed a hand on Chyla’s back and started forward to be stopped by the talkative guard’s sword.

“I told you, no one is to go through without being logged.” His toned was a lot more aggressive.

“You have an odd accent sergeant, are you not originally from Estar?” With Dominic’s words, the aggressive soldier quickly glanced back at his advancing backup to ask for direction.

“Looks like just a man and his daughter, let them through.” One of the back soldiers spoke up while sheathing his sword.

“Let them through, don’t fit the description anyway.” The other spoke and sheathed his sword as well.

The other soldiers followed suit and relaxed their stance. Tension in the air still hung with the obscurity of the conversation.

With a nod, Dominic and Chyla kept their heads low with their hands in their pockets and started out again through the gate. The could feel the eyes of a dozen guards watching them creep under the portcullis. Voices rang over the quiet morning air to let them through. With the gate being barely high enough for them to walk under, they slowly made their way through the opening. Four more guards rest against the wall on the other side that were chatting amongst each other. As Chyla passed by the closest, he reached out and grabbed the part of her rear end that was showing below her skirt.

“Tight little ass girl, care to give us a piece?”

Before anyone could laugh at his comment, Chyla spun around with a solid straight punch to his crotch, keeling him over. All three others sprang into action, pulling their sword out ready to kill. Chyla backed up slightly, almost bumping into Dominic.

“Ain’t the right thing to do missy.” One of the three spoke behind their helmet guard.

“No man is allowed to grab my ass. I would let us keep moving gentlemen.” Chyla clenched her fists and shifted her stance.

Dominic kept his hands in his pockets and slid his foot to be ready.

The three lunged forwards.

She was too fast for them and slid to the side, punching the first in the gut and sent him to the ground in a heap. The other two tried to keep up and spun around widely with their steel, hoping to connect.

Again, she was too fast. Circling around, she grabbed the hand of the second guard and spun with him, pushing his momentum back and around toward the third. The sword speedily penetrated the stomach of the man, dropping him to his knees coughing up blood. The final guard couldn’t collect his thoughts fast enough to understand what happened, Chyla was already on him, sweeping his feet from under him. As he connected with the ground, his sword and helmet went bouncing across the ground.

“You should have listened mate.” Chyla grabbed the front of the soldier’s chest plate, glaring into his eyes.

“Let him be, we need to get going.” Dominic glanced up toward the gates window where archers could be seen getting ready.

Chyla looked up.

“You’re lucky we need to go.” With another glare into the scared man’s eyes, Chyla pushed him back to the ground and flipped up her hood.

The call to arms above them rang out shortly before the two kicked off and ran away from the gate. The odd arrow would strike the ground wide, making them change their direction slightly as to not run in a straight line, but their speed would have been enough to outreach the arrows alone. It was not long before they were comfortably out of range and slowed to stop and check for anyone in pursuit.

“Figures the Bardain raiders would have the gate as well. No merchants, gate almost closed, we actually got stopped, and no mention of the fire in Tarna. We could probably keep a normal pace from here on; they won’t send someone after us.” Dominic scanned the Wind Gate to watch what little movement there was aside from the wounded being hauled back into the stone walls.

“Sure about that?” Chyla cocked her eye up at him.

“They have other objectives in Estar it seems, we are just two civilians. The port should get word of it quick enough and send out a regiment. One we get to Dampth, we can let the garrison know and they can sort it out from there. I do wonder what relic they were looking for though. None of the Dragon Shrines in the churches have anything special.” Dominic sighed and peered down at the grumbling girl beside him. “You sure got a little out of hand.”

“Damn Scridule grabbed my ass.”

“Well, half of it is hanging out.” Dominic smirked down at her.

“It isn’t an invitation to grab hold, one of the reasons why women are better.” Chyla gave his hip a little punch.

“You hang out with me, I’m a man.” Dominic turned to the road behind them and began to walk.

“You’re different.” Chyla trotted to catch up.

“I’m different? You’re the one who can’t keep her hands out of her pants.” He said with a laugh.

“It’s part of my charm.”

Dominic laughed again.

“Oh, go to Necrolis Dom. How long until we get to Dampth?”

“Should be a day’s travel. We will have to stop at the Travelers Tree along the way if we slow too much but should be able to get there before dark.” Dominic nodded to himself.

“Gross, no way, I hate those trees, and we don’t have any bed rolls.”

“Then let’s pick up the pace and get there before dark.” Dominic bumped into her with his hip.

Chyla bunched up her lips to one side in annoyance and finally nodded with a sigh.

The sun finally breached the top of the mountains in the north and sent its warmth across the central province. Both flipped back their hoods to take in the sunshine and let it wake up their faces. The cold air from behind the Wind Gate faded quickly like there was a magic holding it back, forcing them to open their jackets as they walked. It was not long before Dominic finally pulled his off and stuffed it into his pack, stretching his hand out for Chyla’s jacket, she pushed his hand away.

The sun and the day stretched across the central province as the two carried on their way along the beaten road, dodging horse droppings or the odd hole that carts wore through the earth. Walking in silence, taking in the serenity of the day and the friendliness of each of the travelers on the road, it was as if the world was trying to help them forget the carnage they left behind.

• • •

Rays of light cascaded through the branches of the massive tree, tickling branches as they moved with the sun. The root structure was thick and dense, stretching across the forest floor, creating a maze of growth that could easily trap any unexpected. A small child like figure scurried through the tree roots, rushing over fallen branches and leaves.

Carrying a small staff with three small pouches and a couple of feathers hanging from one end, the figure raced along. Sounds of its hoofed feet struck the wood of larger roots it couldn’t hurdle. Jumping from root to root, its hairy goat like bottom half moved liked it wasn’t connected to the top half. The figures torso had the frame of a small child yet aged with a long time passing. A single strap holding a pouch was slung over its shoulder. Dark black hair covered its very round head that barely hid a set of small twisted horns twirling up into the air and large leaf like ears that drooped down to the side. Large solid pale blue owl-like eyes jerked from side to side as it ran, watching everything and anything.

Sliding to a halt next to a short opening in the base of the tree, the half goat child lifted its staff, speaking under its breath. The top of his staff lit up like a star in the night, getting brighter and then quickly fading, a clicking sound at the bottom of the tree could be heard. The small figure pushed on the base of the tree which swung open into an extremely long corridor.

The satyr ran through a small opening at the base of the massive tree and into a corridor beyond. Clopping along the stone flooring, the entry it ran through silently closed behind in the distance. The hallway was brightly lit with wooden walls arched overhead, giving the runner just enough space to stand up straight and be able to move at full pace.

Within moments the satyr reached the end of the tunnel and skid to another stop, resting at the top of a long root made stair. Before heading down the wooden planks, the half man half goat patted the pouch on his side to make sure that it was still there, and its contents still inside.

Looking out beyond the stair, the inside of the tree looked a lot smaller than the outside made it look. Outstretched across the wooden cavern, a massive grove village filled in around large flowers and odd shaped vegetation. Bits of light streaked through the odd opening in the ceiling, dancing their daily ritual across small thatched roofs and cobbled pathways. Vibrant flowers littered the village everywhere, growing anywhere and everywhere they could, some as tall or taller than the buildings. Hundreds of other childlike satyrs could be seen scurrying around, performing their everyday routines.

In the back of the grove, on the far side from the stairs was a larger bauble like structure that was made entirely of roots. There were a couple of braziers and a water fall that came from nowhere noticeable that made it stand out from the rest of the structures, the Undergrowth Temple. A subtle blue light emanated from the inside and pulsed brighter and back again as if it were the heartbeat of the village.

“Good day Brentol.” A smiling childish face greeted him as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Where are you off to in such a rush?”

“Not now Branol, I need to speak with Elder Thranol. Is he at the temple?” Brentol slowed his pace to greet the other satyr and skipped backwards waiting for his response.

“He should be, been in there since late last night.” Branol called out as he spun in his stride and rushed on toward the root temple.

It didn’t take Brentol long to get to the other side of the village. Sliding to a stop in front of the temple, he looked up at the structure and took a deep breath. With a quick bow and a few words spoken under his breath, a subtle breeze brushed past him in acknowledgment that prompted him to quickly stand up and step into the temple with a hand on his pouch.

Inside, the temple was dimly lit with the blue pulsing heartbeat, but everything around could still be seen. Any surface was still being over taken by the same flowers that littered the village with the odd root pushing out from the wall but quickly returning to the structure. The root walls cascaded down from the ceiling, making a welcoming umbrella around the open space. The heart kept pulsing in the middle, illuminating two other satyr who stood in front of it and pointing at it during their conversation.

“Granol, the light has changed, we must question the Dragons. Has there been a conversation yet with their ambassador?” The older looking, yet still childlike satyr holding a very crooked black staff spoke as Brentol entered.

His attire was very similar to that of the other two but looked a lot further aged; threading ends were frayed and worn. The colour of his skin was darker, almost purple like.

“Not yet Elder Thranol. Brentol has been gone for two days and should be…” Granol stopped talking as a winded Brentol got close.

“About time you got back.” The Elder pounded his staff against the ground as he spoke.

“Came as hastily as able. Seems the Ambassador has already spoken to the Dragons in their realm and been given an item to pass on to us.” Brentol reached into his pouch and pulled out a small mask.

A very simple mask made from a glass like material, Brentol’s hands could be seen through it as he held it. Small indentations and raised ornate markings crawling around the edges like vines gave the mask a bit of depth. There were no holes for eyes or a mouth but the design from the vine like engravings formed what looked like a face.

“Freyolin’s Mask!” Elder Thranol exclaimed

“The Ambassador mentioned they were pushing high urgency our way to gather their children and their relics to the Iceclaws. Shaman Thron-Din will be waiting for the delivery. The Ambassador also mentioned that with the gathering of their children, that we are to check on their children’s spirit bearers and make sure the Mother has the map.” Brentol handed the mask over to Elder Thranol.

Turning the mask in his hand, the Elder examined the relic closer.

“Why would they ask about the children’s spirit bearers?” Granol questioned.

“Seems Necrolin’s Cup has made it into the High Realm and there has been a rift disturbance in theirs. Eirolin’s child may be in dire consequence with her heart being touched by the Furhdrae and that they will be hunting the Mother now, with the chains becoming weak. Tyrolin’s child will need to be courted to ensure that there are no breaches before they reach the Mother. The protection of the siblings will need to carry forward, and Minolin’s child will need to be soothed before her nature consumes the host and the Dragon is freed to slake her lust in High Realm. Chronolin’s child will need to be found and brought out of his lethargic ways to open the Dragon’s Crucible.”

“Eirolin’s host is bound by the fate of the Chains; they need to regain their strength before she falls into her sleep and the Dragon fades back to Low Realm. The hearts of High Realm are being affected by the interruption of balance and will need to be watched.” Elder Thranol turned his gaze to the pulsing heart of the temple.

“The Narx cannot hold back the lost Children in their greed and hunger without the Chains or the runes. The Children’s spirits will need to be rallied to strengthen the Mother. Tyrolin’s wrath will be easy to sway, the Elf in which he resides is already pursuing the Wing of Incinolin and that mask. Chronolin’s child will be difficult to find, the Dragon is tricky with his idle possession; no one knows when he has embodied his host in High Realm or if he has moved on to a new host, time doesn’t bother.”

The three stood in silence, letting the Elder think.

“Elder Thranol, what should we do, what about Minolin’s child?” Granol broke the silence.

“Minolin’s lust can be soothed once Tyrolin is near; that won’t be a problem, once we get them together. She is hosted by a young human woman who won’t be hard to find. It is the Mother we need to locate, give the news from the Dragons and get her heading in the right direction with the map. She will need to carry their relics and get them back to the Dragons.” Elder Thranol extended his hand with the mask toward Granol.

“Porter Granol, you must take this relic to the High Realm and deliver it to the Shaman posthaste. Go your way, via Sky Pedestal to start and meet up with Tyrolin’s child. She will not be expecting you so be cautious.”

Granol grabbed the glass mask from the elder and stuffed it into his pouch. Spinning quickly, he left the temple in a hurry, hooves echoing against the cobble flooring and streets as he ran.

Elder Thranol turned to Brentol.

“Herald Brentol, head to Low Realm, make sure the other Dragon children are accounted for, they must not know about the Chains and runes or they might do something to help things along. They are young and impulsive.”

“No one has heard from Hubrolin, Fafnolin, nor Adepholin for thousands of years. Are we sure they are still in Low Realm?” Brentol squinted one eye and raised the other in his query.

“The three Dragon children have yet to embody a high realm child of their own and would not be able to leave Low Realm until they have.” Elder Thranol shooed Brentol with the back of his hand before he could say another word.

Pushing off with his staff, Brentol spun and ran out of the temple. Elder Thranol watched as he left and turned to the pulsing blue heart in the middle of the chamber. Leaning heavily on his staff, he stared into the pulsing blue light. Every other high end of the pulse would pop a small flicker, sparking quickly to white and quickly fading back to gentle blue.

“Bursha duu Furhdrae tui Durrim.” Elder Thranol’s eyes watched the blue pulsing light of the heart and whispered again. “Follow the Spirits to Dream.”

• • •

Chyla’s fist slammed into the side of the drunk man’s jaw, sending a tooth flying across the tavern, skipping across the floor into the corner. Everyone stopped their conversations to see the commotion and the entire bar went quiet as the patron fell to the floor and lay still for a few seconds. Moments passed in the silence, not even a cough, then finally the drunk wounded man twitched and groaned which was shortly followed by the erupting roar from all the patrons. Everyone went back to their drinks and conversation like nothing had happened.

“Come on Chyla, stop making friends.” Dominic grabbed her hood and started to drag her toward the back counter.

“The Jurcunde tried to stick his hand up my skirt.” She regained her balance from the punch as she swatted away his hand.

“You always attract the best kind of people, don’t you?” Dominic laughed as his gaze was met with a scowl.

“Did you ask about clothing? I need to get out of these grubby things.”

“The inn keeper will bring up a collection of things for us to go through. You can change into something a little more decent.”

Chyla laughed as they ascended the stairs beside the barkeep.

“It’s the last door on the left.” Dominic pointed down the hallway as they crested the stairs.

Chyla sped up with the excitement for a place to sit and lay down. Bursting through the door, her excitement faded when she saw a single large bed with a small table in the corner. A small stone fireplace with a burning fire lit most of the room, crackling and sparking across the hearth. Dominic caught up to her and was greeted by her frowning face.

“What in the name of Necrolin is this Dom?” Chyla placed a hand on her hip, dropping it in disappointment.

“It was their only one left.” He pushed passed her and dropped his pack on the small table in the corner. “Take the bed, I’ll take the floor.”

Chyla perked back up with a smile and skipped over to the side of the bed and jumped with her backside onto the blankets. Dominic shook his head at her and moved to warm his hands against the fire.

“Get settled, I’ll get us some food.” Dominic talked over his shoulder.

Chyla nodded and grabbed one of the loose blankets draped across the head of the bed and a pillow, tossing them to the floor. A few of the feathers stuff into the sheet for the pillow billowed out, whirling around in the small torrent it created. Chyla leaned back against her elbow and slide a hand down her skirt.

“For the love of the Dragons Chyla, do you have to?”

“I haven’t been able to all day and I want to soak this underwear before I get new ones, leave the innkeepers daughter a little surprise.” With a smirk and a wink, she started to rub herself and fell back against the bedding with her eyes closed.

Shaking his head, Dominic headed out into the hall and closed the door behind him with a heavy thud, the handle banging against the inset steel mount. The tavern below was just as rowdy as it was when they first got there. The patron Chyla knocked down was back in his chair with a cloth against his mouth, covered in blood. His friends were laughing in their conversation, mocking him and mimicking his pathetic pain and how he got punched by a little girl. The stairs to the inn first level were steep which made dodging a topless prostitute with a man in tow along the way, who disappeared into a nearby room.

“Apologies for the commotion Keep.” Dominic greeted the bartender who was standing behind the counter cleaning a mug.

“Happens a lot around here, nothing was broken so it don’t cost nothin. You still need those clothes for you and your daughter?” The innkeeper kept his gaze on him.

“She’s not my daughter, and yea we will still need them.” Dominic sat on a nearby stool.

“Florence.” The inn keep called over his shoulder down the bar to a portly woman sitting on a stool behind the counter who was playing with a small cloth. She pushed herself off the stool with help from the wall and waddled over to them.

“What?” Her gruff voice was just as portly as her size. Her stained brown dress made her look very simple and unclean.

“Go in the back and get this man some new clothes, he’s got a small little lady with him as well.” The innkeeper returned the glare of his wife who spun and disappeared through the kitchen door.

“I’ll take two meals as well.” Dominic reached into his pocket and pulled out four coins and placed them on the counter.

“Kalstinian silver eh?” The barkeep kept his hand in the mug as he looked down at the coins. “Expensive them.” His gaze was met by a stern glare from Dominic as he looked up.

“The extra payment is for your silence; we will be gone before anyone wakes. We also need to get a message to the garrison captain.”

“Go ahead.”

“Bardain raiders have come to Estar, Tarna has been razed and they are heading north to the temple at Mount Guul.” Dominic spoke in an almost monotone voice.

“Should I say who it is from?”

“Just mention, Dead-wick sent the message.” The innkeeper went silent and cocked his head to the side slightly with a look that was trying to force a response.

“Kiris.” The innkeeper called over his shoulder again while keeping his eyes on Dominic. “Bring out two plates of food dear.”

It wasn’t long before an attractive young girl in a stained tavern dress appeared with two plates full of food. Placing plates on the counter and leaving without looking up or saying a word. The bartender’s portly wife came from the back with a small brown leather sack and placed it next to the plates, glared at her husband and went back to her stool. Dominic grabbed the sack and hugged it under his arm before grabbing the two plates and stood from his seat.

“That message will need to get the garrison captain soon; the raiders have taken the Wind Gate and may head this way if they don’t find what they are after.” Dominic nodded at the man still cleaning the mug.

Without taking the acknowledgment from the bartender he left toward the stairs with their meals and clothes. The stairs up to the loft area were easier now that he could take them alone, sounds of pleasure coming from the odd room as he passed, walking down the corridor to his room door, he slowed in hopes to make sure that Chyla wasn’t still enjoying herself. After listening briefly outside the door, he failed to hear anything beyond the door and pushed his way in with his back.

Chyla lay naked on the bed with a pile of clothes beside her. She had a hand on one of her breasts with a couple fingers inside of herself, squirming slightly back and forth. Dominic stopped and turned away with the hope she would get things over with before she noticed him. Her soft moans told him that she was a ways away.

“Foods ready.” He slammed the door behind him with his foot. “Cover yourself and eat.”

Chyla’s eyes snapped open and she lurched upright, eyes wide open, looked toward the door. Pulling her fingers from inside her, she swiftly began rubbing her clitoris and her moans got quicker. It was not long before her climax filled the room and the sides of her inner thighs were covered in her juices. With a clench of her entire body and a big stretch, a sinful smile filled her face as she sat back up. Dominic shook his head while he ate from a plate, kick the bag of clothes towards the bed.

“Couldn’t bring the innkeepers daughter with you?” Chyla wiped down her legs and groin with the bottom part of the blankets. Crawling to the edge of the bed she hopped off and grabbed the other plate of food.

“Get some clothes on first.” Dominic pointed at the sack on the bed.

In a huff, Chyla reached over with her foot and pulled the sack closer. Opening the drawstring, she was met with disappointment and her groan filled the room as she pulled out each item and slid them on. Everything was just a little too big and draped around her like a shawl. Swaying back and forth she looked at Dominic with a scowl.

“This is poor people clothing.”

Dominic laughed with a potato in his mouth.

“We will need to get new stuff in the morning.”

“It should be fine for now. There is a little village north of here we can stop at if you need to get something else. We shouldn’t stay long in Dampth.” Dominic mumbled through a mouth full of food.

The crackling fire gave them company as they ate, the fire snapping into the darkened room and reflecting off their faces like the morning sun warming the provinces. Muffled sounds of the tavern down the hall could be faintly heard from under the door; laughter and the white noise of the mob, clinking of mugs on tables and footsteps across the wooden floorboards.

Odd shadows would pass by the door causing Dominic to stop eating and perk up in defense as they passed. The voices of patrons could be heard disappearing into the other rooms, drunken city folk spending their last coin on some pleasurable company before they passed out.

“Thanks for getting me out safely Dom, never a dull moment when we are together, is it?” Chyla put her cleaned plate down on the table and sat back on the edge of the bed, putting her hand back down between her legs.

“Told your parents I would keep an eye on you when they were away. Lucky that you showed up when you did, before the raiders got a hold of you.” Dominic pushed his empty plate into the middle of the small table.

“I would have been fine.”

“Even with a hand down your pants?” He gave her a sideways smirk

“Yes.” She glared back and stuck out her tongue. “Even with my hand down my pants. Any more money in that pocket of yours, get some company of our own tonight?”

Dominic just shook his head.

“Nuts, I could use some breasts in my face, get my mind off things.” Chyla slid further back on the bed and rest her back against the wall.

“We will have more time in Strazen, and you can flirt with the women there.” Dominic stood up to warm his hands against the fire again.

“I’ve never been to Strazen.” Chyla kept her eyes on the fire while she slowly played with herself.

“It’s a small village, little smaller than Tarna; on the edge of the Dranarx Woodland. There is an old friend I know there; he will take us in until we get our bearing’s.” Dominic turned from the fire and pulled off his shirt, exposing his hard features.

His smooth skin reflected the light from the fire, causing the dancing shadows to fill in around his muscled form. Sitting down on the floor to grab the balled-up blanket, he wrapped it around himself and sat back up against the wall.

“Be alright down there?” Chyla giggled through the words.

“I will be fine, just keep things to yourself up there.” Dominic huffed with a laugh and slid down the wall slightly, resting his head against the pillow that slid from under him.

“I won’t promise anything.” Chyla laughed and pulled off her baggy clothes, dropping them off the side of the bed onto him. Shuffling herself under the blankets, she listened for any rebuttal from the floor before curling her head against her own pillow.

The snap from the fire gave it a life of its own; filling the room with a soft life that would only be found in darkness. More shadows of patrons jovially slipped past the door in a drunken stupor, heedless of the troubles trying to be forgotten within the other rooms.

The night outside the tavern room window was dark, a lot darker than the night before. The city barely lit from the assortment of torches and brazier throughout the lake town. The sky knew that there was a sorrow that night and was doing what it could to give them a good night’s rest.

• • •

“What can I get for you my lady?” The innkeeper grabbed a new glass from behind the counter in preparation of the patron’s order and set it on the counter.

A tall woman dressed in a long black cloak stood at the bar with her large hood up. Her beautiful face barely seen under the shadow of the hood. The cloak draped all the way to the floor, hiding any sign of her feet. Soft green lips against a pale skin could be seen through the shade of her hood, along with a subtleness of the rest of her features that confirmed her beauty. Her hands were crossed within the sleeves of her cloak in front of her, as if she was trying to hide all potential skin from showing.

“I am looking for someone, she travels with a middle-aged man; tall and muscular. The girl would be quite short comparatively and beautiful.” Her voice was soft, very warming and gentle.

“Lots of people come through here in a day ma’am, don’t think I’ve seen any pair with that description yet.” The bartender kept his hands on the counter, keeping his gaze earnestly on the dark patron.

A moment of silence between the two before she lifted her head slightly and smiled at him, her beautiful and gentle face made him smile slightly.

“Thank you, keeper.” The cloaked stranger tilted her head back down and slightly to the side like she was trying to listen to something in background.

With a graceful pivot, barely shifting her cloak in the movements, the cloaked woman glided her way through what was left of the rowdy crowd, almost being struck by a flying mug, and out into the darkness of the night.

“Who was that father?” The innkeeper’s daughter stepped out from the back room.

“No idea, but she will likely be back. Kiris, head over to the garrison and give the captain this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper and one of the silver coins Dominic gave him.

“It’s late father.” With a roll of her eyes in protest, she reluctantly grabbed the delivery package.

“Be fast Kiris.” The innkeeper grabbed the mug in front of him and started to clean it, keeping his eyes on the tavern door. “It’s going to be a long night.”


Chapter 8

A soft knock at the door jerked Dominic’s eyes open in panic. It was too late for a regular patron to be sober enough to be looking for a room. Another knock. It was not loud, as if they were trying to hide the fact they were knocking. The darkness of the room merged under the door with the lights on the other side being minimal, maybe a single candle in the hall was lit. Another knock. Dominic slowly stood, the blanket dropping to the floor, his curiosity was spurred. Another knock. Making his way over to the door slowly, he clenched his fist, ready to strike.

“Open the door.” The keepers voice softly whispered through the verge.

Opening it a sliver to peer through, he kept his weight against the edge to bar any advance through and gave the keeper a questioning glare.

“Please. Let me in.” His voice was urgent as he kept glancing down the hall to the main tavern area. “Quick.”

Dominic opened the door as quiet as he could and the innkeeper slipped past him, trying not to make a sound. Taking only a couple steps into the room, he pushed the door closed behind him and caught it before it could slam and clicked it into place softly. The keeper was carrying a small satchel and a worried expression, Dominic knew something was wrong.

“Take this.” He handed over the satchel. “It will be a couple days’ rations and some better clothing. You need to leave, now.”

“What wrong?” Dominic took the bag.

“A couple of hours ago, a woman stopped in looking for the young lady and yourself.” His gaze shifted toward Chyla, who was still asleep and curdled under the blankets.

“What did she look like?” Dominic watched the shadows dance across his face from the candle he held.

“I couldn’t see her face; she was wearing a heavy cloak that covered everything.”

“You couldn’t see anything, any markings, any features?” Dominic’s face went white at the keeper’s short description with something pulling at the back of his mind.

“Maybe a pale face, she had coloured lips and was tall, maybe taller than you.” The innkeeper watched Dominic’s expression through the dim light.

“You did the right thing to let me know. Are there any more patrons down in the tavern?” Dominic looked through the bag and shuffled the contents around inside.

“Maybe one or two.”

“A back entrance?” Dominic stepped back and grabbed Chyla’s foot and shook it to wake her up.

“Wha? It’s the middle of the night.” Chyla rubbed her eyes and groggily voiced her disapproval.

“There is a back stair down the hall that leads into the lane, you should be able to get to the next street over pretty quick from there. The garrison is not far.” The innkeeper turned his head to the door as if he heard noises beyond and then back to Chyla. “You might want to cover up miss.”

Chyla had sat up in the bed, exposing her breasts to the cool night air.

“What the hell is going on Dom?”

“We need to leave, now. Get dressed.” Dominic tossed her baggy clothes that had been pushed off the bed.

“Can’t we leave in the morning, like regular people?” She grabbed her shirt and slid it over her head.

“This can’t wait, hurry. It’s not safe anymore.” Dominic was rushing around the room to gather their other backpack and pulled on his own shirt.

“Please take this as well.” The innkeeper pulled a small blade from behind him and held it in an outstretched hand. It was barely a dagger, more of a kitchen knife than anything.

“We won’t need that; you may need something to protect yourself if she comes back. These people are not to be taken lightly.”

“What people?” Chyla sat with her legs spread on the covers as she was trying to grab her leggings.

“Dangerous people.” His tone was enough for her to sober up, she knew he meant it.

With more effort than her shirt, she pulled on her pants and tightened the drawstring. Sliding to the edge of the bed, scanning for her footwear and found them tucked under the bed. Dominic had already put everything together in one pack and tossed the new one over to Chyla, almost hitting her with it.

“That one has rations and a new set of clothes for you. Thank you, keeper. Stay safe.” Dominic made sure his own pack was secure over his shoulder and checked to see if Chyla was ready.

“Who is this woman that was looking for you?” The innkeeper questioned.

“She is from a tribe far off the south coast, a village of Lamia who typically don’t leave their island.”

“What’s a Lamia?” The innkeeper whispered his curiosity.

“Without going into a lot of detail? Blood drinking witches.” Dominic checked to see if Chyla was ready again and headed for the door.

“The stair is down the hall; I have darkened your path down the hall, just in case.” The innkeeper pulled the door open, exposing the darkened corridor.

Silence engaged the night air again; the feeling of death had been welcomed to the building. The darkness of the corridor embraced them save for a single small flame, dancing in the black of the hallway near the railing to the tavern, waving at them like the coast was clear.

“If she shows up again, I will try and delay her.” The innkeeper whispered.

“If you value your family and your life, do not.” Dominic sternly responded and pulled Chyla through the doorway. “Thank you again.”

The further they got down the corridor, the darker it became. There were no windows to let the moonlight in and with the innkeeper extinguishing all the other candles in the hallway, it was difficult to see. A small extension to the main hallway sent them toward the stairwell that the innkeeper mentioned. Dominic crept through dark with Chyla in tow, double checking behind them for any movement, any noise of threat, any reason to stop being quiet.

The innkeepers voice carried through the black, the Lamia had found him at the bottom of the stairs in the tavern. No clear words could be heard in their conversation, but it was obvious he was trying to buy them time. With a slight pull on her clothing to speed her up, they descended the stairs down to a small landing with a door which had been propped open slightly with a stone.

“Into the lane and head north.” Dominic turned his attention to the top of the stair as he opened the door and ushered Chyla through.

The alley was bright with all the lanterns hung outside the odd door frame to shops or homes. The odd pile of trash or broken object could be seen pushed off to the side of the cobbled ground. A drunken man further down the lane stood under a light, throwing up his evening indulgence. Dominic pointed in the other direction towards a better lit street that the rest of the city could be seen beyond.

“North until the bridge, then we zig zag our way out of the city. This damn place has no good straight way out of it.” Dominic spoke under his breath, barely loud enough for her to hear.

“I don’t think that is what they were thinking when they built a city on a lake.” Chyla shook her head and started off in the direction he pointed.

Sounds of death and destruction erupted into the night air, from the doorway leading back into the inn. The Lamia had made her way to their room and in her frustration, trashed what she could. The night came alive with the calamity; dogs barking, lights began to appear in the odd window and the people walking around, stopped to speculate what the disturbance was.

“We need to hurry; they will be on our heels before we know it.”

“You keep saying they, I thought he said it was one woman?” Chyla spoke a little louder, trying to get her voice to catch up to his pace.

“Lamia never come with just one. There will be five.”

Their pace quickened even more as they sped along the streets. Well-lit roads were lined with a stone railing that could be seen all over the city, keeping the lake from billowing into the homes. Bridges spanned all over, connecting platform to platform with lanterns on plinths, lighting the connection. The odd resident holding a lantern or torch, or shop or home held their own fire that made the city live at the late hour. Nearby soldiers patrolling the streets that heard the destruction in the inn had started to make their way closer, calling back to inform others.

Dominic and Chyla skirted here and there, around people and guards; the city was busy for being later in the night. Their path was far from the straight line they wished for. Crossing bridges and ducking into alley’s, things slowed down slightly with having to constantly double back to get onto the next platform. The odd time that she checked behind them, Chyla could not make out anyone out of the ordinary or suspicious in their pursuit.

“Hold up you two.” An old man’s voice called over a small gathering of people who were standing next to the lakes edge.

Dominic slowed slightly to check the familiar voice and where the request came from. An older looking guard was leaning against one of the light posts at the bottom of the last bridge the crossed. His uniform was obviously of a high-ranking officer; medals across his shoulder belt that glinted in the lamp light. A clean red hat with a small emblem of a bridge over water; the city crest.

“Roden!” Dominic skidded to a halt when he realized who called out to them. Chyla bumped into him and caught herself before falling backwards to the ground.

“Why the rush?” Roden pushed himself off the post and stepped closer.

“Latisha found me, do you have a few with you?” The look on Roden’s face when he heard the name was clear he knew the danger.

“Sergeant, bring them over.” He called over to a small group standing next to a bookstore. Six younger soldiers trotted over to them, holding their hilts as to not bang their blades against their legs.

“Captain?” The Sergeant was young but still looked like he had seen a few battles. His uniform was not that different from Roden’s, subtle colouring change in the shirt and hat but mostly the same and fewer metals.

“There is a group of women in black robes headed this way, be ready for a fight. They will not come easy. Be warned, they have powerful magic and will be focused on these two.”

The group nodded at his words, drew their swords and started to clear the area of civilians. Luckily this area of the city was more shops and had few people meandering about. A scream of death shot out into the night from the far side of the bridge, they had caught up and someone got in their way.

“Be ready Chyla, they are quick.” Dominic looked down at her as he spoke. “At a moment’s notice, be ready to run.”

With a nod, she tucked her baggy shirt into her pants and tightened the strap of her pack.

“If we need to, we will hold them to allow you to escape. Never a dull moment with you, around is it?” Roden pulled his sword from its scabbard and laughed

Small groups of people across the bridge could be seen running in panic after the screams, the frustrated Lamia could not be bothered to go around people in their way anymore. From out of the darting crowd came four tall dark robed figures. Their movements were quick and looked as if they were gliding on a cloud. All four had their hoods down, exposing their beautiful female faces.

Their features were very clean and symmetrical, almost looked like clones of each other. Solid black eyes with pale skin and their lips painted green. Very long dark brown hair braided into a thick single tail flowed behind them as they moved. Their cloaks barely shifted as they slid along, only billowed behind them with the speed they moved. Cresting the bridge, they stopped just before getting to the connecting platform.

“Stop this futility, your constant running is vexing.” The leading Lamia spoke in her soft calming voice.

“Give up Latisha, as I told you before; Oor drakvin furhdrae muurs thrinda, duu braakih muurs bi privodik.” Dominic spoke in an authoritative and commanding voice. It startled Chyla to hear him speak this way in another language.

“The blood does not need to remain here, only the spirit.” Latisha’s voice stayed in her calming gentle tone.

“It doesn’t work that way. You know this.” Dominic yelled back.

“We will prove our worth and be granted their boon.” Latisha smirked at him.

Her face was like all the others, very clean and symmetrical, but had two thin scars from her right temple across her eye and ended just below her other eye. The scar looked like two claws from a beast had ravaged her in a battle. Her hair was a darkened silver colouring and braided in the same fashion as the others but disappeared under her cloak.

“Where is the last one?” Roden called out. “Keep a watchful!”

Latisha slipped her hands from out of her sleeves and reached up to unhook her cloak. Pulling on the clasp, the cloak dropped to the ground around her, exposing her true form that made the soldiers step back slightly in astonishment of something new and frightening. Her torso was that of a human female, bare large perky breasts and toned stomach were just as pale as her face that faded into a scaled snake like bottom half. The scales coiled around underneath her, glittering like little black diamonds in the torch light. As the cloak hit the ground, the three other Lamia launched forward in contest, erupting from their own cloaks towards the drawn swords.

The first two collided with the front line, sending them backwards to the ground, with them on top. A quick bite into their necks, the two tore away their flesh to fill the night with blood filled screams that quickly turned into a gurgling death. The third crashed into another of the front line but stayed upright as the young soldier was sent flying into the wall of the bookstore. A loud knocking of bone on stone sounded with the collision, dropping his lifeless form to the ground in a heap. Latisha stood on the bridge still, with her eyes fixated on Dominic.

Roden rushed up the bridge toward Latisha with his blade drawn and before he got within five feet of her, he was somehow stopped in his tracks by an invisible hand. Something had taken hold of his legs, keeping them in place. Latisha was muttering something under her breath which caused Roden’s eyes to widen like a pain deep inside.

His eyes rolled back in his head in pain, but he couldn’t make a sound. Blood started to seep from his eyes and ears, dripping down, staining his uniform. Before Dominic could get into action, Roden exploded like bursting bubble of blood, bone, and flesh. His remains littered the whole end of the bridge, covering everything in a two-meter circle, including Latisha.

Dominic pulled Chyla back towards the bookstore in hopes to find an exit. During the first few steps of their escape, the fifth and final Lamia came out from between the bookstore and a neighbouring building holding a guard in her grasp. Squeezing tightly, his neck breaking and his body going limp was all she needed before letting him drop like a rag doll to the ground.

The three remaining soldiers sprang into action and ran together towards the still upright Lamia with their swords ready. Before the first blade came into contact, her snake tail whipped up and coiled around the closest wrist, breaking it without effort. Crying out, he dropped his blade and dropping to his knees in pain. The other two took the opportunity and thrust their blades toward her torso. Spinning around to dodge the closest, she sent the guard whirling past her but was not fast enough as, the second drove straight through the side of the breast and into her torso. The motions were fast enough that the cut split both breasts in half as the blade ripped from her body, sending blood spraying into the night.

Blood curdling screams filled the city as the Lamia collapsed to the ground, holding her chest. The other three perked up in her cries and started toward the victorious soldier. Before he could regain his balance and be ready for the others, they were already upon him.

Two coiled their tails around his arms and held him up while the third cornered around to get face to face with him. Lifting him off the ground with their tails, the third thrust her fist into his chest sending the more sounds of bones breaking into the battle. Pulling her fist from his chest with his heart the soldiers head dropped with his quick death. The other two holding him up quickly pulled with their tails, ripping his arms from his sockets, dropping his corpse to the blood drenched ground. The Lamia holding the heart licked the blood off the heart and closed her eyes in the satisfaction it carried.

“Give up child, it is time.” The blood-soaked Latisha slithered down the bridge slowly toward Dominic and Chyla who had backed up into the middle of the fray. The surviving four other Lamia glided into formation behind her, ready to strike.

“I won’t go easy, Jurcunde.” Chyla stood up tall and spun to face her assailants.

Latisha laughed a sultry laugh.

“Like I said Dominic, this futility needs to end.” She spoke directly at Dominic who had both fists clenched.

“It has been too long, you were always the lost one, full of sorrow, I am tired of this animosity. I thought I could keep things hidden.” Dominic closed his eyes and shook his head. “Your sadness has corrupted those around you. Your loss should not warrant your negative motives.”

“What are you talking about?” Chyla gave him a glance.

“Enough.” Latisha shook her head and thrust her hand to the side, tossing blood from her skin. “Take them.”

The four behind her launched toward them without pause. Dominic closed his eyes with a sigh and whispered under his breath.

“Stop.”

The world around them froze in time, nothing moved, nothing sounded, nothing stirred. Fire from the torches stopped dancing, the wind no longer pushed on the waters of the lake, blood no longer trickled its way along the cobbles of the streets and bridge. The expressions of all the Lamia were gentle and did not look threatening at all, their bloodied bodies creating a gruesome yet lewd view.

“What in the name of Freyolin just happened?” Chyla looked up at Dominic again.

“You can’t keep this up forever.” Latisha’s voice came from her frozen body, surprising Chyla even more.

“What the?” Chyla walked up to her and poked her in the breast, leaving an indent where her finger was.

“Time is frozen. I can only hold Latisha for a short while, but not long. We should go.” Dominic opened his eyes finally.

“How can I move then, and how can she talk?” Chyla wiped the blood on her finger on her shirt.

“It is a story longer than we have time for right now.”

“Let’s just kill these bitches, then we won’t have to run.” Chyla picked up one of the soldier’s swords.

“The others yes, Latisha no. She must remain alive to keep the balance.” Dominic grabbed another bloodied sword from the ground.

Slowly pushing his bloodied sword into the chest of one of the Lamia, no screams of death, no blood seeped out. Pulling the cleaned blade from her flesh, he walked over to another and drove the blade into her chest in the same spot, this time leaving it in place. Chyla pushed her sword up through the stomach of the closest torso like she was skewering a sausage on a spit.

“I will find you once more, even if it takes another thousand years.” Latisha’s voice came from her frozen body again.

“That’s freaking me out.” Chyla stopped beside Latisha and looked up at her. “Too bad they are not friendly, would be a fun time playing with those breasts.” Reaching up, she pinched one of Latisha’s bloody nipples and wiped off her fingers on her shirt.

“Let’s get going.” Dominic stepped over to the Lamia on the ground, still clenching her chest, frozen in the pool of her own blood. Grabbing a nearby sword, he plunged it down her spine and into her body like a humanoid sheath, pinning her to the ground. Chyla picked up one last sword and drove it through the chest of the final beauty who was still in midair with her attack. Pushing harder on the hilt, she was having trouble getting the whole sword through the body.

“Must have hit a bone.” Chyla shrugged.

Spinning on her heels, Chyla turned away from the massacre and started down towards the next bridge on the other side of the bookstore. Dominic jogged up to her wiping his hand on his pants to clean the blood off and looked down at Chyla.

“Suppose I have a lot to tell you then?”

“Would be nice. What about your friend?”

“Roden was not a friend, only a military acquaintance from a time ago. Strazen might be out of the story for now. We should head to Sky Pedestal, there is someone there I need have questions for.”

“I have never been to Sky Pedestal, should be fun. Roden was right, it never is a dull moment with you around.”

Dominic laughed and looked at her with a smirk like frown, shaking his head.

“What?”

The two disappeared over the bridge and into the city night.

• • •

Latisha let out a lengthy breath, the weight of her body returning to her. Her sisters collapsing to the ground as blood oozed out from their lifeless bodies. Looking at the scene around her, she let out a sigh and then turned to the horizon. The sun was starting to brighten the edges of the earth connection to the sky and cascading its warmth across the lands.

Slithering back to where she dropped her cloak, she picked it up and wrapped it over her shoulders, clasping the front together. With a little shimmy to get the folds into place, she flipped up her hood and crossed her arms within the sleeves of the cloak again, hiding her blood-soaked self from the world.

“Do Chronolin yosh brakdu. Duu meidrae muurs bi kook, wik merr frishko ikneare, duu furhdrae wursh bi abk itran thandin.” A tall cloaked figure slipped out of the darker shadows of the bookstore, stopping just before the light of the torches.

“I know she is close, and you have not been much help anyways; I can handle him.” Latisha annoyingly spoke from behind her hood, never turning to the shadowed figure.

The figure barely moved and just watched her standing on the bridge. As quickly as it came, it slipped back into the shadow and disappeared. A moment of silence and stillness as the morning sun came across her black cloak and the tickling the city over the lake. Little reflections of light off the small waves shifted as the horizon of light lifted and enveloped her completely. Standing at the top of the bridge over the bloodied scene, she looked back to where Dominic had spoken to her from.

“You might be right.” With a gentle turn, she glided away from the horrific scene and into the waking city.


Chapter 9

Butterflies circled around all the flowers of the clearing, dancing against the sunshine; back and forth in a mesmerizing display of a natural ballet. The grove was warming to watch, making the week prior but a memory, a distant dream meant to be forgotten. Trees lined the outer edges of the glade that expanded into the forest beyond, cradling the small lake within. It was a calming embrace of nature that could make anyone forget their troubles. The Draag Mountains to the north could be seen expanding into the sky from over the trees and the edge of lake pushed itself from the south side.

An arrangement of boulders surrounding a small fire pit rest near the edge of the waters, a small trail of smoke rose from its ashes from the coals never fading. Bed rolls and bags were strewn about in the empty spaces between, the camp for the night had been set up. Mya, Gemini, and Faer all sat against their own boulders, taking a moment to relax.

“Let me see it again, I didn’t get a good look.” Gemini reached across from her boulder she rest against, trying to grab at Mya’s journal.

Mya quickly recoiled with a smile on her face.

“Come on, it’s not like you have any personal stuff in there.”

“There might be.” Mya gave her another smile and a sly look.

“It’s a good thing we are past the point of too personal then.” Gemini stood from her boulder with her outstretched hand and lunged towards Mya.

Colliding with her sister, she grabbed her in a hug, pulling her off the rock in the tackle and both toppled to the ground. Mya laughed with an outstretched hand, holding the book away from Gemini’s reach, Mya reached around Gemini and started to tickle her side.

“Stop, stop, stop.” Squirming to break free from the tickling and backed away with a smile.

Mya rolled away, getting to her feet quickly. “I win.”

“That was cheating.” Gemini rolled to a sitting position and frowned.

“All is fair Gemini.” Mya put her hands on her hips and smiled down at her. “But fine, take a look.”

Extending the book down to her, Gemini grabbed the book and flipped through to a page near the back; to the symbol Mya had drawn in it. The illustration seemed to jump from the page slightly, trying to break free and come alive like the original she found.

“How big was it?” Gemini circled one of the outer stars with her forefinger.

“Maybe this big.” Mya held her hands a part slightly larger than her face.

“And it was by Mirror Lake?”

“Yea, there was a huge burst of light from it.” Mya stepped closer and sat down beside Gemini and looked down at the book.

“I’ve never seen this before, it’s almost like a seal spell or containment rune.”

“Really wish I had a chance to ask Turi about it before we left.” Mya slouched her shoulders a bit, adding to the disappointment in her voice.

“If it wasn’t for your different coloured hair, I don’t think I would be able to tell you two a part.” Faer’s voice filled the camp from behind the two girls, causing them to perk up and look in his direction like they forgot he was there.

“That’s because we are twins, dummy.” Gemini laughed as she spoke.

“You’re dressed the same and everything.” Faer dropped a small bundle of wood beside the smoking ash pile. “Thanks for the help with the wood, by the way.”

Mya and Gemini looked down at themselves and then over to each other before they laughed. Gemini stood up and pulled down on her shirt, trying to fix a discomfort. Mya reached forward and slapped her backside, knocking her forward half a step.

“He’s right, we are wearing the same thing.” Mya stood up and stepped over to her bedroll, prodding at it with her foot.

“We only have a couple more hours before nightfall, we should do a quick scout of the area around the lake before we start a fire.” Gemini spoke in an authoritative voice.

“Nothing but critters out there that I saw when collecting the kindling. Went down to the edge of the forest before I came back this way.” Faer sat down beside his pile of sticks and started to build a little structure out of them around the smoking coals.

“That will cut my time down a bit then. I will head to the north side of the lake and be back in an hour.” Mya grabbed her cloak from a nearby boulder and wrapped it over her shoulders.

Spinning on her heels, she headed off into the forest and disappeared beyond the foliage next to the small lake. Sounds of breaking sticks and twigs filled the grove as Gemini watched Faer build his pyre in silence; snapping twigs in half and gently placing them neatly.

“Need a flint?” Gemini broke the silence.

“Nope, just a little magic can do the trick.” Faer kept his eyes on his sacrificial structure.

“Right. That.” There was a brief pause before Gemini broke the awkward silence. “I’m going swimming then.”

Stepping over to Mya’s pack that rest against one of the rocks, Gemini knelt and stuffed in the journal into one of the front pockets before turning back around. She quickly made her way to the nearby edge of the lake and scanned the waters.

“Is it safe?” She looked over her shoulder with the question.

“Should be, I doubt there is even fish in there. Dire Lake is just a feeder for the underground river that leads into the mines under Sky Pedestal and comes from up in the Draag Mountains. Should be quite clean as well with the run off.” Faer lifted his head and looked her way as he spoke.

With a nod to herself, Gemini reached down and pulled off her shirt, exposing her naked skin the left-over sunshine of the day; Faer quickly looked back down at his pyre and fiddled with his sticks. Bending over and unhooked the buckles on her boots, she pulled them off and dropped them to the ground beside her shirt. Before she pushed down her leggings, Gemini looked over her should at Faer.

“No peeking.”

Faer nodded in an awkward silence as he shuffled around in his seated position to have his back to her. With a smirk, Gemini slipped off her pants and stepped into the calm water, sending ripples pulsing out with each step. With only a few meters into the water, Gemini’s body fully disappeared into below the surface and only her head could be seen. Her hair trailed behind her like a snake stalking its prey.

“It’s warm.” Gemini exclaimed.

Faer glanced out the sides of his eyes to make sure the coast was clear and stretch his back before looking her way. Gemini tilted her head back to wet her whole head, plastering it all to the back of her skull that wanted to stick to any exposed skin that bobbed out of the water.

Faer watched her float around in a blissful grace, like a leaf resting on a pond, drifting wherever the current desired. He half smiled to himself and nodded with the calming scene before him. This grove was always a gentle place to rest.

Finally returning to his pyre of sticks, a focused stare at the center, Faer reached out slowly with a relaxed open hand. A small light illuminated the base of the small structure that expanded over to the sides, quickly catching the base of the structure on fire. Letting down his hand he leaned in and gave it a light blow, pushing the fire to the side before popping up to swallow the rest of the pile.

“You sure are resourceful out on these adventures.”

Faer snapped out of his trance, moving his gaze from the fire to the girl floating near the edge of the lake.

“What?” Faer asked.

“With your fires this week.” Gemini watched him from the waters.

“Oh.” He looked down at the fire in front of him again. “Thanks.”

“That why Turi sent you along with Mya on her trip?”

“Not exactly. She is more than capable to handle anything on her own, especially with the magic side of things. The woman has more tricks up her sleeve than most know. Turi sent me along to get me out of the keep; apparently, I spent too much time in the library.” Faer slid back against one of the boulders and stuck his feet out towards the small fire.

“Can’t be a book worm forever, you wouldn’t get to hang out with us anymore.” Gemini backpaddled in a circle as she spoke.

“I would see you two around the castle, it’s not that big of a place.” Faer rest his head against his stone backing and watched the clouds above slowly drift through the darkening blue sky.

“For how much Mya is out and about, I would be taking on part of the tower divisions shortly; out as an Ambassador, and Tharissa is always up in her tower or with mother. Would be less than you think.” Faer sighed.

“That is true.” A silence filled the grove again with only the snapping and crackling of the fire and the movement of the waters around Gemini. “Any women in your life?”

Faer coughed at the question which made Gemini laugh and slap the water.

“I will take that as maybe.”

“No, no women. Aside from Mya and yourself.” Faer swallowed through a knot in his throat.

Gemini laughed again, a little louder. The crackling filled the grove again as Faer tried to think of something new to talk about, change the subject. Gemini kept her gaze on him from the water with a questioning look on her face, as if trying to read his mind, a coy smile on her face.

The sky was starting to darken slightly with the sun getting close to the top trees, night was getting close. Mya hopped into the grove through a tight break in the brush along the edge of the clearing. Faer was sitting with his back against a boulder with his head resting back, looking up at the sky. Gemini was out in the lake floating on her back; her exposed breasts floating over the water as she paddled around slowly.

“How long has she been out there?” Mya asked.

Faer jerked forward being scared by her sneaking up on him.

“For the love of the Dragons, don’t sneak up on me like that.” Faer grabbed his chest, trying to slow his heart.

Mya laughed.

“Almost since you left.” Faer turned toward the lake and then quickly back when he realized that he could see her breasts.

Mya laughed at his embarrassment.

“Here, we can have this for dinner.” Mya tossed three rabbits towards the fire.

“Excellent, I was getting tired of rations.” Faer slid his feet under himself and rocked forward to his knees.

Reached down, he grabbed their dinner by the rope they were all tied with, lifting them up into the waning light of the day. Nodding, he stood and grabbed a small knife near his bedroll and headed off to the far edge of the grove to prep their meal.

Mya looked over to the water where Gemini was floating and smiled. With a quick pull of her shirt, she slipped it over her head and dropped it on her bedding. Hopping along to where Gemini’s boots were, she tried to pull off her footwear without unhooking the buckles. With a couple tugs while she hopped, she gave up near the lake edge and unclasp everything to free her feet. Pushing down her leggings and exposing herself to the cool evening air, she slid her naked body into the warm waters.

“About time you got back.” Gemini stopped her floating at the sound of Mya splashing into the water, rotating herself from on her back to upright and began to tread water.

“I grabbed something for a meal on the way back; Faer is getting things ready.” Mya swam over to Gemini, trying not to splash her. “He didn’t want to swim?”

“He looked a little embarrassed to do so.” Gemini laughed and looked over Mya’s shoulder to where Faer was cleaning the rabbits.

Faer looked across the water from his cleaning spot and smiled at the two girls swimming and laughing at each other. As much as he hated being out on the adventure, it had been a fun start with the two of them; their banter back and forth along the trails, with their playful interactions with each other made him feel more at ease with not being at the palace.

The laughter carried through the grove as Faer watched Mya splash Gemini in the face and quickly swim away. Chasing her to the edge of the water, Faer had to quickly look away as they came out of the water; he could hear Gemini come out of the water in pursuit. Looking up to make sure the coast was clear to get over to the fire without getting caught seeing their naked forms, Faer shuffled closer to the fire and got the rabbits set on a stick.

Gemini caught up to Mya and knocked her over into the longer grasses and flowers. Faer could see Mya arms popping out from the grass, swatting away Gemini’s struggle in trying to grab her wrists. Their sounds of laughter made him smile. Gemini sat on her stomach and straddling over her waist to keep her pinned while she tried to tickle her.

“Get dressed you two, it won’t take long to cook these.” Faer yelled from the side of his mouth in an effort to get their attention; only met with more laughter.

“Do you concede?” Gemini said in a raised voice.

“For now. I’m hungry.” Mya’s voice could be heard coming from the two arms raised from the grasses.

Gemini stood from her seat and let go of Mya’s wrists slowly to keep her hands in a defensive position in case the tickling was retaliated. Mya’s arms disappeared into the greenery as Gemini backed up a couple of steps, her eyes fixed on the woman on the ground. With a smile and a friendly outstretched hand, Gemini pulled her from the ground.

“I’m starving.” Mya said, brushing off some leaves stuck to her backside.

Trying to keep his eyes on his task and not at the bare women wandering around behind him, Faer fidgeted with their dinner. Each spit was long enough to be able to sit back and cook at a distance. He could hear the two girls getting their clothes on nearby and strained to keep his attention at the crackling blaze in front of him as he knew he would get caught if he stole a peek.

“Tomorrow we will have to split up.” Gemini was the first to come into his line of sight, her pants not fully done up and her shirt had balled up against her wet back, exposing her stomach. Faer struggled to keep his attention on the fire and food.

“Unfortunately, we do; I need to head to Sky Pedestal before heading onto Colde.” Mya followed close behind, wiggling her way into her own shirt. “You two going to be ok together out here?”

Gemini laughed as she sat down on her bedroll.

“We should be fine; Gemini is scarier than most things out here.” Faer chuckled to himself as he spoke.

“Hey!” Gemini exclaimed.

“I mean that in the nicest way, you’re very good in a fight; aside from the disposition.” Faer looked her way and smiled, which was greeted by a scolding smirk and a stuck-out tongue.

“Suppose I am the brawn in this relationship then.” Gemini spoke through her sly smile.

“Getting up to the lookout at the top of the falls should be a short trip, but past that is so unknown, I am fearful of what we might find or even how to get there.” Faer played with rabbits cooking over the fire as he spoke.

“What all did Shershin tell you?” Gemini asked.

“Once we are at the top of the falls, the assumption is that we need to drink the tonic and then the path will become clear to us. She just mentioned that we will know when to use it.”

“I’ve been to the viewpoint and there isn’t anything up there but more falls. As far as I am aware and know of, Dire Straight is unreachable.” Mya grabbed her own rabbit and spun it in the lapping flames.

The three sat in silence, watching their dinner roasting above the flickering flames and watching as the night took over the day. The skin on the baking animals became a nice light brown as it spun on their cooking sticks, sweating with each turn. Crickets and the odd brushing of trees blowing in the wind broke through the sounds of the campfire. Stars slowly twinkled on with the moonlight starting to rise over the far horizon, its reflection off the small mirroring lake was beautiful. The odd insect interrupting the deathly stillness, landing on the water, ripples quickly fading back to the mirror.

“Any idea what the Barbarians are going to be like?” Faer broke the silence of the grove, pulling his dinner from the fire.

“I met their Shaman, Thron-din when I was little; he was old and scary from what I remember.” Mya spoke through mouthfuls of meat she peeled off her stick with a small knife.

“And he would still be alive?” Faer raised an eyebrow in question.

“Apparently, the Barbarian shamans are blessed with elven lifespans by the Gods; that blessing would be then passed on to their successor in which the previous Shaman would instantly perish.”

“That’s a bad draw if you ask me.” Gemini cut in with a mouthful of food.

“No worse than what we have. From what I hear, they have built their home into a gigantic glacier; everything made of ice.” Faer choked against a mouthful of meat.

“Would be cold on the privates, might make for interesting foreplay though.” The two girls laughed at Faer’s embarrassed expression as he choked further on his mouthful of rabbit.

The night’s air filled with their conversation as the fire snapped and crackled, giving its own thoughts on the matters being discussed. The jovial back and forth brought the odd laugh, mostly picking on Faer as they all finished their dinner. Each commenting on being stuffed and needing to rest, tossed their roasting spit into the fire before slipping onto the bedrolls.

The grove finally gave up to the night and became the stillness of a crypt. The three bodies sprawled out on their bedrolls, sated with their dinner, lay still with the campfire getting lower and lower. Finally burning into low red coals, the glowing red heart of the fire latched on to its last life before completely disappearing into the trail of smoke; the night had finally won the battle.

Overlooking the frozen waters of the lake, three hooded hulks shadowed against the darkness, peering into the clearing. Never moving, only watching as their tattered cloaks subtly waved against a light breeze. A shadowed mist seemed to melt off their outline, like fog rolling down a mountain.

• • •

Gemini stood on the edge of a small body of water, the mists from the roaring falls engulfing her in waves. Holding two strange swords, their points resting against the ground as she hung her head, hair matted down with the moisture. Her whole body, as well as the swords had blood covering them. Each wave of mist from the falls made the blood run down her into a red pool at her feet.

After a big blow of the waters, a corpse could be made out at her feet. Mya slowly stepped closer, snapping her eyes from her sister to the body in front of her. With the next wave of mists from the falls fading back, the body came into focus. Its face was turned the other way, but the body looked to be male. Gemini used the side of one of her switch back blades and pushed against the side of the corpses face to turn it towards her.

Faer.

Gemini never spoke, her gaze remaining on his corpse. Her wet hair trying to flow in the winds of the torrent pushing against her from the falls, hiding her blank, dark expression from time to time. Mya couldn’t speak, couldn’t move at all; what had she done. Another wave of mist from the falls, Gemini slowly panned her gaze up into the sky and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. Opening her eyes in an exhale, she pivoted her head towards Mya and gave her an evil glare. The darkness in her eyes brought tears flooding forward that quickly were engulfed by the brume that took over. Before she could open her mouth to attempt in saying something again, Gemini spun quickly and launched forward in attack. Raising one of her weapons, the blade quickly came down towards her face.

Mya’s eyes shot open and she jolted upright from her bedroll. Her clothes were soaked with sweat as she panted, trying to catch her breath. Looking over at Faer who was having a suspicious dream with the size of his smile. Still alive. Still at peace. Gemini rolled over in her sleep towards her, she too looked at peace in her sleep.

Only a dream.

Darkness of the grove carried the same feeling from Mirror Lake, a sense of death, a sense that they were not in the world of the living, a tomb of their own. The stillness of the lake mocked her with its glimmer against the starlit sky above. An uneasiness filled her, something was wrong, something did not feel right, something was watching.

She looked around, scanning the edges of the clearing through the darkness in hopes to find anything out of the ordinary. Her elven eyes were keen but still quite difficult to make out even the difference between the undergrowth and trees themselves. For such a clear night, it was inauspiciously dark. The air felt heavy again, like in the lower tunnels of the palace; death had found them.

From the far side of the clearing the shadows moved unnatural and could barely be seen shifting from the lip of the grove, moving quickly towards the camp. Mya flipped off her blanket and hopped up to the balls of her feet, uttering an incantation and rolling her hands and fingers like she was playing with a small ball. Blue balls of fire grew in her hands, illuminating the ground around her. The hulking shadow was closing fast, she had to be ready. Before she knew it, it was at the edge of the camp and almost on her. Its cloak was darker than the night and looked in tatters, ripped from time itself. It was the same as the attacker from the palace.

With a flick of her wrist, one of the fireballs shot forward with a streak towards the assailant, making it quickly change direction and slowing its course. Quickly following was the other, connecting mid torso, it was sent whirling backwards to the ground. No sounds of pain or injury could be heard, just the soft smack of the magic connecting with something solid; a sort of whip cracking. The others did not wake and must have been in a deep slumber.

The creature was back on its feet before she could regain her focus. She wasted too much time checking on the others. She needed to get some space between it and her. At great speed, she pushed off in the opposite direction and headed into the clearing of grasses, the tall blades whipping at her pantlegs. Dew from the night collected on her legs, soaking them with moisture as she ran. Keeping her hands moving to grow another set of fireballs, she kept her eyes on the pursuant which was quickly gaining on her. It was fast; unnaturally fast.

Just before she felt it about to overtake her, she rolled to the ground, forcing it to lunge over her in a wild attempt to ensnare her in its claws. The two small balls of fire she had cooking in her palms shot toward the beast, both connecting mid mass again, sending it whirling higher into the air and plummeting back to the ground in a heap. Mya kept her hands moving still, building another pair of blue flames as she slowly approached her assailant. The body lay still on the ground.

“Meidrae, raptruks duu Furhdrae.” Its reptilian voice sounded like it was having troubles talking.

She did not respond.

“Meidrae. Raptruks, duu.” It tried to finish before the tombs silence filled the grove again. It did not finish what it was saying.

Mya kept her distance, trying to study the hulking shadow against the night. She could barely make out that it was still breathing. The subtle rise and fall of its cloak couldn’t be seen at all, it just stood there, watching her.

“Who are you?” Mya spoke softly.

Nothing.

“Why are you following me?”

Nothing.

“Why are you attacking me?” Her words were answered with more silence.

The beast shuffled slowly to the side. Reaching out with its arm, a claw filled hand exposed itself from the shadow, its claws reflecting the light from the moon. Before it could return its arm to its body, Mya let loose the last two fireballs from her palms. With another double crack of the whip, the glowing blue fire erupted against the shadowy form and faded into the night once more. The body of the shadowed hulk recoiled in a silent pain and doubled over, for what she could make out was it dying.

“Duu Furhdrae hajth brakdu. Furhdrae muurs ripkaal duu brakduu.” Another reptilian voice softly spoke from close behind her.

Spinning in panic, she quickly brought her hands up in her attempt to go on the offensive but was met by two large clawed hands grabbing her wrists and hoisting her into the air. The new hulk was a lot taller than the last and easily held her from the ground. It wore the same void-like cloak which hid all its features, like the others, aside from the brief scaly clawed hands holding her, nothing else could be seen in the dark of the night.

“Meidrae, yosh muurs raptru duu caldri.” It spoke again, barely moving as it held her.

From behind the larger robed hulk, a smaller version of it appeared. Skirting in behind them to the still body, laying in the grass, it reached towards it with one of its clawed hands. Grabbing where its head would be, its large scaly hand slowly closed around it. Sounds of bone shattering, crushing under the weight of its grip filled the grove, finally fulfilling what the crypt wanted, a corpse.

Mya wriggled against the larger beast grasp, much to her futility, there was something about this one that did not seem as threatening as the first. She watched as the small cloaked hulk ripped the robes from the dead. It was as if it pulled a cover from a basket filled with ash, nothing but smoke filled the grasses and flowed from within. A plume of the ash fell from the cloth as the executioner flipped it over its own body, adding the fabrics to his own.

Her full attention turned back to the one holding her. “What do you want with me?”

Silence.

The air grew heavier again around them as she starred into the void of the robed figure. It remained quiet, standing motionless, holding her in the quiet of the clearing, as if studying her. Mya kept her struggle to a minimum while trying to study it herself. Something was not right.

“Meidrae, duu furhdrae ol Tyrolin ikneare.” A brief silence as if it were catching its breath. “Mother, release the spirits.”

“What did you say?” Mya’s eyes widened as it spoke in a language she could understand.

“Meidrae, raptruks duu Furhdrae.” Its voice was harsh this time in the unknown tongue.

Before she could get another word out, her captor dropped her to the ground and took off into the darkness with the smaller one, like something had them spooked. The night remained heavy around her. It was hard to follow the sprinting shadows on their way to the verge; both disappeared into the night quickly. The weight of the night lifted from her chest as regained her lungs and solidified her footing in the tall grass.

Spinning in circles, scanning the tree line for anything. Her eyesight became hazy and her head spun in circles faster than she was turning, her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she collapsed to the cold damp earth.

Death truly had come to this tomb.


Chapter 10

The night air was crisp against the white of the snowy province, littered with the odd protruding trees, mixed with large stone pillars reaching up, trying to hold up the sky. With both tree and pillar filling in much of the area, the view was interrupted easily that made things difficult to move in a straight line or know which direction you were heading.

Porter Granol kept his pace up, dodging back and forth, skirting around each pillar or tree he came across. His little hooved feet gently packing divots into the top of the clean white blanket that was paved before him. The sound of snow crunching under each light step echoed slightly off the walls of the stone giants around him like a drip landing on a frozen pond that quickly faded into the trees.

“You got here fast.” A deep growling voice made him skid to a stop, spraying the light fluffy snow into the air and looked for its origin.

A very tall burly man leaning against one of the stone giants held a short pipe in one hand a had a blank stare towards the little Satyr. A hardy man covered in tribal tattoos with bands holding feathers and small skulls wrapping around his biceps that continued the painted story of his tattoos. Fur lined leather-like vest covered in similar tribal markings and matching short leggings looked barely enough to keep the cold out. The bottom half of his legs exposed to the cold air were also covered with tattoos that told a story down to his bare feet.

“Shaman Thron-Din, the elder spoke with urgency.” Granol performed a subtle bow as he spoke.

“What word comes from the Undergrowth?” Thron-Din pushed himself from his leaning post and stepped toward the short Narx.

“The Elders are worried about their children; they have ordered them to be gathered. The youngest has been in contact with a relic and somehow the chains are weakening. The Furhdrae are hunting for the Mother and Tyrolin is on her way here.” Granol took a deep breath.

Silence came into the night as Thron-Din thought about the Narx’ words.

“The young princess will be welcome when she arrives. Has the cup been found?”

Granol nodded.

“Then the three will be together quickly. Have the Spiri been consulted?” Thron-Din scratched his shoulder to flick away some of the falling snow.

Granol shook his head. “Does that mean you know where Chronolin is?” Looking up at the giant of a man with his big owl eyes.

“We have known where he has been since the last transfer of souls. With this new age of souls, we made sure to keep close watch on all of the new hosts.”

Nodding his acceptance, Granol swallowed back his follow up question.

“Give me the Mask then, I will take it to our coffers for safe keeping and await the daughter. Please tell the Elder that things are progressing quickly, Necrolin will not be able to keep his chains secure and the Neightur have been moving around in Tulcarna.” Thron-Din reached out with his large hand.

Granol reached into his pouch and pulled out the small glass mask, gently placing it in the barbarian’s large palm. His hand was so much larger than the mask, it was but a pebble being swallowed by the ocean.

“Eirolin’s soul has been in torment, she has been touched by the youngest Elder again.” Granol stepped back and rested on his staff.

Taking another long breath, Thron-Din closed his eyes in thought.

“Erisolin must be behind this, she has been a thorn in the family for more than a millennia. Thank you for everything Porter, let the Elder know that we will help where we can. I will prep the relics for Tyrolin’s arrival.” Thron-Din reached into a pouch behind him and pulled out a small scroll. “Take this to the Spirit Shelves, to Dire. The Mother will be needing it if their path diverges from the current.”

Granol reached up and grabbed the scroll from his large hand. It was a bit awkward for him in size, larger than his pouch could hide which made it stick out the top flap. Before any other exchange could happen, Granol pushed off through the snow and disappeared quickly behind the stone and wood. Thron-Din watched in the same direction for a short while, eyes glaring in thought.

Turning slowly, he walked off in a saunter to allow himself to think. After a few turns into his walk he quickly reached to his side and grabbed at something in the dark shadows of the forest. A muffled sound of struggle echoed off the stones and into the night.

“You do not belong.” Pulling his prize towards his face and out into the night, a cloaked figure so dark, even the shadows of the night couldn’t compare. The hulking shadow reached up with a scaly clawed hand in protest, trying to free itself.

“Let them know that she will finally be free of the despair. Erisolin will never have her way. Her host will overcome the sorrow and the Five will never consume the realms.”

With a clenching of his hand, sounds of bone shattering under his strength filled the night. The beast went limp and its tattered robes fell still. Dropping the Furhdrae corpse to the ground, Thron-Din looked down and scoffed before returning his gaze back to the darkness of the forest. A feint set of footsteps in the snow could barely be heard quickly fading away.

“We don’t have much time.”

• • •

“Mya? Wake up.” Gemini stood over top her, looking down.

Squinting as she slowly woke, Mya realized that she was still out in the field of grass and the sun had already breached the top of the surrounding trees. Pushing herself up and propping up with an elbow, she scanned behind Gemini for anything to indicate the interactions that occurred during the night.

“What are you doing out here?” Gemini stepped back to give Mya some space and crossed her arms across her chest.

“Must have been sleep walking.” Mya gave her a slight embarrassed face.

“Do that a lot these days?” Gemini raised her eyebrows and glared back.

Mya could tell by her tone that she didn’t believe her. Standing slowly and rubbing her eyes to clear the sleep. The camp was already packed up and Faer was eating some sort of bread like substance for breakfast on one of the boulders that circled the camp.

“We need to get going so we can reach the falls before nightfall.” Gemini turned and headed back to the campfire.

Mya lowered her head in thought, trying to piece together what transpired during the night. The voice of the larger Furhdrae repeated in her head. From the corner of her eye, she could see Gemini looking back over her shoulder with a curious face. Shaking it off, Mya stood and caught up to Gemini and smacked her on the backside.

“Guess this is the last time we get to see each other for a while.” Mya gave her a sideways hug as they walked.

“Are you going to be alright by yourself? The Central Province is very unpredictable.” Gemini hugged her back.

“I will be alright, it’s only a day or two from here to Sky Pedestal and then North Gate is a couple days past. There are villages and towns along the way, or a Travelers Tree to rest in.” Mya gave her a hip bump and trotted off ahead to the camp.

“I hear a bed roll is a better rest than the ground.” Faer mocked her when she came close.

“Very funny.” Mya punched him in the arm as she walked by to her pack.

Rubbing his arm, he curled his inward in concern before he said. “It happened again, didn’t it? Was it like before?”

“The same, but I could see faces this time. Don’t tell Gemini about it.” Mya looked over her shoulder at him with a fearful glare.

He nodded in silence.

“Faer we should get going if we want to make the lookout before dark.” Gemini came into the camp and scooped up her bag, slinging it over her shoulders.

Faer nodded again, biting into the last chunk of his breakfast.

“Take care you two. And, keep out of trouble.” Mya stood with her backpack in hand.

Gemini grabbed Mya in an embrace, resting her chin on her shoulder. Mya squeezed her back and pushed away, keeping her hands-on Gemini’s shoulders to give her a smile filled nod. With a flip of her bag, Mya looped the straps of her pack over her shoulders and stepped back to get everything in place for her journey.

“Farewell Faer, look after her for me.” Mya gave him another little punch to the shoulder.

“I will.” Faer looked up at her and rubbed his wound again.

As she left the campsite, Mya turned mid stride, waving a final farewell before fading beyond the foliage on the edge of the grove. Gemini stood watching her until the branches stopped moving, until there was no sign of her anymore.

“Shall we get out of here too?” Gemini bounced her pack into place and gave Faer a hurry up nod with her head, pointing in the opposite direction with her head.

Faer grumblingly grabbed his backpack and slid his way into it, moaning under his breath about being on another adventure. The two companions exited the campsite quietly, making their way around the lake to the north edge of the clearing. Faer pushed through a small break in the foliage fringe and disappeared into the forest beyond.

Gemini stopped before entering the forest and looked back to spot in the field where she found Mya. With a curious look, she silently questioned the direction that Mya disappeared through the bushed and sighed. A small shake of her head with another sigh, she turned and succumbed to being swallowed by the forest as well.

• • •

“I’m exhausted, I thought you said we were going to Sky Pedestal first?” Chyla collapsed into a chair that rest against a nearby wall.

Dominic crossed the small bedroom and dropped his bag on the end of the bed. There was not much in the room aside from a small bed and a small wooden table next to where Chyla was sitting. A single portrait of some nobleman hung on the far wall next to the only window. A very simple room.

“I changed my mind. There might be further things we need to consider before going to Sky Pedestal. You should be fine here, I will go get settled in the other room.” Dominic left before Chyla could sit back up with another complaint.

The inside of the house was a lot larger than the bedroom, ornate figurines and delicate looking boxes littered counter tops and shelving. An organized mess with stacks of books and small crates filled empty spaces, scattered across the flooring; strategically placed to allow a walking path to get around. A simple home that was obviously occupied by an academic with an obsession.

“R’nuuk?” Dominic called out over the organized mess.

His call was responded by rummaging noises coming from the far side of the house. Closing in on the origin, he found a slender middle-aged man dressed in a simple attire, riffling through a pile of books.

“Thanks for taking us in R’nuuk.” Dominic stood for a second without a response and went to sit in a nearby chair.

Dominic watched him check each binding of every book he grabbed before placing it on a neighboring pile. He was determined to find something since they got there, like them arriving stirred something up in the back of his mind that was urgent.

“Need help looking?” Dominic called from his comfortable chair.

R’nuuk just waved his hand back at him.

“Ha!” R’nuuk yelped in excitement.

Pulling out a small leather book that had a string tightened around it from all four sides. Twirling around in his excitement to the small wooden table behind him, R’nuuk dropped it with a surprisingly heavy thunk, sending a plume of dust into the air.

“Are you sure this is it?” Dominic shimmied to the front of his chair.

“Of course, am I ever not sure about anything?” R’nuuk put a single finger on the top of the book. “This was taken from their library by someone who met a very untimely death shortly after.”

“How did you come by it then?” Dominic asked.

“I have friends in careful positions.” R’nuuk raised an eyebrow, trying to look sinister. His young features did not do it justice. “It should help with sorting out what Latisha is doing on the main land.”

Sitting down at the small table, R’nuuk pulled on the small string holding the book closed and pulled on the cover, lifting the squished down pages into a lot thicker of a book. The string must have been a spell to shrink it down for storage.

Looking around at the room while R’nuuk read through the much larger tomb, Dominic shook his head at all the knickknacks and paper bound items strewn around the kitchen. Not enough space to prep a meal or store anything for future meals. A small basket of fruit sat on the edge of a small free counter space that looked to be more of a book end than something used for food. Minutes past before R’nuuk slammed his finger on a page.

“This.” R’nuuk’s face looked incredibly serious.

Looking down at the page to see a small drawing. A cluster of six stars forming around three hoops, almost touching but never connecting. The rings had an ornate layout with additional swoops and lines finally encasing the stars into what looked like six more rings with thorns protruding at the apex of each ring. In the middle, being perfectly spaced in a triangle formation, the circles were no more than a sliver apart and housed the shape of two dragon heads about to devour each other.

“What does it mean?”

“It’s the Seal of the Elders. Freyolin and Incinolin; the original elders, had these symbols put on everything that was passed on to High Realm. When Necrolin was given the honor of managing the realm of the dead, he was elevated to the rank of Elder. They gave him access to these seals as part of his charge, to entrust him on their upkeep.” R’nuuk kept his eyes on Dominic but spoke like he was reading from the book. R’nuuk flung his arms around as he talked, getting his whole body into the motions.

“Why would that be a problem?”

“In his youth as an Elder, he shifted them around all Vulthrodin and hid their locations from the other Elders. Some were placed on objects rather than locations and some were placed within some of the mortals as well; to be passed down through the generations.” His arms flailing about as he talked, Dominic had a hard time trying not to laugh at how he moved during conversation.

“Again, why would that be a problem and what does it have to do with Latisha?” Dominic stayed in his chair for the fear of moving might knock over R’nuuk’s precious stacks of books.

“Because! The seals protect High Realm, they limit the Dragon’s power so that this land does not become another Low Realm.” R’nuuk huffed. “With the objects given to specific people in Vulthrodin and beyond, the Elder’s children are allowed to be welcomed into a mortal form with their essence in a sort of possession and utilize its power. Like yourself.” R’nuuk took a long breathe, “where is the gift Chronolin gave you?”

“It was lost a long time ago.” Dominic shook his head.

“For the love of the Twenty, that is a powerful relic, you will need to recover it. The seals have been breaking, the ones Necrolin has placed across the lands. Seems the Neightur have found a way to circumvent their bind which is causing them to break. This will allow the souls of the children to heighten in strength and ultimately allow the Dragon children free to be in their true forms.” His face now joining into the contortions as he talked, each twitch and jolt added more to his words.

“Must I ask it again?”

R’nuuk scoffed an odd nasal noise in his frustrations.

“With the seals gone, there will be another war of the siblings which will, like Low Realm, destroy High Realm. Not all eight children like each other and will do what they can to be at the top, vying for the next elder position. Low Realm use to be like High Realm until the children got a hold of it.” With a snort of frustration and a hope to be done, R’nuuk slinked down into his shirt slightly in hopes to slow his heart.

“So, wouldn’t the relics given to us in High Realm be enough to seal everything back?”

“Unfortunately, not.” R’nuuk sighed. “Once Necrolin started shifting the seals, unaware of the consequences, the distribution of the power amongst the seals began. Without these binding seals being balanced to limit the Dragon soul power, the war will begin again.”

“Is there a way to get the seals back to how they were before?” Dominic remained calm in his chair, trying not to get sucked in to R’nuuk’s animated talking routine.

“There are a few ways.” Spinning in his seat, R’nuuk scanned the spines of one of the piles next to him and pulled out a small red book, quickly opening it and flipping through a few pages in the middle.

“One would need to gather all the relics of the Elders and take them back to their owners paired with the Relic of the Mother.” R’nuuk could see Dominic face questioning. “It’s something that the Spiri were given more than a few millennia ago, in hopes to be the forefront of the guard on the seals. The item is needed to bind back the Dragon relics to the Elders to give them their full power and allow the owners of each seal to perform their rituals and seal them once again.”

“And the other ways?”

“The hosts of the Dragon souls be killed to force the children back to the Palace of the Elders or Low Realm. This will relinquish the strain of the seals in High Realm and allow the Elders to seal them once again from their Palace.”

“Seems simple enough.” Chyla spoke, making both R’nuuk and Dominic jump in surprise, snapping their gaze her way.

She stepped back with her own surprise of their shock.

“Would you like to go first then?” R’nuuk snickered.

“What do you mean?” Chyla dropped a hip and fell against the corner of the wall, crossing her under her breasts.

Ignoring her question, Dominic turned back to R’nuuk and continued their conversation. “So we find the relics and give them back. With objects that powerful and from the Elders, should be easy to find.” Domini sat back in his chair.

“Do you remember what you were given?” R’nuuk had a slight laugh in his tone.

“Yea, they were small, knuckle like fist weapons.” Dominic held his hands up.

“Exactly. Small. Even though Dragons are massive creatures, doesn’t make their possessions needing to be the same. Do you remember the last place you had the relic?”

Dominic lifted his eyes to the ceiling in thought. Both Chyla and R’nuuk remained silent while they watched him.

“I had been knocked unconscious in the Battle of Murdone and then woke up to nothing.”

“The Battle of Murdone was almost eight hundred years ago.” Chyla blurted out her shock to have Dominic give her a sideway look.

“If the Dwarves have it then they would like have moved it into the Dragon’s Crucible.” R’nuuk spoke without a thought.

“And where would that be?” Dominic asked.

“What is the season?” R’nuuk stretched his back, trying not to slouch.

“Believe it is just getting into the Moons of Iidal, Third Sun.” Dominic squinted one eye, rolling thoughts around in his head.

“Third sun.” R’nuuk paused. “Meaning there are maybe only a fortnight or two before it moves. Should be outside the walls of Murdone, in the ruins of Karanka. Once the new sun rises it will be moved somewhere in Darke, likely near the Gurge Hollows.” Chyla giggled at his movements as he talked that prompted Dominic to cough at her in hopes to shut her up.

“Then we don’t have much time.” Dominic leaned forward in his chair.

“You never did answer my question before, and how do you know so much about this anyway?” Chyla finished her descent of the stairs and squeezed in between some piles of clutter on a longer sofa.

“He used to be a part of the Darke Septum back in the day.” Dominic answered for him.

“But you’re not an Elf.” Chyla followed up with another question.

“The Darke lands are home to more than just Elves, they just happen to have an Elf ruling them.” R’nuuk shifted in his seat as he spoke.

“That means you probably know more than most anyone in all of Vulthrodin.” Chyla perked up in her excitement.

R’nuuk stood from his small table and made his way over to a small stove in the corner. Shuffling a pile of books from the front of it, he reached behind another pile of odds and ends to retrieve a log. Stuffing it into the front of the stove he flicked his hand, igniting the wood and promptly closed the door. Reaching behind another pile he pulled out a kettle pot and placed it over an open hole on the top of the stove.

“Tea?” R’nuuk had an upbeat tone.

“Please.” Chyla called out from snug spot on the couch.

Dominic nodded without a word.

“So aside from sibling genocide, we need to get everything together and go talk with the Spiri?” Dominic filled in the silence.

“Precisely.” R’nuuk shot up straight with a small hop and raised a finger. “Latisha has likely come to the main land to help the Neightur in their sacrilege and kill the other siblings to set her position of power in High Realm during the transition.”

“And there is no other way to get to the Palace of the Elders or set the seals back to normal?” Dominic asked.

“There are other methods, but you would need to talk to Baldur and get passage to the north to talk with the Leeman’s. And that would go down a road worse than killing the others.” R’nuuk turned his head to look at the kettle on the stove.

“What are Leeman’s?” Chyla questioned.

“A race of feline like people, they are extremely adept in magic; more so than the Elves, and don’t typical like outsiders. They rival the Dragons in magical prowess but live in solitude, drowning in narcotics and praying to their heathen gods. Even the Spiri don’t usually go that far north.” R’nuuk kept his eyes on his kettle which seem to settle his fidgeting while he talked.

“I keep hearing the mention of Spiri, who or what are they?” Chyla pushed to the edge of her seat to see more around the pile beside her.

“A beautiful and elegant protector race, no one these days knows of them or sees them as they are assumed long extinct by most. Only the few that have been around long enough, know of them. They live in Dire now, beyond the Draag Mountains. They used to reside in the capital of all Vulthrodin, Spiringlaive. A beautiful city to be held and the people carry their own special magics. Some use to think was given to them by the Elders as there is a very strict regulation for being a Spiri.”

“Like what?” Chyla quickly asked.

“One can only become a Spiri by besting a Spiri. They are all women you know.” R’nuuk stood to check on the water in the kettle.

“All women, no men?” Chyla pushed for more information.

“There has been the odd man here and there who have bested one, but their arrogance typically catches up with them and fall shortly after.” R’nuuk laughed.

“And they are supposed to protect us?”

“In a matter. I wouldn’t be concerned with them for the time being, you two will need to carry on as your time will need to be watched carefully and you will need to find your own seals.” R’nuuk sat back down while keeping his eyes on the kettle.

“So, Latisha?” Dominic cut into the conversation.

“Ah yes. Erisolin has always been trying to get up to standing with the parents and has been trying anything she can to be in true for in High Realm. Like I said, likely wants you all dead, but I know you and Latisha have a past so there will be confliction there.”

“I would prefer if Latisha was her old self, she seems corrupted now.” Dominic spoke, starring at the floor.

“Very easily done, Erisolin’s despair can be intoxicating.” R’nuuk smiled and laughed.

Pouring steaming water into a few mugs that seemed to just have appeared on the table, he stood with two of them. Stepping over a few small stacks of books to hand each of them their drink before returning to sit down with his own.

“You two should probably get yourself some rest before heading off then.” R’nuuk sipped his tea which looked to calm his twitchiness.

“We will take rest of the day and head out first light. Sky Pedestal is our first stop before heading south to the pass. Are any of Muria’s things left around?” Dominic blew across the top of the brownish liquid in his mug.

“Should be a trunk of her things upstairs, will be the only trunk there. Help yourself my dear, you are her size.” R’nuuk nodded at Chyla as he spoke.

Chyla smiled behind her steaming mug and took a small sip, trying not to burn her mouth.

• • •

“They are beautiful, are they not?” Gemini stood on the edge of the steady river, looking up at the falls before them.

The water cascaded all over the cliff face and raged its way over smaller sections. The multi-tiered falls stood hundreds of feet tall and nearly a hundred feet wide; lined with green moss and foliage growing from random crags, some trees looked like they were having a hard time keeping from being ripped out against the falling water. A heavy mist filled the air and floated its way to the ground, soaking everything it touched.

Gemini and Faer stood near the heavily flowing river that stretched out from the larger bottom pools. The sound of the beastly falls engulfed the world around it, making it a little difficult to hear conversation, making both Gemini and Faer almost yell to talk to each other.

“The path is off to the side, it’s a short hike up to the lookout.” Faer craned his neck up at the falls, trying to keep his voice above the roar of the falls and leaned in close to Gemini’s ear.

With a subtle nod, Gemini stepped toward where he was pointing, the mist caressing her as she moved. Hooking his thumbs into the straps of his backpack, Faer followed and shifted the weight of his bag from a sore spot. The deafening falls removed any chance to carry a conversation while they marched up the side trail; no birds or critters could be heard through the rage of the beast.

The trail they walked on glistened with moisture from the falls, the mist attacked everything it touched with no retaliation making the trail a little slick. The path was still surprisingly comfortable to walk on aside from the water streams attacking their footsteps, which helped with the amount of slipping they endured. Crevices filled with soils and pools of water littered the ever-growing height of the walls beside them. The stone formations of the mountain warned them that they would soon be swallowed into the earth and forgotten or perhaps crushed at any moment.

Faer and Gemini kept their eyes on a swivel, checking behind them more regularly, with the noise from the falls someone could easily sneak up on them. Faer kept catching himself coming to a rest on Gemini’s backside which was quickly shook off. Her tight clothing now wet from the falls made her curves accentuated her fit body more and drew his attention with each step.

It was not long before they crested the path. The walls of the mountain which wanted to swallow them whole, lost interest and suddenly opening to a levelled off clearing. The mists from the falls had backed off slightly and kept their distance from an obvious campsite to the right side. A circle of stones filled with scorched earth from remnants of previous hikers could be seen near the far edge. Most of the clearing had the mountain stone defending itself from the clearing, stretching far into the sky.

The protrusions of boulders filled with moss or plant life littered themselves across the mountain face that carried through towards the falling watery beast. The edge closest to the falls had a long outcropping which was perfect for anyone to be safe while looking out at the countryside below.

“We should be free to set up camp, doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a while. All the wards are gone, best start a fire to dry up.” Gemini spun on her heels to face Faer as she spoke and pointed toward the campsite.

“I can set one up, but it won’t dry us, it will only keep the mist away.” Faer sagged his shoulders in exhaustion.

Gemini smiled and nodded her approval.

Faer slid his bag from his back and walked over to the scorched circle. Dropping his pack against a small nearby tree that looked like it was struggling with life, he squatted next to the coals and looked at either side. Gemini watched as he muttered his spell under his breath while waving his hands around in small circles. With a brief glimmer pulsed from the coals and a hazy wall appeared around the dead campfire. Rippling against the mists, the bubble grew and grew as it swallowed the entire campsite, pushing back the water from the falls and the engulfing mists. Collecting moisture more and more, steams of water began sliding off the feint invisible wall, pooling at its base.

Gemini smiled at the thought of getting out of the brume and quickly spun around to the lookout. With a short trot over to the edge, she looked out over the waters raging beside her. The view was spectacular; you could see most of the central province and barely make out the peaks of Sky Pedestal sitting against the horizon. The sun hung in the sky like a tired eye failing to stay awake, creating an orange haze clinging on to a ripple of red and purple that made her smile.

Her smile held as she closed her eyes, taking in the final light of the day before turning back to the camp. Faer was quick with his fire today, easily in a rush to get things dried off. Gemini stepped through the ward for the camp with a dip of her head and dropped her bag next to where Faer had placed his. Sitting beside it with her back against the wall, she let out a sigh and rolled her head toward Faer.

“Any idea what we are supposed to do up here?” Gemini watched him with her question.

“Aside from the potion she gave me, Shershin was not very helpful.” Faer reached under his cloak and pulled out the small vial of liquid as he watched the fire and held it out towards her.

“There is not much here. Even the rock face is not climbable. This potion supposed to help in some way?” She squinted at the brown liquid.

“She said we would know when to use it and that we would need to drink it.” Faer pulled the vial closer to his face and curled his nose up with a disgusted look.

“What’s in it?” Gemini pushed herself up from the stone backing and rocked onto her feet to be closer to Faer.

“Bunch of animal parts and an odd assortment from her pantry, the usual sort of concoction.” Faer huffed a short laugh.

“Well, you figure out what it this is all about and I need to get dry.” Gemini gave the vial a final squint and turned to her bag.

Pulling on the ties to her shirt, she slid it off quickly which surprised Faer to turn away from her bare back. He could hear her take the rest of her clothes off and set them near the fire, draped over some sitting stones.

“Wish you would warn me before you to do that.” Faer called out from the other direction.

Gemini looked his way and laughed.

“It’s just a naked body, everyone has one.”

“But you’re the Princess.”

“None of that nonsense.” Gemini snapped. “I am just a woman. You should get out of your clothes as well before you get ill.”

“Have you grabbed a blanket?” Faer refused to turn before he found out she was decent.

“Yes yes, you can turn around now.” Gemini laughed again.

Faer sighed and slowly turned to find her fully naked, standing on the other side of the fire holding a large blanket in one hand out to the side. Her fully bare body was beautiful against the fire light with the fading sun behind her. In a quick protest, he shot his hand in front of his eyes to block his vision.

“By Incinolin’s name?” He yelped.

Gemini laughed loudly.

“Don’t’ you find me attractive?”

“Of course, but…”

“You’re fine now.” Gemini laughed louder this time

“Actually this time?”

“Yes.” She said with a giggle.

Faer slowly opened his fingers to peek through and then removed his shield when he confirmed she had wrapped herself in the blanket. He stood and stumbled over to his own bag to pull out a similar blanket.

Looking for a good spot to try and keep out of her vision while he undressed, Faer struggled with trying to set up a block from her. Gemini giggled through the noise from the falls which quickly made his face turn red.

“I really wish you wouldn’t laugh when I am doing this.”

“Oh relax.” Gemini chuckled to herself and stretched her arms out at the flames.

With his back to her, Faer undressed while trying to keep himself modest behind the blanket, that was only met with more laughter every time he failed to hold on to something. With his final piece of clothing off, Gemini let loose a sharp whistle. With a beet red face, Faer slinked his way into his blanket and stomped his way back to the fire, dropping his clothes next to another sitting rock.

“You should probably lay those out better.” Gemini winked at him.

Rolling his eyes, Faer stretched out from under his blanket and fumbled with each article, setting them up to toast against the heat.

“When should we drink this potion?” Gemini asked.

“I don’t know if I want to.” Faer answered trying to keep from looking directly at her.

“She wouldn’t give us something to hurt us, where’s the fear?

“It’s from Shershin, there is most definitely something she didn’t tell me.”

Gemini laughed again and held out her hand.

“Let me see it.”

Faer retrieved the vial from the pocket of his pants and handed it to her. Holding it up against the fire, the brownish liquid had a small shining to it. She looked past it, through to Faer who had found the courage to look at her again. With a questioning eyebrow flick from vial to him, Gemini was responded with a shrug.

“You drink it.” Gemini tossed it through the fire at him.

“Why me?”

“Because I’m the princess.” She said with a grin.

“What ever happened to being just a woman?”

“Sometimes you need to be the authority.” She spoke with a laugh and was met with a scolding face. “It will be fine.”

Faer pulled the small cork from the top of the vial and peered inside like something was going to jump out at him. The brown liquid swirled inside on its own and gave him a wink of sparkling, enticing him to drink it. Watching with the utmost attention, he sighed deeply and threw back his head, emptying the vial into his mouth. With a loud gulp, he coughed with having swallowed too much air in his flourish.

Gemini watched him silently and cocked her head to the side to get a clearer view of him from around the fire. He considered the empty vial and looked up with a shrug. Quietly sitting around the crackling fire, the falls kept up with their assault against the camp ward.

“Anything?” Gemini broke through the trying silence.

“Nothing.” Faer looked down at the glass bottle and slowly snapped his eyes to the left and right, up and down, checking with his eyes like he was trying to feel a difference within his body with them.

A look of horror suddenly filled his face.

“Something.” Faer perked up. “A voice is speaking. It’s repeating something I can’t understand.” He sat still, listening.

“Repeat it.”

“Shim. Yoshil.” He paused for a second, trying to listen to everything. “Shim yoshil, brakk yoshil itran duu krashk.”

“That sounds like the language my father uses sometimes.”

“She keeps repeating it.” Faer didn’t take his eyes from the vial.

Close to the larger falls, outside the ward, a small light started to glow from the side of the mountain that caught Faer’s attention.

“What?” Gemini looked in the direction he turned.

“You don’t see that?”

“Of course I don’t, you’re the one drinking strange potions from strange women.” Gemini raised an eyebrow at him.

Faer didn’t react to her prodding but kept his eyes on the small white light coming from the rock face. Standing with his blanket, he slowly stepped closer to the mountain wall and stopped before the edge of the ward. Gemini pierced her lips together in concern but continued to watch him silently.

The small light had an odd symbol in it, a cluster of six stars forming around three hoops, almost touching but never connecting. The rings had an ornate layout with additional swoops and lines finally encasing the stars into what looked like six more rings with thorns protruding at the apex of each ring. In the middle, being perfectly spaced in a triangle formation, the circles were no more than a sliver apart and housed the shape of two dragon heads about to devour each other.

“It’s the symbol in Mya’s book.” Faer excitedly turned to Gemini.

Gemini stood quickly without holding onto her blanket and skipped over beside Faer who failed to acknowledge she was next to him naked. His attention was focused on the shifting light on the mountain face.

“Where is it?” Gemini kept still, trying not to distract him.

Faer reached out with a finger and pointed. Gemini traced his finger trajectory with her eyes and reached out with her own hand slowly. Before he could stop her, she stepped out into the mists, through the cascading waters on the ward, towards the stone. Her fingers slowly touched the rock face exactly where he could see the light and the clearing fell silent. The sound of the falls died out, the sounds of early night with it, even the fire dancing behind them gave up on trying to be the center of attention. All the water from the mists and the falls stopped and the world was still.

“The voice stopped.” Faer broke the stillness and looked at her when she rotated her head to look at him.

When their eyes met Faer ran forward and grabbed her face, planting a kiss on her lips, pushing her back against the mountain wall. Gemini, in surprise, pushed him back.

“What the hell?”

Faer shook his head like he didn’t know what is going on and grabbed the sides of his head in pain.

“What’s wrong?” Gemini reached out, trying to catch him before he collapsed to the ground.

The anger of the falls started back into the night and the fire snapped back to life as if nothing happened. Faer lay still on the ground. Gemini knelt beside him with her hand on his shoulder, watching his face. A small grinding sound shook the ground beneath them, like stone sliding on stone. She could feel something behind her was different. She turned her head slightly to glance behind at where she had been pushed up against the stone to see a small opening through the stone.

“Faer, wake up.” Gemini shook his shoulder.

He lay still.

With a check to see if he was breathing, a fear flooded her face as tears joined in with the collection of mists on her face, falling to the ground.

“Faer?”

Her legs became weak beneath her and she collapsed to the ground. With an outstretched hand, she couldn’t come to touch him again. She covered her mouth as she wept, for now she knew, she was alone.


Chapter 11

The sun finally gave up to the night and darkness invaded everything. Light from the fire scattered itself across the mist from the falls, skipping from droplet to droplet. Faer’s body lay still in his blanket, the fire caressing his face, trying to wake him up. With stained cheeks, Gemini sat with her back against mountain wall hugging her knees, eyes locked on him. Her mouth covered with blanket and her nose sticking out the top as the collection of tears soaked their way through the fabric. Straining her eyes to look up at the opening in the stone wall without moving her head, she blinked back to Faer, she knew what must be done.

Standing up slowly with support from the wall, she had to make sure her legs could hold. Failing to keep her grasp on to her cover, the blanket fell to the ground exposing her again to the world. The falls trying desperately to wrap its mist around her, the ward was thankfully still holding. Stepping close to the fire to check her clothing, she tried not to disturb the earth around Faer’s still body. Dressing slowly, she looked down at his quiet face, sniffling back a tear and sighing heavily to gain back her composure.

Her boot straps took her longer than normal with her weak fingers. The leggings were still a little damp, making her shiver with a cringe as she rolled them up each leg and over the sensitive areas. All the loops, hooks and ties to strap herself into the rest of her clothing took almost as long as her boots, even as her hand began to warm up.

Rummaging around in her bag, she pulled out a small box and tossed it off to the side, its contents spilling out against the mountain. A small wrap holding a moldy bread like substance crumbled as it hit the dusty ground. Along with two small red vials and a small fruit that looked like spiked cherries rolled further out, finally coming to a rest in the grass fringe of the camp.

Lifting out a balled-up cloak, Gemini gave it a smell and flinched before tossing it over to the box. After a few more circles with her hand to make sure her pack had only the essentials, she leaned back and without putting eyes on to the corpse behind her, grabbed Faer’s pack and pulled it closer. Sitting on her haunches, she started to explore through its contents.

A fresh wrap of bread and a half full water skin were the first things to be removed. A clean cloak. A small simple book wrapped with a fine twine. Finally, the black urn, Necrolin’s cup. Holding it up close to her face, she examined the smooth sides, the simple design made it seem so trivial, so banal.

“Guess you will have to come to then?” Gemini poked the side of the urn as she spoke to it, as if it were taunting her. Her voice was troubled, tripping past something stuck in her throat.

Wrapping a small cloth around it, she tucked it neatly in the bottom of her own bag. Folding the clean cloak in her lap, she rolled it up into a sausage and slipped it in beside the urn. Putting the last of the food in last, she closed the top flap and tightened the buckle with a final sigh. Faer’s empty bag went limp as she released it, laying still, lifeless like his own body. Gemini closed her eyes as she listened to the roar of the falls behind her, dreading the next portion of her journey.

Flipping the filled backpack over her shoulder as she stood, Gemini slowly turned to face Faer. He had not moved. She had half expected this to be a ruse and he would wake, warming himself by the fire. Swallowing the lump in her throat and sniffling back tears, she closed her eyes and nodded to herself with a sigh.

Looking out at the falls and the into the darkness of the night, the flicker from the fire tickled the mists as they tried their hardest to break through the ward. She knew the fire would burn out soon and with there being nowhere to put his body, the wild life living in the cliffs would dispose of the corpse quickly.

“The spirits will guide you.” With closed eyes, Gemini spoke under her breath. “If it were another time, another life, a life changed for simpler ways; we could have explored more together. My heart belongs to someone already, my life to adventure with them, someone dear to me. You were a good friend Faer, I wish you the best in the Dragons Palace, may Incinolin treat you well. I will see you again someday.” Gemini knelt and kissed his forehead.

Standing up tall and looking up through the mists and into the night, the stars could barely be made out. Flitting into eyesight the stars tried their hardest against the onslaught of the falls, struggling to win this night. With a final nod to herself, she stepped through the ward and into the moist air almost instantly getting soaked. It was as if the displacement from the ward had made the falls angry and it readied its siege to strike at her in the instant it could.

The opening in the stone wall was not far and she quickly made her way up to it, hoping the shelter would stop the mists. With a hop into the oddly shadowed cave, the darkness was blacker then the night around it, Gemini’s footing echoed off into nothing down through the tunnel. Stopping a few meters in the mouth of the black, she looked back over her shoulder in the final hope to see Faer standing there trying to catch up. Light from the fire shimmered against the mist, sending flecks of shadow and light into the mouth of the opening and she knew it all to be real.

Reaching out towards the light with her right hand, she spread her thumb and first two fingers like she was going to grab a small ball and then quickly closed her hand into a fist. A deep ringing noise filled the night air and the ringing echoed passed her. The light from the fire struggled with the lack of a ward protecting it. The mists had won the battle this night and quickly squelched the light at the end of the tunnel.

“Farewell Faer.” Gemini whispered again.

Deathly black surrounded everything with the deluge finally winning. She was alone in the aphotic cave, the roar of the falls quickly drowning itself out before reaching far into the cave. The mists began to trickle off until the air was clear and crisp with a high moisture content of a tropical forest.

Her steps were soft, yet still echoed gently against the darkness. With the echo never being returned, she knew that there was no opening close by, no widening or expansion to the tunnel. The despairing cave had swallowed her whole. With every step, she began to lose all sense of direction in the black. The sounds of the falls stopped entirely and were replaced only with her efforts to try and not breath or step loudly.

For hours, she just put one foot in front of the other. Keeping her hand on the smooth hard surface to her side, what she knew to be the mountain; she did not want to let it off in the fear to not get turned around and come back out to the body she was trying to keep her mind off.

A small blue hazy light formed off in the distance that illuminated the edges of the tunnel more and more with each step. It was a warm light, like that from an Umbrella tree. It pulsed the same way, making her feel more at ease and had her quickening the pace. Something familiar and welcoming was luring her closer. With her hand remaining on the wall beside her, she briskly caught up to the pulsing light to find that it was one of the hearts from an umbrella tree.

Roots from somewhere above wrapped themselves around the warming heart that calmly pulsed against the tunnel darkness. The shafts on either side of the cave opening had enlarged to more than double the width to make room for the heart, which was still a bit of a cramped area, but still large enough to lay down to rest.

Gemini got close to the heart and placed her hand on the outer roots as if to draw in its warmth. Sliding her backpack gently to the ground, she folded herself to the ground and curdled up into a ball. Grabbing her shins with one arm and pulling her pack under head like a pillow, she pressed herself close to the roots and fell asleep.

• • •

Mya sprinted across the open plain, keeping her palms on the straps of her bag to keep it from banging around as it chased her. The moon was very bright that night, making it easier to see the landscape around her as she sprinted for her life, easier to see the cloaked figure pursuing her. With an outstretched hand, she quickly rolled it into a small blue flame and tossed it behind her in hopes to wildly connect or slow down her attacker.

“Meidrae! Brak!” The lizard voice she was finding more familiar and hated called out.

Rolling her hand again, she kept the small blue fire in her hand and skid to a halt. She wasn’t going to miss this time. Spinning around to face her pursuant, she let loose the fireball. The robed hulk stopped in its tracks as well and somehow flickered out of the way. It was unnatural the way it moved, like it wasn’t really there.

“What do you want?” Mya yelled at it.

“Meidrae. The spirits. Rapruk duu Furhdrae.” The shadow awkwardly forced out its words.

“I don’t know what you are saying, or what you want. If you are so eager to die, then let’s finish this. I am tired of running.” Rolling both hands around she began building two more blue fireballs in her palms.

“Mother. The Furhdrae muurs bi rapruk. The Spirits release will thrandin duu caldri.”

Mya kept her wrists rolling, strengthening the fire in her hands. She kept a questioning eye on the shadowy hulk. It had to be a Furhdrae; the speed, the tenacity, the focus. It was dangerous to be this close to one for this long, which had her worried. She knew them to be the assassins of Low Realm, only coming out of their world when called upon, given the power to exit the darkness.

“I am not this ‘Mother’. It is time to end this.”

Before the cloaked figure could make another noise, Mya sprang into action. Hurling one of her fireballs towards the shadow, she chased after it as it whirled through the night air. Blue electricity bringing the fire alive shot out from it as it travelled towards the beast. The Furhdrae was ready for the attack and quickly sidestepped the attack again, sending it crashing into the soils behind it with a plume of earth and grasses.

Watching the blaze whip past it, the Furhdrae turned back to look at Mya who had quickly closed the gap between them. Grabbing its cloak, Mya had an evil grin on her face; she was enjoying herself. Her other hand filled with blue flames came screaming towards its head. Blue lightning and fire erupted from the connection, igniting the night with shrill screams of magic and death. The place where the Furhdrae’s head should have been was now a void. Mya let the robe clutched in her hand go and pushed the decapitated body backwards.

“That seemed a bit too easy. What were all those nightmare stories about these being almost impossible to kill?” Mya looked down at the corpse at her feet and chuckled to herself.

Scanning the horizon around her to make sure there was only the one, she gave the corpse a little kick before turning towards the mountain range in the distance. Sky Pedestal looked close enough, but still might be another full day of travel before she got there. She knew she couldn’t stop, there might be more than just other Furhdrae around. That larger one she had seen at the lake was nowhere to be seen and might pop up at any point.

Her pace was quicker than an average walk, fast enough that she could keep a scouting eye on the horizon and listen for trailing parties. Even with the night being bright, the moon would play tricks on the mind with the shadows. She had to get to the city soon, to rest and to get some information. The scholars in the mage tower there should be able to shed some light on a few questions. Looking behind her into the distance towards the Draag Mountains, she could only wonder if Faer and Gemini were doing alright.

• • •

A blood curdling scream shocked Gemini awake. The solitude of the space and warming of the rooted heart shattered by the sounds of death echoing their way through the darkness. With how loud it was, it had to be close. Looking around, Gemini had no sense of time; was it morning or evening, how long had she slept for? Another scream flooded into the cave. It was definitely closer than she would have liked it to be.

Gemini rocked to her feet and stood quickly, scooping up her backpack as she rose. With a quick fling over her shoulder, she headed down the tunnel where the screaming emanated from. Silence filled the tunnel again with death likely finding its victim. She knew she would be too late to help but something was alive in these tunnels and gave a potential way out.

The blue from the heart faded behind her with every clunky step through the darkness. Gemini made sure that the same smooth stone remained on the right side of her. The odd puddle splashed up her leg and onto her leggings. Even away from the falls and their incessant mist, she still was getting wet.

Before long, the tunnel began to lighten up slightly, making it easier for her to see and able to remove her hand from the wall. There was a long arching curve with a slight incline in the tunnel. Wet and mossy rocks lined the tunnel walls, with very smooth sections that made it seem like the tunnel was drilled by something unnatural. Tiny water lines veined their way down the side from somewhere unseen, making small puddles to step in or disappearing behind other rock faces before touching the path. Gemini took larger steps to get over what she could but quickly found that it was futile for how wet she already was.

Brighter and brighter the tunnel became with each step, each pounce over pooling water. The incline in the trail eventually evened off and turned to a sod lined cobble pathway. The stones were placed by someone very talented and carried a very ornate design within. A symbol of something with wings. Not a dragon, not a griffon or wyvern. Something humanoid. Time and weather had worn it down enough that only the Twenty would know what it was.

Gemini stopped at the mouth of the tunnel, taking a deep breath as the sun hit her face. She closed her eyes with a heavy breath, relieved to finally be out of the darkness. Opening her eyes into a squint to look through the brightness of a morning sun, the tunnel let her into an extremely well-manicured garden.

The garden had beautiful dressed oak trees, maple trees, and some sort of tropical tree that she had never seen before. Scattered amongst an array of flowers in colours from all over the spectrum in flowing arches. Very clean lines between each colour made it look like someone had painted the scene, someone or some group had spent a lot of time here. A single pathway with the same tan limestone, artisan placed cobbles meandered its way through the flowing flowerscape leading into a massive circle that had an odd shape in the center. The circle had the same cobbles and the same symbol at the cave entrance was still just as hard to make out, even with the size.

Gemini slowly stepped further into the sunshine, keeping herself slightly in a crouch with a hand on her weapon hilt, the other out in front of her for defense. The scene was too clean, too quiet, and something out here had just died. A few steps down the path, the main circle of stone could be seen better and made her stop in her tracks, quickly kneeling to the ground. With a quick scan to the left and then to the right for any sign of movement. A bloodied body lay in the middle of the circle.

Her eyes snapped back to the bloody scene in the middle of the large circle. Something or someone lay dead in the center, magnificent white wings folded around a corpse, hiding it most of it from view. Blood spray drenched the entire area, covered portions of the magnificent wings. Most of the tan limestone cobbles had some sort of red hue on them, pools of blood-filled deep holes and streams of red slowly crept their way down the cracks between each stone. What had killed this creature had done so in a very vicious way and done it recently.

With another scout of the surrounding area, no collapse of growth or interruption of the garden growth could be seen. It had to be something from the sky. Trying to think back to her schooling, there was not much about the Draag Mountains; inhabitants, creatures, locations. There were only a few stories of wyverns living up here, but they never got big enough to do something like this. Beyond the range though, no stories ever came back.

Confident of what had brutally killed the winged creature in the circle was not nearby, Gemini rose enough to be able to creep her way along the side of the path, trying to keep the same height as the flowers beside her. Her elf ears keeping perked for the sounds of wings or ruffling of any of the plant material. Her eyes darting from side to side and off to the far horizon, making sure that she was ready if anything came over the far ridge or the mountain peaks in the distance.

Closer and closer.

A slight breeze rolled through the garden, bending over all the leaves and pedals making her stop to wait for the sounds to stop. Pushing with her thumb on the hilt of her weapon to loosen it from the scabbard, she grabbed the handle with her left hand, ready to strike. A few more paces before she was at the edge of the circle and would be one step closer to being fully exposed. One last rest to make sure everything was clear. The silence of the garden was very much like the tunnel now, silent and tomb-like.

The corpse wrapped in blood addled feathers could still not be fully made out. The wings it was wrapped in covered too much of the body and only a single armoured foot could be seen on one side. The armour looked very delicate, some sort of ceremonial steel but very regal and aggressive. It was a humanoid foot though. Listening a final time to the breeze and scanning the horizon, she was even more confident that she was alone.

Rising upright, Gemini slid her blade from its hold sending a small ringing into the air as it left. She listened again as the ringing was taken over by another small gust that rustled its way through the garden. Holding the blade out front she took side steps towards the corpse, making sure to keep the weapon between them. Reaching down with her open hand she grabbed the top wing and flung it off the corpse with a quick hop back, sword ready.

It was a woman. A beautiful and elegant woman with the wings to match.

She was more beautiful than the armour she wore and the regal bouquet of feathers her wings carried. Her pale face still warming to look at and had clean features that looked content, even happy in death. Very long orangey red hair webbed its way from her which matted against the blood-soaked ground. If it wasn’t for the few straps of her armour and the decaying full plate on her legs that slowly faded into itself to expose the skin below, she would have been fully naked. A very fit body that looked tempered from years of combat or training was exposed all over the armour was not.

The dark green and black colouring of the armour could be made out through the coating of blood. Small twin curved pieces ran from over her shoulder to her breasts which made them exposed on all four sides save for the connection over her nipples and then took off towards her sides and around her back. Her mid-section was completely exposed, and an ornate thong covered her groin. The boots were just as ornate and delicate looking as the rest and the only fully covered portion of the suit. Steel reached up to just above the midpoint of her lower leg and then broke off into spiraling band up her leg that stopped just above her knee. The top edge of the wings were just as intricately designed as the rest of the armour. Small thin metal strands twisted around and weaved themselves into the feathers, as if they were a part of the wings. Each piece of steel could very slowly be seen folding back into itself, making each band and pivot smaller and smaller like it too was dying.

“What are you?” Gemini whispered under her breath as she caught herself starring at the beautiful face. “Who are you?”

Kneeling beside her, trying not to step on one of the wings, Gemini reached out with the back of her hand to gently caress her face. Just before her fingers touched the side of the dead woman’s face, faster than she could react, the corpse grabbed onto Gemini’s wrist and its eyes shot open. Pure black eyes pieced into Gemini’s eyes and the world around them went dark.

“Welcome home.” A sultry and beautiful voice filled the void.

Gemini blinked and shook her head, trying to regain some vision. The winged woman appeared in front of her, floating above what felt like the ground. The woman’s face was more warming to look at now then her corpse. Full of life and kindness.

The winged woman’s eyes still black as the world around them. Her wing’s span out from her back in a majestic flourish that gently moved with a life no longer. They looked softer than anything she had ever touched before, she wanted to be wrapped in them. The dead woman’s armour was moving faster now, as if it were living itself and covered her entire body in the elegant and regal steel. It curled itself around her body to cover random places across her body until there was no more skin to be seen.

“Who are you?” Gemini stammered out her words.

The winged woman smiled making Gemini’s heart skip with a flattery never felt before.

“It is a good thing you did not come moments sooner.” Her voice was angelic and warming.

“What do you mean? Who are you?” Gemini asked again.

“I am the Mother, Karthiel. My protection has finally come to an end and is needing a new shield for this realm. We have been waiting for you.” Karthiel smiled as she spoke.

The winged woman reached out and touched Gemini on the shoulder, sending a shock through her body that made her heart skip a beat. A shock shot through her entire body making her stretch her arms and legs out like she was trying to reach as far as she could with all her limbs. Opening her mouth in a soundless scream and closing her eyes in a phantom pain, Gemini slowly lifted off the ground to become face to face with Karthiel.

A torrent of unseen forces spun around them ripping through both their bodies, shattering their clothes and armour, sending them into pieces flying off into the nothing. The spiral of darkness whipping against and through them crashed into Gemini again and again, smashing into her now naked body with blasts of energy, shocking her with each collision. With each connection of the torrent, a small piece of living armour appeared on her skin, shifting around with its life starting anew. Crawling around her like it was on Karthiel before, each new piece connected to the others until Gemini’s body was fully covered with a similar elegance and aggression that it was before.

Her whole body was now a very delicate looking ornate set of gold and dark green armour. It covered her entire body and faded up her neck with small finger ends up from the neckline. Small protrusions jutted out all over with a very aggressive look, as if her armour itself could be a weapon. The ever-moving steel kept shifting all over her body, crawling around with a dedication and purpose until Karthiel removed her hand from Gemini’s shoulder.

Smiling at Gemini again as she opened her eyes, Karthiel let her own body rest at ease. A human woman stood before her now, still without her clothes but still just as beautiful as before and without wings. Gemini looked down at her body of armour with eyes wide in awe.

The design’s it made as it moved were very regal and ceremonial that radiated respect and authority. As she lifted her head to look at the floating naked women in front of her, Gemini could feel the living armour on her body disappear and shift into a few small bands that rotated and shifted around her body. Checking herself out from left to right, the magnificent wings that were on Karthiel were now on her, beautiful and graceful.

“Your armour is your life now. It protects you. You protect it.” Karthiel gave her another very warming smile.

Gemini opened her mouth but couldn’t speak.

“You will need to learn anew Mother; the others will help. There will be one final gift.”

“Mother?” Gemini was finally able to squeak out a word.

“You are the Mother now Gemini. The shield of High Realm. The others will lead you the rest of the way, my light is failing. My last gift will be my last, receive and be warned; the gardens of Dire are never safe, listen to your armour.”

Before Gemini could force out another word, Karthiel reached up again, with both hands this time and grabbed onto her face. Pulling herself toward Gemini, Karthiel gave her a passionate kiss and kept her lips touching as a light emanated from her. The light erupted from Karthiel tenfold and billowed out Gemini’s new wings. Karthiel pushed herself from Gemini and lifted her knees to her chest, curling herself into a ball before being engulfed into the light.

The feathers whirled around them with the light beginning to bend from the speed in which they spun. Karthiel finally disappeared into the light which slowly itself was swallowed by the feathers. Gemini, with limbs fully stretched out was now slowly pulsing with the same light that swallowed Karthiel.

In a blink, Gemini was back in the garden, kneeling where the dead woman use to be as a smooth breeze rolled through the gardens, tickling the bare skin exposed to the air. Collapsing to her hands, starring at the tan stones beneath her, she could feel her new appendages on her back and the moving armour creeping around on her skin.

“What in Freyolin’s name was that?” Gemini laboured through a few heavy breaths. She could feel a presence nearby.

Subtly scanning her field of vision for her weapons, she could feel it near her foot. It would be too obvious and would need to roll out of the way to get some distance if she were to go for it. With a quick kick of her toe on the blade, it shot forward along her body and got close enough to grab before she tucked forward and rolled to the edge of the circle clearing.

Quickly standing with her back to the flowers, blade in hand and ready to fight, Gemini stopped in shock to see five heavily armour women with similar wings and armour that she now carried. Each held a finely crafted weapon that matched their armour. Two spears, a massive war axe, a longsword, and the middle had two blades crossed on her back still in their sheath.

Each set of armour was moving like her own but covered their entire bodies. Their wings were just as majestic and were neatly folded behind them, out of the way. The larger top feathers faded into smaller at the bottom and all glimmered in the sunshine, the purest white flecked with an array of soft colouring to match their individual armour. The wingspan looked like it could easily spread two or three times longer than they were tall, if not more.

“Mother, please come with us. They will be back.” The middle woman spoke with almost as warming a voice as Karthiel had. The two with the spears never looked at her and were constantly looking at the sky and horizon. Every one of them was beautiful and dignified.

Lowering her blade, Gemini knew she had no choice, she was a part of something that needed to be figured out and these women would likely have the answers. Taking the few steps to grab her other sword, Gemini could feel their eyes watching her closely. They were well trained, and she had no other option than to do what she was told.

“Please hurry Mother, they will be back and must get to Dire before nightfall.” The middle woman spoke with more urgency this time.

The other four women, along with what was obviously the leader, turned at the same time to the path that lead out of the garden. Gemini quickly picked up her other sword and finally took notice that the corpse and all the blood that was all over the stone circle before was now gone. It was like she dreamt the whole scene.

Her escorts pace was fast, Gemini had to almost sprint to catch up to them which was difficult with her new appendages. The view from the edge of the garden was stride stopping; a lush dense jungle filled the massive crater before her, impassible mountain peaks surrounded the valley that made it seem like time had forgotten it. Three massive tepui rose out of the crater, all with their own dense jungle forest on top with a massive water fall coming from the closest.

“Hurry Mother.” One of the spear women turned as she ran and called out from the back. Again, a gentle sultry voice like the others.

Gemini shook her head from the view and raced off to finally able to catch up just before the jungle swallowed them.


Chapter 12

Sunlight speared its way through the canopy, eventually being shielded by a branch or leaf before it could get down to the jungle floor. Each layer of forest was thicker than the last until finally the ground was barely able to be navigable. The troops in front of her marched on with the same robust drive they carried from the beginning. Gemini was struggling to keep up to them with her new wings and bare feet. Should would catch the feathery backing on low lying branches and plant growth above from time to time.

“Be wary young one.” A breathy voice filled Gemini’s head making her slow even more and look around. It was not quite a male voice, yet not quite a female’s but, the androgynous calling held a higher level of warning.

“Do not fall behind.” One of the back warriors called sternly over her shoulder.

Gemini leaned into her stride to get up closer to the escort.

“Be wary young one.” The voice filled her head again.

She did not want to alert the five women in front of her to anything, they seemed to be very concerned about getting back to their village before nightfall. Something was keeping them on their guard and the major concern for their haste. A distant feeling of someone watching made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

Before she could react, Gemini was knocked to the ground by the two women with spears and they stood above her, weapons pointed out into the jungle. The winged troop had quickly moved into a defensive position around her, ready for something she could not see.

“It passed north, there might be two.” The large sword wielding soldier called out through the silence of the forest.

Looking around, Gemini could not see anything but jungle, nothing but greenery like they had been passing for the hours. They had seen something, heard something, or maybe felt something. Her own wits had been distracted by the voice in her head.

“Marthiel, to the West!” The leader of the group voiced over a spin of her war axe.

With blinding speed toward something that was not there, it collided heavily into an unseen entity. The forest floor filled with a plume of orange blood, covering everything off to the side of the woman. Marthiel ended her swing with a beautiful flourish, ending with the edge of her blade pointed at the ground and cleaned of all blood. It looked like it was pressed up against something hard, which Gemini could not see.

“Sara, it is still alive.” Marthiel kept her weight against the shaft of her weapon, she was obviously suppressing something.

“Tanlin, Rittle, do a quick scout. They sometimes bring their friends.” Sara waved her sword with her order and the twin spearmen headed off into the brush, quickly disappearing.

“You will need to learn to control it Mother.” Sara, the single sword wielding warrior held out her hand to help Gemini up.

“Thank you.” Gemini acknowledged her help and was received by a nod and a smile, the same warming smile that Karthiel had.

“Should be safe to Blink.” Sara spoke as she slipped her blade in behind her head and into its sheath.

Rummaging around in a pouch at her hip, Sara pulled out an odd object. It looked like a small pearl with three little spines sticking out the sides in equal distances, as if it were trying to grow limbs. In a single motion, she rolled it up between her thumb and forefinger. Quickly pinching it and popping the pearl, a small bit of orange smoke whiffed into the air. Leaning forward, Sara stuck her face into the smoke and popped her cheeks, sending a thick wave ripping through the air and off into the jungle. In a blink of an eye, the thing that Marthiel was holding down with her weapon materialized.

A gruesome looking creature, smaller than expected, with wrinkled and folded skin all over its body. No hair could be seen, it was like a bag of flesh that came from an extraordinarily fat creature. There was no real face that could be distinguished aside from what looked like two mouths broken by a membrane of flesh in the middle. No eyes or ears could be noticed as it wriggled beneath the axe. Four arms were pushing against the blade that had a brighter orange blood covering them as it clawed at its restraint.

Each arm had four bone thin fingers that lead into a single serrated claw on the tips. Its three legs and feet were just as wrinkled and saggy as the rest of its body and had smaller versions of the claws on each of its two toes. Small webbed connections could be made out in the struggle between the fingers and feet. It gave off a staccato croaking sound as it struggled, most likely very limited in its vocal range with the flat oval shape of its head.

“Are you alone out here?” Sara knelt next to the creature and spoke in her always sultry voice.

Its croaking stopped and then it made three popping sounds.

“No others in the area sir.” Tanlin and Rittle came out of nowhere with their report.

“Good. That means this one is on its own, a scout. The Blink would have got any others with it.” Sara poked the creature with the tip of her sword. “The Garden?”

With her question, the creature stopped fighting against its hold and went eerily still.

“Daylight. Fades.” The creature mumbled through its mouths, struggling between each word as if it were out of breath. “Hungry. Last. Light. Spiri. Slow.”

“Kershin.” Sara called out to the last warrior without taking her eyes off the creature.

“I’m on it.” She responded quickly.

Kershin took a step back and expanded her wings and sheathed her weapon on her back in line with her spine. Her wingspan was beautiful, the colouring and elegance of the everything drew Gemini in with awe. With a push down of her wings, crushing foliage below them and breaking branches, she shot into the air and pounced from limb to limb up through the canopy and disappeared above.

A deep slow blood-filled laugh came from the subdued attacker before it grabbed the bottom of the axe and pulled it into itself, cleaving its head from its torso. The bright orange blood poured out onto the jungle floor from both pieces of the corpse.

“I hate it when they do that.” Marthiel stood back up and looked at Sara with a frown. Sara had a concerned look on her face as she eyed the canopy, waiting for Kershin’s scout report.

“What in Necrolin’s name is going on?” Gemini could not keep herself quiet any longer. All four winged woman snapped their attention to her as if they had forgotten she was there.

“It’s a Koad, an underling for something much worse.” Marthiel looked down at the corpse at her feet. “They are more scouts than soldiers, but if they get the chance to strike, they are very formidable. We Spiri are one of their main sources of food, and as you can see, they don’t get to eat very often.”

Gemini’s eyes went wide when she mentioned who they were. She had never seen a Spiri before, only read about them or told from her father in bedtime stories. They kept true to the angelic persona that was involved with every story.

“They are invisible to the untrained eye, which is where the Blink comes from. It is a spell that allows an area around a caster to break their ability to hide as they do.” Sara cut into the conversation. “If they get their mouth on you, their venom only takes a few moments before you are paralyzed, and then they can feed.”

“How to they see or hear? They only have mouths.” Gemini looked down at the severed head with a grimace.

“Vibrations in the air is all we could come up with.” Tanlin spoke up. “Sort of like a bat’s sonar.”

“And tiny receptors in their skin.” Rittle added with her fingers poking out from behind her head.

“Yes, yes. We have not had a chance to dissect one due …”

Before Sara could finish the corpse at their feet caved in on itself and melted into the ground like it was a burnt log falling into ash.

“That happens.”

“It mentioned night fall.” Gemini said.

“That is when their overlord is able to come out, the sunlight is very deadly to them. We call it a Skkooh. No one has ever seen it and lived so all we know is that it is very fast, very strong, has a lot more of those little guys following it, and has one objective. Us.” Sara looked at the other three with a nervous look.

Kershin came crashing back down to the ground, bringing leaves and branches with her.

“Sara, we won’t make it back before nightfall.”

“Then we must prepare, can we make it to the First Hand?”

“Yes. It will be tight with the new Mother, but we should.”

Sara looked at Gemini up and down, making her feel a bit embarrassed with being almost naked in front of them.

“We will have to be quick if we can get there in time, you need to keep up.” Sara’s orders were met with Gemini nodding. “Then let us move.”

“Can we just not fly?” Gemini interjected before they could start moving.

“Can you?” Sara gave her a sideways look.

Gemini shifted her shoulders trying to gain control of her new wings, only to shake around like a child trying to dance.

“We have wasted too much time, let’s go.” Sara turned and ran off into the jungle with Kershin quickly chasing after her.

“Don’t worry about her, she gets moody sometimes. We should get going though, no Spiri out in the open is safe at night, and typically don’t come back if they do.”

Marthiel gave Gemini a smile before sprinting off to catch up to Sara. Rittle and Tanlin put their hands on Gemini’s shoulder at the same time, gave her a smile and followed the others. Gemini pushed off in pursuit again, struggling to keep up.

The jungle darkened with every step like a storm was rolling in and blocking the sun. With the surrounding mountain range, the shifting of the sun was easily hidden as it passed by each peak. Gemini was getting tired but the hair on the back of her neck pushed her on with the urgency in Sara’s orders. Before too long, they reached the base of the one of the tepui rises and came to a skidding halt.

“Tanlin, Rittle, up first.” Sara spoke quickly before scanning the jungle line in the small clearing they stood.

The clearing did not give much protection or time for defensive tactics with how close the foliage was. If anything, even being invisible were to come at them, they would have little time to react. Gemini watched as the twins leapt from the ground using their wings to push off with in a plume of dust and small debris. Their vertical was very impressive as they bounded between small outcroppings, stopping at the larger stone to throw down a thin rope.

“Mother.” Sara grabbed the rope and pushed it towards Gemini.

A crash off in the jungle made everyone snap their attention in horror to the night filled forest. The light of the day had almost fully faded making it hard to see into the trees, it made Gemini feel like she was back in the tunnel cave.

“Now!” Sara pulled on Gemini’s wing to bring her closer to the rock face and get her climbing.

Grabbing onto the thin rope, it was soft to the touch and easy to hold onto. A feeling of lightness filled her body which allowed her to lift herself easily, even with one hand, as if she were made of feathers. Quickly getting herself up to the first outcropping by walking up the stone face, the magic of the rope made the climb simple. Another crash of a tree falling, this time a lot closer. Something large was bull rushing toward them.

“Kershin, Marthiel, go!” Sara yelled.

Fringe trees collapsed into the small clearing just as all three of them pushed off into the air. The unknown entity’s veil of ashy mist collided with the mesa wall sending a rumble up through the stone making it hard to hold onto the rope. Gemini slipped a bit before catching herself with her feet on the rope. The last three bounded up past her from the outcropping to outcropping, their wings giving them the lift they needed to reach the next. Marthiel stopped just above where Gemini had caught herself.

“Mother. Hurry!” Marthiel called out.

The last light of the day quickly faded and the early night now making it difficult to see around the cliff face. Gemini could make out the little Koad creatures scurrying in and out of the mists; shadows running to and fro, waiting for their meal. The massive form of the Skkooh, shrouded in the ash cloud, filled in with the night easily and only a glimpse of a glowing yellow eye appeared from time to time, starring up at her.

Gemini pulled on the rope, getting herself more comfortable to be able to start the climb again. Marthiel leapt from her perch, wings whirling the air around the rock making Gemini wincing at the dust that followed. Keeping her eyes on the five women at the top of the cliff looking down, she could feel her muscles start to weaken and her pace slow, like the magic of the rope was faltering.

“Let go.” The voice in her head spoke again, catching her a little off guard.

She kept climbing, ignoring the voice.

“Let go, embrace the spirit.” It spoke again.

“Stop talking, that thing will kill me.” Gemini spoke softly to herself.

“The Urn. Protect. Let go.”

Gemini stopped climbing and looked down into the ash below her, the yellow eye fixated on her near the edge of the clearing. Slowly panning up, she could see Sara reaching out with her hand and calling something out that she could not hear. It was as if she were under water and not able to hear anything, the echo of any words quickly fading before they could reach her.

“Let go.” The androgynous voice ordered.

“Stop!” Gemini cried out, gripping the rope tighter.

As she pulled herself closer to the rope, a small wrapped object loosened from inside her pack and fell out. She couldn’t get to it fast enough, barely touching an edge of the cloth, sending the object into a spiral to the misty dirt below. Unwrapping as it twirled towards the earth, the Urn exposed itself to the night air. The large yellow eye of the Skkooh widened in a fright and recoiled a few steps into the trees. All the Koad scattered into the jungle as the relic struck the dirt, croaking as they went.

Before another thought, Gemini slid down to the ground and landed hard, dropping to a knee. Whipping her black hair up and over her head, her gaze locked onto the hulking creature in front of her. The Skkooh did not move, its single yellow eye piecing through the ashy mists, fixated on the small cup between it and the winged meal it sought.

“Raptuk duu frishk. Release the strength.” The voice was louder now, the only sounds she could hear now. Gemini slowly lifted herself from the ground, keeping her attention on the darkness before her.

One step closer.

The Skkooh flashed its eye at her and then back to the Urn.

Another step.

Again, the careful consideration from the beast.

Another step.

The croaking noises from the Koad’s in the background stopped completely as she reached the relic. Everything seemed to stop, all movement, all sound. The mists from the Skkooh trickled in their movement making each droplet visible to her. All life and time seemed to slow to a near stop.

The night collapsed around her like she was engulfed in the conversation with Karthiel again. The small cup relic in hand sent shivers through her body and any small hairs stood on end. Her vision slowly came back into focus; the night was not as dark anymore. Small shimmers of light came out of little reflections in the leaves of the forest, rays of a dark light illuminated things she could not see before. The ash cloud was no longer surrounding the Skkooh, she could see the beast for what it truly was.

A muscle-bound beast of a figure, almost humanoid that stood within the edge of the jungle. It had no mouth, no ears, no nose; only a single eye that took most of where its head was. Standing close to twice her height, it had no loose skin on it, nothing but muscle filled every inch of its body. No claws or talons could be seen on its two fingered hands or two toed feet. The entire body was lizard like and covered in a wide scale.

Gemini lifted the cup towards the creature which made it wince in a pain and take a step back. She took a step forward. Another wince from the Skkooh with a step back.

“Fade to the abyss.” Gemini called out to it.

Taking a large step forward, she thrust out the relic again. The Skkooh jumped a sizable distance away. With a threatening bend forward and a dreadful glare, it turned to flee. A low toned chortle choired out from all the Koad lost in the foliage and the night fell silent again.

With a heavy breath Gemini fell to the ground, her wings flooding out beside her as she relaxed. A shiver rivered down her spine as the chill of the night finally slipped to her bare skin. She pursed her lips while she looked down at her very exposed body and the creeping steel that shifted around her body.

“Mother, quickly. Before they come back.” Sara’s words filled the night that drew her attention over her shoulder. The five women still at the top of the cliff, starring down, wide eyed in disbelief.

Nodding to herself, Gemini stood and stuffed the cup into her pack before pulling on the straps to close it tighter than before. A wavy saunter over to the rope, Gemini was finding it hard to move her legs, as if she were in a slight trance and all her energy drained. Collapsing against the rock face, she weakly placed a hand on the dangling fabric of the rope.

“Pull her up.” Sara’s orders could be heard faintly through her exhaustion.

A crash of one of the Spiri soldiers beside her who quickly tied the rope around her waist. Bent over forward with her limbs dangling down, the fabric from the rope dug into her waist as she was hoisted up. It did not take long for the two of them to get to the top and she was pulled from the edge and into a cozy looking cave.

“Get a fire started.” Sara’s orders were not questioned, and the twins started rummaging around for kindling.

Before long, a blaze filled the small outlook, sending crackling warmth and shifting light into the night. Gemini was placed gently next to the fire and curled herself into the fetal position. The rest of the company shuffled around for a few minutes before settling into their own resting positions. Faint conversation muffled their way through the night. The shadows of everyone danced against the back walls with their own stories as if there were never a danger lurking below.

“Sleep young Mother, there is much to learn.” Marthiel leaned close to Gemini’s face as she spoke and kissed her on the cheek before disappearing off into the haze of the exhaustion.

Gemini struggled to try and stay awake, fighting against the lack of focus and energy. Trying to watch the fire and listen to anything that the others were talking about. The random luck they had with the Skkooh and Koad, to having to train the new Mother. Her visions haze thickened with every blink before her head filled with sleep and finally succumbed to the night.

• • •

Soft pleasurable moans filled the room as Dominic rolled around in his bedding while hugging a thicker feather pillow to the side of his head, in the hopes to drown out the noises. Rolling back and forth in trying to get comfortable, he glared at Chyla from across the room before throwing his pillow at her.

“We need to get you your own room in the next place, or at least tie you to the bed so you can’t make noise.” Dominic frustratingly voiced his annoyance which was only met with more of Chyla’s moans.

She could be seen across the room shifting around in the moonlight, illuminating her up like a living silver statue. One of her hands was busy between her legs and the other squeezing her breast. The caring she showed for his lack of sleep was apparent. In a huff, Dominic slipped out of bed with his blanket and stormed out of the room, closing the door behind him.

“Can’t sleep?” R’nuuk chuckled as he came down the stairs.

“She has been at it for almost three hours, she has to get tired sooner or later.” Dominic peered through the corner of his eye at the man sitting in the deep couch.

“One of Minolin’s fantastic gifts I suppose.” R’nuuk shrugged while he sipped from a tea cup.

“It gets us into more trouble than you would expect.”

“With our vagrant, degenerate, and ignorant population these days, I wouldn’t doubt it.” R’nuuk took another sip from his cup.

Dominic made his way through the piles of books and papers, past small lit candles barely holding on to the large seating area and into the kitchen. Grabbing a small tea cup and poured himself a drink, he stumbled his way back into the seating area to find a place.

“One day she will figure out how to control it, but for now, be happy that her self-pleasure is satisfying the need of the Dragon child and she is not lusting after something else, something a little more dangerous.” R’nuuk’s fidgeting while he spoke was minimal as he was focusing intently on his tea.

“What do you mean? Is there not something about being able to squelch her urge for longer durations?” Dominic wrapped himself with his blanket and sipped slowly at the hot liquid in his cup.

“There are ways, but that would need a little effort from your end.” R’nuuk gave him a sly smile.

“That won’t happen from me. She prefers the fairer sex anyway.”

“The tea should help you sleep through her racket.” R’nuuk smiled.

A knock at the door made the two men stop mid sip and look at each other.

“Yes?” R’nuuk questioned.

“Sir, I found it.” A child’s voice came from the other side.

“Must be Talken back from the little errand I had him do.” R’nuuk stood from his seat with his tea and reached for the door.

Opening the wooden door, a small boy carrying a satchel over his shoulder appeared in the entry. His features were disheveled and dirty from living on the streets and out in the wilderness for extended periods of time. He never lifted his head or eyes to acknowledge R’nuuk, only held out the small pouch that he pulled from his own satchel.

“Thank you Talken.” R’nuuk dropped a coin in one of his hands as he took the pouch. “Please come back in four nights, I will have another errand for you.” Talken only nodded before turning and disappeared into the night. Closing the door, R’nuuk gleefully prancing back to his seat.

“An errand?” Dominic queried.

“He is a good boy, does well where it counts.”

Pulling on the thin leather strings tying the pouch together and lifting the pouch from the bottom, R’nuuk’s face lit up with excitement as the contents spilled out onto his lap.

“What is it?” Dominic took a sip of his tea.

Holding up a small coin between his two fingers, he smiled at Dominic.

“It’s about time this came, I wonder how he got it.” R’nuuk shifted in his seat trying to contain his excitement.

“It’s a coin.” Dominic sank back into his chair, not hiding any disappointment

“It’s not just any coin my dear boy, it’s a Spiri Control Coin. Here look.” R’nuuk tossed the coin at him making him almost spill his tea.

“Careful.” Dominic fished the coin from the folds of the blanket draped around his legs and held it up to his face.

It was a silver coin with small flecks of a tarnish scattered about it to give it a very old feeling. The small lettering around the edges was either badly worn away or missing but the engraving in the middle was still thick. A woman on her knees with her face in her hands, like she was crying, sitting on her feet and carried large wings that flourished behind her. There was little detail left due to the age of the coin, but you could easily make out what it was. The other side carried a small gauntlet with each finger a little bit more unfurled then the last, like it had been holding something.

“What is a Control Coin?” Dominic flipped it around again to look it over a second time.

“Some say the Spiri use them to control ancient mechanical like objects within their city, within their vaults. Others claim that they are prizes for those who best a Spiri in combat that are not able to attain the armour; a symbol of a true hunter, a true warrior. No one alive truly knows their purpose, but they do have a special conductivity for my experiments.” R’nuuk clapped his hands gently in hopes to get the coin back.

“Like an electrical current?” Dominic tossed the coin at him.

“No, but yes. More spiritual energies.”

“What kind of experiments would you be doing with the spirits, let alone a Spiri’s?” Dominic’s question made R’nuuk raise an eyebrow.

“Perfectly safe ones. I assure you.”

“We have known each other for a few millennia now, somehow I doubt that.” Dominic took a sip of his tea and raised an eyebrow at him.

“Been playing with amplifiers for magical energies mostly. Have tried the flowers of the Undergrowth from the Narx, scales from the Dragons themselves, ritual powders from the Lamia to the South, sea stones from the bottom of the Veins near Stallguard to the West, water from the Iceclaw glacier, requested augmented harmin oils from the Gnomes, and used the hearts from the tribes in the East. Nothing helps.” R’nuuk’s fidgeting was starting to get more intense as he spoke, the frustration in his list added to his motions.

“That’s it?” Dominic chuckled.

“You try and get some of these materials without consequences and see where it takes you!”

“Calm down old man. What is this coin supposed to do?”

“I have been trying for one of these for almost fifteen hundred years. I came close to one when I visited Spiringlaive back when they let outsiders through the gates, but they are guarded almost better than the Mother herself. Thus my surprise about the boy.”

“He’s just a little street rat.” Dominic looked at the closed door.

“Talken is a member of the Sigil, I don’t ask questions.” R’nuuk shrugged again.

“Thought they gave up on most things after the War of Twenty.”

“They have a few motivations that are around. Talken was taken in at a young age but I was able to keep close as he grew up. Nice to know a few people in dark places these days.”

“Speaking of the Sigil, a raiding party burnt down Tarna before we made it here. They were looking for some relic and were heading to Mount Guul.” Dominic looked down at his empty cup before placing it on the stack of books beside him.

“Probably after Necrolin’s Cup, have been for a while.” R’nuuk’s fidgeting stopped entirely and his mood became very serious. “You two should make your way to the Iceclaws then. Talk with Thron-din before heading South to Murdone.”

Giving him a questioning look Dominic chuckled “Trying to kick us out already?” Dominic chuckled again.

“Not sure if it sank in, but with the seals breaking, time is not a luxury.” His tone was still very serious.

“I know.” Dominic frowned at his empty cup.

Chyla could be heard through the ceiling as she got louder and drew their attention to the ceiling.

“You need to be off early in the morning. It is a half day walk to the North Gate and then another three through the Stone Giant Forest, if you take the right path.” R’nuuk talked as he looked upward.

“Should be fine if it hasn’t changed since my last visit and if she can keep herself out of her own pants while we walk.” Dominic eyed the ceiling above him. “We need to talk with Xen before we go North though.”

“One of the other Children will help with that, I am sure.” R’nuuk paused before finishing his own tea. “Be careful with that man, he’s changed since the civil war.”

R’nuuk set his cup down on the table beside him before standing. He rolled the Spiri coin in his palm a final time before putting it back into the small pouch and placed it in his pocket.

“Get some sleep, the morning will be here soon. I will likely be gone when you two wake, so be sure to close the door behind you.”

“Thanks again R’nuuk, you are good friend.” Dominic smiled at him.

R’nuuk smiled back and nodded before skirting his chair and disappeared behind the kitchen wall. A gentle noise of a latch closing rang through the cluttered home and everything fell silent. Dominic looked around and shook his head at the mess of books and papers before furling his eyebrow at the noises coming from above him.

His eyes became heavy as he sat in silence, the warmth of the tea taking over his body and relaxing his muscles. Resting his head against the back of the couch, he closed his eyes and quickly fell into a deep sleep.


Chapter 13

Daybreak quickly flooded into the valley. The jungle trees rustling against the morning breeze while the light stretched across the canopy. Few clouds filled the blue ocean above the trees which slowly started to fade from the growing heat. The circling mountain range glared down at lost valley and the flat-topped mesa’s jutting from the lush greenery, mocking them with every movement of shadows. Very few noises carried across the wind with it being early and most creatures not being ready to start their day.

The six winged women were already awake and planning their moves for the morning. Gemini still lay on the ground resting, deep in thought of what transpired over the past day and how she came to be where she was and how she was.

“You will be able to control your armour soon, it takes time to learn. You should get up off the ground though, good way to catch cold.” Marthiel spoke softly with her hand on Gemini’s shoulder.

Blinking a few times while starring at the far wall, Gemini slowly took in the lookout cave in the new light. She had not dreamt about the new set of clothing she dawned, or the lack there of. All the other Spiri were moving around in a full body plate that made her a little jealous.

Each set of armour moved on its own, a living thing protecting its wearer. Each was unique with a beauty and dangerous aura about it. Forming around the woman, praising the curves and hugging their body making them that much more beautiful.

The outfit she wore was the same as the day before, the living and moving steel banding that barely covered any of her body at any one point in time; shifting around like snakes chasing each other around her body. There was no reasoning behind their movement and often circled back to cover her breasts and crotch, but quickly moved on to other parts of skin, exposing everything else to the morning air.

“It will be a few hours walk to the village, so we can take our time.” Marthiel stood with a smile and turned to Sara, who sat close by on a boulder. “When will the Tanlin and Rittle get back?”

“Should be soon, we can wait until then.” Sara nodded with her response.

“What do you mean, control my armour?” Gemini asked before sitting upright.

“Your armour is a living thing, connected to your body, your mind, your soul. You must learn to focus on the connection to be able to help it react with you.” Kershin spoke loudly from behind Gemini making her stretch around to look at her.

“For example.” Marthiel turned to face Gemini. “If I am in no need of protection, I can relax.” Marthiel’s steel covered body quickly spun around her body and began to disappear until the same banding as Gemini had remained, one around her breasts and the other around her waist. There was a thin connection between two straps that moved around her mid-section.

“But if we are in need of protection.” As quick as it had been removed, the armour came back and covered her whole body to the spiked clean steel that it was before. The colouring had changed to be a dark purple that shifted on the edges to different shades as it moved. “All you need to do is to think what you need with it and it does the rest.”

“Seems simple enough.” Gemini smiled.

“After enough practice, it becomes more of a reactionary extension of yourself, your will. A Spiri will die if they lose their armour, so you must learn to control it fast.” Sara held a stern tone.

Gemini stood from the ground and brushed off her backside and legs before stretching. She needed a bath to get clean, no amount of brushing was going to get her where she wanted to be. Looking down at herself, she shook her head at being next to naked and standing in a strange cave with a bunch of strange women. Closing her eyes in thought, she stood still for a moment before opening her eyes to the same small bands moving around her.

“Am I supposed to feel this connection, or talk to it in my mind?” Gemini directed her question at Marthiel, the only one smiling at her.

“You can’t talk to it, it doesn’t have a voice. It may be moving but it is not really alive. It’s a connection to your soul, like your arms or legs are to your body. Your brain tells your arm to move, you need to connect your soul to the armour so that it can tell it how to move. Think deep inside, be relaxed and feel the movement of the armour, will it to move.” Marthiel sounded very optimistic.

Gemini closed her eyes again, resting herself in deep focus and breathing slowly. Moments passed and still nothing felt like it was happening until a warming sensation took hold of her body. As she opened her eyes, she noticed that the group of three in front of her had a coy look on their faces. Glancing down at her body in hopes to be fully covered, all she could see was a small bundle of the living steel running back and forth across her privates. She instantly went red in embarrassment and covered herself.

“No need to cover up my dear, you have been almost naked this entire time.” Sara laughed as she spoke.

“Looks like you had other things on your mind.” Marthiel laughed as well. “You will get the hang of it, takes a bit of time to get a feel for it.”

Tanlin appeared on the edge of the cave. “Everything looks clear down there. Koad have all run off, no scouts remain.”

Sara gave her a nod before she jumped back down the ledge and disappeared.

“Shall we?” Sara motioned with her hand to get Gemini started. “Marthiel will help you get to the ground quicker, we should be able to get to the village before the sun hits midday.”

Marthiel nodded and slid an arm around Gemini’s shoulders to coax her toward the ledge. Letting her embarrassment slip away, Gemini stood up straight and focused on the open air leading to the drop. She could feel the living armour shift around her and get back to its original state of banding crawling around her as Marthiel pulled her along to the edge.

“Just hold onto my waist and I can get us down.” Marthiel gave her a smile with a friendly nod.

The two clasp their bodies together and before Gemini could get another breath in, they were off the edge and gently parachuting their way to the ground. Looking side to side, Marthiel’s wings were stretched wide like a bird coming in for a landing, collecting as much air as possible; two massive plumes’ gracefully carrying them to the jungle floor.

“See. Easy.” Marthiel let her go and gave her another warming smile. “Keep working on the armour as we walk, you will get it.”

Gemini nodded and smiled back. “Thanks”

“Mother, this way.” Rittle and Tanlin spoke at the same time and waved her over to the edge of the clearing.

Checking where the Skkooh stood the night before, little bits of ash could be made out covering parts of the foliage and floating in the morning moisture. The curiosity of why it was so afraid of the relic or why they were only here and hunting the Spiri filled her head, causing her to delay long enough to be called again.

With a solid landing behind her, Sara spun around in a torrent of her own feathers before resting them neatly behind her. It was amazing how compact she could get them and how expansive they were during flight. Gemini shook off the thought and turned to the twins, beckoning her.

With every step the jungle became thicker but somehow kept the light of the morning. Birds and critters scurried around making hurrying noise as they came; welcoming sounds that trouble was not around. The massive mesa beside them stretched tall into the sky and pushed back against the encroaching jungle which gave them more room to maneuver through the forest.

Gemini would stumble from time to time as she walked while trying to focus on communicating with her armour and only met with the odd laugh from Kershin, who was walking behind. Very little was happening to the living steel, she became frustrated, gave up, and started taking in the environment. Calculating the three in front of her, Gemini homed in on parts of their armour, trying to see if there was anything she could learn. It just looked alive, moving on its own, subtly shifting about their bodies.

“Welcome home Mother, the village welcomes you.” Gemini almost bumped into Tanlin before noticing that she had stopped to talk to her.

“Village?” Gemini looked beyond her to see more jungle but also to see the edge of a second mesa standing close by.

“Up.” Tanlin laughed and point up into the trees.

Gemini followed her finger into the canopy to find a bustling wooden village scattered about the forest. Connecting rope bridges and wooden planks spanned between large wooden platforms from cleanly milled lumber. Little cottage like homes with thatched roofing and planked walls sat on each of the larger platforms that were built around the trunks of larger trees. Each platform looked to extend out further than what could be possible.

Different elevations for the platforms scattered throughout the treetops, still connected by the same rope bridges or solid ramps that carried the other Spiri as they moved about their day. Each one that passed carried a different look about them, different style of wing with hue and formation that matched the colour of steel moving about their body. Many had the same style of banding crawling about them as she did, making her feel a little less self-conscious about how she was dressed.

“They’re back!” A voice called out over the canopy and the hustle of the village became more excited as handfuls of Spiri made their way to the edges to see.

“Call the Elder, we will need to speak with her.” Sara called up and waved.

“Elder Yvane might be able to help with your control of the armour. She is one of the oldest of us.” Marthiel smiled her gentle smile as she spoke.

A similar rope that they used at the cliff cave dropped nearby which was quickly grabbed by Tanlin. Wrapping it around her foot and stomping down as an anchor, she waved over to Rittle. Skipping over, she quickly scaled up the rope, obviously had done this many time before, and was at the top in no time. Sara and Kershin followed shortly after, getting up just as fast.

“Your turn Gemini.” Marthiel placed a hand on the small of her back and gave her a light push towards it. Gemini gave her a little look, something felt different being called her actual name over Mother.

Grabbing the rope, she could feel her body get lighter again. The ropes enchantment made her feel like she could take on anything. Her body was still tired from before and still was a small struggle to get up the rope. Hand over hand she made her way to the top and finally received help once she reached a small opening in the platform. Coming face to face with a few dozen other winged women, all beautiful, all graceful, all smiling at her and bore the magnificent wings and living steel banding.

Everyone’s face was that of a different race, pointed ears from the elves, human rounded faces, a couple half-orc but most had a half elf half human look to them. All had similar length of hair ending near the small of their back that was either braided or let run free. Every set of wings as majestic as the ones beside them, the Spiri were a beautiful collective.

“Welcome home Mother.” A few random voices from the crowd echoed out with the same warming gentle tone as the first five she met.

Gemini had a heavy feeling of being home.

“Elder Yvane will be up in the hall with Elder Mara and Elder Ko-rin.” A nearby Spiri spoke with Sara and glanced over at Gemini with a nod. Sara reached out to Gemini and pulled her through the crowd.

“Out of the way ladies. There will be plenty of time to talk with the new Mother.” Sara gave her demanding orders.

With Gemini in tow, Sara pushed her way through the welcoming party. Before her escort melded into the mass of other Spiri, Gemini could see their armour shifting away to the same banding as everyone else, exposing their warrior bodies to the warmth of the day. Everyone was voluptuous and athletic, not anyone too young or too old but still carried a strong warrior presence.

The village they passed through was smaller than it looked from the ground; easily not as many huts as there were women. The woodwork they walked on and throughout anything to do with the village was artisan quality, soft on the feet, and looked like it had been here for quite some time.

“How long have you all been here?” Gemini asked as she followed Sara.

“Maybe twelve hundred years?” She glanced over her shoulder and shrugged. “You tend to lose track.”

“That is a long time for almost every race, there are more than just elves down there. How have you all not aged or perished?”

“The armour sustains us, changes us to be who we are. We all start as another race at our conception, the younger the Spiri the more like their old race they will look. The older the Spiri the more like myself or Marthiel you look.”

“With the sort of half elf half human features?”

“Exactly. We don’t keep our elven ears sadly, but we are compensated on other fronts.”

“Like what?”

“Our bodies are easier to maintain for battle and the armour we wear near an immortal lifeline. Our skin remains young and radiant while our senses heighten.”

“Guessing that everyone’s armour in the relaxed state with the number of naked women about?”

“You will learn to control it.”

“Don’t you ever relax?” Gemini poked Sara in the back which made her armour stop where her finger touched, looking like it hardened slightly.

“I chose not to. Even though we are safe from most in the trees, there is always a chance something can get up.” Sara stopped. “We are here.”

Gemini looked around at the large building that looked very similar to the rest of the homes around the village. The thatched roof was the same but had a large hole in the top that billowing smoke like a volcano prepping for irruption. Tribal symbols painted to either side of the door made for an intimidating approach before reaching the heavy brown fabric door that looked to be made from some dead animal long forgotten. Small ornate patterns beaded and sewn into the leathers with an array of colouring made a familiar symbol jump from the center. The trinity circle similar to the one with the dragons that Mya had in her journal, the same she saw in the gardens when she first entered the valley.

“You are on your own for this. I will be out here, waiting for when you finish.” Sara smiled her warm smile and pushed on the small of Gemini’s back, trying to get her to go in.

Gemini’s face looked worried, full of concern before she cautiously pulled the fabric to the side and stepped through the dark entry.

The inside of the hut was cooler than expected, and darker for being caught by much of the sun. Dim light shook the room with each pop from randomly placed candles. Each looking like they had been there a long time with the web of melted wax drooling down the side and pooled below on the floor. Frozen rivers of wax covered tables here and there as they built fingers that reached up toward the flames as if they were trying to put them out. A small campfire in the middle of the hut gave off very little light for its size where three winged women were gathered. They sat on the far side, watching as Gemini came in.

All three looked like every other Spiri she had come across so far, young looking with perfect features and majestic wings. The woman in the middle had a nasty three clawed scar across her forehead leading into her right eye and continued onto her shoulder and down her arm that came to a stump just above where her elbow should have been.

She wore a simple dark grey flowing dress which hid a lot of the armour below. The living steel did not cross the scar on her arm, it barely shifted close to it and left most of her arm exposed. Her deep red hair was tipped with a purple blue in the bottom fatter curls that draped down from her shoulders. A single near black wing stretched out behind her that looked like it had seen the brunt of a few battles.

The beautiful Spiri to her left and right had their full plated armour covering their bodies that was broken up by similar scars. The Spiri to the right had one across her chest on a slight angle from her shoulder to the middle of her breast to the opposite breast, while the other had hers from the left side of her torso, just under her arm pit and carried down to her opposite thigh; all never being touched, covered, or crossed by their armour.

Both right and left had a hood style helmet made from the darker leather that hid a lot of their faces and a similar mask face guard that Gemini had on her armour, covering the lower face; two strands of their blonde hair dangled from under their hoods on either side of their faces. Their wings were a darker grey, like they had been rolling in a field of ash and looked as if they too had seen a few battles. Ornate gold etching flowered across the tops of them with the extension from her body steel.

“Welcome Gemini.” The left one spoke in the same gentle and warming voice as she had come to expect from a Spiri. “Come in and rest.”

Gemini cautiously stepped forward and sat on a small pile of pillows near the fire, flipping out the bottom of her wings with her hands as she sat. All three of them women in front of her smiled as she did.

“She is cuter than the last one.” The woman on the right cocked her head to the others as she spoke.

“Karthiel still had a charm about her. No need to be rude Mara.” The one in the middle gave her a sly look.

“We hear that you had an eventful night.” Gentle words drew Gemini’s attention to her left.

“Yes, we were attacked by some of those fat little gremlin like things and a figure shrouded in ash tormented us before we got up to the, First Hand I believe they called it.” Gemini sat up straight, trying not to show her embarrassment about her exposed flesh.

“A Skkooh and the Koad. They are nasty little things. Yvane has taken the brunt of most of our battles; lost a wing and an arm to a Skkooh close to a five hundred years ago.” The Spiri to the left motioned to the woman in the middle as she spoke in her soft gentle grace.

“It was a foolish errand that I regret Ko-rin, I should have never taken you two with me.” Yvane gave both a sorrowful glance.

“You would have never come back alive if we hadn’t.” Mara nudged her with her shoulder.

“What are they?” Gemini butted in.

All three turned their attention to her with a snap.

“We do not know exactly.” Yvane sighed and continued with a serious tone. “For as long as we have been in the valley they have been here as well. A heavy thirst for Spiri blood and a gluttonous hunger for our flesh. We were once a few hundred in the valley and have been slowly losing girls year after year.”

“Karthiel recently figured out that they are coming from a spring up on one of the mesa shelves. Shortly after, she said that she needed to leave for the grove.” Mara cut in.

“Are you alright Mother?” Ko-rin asked after noticing that Gemini had a funny look on her face.

“When Sara had mentioned elders, I was expecting for you to be a little, older.”

All three laughed together.

“Elder is a station. You wouldn’t know it but, Sara has been around longer than almost anyone in the village. She helped start the village with Ko-rin and Yvane after they left the capital.” Mara chuckled her way through her words.

“Capital?” Gemini asked.

“Spiringlaive. A city far north from here where we came from. None of us have been back since we left.” Mara answered.

“Why did you leave?”

“Our city was the Capital for all lands of Vulthrodin. We came to Tulcarna nearly four millennia ago in hopes to shield it from the civil war going on in Xen’lok.” Yvane answered.

“Xen’lok?”

“It is an territory north west of here beyond the Nethershade.” Yvane calmly responded.

Gemini nodded slowly as she tried to piece things together in her head.

“The war would have torn through Tulcarna like a wild fire. The Xen’lo were a race of extraordinary power and were always at odds with one another. Eventually we were able to hold them back long enough and they succumb to their power and killed off each other.” Yvane shuffled on her pillow pile. “One of their rulers stood on the top of the heap before crawling back into their territory and leaving the rest alone.”

“Once the war was finished, we stayed here in this valley with a battalion to watch over the young Tulcarna.” Mara finished before Yvane could keep going.

“Why did you not leave?” Gemini bluntly asked.

There was a brief pause as all three looked at her through the fire.

“While we were keeping an eye on the Xen’lo armies, another force unseen to our scouts sealed this valley with an ancient magic, locking us inside. We have not been able to continue our contracts or continue our protection of the lands since.” Ko-rin answered for the other two with her sultry voice.

“We have concluded that whomever trapped us here has an outside influence feeding them an additional power but is also trapped in here with us. Sadly, we have not been able to locate the nuisance.” Mara added.

“What did you need to talk to me about?” Gemini spoke softly.

“Since Karthiel has passed on her armour to you, there will be a need to be trained to use it, trained in combat and become a fast track program.” Yvane smiled as she spoke. “We wanted to meet you before you become one of us.”

“Become one of you?”

“It is the only way that our race keeps alive. If we die and the armour is not awarded to a victor to pass on, it becomes a Dragoon Shade. And, that can never happen.” Yvane continued to answer.

“Why not?”

“A Shade can only be sated by a guardian race called Narx. A satyr like bunch that originally helped the creation of our armour in the Capital. It is the only way more Spiri can be created outside of the initial contract. And, a heavy caveat that only female twins are able to become Spiri has left us found wanting.” Yvan sighed. “You have probably noticed already that there are a handful of us that look the same.”

Gemini nodded.

“Mara and Sara are sisters. Karthiel and Marthiel were sisters. Ko-rin lost her sister a long time ago, and every other out there has a twin either already a Spiri or lost to time before they could.” Ko-rin spoke again.

“Why only twins?” Gemini asked the first of a thousand questions rolling around in her head.

“The magic of the steel can only effect a twin.” Yvan started. “Originally the Emperor made a deal with the Dragon Elders to conscript the Narx to fashion a set of armour for himself, one that would allow him to be protected on a whim and will of his soul. With the Emperor not being well liked by many, asleep in his chambers with an assassin in waiting, he was struck down.”

“One of his two daughters had found out about the conspiracy and came to his aid too late. The killer had escaped with his deed done. She found the Dragon Elder contract for her father’s armour in his chambers and kept it for her. With the knowledge of the forging, the daughter went to the smith and pleaded for it to be altered in her image so that she could be the shield, the guardian to forever protect the rest of her family and their people.”

“The Narx consulted the Dragon Elders with her plea and came to an agreement regarding her solicitation. The Elders then issued an amendment to the contract with the proclamation that the armour would be made under the condition that her and her sister would be the Dragons shield for High Realm. They were issued with the mandate to protect all of the emperor’s lands and both accepted the change.” Yvane took a deep breath with a distant look on her face.

Mara placed a hand on her shoulder.

“The two sisters agreed with the Dragons in their rage to find the assassin, not reading the finer details in the contract. After they avenged their father’s death, they felt a waning urgency for something and finished reading the contract.” Mara kept the story going.

“Near the bottom, it stated that they must forever seek out twins in the Emperor’s lands for them to continue to bear the steel. They had sealed the fate of all the daughters across all lands as well as their own with a stroke of ink. Eventually the rest of the Emperor’s family perished of old age and it was only the two daughters left alone to their sadness. They never aged a day with their armour and watched as everyone around them died. Time slipped by without either sister fulfilling their end of the contract by enlisting others into the Spiri ranks. This angered the Dragon Elders with every passing year, the contempt towards the contract and in a rush of anger, took the life of the younger twin.” Mara looked at Yvane who let out a tearful sigh.

“The punishment for not continuing with their contract dug deep and she knew that she had to travel far and wide to hold up her side of the it. She pleaded with them to give her the ability to travel the lands and work through her deed unabated. They gifted her the noble wings you now bear, that we all bear, and she hurried on to scour the lands. Over the years, thousands and thousands of us were enlisted into the ranks, to protect the lands. So many of us that it was easy to make a civilization and built a city around us.” Mara trailed off with Gemini having the look of a question.

“Then what is the Mother?”

Yvane quickly answered. “The Mother is the main connection to the Dragons, the bearer of a special steel that allows entry to their Palace and be our consort for the Spiri. Her armour was made only for the first daughter that the origin enlisted. Not like all the others, the steel must be passed on without contest to one who is worthy. Again, one of the points in the contract that I missed. Even with all that have been enlisted and time that we have protected this realm, I am still not in their graces.” She sighed again after she spoke and furled her lips in a frustration.

“If we are all supposed to be twins, why was I able to become the Mother without my sister being enlisted as well?” Gemini fidgeted on her stack of pillows.

“You both do not need to become a Spiri. Ideally that would be the case but there have been numerous cases of only one sister joining.” Ko-rin softly answered.

A moment of silence filled the hut, letting the fire crackle itself into the conversation.

“Then what is my first step?” Gemini broke the silence.

“We need to get you trained quickly with your armour and get you weapons to suit your fighting style. Learning to use your wings will take time but that is more of a passive training.” Yvane sat upright in response.

“How long does it usually take for this training? Time is not a luxury I have right now.” Gemini shocked the three with her scornful tone.

“It takes as long as it takes, everyone is different.” Ko-rin said. “Why the rush?”

Gemini reached down into her pack and pulled out the small black cup that instantly made the three go silent again. They sat still for some time and analyzed the item. The fire popped and crackled its side of the conversation, sending sparks up into the air and whirling through the small opening in the ceiling.

“We heard this was in High Realm. Unfortunately, you won’t be able to leave like the rest of us.” Mara said.

“I can leave the same way that I came in.” Gemini urgently said.

“Through the grove?” Mara questioned. “The tunnels that connect to the grove do not go anywhere. They are a dead end.”

“But I walked through them from one of the traveler’s hearts.”

“The rooted heart is the dead end, it goes nowhere else.” Mara ended the conversation quite heavily.

Yvane’s sigh filled the hut again. “Necrolin’s seals have not broken fully yet, I can feel their energy still, we have time to find our way out still.” Yvane stood from her pillows, her plain dress falling around her legs.

Gemini caught a glimpse of a similar three-line scar down her left leg, again blocking the living steel from covering it.

“Please, see Sara outside to start your training. We will hold onto the relic until we are able to leave.” Yvane extended her hand.

Gemini stood slowly and placed the small cup in the palm of her hand. She could see a tremor ripple its way up the Elders arm and into her body as she touched the object. A pain could be seen in her face that was being squelched and fought through. Turning slowly from the three beautiful angelic women, she fidgeted with her wings getting to the leathery entry.

“And Gemini.” Yvane made her stop as she reached for the fabric. “Don’t grief about your lost friend, there are ways you will likely see him again. We will talk about more another day.” Gemini pushed her way through the leather drape and disappeared from the dim hut.

“Why would you take it, you know it hurts you.” Mara grabbed the relic from Yvane.

“This might be my time to get away from this damned contract. The penance of delay is wearing me down and I grow weary. This one may be able to free the Spiri from what I forced them into.” Yvane let her arm drop beside her.

“She will need to get to the Crucible to make that happen.” Ko-rin stood.

“We need to get the key to the Straight before anyone can leave, and you remember what happened last time we went to talk to him.” Mara placed the cup on a small table behind her.

“This one may be able to help with that, he is toying with something that can be useful. They can only be warded off for so long and I fear those wards are fading.” Yvane glanced between the other two elders with a look of concern.

“I will keep a close eye on her.” Mara looked toward the door as she spoke.

“Once she is ready, take her to the Shelves. I will meet you there.” Yvane grabbed Mara’s upper arm in gratitude with a gentle squeeze.

Mara nodded and smiled.

• • •

“This is yours, Karthiel won’t be using it anymore.” Sara pointed up towards a larger hut on the platform they were crossing a bridge to.

It looked the same as all the others, wooden walls with a thatched roof. A small opening beside the cloth doorway had a small clay pot with a large single blue flower in it. There were two other walkways feeding into this platform, one off towards the Elders hut and the other down to where a platform held four identical huts.

“Quaint.” Gemini smirked.

“I need to gather some weapons in the morning but meet me down there in an hour.” Sara pointed off through the trees where a smaller platform could barely be seen through the foliage of the trees.

Gemini nodded. With a small farewell wave, Sara spun and walked down the swinging bridge to the larger platform of four huts. Letting out a sigh, she faced her new lodging and ducked through the doorway, adjusting her way through with her wings as they got stuck on the leather.

The inside was well kept and clean. A small wood burning stove sat off in the corner with a small pot boiling some green liquid in it. On the far side was a pile of pillows and blankets that formed a sort of bed that cornered a pile of rope near a couple of barrels. With being cut off from the rest of the world the curiosity of how they had so much for so long raced through her mind as she scanned over the small odds and ends saved throughout the years by the previous tenant.

Looking down at her naked body again, she shook her head at the lack of modesty the steel gave her. With her index finger, she hovered it over her nipple, waiting for a part of the steel to pass by. Just as it got close, she poked herself in hopes to catch the steel beneath it. It kept moving without concern, exposing the skin again below her finger. Shaking her head at her failure, she closed her eyes in hopes to focus on controlling the armour like Marthiel had mentioned, again nothing happened.

“Be wary young one.” The androgynous voice came into her head again, making her jolt upright.

A knock against the hut walls at the doorway.

“Be wary young one.” The voice sounded through the back of her mind again like someone talking into her ears from behind.

Another knock.

“Mother?” Ko-rin’s voice came from the other side.

“Yes?” Gemini turned and pulled the leathery cloth to the side and exposed the beautiful woman on the other side standing next to Mara.

“Do you have a moment?” Mara asked.

Gemini nodded.

“Be wary young one.”


Chapter 14

“Why would you say that?” Mya stood next to an odd shaped sign marked up with many languages near the side of path.

A single soldier dressed head to toe in plate mail, holding a tall spear stood close to a single torch leaning off one side of the sign. Quite a young soldier that would have been easily new to the order and given a station that no one else wanted.

“I am sorry miss; I did not know you were close by. The road ahead is closed because of them and you will need to go to the next road up, closer to the south side of the mountains.” His voice sounded younger than expected and a little trembly with upsetting her.

“I can handle myself against a few Kobolds, I need to get into the city today and going to the south side won’t get me in until nightfall.” Mya put a hand on her hip in disapproval.

“I am sorry miss, but orders are orders and I can’t let you past.” With a sigh and a shake of her head, Mya turned to walk away. “Miss?”

“Yes?” Mya stopped and looked back over her shoulder.

“You have grass stuck to your backside.” The young man pointed at her.

With a smirking scowl Mya brushed off her pants and stepped off again.

“Miss?” Mya stopped at his words with a sigh and fully turned around. “You could help me out with something up the path. There was a light that shot up into the sky this morning that I have not been able to leave my post to investigate.”

“And you need someone to take a look?” Mya looked up past his shoulder with a curious look on her face.

“You look like you are strong and do seem in a bit of a rush to get into the city. If I let you pass, you could check on it and you would be able to get into the city before nightfall and let the Captain know what you find.” The soldier suddenly got a tired look on his face.

“What kind of a flash exactly?” Mya looked at him dead in the face, making him a little intimidated.

“Like an explosion had gone off without a sound and then a beam of light shooting up into the heavens.” She could see that the young soldier was trying to use his hands as he talked but couldn’t with his spear in the way.

“Did it sort of look like this?” Mya reached into her pack and puller out her journal, flipped through near the end and showed him a detailed sketch of what she witnessed at Mirror Lake.

He nodded, happy that she followed his childish actions. “Exactly.”

Mya closed her book with a thwomp and stuffed it back into her pack. Looking up into the mountain pathway and back down to the young man in front of her, she gave him a sideways glance in question.

“I did not see this light earlier as I was approaching the city, are you sure what you saw?” Mya placed a hand on her hip and gave him a smirk with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes. It came from near the top of the path. There should be a widening to the road that looked like it was where it came from.” The young soldier fidgeted with his spear handle, trying not to catch her eyes with his.

Mya gave him another look.

“Also, could you get the Captain to send someone else down to relieve me, it has been a long time and I think they have forgotten about me.” The young man let out a long yawn and leaned his head against his spear.

Mya nodded and gave him a smile as she grabbed his shoulder in reassurance. Trotting off into the mountain path behind him, she bounced her pack before finally disappearing behind the outcroppings.

“Hope she doesn’t run into too much trouble up there, she was cute.” The young soldier nodded to himself as he watched her vanish. Turning back to his post, he scanned the countryside and sighed with another yawn.

A rustling behind him caught his ear that quickly directed his attention to the small area between the edge of the mountain and the grassy base on the other side of the sign. With his spear at the ready, he approached the noise while holding his breath.

With a flash of steel, a cloaked hulk leapt from the shadow, embedding a small odd shaped dirk into the soldier’s throat. It artistically missed all plates of his armour and skipped any ability that the boy could have blocked or called out for help. The shadow quickly drew back its blade and cleaned it on a small piece of fabric that was exposed between some of the boys armour.

Looking quickly down at the corpse at its feet, the cloaked figure lifted its head up to the path where Mya had gone and made a low chirping noise. With the stretch of its neck, the cloak hood pulled back from its face to expose a lizard like face covered in blackish green, almost moss like scales. Snorting a breath in frustration, it looked back down at the soldier and slowly backed against the stone of the mountain, fading back into the shadows.

Once it touched the rock face, cloaked by the cascading shadow, it shuffled its way up into the pathway and kept to the dark corners. The sunlight slowed its pathing as it waited to dart from shadow stem to shadow stem with a snort of frustration. Partway up the road, there were lit torches beside a sign reading “Sky Pedestal” that flipped from side to side in the subtle breeze that rushed up the path until the hulk finally disappeared between the stones of the mountain.

• • •

Gemini was thrown back, falling on her backside and her two swords skidding across the wooden planks behind her. Her wings furled under her slightly, giving her a bit of a cushion but still looking like the fall hurt against her bare skin.

“You need to be quicker.” Sara spun around with own set of blades and pointed one down at her.

“I know what I am doing, these wings are getting in my way.” Gemini quickly stood up with her swords and got herself ready again.

“Use them, they are an additional source of weaponry and defense. Your armour will react when it needs to, for your final line of defense. They are an extra set of limbs, if used right, they can be better than any steel.” Sara stepped back prepping for their next bout.

They were surrounded by a growing crowd, a collection of all the Spiri in the village. Each with wide eyes in awe followed with the odd whisper that Sara was training someone. The battle between them was intense and caused a stir with everyone with the clash.

“Again.” Sara called out.

Gemini lunged forward with her blades. Flipping one in her palm so it was running the length of her forearm, her left hand jabbed forward causing Sara to react in defense. A quick riposte from Sara on her open side caused Gemini to bring her side blade up in her own guard. Being ready for the strike, she spun the blade around her own weapon and dislodged it from Sara’s grip sending the ring of steel clanking around as it hit the ground; the crowd around them went quiet.

Just as quick as the disarm, Sara kicked out into Gemini’s exposed stomach and sent her backwards, skidding to a halt. Her bare feet barely catching on the smooth wood beneath them. The steel from her armour still spun in circles around her body, not caring that there could be potential danger to its host.

Sara lunged forward with her own offensive strike. Sending one of her wings forward as a shield, she collided into Gemini who was ready for the attack and had spun sideways before Sara connected and whipped around behind her. Flipping her two blades around, she brought them down in front of Sara and locked them together in a cross from shoulder to hip with each. Pulling her tight to her own body, Gemini had her in a grasp she could not wriggle free from.

“Very good, but still not using all the tools.” Sara nodded as Gemini let her loose.

“It’s barely been a half day; I need more time.” Gemini forced through her heavy breathing.

“That will be enough for today, you know how to use your weapons I will give you that. Zhou will get you kitted with a new set of swords tomorrow, ones fitting a Spiri Mother. Use the rest of the day to focus on your armour and wings.” Sara walked over and grabbed her other sword and whirled it in a flourish.

Sliding both swords into their sheaths on her back, Sara turned back to Gemini, nodded and smiled her warming smile before heading down one of the swinging rope bridges. The crowd around them murmured and slowly started to break a part as each went back to their daily tasks that had been interrupted.

“Don’t worry about her, she can be moody sometimes.” Marthiel stepped from out of the dispersing crowd and placed a gentle hand on Gemini’s shoulder. “She doesn’t train many of us anymore, but she is one of the best.”

Both girls watched as Sara stopped to talk with a few of the Spiri not participating in the gallery. Marthiel smiled at Gemini again before looking down at her exposed body with a raised eyebrow.

“We really need to get you working on that armour. Can’t be walking around nude all the time.” She could barely keep a straight face.

“Everyone else is walking around like this.” Gemini looked down at her body and then pointed with her eyes and head to what was left of the crowd.

“But you can’t be doing battle or out in the world like this.” Marthiel reach behind her into a small pouch and pulled out a small bottle. It looked like the same liquid that Faer drank to let her into the valley. “Take this back to your hut and I will meet you there shortly.”

“What is it?” Gemini held it up to her face.

“It’s a simple tonic I make. It helps the mind focus on the magic around us. Should help with your connection to your armour. Go now, I will bring something to eat and drink.”

Gemini nodded and headed off to one of the ramp bridges leading up into the canopy. Marthiel kept her eyes on her as she left.

“Always with the tonic.” Ko-rin’s voice drew her attention and she turned quickly to face her.

“It helps more than you think with the new ones. Let her be.” Marthiel’s voice turned cold and direct.

“No need to be hostile Martie, just trying to keep an eye on the kid.” Ko-rin smiled a bit of a sinister smile.

“There is always something else with you, I don’t trust you. Not after the Shelves.” Marthiel glared at her.

Ko-rin laughed and walked past her, giving her a push with her shoulder. With a huff and a sneer, Marthiel looked towards Gemini’s route and back to Ko-rin who had already made her way over to the next platform. A final glare towards the scarred Spiri before turning to where Gemini had disappeared and scrunched her face up in worry.

“Suppose I need to be closer with this one then I was with my sister.” Marthiel spoke under her breath.

• • •

“Were you not close with your sister?” Gemini sat on the edge of her bed holding a steaming cup of tea.

Keeping her eyes on a pacing Marthiel, Gemini couldn’t help but be drawn to the athletic and sensuous body. Like her own steel, Marthiel’s armour swirled about her calmly and kept most of her body exposed. With each twirl to start the next arm of her pacing, her wings would tighten into her torso as if they too had a mind of their own as to not bump into anything.

“Not as close as I should have been.” Marthiel stopped her pacing and looked at Gemini dead in the face. “What did Ko-rin want earlier?”

“She didn’t say much, just gave me a hug and told me good luck with my training. Oh, Mara gave me a pointer about Sara and her combat style.” Gemini took a slow sip of her tea as to not burn her lip.

Marthiel cocked her head to the side and her mouth curved in a concerned curiosity before starting to pace again.

“As much as we all need to be a solid unit, I don’t trust her. The three elders seem to have an ulterior motive since the third seal broke.”

“Seal?”

“It’s a glyph set by the Dragons that seals the world against a stronger evil, among other things.”

“Did it happen to look like a cluster of stars around three circles with two dragon heads eating each other?”

Marthiel stopped and looked at her in concern before nodding.

“Is there any in the valley?”

“Should be one left. There is rumour that once it is broken that we can finally go home to Spiringlaive.” She scanned the ground and grabbed a cushion to sit on.

“There may be more to it than that. I was told by our council mage to bring Necrolin’s Cup here. That it would help in some way.” Gemini took another sip of her tea.

“That would explain much of what is going on; Elder Yvane hasn’t left her hut since the first seal broke. Sara has also mentioned something about hearing the three talk about a relic from the Dragons to give us a passage past the Skkooh and Koad, get back to the world. She also mentioned a name, Surfa and something called Needle, mean anything to you?”

Gemini shook her head.

“Worth a try.” Marthiel shrugged and shifted on the pillow. “Most of the Dragon relics in the past were used to disrupt the magic of High Realm and typically used as a torture device on Spiri. Its magic hurts us to touch it due to that disruption which is why we need the Mother to act as an envoy for us.”

“Why would Elder Yvane take it from me then?”

“She has been trying for as long as we have been here to get out and might be onto something with the relic.” Marthiel shrugged off the curiosity and leaned in closer to Gemini. “So, the tea is mixed with a tonic I brew for young Spiri; it helps them concentrate on the development to their bodies, control their wings, and control their armour.”

“It makes me feel light headed.”

“Good.” Marthiel smiled her signature smile that made Gemini smile a little to herself. “That means it is working.”

“What should I be doing?”

“Think of it as though you were having a conversation with yourself inside your head, trying to make a decision about something important. Look at the other side of that conversation to be your armour, focus as if you were casting a spell.”

“I am not good with spells, focused all my efforts on the physical combat.” Gemini smiled coyly making Marthiel laugh slightly.

“Hmm.” Marthiel pursed her lips and looked down at the floor. “Another approach then.” A silence filled the space as she thought, rolling her eyes from side to side until she finally landed her gaze back to Gemini and gave her a smirk.

“What?” Gemini recoiled slightly in concern.

“Do you ever pleasure yourself?”

Gemini immediately turned red and shyly lowered her eyes to her tea. She has never been asked something so forward before. For all the times that she bugged Faer about the world in a sexual context, she now knew how her forwardness made him feel.

“No need to be shy, you are after all basically naked, sitting with another woman who is basically naked. Wouldn’t be the last personal thing you should be embarrassed about at this point.” Marthiel giggled under her breath.

“Doesn’t everyone?” Gemini whispered and took another sip of her tea.

“Something you will need to get used to doing a lot around here, after you live for a few thousand years, need something to pass the time on the slow days.” Marthiel laughed again. “Or you lean on the other girls for some help.”

“Men don’t help in that area?”

“Not many men around here these days, but yes they can. No need to worry about pregnancies either, the magic of being a Spiri removes that all together. Thus, the unorthodox way of becoming a Spiri.” Marthiel cocked her head to the side with girlish shrug.

“What happens when a male kills one of us, would the armour be shifted to them?” Gemini took another sip of her tea.

“It does, but the power of the armour collapses their mind and soul and they whither into a husk and die. The magic of the Dragons is strong for the contract we bear, and very specific. There has only been a record of two men holding on to the armour for more than a day.” Marthiel shifted on her pillow and patted Gemini on the knee. “Back to the focus. During some you time, everything around you goes away and it is just you and the feeling.”

Gemini nodded shyly.

“Use that feeling of only you in the moment, body and mind. Connect with your insides and focus on the conversation between them.”

“That’s a big difference then talking to yourself in your head.” Gemini gave her a bit of a condescending look.

“True. I was leaning more on the blocking the world out part.” Marthiel laughed and smiled again. “Ok, let’s just try. Finish up you drink and get comfortable.”

Gemini gave her a meek smile and finished the rest of her tea. Placing the cup on a small wooden ledge near the edge of her bed, she slid to the floor with a pillow of her own. Sitting cross legged in front of Marthiel, their pale knees almost touching as both set of steel crept past each other. Marthiel watched as Gemini shuffled about, trying to get the pillow below her in a comfortable position. Finally getting herself still, she let out a quiet laugh through a breath.

“Comfy?” Marthiel laughed back.

“It will do.” Gemini shuffled again, trying not to bump their knees together.

“Close your eyes.”

Gemini raised one of her eyebrows in question and then sat upright, steadying her posture and slowly closed her eyes. She could feel her wrists get grabbed, Marthiel’s skin was warm and soft against hers under her strong grip. Gemini could feel her arms lifting and shift forward, coming to rest on the outside of her knees.

“Remember the feeling, focus on the feeling. Help it tune out the world around you.” Marthiel’s voice was calm and gentle, it helped her relax.

Gemini slowed her breathing with deep long inhales and exhales. Her chest rose and fell slowly with each climax of air in to the full exhale. She could feel her whole body relax in her state of meditation and barely felt Marthiel being so close to her.

The room around her began to pull away like she was being pulled from her body as well, stringing her along the fabrics of life. Her focus of being pleasured took hold of her body and she could feel the heat boiling inside. Her breathing drew longer with each breath until all she could feel is the intensity inside forcing her to hold her breath at either end of the rhythm. The feeling took her over fast and the room ripped away around her, being swallowed into an abyss of black.

“Listen.” The voice filled her head, this time a lot louder than before and no longer like it was talking from behind her into her ear but in front of her. Gemini’s eyes snapped open in surprise to the location of the voice.

The void around her was eerie, no light, no shadows, no reflections, no sound. She was still sitting but could feel no ground. The black felt like it would crush her like a tight space but went on endlessly.

“Listen.” Again, the voice called out like it was talking right in front of her.

“Who are you?” Gemini spoke softly.

“Mother.”

“Yes, that is what people are calling me, but you are you?” Gemini looked around at the black. Nothing.

“Mother.” The voice was steady and never changed its tone.

“You are the Mother?” She kept looking from side to side in hopes to see something.

“Yes.”

“Mother is my armour?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t talk much do you?”

Nothing.

“If you are my armour, then how am I supposed to use you for protection?”

“Converse and I will aid.”

“Going to need to give me a little more to go on here”

“Converse and I will aid.”

With a huff in frustration, Gemini closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“You want me to talk with you?”

“Yes.”

“Did you also talk with Karthiel?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t sound like a Spiri, do their armour converse with them?”

“No.”

“Can we talk without the help of the tea?”

“Be still and quiet your mind. Focus on you.”

“You spoke to me before, telling me to be warned. What danger were you warning me about?”

“Time has corrupted the origins. Not pure.”

“How do you know which are corrupt?”

“Mother.”

“Course.” Gemini paused, trying to think of a more direct question, she needed answers. “Why is the original Spiri not equipped with you?”

“Narx awakened for control, not pure.”

“Do you have any questions for me?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Mother knows the soul, the heart, the life.”

“How do you know?”

“Connect life through Narx and magic.”

The darkness around her filled with silence as she tried to think of anything to help further. The directness of the Mother was starting to get on her nerves.

“If we talk more like this from time to time, will you help protect me from the dangers in the world?”

“Yes.”

“What about being able to cover myself when needed?”

“Quiet your mind. Focus on you.”

“How will you let me know if a Spiri is not pure?”

“Converse and I will aid.”

“The seals are failing, and Low Realm will break into our lands and run rampant. How do I get out of the valley to help everyone?”

“Children bear ill to parents. Crave to rule. Other Immortals”

“The Dragon children are wanting to ruin Tulcarna?”

“More”

“All of Vulthrodin?”

“High Realm.”

“How do we replace the seals and stop that from happening?”

“His cup. Her Wing. Her Mask. Mother.”

“The Elders have the cup relic.”

“Return to Crucible.”

“How can I if the valley is sealed?”

“Not Dragons.”

“So, who?”

“Be wary young one.”

Gemini cocked her head in question and just before she could ask another question, she could feel a hand on her shoulder, squeezing.

“Gemini?” Marthiel’s voice filled the void.

Another shake.

“Gemini, wake up.”

Slowly opening her eyes, the light from the candles surrounding the interior of the hut were much brighter than before, like individual suns waking up their same world together. Marthiel could be barely seen through Gemini’s eye lashes with her arm stretched out, holding her shoulder. With her eyes adjusting, Gemini quickly snapped her focus to the side after realizing she was looking at Marthiel’s breasts.

“Marthiel?” Gemini whispered.

“Someone is at the door.” Marthiel twisted to face the cloth door. “I will get it.”

Pushing herself from the pillow she sat on, Marthiel squeezed Gemini’s shoulder before walking over to the entry. Gemini kept her focus on the winged woman’s backside while her eyes still worked on focusing into the bright light, it was hard for her to focus on anything directly.

“Be wary young one.” The voice filled her head again.

A short conversation could be heard nearby but nothing could be made out. A short exchange before two blurry bodies stepped inside the hut.

“Mother, dinner is ready. Hoping that you will come with us down to the mess hall.” Elder Yvane’s voice came from one of the fuzzy shapes.

Gemini nodded.

“Marthiel, please bring her?”

There was a shuffle of feet and Elder Yvane left the hut. Marthiel’s shape could be followed as she stepped closer and sat back down on her pillow. Gemini’s vision was slowly getting better but the light was still making it hard for her to focus.

“Your sight will come back soon, don’t strain yourself. Drink this.”

Marthiel guided her hands towards a warm cup and helped her lift it to her mouth. With a short sip of the liquid, an inner warmth could be felt rushing back through her body. Gemini blinked against the bright light and everything around her became more and more into view.

“Better?” Marthiel’s smiling face warmed her vision more with each blink.

“Thanks.” Gemini smiled back.

“Were you able to feel the connection? You were meditating for a few hours, longer than most. I didn’t see any change in the movement of your armour, but I am hoping you were able to feel something. With the tonic in your blood, you should be able to easily focus on it to mold it. Direct it how you want around your body.” Marthiel sat up tall and smiled her gentle smile.

Gemini stood slowly and took a deep breath, closing her eyes on the exhale. Before her next breath the living steel rings that circled her body spun quickly and grew wider. Spreading from her waist down her legs and up to her shoulders. Every inch of skin being covered by an elaborate, detailed, and ornate set of armour. Fine fingers stretching from point to point, weaving into themselves to present a final layer of a subtly spiked protective layer. Every inch of it was very aggressive looking, almost as if a demon were formed into her cuirass which fed up into a half face mask that stopped just above her nose and below her eyes like a bandit mask. The armour had a blackness to it that could darken even the purest onyx with a glimmer of deep purples and blues. Marthiel stood with her mouth open in awe.

“That is a lot different than my sisters. You learn quickly.”

Gemini opened her eyes and peered down at herself, nodding with a smile.

“With enough practice, you will be able to make the change almost instantly and with minimal thought. All Spiri are able to use their armour at will and adjust it to their needs, to any need. Usually takes a few days to get things moving with the tea but I had a feeling you were special.” Marthiel smiled her gentle smile and placed a hand on her shoulder.

Gemini nodded and closed her eyes again, taking a long breath. The dangerous looking armour shifted slowly and faded away, whirling back around to the living rings, exposing her body to the night air once again.

Marthiel smiled once again and nodded to her student. “Let’s eat.”

• • •

The moon sat high in in the sky, shedding its light down into the pass through the peaks of the surrounding mountains that shot out of the ground like a giant’s spear trying to retaliate against the night. Mya’s passage that she walked along was tight in places but still comfortable enough to keep a steady pace, not the best passage for travelers to get up to the city on. Nothing could be heard aside from her own footsteps echoing against the sandy ground and the clanking of buckles on her pack. With the odd check behind her, the feeling that she was being watched was starting to become more and more heightened. Slowly slipping her dagger out from behind her and holding it against her forearm, ready to strike, the feeling would not go away. With the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end, something was definitely out of place.

The path began to widen quickly into a large clearing in the mountain stone that could have been easily used for a meeting spot for traders or campers not wanting to pay at the inn. Moss covered stone walls with the odd shrub or small tree scattered about the edges of the clearing. If Kobolds were the reason the pass was closed off, they should be all camped here. Something was not right.

Mya crept to the edge of the clearing, keeping as low as she could, and sticking to the side of the mountain. Her movements slowed enough that the buckles and her footsteps shifted into the silence of the darkening night. A quick scan of the clearing for anything, made difficult by how dark it was, but even with her elf eyes she could barely confirm that there was in fact nothing here. Something threatened from the dark.

• • •

“Everything was great.” Gemini stood from the table with the help of Marthiel’s shoulder. “I need to get some sleep.”

Getting up from one of the larger tables in the hall, Gemini couldn’t help but feel like many of the Spiri had their eyes on her. She could hear the pieces of conversations around the hall, picking out bit by bit of the larger ambient noises. Most were talking about her training session with Sara earlier in the day.

The hall was massive and surprisingly stable on the raised platform, let alone having a massive bonfire raging in the middle of it. Many tables scattered about the floor and were barely fully seated with the winged women of the village, each spearing pieces of meat and bread with small wooden forked skewers. Their conversations and laugher filled the room as if it were a tavern or an inn, the subtle breeze from the cracks in the walls rose them up through the timber pole ceiling and through the thatched roof. The smell of cooking meats along with clinking of metal goblets on wood and screeching of benches being pushed back as others stood from their finished meal broke the white noise of the crowd from time to time.

Two larger tables sat opposite each other from the center fire, the other held the three elders who kept glancing her way. A small larder could be seen off near the entrance to the hall, full of barrels, baskets, and casks. It would certainly make anyone think of how everything was so well stocked for being stationed here for so long, with no access to the outside world.

“Tomorrow will be early, I am sure Sara will want to take you to the Shelves to work on your wings and more combat training.” Marthiel sipped back a piece of food stuck on her lip.

Gemini nodded and patted her shoulder before lifting her other leg over the bench. The fire was warm on her face that caused her to hold her head slightly away from it. Shifting her back around to maneuver her wings around everyone else’, she finally made it past all the tables with her eye on the exit. Giving a side eye look over her shoulder to Marthiel who still had a face full of food, Gemini half smiled to herself before pushing on towards the doorway.

Pushing the heavy leathered hide of the doorway fabric to the side, the cool night air rushed past her, fluttering the feathers of her wings slightly and sending goosebumps rifling up and down her body. Stepping into the night and letting the door cloth fall behind her, Gemini took a deep breath of the rich night air and shook her head at the drastic changes of her life. There was a bit of a peace to this place that calmed from within. The trees rustling in a soft breeze and the flicker of light dancing around each trunk from the torches scattered about.

• • •

Mya stepped out into the clearing cautiously, keeping her eyes on a swivel. The sounds of a forgotten tomb filled the air, deathly silence crept through the pass and over her in a wave of caution. A heaviness shocked her to the core making the hair on the back of her neck stand up again.

“Ho there luv.” A gruff voice drew her attention to the far side of the clearing, next to the exiting pathway. She could hardly see anything, barely a shadow.

A darkened shadow of the man leaning against the mountain side, very difficult to see, even with her eyes, held a small object that glinted against the moon as he tossed it up into the air. Catching it calmly and tossing it up again in a very timed manner drew her gaze each time he did in a hypnotic rhythm.

Keeping her dagger hidden but ready, Mya slowly started toward the man. With every step, the shadow around him looked to get darker. He was able to keep everything about him in the shadow, save for the small silver object that he kept tossing into the air. He did not seem phased that she was approaching him, but she had to be vigilant, there might be more. A faint shuffle behind her made her whip her face around only to be met with a solid strike to her face with a blackjack.

Everything went dark as she collapsed to the ground.

• • •

Gemini’s deep breath soothed her insides, with a full stomach and a long day, she was tired and ready for a long sleep. Bringing her head down to take in the tree tops village, it was calming with no one around. Pushing off into a full stride, a subtle shuffle of the leathered doorway could be heard behind her. Not wanting to deal with anyone else today, she urged her body forward a bit faster without looking to see who it was.

“Be wary young one.” Again, the reminder from the voice in her head.

Before she could peek over her shoulder, a heavy blow to the back of her head sent her whirling to the ground. Touching the back of her head, she then looked at the blood on her hand through a fuzzy vision. Gemini looked up at her attacker and could not make out who it was, aside from being a Spiri the way the light hit her was only shadow.

Nothing was said but as she tried, a strike to the face came hard, knocking on her forehead and sending her back to the wooden deck in a world of darkness and unconscious.


Chapter 15

“This is taking forever, are we there yet?” Chyla moped along with her back hunched over and her arms dangling in front of her.

“Those mountains up ahead are going to be our first stop. Once we are in the city, we can talk with a contact who should be able to outfit us for the expedition into the North. The Stone Giant Forest is not the nicest place for people to travel without a guide.” The sulking look on her face almost made Dominic laugh when he looked down at her.

“Why are we going there anyway?” Chyla meagerly forced her words out in protest.

“Remember the nice lady who tried to kill us back in Dampth?”

Chyla mumbled her acknowledgment.

“We need to gather some relic weapons to help us fight against the magics in the world, her type of magic and others. We need to set the balance, so our realm doesn’t become like the Low Realm.” His sarcastic tone didn’t help her mood.

“Low Realm?” Her curiosity was peaked making her catch up beside him.

“For another time, I will need some time to explain it in detail. Let’s just get into the city and find a place to sleep before we get too ahead of ourselves.” His words were met with another sigh as Chyla drooped back into her sullen walk.

The circling mountain range stuck out of the surrounding plain like a beacon calling all looking for sanctuary or welcoming them home. Portions of the forest they walked beside touched its base giving an easy hiding spot if they ran into trouble. Dominic constantly scanned the horizon as they made their way, making sure they were alone. Walking in silence, the two quickly trekked along the base of the mountain spires with minimal crossing of other travelers trying to keep to themselves as well.

“Greetings travelers. What brings you to Sky Pedestal?” A warmly kept soldier greeted them as they approached. His small guard post near a small passage into the stone held a small sign with an unknown language and a torch that brightened everything around it.

“We need to talk with Xen.” Dominic said bluntly.

After hearing the name, the guard’s eyes opened wide and became obviously nervous. Flipping a small coin over to the soldier who barely caught it, the guard’s eyes widened again after looking at the coin.

“He’s been holed up in Underbelly, something to do with a cult or fanatical group he has been looking for. Word has it that he made a deal with The Sigil to secure some sort of relic nearby.” The soldier kept his nervous shuffled as he tried to stand still.

“What’s the word friends?” A second soldier appeared out from behind some brush, wiping his hands on portions of cloth that stuck out from under his armour around his waist.

“These kind folks are needing to get into the Underbelly and speak with Xen.” The first guard dropped the small silver coin into the others hand who immediately shot his gaze up at Dominic.

“Sorry for the holdup Sir, protocols require to ask everyone. There has been a lot of commotion lately in the city with some gangs causing problems with some kobolds, so we can’t be too careful.”

“Do you really think a hooligan would come through a guarded passage to get into the city.” Chyla scoffed at the older soldier.

“Fair enough, still need to let nice folks like yourself know about the danger and to be careful. The pathway up into the crater can get dangerous sometimes.”

“Is Randall still captain of the guard?” Dominic butted in.

“Yes, sir.” The younger soldier nodded quickly.

“Thanks for the information.” Dominic nodded to the two men and started towards the path leading into the mountains.

“Sir.” A quick salute by the two men in acknowledgment.

“What in Necrolin’s name was that all about?” Chyla spoke under her breath after they were a few paces beyond the guards.

“What do you mean?” Dominic sneered.

“You said you were out of money.” Her glare seared through him.

“For pleasurable company, yes. For information gathering, no.”

Chyla punched his hip making him laugh and pat her on the head.

“Why were they so shocked to see the coin?”

“It was a special coin.” Dominic reached into his pocket and pulled out another one to hand to her.

“The crest is from Kalstin, how did you get them?” Chyla fumbled around with Dominic’s pack trying to find more.

“Hey.” Nudging her off Dominic bounced his pack back into place. “More to life than what you have seen girl. Pays no know the right people, be friends with others, have favours owed by the rest.” Another scoff came from Chyla making him laugh and he pushed her forward to get her moving.

“Then what is so special about the coin?” Chyla gave him a bit of a sideway glance.

“They are not meant for a currency of the market but a currency of an old organization. Not much out there you don’t end up knowing about if you are around as long as I have been. Lots of things to see, lots of people through my journey.”

“Just how old are you anyway?”

“Old enough.” Dominic laughed again and the trail fell silent as Chyla crossed her arms with a sulking face against his failure to give in to what she wanted.

The passage was wide enough to get a small cart through most of the trail which made it easy to walk. Rain had cut itself through the dusty roadway creating veins in the dirt, giving a sort of living look to the trail as is bled down the slope. They continued along the switchbacks and rises and ran into the odd traveler resting against the stone or sitting off to the side with their horses or packs beside them. A simple nod is all they gave as they quickly passed them by.

Shadows cast by the odd outcropping shifted in the sunshine with every step, seeming like they were thieves trying to stalk anyone they could. Taking most of the afternoon to get up to the crest of the path, the view opened to what lay beyond the range, the main path leading up to the city was the fastest way to get up. The city of Sky Pedestal is always a breath-taking sight, making anyone stop before continuing along to take in the majestic panorama, no matter how many times they came to the city there would be a rest at the top before continuing in.

“Sky Pedestal, also known as the ‘Floating City’, is home to all people and beasts from across Vulthrodin.” Dominic explained to Chyla. “A neutral place that is used to come together and live their dreams to the fullest.”

Chyla looked at a few of the taller buildings that stood out from the rest but came to rest on the central tower that could be seen pushing its way through everything and up into the sky like another mountain peak.

Expanding from mountain edge to mountain edge but not actually connecting, the entire city was suspended on a massive chunk of earth in the middle of the crater, well above the lake of burbling molten stone. With the outer edge of the city never touching anything around it, the dependency it had from the surrounding mountain range was magical. It looked like the Freyolin had reach down into the depths and pulled the city into the air, breaking it from the confines of its mountainous binds.

Massive carvings of varying species of races made out from the sides of the mountains, looking like they were trying to pull themselves out of the stone had outstretched arms coiled up like they were flexing, but also holding enormous chains that wrapped around and back into them mountain stone. These chains extended out from six points around the crater, each with their own figure, and connected to the floating land mass that the city rest upon. Pathways leading out from the main mountain valleys lead to a sturdy rope bridge that had many travelers and villagers performing their comings and goings.

The hustle of the people within the metropolis were cut through by homes and shops built from stone to metals to woods and a mixture of designs mashed together in an eclectic array of structures. A very sturdy looking railing kept life from the drop into the crater below. Cobbled streets broke up could be seen as the veins weaving throughout the city, helping all the people move around their day.

“This is amazing.” Chyla couldn’t keep her mouth closed and her eyes from blinking as she took in the picturesque scene.

“Welcome to Sky Pedestal, the city floating on the dreams of more than a million.” Dominic smiled as he looked down at her.

“There are over a million people down there?” Chyla couldn’t keep her eyes from the city.

“Sure is. The best place to find anything you are looking for, for any reason. Be careful though, tends to lure in a lot of unsavory types looking for a quick coin or to cause mischief.”

“Crowds are a bit much, but it sounds like my kind of place.”

Dominic gave her a sideways look.

“Can we get some real clothes here, and maybe a pair of tits to play with?” Chyla gave him a beaming smile.

“Clothes can definitely be a thing, but the company may have to wait. We won’t be here long enough for much.” Dominic’s response was received with sour look.

“You’re no fun.”

“Just keep your hands out of your pants until we can get our place to stay.” Chyla responded with a half-smirk, like she was biting her cheek and a nod and her struggled agreement.

Waiting for an opening between travelers to get past the supports on the bridge, a few hooded people walked past without paying them any mind. Chyla watched as they small groups disappeared around the first switch back to the path.

“Come on Chyla.” Dominic called back from a few paces on the bridge.

Her head snapped around and she bounce to life in hopes to catch up. Quickly closing the gap between them after dodging a few random people, they soldiered across the swinging bridge. Chyla couldn’t keep her head still, rotating back and forth in amazement from the city ahead to the gigantic statues holding everything up from certain death.

“I’m hungry.” Chyla tugged on Dominic’s shirt as she spoke.

“There should be an inn ahead on the left.” He pointed long enough for her to follow his finger down the cobbles and through the crowd.

The further into the city they got, the busier the streets became. Everyone mulling about, getting ready to close out the day or starting their evening. The noise from the crowd made her anxious and would snap her head around at any clang or bang. There was something about the crowd that kept her on her guard.

Keeping a close distance between her and Dominic, Chyla watched everyone with a sense of danger, there were too many people for her liking. The inn came up fast with all the distractions around her and she almost ran into Dominic when he stopped in front of the large wooden door with a sign above saying, ‘The Winking Neight’.

“Once we get our room, we will head to the Underbelly to talk to Xen.” Dominic pushed on Chyla’s back, forcing her toward the doorway first.

With a push on the thick wooden doors they were inside the busy inn. Noise flooded against them like a tidal wave of white noise. Conversation mixed with laughter and inaudible yelling collided with the sounds of mugs crashing into each other or on tables that made the outside world seem like a barren wasteland of boringness. Prostitutes walked around from patron to patron trying to get their attention, the odd one succeeding and speedily disappeared down a corridor behind the bar with their client groping at their breasts.

A clunky sounding instrument filled in above the torrent of the crows like a blanket of joy. It sounded almost like a piano but carried a violin string pluck noise to it. Chyla could see it tucked in the far back corner with a musician that was trying to keep drinks away from him to stay dry as he played. His looked very annoyed with how busy his corner was and would try not to stop as he pushed someone away from time to time with his feet. Chyla smiled at the couple of skirmishes that popped up and quickly faded back into the noise of the room.

Low lying bone chandeliers hung from randomly placed hooks on the exposed beam ceiling, each holding low burning candles that needed to be replaced. Wood paneled walls and flooring made it look like there was no start to the wall or floorboards and only the stairs of blood, booze and bodily fluid stains gave it more texture. The limited standing room throughout was going to be difficult for them to get to the innkeeper in the back but she bit her lip, ready for the crowd.

With a sigh, Dominic leaned into his first step and slowly started his way through the crowd. Giving a glance and a nod back to Chyla, she nodded in return and grabbed a loop on his pack to not fall behind. Eyes would glance over to them as they pushed their way past, always stopping on Chyla who would glare at them and they would quickly look away.

“Evening sir, what can I get for ya?” The innkeeper was a portly man with a very large black beard, barely taller than the counter. His accent was hard to understand making Chyla stand on her toes to lean over the counter to try and listen.

“We need a room.” Dominic stooped lower to talk to the man.

“Two rooms left, ten Tulcran per night per person.”

“Seems a bit steep, pretty greedy for a Dwarf.” Dominic gave the shorter man a questioning eye.

“Nights busy and there be a demand, take it or leave it. The Purring Imp may have space if you dun mind a Leeman.” The innkeeper grumbled.

Shaking his head, Dominic reached into his pocket and pulled out another small silver coin with the Kalstinian crest and placed it on the counter. The Dwarf’s eyes widened, and he slowly reached up to grab it like it would hurt him.

Dominic slammed his palm over the coin making the keeper jump “We want discretion, food, and extra bedding as well.”

“Not a problem sir, will have the missus bring up some provisions for you and yer little one. How long do ya need?” The look in his face was a mix of surprise and intimidation.

“Two nights and.” Dominic looked down at Chyla. “Her pick of a woman when we return.”

Dominic lifted his hand from the coin which was quickly snatched up by the Dwarf who nodded without looking at him and dragged his nail across the top of the coin. Flipping it into the air and catching it, the Dwarven innkeeper pulled out a small purse slung around his neck and dropped it inside. Chyla gave Dominic’s waist a hug.

“Anyone I want? You’re the best.” Chyla smiled up at him.

“When we get back. Business first.”

The sound of a heavy key dropped onto the counter.

“First room on the third floor, top of the stairs. You will have the floor to yourselves. Will keep the other empty while ya here and will send up yer plates.” The innkeeper had a hard time looking Dominic in the eye as he spoke.

Dominic knocked on the bar top with his knuckle and turned in place. A rugged looking man dressed in a worn cloak with his hood up pushed his way through from across the room, his eyes fixed on Dominic. Easily noticed with all the commotion he was making on his approach; Dominic was ready for him. A simple thrust from the cloaked man sprang towards Dominic’s stomach which was easily caught at the wrist and elbow.

“Still quick as ever.” An unexpected higher pitched voice came from the large cloaked man.

“You call that a punch?” Dominic smiled and pulled the man in for a friendly embrace and a laugh.

“When did you get into the city?” The cloaked man flipped back his hood and exposed a grizzled mess of facial hair and mop of blonde hair.

The man looked to be around the same age and Dominic but with spending a lot more time in the sun. Aside from his hair being messy, the rest of his features looked cleaned and proper, like he could have been a noble that forgot to trim his hair.

“Today.” Dominic shifted his stance and leaned against the bar counter.

“And you have a little friend this time.” The bearded man looked down at Chyla who gave him a glare. “Feisty one too.”

“This is why I stayed in Estar, Chyla Redlash from Tarna.” Dominic looked down at her with a slight nod directed toward the man.

“Nice to meet you little miss, little fair for a place like this. The names Rundin, Rundin Nettlepot.” Rundin made a short bow type curtsy that made Chyla smile. “How do you know Dominic?”

“He was a neighbour for a while, I kept an eye on him. Keep him out of trouble.”

“Ha! He is always in trouble isn’t he, causes all sorts of trouble too. What a troublesome fellow.” His jovial tone and higher pitched voice made it difficult to hold back her laughter.

“How do you two know each other?” Chyla asked.

“Mr. Wick here helped us get back an item from Mudiifjall a while back and we have been friends ever since.” Rundin gave Dominic a pat on the shoulder.

“Your last name is Wick; how did I not know that?” Chyla nudged him with her elbow and turned back to Rundin. “Who is we?”

“I am assuming you are here to see Mr. Xen?” Rundin ignored Chyla’s question making her cross her arms in frustration.

Dominic nodded.

“Then you came at the right time. Seems the old windbag is caught in the middle of something with the Neightur and may need a little assistance. He called out for the usual’s a few days ago and only Kallis and I came so far.” Rundin scanned the room behind him quickly in a nervous twitchy way. “Seems no one wants to deal with the Neightur with their connections to The Sigil.”

“Where are you two staying?” Dominic asked.

“Usual spot, we can meet you at the secondary entrance and head in together. Kallis will be excited to know you’re here.” Rundin smiled through his scruffy beard and smacked Dominic ‘s upper arm again before spinning around and charging through the crowd once again.

“Who the hell was that weirdo?” Chyla looked up at Dominic.

“Rundin Nettlepot, he did state it.” Dominic looked down at her.

“That isn’t what I meant.” Chyla glared at him.

“He and his sister are mercenaries with a solid set of skills, mostly assassination contracts but I helped them out with a few jobs and like he said, we have been friends ever since.”

“He looks and sounds like a side show at the fair.” Dominic laughed at her words.

“Don’t let the voice and beard fool you, he knows what he’s doing.”

Dominic pointed over to the set of stairs at the side of the room, Chyla tried to catch a glimpse of them through the crowd but was too short to see where he was pointing. Their journey to the stair was not long at all and only had to push a couple drunks to the side. The staircase was close to the different sounding instrument which Chyla was able to get a brief glance of as they ascended.

A tall backed wooden box with a flat array of open strings coming out of small holes in the box towards the player; looking much like a piano without keys. The player had small gloves on that had little blocks of some material on them that he knocked against the strings to give them their sound. Sliding them back and forth gave him other sounds and notes to play with. If he flicked the string it would resonate longer allowing him to fill in his melody.

Each flight of stairs was long and creaky with the odd sticky spot, making her scrape her foot against the edge of the tread and look down in disgust. The second floor had a long corridor with the same wood as the main bar but little lanterns with a mirrored sconce that cast their light into the hallway to illuminate the entries to each room. Patrons could be heard moving around in the rooms with the company for the evening as others pushed passed them and down the hall to find a space of their own.

“Maybe I don’t want a woman from this place, it’s a little nasty.” Chyla cringed her face as she watched a pair walk down the corridor.

Dominic laughed.

“It’s a serious problem, I don’t want to walk away from a juicy night with a bad itch.”

“Have you even had a prostitute before?”

“Well. No. But I’m going to need some good loving soon, before I explode.”

Dominic laughed again and finished cresting the stairs. That hallway was cold and silent, a bad feeling sent shivers down Chyla’s neck as her hairs stood on end. The layout to the stairwell made the sound from the bar below almost silent. A wooden crypt of their own.

Clicking the large key into one of the two doors in the hallway, sounds of the lock flipping over echoed down the corridor and the door swung open. A large room that looked to be decorated for a nobleman with the fire burning to one side and three beds to the other. Random little figurines and ornate objects were scattered about the room on shelves and small tables. On the far side next to the larger window was a wide bookcase half full of books and scrolls that looked not to be touched in years.

“No wonder it was so expensive.” Chyla skipped into the room and flung her pack to the floor and then herself onto one of the beds with arms wide.

“Don’t get too comfortable, we need to get going right after we eat.” Dominic stopped to look down at a small table that held an arrangement of odd-looking flowers.

With a grumble, Chyla sat up and looked around the room. Her gaze stopped on a slender figurine made from a darker coloured marble like stone. Picking it up, she flipped it around to get a better look at the shape and ran her hand up the side. Not very tall and not very wide, it looked like a soldier or a something of the sort, standing tall at the ready while holding a sword which was stuck in the base. The entire figurine was soft and smooth to the touch.

“This could be fun.” Chyla smiled to herself and quickly went back to a bed.

Dominic dropped his bag at the foot of one of the beds and kept his eye on the fire, taking in the warmth. He sat on the floor next to the fire and grabbed a thin metal rod to poke around in the coals.

“Food should be here soon don’t get too comfortable.” Dominic spun to Chyla as he spoke to find her laying on the bed, pants off with her hands in her crotch again and quickly turned back to the fire. “Couldn’t wait ten minutes?”

“This thing looked fun.” Chyla swayed her hips with the small figurine as she pushed and pulled against it, breathing getting heavier.

Barely a minute passed with the fire crackling and Chyla’s breathing in the background before a knock at the door made Dominic stand to answer. A smaller Dwarf woman stood on the other side of the door holding two plates mounded with meats and potatoes on them.

“Here ya go dears, something to fill yer tummies.” Her voice sounded lighter than she looked.

“Thanks.” Dominic said.

She was a chubby person with a very cheerful gleam in her face. Her clothing looked like it was the same thing she had been wearing for a few days more than she wanted; all the stains and spills that ran down the front of her apron showed she had been working the whole time. Chyla’s breathing caught her attention as Dominic grabbed the two plates from her and spun back into the room. Her eyes went wide and her face red before Dominic could get the door closed.

“Hey pervert, time to eat.” Dominic placed the two plates down on one of the larger tables near the fire and sat in the one closest to the fire.

Four chairs circled the table, each with plush fabrics and embroidery across them with notched beadwork at the edges to hold it in. Chyla shimmied her way to the end of the bed and stood, holding the figurine inside her. Walking slowly over to one of the chairs as to try and keep the figurine in place, she sat down on the chair against the stone soldier, pushing it further inside her. Dominic rolled his eyes with a shake of his head before he began to eat.

“You’re going to have to put pants back on before we leave.” He said between chewing.

“I know, have to get in what I can when I can.” She smiled with a shuffle on her chair.

“Couldn’t leave it at the bed?”

“It’s a good fit. Probably could walk around with it and not need to hold it in with my hand. Getting me going pretty good too, see.” Chyla pushed away from the table and stood up to reveal a large wet spot soaking into the chair.

“Sure you haven’t urinated on yourself?” Dominic laughed to himself at the feeble attempt of a joke.

With a scowl back at him, she sat down on the figure and shoveled food into her mouth.

“The Underbelly is going to be a dangerous place, you will need to keep on your toes and remember everything you have been training for, everything your father taught you and that everyone down there has the ability to kill you and the lust to follow through with it if they could.” A serious look on his face made her pay close attention and finish her bite slowly.

“How bad could they be?” Chyla said through a mouthful of food.

“Let’s just say that Xen surrounds himself with some strong warriors from all around the world. He didn’t win the civil war in Xen’lo with a lack of tactics and strength. There may be some strange things to be seen down there as well, some dangerous things, and some questions you will have. Try and keep your mouth closed until we can get through what we need to and are back here safe.” His tone and expression was very serious.

Chyla nodded, knowing it was no time for witty remarks.

“Let’s get ready to go.” Dominic stood from his chair and walked over to his pack.

Chyla stood up clenching the figurine inside her still and slowly made her way over to her leggings, pushing and pulling on the figurine further inside her as she struggled into them. Looking over at Dominic who was rifling through his backpack, she pulled on the figurine a little and then paused before pushing it all the way inside herself, hiding it from view. Finally pulling the top of her leggings tight with the thin leather strand, she shuffled them into place which sent a shiver through her body as the stone figure shuffled with her.

“Shall we get going?” Chyla tied her belts together and stepped over to the door.

“Alright. Remember, focus and keep your head on straight. It will be tense down there.”

“Oh, it will definitely be tense down there.” Chyla gave him a half smile and a nod.

Spinning on his heels, Dominic opened the door and stepped into the corridor. Chyla smiled to herself and rocked her hips one last time to get pleasure shiver down her spine again before following him into the hallway and closed the door behind her with a heavy exhale.


Chapter 16

The streets were dark, lit up with all the tall steel lanterns throwing a beautiful array of dancing light against the faces of the crowd below. Seeming to get busier and busier with the night, more and more people were out with a new-found purpose in the city. Banter and the odd ruckus from taverns filled the streets and laneways with drunk patrons spilling themselves out onto the street or making their way. There would be no sleep for anyone in the city.

Dominic’s path lead them through a few shady back alleys, down handfuls of stairs and out of reach for any and all life of the city and its night life. The further they walked, the fewer people that roamed about until there were none. Barely lit streets became shadowed corners and the dark edges of night felt more like a graveyard of forgotten memories. They moved deeper and deeper into the veins of the city until they found themselves in a place that even the dead would forget. A lone shadow leaned against the stone base of the building that lead into a large culvert pipe

“You two all set?” Rundin’s high pitched voice gave Chyla a startle and stopped her in her tracks. She had to shuffle her hips to keep the figurine in place.

“We are. Where is Kallis?” Dominic’s tone was stern and professional.

“She is still getting dressed, should be here shortly. No weapons tonight?” Rundin shifted his head like he was trying to look around a corner. His plain cloak hid a lot of his face but the scruff from his chin stuck out.

“We left Tarna quickly and then Dampth in the same. Haven’t had a chance to get anything worth using. We should be ok though.” Dominic shrugged.

“I have a small blunt object just in case.” Chyla stifled a chuckle as the two men looked her way from the tall shadows.

“What are you hoping to get out of Xen anyway?” Rundin fell back against the wall behind him.

“Need to get some information about the Crucible, and some new equipment to make the trek up to the Iceclaws.”

“That won’t be cheap Darling.” An intoxicatingly sensual voice filled the darkened alley forcing everyone to look back the way they came.

“Xen never is, but I have some chips to cash in.” Dominic responded to the shadow in the darkness.

“You always did have positive favours with the wrong sort of people.” The woman’s voice made Chyla’s spine shiver slightly again making her shift her hips again as she was finding it difficult to keep everything in place.

Stepping from the darkness and into a small trail of light from one of the windows above, the woman gave Dominic a solid hug. She looked like she sounded; tall, soft, beautiful and sensual. Her slender form was wrapped in hundreds of belts that weaved this way and that. Her entire outfit was woven together with random styles and width of belts, crisscrossing into each other in a chaotic weave around her body. From head to toe the weave spun around and disappeared into black a medium length leather belted set of boots. Up past her hips, curving around her large breasts and up to the underside of her jaw, the leather became smaller and finally terminated as if they would connect to some sort of mask with the odd buckle falling over, away from her face. Short spiked black hair could be seen with flecks of blood red in what lamplight they had, and an odd squared off rod stuck out from behind her waist that caught Chyla’s attention.

“Took you long enough to get here Kallis.” Dominic sarcastically said.

“Would have been here with Rundin if he didn’t want to fool around before we came. This outfit takes a while to get on.” Kallis ran the backs of her fingers along the curves of her body before punching Rundin in the arm.

“Me? Wasn’t my idea this time.” Rundin rubbed his shoulder and glared from under his hood.

“Still keeping up with that?” Dominic raised an eyebrow at them.

“Good way to pass the time when you’re bored, plus he’s one of the few that can satisfy me these days.” She looked down at Chyla with a scanning gaze. “Who’s this little Darling? She could be fun.”

“Chyla Redlash, Dominic’s little buddy.” Rundin spoke a little higher pitched in what Chyla was assuming was a mocking tone as he rubbed the top of her head.

“Redlash. That sounds familiar.” She paused and looked at Rundin and then back to Chyla. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Torin Redlash?” Kallis asked Chyla.

“Torin is my father. Do you know him?” Chyla tried to straighten her hair as she spoke.

Dominic gave Kallis a stern stare and coughed.

“In passing is all, we will have to chat later Darling.” Kallis put her hand on Chyla’s shoulder with a squeeze and a wink.

Chyla shifted her hips as Kallis withdrew her hand, she could feel slow drips running down her leg under her baggy pants. This woman oozed sex appeal and was making it difficult for Chyla to hide her secret while they stood. The tighter she tried to hold the figurine in place, the more aroused she became.

“Let’s head down and get this over with. Should only take an hour to get there.” Rundin pulled on a hilt under his cloak to check the blade in the scabbard and turned to the neighbouring grate. Stepping through a small opening in the mesh, the darkness engulfed around him.

“After you Darlings.” Kallis smiled at Dominic who pulled Chyla in front of him and pushed her into the grate.

“This the only way in?” Chyla asked as she tried not to step in the small stream flowing down the middle of the duct.

“Easiest and fastest way to get in and down. Mostly just piping and sewer type stuff but should be able to get to Xen’s hole without anyone interrupting us.” Dominic responded in his professional tone.

“Must keep quiet Darling, don’t want to let the sentries know where we are.” Kallis whispered over their shoulders as the four of them faded into the black.

• • •

“Wake up!” With a boot to her stomach, an angry voice shocked her awake, making her cough through a winded breath.

Mya blinked her eyes against the torch light, wincing in pain from her captors’ brutal wake up alarm. Quickly taking in the surroundings, she tried to get some sort of bearing for where she was and who was holding her. There had to be something special about this group, no one could sneak up on her like they did. Her eyesight was still a little fuzzy from being hit on the head earlier and she could feel dried blood in her hair that matted it down where she had been struck.

Numerous pairs of boots shuffled around the room from her vantage, each one seeming to pace back and forth or just standing around. There were a lot more than she could take in her state. Her binds could be felt tight around her wrists and was a little weak to push herself upright. Rolling on cave like rocky ground, she was able to push with her bound feet against a nearby wall and get propped up against a small wooden box to be able to take in the bandits all around.

“Hey boss. She’s awake.” Her wake up alarm called over his shoulder to someone in the background.

The figure stood up and she could see the same small glimmering object that caught her attention before in his hand. He was getting closer, tossing the object into the air as he came, and it kept drawing her in like a trance. Her vision was starting to sharpen but still was a hard to focus on the surrounding area with the glimmer holding her attention.

“Hit ‘er pretty hard, you been out for a while now luv.” The man’s gruff voice had a kindness to it but still very angered.

“Ruger, he’s ready.” Another voice called out behind her.

The gruff voiced man paused mid stride and caught the small object a final time. Taking a couple steps away from her, he turned to his crew.

“Bring her.”

• • •

Bright lights shimmering off the water at the end of the stone tube. The four trudged through the murky waters, dodging foreign objects that were either stuck to the side of the pipe works or trying to make their way with the flow of water. The smell was starting to make Chyla’s eyes water, but she knew that if she said anything that Dominic would have her head.

Rundin had stopped up ahead and was crouched against one side of the duct work scanning the area below him, his plain cloak rippling with the water that ran below it. Dominic stopped across from him, his perch closely mirroring Rundin’s as they looked down into an opening. Chyla knew that this was no ordinary adventure, she had never seen Dominic so serious.

Rundin held up his hand with his pinky, ring and middle finger without taking his eyes from what he was watching below. With a brief pause, he lowered his fingers and then closed his fist before extending the index and middle together and pointing it towards their left. Closing his fist again before extending the same fingers apart from each other and holding still. Kallis slipped past Chyla like a ghost and knelt between the others. Rundin dropped from his perch with Dominic close behind and disappeared into the lit room below.

Muffled sounds of violence echoed up into the pipe and then fell silent with only the pouring of water and crackling torches filling the void. Kallis held her hand back to Chyla and pulled her forward to the edge. She made a hand gesture to the two down below before turning to Chyla.

“Ready to go?” Her voice made Chyla shuffle again against her insides and smile with a nod.

Stepping close to the ledge of the pipe, the room it emptied into began to take shape. There was more than just their pipe emptying into the room, handful of other large ducts and water ways emptied their own brand of murk down through large grates of molded stonework. Large format blocks made up most of the wall and flooring that looked to be chiseled from the existing stone. Each wall had channels running down the sides that transferred the dropped murk from the falling muck around the room to a large stone basin in the corner that looked to disappear into the wall.

The three below were chatting quietly with the odd nod before Dominic pointed down an arched doorway. Dominic looked up at her, motioning her to drop down quietly. The fall wasn’t as far as it looked, and she caught herself before falling forward on landing. A loud crashing noise of stone on stone filled the room echoing over the pouring water and through the jointing passages from the room. All three shot her a concerned surprise at the loud noise.

“What in Necrolin’s name was that?” Rundin’s eyes were wide like the other two with all of them looking towards Chyla.

Flushing her face red, Chyla knew exactly what it was. Peering behind her, the small figurine lay on the ground with a glistening sheen. With an embarrassed and apologetic look on her face she lifted her head back toward the others.

“You were supposed to leave that back in the room.” Dominic’s voice was strict.

“Where did that come from?” Rundin curiously asked.

“She likes to, play.” Dominic rolled his eyes.

“Was that inside you the whole-time Darling?” Kallis smirked as she spoke.

Chyla nodded sheepishly.

“We might get along just fine.” Kallis laughed as the two men scowled their way. “Come along Darling, let’s get this over with.”

“What about them?” Chyla pointed to three armed men piled against the close wall.

“They had a bad day; I wouldn’t worry about them.” Rundin’s voice lightened the situation.

“Why are we needing to be quiet to get down here anyway?” Chyla couldn’t hold the question in any longer.

“There are a lot of unsavory folks down here guarding and a lot of them don’t like unknowns walking around.” Rundin answered before Kallis could.

“I thought you said you knew this Xen guy and he called you two in?” Chyla put her hands on her hips.

“Part of the initial vetting for his contracts. If you can’t get the contract, you won’t be worthy enough to do the contract.” Rundin shrugged as he spoke. “Always been like that. Usually this way in is easy for some reason.”

“He should be down the next tunnel so be ready for anything.” Dominic pointed down the same entry as before with the arch.

Rundin nodded and followed where he was pointing, clearing his blade in his scabbard again and wiping his beard with the fullness of his palm. Kallis put her hand on Chyla’s shoulder and smiled before catching up to her brother. Dominic shook his head at her before nodding with a laughing sigh and beaconed her to follow. Rescuing the small figurine from the ground, Chyla trotted off through the doorway, prize in hand.

• • •

“What are you doing here Ruger? I told you before, the Pedestal won’t be harbouring your ilk. Go back to your islands.” A old male voice echoed its rumble through the chamber and over the large collection of observers.

The room was expansive with massive braziers resting against tall pillars that illuminated the chamber. It was like a throne room with its wide walkway between the pillars running up the middle that led up to a dais that held seven chairs. An older looking man sat in the middle chair with an assortment of intimidating sorts to either side. A large hulk of a man stood by his chair with a small child like girl resting on her stomach over his shoulder. Catwalks and random assortments of stone stairs littered the edges of the room, crudely built in most circumstances but able to hold the gathering of ruffians watching the room below.

Mercenaries were everywhere. Odd sorts hiding in the shadows or sitting with their legs dangled over the edge of the walkways; anywhere they could be to keep their eyes on the smaller group leading up the middle walkway. The elderly looking man whom sat cross-legged on his throne kept his eyes intently on the captive woman being drug with the group. His long thin platinum beard barely covered his chin and was braided tightly together, wiggling around with every move of his head and as he spoke.

His expensive looking black robe was smooth and clean with no collar but had white lined edges and white knots holding small wooden nubs that latched everything together. From an angle starting at his shoulder, the knots on led over to his other arm and then down his side to keep from breaking up the clean front. Short platinum hair had a matted down look to it but still held a sort of nobility to the whole image.

The small group standing before the dais were all dressed the same in light military garb with short swords and a bow slung over their shoulders. All stood in an open defensive formation and all kept their eyes scanning their surroundings. In the mix of their formation, a bound woman dressed in dark grey sat on her feet with her torso and head drooped forward, starring at the stone floor.

A bit of a revealing shirt with straps crossing around her lower torso, exposing her stomach and the large belt that only held up on one side and dropped down further on the loose end. Her buckled boots hid the bottom of her tight dark grey leggings and looked like they had been worn for some time.

“Calm down you ol fart, we bring something to trade fer it.” The gruff man standing in front of the smaller group tossed a small glimmering object into the area before beaconing to someone behind him to bring their captive.

Two of his henchmen grabbed the woman under the armpits, lifted her and drug her forward, tossing her back to the ground in front of Ruger.

“Why would I want an injured elf?” The old man sat still on his throne as he spoke.

“She’s royalty ya see. Easily seduced by ma Regale.” Ruger tossed his small glimmering object into the air and caught it. “I want what I came for.”

The old man cocked his head and squinted his eyes at the group in front of him “Why does the Sigil need it anyway? It’s useless nowadays”

“That be our business. If it be useless, why the holdup Xen?” Ruger elevated his voice making some of the mercenaries close to him grabbed the hilts to their weapons and took a half step forward.

Xen thought for a second in silence.

“If she is royalty, we may be able to work something out. You will need to do something for me in addition to my conditions.”

Keeping his eyes on the old man, Ruger nodded slowly.

“There is a man that goes by the name of Sliver. Living in a cave within the Stone Giant Forest, has become a problem.” Xen’s tone shifted deeper.

“Sounds familiar. Who is it?” Ruger questioned.

“That is my business.” Xen snapped.

Ruger’s face grimaced with the sarcastic tone Xen used.

“Looks like you have a full house today Xen.” Rundin casually walked down a set of stairs leading from their lookout, making the room go silent with all heads pointed their way. Kallis kept up his pace with Chyla and Dominic a few steps behind.

“Mr. and miss Nettlepot, I was hoping you were going to show tonight.” Xen’s voice carried quickly across the room.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Rundin’s high pitched voice made handfuls of the other mercenaries laugh amongst each other.

“See you have brought the infamous Deadwick along for the ill shaken adventure as well. Who is the forth? I don’t know her.” Chyla tried to keep herself from as many eyelines as she could.

“Let’s call her a trainee.” Dominic jovially called out to Xen.

Chyla glanced around the room with her eyes finally resting on the hunched over elven woman. Shivers tickled their way up her spine making the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She tugged on Dominic’s shirt.

“Something is wrong Dom.” Chyla whispered to him with only a glare in response. “I feel different.”

“Seems you are all here at the right time as usual. Ruger here is hoping to get the Cartographers Pin for their little club and willing to join you all for the reason I called.” Xen’s voice commanded the room like royalty.

“The hermit in the caves, am I right Darling?” Kallis spoke with her seductive voice, drawing all eyes to her.

“You are right my dear. I hope you are open to a little more company than you are used to. Will Deadwick be joining the two of you?”

“Afraid not Xen, I am here for other reasons.” Dominic responded with his own authority and put a frown on the old man’s face.

“What about this hermit?” Ruger interjected the conversation. “And what we agreed on.”

“Ah yes, the business at hand.” Xen turned around in his chair and nodded to one of his guards against the back wall who swiftly disappeared into a back room. “While we wait, bring the elf up here so I can take a look at her.”

Ruger motioned and they picked her back up, pulling her closer to the dais. Rundin, Kallis, Dominic and Chyla all walked passed the rest of his squad, receiving their own collection of glaring acknowledgment before stopping at the bottom of the few stairs leading up to the old man. One of the soldiers holding the elf grabbed hair on the back of her head and lifted her face up into the light.

Her clean features were beautiful, Chyla couldn’t keep her eyes from her. Her eyes squinted against the light between the abnormal amounts of blinking, she was trying to gain focus against the light. Chyla reached over to Dominic and tugged on his shirt again.

“Something is different.” Chyla whispered again, only to get the glare in return.

“What is so different?” Dominic whispered back.

“Something inside. I feel, different.” Chyla slid her palm down her front and rest against her stomach.

Before Dominic could say anything, a gust of wind rushed through the room, waving all the brazier flames around violently and silencing many of the clustered groups. Xen’s attention was piqued by something in the back of the room and stood from his chair. Skirting around his chair, he gave a glance to the silent hulk of a man as he passed who nodded. The small girl on his shoulder smiled and nodded shortly after, getting very excited about something.

The massive hulk of a man had simple armouring on, a few belts and straps, mainly to hold his menagerie of weaponry here and there. His clean-shaven head and face wrinkled and scarred with many days of exhaustion and tireless combat. His solid black eyes held a dead stare that took the room in all at once like small black holes.

He looked like he could outfit a small platoon with weapons; from the odd placed daggers to the massive hammer strapped to his back that extended down to the ground. Massive muscles sculpted his entire body, with an array of scars that proved to all that that looked on him; he knew war and would not be afraid to teach someone how. The small girl on his shoulder was close to the complete opposite.

Her hair was wild, long, and black with a strange white skunk stripe running from above her left eye on an angle to the back-right side of the locks. Constantly smiling at everything, she was just happy to be alive. Her clothing was not much different than that of the man she rest on, just a lot fewer weapons. Her simple brown clothing exposed much of her skin but covered anything private. One single blade hilt stuck out from behind her head like a katana that carried a blue diamond pattern on the hilt.

“Our deal?” Ruger called out.

Xen lifted his arm and motioned with the back of his hand to go away, making any weapon that could be unsheathed ring into the air. Eye’s widening, every one of Ruger’s men, even those that held the elven girl, drew their weapons and tightened their formation. The defensive position they had was hopeless, but their formation was very solid and looked like they knew what they were doing.

A rogue arrow sailed towards them, easily deflected by one of the soldier’s blades. Another gust of wind whipped through the chamber, stronger than the first, extinguishing a couple braziers near the back, darkening the fringes. Sounds of the death erupted into the chamber as mercenaries along the top catwalk fell with a splat, sending bloody and brains out across the stone flooring.

“Things are going to get out of hand, we need to get to the back.” Kallis called out with a scan of the room.

Mercenaries advancing down toward the middle, eager to get down to the Sigil soldiers pushed one another to get there first. With each attempt at the squad, a clash of steel rang into the air and then screams of death quickly followed, the soldiers were well trained. The acoustics of the room did not allow anything to go unnoticed.

Blood spray filled the air with each slash or stab. Ruger called out orders to the group between strikes and they slowly started to shift their way towards the dais. For every handful of the mob that came down on them, only one would fall from time to time. The Sigil were very well trained and being out numbered did not break their spirit.

Dominic grabbed Chyla by the back of the shirt, lifted her from the ground and carried her along toward the dais stair. Kallis and Rundin had already made their way to the top of the platform which had mostly emptied down into the fray quickly. The only other still up top was the hulking weapon machine and his little shoulder girl. Standing with his arms crossed, starring out at the battle with his black eyes while girl bounced on his shoulder itching to be a part of the scene.

“The elven woman, we should help her.” Chyla yelled out to Dominic who had made it the top of the stairs.

Without a second thought, he rushed over to the elf who was trying to cut her binds on a dead soldier’s blade. The threat in her eyes caught him off guard when he reached down towards her. There was a fire inside that begged to come out. Reaching down, Dominic grabbed the sword and cut her binds and helped her to her feet.

“Come with us.” Dominic’s serious tone made her lock eyes with him and give a stern nod in acknowledgment.

“Coral, these two need to get to Xen, Darling.” Kallis yelled toward the hulk and girl.

“No problem sweetie, he’s in the back. Going to stay and join in the fun? Reef wouldn’t mind some company.” The smile on the girl’s face was incredibly cute and sweet, yet very creepy amongst the scene below.

Reef stood solid with no expression on his face as he glared out into the carnage. His onyx eyes shot back and forth following strange shadows moving in the back of the room, killing mercenaries as they went.

With Chyla in hand and the elven women in tow, Dominic rushed up passed the chairs next to the bigger man.

“Reef, there is something else in here, can you see it?” Dominic looked at the massive man who just gave a subtle nod in return.

“It’s in the back, sticking to the shadows when it can, but there are more than the one.” Coral bounced on Reef’s shoulder in her excitement again as she spoke for him.

“Wick, head to the back, we can settle this ruckus and meet later.” Kallis yelled towards them, pulling out the long-boxed item from her lower back.

With a flick of her wrist the object expanded and unfolded from itself into an ornate bow. The top and bottom limbs of the bow looked like they were alive with energy and gave off a shimmering glow. Strange looking fingers at the tip of each limb held three separate bowstrings that they were made of living essence of light. The grip had a circular piece of glass that clutched a reddish grey iris of a cat eye that shot from side to side with the movement of the battle below.

The Sigil squad closed in on the edge of the dais and were finally able to adjust their formation to allow more of an offensive strike back on their attackers as wave after wave clashed against them. Their numbers were starting to dwindle but were still able to stave off the onslaught. Bodies littered the stone flooring as streams of fresh blood found its ways to the drains along the edges of the room.

Other screams of death filled the back corners as the two shadows flashed from point to point sending more blood and death into the air. With each kill they were getting closer to the Sigil squad. More and more death howled into the room as all the ruffian’s mercenaries crowded around in notice of their kin being slaughtered and finally started to turn their attention to the cloaked figures as well.

Another blast of wind filled the chamber, extinguishing one of the last two braziers, allowing little light to the last stand at the stair. Ruger had managed to climb himself onto the dais and got close to the front edge of the chairs before he noticed the other threat in the room. The rest of his squad were entangled in combat below with the final remains of the thirsty mob. Blades whirling around and colliding with stone, bone, flesh or steel. The cloaked shadows flashed forward with an adept speed into the last attacking mercenary and finally into the few Sigil soldiers who tried to pull his sword from the chest of a nearby corpse before being struck to his own demise.

“He said he would wait.” Ruger muttered under his breath.

The elven woman shot her attention to the Sigil leader and widened her eyes. Grabbing Dominic’s arm, she looked at him dead in the face.

“We need that man alive.”

Dominic acted fast and lunged toward Ruger. One of the cloaked shadows leapt into the air at him, claws flashing into the fire light. The hulking shadow struck stone as Ruger went flying backward beyond the line of thrones colliding with the ground hard but sprang into action toward Dominic with his sword in hand. With a swing of his steel towards his would-be savior. Ruger’s swing stopped midflight as the colossal Reef gripped onto the blade. Blood dripped down the side of the large man’s hand as Ruger looked into his black dead eyes.

“Sigil man, go with Deadwick and the girls.” Coral’s young voice yelled down at him from Reef’s shoulder.

Reef grabbed onto his wrist and cranked the weapon from his grip and tossed it toward the cloaked figures resting at the base of the steps. With a flash of claws, it deflected the meager strike and readied itself for any other assault. A second cloaked figure, finishing with its decapitation of the final victim, scurried up behind the other and readied itself.

Mercenaries from the higher stairwells and catwalks poured down in the darkness, itching for the revenge for the deaths of their friends. The first shadow jolted down and launched forward toward Dominic who was not paying attention and spun in surprise. Claws sailed through the air toward him with their murderous intent. Before he could make a move, a small object whirled past him, striking the attacker in the face, under its cloak, and sending it back to the ground next to its partner. Chyla’s pleasure figurine spun off to the side landing in one of the cooling braziers making Dominic smirk to himself in a playful huff.

“Dominic.” Rundin’s high pitched voice screamed toward them pulling their attention to him. “Go.”

Dominic spun back around and grabbed Ruger by the scruff of his shirt and sprinted off toward the two girls. The three of them went straight toward the back doorway that Xen disappeared in without regard to the threat behind them.

“Meidrae, brajke.” One of the cloaked shadows hissed out.

Rundin flung open his cloak, pulling small hatchets from under his belt and exposing his ornate master crafted hide armour. The black casting of the leathers matched with the sinister look on his bearded face creating a vivid indication that he was a force not to be underestimated. Similar to Kallis’ belt weave, buckles and belts filled in gaps around each hard piece of hide like a patchwork beast risen from the grave. With his two hatchets at the ready, Rundin shifted his footing to be ready for anything.

Kallis muttered something under her breath close to the shaft of her bow and curled her open hand around in casting a spell. Pulling back on all three bowstrings, slender arrows formed as she drew; growing from the light of the strings. They formed into a dense dark energy arrow that gave off a subtle an odd glow.

Letting all three arrows fly toward the fallen shadow, two were deflected by the one still standing, but the third hit home. A demon wrenching scream erupted making many of the mercenaries stop to hold their ears in another worldly pain. The beast turned to Kallis and sprinted toward her. Rundin was ready with his own strike and leapt into the air toward it at the same time, connecting midflight. The two landed on their feet after connecting, flourishing about as to not get caught with a retaliation. Both were fast for their size, very fast. Strike after strike whirled into a block and parry, which was then blocked and returned.

Kallis let loose another volley toward the beasts, driving all three into its side. Another scream filled the air, stopping many of the others from the pain in their heads. The shadow wriggled on the ground in pain at Rundin’s feet. With a final strike, he hammered down on its head with one of his axes making its limbs twitch as the life faded from its body.

The wounded cloaked hulk lunged forward from the ground; the dark energy arrow faded from reality that dribbled blood as it came. With the flurry of its speed and lost comrade, the cloaked killer collided with Reef, who shot out of nowhere with blinding speed.

Fists and claws grasp each other with the sound of bones crunching and flesh on flesh smashing into each other. The two hulks stood like statues, starring at each other while trying to overpower the other.

Coral in her extreme excitement, bounced around on his shoulder giggling to herself. With a shifting assessment that it was a bit of a stalemate, she knelt on her perch and pulled her katana from its scabbard. The blade traced a fine line through the air, creating a thin orange line of magic through the air as it moved and quickly disappeared into the back of their attacker. A lasting howl of pain came from the beast along with the smell of burning flesh and fabric.

Removing the blade with blazing speed, she sheathed it before anyone could even take a breath. Reef grunted in the release of his stress and lifted the beast from the ground to throw it back against the close pillar that still had a lit brazier. Smashing into the stone, sending stone cobbles splintering it to the ground, the cloaked monster fell into a brazier below and wriggled around in pain as it feebly tried to get back into the fray. The few last mercenaries and bandits surrounded it quickly, plunging their steel into its hide and sending its final screams of death up with the smoke billowed out from the smoldering flames.


Chapter 17

Ruger’s back smashed against the stone wall, sending a forced grunt from his lungs. With the weight he was thrown into the wall, he couldn’t catch himself and fell to the ground clutching his chest. The others ran in and stood around him in the entry of the back chamber. Xen sat in the back in another large throne looking chair with a large cushion, puffing on a long pipe.

The rest of the room looked like it belonged in a high-class palace or estate home with tapestries and beautiful paintings of distance places and ancient looking creatures littering the walls. To break the artistry, small tables filled with knickknacks, small sculptures or expensive looking display pieces carefully placed throughout. On one side of the room with floor to ceiling bookshelves that were stacked to the fullest, were guarded by a handful of warriors. Candelabra filled with half melted candles lit the room in a very pleasant way and made sure that all the guards around the room could keep an eye on the new additions.

After tossing Ruger to the floor, Dominic leisurely strolled over to the old man smoking his pipe and sat in a nearby chair across from him. The Elven woman and Chyla kept near Ruger who was still struggling to get his breathing back in control.

“Why the bloodbath Xen?” Dominic sternly questioned the old man.

“I don’t need them alive to take the woman. Why give something that they want when I can just take what I want?” Xen shrugged and continued to puff on his pipe.

“There may be more of a picture than what you see old man. What is the Sigil after anyway?” Dominic spoke as he looked over his shoulder at Ruger, still on the floor.

“This.” Xen reached behind him and pulled out a small wooden box.

The box fit in one hand and had very few age markings on it. Only a small cluster of stars on the top made a side different than the others.

“What is it?” Chyla stretched her neck from her spot, trying to see the item. “That’s it?”

“It’s what’s inside that counts little one.” Xen flipped the box around with his fingers and popped the top with his thumb.

Reaching inside with his other hand he pulled out a small red cylinder. There was nothing special looking to it, a plain red rod, ten centimeters in length and five in diameter.

The room was silent in confusion.

“It’s a key to something that is no longer in this realm.” Xen smiled when he looked down at the small pill like rod.

“Why would The Sigil want it then?” Dominic leaned over the item and twisted back to give a questionable look at Ruger.

“Not a hundred percent but, from what my spies have been telling me; they sent in a raiding party into Estar to look for one of the Dragons relics. A cup I believe.” Xen puffed on his pipe between his words.

The elven girls head snapped toward them at the mention of the relic and quickly walked over to them.

“What about this cup?” The elf asked.

“My dear princess, it would be nothing you would need to trouble yourself with. It is a relic of ancient times said to be able to control the seals for this realm which protect it from the Dragons being in true form here.” Xen shuffled in his chair as he spoke, his pipe almost falling from his mouth.

“Necrolin’s Cup.” She filled in-between the lines and made Xen’s eyes widen in curiosity.

“How do you know this?”

“I am the one that took it from Mount Guul.”

Dominic and Xen both gave her a silent curious look. With a long inhale from his pipe, Xen sighed out a long puff of smoke before speaking in a quieter tone.

“That would mean you are Uridine’s daughter, Mya. It is a good thing The Sigil wasn’t able to hold onto you, but also one his Regale had such an effect on.”

“Regale?” My asked

“The small silver ball he has in his possession. An enchanted object which has the ability to incapacitate people, nullify their senses to a degree; works the best on royal blooded.” Xen took another drag from his pipe. “I have only seen three of them in my time, but they work well.”

“Why would The Sigil be after the Dragon relics?” Dominic interjected.

“No idea. But if they were wanting this key, the rumours about them working with the Neightur are just.” Xen responded through his haze of pipe smoke. “They are fanatics, a cult of strong magic users under the belief that Dragon rule is the only rule. Also, one of the reasons why so many people go missing and rulers become dethroned. Each with their own rarity of magic; from being able to summon the shadowed assassins, Furhdrae, to soul shattering or control over one’s mind.”

“On this topic, why I was wanting to bring him back here.” Mya butted in and pointed Ruger’s way.

“Why would he know anything about the Furhdrae?” Xen cocked his head to the side in question.

“As things were in chaos out there, he muttered something that caught my ear.”

Dominic stood from his chair, “then let’s go have a chat with the man.”

With a handful of paces over to Ruger, who was still on the ground being watched over by one of the guards and Chyla. Dominic noticed that Chyla couldn’t take her eyes off Mya.

“Everything alright? You look like you want to jump her.” Dominic asked quietly.

Without blinking she responded. “As I said before, something is different. There is something special about that elf.”

Dominic looked over his shoulder at Mya who was making her way over to them.

“One conversation at a time.” Dominic looked down at the man at his feet.

“What did you mean when you said, ‘he said he would wait’?” Mya angrily asked.

Ruger kept quiet and only shuffled around on the floor, pushing back against the stone wall. The guard standing beside him gave a sharp kick to his leg.

“Why is everyone so violent around here?” Ruger gripped his leg and rubbed it slowly looking up at his attacker.

“Answer the nice lady before everyone else gets a little more violent.” Dominic knelt beside him with a glare.

Ruger gave Dominic a sideways look and then up at Chyla who still her eyes trained on Mya.

“Xen mentioned he was having a problem with a certain contract and The Sigil wanted to help to better their contract with the Neightur.” The hesitation in Ruger’s voice was easily noticed.

“More to the story than that I bet.” Dominic raised an eye brow.

Silence filled the room again.

A loud sigh left Mya’s lungs before she quickly grabbed a small stone carving of a knife-like object from a shelf nearby and stabbed it into Ruger’s shoulder. Screaming out in pain and grabbing his shoulder, Ruger crumpled against his knees. Blood began to stain his clothing and spread out, dripping to the floor.

Dominic looked up at Mya with a look to ask if it wasn’t necessary.

“I’m tired of waiting, I have places I need to be. What is in this contract?” Mya’s fury filled the room, her voice flooded with frustration.

Ruger coughed through a mouthful of blood. “A simple contract. We retrieve three items for them, and they cleanse the three houses we need out of the way.” Spitting a mouthful of blood to the side. “Once an item is returned, things will be cleansed.”

“What are these items and which houses? Why did you leave Bardain and what business does The Sigil have on the mainland?” Dominic leaned in a little closer.

“The key called the Cartographers Pin from Low Realm for the House of Xen.”

Dominic looked over his shoulder at Xen who shrugged in his haze of pipe smoke.

“The other two?” Mya squeezed the wound in his shoulder with her thumb making him wriggle in pain.

“A map of Undergrowth from a church in Estar, for the house of Tuff.” Ruger spit a mouthful of blood to the floor. “A gem from the crown of Darke for the House of Uridine.”

Mya’s eyes glared at hearing her families name and squeezed his shoulder again, oozing more blood into his clothing.

“What does The Sigil want with the House of Uridine?” Mya’s voiced through clenched teeth.

“We don’t want, the Neightur asked for the condition. I was told to just get the pin.” Ruger coughed again through the pain.

“That means what we ran into in Tarna was them looking for the map, not the cup. But why burn the whole village? The only place a map like that would be is with the Leeman’s in their monastery on Mount Guul.” Dominic swatted at Chyla’s leg to pull her attention.

“Most likely got it by now if the monks didn’t put up a fight.” Chyla dropped her hip slightly and rest her hand on it.

“They are not known for their fighting prowess. But why trade for a Gnomish family?” Dominic went silent in thought and in a calm tone. “Tell us everything, from the beginning.”

“From what I know, our Director was approached by Sliver of the Neightur with a proposal. As much of their conditions lined with the orders goals, they finalized the contract quickly. Two cohorts were sent out for retrieval of the three items and Sliver would be handling the exchanged for their half of the contract.” Ruger paused a second to drain his mouth to the floor.

“Most of the men were sent into Estar for the map, with one of our main commanders to form the main battalion. Two contubernium split to find the key and two to head into the Darke lands to scout potential within the capital. Many of our other party members were lost in the pass coming up through Durindal to something we couldn’t handle, but we were able to quickly track down things here for what the old man had in his possession.” Ruger kept his hand on his shoulder, parts of his hand were white with the pressure he was pushing into the wound.

“Why would you capture the elf then?” Dominic motioned up with Mya.

“We were taking a break before heading into the city and she just happened to be along, gave us some luck we needed for the excha…” He was cut off by Mya punching his hand that held his wound.

“How did you know that Sliver would wait on his attack?” Mya asked.

“He spoke to us all before we left for the main land.”

“In Bardain?” Dominic filled in the question.

“Was not him exactly, a mirage of him. You won’t be able to stop us from completing what we are here for. Sliver will finish his side of the contract knowing that we are here.” Ruger’s voice altered Mya’s demeanor. The knowledge of her family being a target could be seen swelling inside her.

Forming her hand in the shape of a claw, Mya muttered under her breath a small incantation. Little sparks danced around her skin ever so slightly and sent little pops and clicks into the air around it. Reeling back her arm, with all her strength, punched Ruger in the side of the face, sending him motionless to the floor.

Blood trickled from his mouth and from the location of the strike where skin had flayed from his face. Ruger remained lifeless on the ground. Everyone held their breath and looked at her; she couldn’t take her eyes off Ruger, taking long heavy breaths.

“I need to get to the Iceclaws. I must speak with Thron-din.” Mya’s fury in her voice never faded, the intensity of her voice had Dominic on guard.

Keeping his eyes on Mya Dominic called out, “Xen. We are going to need a few things. Mya as well, she will likely be coming with us.”

“I take it you are after the old knuckle knives?” Xen took another puff of his pipe.

“Yes, and we will all need new clothing for the girls, and travel packs to get up through the forest.” Dominic paused and looked at Chyla. “Do you still have those khopesh blades?”

“The larger ones with the clip?”

Dominic turned to the old man on his cushion and nodded.

“They should still be there.” Without looking Xen waved his hand to someone on the side of his chair who bent forward to listen to a few whispers from the old man.

A subtle nod and the man disappeared through a nearby door.

“We will be even after this Deadwick.” Xen lowered his head and peered at Dominic.

“Not even close old man, you would still owe me from getting you through Nethershade.”

Xen took a long drag from his pipe and slowly filled the air around him with smoke.

“Suppose it would be one last favour. I must head home though, have over stayed my welcome here in Tulcarna. I don’t think the rabble here will be able to protect me if the Neightur advances. Cirna, can you take the young ladies into the other room so they can get some new clothes please.”

A young female guard stepped forward and waved over to Chyla and Mya, both still distracted by the dead man at their feet. Cirna walked over to Mya and lightly placed her hand on her shoulder.

“Come now miss, let’s get you cleaned up.”

Mya nodded in silence.

Catching Chyla’s attention with a wave of her hand, Cirna led them through a nearby wooden door, clanging the ring handle as it closed behind them.

The echo of the handle collapsing to the door rang out with new sounds of battle coming through the main chamber entry. Clashing of steel on steel and steel on stone, with screams of blood flooded into the room. Rundin’s voice could be heard calling out to Kallis with unintelligible words before silence filled the space again. Everyone had their attention queued to the doorway.

“Don’t worry everyone, everything is under control.” Rundin’s high pitched voice called out as he stepped into the archway.

“Then get in here boy, and bring the others.” Xen called out.

Before Rundin could get another word out, a shadow flickered behind him with a swift swipe of its arm, taking his head clean from his shoulders. Rundin’s arms fell to the side with the rest of him going limp and slumping to the floor. His head shot across to the side wall, splattering against it with a gooey slurp and knocking of bone before it fell and rolled into the lifeless corpse of Ruger.

The shadow bolted through the doorway and into the room and all Xen’s guards quickly readied to fight. Heavy footsteps could be heard from the other side of the large hulk, colliding with it and both hurdled through the air into a heap. Kallis quickly followed with her bow drawn and Coral close by, hands at her hip, holding onto her katana.

“Quickly. Now Coral.” Kallis yelled out.

Reef, with his muscular body forcibly held the shadowed assassin on the ground with just enough time for Coral to sprint up with her blade. Blood curdling screams filled the room with the single stab she made into its chest. The small light edge of the blade flashed briefly before she returned it to its scabbard as a mist of blood oozed from the wound. Reef kept his weight and strength against the cloaked beast just in case it came back to life again.

Xen flipped his legs out from his chair and stood. Slowly walking over to the grapple, he placed his hand against the side of its head and muttering a few words under his breath. A soft blue light illuminated from under the cloak and within seconds Reef jolted to the ground as the body within disappeared.

“You are fine to get up now son.” Xen patted Reef on the shoulder who was cocking his head around trying to figure out what happened. Coral bounced in her happiness at their victory and climbed up onto Reef’s shoulder as he stood.

“Good work big guy.” Coral rubbed the top of his head and smiled down at him.

Slowly letting the light strands of her bow puller her hand in, the arrows knocked dissipated into the string as she lowered it to the ground, Kallis fell to her knees at the sight of her brother’s death. Her bow dropping to the ground with a ratcheting clank as it folded itself up into its box formation and skittered away from her. Tear streamed down her face as she cried silently, droplets falling to her lap as they reached her chin, beading on the leather belts of her outfit and streaming off with more are they collected.

“What did you do to it?” Dominic turned to Xen, who was already back in his chair and inhaling his pipe again.

“They are summoned creatures from Low Realm, bound to the summoner through special incantations. If not disposed of properly, they will not die in this world, nor be returned to Low Realm.” His calm tone carried through the chamber.

“So, the other will need to be banished as well?”

Xen shrugged. “They may not need to be with what weapons were used to kill it. This one is older than the others and not as easily dispatched.”

“What weapons?” Mya asked as she held her hand on Kallis’ shoulder.

“Imbued and forged with the Gnomish oils. Certain magic can banish the creatures or outright kill them. No one knows for sure which are able to.” Xen sat still with his pipe. “You have selected some of these weapons that are in our cache. Seraph will take you there to gather them, and Dominic, get some new clothes as well.” Xen lifted his hand in a silent order with an open hand pointing to a door on his left that was guarded by a heavily scarred warrior.

Dominic looked back at Kallis, who was still on her knees, and walked over to the door Seraph was waiting by. He had pushed it open whilst still standing in the main room. With a long sigh, Dominic shuffled over to the open door and stepped through with Seraph close behind, leaving the lingering sorrow behind him.

Beyond the door was an antechamber, only a little wider than the door that had a secondary arch entry leading into a long corridor that looked like it went on forever. Weapons of all shapes and sizes littered racks or were leaning against the wall without. The odd cuirass, full suite of armour, grinding wheel, or anvil broke up the array of equipment.

“What you’re after is in the back alcove.” Seraph waved him on with his head and started down the path between the racks.

A short walk brought them to a small break in the wall, too small for them to comfortably get through; most likely built by a Gnome or a Dwarf. Jingling of keys sounded through the expansive corridor as Seraph rifled through a keyring and found an odd shaped key. It looked like it could have been a spyglass mixed with a crudely crumpled pieces of slag. Reaching out with the key in hand, it was pushed against something with resistance and a brief shimmer waved through the opening.

“Should be safe now.” Seraph whirled the keyring around with a finger and took a step back.

There were a few thin tables on the edges of the small alcove, each holding a small collection of delicate and ornate looking tools or weapons. A few items had a glowing aura about them that illumined the room around them, others looked like the blade the Coral wielded; a small light stripe on the blade edge. One weapon stood out from the others, being the largest in the room.

An odd-looking set of swords that had the same light strip along the blade, but coloured different than the white on Coral’s sword; a deep ruby red pulsed. A khopesh like blade that had a wider blade, close to fifteen centimeters at the widest which lined all the way down, bumped out and past the hilt like it forgot it needed to stop and bridged across the handle before returning below the base of the hilt with a small hook returned back up the other side. A small clip at the bottom of both weapons hooked onto each other with a small gold chain between them. Picking the weapon up, the chain remained stiff to create a staff like strength to the entire structure.

Seraph pointed at the red glowing scythe weapons and then over to a small pair of knuckle type weapons which caught Dominic’s eye. A simple design on the knuckles aside from a beautiful language engraved across the front and longer black blades, something easily held against the wielders forearm that would barely extend past their elbow.

“Remember you used those before, have that ability to spin them up front or back to suit your needs.” Seraph grumbled through his comments.

Without another thought, Dominic grabbed the knuckle weapons together in one hand and the khopesh blade like staff in the other. The ticking of the steel together echoed through the hallway as the two warriors made their way back to the main room.

“What are you going to do with everything else?” Dominic questioned the smoking old man as he entered the room.

“With my security compromised in Tulcarna, I will like retire back to the homeland and leave a few of my agents here until things quiet down. The relics will come with me, the others will likely be sold.” Xen’s voice sounded faster than normal.

Dominic nodded at Mya and Chyla who had made their way back into the room and were sitting in a pair of chairs off to the right side of Xen. Their new outfits made them look like true travelers and almost like they were the same person.

Thick dark grey cloaks with hoods tied together at the neck covered their tight leather shirts and pants. Skin could be seen on the sides of their bodies from bottom of leg to top of shoulder with straps stitching together from and back of the leather. Low cut shirts exposed their cleavage and much of the rest of the chest but closed in over the shoulders. Thin belts looped their way around their wastes and carried a small dagger to one side. High strapped boots buckled together looked like they could be an extension of their leggings. The only difference between the two at this distance was their hair colour.

“Got you something Chyla.” Dominic held out the scythe khopesh blades towards her.

Smiling, Chyla popped out of her chair and trotted over to him to inspect her present.

“They clip together like the one you were training with.”

“Thanks Dominic.” Holding them out in front of her, Chyla spun them in her hand and flipped them up to the ready. “They are lighter than I am used to. Why are they glowing?”

“They are infused with magic little one.” Xen had stood without anyone knowing and stood close to them. “Made by the Gnomes with a special oil and enchanted.”

“What kind of magic?” Chyla rotated the sword in her right hand back and forth to examine each side. The longer she held them, the more intense the colouring became. They started to bleed out black and red in a light mist.

“These ones were with a chaos magic, a very strong chaos magic.” Xen trailed off into thought.

The room fell silent.

“Oh. Kay.” Chyla slowly said.

“I’ll go get changed and the bags.” Dominic put his knuckle weapons on a nearby table and walked over to Kallis who had moved to a chair against the wall next to her brothers’ body. Kneeling down on one knee, Dominic looked up at her tear stained face and placed a hand on her knee.

“I will be ok. Sooner or later it was going to be him or I. We have been having too much luck in life and have been talking about this day for some time. Can’t believe it was today though.” Her voice was calm and soft.

Dominic squeezed her leg and stood slowly before glancing over at Seraph. He picked at his shirt like he was trying to grab a loose crumb. His voiceless question was answered with a pointed finger toward the door closest to him. A subtle nod and he disappeared through the door.

“Will that be everything you need Mya?” Chyla asked. “It’s only a small knife.”

“I should be fine with the dagger.”

“You may take anything you need from our armoury.” Xen spoke through his haze of smoke.

“Gone through pretty difficult times with less, thank you though.” Mya nodded towards the old man. “Did not look like there was much else there. You don’t get many women through here, do you?”

Xen ignored the question with a puff from his pipe.

“But now we look like twins.” Chyla laughed through her own words. “These things are seriously easy to handle.” Chyla spun the blades around beside her. “Has been almost a year since I put the old ones away.”

Spinning the blades back and forth, faster and faster, Chyla began to almost dance in place. With each rotation of the staff, she looked like she could be directing a parade. Each raise of the steel over her head and around her body, her expertise was flawless with the weapon. A final flourish brought the tip of one end of the weapon in a downward thrust, stopping close to the ground. Little sparks of red and black burst out from the sharp edge and scattered across the ground before fading.

The sound of clapping came from Xen’s chair.

“Many years of training with these. My father forced me to use them and I really hated them when I was younger. It’s kind of fun now.” Chyla pulled the tip of the bladed staff up and twisted the hilts away from each other, disconnecting them at the stiff chain. “Is there a holster for it?”

Xen nodded and Seraph disappeared behind the armoury door. Shortly he reappeared with two thick leather straps with leather hoops mid-way around. He tossed them at her gently so she could snag them out of the air without dropping the two swords. The door Dominic left through slammed closed again.

“Thanks for everything Xen, we should get going.” Dominic called out from as he entered back into the room.

His new clothes were plain looking, slightly loose-fitting shirt and trousers held together with a thick black belt. Forearm guards were strapped to his arms that flickered back against the torches and candles. The same dark grey cloak that the girls wore was tied around his neck. Three backpacks were clenched in his hands that he dropped beside the door as he closed it behind him.

“We are almost square Deadwick, I hope to not see you for some time.” Xen laughed to himself.

“Seeing as we are heading up to the Iceclaws, would you like us to take a look into this Sliver fellow?” Dominic peered at the old man through the sides of his eyes.

“Still looking for ways to have me owe you more favours?” Xen frowned.

“Never in a million years.”

They both laughed together.

“If he has not been alerted to my intentions and moved. It will help things along if you’re in the area. I am sure Kallis would want to say hello to the man.” Xen stretched up from his pillow.

“Then we best be off. We can stop in Strazen to get cleaned up before getting to the North Gate.” Dominic had a positivity in his voice that lifted the deathly sorrow slightly.

“His place smells funny, and there are too many books.” Chyla slumped down in a huff.

“We will need a good place to sleep before heading into the forest. You had fun last time we were there.” Dominic picked up a backpack and slung it over his shoulders.

“Only because I can entertain myself, but I’m not in the mood for some reason.” Chyla put her hand over her stomach again and looked at herself.

Dominic gave her a sideways look and then eyeballed over to Mya.

“A house full of books. Are you talking about R’nuuk?” Kallis stood from her chair and crossed her arms under her breasts as if she was throwing a tantrum.

“Yes.” Chyla fidgeted with the straps for her new weapons.

“He’s a good man, will be good to see him again.” Kallis walked over and grabbed the other two bags to carry them over to Mya and Chyla.

“That mean you are coming with us?” Dominic asked her as she passed by.

“Can’t let this hiccup beat me down Darling. Plus, I want to chat with the little one.” Kallis gave Chyla a wink.

“Thanks.” Mya took one of the bags and slung it over her shoulders, bouncing it into place.

Chyla grabbed the other and did the same but shimmied against it.

“Going to be just over a day to get there, unless we are light on our feet, and we might be able to get there before night fall tomorrow.” Dominic held his voice loudly to make sure everyone was listening.

Chyla sighed but gave Mya a friendly smile that was reciprocated. Kallis nodded and shifted her boxed bow on the back of her waist. Cirna, who had been sitting by the girls’ clothing room, tossed her a dark grey cloak which she quickly flipped around and tied around her neck. Mya bounced her backpack on her back again, shifting her cloak below it as she did.

Dominic faced each of the girls with a nod and turned to the main arched doorway leading back into the main throne room. Walking towards it with heavy steps, Dominic stopped to the side of the opening and let the three-woman funnel through before him.

“Until next time old man.” Dominic called out to the old man puffing on his pipe with a raised hand.

“Always entertaining Deadwick.” Xen raised his hand in farewell.


Chapter 18

Sunlight slowly made its way across the mountain peaks like someone painting a new colour on their canvas. The morning sun streamed along them into the valley, bringing new life to what use to be the scene of carnage and war. Pieces of the city walls were still covered in scaffolding and tents from the Darke invaders still to be removed. Uridine was rebuilding quickly but there was still a lot to do. With the first light finally rising over the shortest peak, the sun tickled its way through Tharissa’s window and across her face. With a flicker of her eyelids and a groggy wake up, she knew that there would be a visitor soon.

Reaching out from her resting position, she slowly pulled the curtain over at the edge of her bed to the side and took in the full warmth of the morning. A long slow set of breathing to wake up, she looked out over the city and watched as it came to life. Merchants starting to set up their stalls while workers got their carts set up for city repairs. Soldiers changing their posts while others still rest in their beds, unaffected by the suns waking glow.

A knock at the door. Right on que.

“Tharissa, are you awake?” The sound of her mother’s voice came from behind her closed door.

The large circular carpet lured her in with the pattern, her eyes were drawn to it like a moving sea. Everything else in her room sat sleeping in the shadows against the walls. They would be awaking soon with the commotion that would soon enter.

“Tharissa?” Rose pushed her head through a small opening she created. “Good.” The queen nodded to herself before pushing the rest of her body through the opening. Her flowing dress almost being snagged by it as it closed behind her.

“I’m hungry mother.” Tharissa whispered out through her still sleeping lips.

“I will get someone to bring you something to eat. How are you feeling today?” The Queen sat down on the edge of her bed and placed her palm on the side of her face.

“Weak.” Tharissa kept her eyes out the window. “Has there been any word from Mya or Gemini?”

“Nothing yet dear.”

Tharissa sighed quietly.

“I will get Turi to come check on you again.” The Queen sat still looking at her for a moment, and then stood to leave.

“Could you tell him to bring the book again?” Tharissa slowly rolled over with an obvious look of strain in her face.

Looking back over her shoulder, she responded with a nod.

Watching as her mother left the room, she sighed again. With her hands on the bed, Tharissa pushed from the blankets and pulled herself up the wall of the alcove so she could lean against it with her legs stretched in front of her. Sighing again, she rolled her head to stare at the door to her room and then back to the ceiling above her. Closing her eyes, she rest her head against the green hued stones and took a deep breath after a deep breath. Constant breathing calmed her mind into a meditative relaxation and the morning light disappeared from around her as a blackness filled in around her.

Flashing her eyes open, a young girl stood before her in the void. They were the only two in the dark. The air was heavy as they just floated, starring at each other. The girl was dressed in a very ornately designed dress that was covered in tiny diamonds and rare gems twinkling against a light that wasn’t there. Her hair was oddly braided around her head with little diamonds sparkling in all the small crevices. She was very pretty and looked like she took very meticulous care about her appearance.

“Again child?” The little girls voice was sweet but very mature.

“I’m tired of this Eirolin, how long do we need to keep up this charade?” Tharissa annoyed with having to ask.

“I told you before; until the rest are where they need to be and then we can leave.” Eirolin’s tone stayed the same, sweet and caring.

“How long can you keep the ward from Turi before he starts to catch on?”

“That will not be a problem, but that book is required before we can leave.” Eirolin’s voice was calming in the dark. “Be ready child. He comes.”

Tharissa blinked slowly and she opened her eyes to the sunshine beaming around her again. The city below was full of hustle now with everyone in full swing of their day. With another heavy bored sigh, Tharissa glanced over at the bedroom door again, waiting.

A few minutes passed before a gentle knock sounded through the room.

“Good morning princess.” Turi stepped through the entry with a small book clutched against his chest. Silence carried with the old mage from the entry to her bed side.

“Thank you for bringing the book again.” Tharissa lightly wheezed out her words.

Turi nodded and smiled.

“Could you leave it with me this time?”

“Of course child.” Turi placed the book next to her and held up his hands. Muttering a few words, the edgings of his fingers sparkled with electricity. “Are you ready?”

Tharissa slowly nodded.

Grabbing her upper arm, Turi placed his other hand against the middle of her chest and closed his eyes. A small shock jolted her body away from the wall and her eyes shocked open.

“That should be enough until midday.” Turi helped her back to the way and let her go.

“Thanks.” Tharissa rest her head back against the wall and slowly rolled her head to look at him.

“As before, give it a moment to get into the rest of your body before you move.”

Tharissa nodded through another knock at the door.

“Sounds like your food is here. I will leave you for now and see you at midday.” Turi stood from her bed and left in silence.

A young boy dressed in an apron holding a steaming bowl entered the room as Turi left and briskly walked across the room. He was very shy to be in the room with the princess and his red face got darker when he got closer to her bed. Extending the bowl out to her, he couldn’t look at her and kept his eyes to the side.

Tharissa took the bowl from the boy. “Thank you Tohmin.”

He looked up at her and smiled before he ran from the room. Tharissa smiled as she watched him exit her room and shook her head at his youthful embarrassment. The bowl was warm to the touch and the broth inside steamed into her face. Smelling the aroma through the steam floating up from her food, she smiled and grabbed the spoon Tohmin had left on the blankets.

• • •

“Grab that, we need it.” A soot covered blacksmith pointed towards a small clay jar on a nearby shelf.

Breen grabbed the jar and walked it over the man who held his mallet against a red-hot sword. Taking it from her, he popped the cork in the top and poured a lightly yellowed liquid onto the length of steel on his anvil. As the drops hit the glow, sparks of fire mixed with an electric crackle bounced into the air. Striking the steel with his mallet, the same sparks jumped into the air with each strike. Every connection with his mallet began the spectacle again and again.

“Mortan, they need that shipment up at the palace.” A male voice called through the shop opening.

Mortan placed his hammer on the anvil and walked over to a nearby shelf to grab a small crate filled with four of the same clay jars that he used on his own work. Turning back to Breen who had her eyes fixated on the glowing weapon he coughed to get her attention.

“Breen honey, could you take this crate up to the palace for me? The general will be expecting it.” Mortan took a couple steps to his daughter and knelt to get face to face with her.

“Alright father.” Breen grabbed the small crate by the small handles on the sides and turned to leave the small smithy shop.

The city was a lot busier this morning, more than she was used to since the battle. Having to dodge around people buying their morning food or others just standing around enjoying the morning sunshine. The odd civilian would see her coming and move out of the way after noticing she was carrying something; she would nod and smile to them when they did. With how busy the city was, she made her way to the palace entry stair with a good pace. The guards at the bottom of the stair saw her coming and one stepped towards her.

“Good morning little one. Here to drop off the oil for the General?”

Breen nodded in response.

“Head on up, they should be expecting you.” He pointed up to the palace while keeping his eyes on her.

Breen smiled and started up the steps. The growing palace towered over her as she got closer and closer. Something inside her shook with the awe and majesty the palace gave off. It had been a while since she came this way to the palace which made her head keep on a swivel to look at the sparkling green stone twinkling in the sun.

Soldiers scattered the steps all the way up, standing at their posts, watching as she went by. Breen got to the large entry door and was greeted again by another soldier who ushered her in. With a follow up smile and nod, she stepped into the bright vestibule of the Uridine palace.

Inside was just like it was before; clean, bright, and warming to look at. The main tall corridor into the palace had fewer guards than she thought there would be, only two heavily armoured men standing at a far door were in her line of sight. Once they noticed that she was carrying something, they started walking towards her. Breen recognized the two from the battle, the General had called them Rocksell and Trimble. She knew that Trimble wouldn’t say much, or anything at all, but both smiled at her.

“Hey there little Breen, that the shipment for the General?” Closing in on each other, Rocksell smiled as he spoke.

“Four jars for the trade with the Gnomes. Should be enough to get him a new sword.” Breen lifted the small crate up and with one hand on the bottom Trimble lifted it from her hands.

“Thanks little miss.” Rocksell smiled at her again.

Breen turned to leave and stopped when another familiar voice echoed through the corridor.

“Rocksell, Trimble. Is that crate here yet?” General Cotie walked up behind them not noticing Breen or the crate Trimble had in hand.

“Just arrived.” Rocksell answered with an upbeat raise of his voice.

Trimble lifted it up to face height.

“The blacksmiths daughter brought it in for him.” As Rocksell turned to point at Breen, their attention was filled with an empty space. “Guess she left already.”

“Let’s get our stuff and head down to Gurglin then. Lord Tuff will need these before he can make a new sword. You two will come with me, Turi will be able to hold things together here while we are gone.” Cotie looked down at the crate and then up at his lieutenants with a nod.

Trimble shook where he stood like he needed to pee and had a childlike giddy smile stretched across his face.

“Yes, we can stop at Kanlii’s Cove on the way.” Cotie rolled his eyes.

Rocksell just gave him a side glance from over his scruffy beard and shook his head.

• • •

Breen ran through the hallways, ducking into small corners as guards made their patrol route; her silent footsteps never catching their attention. The purpose she ran with, sped her through the palace until finally coming to a stop outside a wider door that looked to lead somewhere important with the sigil of fire in the middle of it. Looking over her shoulder, she listened for any footsteps or voices on either side of it before reaching up to the handle.

With a slowly pull on the ring, the door silently rotated towards her and exposed another corridor on the other side. The new stretch of running room was filled with much more expensive décor. From the carpet lining the middle of the hallway to the candelabra design; this was one of the royal wings of the palace.

“What are you doing here child?” The Queens voice echoed down the corridor, surprising Breen from her distraction.

“I was just dropping off the crate of Harmin for the General and asked if I could go exploring.” Breen put on an innocent look across her face as the Queen approached her.

“You’re the blacksmiths daughter that was here with Mya.” She paused in thought. “Breen, was it?”

Breen nodded. “Yes. That was me your majesty.”

The Queen stopped in front of her and kneeled to get closer to her face. Breen could see the remnant of tears on her cheeks. A smile filled the Queen’s face as she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Breen for a gentle embrace. To Breen’s surprise, the Queen’s breathing could be felt as more tears were trying to be held back.

“It will be ok your majesty.” Breen rest her chin on her elders’ shoulder, closed her eyes and returned the embrace.

Rosenn’s body shocked backwards in a blinding pain. Pushing Breen back slightly, a small dagger hilt sticking from her stomach was exposed. Looking down at the blade in her gut, her tears kept falling from her face when she shifted to Breen. Her killer slowly opened her eyes to reveal a solid blood red eye from lid to lid, no iris or other colouring could be seen. The sinister look on the child’s was of pure evil as if she were possessed.

“So easily taken, yet solace comes with the final breath. Lie still maiden of fire, others will join you in the revelry of the cessation of life. The Children will soon be among us and perform the tribunal for souls.” Breen’s voice was deeper and much more direct.

The Queen fell back to the floor, still sitting upright, and gripped around the hilt of the blade in her stomach. Blood soaked across her dress and down her abdomen as she sat in horror with a white face getting whiter with every beat of her heart.

Breen leaned in and grabbed the knife, pulling it from its fleshy scabbard. Rosenn lurched forward with the knife, coughing up a mouthful of blood into her lap. The wound in her mid-section oozed out, drawing what final colour she had in her face.

“There is no pain your majesty, no voice and no aid; the blade is coated with a special kind of magic, death is inevitable. Your precious daughter will not be able to help this time, for I, Thorn, have been awoken.” Thorn grabbed a tuff of the Queen’s dress to clean the blood from the knife.

The child circled around the dying woman and with a flick of her wrist, make the dagger disappear. In a swaggered walk down the rest of the hallway Breen’s form swayed with each graceful step as she held her form tall. Silence filled the elegant corridor again as more and more distance separated the two. Before she reached the end of the hallway, Thorn heard the collapse of the Queen to the floor and a smile creased her face with a glaring satisfaction.

A quick blink, her eyes cleansed of red and glistened back to normal the normal blue and purple they use to be. Looking over her shoulder at the corpse with a smile, the candles lighting her from across the corridor flickered her shadow against the wall in the form of a hulking form, a horned demon like beast much larger than the body standing between.

• • •

“That can’t be right. Where did the rest of them go?” King Uridine slammed his fist down on the scroll covered table.

The soldiers and dignitaries around him jumped in surprise and looked back down at the rolled-out map of Tulcarna. Everyone in the dim lit circular room had a look of caution and concern on their faces.

“They escaped up north, back into the marshes. We can pursue if needed, but it is likely the Darke won’t make another stunt attack, even with your daughter gone again.” A dignitary across from the table drew an invisible line across the map up into the Darke lands with his index finger.

“Mya’s spell would be enough to scare them forever coming back. She eradicate their pointless attempt at our crown.” The king’s frustration was solid in his voice.

“Seems some were either far enough away or their hearts had other motives. Perhaps some we can persuade to be an inside eye against Baldur?” Another high-ranking soldier added.

“No. Let them go, we have enough in the city already and need to focus on rebuilding before he gets his Council together to form another strike at us. Baldur Darke is not a fool to be trifled with.” The King eyeballed the officer from across the table. “Is the General off to Gurglin?” The king seeming to calm down, looked up and over to a short scribe sitting against the far wall with a single candle beside him.

“Yes, sir. He left with his lieutenants an hour ago.” The small scribe stopped writing to talk directly to him.

“I thought one of them was supposed to remain here?” King Uridine asked, again frustration filled his voice.

“General Cotie left orders with Rossel and Trina, they are outside Tharissa’s room now. General Ran’tjo will be in command while they are gone.” The scribe answered flatly.

“Never liked those three.” The king paused to look at the map and then returned to the scribe. “Don’t write that down.”

“What are you wanting to do then, your majesty?” The first dignitary asked.

“Let’s move Khomas’ garrison over to the Fire Gate and bolster the defense there.” King Uridine pointed across the map to the gate leading into the eastern lands. “Roonin, take two cohorts past and up into Darke lands for scouting purposes and set up a forward camp along the Spirit Ridge. Keep communications open, send a messenger at least every three days. Once Cotie returns from Gurglin, he will bring the rest of the army up, hopefully the weather hasn’t changed by then.” King Uridine rapped his knuckle against the table twice making everyone stand tall. “We will push on them this time, Baldur Darke will lose his crown before the next cycle.”

Each saluting with a ninety-degree left arm to support their right elbow which angled up to their left breast in salute. A quick nod and they turned on heel to leave the room. The scribe quickly finished what he was writing and blew on the fresh ink before rolling up his scroll. Saluting as well with the same position, he left the room leaving the King by himself in the low light.

Starring down at the map in front of him, he would tighten his lips and jaw while shaking his head with each back and forth thought. The light in the room made it easy to see what was on the table, but the fringes of the room were dim and quite shadowed in comparison. All the tightly packed shelves of scrolls and books looked almost painted with how the light cast against them. Few smaller tables with larger half drafted maps could barely be seen.

“I know you are there, step out of the shadow.” King Uridine did not move his eyes from the map on the table as he spoke.

In the deep shadows behind him, a subtle movement of a hulking demon beast shuffled. It shuffled slightly to the side a final time and Breen stepped into the low light fringe around the table. A blink of her eyes and their colouring shifted to the solid blood red.

“The time has finally come then, have the five been released?” His tone was calm.

Thorn stood still, looking at him with the fire reflecting in her eyes.

“He will be happy to finish this once and for all. It has been a long-time child, but you can tell your master the war is not finished, there are more than just the wards.” King Uridine turned and rest against the table, sitting on his hands.

Taking a step forward, the small dagger flickered into Breen’s hand and a sinister smile came across her face.

• • •

Tharissa felt a jolt through her body that shocked her from her lean against the wall. A shadow was lurking in the back of her mind that something had happened, something evil. Looking down at the open book in her lap, she closed her eyes to take long deep breath. The void circled in again around her to show Eirolin before her.

“I felt it too.” Eirolin’s voice filled the black. “It is time.”

Tharissa blinked awake from the void and slammed the tome closed, locking the metal clasp into itself. Swinging her legs over the side of her bed, she quickly made her way across her room, pulling off her loose sleeping gown in one motion as she went.

Rummaging around in a pile of clothes in the side alcove, she pulled out a small blue shirt and a pair of soft looking leather pants. Pulling the tight shirt over her head, she knocked herself in the face with her hand as she pulled down on the front making her squish her nose up like she was about to sneeze.

The leather pants were easier to pull on being made from a weaved leather like fabric that seemed to be more of braided cotton or strapping and stretched slightly as she yanked on them. A tall pair of black boots with a single buckle at the top and a heavy black cloak finished her outfit from a top shelf.

Hearing voices from the other side of the door, her attention was only held for a second before rushing back to her bed to grab the book. Another shout from the other side of her bedroom door held her attention for a brief second before she shook free of it and ran over a portion of wall next to a small table next to a bookcase. Two small upright books and a misty glass ball were on the table with an oval piece of fabric circling below them that dangled off the edge.

Another look at the door from over her shoulder, Tharissa reached out and grabbed the misty glass ball, spinning it in its gold claw support. A subtle click was heard and a portion of the wall beside the table slivered open behind the bookcase, barely wide enough for her to slip through. With a quick side step through the opening, she flicked a small lever on the other side with a single finger to close the wall just as fast and quiet as it opened.

She waited on the other side in the dark cramped passage briefly before turning to a set of stairs spiraling down. The sound of her bedroom door slamming against the inside wall resounded from beyond the stone door. Smashing of objects around her room and then the slamming of the door again. Someone was not happy she was not there.

Tharissa headed down the thin passage stair, all the while bracing herself again the outside wall as she descended. The next level came fast, and she stopped next to another small lever to listen to the other side before reaching up to it. She had to be quick.

Pulling down on the lever, the same thin opening shifted in the wall, barely allowing her to squeeze into Mya’s room. Everything was neatly set in their place, it looked like palace staff had cleaned things up a couple times after her leaving but kept the fire burning.

Looking to the alcove where Mya kept all her clothes, Tharissa ran over and grabbed one of the emergency packs leaning against the inside wall without looking inside. Flinging it around behind her, she strapped it to her back and ran over to the far side of the room where a small tapestry hung. Reaching in behind, she grabbed hold of something and shifted it to let a click loose into the air. Another passage opened close by to another set of stairs leading down.

Rushing through the opening, again pulling on the lever just inside to make the entry close. Tharissa pushed herself to keep her speed up while trying not to trip on the stairs with how limited the torches were spaced. Sounds of guards yelling throughout the palace sounded as she passed by level hallway in her decent. She could hear the charges of troops searching for someone and finally heard that a body was found. An uneasy feeling in her gut made her slow slightly in her footing.

“Go, we must hurry.” Eirolin’s voice sounded in the back of her mind like she was standing behind her whispering in her ear.

The set of stairs was a lot longer than her passage was to Mya’s room, but it was her only escape out of the palace. Each level seemed to go on forever but she finally she came to a basic wooden door with a single ring handle. Reaching out to grab the ring, the door suddenly swung open before she could grab the ring and a little girl stood on the other side with a sinister look on her face.

“About time you got here.” Thorn spoke in her deep voice.

“You’re that little blacksmith kid.” Tharissa cocked her head to the side in question.

“If you don’t mind, please call me Thorn. And, you are supposed to be an invalid, useless in bed.” Thorn blinked slowly, keeping Tharissa’s reflection cascading across her blood red vision.

“I don’t care what your name is or how you got down here, just get out of my way.” Tharissa formed a small seal with her right hand and rolled her wrist to fill it with a deep purple flame in her palm.

“No need to respond with aggression, this was going to happen whether you were to contest the pursuit or not.” The child flicked her wrist and a small dagger appeared in her hand.

Before Thorn could make another move, Tharissa launched her small fireball towards her. In a flash, without even seeming to move, the child blinked to the side, dodging the purple flame and sprang into the offensive. Thorn charged towards her, blade at the ready.

Tharissa’s was ready and her speed was a lot faster than Thorn expected, sending the dagger wide. She grabbed the child’s wrist and spun the strike past her, along with the attacker, into the stairs. Now with the door between them, Tharrissa slammed it close and pushed on the bottom with her foot and leaned in to hold it. A solid push came from the other side, she knew that her strength was far greater than the child’s, but there was a hidden strength spurring the kid on.

The screaming of frustration from Thorn made Tharissa smile to herself. Closing her fingers against her palm, she opened them back up to expose a white light emanating from the center of her palm and reached up to the gap between wood and stone. As the light toughed the breach, it glowed brighter and began to fuse the two together, welding the temporary defense into something a lot more permanent. Tharissa moved her hand down the joint, exposing the melding of the two materials in a bind no meager pushing could break.

“Suffering is coming for you child. The wrath contracted for you and your kin will be satisfied. The tribunal of soil is inevitable, do not abide this resistance any longer.” Another slam against the door from the other side.

“Give up you little Scridule, you’re stuck in there.”

Silence responded.

Tharissa waited a moment before releasing her weight from the door. Looking up at the weld she created and a nod to herself in confidence, she turned to the long corridor behind her. A few soft footsteps to keep an ear on the door, she had a good set of paces between them before she pushed into a full run. After a handful of paces, another howl of angered frustration filled hallway and then only her footsteps echoed around her as the array of doors whizzed past her.

The corridor was neatly lit with all the randomly placed doors; a secret leading to all portions of the castle. Looking back at the threatened door, she couldn’t help but shake scenarios of how the demonic child got into the area. A couple sets of short stairs dropped the flooring into a dirt covered tunnel like portion of the hallway, her footsteps faded from heel striking solid stone to the shuffling of dust and dirt.

It wasn’t long before she reached a broken portion of the wall with roots dangling down trying to hide it. Stepping through into the egg-shaped room, Tharissa reached out and touched with her index finger, pinky, ring and middle around the top of it with her palm pressed to the middle. Starting to glow from under her hand, the far wall shimmered with a magical barrier wall shifting against a weird jelly like liquid.

Peering over her shoulder through the broken section of wall, she couldn’t help but think how long she had or if the child could get through this watery exit to follow her. Shaking her head of the distracting thoughts, she stepped into the thick waters and disappeared into the darkness.


Chapter 19

“Be wary young one.” The voice in her head sounded a lot louder than she was expecting, like it had been yelling at her for a while.

Gemini flickered her eyes open, squinting against the random sources of light around the strangely lit space. Isolated cones of light funneled down from small flames bring mirrored from steel plates above them. From the angle of how she lay, she could see three other stone tables that were large enough to hold different sizes of people and each had thick leather straps or chains connected to them. One other light had a small apothecary table off to the side next to a wall of stone that confirmed that she was either in a mountain cave or a castle dungeon of some sort.

Rotating her head to the other side, another row of stone tables that made the space seem like it went on forever, each with their own light cone. Trying to shuffle around to get a better look, she couldn’t move, the same thick straps on the other tables kept her bound to her own. On the long side of the room, more side tables and shelving with the same isolated lighting carried odd assortments of jars and bins, broken up by the eerie blackness between. It was almost as if a spell were sucking the light out between the light stems so they could not reach each other.

Trying to get a better look at her own table, she couldn’t see much with how she was bound. Her wings were tight to her body and arms by her side, everything was held firmly in place. Her feet spaced hip distance a part with their own straps made it difficult to get any leverage to fight against them. Her armour spun around her body in its docile form, creeping around under the restraints with ease.

She could feel someone or something in the darkness close by. The pain in her head pulsed softly telling her that it had been at least a day or two since she was attacked. Every time that she moved her head, she could feel her hair bunching up in the back against a dried patch of blood.

“Needle, you said that this would only take a day.” Elder Yvane’s voice could be heard in the darkness.

A tall robed figure passed into one of the cones of light and disappeared back into the black on the other side, reappearing against one of the tables holding an array of alchemist vials.

“This magic is strong; you can’t rush, or things will go horribly wrong.” The man fiddled with a small rack of vials and picked one up to look at.

“We had an agreement; we bring you the Mother and you release the seals to open the valley.” Yvane stepped into one of the table lights to Gemini’s right and slammed her hands on the stone slab.

“There are other methods, but they have a lot less chance of success. This is old magic I am dealing with, the Narx know what they are doing.” Needle turned from his vial to look her way through the tops of his eyes.

“You have your samples from my own armour, what’s the issue?” Yvane’s voice was strict and angry.

“Hers is not the same as yours, the bind within is different. Although you have the original set the Narx fabricated, the magical properties of hers is like they knew something like this would happen and put in a failsafe. I am working as fast as the compounds will allow.” Needle lowered his eyes and gave her a sinister look. “Remember, it was you who came to me for this. I don’t need the seals released to get out of this ancient valley and we are doing you this favour. I could easily just wipe out your little village and be done with this farce.”

“We are not that easily broken, the Neightur have been hunting us since I grew these wings and we have become very skilled at fighting back. Your threats are hollow.” Yvane slammed her fist against the table.

Needle laughed, echoing his amusement through the space.

“Don’t mock me mage. Once the seals are broken and the ward is down, we can go back to the pointless campaign to wipe us out.” Her voice was full of hatred towards the man.

“We don’t want to wipe you out. There are greater goals in mind than the extinction of an already dying race. Stepping stones child, stepping stones.” Needle did not turn around to talk to her and kept his attention to what he was fiddling with on the table.

Yvane’s heavy breathing sounded like she wanted to keep berating the man but took a few deep breathes to calm herself down and finally looked down at Gemini who was watching her closely.

“Looks like our guest is awake.” Yvane’s frustration drew Needle’s attention slowly to Gemini.

Both walked over to her table, disappearing and appearing between the lighting. Needle held up a small vial filled with a dark green liquid, looked at it and then lowered it towards Gemini’s forehead. As it got closer the liquid swirled slowly and started to become clear.

“It is starting to work; we just need her to do her part.” Needle looked up at Yvane to be responded by a nod.

The Elder looked down at her and smiled with her calm and warming face.

“We have a way out of this valley child. You have the chance to get us back into the world, to continue with our protection of its people.” Her voice was sincere and friendly.

Gemini lay silent.

“As we told you before, the only way to pass on the Mothers armour is to have it gifted. I need to you to will your armour to me so that Needle here can break the wards on this valley.” Yvane’s gentle voice calmed Gemini a little bit.

Gemini couldn’t answer, she only closed her eyes in thought.

“Be wary young one.”

“You will need to entrust your armour to me so I can help support my people.” Yvane continued.

“She can’t be trusted, and this Needle character has something about him; he is not just trying to get out of the valley. How can I get free?” Gemini internally spoke to the voice in her head.

“Patience.” The voice trailed off and Gemini opened her eyes.

“She won’t just give it up woman, we will have to go through with the other option.” Needle quickly turned and walked back to his vial filled table.

“This will help us all Gemini, please.” Yvane’s face was beautiful and warming but there was something hidden behind her smile.

“Why would you need to kidnap me and strap me to a table then?” Gemini spoke directly.

“For your safety.” Yvane looked over her should into the darkness.

Gemini swiveled her head on the slab to look in the direction that Yvane did. Three yellow eyes sat still in the darkness, the same eyes that pierced her soul the night she came into the valley. These Skkooh watched her intently without attempting to get close.

“You are safe as long as you are in the light. Needle has control over them and would need you to remain calm. I am sorry for the bump on the head, it was necessary to get you here.”

“Could have just asked.” Gemini rolled her eyes back up to look at the one-winged woman standing beside her.

“Would you have come willingly?” Yvane smirked through her retort. “There is no need to resist, just give me the armour and this whole scene can end.”

“There is no way that will happen.” Gemini’s own anger began to boil inside.

“The other way you will not like.” Yvane’s glare stole any comfort.

“You have failed your people Elder, there is no way they will trust you or respect you after this. Making a deal with the enemy.” Gemini kept her tone serious.

“The ones that know the deal, understand the need. The others will recognize me as the Mother, and I can be rid of the contract chains bound to my own. I need your armour to be rid of this valley, be rid of my timeless torment. Give it to me.” Yvane was becoming frustrated.

“There is no way I can willfully give you something to betray your people, your oath to the Dragons and any other shred of honor you may still have left.” Gemini’s stern respond boiled inside the Elders face.

“Neightur have agreed to halt their hostilities towards the Spiri for the relic and for the assistance in transferring your armour. Give me your armour woman or I will be forced to take it.” Her tone grew desperate.

Gemini rolled her head to the side in the only resistance she could show.

“Give it to me!” Yvane’s frustration exploded into a rage. The Skkooh in the black behind her shuffled, eager for blood.

Gemini’s head snapped back to the woman above her and glared back.

Needle could be heard knocking vials together during the conversation and murmuring to himself. A few back and forth words to himself about something in the liquids and he spun around with a larger clay cup in hand.

“Did you bring said relic?” Needle asked Yvane as he came back to Gemini’s table pulling a small cart filled with herbs and bowls of unknown paste and liquids behind him.

“Yes.” Yvane exposed the small black urn from under her cloak, the Skkooh in the back of the space shifted, uneasy about seeing the item.

“Good. Good.” Needle smiled at the urn but did not try to take it from her.

“Why do you need it?”

“We need to use the power from the Dragons to open the passage between the Realms. It allows us to summon from Low Realm and Mid Realm. Necrolin’s Cup has power from the Elder Dragons, which will sustain our needs for a long time.” Needle looked at the relic like it was going to hurt him.

Yvane gave him a sideways look. “How can you use it if you can’t touch it?”

“Trivial. Place it over there and we can begin with the matter at hand.” Needle grabbed a small box from his cart.

“Will the process hurt?” Yvane questioned him.

“Immensely. We will be essentially tearing magic from her soul.” Needle chuckled a little to himself.

Yvane glared down at Gemini. “Good.”

From out of the shadow behind Needle, another Skkooh faded in from the darkness and stepped close to him, as if it were speaking to him. Needle leaned in closer to it like he was listening and after what would have been a few pieces of a conversation, he nodded. The one-eyed beast melted back into the shadows and from sight and its footsteps could be heard echoing away.

Pulling the small cart closer to the stone slab table, Needle placed the clay cup and small box in an empty space next to Gemini and grabbed one of the thistle type herbs. Crunching it up in a small stone bowl with a small pestle, he slowly dripped in one of the small vials, sending small pops of smoke into the air. Another round of mixing with the small pestle made a crackling noise within the bowl before he poured flakes of something from the box with the liquid into the clay cup. Placing the cup onto Gemini’s stomach, the mixture began to boil as if she were a stove heating a pot of water.

“Give it a minute, I need to set the incantation.” Needle talked like he was talking to himself.

A few words muttered under his breath as he held his hands over the steaming cup. Needles eyes flickered as he spoke and then snapped open once.

“What will happen?” Yvane curiously asked.

“I will draw the armour out into its Dragoon Spirit form, which is where you will need to perform your ritual to take it over.” Needle looked at her dead in the face.

Looking back down at Gemini and then to the cup on her stomach, Needle raised his hands again and began chanting in a strange language. The boiling inside the cup intensified as he spoke which sent heat waves over the brim and into her body. Gemini quickly became uncomfortable with the heat filling her body and tried to squirm against her constraints. Trying to writhe around to get away, it seem to make it worse, but she couldn’t help but move. Something inside was being forced to come out.

The pain pierced her abdomen first, right below where the clay cup was and flooded into the rest of her body. Screaming out in a pain she had never felt before, the cave shuttered with an impact from a magic being release, shocking the air around everything with a pulsing energy.

Yvane looked down at Gemini with a small sinister smile, yet still looked like she was feeling a similar pain. Gemini’s howling did not last long as her body began to steam up and a black crystalized smoke vapored from her. Something was coming alive from within as it congealed above her body into a crystalized mist. The shifting rings of metal circling her body slowly faded into the steam and added itself to the shadowed form taking shape above her.

“Be ready.” Needle called out over Gemini’s screaming.

The crystalized shadow hovering over Gemini’s naked body dripped the same shadow aura that the Skkooh had around them had, bleeding down like it was overflowing with the essence. The shadow thickened to be no longer translucent and features formed where its face was. The look of an androgynous characteristics started to take shape.

Just as its feature filled in, Needle opened his mouth again to call out but was interrupted but a massive shockwave of shadow emanating from the form. Both Needle and Yvane were sent into the air and back into the darkness. The sound of a heavy grunt left their lungs as they collided with the cave walling. Screams from the surrounding Koad’s filled in the orchestra of pain coming from Gemini’s lungs as they too were struck by the wave.

The form floated off from above her and stood beside Gemini’s table, snapping its attention around the room until it sensed Yvane in the back. Gemini’s screaming faded off slowly, but her pain was evident in the groans she made, her body too weak to continue. The crystalized shadow extended its arm out towards where Yvane knelt in the dark and with another air pulse, pulled her towards it. Yvane came from the far wall, floating with her feet barely touching the ground, like she was being gripped at the throat, she clawed at the invisible force choking her.

“Traitor!” The voice from the shadow pulsed the air around it with each syllable.

Sounds of crushing bone collided with death as another pulse rushed through the cave from its voice. Blood filled Yvane’s mouth and dripped down the side of her chin, falling to the ground. Dropping the Elder Spiri’s corpse to the ground in a heap, the crystalized shadow turned its attention to Needle’s position in the darkness.

“This isn’t right, she was supposed to take control.” Needle called out.

Another pulse wave of erupted from Yvane’s corpse, breaking any glass container that did not burst from the first wave and pushed Needle back to the ground. From the center of the explosion, over Yvane’s lifeless body, was a second crystalized shadow form. This one had a similar look to the first, with more feminine features to it but rotated its head to scan the room. Settling its attention on Gemini and then to the first shadow.

In a flash, the second shadow flicked its hand up and a sword like mass formed in its hand. Lunging toward the first shadow, the attack was easily noticed and the first flicked up its own shadow blade to block the meager assault. As soon as the weapons touched, another air impact shocked through the cave that would easily remove the air from your lungs.

“Relinquish!” Gemini’s shadow voiced urgently to Yvane’s. Strike after strike, the second shadow haphazardly assaulted in efforts to gain advantage.

Sounds of Needle struggling to keep his footing with all the air waves could be heard as he scrambled to get clear of the combat. The two spirits circled around Gemini’s table, weaving in and out of the breaks in light as they battled. The Skkooh in the back were also having troubles focusing on what was happening, their glowing eye faltered to the ground and they tried in vain to get back up.

Needle pushed the bottom half of a glass beaker like item off a nearby shelf as he tried to stand with its aid. The glass breaking on the ground stopped the onslaught and drew their attention to him. Looking at both spirits with wide eyes, he chuckled nervously.

Yvane’s shadow spirit’s features squinted in a glare towards the Neightur mage and sprang towards him with shadow blade ready. From light to dark to light, the speed in which the form moved across the space was blindingly fast. Right before it connected with the man, a Skkooh shot into the light and collided with it.

The spirit could almost sense it coming and positioned its blade so that the Skkooh got impaled as it advanced. Another air impact filled around them, sending Needle back to the floor and all other objects on the shelf beside him along with him. The body of the Skkooh filled with an energy, bubbling up as if it were filling with water until it burst in a fleshy mess of blood and gore. The dark blood pooled around in the cone of light, making a mirror of death.

Smells of burning flesh rose up from the flesh chunks as the light began to scald every surface it touched on the Skkooh pieces. The smoke it created was almost the same colour as its tar like blood and quickly turned to ash as it burnt away, floating up into the air.

“Relinquish!” Gemini’s shadow called out again as it sprinted over to continue the battle with Yvane’s spirit and wrapped its arms around the others body.

Taking the opportunity, Needle jumped to his feet and put some space between himself and the two spirits. Finding himself backed against Gemini’s table, he looked down at her and then back up to the shadows.

“Who knew that a Dragoon Spirits would be so troublesome.” His sneering voice and mocking smile put Gemini on edge even more.

“Get me out of these bounds, you have what you want.” The struggle in her voice was measurable of her own exhaustion.

“There is nothing you can do child, best to just give in to the inevitable fate.” His words lingered in the air briefly before another air impact pushed against them.

“I will go out on my own terms. Release me!” She summoned the strength to let out a roaring command.

Needle’s eyes went wide again as he looked down at her in thought. Another air impact put him off balance slightly before he smirked to himself and lurched forward and disappeared into the black between the lighting. Sounds of his footsteps faded in the distance as he ran away.

“Figures.” Gemini sighed to herself.

The battle between the two Dragoon Spirits raged through the cavernous space and was difficult to follow with how fast they were moving through the poor lighting. Gemini tried to pull against the straps and chains holding her to the table, but their magic was strong. Her futile efforts against the leathers started to burn as she moved her head and limbs around.

Air impacts flooded the space and she could feel the Skkooh that sat in the darkness watching her out of the corner of their eye, mainly focused on the main clash but eager for the next meal. Pitter-patter of the unseen Koad could be heard as they scampered by trying to hide from the pulses.

Gemini’s Dragoon Spirit came whirling past her in defense of the wild swings being thrown by the other Spirit. Time seem to slow down with each swing of their crystalized weapons until everything just stopped. The air around her thickened like the weight of an invisible ocean filling the cave. In the darkness against the far wall, a small child sized figure spun around as a portal formed. Stepping through the spiral of darkness and energy, the odd form of a Satyr like child appeared against the black.

Stepping onto the fringes of the light cones, the small Satyr figure had a small head of hair and small horns poking out of the tuff. An ornate tribal staff in one hand and the other resting on the flap of a small satchel with a scroll tucked in that was obviously too big for it.

With a quick look around, the small Satyr newcomer sprang into a quick paced jog over to Gemini’s table. Gazing up at her, he waved his staff gently back and forth and all the straps holding her down fell open, releasing their weight against her body.

“Quick child, we must rejoin you with the Mother.” The Satyr savior glanced over to the two crystalized shadows in combat. “We may need to include the Origins spirit as well.”

“What do I need to do?” Gemini weakly pulled her legs off the side of the table as she sat up.

“It will be quick, but there will be pain in the conflict inside. I will take care of everything. Regain your strength, Dire will need your help.” His voice put a hidden energy inside her.

Before she could get another word out, the little character tapped her on the chest with his staff and was off toward the two combatants. There was no time between his actions as he circled around them both, tapping in strategic points from head to toe. With each tap of his staff, Gemini could subtly make out small chains that formed into reality and stretched out from each tap point back to where he had tapped her on the chest. Each chain was weightless and looked to be similar to the crystalized shadow that the two were made from.

There was a pulling sensation against her chest that forced her to place her palms on the backside of the table and brace herself. A couple more passes around the spirits and his little hooved feet came to a skidding halt. Both Dragoon Spirits writhed in their binds, desperately trying to get at one another.

“You must control them as soon as they merge, or you will lose yourself completely and I will need to destroy all three.” His words cut through the air with an urgent threat.

Another wave and spin of his staff, the pulling against her grew and with both hands, the little Satyr crashed his staff against the faded chains. In an instant all three that were connected shot towards each other, colliding on the edge of the light cone surrounding Gemini’s table. With a final collapse and explosion of the air pulsing through the cave, anything that was not already on the ground was sent flying off and shattering across the stone floor.

The environment around Gemini changed in a blink, another void filled around her like before and the same androgynous figure that gave her the armour stood before her. Beside them was a more female looking figure, both no longer shadows or crystalized but as if they were flesh and bone. The three naked women stood in their circle looking at each other.

“We are to become one within you child.” The Mother spoke in her neutral voice.

“I won’t be imprisoned by this weakling.” The other spirit voiced in a similar tone.

“Dear Origin, accommodation is needed to endure.” The Mother responded without looking at her.

Silence filled the void.

“My strength will be given but further earned through time. Do not falter your resolve.” The Origin talked without emotion again.

Both Mother and Origin reached out with one of their arms and placed their palms on Gemini’s chest. Closing her eyes with the warm comforting sensation that filled her, the air grew heavy around Gemini like before. A surge powered its way into her and made her eyes jolt open as the cave torture room flooded back in around her.

Gemini looked across the light to her liberator who stood firm, with a serious look in its wide colourful eyes, he nodded at her. Looking down at her naked body to check on if things were back to normal, she found the small bands of steel moving around her again.

The edge of her wings caught her eye and she stretched around to check on them. They were no longer white, but the feathering gave a reddish-purple outline texture that gave them an intimidating depth. The bands were also darker now, almost a midnight black with streaks of a blood red colouring veins weaving across them. Closing her eyes, the armour began to take shape around her.

Covering her body with the same intensity as before but it changed to be a lot more menacing yet refined in a regal way. Each pinch point had spiked edges and the folder steel overlaps between joints kept every line clean. There was not a break in any of the seams or weakness that could be seen.

Blood red accented all over with a touch of gold in focal points that weaved themselves around her waist and into a symbol on her stomach. A single dragon like demon form that spiraled into itself with a set of stars circling around it and the glorious wingspan of the Spiri in behind.

Everything filled in all the way up around her neck and halfway up her face in a half mask, keeping the top half her head exposed. The mask formed a sinister demonic and draconic looking collection of runes and markings. Her long black hair flowed around her and almost got lost in the darkness of her wings and armour. She looked ready for war, ready to rule, ready to protect the world.

“Quick child, we must get to Dire.”

“Who are you?” Gemini sternly questioned from behind her mask.

“I am Granol of the Narx, Porter for the Elders. I failed to contact Tyrolin’s child but made it in time to the Spiri. They need your help.” Granol tapped his staff against the stone floor.

“What’s happened?” Gemini stood tall as she spoke.

“No time to explain, with haste Mother.” Granol turned to where he entered the cave and a similar swirling portal opened again, this one large enough for Gemini to step through.

Beckoning her as he went, Granol stepped through and disappeared into whirl of purple and black. With a sigh, Gemini looked over her shoulder into the darkness where she could feel the Skkooh eyes watching her. The glow from them burned into her memory, unmoving, always watching. She shook off the feeling and snapped the thought from her head.

As she was just about to take a step into the portal, a thought came to her and she lifted a finger in the remembrance. Rushing over to where Yvane had placed the Dragon relic cup, it was still surprisingly sitting firm on the table. A glance over to where Needle had disappeared and back to the Skkooh watching her, she knew she had limited time before their control faded. Grabbing the relic, she quickly made her way back to the portal and paused to take a break before stepping through.

Exiting onto a mountain ledge overlooking the small village of the Spiri. Fire billowed out from the huts and homes forming a massive cloud of smoke that filled the valley and billowed up into the fading light of the day. Sounds of battle, explosions of magic, and screams of death filled the plume as it rose higher and higher.

“Hurry Mother.” Granol shouted at her as he ran off to the side down a path from the ledge. Gemini shook her head from the panorama of chaos and followed the Satyr down the path.


Chapter 20

Gemini ran down the loose stone pathway, sliding here and there against the slope while trying to keep up to the little Narx; for its size, it was quick. Trying to keep an eye on the flaming village and the small Satyr, she was finding it hard to keep traction and slipped to the ground, bouncing on her backside and back up on to her feet.

Screams from Spiri in the village spiraled up into the fading daylight with the flurry of smoke and ash. Screams of battle rose through the canopy with friend and foe tormenting each other endlessly. Screams of death being overrun against the invisible foes and their ash veiled counterparts.

The closer she got, the more she heard them. Before long, Gemini caught up to Granol who had stopped. He was looking at one of the dangling ropes coming from one of the platforms. With his big eyes draped in worry, he looked at her and then up at the smoldering wood above them.

“Quickly, you must get up to help.” The little Satyr struck his staff into the ground, creating a small waft of dust around him.

“I will be slaughtered as soon as I get up there. I need a weapon.” Gemini called out over the sounds of the chaos above them.

From above them, the sounds of demise rushed toward them, stealing their attention. The corpse of a freshly killed Spiri spiraled down towards them, forcing Gemini to lurch backwards to avoid being hit. The sounds of breaking bones shattering on the landing and both Narx and Spiri rushed in towards body.

Coughing up blood onto her chin, the Spiri’s armour began to quickly swirl its way back into the living rings in a strange way; she was too weak to hold her defense up and would soon die. Looking up at Gemini with bloody eyes, a smile came across her face as she lifted her hand up to reach for Gemini’s face, falling away before it could.

“With haste, grab her blade. I will need to stay to deal with the soul.” Granol tapped Gemini on the shoulder with his staff to point her attention towards the nearby bloodied sword.

Before she could pick the weapon up, the same air pulse from the cave knocked her forward. A howling wind pulsed out and a crystalized shade appeared over the Spiri’s corpse. Granol quickly weaved a burning symbol into the air with its staff, immobilizing the crystalized shadow. With a howl of contempt towards its captor, the Dragoon Spirit shook behind its magical restraint.

Grabbing the hilt and flicking it to the ready, Gemini grabbed the dangling rope with her other hand and pulled her weight against it. The magic was still alive in the rope and with ease, she lifted herself with one arm up the rope like she weighed nothing at all.

The platform was empty when she reached the top. Whatever had killed the Spiri had already left to find new prey. One rope bridge leading to the Elders hut was gone and a blazing fire left in its place; there was only one bridge still holding that led off towards the main hall. Squinting across to the large platform, she could see a small handful of Spiri still engaged in combat.

Mara was closest, swinging her scythe around with a deadly grace. Her fighting style looked flawless as she defended against the small Koad attackers. Her armour had fully taken form from before and her clothes had mostly been ripped or burnt off. Close to her, Gemini could see Marthiel battling Ko-Rin. Both their large weapons being sent off wayward as they connected with each swing. Other Spiri she could not see through the haze of the heat and smoke were scattered about the larger platform battling each other or the invaders.

A nod to herself, Gemini pushed off into a full sprint towards the bridge. The flaming environment around the platform and up in the trees made for a daring stretch of runway. Small flames lapped at the ropes holding things together and was only a matter of time before they took over. With precarious footing she slid her way across the boards, testing them as she went, as fast as she could.

Fire could be seen tickling the underside of a few boards which cause her to slow down or miss them entirely. Reaching the other side of the bridge, a loud crack from above her sounded and she was knocked to the ground by a falling branch wreathed in ash and flame. Pushing herself onto her knees, Gemini popped back up on to her feet with sword at the ready. Someone was watching her.

“Welcome home.” The voice was familiar to her and a little too upbeat for her liking.

In a rage filled voice Gemini grunted as she turned to the man, “Needle.”

Turning her head towards the tall robed man, the smile he had on his face was creepy and concerning. There was something different about him this time, a corona like aura circled around him in a protective bubble of magic. In one of his hands he held a glowing object that seem to connect to the shield around him.

“You came just in time.” Needle’s voice was upbeat and excited.

Gemini glared at him with no response.

“The weave is almost complete, and we can finally be rid of this valley.” His eyes shifted slightly to the battles going on across the platform.

Gemini seized the opportunity and sprang forward with wings curled in tight behind her. He wasn’t fully ready for the attack but enough to get out of the way, sending the blade into the protective plasma around him. A sizzling sound came from the steel as it entered the smoky air; the shield was more than just a defense. The steel of the weapon began to dissolve with little bubbles across its shaft like it was being worn away by a strong acid. Dropping the corrosive weapon to the ground before it could touch her hand, she snapped back up to Needle who was chuckling to himself.

“Surprised that you made it out of the cave alive girl. Who would know that the Dragoon souls would be that disruptive?” Needle shrugged.

“Why kill off the village?” Gemini roared back.

“This was not all me, you can thank a group of your own for most of this. I just stepped in to help clean things up. Those nasty souls would have been more than I could handle on my own.” Needle chuckled to himself.

“Why would any Spiri help the likes of you, especially killing their own?” Gemini kept her guard up, ready for anything.

“Amazing when you thread your tale into the gullible; weave a discord so deep that any little thing would set them off. Quite easy in fact when both sides are after the same thing.”

“The seals.” Gemini spoke under her breath.

“Yes, the seals. The last one is in the village and I didn’t have the support to walk in directly, needed the distraction. My Skkooh and Koad are useful but not the best at an organized assault.” Needle shrugged nonchalantly.

Gemini could sense that Needle posed no real threat to her directly and took the opportunity to check on the two fights across the platform.

Mara was standing by herself, catching her breath, covered in blood and surrounded by corpses, both Koad and Spiri. Her weapon lowered to the ground, covered in the same oozing blood as her armour. She kept her attention to the battle between Marthiel and Ko-Rin. Both their large weapons creating holes in the ground around them or spraying sparks into the air from connecting with the embers of the burning village. The platform may not hold them long enough to finish the fight.

Gemini checked on Needle’s attention one final time before confirming with herself that he really was no threat, pushed herself towards the fight and scanned for any other threats noticing her. Mara caught her from the corner of her eye and quickly cut her off. Pushing her scythe across her path, forcing her to stop.

“Stay back Mother, she can’t afford the distraction.” Her face although covered in smeared gore was still beautiful and calming. “We can’t lose another.”

“Where is everyone else?” Gemini asked in a huff.

Mara paused, slowly blinked. “Gone.”

Another short pause as Mara collected herself and put a serious look in her eyes.

“The Neightur mage assaulted the village right after a sizable group of sisters turned on the rest. No one was prepared but we were able to get a better hold on the situation once they were dealt with. I knew Yvane was up to no good, but never to this extent.” Mara slammed her scythe hilt on the ground.

“What happened to all the others then?” Gemini asked.

“The Skkooh and the Koad cleaned up most of the unprepared and it took a little more time before we could get the Blink off to level off the field. Little too late and the three of us were marooned up here. Before we could take down the last Skkooh, Marthiel turned on Ko-Rin.”

“Marthiel is one of the mutineers?” Gemini asked herself as she looked at the two still in combat.

“The Elder actually. Ko-Rin and Yvane never always saw eye to eye but on this front, it looks like they were truly in sync. Marthiel never did like Ko-Rin and saw through her ruse.”

“I need to help her.” Gemini tried to lurch forward but was stopped again by Mara’s scythe.

“No. As I said before, she can’t afford the distraction. Ko-Rin is a formidable opponent.”

The two watched on as the battle in front of them moved back and forth around the flaming battlefield. Marthiel and Ko-Rin each made it look like their weapons were lighter than a feather, riposte after defending, flourishing mid combat in the hopes to put the other off balance. Axe and hammer connecting midair or sending the other off into the ground. The match was quite even.

Needle smiled to himself at the carnage and with each collision of the large weapons, took a step around the outside edge of the platform, trying to skirt from the none combatants’ field of view. It did not take long for him to reach the other side of the battlefield before Gemini and Mara both noticed him on the side of the main hall.

“What is he up to?” Mara questioned.

Needle disappeared through the flaming entry of the main hall.

“I will keep an eye on him.” Gemini ran off to the left and circled around the skirmish in hopes to not draw Marthiel’s attention.

As Gemini reached the flaming facade, the two combatants spun around to bring her into Marthiel’s field of view. With eyes widening in surprise, Marthiel smiled to herself and with a new surge of stamina, pushed harder in her retaliation. Ko-Rin was not ready for the new-found strength and staggered from the first advance. Looking up at her opponent, Ko-Rin was met with another smile before she had to deflect another energetic swing.

The inside to the building was engulfed with flames, blood. And bodies of the dead. A few Spiri bodies could be seen from the entry as Gemini scanned for her goal. Needle was near the middle of the building, standing close to the stone hearth of the bonfire. He was playing with something in his hands and looking very intently at the stonework at his feet.

• • •

Everyone ran along the edge of the forest, checking behind them every few steps. Three hulking Furhdrae, cloaked in their shadowed cloaks, pursued them with a deathly intent. Mya held a small blue fireball in her palm and launched them backward when they were fully cooked.

“Why don’t we just stop and fight?” Kallis called over their footsteps.

“Suppose they will catch up eventually.” Dominic sighed.

All four came to a skidding halt and turned to face their pursuers. The three Furhdrae stopped with them in curiosity and stood still, watching, waiting. Silence filled the dusk environment, shuffling the shadows from the last light, stretching along the ground like fingers reaching from the forest, trying to grab hold of everything.

“Meidrae, bursha duu Furhdrae. Brajke kjaakul, raptuks duu caldri.” The center larger Furhdrae called out.

Silence between them filled in.

“Why do you they think one of us is the Mother, and what chains are they talking about?” Kallis turned to the other three as she drew her bow.

“You can understand them?” Mya questioned.

“It’s an old language, Ancient Tulcran I believe, but yes Darling.” Kallis gave her a little wink.

“The Mother is needed to get into the Crucible and open the door to the Immortal Realm. I assume the chains are those holding Necrolin in the realm of the dead.” Dominic grabbed hold of his knuckle weapons and lifted them up, ready for combat.

“They have been following me since I left Uridine.” Mya flexed her fingers to increase the intensity of the blue flame within.

“Then let’s get rid of them now, the journey through the Stone Giant Forest will be hard enough without them following us.” Dominic looked at the three women and then back to the three cloaked hulks.

Chyla nodded and slipped out her two blades, clipping them together with a flourish and readying herself for combat. Kallis grabbed the small box behind her and knocked it down to open the bow, lighting the strings and connecting the shaft with their energy.

The three Furhdrae shot forward towards them.

• • •

“Stay back child, things could get dangerous.” Needle laughed through his words.

“What are you up to worm.” Gemini looked around for a discarded weapon and having to keep her wings close to her body, protecting them from the flame.

“I knew it was here, always in the place you least expect it; perfectly hidden in plain sight.” Needle looked through the ash and smoke toward Gemini with a sinister smile on his face.

With a single hand, he reached down with a green glow emanated from one of the stones in the hearth. The green turned to a bright white and then a burst of light shot up through the ceiling, busting a new hole through the flame drenched thatch and stretched far into the evening sky. Anything it touched, clouds or the billowing smoke from the fire split a part like it was oil on water. Just as fast as it shot up, it faded.

“It’s a beautiful thing.” Needle’s sinister smile came back as he raised his eyes to look at her.

“What is?” Gemini angrily asked.

“Freedom.”

Running over to the fire pit, dodging flames and debris as she went, Gemini knew she had to deal with him before he got up to more tricks. Getting closer to the mage, his smile faded and his focus on her changed as she approached.

With a weave of his hands and muttering an incantation, an ash filled cloud surrounded him and just as she was about to reach him, Needle shot his hands to the floor. In a plume of more ash, the mage disappeared like he was being sucked into a black hole and Gemini was left alone with the glowing rune and flaming building.

Her strike went wild to the floor, nearly losing her balance with his sudden disappearance. She was able to catch herself before going face first into the stone fire pit and ended up staring down at the small glowing, shifting seal.

A cluster of six stars forming around three hoops, almost touching but never connecting. The rings spun slowly around each other, growing into a more ornate layout with additional rings and lines, finally encasing the stars into what looked like six more rings with thorns protruding at the apex of the ring. In the middle, being perfectly spaced in a triangle formation, the circles were no more than a sliver a part and spun around a small strange twisting symbol that took the shape of two dragon heads about to devour each other.

“This is.” Gemini spoke to herself as she looked up through the hole in the burning roof and then back to the shifting symbol.

• • •

The three Furhdrae stopped mid attack, only handful of paces before connecting with the group. Everyone’s attention shot up towards the far mountain range as a steak of white light shot up into the sky and suddenly faded. A brief pause in silence before the three Furhdrae spun on their heels and shot off in the opposite direction, toward the burst of light.

“What in the name of the Twenty was that?” Kallis exclaimed.

“A seal has been broken.” Mya calmly answered.

“A seal for what?”

“We can explain along the way, but we need to hurry. Strazen is not far.” Dominic urgently beckoned the three women to follow him.

Putting their weapons back into their sheaths and holsters, everyone kept watch on their would-be attackers fade into the horizon.

• • •

Gemini jumped to the side, avoiding a hole in the floor before a portion of the ceiling fell on her. The flames were getting too intense and she needed to escape before she would not be able to. A scan of the room showed her a somewhat safe path through the ever-growing fire. Ducking under a freshly fallen beam and having to roll through a litter of coals to dodge another falling beam. She was getting the hang of using her wings as protection. The door was close and the sounds of the battle raging outside clanged on.

Pushing through the fire wreathed doorframe, the fight between Marthiel and Ko-Rin still shuffled around the platform. Ko-Rin had a sizable gash on her forehead that covered most of her face in blood and was favouring her right arm. Marthiel had a bad limp that looked the cause of a broken leg.

Marthiel caught a glimpse of Gemini in the corner of her eye and smiled to herself.

“Seems this needs to end, traitor.” Marthiel stood up tall and brought her weapon to a more open offensive stance.

Ko-Rin lifted her Warhammer up, having troubles holding things with her left hand. The two Spiri charged at each other ready to finally end things. Their massive weapons swinging wild in a downward arch, smashing into the weak platform. Their exhaustion was very apparent.

Bringing her fist up from the weapon shaft, Marthiel caught her opponent on the side of the face, sending her reeling back. With a flourishing twirl, Ko-Rin was able to use her weapon as a guard, freeing herself before another blow could be landed. She was too slow, Marthiel was already on her with another large swing with her massive axe.

With her injured arm, Ko-Rin was too slow to get her guard up and the blade connected with her neck, severing it clean from her shoulders. The dead Spiri’s head spiraled through the air, landing with a squishy thud and off the platform to the jungle below, her lifeless body wavered for a second before collapsing to the ground in a heap. Marthiel spun on her good leg, leaving her axe head buried in the wood of the platform.

“We need to get out before the Dragoon comes out.” Marthiel called out, limping a couple steps before sliding her weapon up beside her to use as a crutch.

Gemini took a couple steps forward to help before a massive air burst sent a shockwave across the platform from Ko-Rin’s headless corpse, knocking her backward and Marthiel forward. Gemini slammed against the flaming wall of the main hall and Marthiel fell forward towards Mara. The crystalized spirit formed fast over the body and jolted towards them.

“Relinquish.” A voice inside Gemini’s head filled her mind.

The spirit paused, almost frozen in time like the one on the ground that Granol had bound but without his chains. Gemini watched as the edges around the form flickered like they had been glitched in their creation.

“Quickly, while we have a chance.” Marthiel pushed herself from the ground, bracing her weight against her weapon.

Gemini stood and ran over to give her a shoulder to rest on. The two limped their way over the edge of the platform where Mara was standing next to one of the burnt-out bridges. Looking over her shoulder, Gemini squinted at the frozen spirit in curiosity before turning her focus back to the dissolved bridge.

“How are we going to get down, this place is going to collapse soon. The fire will bring things crumbling to an end, your fight did not help much either.” Gemini gave her a slight shoulder nudge to try and cheer her up.

“We have wings child, getting down is the easy part. Getting away will be the trick.” Marthiel looked up into Gemini’s face with a smile and grabbed hold of her tighter before jumping off the platform.

Extending her wings out to catch them from the fall, their speed slowed down enough to gently glide down to the forest floor. Fire dripped down around them like cracks in a glass ceiling along with pieces of the wooden village as it crumbled above them. Scattered bits of the debris scorched the ground all around them, trying to set nearby foliage on ablaze.

“We are the only ones left, how is getting away going to be tough?” Gemini asked, helping Marthiel take steps forward while dodging the ash and fire.

“My leg will slow us down and we don’t know if there are any more Skkooh or Koad roaming around in the valley.” Marthiel stood up as straight as she could on her strong leg and looked Gemini in the face. “And, we are still stuck in the valley.”

“Something tells me that that won’t be a problem anymore.” Gemini smiled to herself and took a step forward with Marthiel.

The two limped their way along the glowing forest floor, freeing themselves from the overhead burning disaster. Granol caught their eye off to the side, still holding the crystalized Dragoon Spirit in his bind. They adjusted their trajectory slightly to get close to the small creature.

“Granol, are you alright?” Gemini called out to the Narx.

Granol nodded.

“Get safe young ones, the others will likely circle in.” Granol spoke while keeping his attention on the frozen spirit in front of him.

“Where are all the other Dragoon Spirits?” Gemini asked.

“Most were eaten by the gluttonous Koad, but there will be others that escaped the feast and will be back for their revenge.” Granol paused to take a breath. “Get away quickly, find a safe place until morning. I will need to make right what has gone wrong.”

Mara came crashing down behind them with her scythe in hand, more debris and flames followed with her. The look on her face was very urgent and she called out to the other two Spiri.

“We have to hurry, to the third watch cave.”

Just as she finished talking, a loud burst of air erupted above them, sending more debris from the edges of the platform and around them. Ko-Rin’s spirit was free, and angry.


Chapter 21

The door to the small house swung open, exposing the tired group standing in the night on the other side. R’nuuk looked up from his book laying in his lap and took a sip from his tea cup as he watched the four fatigued friends in his entry. Taking up the rear, Dominic was the last to nod at R’nuuk as he closed the door behind him.

“True, but the relevance of the Furhdrae heading toward that burst of light and what you are needing to talk to the Iceclaws about is probably a lot more than we think. You said that it was the same light from a seal you found near Uridine?” Kallis continued her conversation with Mya while putting any loose equipment against the neighbouring wall to the door.

“It had the same properties as what I saw. With it looking to be in the far North-East, it is more than likely from somewhere in the Draag Mountains.” Mya responded while doing the same with her own things, dropping them next to where Kallis put hers.

“In needing to talk to them about the Spiri, and some of these Dragon relics; if they were calling you ‘Mother’, it has to do with the Spiri. Furhdrae are not mindless when it comes to what they are supposed to be after.” Kallis took a few steps over to a nearby padded chair and flopped down into it with a sigh.

R’nuuk nodded her way when she looked at him with her beautiful smile in return.

“If it is one of the seals, we shouldn’t wait another night, we should push on and get up to talk with Thron-din. The more seals broken, the sooner the Chains will fail and Necrolin will be able to flood our realm with his energy along with the bridges to the other realms being opened.” Mya folded her arms across her chest and leaned against the wall. “I don’t know how long Tharissa will be able to hold on without something helping her against the dread that Necrolin touched her with.”

Chyla huffed down to the floor, exhausted from the fast-paced walking and smiled at R’nuuk when he lifted a filled cup of tea towards her. Standing from his seat, he disappeared from the room with his own cup without a word to anyone.

“We will need a solid night’s rest if we are to take on the Stone Giant Forest. Even with a quick pace, we won’t be able to make each travelers tree from first light to the night. We do not want to be out in the forest at night. There are things wandering those woods that we do not want to cross paths with.” Dominic cut his way into the conversation.

All three women looked his way making him shrink back a little and take a squished in spot on one of the couches.

“Just saying.” He said under his breath.

R’nuuk came back into the room with a medium sized kettle and four cups dangling from his fingers. Silently pouring each person their own before settling back down into his original spot, he took another sip from his steaming cup.

“There is a lot we will need to talk about with the Iceclaws, hopefully they have the answers we are looking for.” Kallis took a sip from her cup. “Or even will listen.”

Silence filled the room as each warmed against their drink.

“Nice to see you again Princess.” R’nuuk broke into the dead air like a thunder clap over a dry desert.

“R’nuuk.” Mya smiled and nodded toward him.

“You were saying that the Furhdrae were calling you ‘Mother’?” R’nuuk asked her direct.

Mya nodded again.

“And the light you saw drew them away; looking like separate burst you saw from a seal near Uridine castle?”

Mya nodded a third time.

“Then the rumours are true.” R’nuuk took a sip from his cup, filling the room with silence again. “Chyla, you look more at peace tonight, no late-night personal philandering?”

“Things are different, something has changed. Inside.” Chyla placed her hand on the middle of her chest and her other hand on her stomach.

“When you met the Princess?” R’nuuk gestured to Mya with a subtle nod.

Chyla smiled at her and nodded.

“Seems there is tragedy everywhere you are going these days. My condolences for your brother Kallis, he was a strong soul, the Sigil finally filled his contract.”

Kallis looked down at her knees and nodded to herself. Silence again. R’nuuk took a sip of his tea again and turned to Mya who was playing with the strap of her bag with her foot.

“There is a relevance to what you are all out to do. Both the bursts of light and the fate you were all brought together with.” R’nuuk took another sip of his tea. “The seals set by Necrolin to lock High Realm from the others were his hope to secure the world from their, more entitled children.”

“If the Draag Mountain seal is broken, that would mean that the Spiri are free from their imprisonment and there are two seals left.” R’nuuk took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, blowing the steam from his tea. “Aside from what else was trapped within the valley, the Neightur will be more in the forefront now. They truly are the only ones with enough strength to cleanse the fanatics.”

“What fanatics?” Chyla asked from behind her cup.

“The Sigil use to be a well-respected authority in all of Vulthrodin. They built the library to house the Vulthrodin Chronicles and all other manner of storytelling or records of history through the lands. They built the sanctuaries for the immortal twenty and then without cause disappeared from their own stories. Only a few left to remain on the islands of Bardain have all turned to a sort of occult band with a hidden agenda.”

“They were the ones that attacked Tarna?” Chyla turned to Dominic with her question.

He nodded in response.

“Who are these Spiri then?” Chyla asked a follow up question.

“Not many know the true origins of the Spiri, but if the Furhdrae were calling you ‘Mother’, then your sister has become one of them. Their spirit leader and emissary to the Dragon Elders and the Immortal Realm. One thing I do know of the Spiri, is that only twins may become one through overpowering one of their warriors in combat. The Furhdrae chasing you have picked up her scent now that the barrier is down, realizing they have been following the wrong sister and will likely be hunting her instead.” R’nuuk looked down at his emptying cup with a curl of his lips on the side of the mouth.

“All the more reason for us not to delay, I can’t have another sister knocking on Necrolin’s door and lay about doing nothing. If you will not come with me now, then I will go alone.” Mya grabbed her bag from the floor and flipped it over her shoulder.

Dominic stood in a rush and reached for her wrist before she could pull on the door handle. Mya shot a deathly glare his way, stretching her fingers a part as little spirals of blue electrical energy engulfed her fingers. Bunching her fist tight into itself, the light from the jolts incased around her whole hand and she looked at the tall burly man holding her with an intent to kill.

“Do not stop me.” Mya’s anger sent a chill into Dominic.

“She has your same fire child; you will only do more harm if you were to go in the opposite direction now. You need to focus your anger toward where you are headed, things are more entwined than you think.” R’nuuk’s words made her relax slightly in the shoulders and she pulled her hand out of Dominic’s hold, letting the blue shock extinguish from her free hand.

Mya glared at Dominic before putting her bag back on the floor and walked over to where Kallis was sitting and sat down on the floor next to her legs with a tantrum filled huff. Kallis, not wanting to be close to her, shuffled to the side with little room as she could with the pile of books next to her.

“The seals being broken hold back more than just the Dragon Children in Low Realm and power the Chains. They have been the target of the Neightur for longer than I would like, and it seems they have found a way to shatter their connection quicker than anticipated.” R’nuuk paused and looked around the room. “There are Dragon Children that have been given their graces to mortals in High Realm, in hopes to keep a balance of power in the world. There are many of the immortals that do this, helps them keep in touch with what is happening. Mya, you and your sister know this power all too well, correct?”

Mya huffed her acknowledgement.

“Tyrolin, Child of War and Wrath has given the grace to you as a host before you were born and your sister was graced with Eirolin, Child of Healing and Vanity. Though you two are young in your connection, you will, over time, learn to speak with the Dragon Child and empower your abilities well beyond what they currently are.” R’nuuk spoke from his comfortable seat, trying not to fidget too much with his tea cup in hand.

“If Tharissa and I were so special to receive this so-called grace, then why was Gemini, my twin not also included?” Mya glared at R’nuuk. “And how do you know so much about all this?”

“There are more than the Dragons in this world that can perform a grace my dear.” R’nuuk gave her a sly look.

Silence filled the room.

“How many Dragon Children are in our world?” Chyla broke the silence with her soft curiosity.

“Five.” R’nuuk quickly answered.

“Who are the others that have been graced?” Chyla followed up.

“You have already met one of the older Children in Dampth; Erisolin, Child of Sorrow and Despair. She has been easily swayed in the grief, but it seems Latisha’s resolve is conflicting with the intention the Child carries. She has been trying to break you down for some time now hey Dominic.” R’nuuk gave a little chuckle while saying his name.

“It has been a long time, she will learn.” Dominic smirked slightly.

“That was the snake lady with the nice breasts right, the Lamia?” Chyla leaned around to face Dominic for the question.

Dominic nodded and gave her a sarcastic look.

Chyla turned back to R’nuuk who was in the middle of trying to get the rest of his drink from his cup. “And the other two?”

“Closer to home than you think my dear. Mr. Wick here has the eldest Dragon Child and the longest Grace held by a mortal so far. Chronolin, Child of Time and Sloth. And you Ms. Redlash.”

Chyla gave him a curious look.

“You have the youngest Grace from a Dragon Child. Minolin, Child of Pleasure and Lust.”

“What does that mean?” Chyla couldn’t hold the question in.

“That there is more to you than meets the eye.” R’nuuk gave her a wink, making her cross her arms and scowl at him. With a laugh, he continued.

“The seals were put in our world by Necrolin himself. They lock High Realm from the other realms and help negate any Immortal from taking true form here.” His fidgeting got more intense as he carried on.

“It was done shortly after the eight of them rampaged through Low Realm, feeding on their every desire, every urge until there was little left. The Dragon Children were locked in Low Realm by the seals until they were deemed worthy enough by the Elders to work through their depravity and engage with a mortal in High Realm, supporting them and gaining influence with their parents.”

“Each Child is vying for a seat at the Elder table in some way or another, giving you all pieces of their powers, to enhance you, to spread their influence in this world. One of the reasons why you tend to enjoy yourself a lot more than most and the people around you get so, interested.” R’nuuk cocked an eye Chyla with a smirk.

Chyla blushed. “But not recently.”

“There have been texts written in ancient languages that mention some of the Dragon Children have specific influence over the other Children. Tyrolin’s drive for war and carnage, the pleasure she takes with what goes on with it, affects Minolin’s urges for physical pleasure and feeds on the lust of battle, the pleasure of the bloodshed it gives. Having the princess close by satiates that urge, but sooner or later, that barricade may not hold and who knows what will happen.”

“So, we are basically gods then?” Mya stubbornly interjected.

“No, far from it my dear.” R’nuuk changed his gaze to answer her question.

“What about the other three?” Chyla drew his attention back.

“Adepholin, Child of Feast and Gluttony. Hubrolin, Child of Joy and Pride. Fafnolin, Child of Wealth and Greed. The three middle children who have not taken to the understanding that a coexistence with the mortal realm benefits not only them, but the full Twenty. With the seals breaking, the connection to feed our soul energy to Necrolin will no longer be and Low Realm will be open to us. Once the bridge is made, all manner of beast and being will be come from or to at will. The other children will be able to take true form here and run amok.” R’nuuk moved around with his arms flailing, getting more intense with his explanation.

“So Necrolin is not trying to flood the world with the dead and take over?” Mya’s tone lightened a little.

“That would be the initial thought for most, but no. The Elder would be trying to keep the seals, to hold their ill-tempered youth, to keep the balance between all the realms. The Neightur have been trying to find the seals and figure out the magic to break them, bring their fanatic drive for the three to rule like they believe they should and gain more power lost behind the seals.”

“Who are they anyway?” Dominic asked before he came to sit on the side couch.

“Five mages of old, always the same four doing the bidding of the fifth but no one has ever seen the fifth. Maybe a story for another time, one with more time. You will all need to get rest, like Dominic said, in order to get through the forest, you will need your strength.” R’nuuk turned to Mya and sat back in his seat calmly. “Mya, try to understand that your sister will be safe. Her abilities as a Spiri may exceed your own as a mage someday.”

“Not going to mention the gifts?” Dominic asked as he leaned in to his cup on the table.

“Again, for another time. Unless you want to fill them in on the trip.” R’nuuk coughed in hopes to change the subject. “There is only one room upstairs, but it should be big enough for you all. I have put out blankets and pillows.”

Silence filled the room again as everyone finished their tea.

Moments passed before Mya sighed and stood, grabbed her backpack and exited up the stairs. Chyla watched her disappear step by step.

“Guess I’ll go too then.” Chyla placed her cup on a small empty spot on the table in front of her and stood. “Night.”

Kallis and Dominic watched as she disappeared up the stairs. Without a word, Dominic finally stood quietly with his cup and followed her.

Silence was welcomed into the room again, leaving Kallis alone with R’nuuk.

“Thank you.” Kallis quietly spoke as she stare at her cup on the table.

“No sense raising more questions.” R’nuuk sat calmly looking at her.

“I will have to tell them at some point Darling, the Iceclaws may give it away if I am not careful.” Kallis crossed her legs, making some of the buckles click against each other.

“You may need to protect yourself from the princess if it comes to it. The longer you are around her the quicker Tyrolin will start to realize.” R’nuuk took a sip from his empty cup and glared down at it after realizing it was still empty.

“Xen mentioned that he was having trouble with Sliver who is hiding out in Stone Giant Forest. If Xen knows, I doubt he will stay there long.” Kallis flicked at one of her buckles near her knee.

“Easier said than done, even for you my dear. Best let him be until you are ready, Xen will be safer once he is back in his keep and I have a feeling that the four of them will see you soon.”

“The fourth is still to reveal himself.” Kallis leaned forward as she spoke.

“He won’t stay in the shadow for long, they must be close to their goal.” R’nuuk nervously ground his teeth together.

“Is there enough time?” The look on Kallis’ face made R’nuuk worried.

Silence.

“That, I do not know.”

• • •

Gemini, Marthiel, and Mara were thrown to the ground by another burst from the Dragoon Spirit. It was trying everything it could to get to them up in the cave. All three had wedged themselves into the Third Watch cave that was much smaller than then the other Gemini had been in and managed to collapse a portion of the entrance before Ko-Rin’s spirit reached them.

“Where is that damn Narx?” Marthiel cried out.

“There has to be another way to kill it.” Gemini looked at both the other Spiri, hoping for an answer.

“This doesn’t typically happen, the armour is usually taken up by someone.” Mara said trying to hold herself up with the butt end of her scythe.

Screeching and attempts at a direct air wave from the Dragoon Spirit raged on outside the crumbled opening as it desperately tried to get itself through the openings in the stone. The odd burst rippled through the openings between boulders, catching the three Spiri and putting them off balance or knocking them over with the full blast being broken up.

“Where does this cave go?” Gemini asked, looking over her shoulder into the darkness behind them.

“I’m not sure, I have never actually been in this one.” Mara craned her neck around to consider the darkening tunnel behind them. “Likely just spit us out on the other side of the mesa near Dire.”

“Good enough for me, we need to distance ourselves before it figures out how to get through. I doubt the little Satyr will find us anytime soon. He looked a little busy down at the village.” Gemini stood and brushed off her back side.

“Let’s find some light and get moving.” Marthiel stood and kicked around at the edges of the cave while trying to keep her balance from the outside threat.

Shuffling around, the three armoured women searched for anything worthy of a torch and shortly ended with nothing as a prize. A portion of the entry shuffled and could be heard falling away from the pile, snapping their attention to the assailant who still raged on the other side. With a concerned look at each other, the three pushed into the darkness.

“These caves are usually littered with supplies, where is everything?” Mara verbalized her internal thought.

“Many of these caves were emptied long ago once we started to run out of supplies in the village.” Marthiel answered through the black.

Being far enough from the entry to the cave, there was no light to illuminate their way, no formations outlined in the dark. Gemini held her hand up in front of her face in hopes to see something but could only feel that her hand was there, it was as if her eyes were closed.

“Things are getting tighter up here, be careful.” Mara mentioned the obvious as she led them through the tunnel.

The torment of the Dragoon Spirit faded behind them and finally ceased, leaving them alone in the black. Sounds of their armour clicking under foot and weapons knocking into the tightening walls as they moved. Small outcroppings and crevices caught their wings in the depths which did not last long until a soft blue light could be seen expanding from a portion of the tunnel ahead.

“I have seen this before.” Gemini said a little louder in the excitement of seeing light. “There will be a chamber further up.”

Their pace quickened slightly even though Marthiel was supporting herself against the wall and limping herself along. With each step, the light got deeper, taking over the black with its warming glow. The tunnel curved slightly, constantly blocking their line of sight from the origin of the light.

“Have you been here before?” Mara’s called back as her pace sped up and put a bit of ground between her and the other two.

“It was the same when I first entered the valley near the grove of flowers.” Gemini answered.

Soft blue light engulfed them from the heart as they breached the small circular chamber. It was the same as the last one Gemini had been in, but the light was brighter and pulsed faster within the cage of roots. Gemini smiled to herself at the welcoming feeling the heart brought.

“Odd that this would be here.” Mara cocked her head in curiosity as she stare at the heart.

“What do you mean?” Marthiel asked.

“These are used as gateways by the residents of the Undergrowth. Allows them to see for a distance in any direction from the heart and can be used as a gateway to pass between locations.” Mara couldn’t keep her eyes off the pulsing heart.

“So, you can teleport with them?” Marthiel stepped closer to the center of the room out of curiosity.

“If you know how to you use them, yes.” Mara reached out to touch the roots cage.

“Do you know how to use it?” Gemini stepped beside her to draw her attention as she asked her question.

“If you asked me before I became a Spiri I could help. Unfortunately, that power has long since changed.” Mara sighed to herself.

“These hearts are all over Tulcarna, mostly in Traveler’s Trees.” Gemini said watching the pulsing blue.

“There are more than just in Tulcarna; all over Vulthrodin. The Narx and other watchers from the Undergrowth need them to support the Twenty and get from place to place under dire need. They do not use them very much because it comes with a toll.” Mara withdrew her hand at looked at the other two with a concerned glare.

“What kind of a toll?” Marthiel questioned.

“Every use takes some of your life essence, shortening your existence. Even with a strong magical will, the toll will be taken.” Mara stepped back from the blue heart and look down the tunnel they came from. “We should keep moving, the Dragoon Spirit will still be trying to get through.”

Gemini and Marthiel took rank in behind Mara as she stepped around them towards the other entry to the chamber. With each hobbled step into the joining tunnel, the blue light faded in front of them until the ebony of the journey swallowed them once again. It was like the heart was mad at them for leaving and stole their vision.

“So, Spiri can’t use the hearts?” Gemini questioned in the dark.

“Your armour feeds too much on your energy for you to draw enough magic together to open a portal; it would tear you a part shortly after you started the conjuring it. Even the strongest mage, if became a Spiri, would not be able to.” Mara’s tone was more light hearted then before the heart. “One of the penances for taking on the strength of the Spiri armour.”

“I hear something.” Marthiel cut off Mara’s light chuckle with her words.

The three Spiri stopped in their tracks to listen to the dull humming. Sounds of running water with a clicking of what sounded like steel on steel could be faintly heard through the void.

“An underground stream may…” Mara was cut off again, this time by the sounds of an ignition behind them.

Eruption of blue fire filled the tunnel behind them illuminated everything as if it were midday. Seams of the rock formations around them grew in character and insects scattered with the larger rodent like creatures past their feet.

“Run!” Gemini turned to scream the order and pulled Marthiel along with her. Marthiel struggled with her leg but kept up, fighting through the pain.

The ever-growing fire behind them lit their path and slowly gained as they half sprinted through the tunnel. Making their way with the new found light, the sounds of the stream grew exponentially until it overpowered the roar of the flames behind them. Gemini looked over her shoulder to see the blue spiral through the tunnel from ceiling to flooring and filling in just back from the leading inferno.

With the louder rumble of water, a light mist grew thicker and thicker until it was almost like a still rain hung around them, collecting on their armour and soaking down the hair around their form.

Just as the fire was about to connected with the three, they leaped forward through a small opening at the end of the tunnel, piling on each other as the inferno washed out in the mist, sending a fire ball into the air that was flooded over by the tsunami of the nearby falls. Gemini flipped her head up to get her hair behind her and craned her neck from under someone’s wing to look back at the tunnel and take in the area. They were back at the Viewpoint Falls lookout campsite.

Mara and Gemini wriggled their way apart and quickly stood to help Marthiel to her feet and offer the support to lean on.

“This is.” Mara took a couple steps toward the large outcropped that extended past the waterfall edge. “That tunnel was in the middle of the mesa. We are outside the valley.”

“How is that possible?” Marthiel tried not to move on her leg.

“Maybe something to do with the heart, something the Narx did to help perhaps?” Mara’s assumptions were met with light nodding from the other two.

Gemini’s eyes went wider when she noticed that Faer’s body was missing, the camp site was empty of bags as if they were never there.

“Looking for something?” A familiar voice carried through the sound of the falls.

All three women shot their heads towards the origin of the voice. An elven man was leaning against a portion of the mountain side next to the path down with a smirk on his face. Gemini’s face gained even more surprise in not noticing him before.

“Faer!”


Chapter 22

Gemini rushed over to Faer and wrapped her arms around his neck forcing him to dodge her wings as she came in and almost got punched. Squeezing him tightly, Faer’s expression winced a little with the intensity she had.

“How?” Gemini pulled back with a confused look on her face.

“It’s a long story.” Faer took a step back away from her and looked over her shoulder to the other two Spiri.

Mara had a suspicious glare towards him while Marthiel smiled at seeing the two lost friends finding each other. Faer watched them silently for a second before turning back to Gemini.

“We can’t linger here too long, there has been something hunting me over the past couple of days. I am glad you got here when you did, otherwise I would have been forced to leave. Appears you have been welcomed by the Spiri?” Faer motioned at her armour and wings.

“You are not welcomed; you earn your place.” Mara spoke aggressively.

Faer glared her way and smiled at Gemini.

“It has been an interesting collection of days.” Gemini smiled back at him.

Faer cocked his head to the side. “It’s been weeks since I woke up.”

“Could not have been in the valley for that long, maybe a week at most.” Gemini twirled her head toward Mara and Marthiel.

“Don’t look at me, I’ve been in the valley for more than a millennium.” Mara dropped her hip and ran her hand through the hair on the side of her head trying to pull the wet away.

“No matter, we must move quickly.” Faer’s urgency was more prevalent.

The three women watched as Faer jogged over to the pathway down. Faer’s insistence started to raise more suspicion with Mara as she watched him, she couldn’t keep her gaze off him.

“Be wary young one.” The voice in Gemini’s head caught her off guard.

“It’s been a hectic day and Marthiel is hurt. We need to let her leg rest a bit before continuing forward.” Gemini called out over the noise of the falls to make sure he heard her.

Gemini watched Faer’s movement closer with the new warning and could see some difference from what she was used to; his movements seemed more sporadic and the odd subtle twitch as he walked like his reality was glitched. They were small but just enough to notice a head flinch or a hand shake when looking for it.

“Shall we get going?” Faer turned to look over his shoulder and smiled at Gemini.

“We need to let Marthiel rest before continuing on.” Gemini’s order made his smile disappear.

Faer stopped and stood silently for a moment before circling back around, passed by Gemini toward the other two. Stopping in front of Marthiel, he scanned from the top of her head and down to her unfavored leg. In a flash, a small blade was pulled and thrust into Marthiel’s abdomen, sending a grunt of pain washing through the misted air.

Mara sprang into action and pushed Faer away with the top of her scythe before Marthiel reached the ground. Faer staggered but caught himself from falling, sliding on his back foot and flipped his head up with a deathly focus.

“Faer!” Gemini called out.

He ignored her with a complete focus on the threat. Mara’s gaze burned as if she could sear through his entire existence. Shifting herself into a defensive stance, Mara watched him as he slowly took long breaths. The look in his face grew into an excitement that only the scent of blood could make a wolf have during a bountiful hunt. His face ballooned into a grimacing smile.

“I really was not expecting three to come out, but no matter.” Faer’s voice changed, getting a little deeper.

Erupting in to the offensive, Faer’s blade wildly whistled through the air with a distracting flourish as he approached Mara. Her speed was barely fast enough to keep up with him as she brought the back of her scythe up to block the first strike, sending the clang of steel on steel ringing throughout the waterfall mists. Mara’s movements were fluid as the falls as she brought up the butt end of handle up towards his jaw in one continuous motion.

Just as her weapon was about to strike him, his form flickered and he skipped to the side slightly, barely being missed. With a brief confusion, she knew she had to keep on the move, or she would end up like Marthiel. Faer circled in to her right with another strike. Stepping forward to dodge the strike, her pace elevated in hopes to try and keep control of the battle. From the corner of her eye, she could see Gemini bewildered in shock by what was happening.

Faer was quick, something was spurring him beyond normal means, something not natural. His movements were very unpredictable, and his body flickered at times, like he was not there. The dance of battle moved in circles around the campsite, clashing from time to time to send out the ringing of steel on steel and throwing water that had collected. She was having a hard time keeping up.

“Faer stop this!” Gemini called out through the waterfall.

She stood off to the side and had to shake her head before looking around for something to stop the fight. No response came from Faer, just a side glance as he passed by her. He knew that she would not be a nuisance to the confrontation and could play with her after he was done dealing with Mara.

The lack of sleep the three had was getting to Mara, she was slowing down. Faer saw the opening and went in for the strike, sending his small knife towards her torso. Catching the attempt and barely able to get something in the way to block it, her defense altered the tip of the blades course and she was able to thicken her armour just before the blade was sent into her flesh. Recoiling before he could pull it from her arm, she grabbed around the wound with her free hand and held the dagger in place as she pushed away from him.

“Now you don’t have a weapon. Give up little Elf.” Mara grinned through the pain as the adrenaline filled her body.

“More to combat than having a piece of steel, winged devil.” Faer stood tall and gave her a coy glare.

The lighting around them began to darken as if the day were ending and any remnant of brightness was being sucked in from the edges. The three watched as Faer’s flickering body began to fade with the light with each of his flickers made him fade into the mist until the false night overtook them. The mountain and themselves still had an odd light as if they were a light source themselves like a large cloud had covered the sun but still allowed them to see.

“Welcome to a broken world, it is time for Shard to be revealed and with his strength, break the hold of the gods. There is little you winged vixens can do to stop the flow for the rightful rulers of this land. The Children have had their promise of freedom and we will deliver it.” It was as if his voice was coming from everywhere, bouncing from side to side in the area, suppressing the waterfall like it were running out of water.

Mara held her scythe up to ready herself in defend, blood running down from the blade still stuck in her side. Marthiel still on the ground laying still while Gemini raised her arms to guard herself as well.

“Be wary young one.” The voice in her head spoke softly.

“You are not alone.” The other voice with the aggressive tone said as a follow up.

With each word there was something else bothering her, something was tugging at the side of her legs like it was wanting to break free from inside, making her want to itch through the living steel.

A darkness came together in the low light and suddenly a dense shadow shot toward Mara, knocking her to the ground. A cry of pain escaped her lungs that was followed up by a blood-filled cough. It was as if the coalesced shadow was the weapon, was filled with an evil magic.

Gemini couldn’t hold back the urge to itch the side of her legs anymore. She reached down and scratched hard with her nails, digging into the shifting steel. A piece of her armour came loose, a cylinder like portion popped out like a dried scab and shifted into a weapon hilt to match her armour. In her surprise, she lost focus of the darkness around her and drew her attention downward toward the changes. The metal around her legs, shifted and pushed against the handle, extruding more and more of the metal, begging her to pull on it.

“The gifts given.” The voices spoke almost perfectly together, a bit of an echo, like they were whispering right behind her and in her ear.

The itch grew stronger until Gemini couldn’t take it any longer and she grabbed the two hilts protruding from the sides of her legs and pulled on them with all her strength. The sliding of steel of steel rang out as she pulled to reveal two strangely formed swords; both sort of zigzagged back on themselves with no real straight edge to form the blade portion of the weapons. They had a sort of bone-like look to them while still holding the same movement and royalty as her armour.

“Mourn and Felicity, gifts by our extension.” Again, the two voices spoke together in their echoed way.

Gemini held out the two swords and with wide eyes scanned them up and down. They radiated a magical essence that made her feel uneasy. Flicking out the one in her right hand which in a flash, unfolded itself from a short sword length to a longsword and held more of a straighter weave to the steel but still zigzagged all over.

Her face filled with a battle born smile, finally something from this new vocation that she knew how to use. Stretching her wings wide she slid her right foot back to ready herself for combat and flicked the sword back to her, folding it to its original state. The weapons were intuitive to her will, quick with the formation between the type of weaponry.

She sprang off toward Mara who was being struck again and again with the magical essence of shadows; her face and armour covered in blood and had been forced to the ground. Propping herself with her scythe, she did not have long before the final blow would take her.

Coming to a skidding halt only a few paces away from the bloodied woman, Gemini calculated the movements quickly from within the shadow and before she could blink, lunged forward with blade, catching the dense shadow from behind with both swords.

The faded light around them shrunk away and the light from the day came back. Sounds of the waterfall grew back fast and Faer’s body formed in and around the two swords. His eyes were wide in surprise, blinking a few times before trying to take breath, causing him to cough. Blood began to gush from his back and down the swirled and weaved steel of Gemini’s weapons until it covered her hands.

“Suppose that was going to happen at some point.” Faer’s voice didn’t sound like he was wounded. “Let this piece fall, the mirror has already been shattered and the view in this reflection has faded.” Without another sound, Faer’s body went limp.

Gemini lowered her hands causing the corpse that was impaled on them to slip to the ground. Removing them from his body, she lowered the tips to the sandy dirt, hung her head with closed eyes and sighed.

“Thank you, Mother.” Mara’s blood-filled appreciation was quickly followed by the sounds of her spitting to clear her mouth.

Stepping over Faer’s lifeless body, Gemini knelt in front of Mara and placed her hand on her shoulder to look into her eyes.

“I will be ok, check on Marthiel.” Mara spit another mouthful of blood to the moistened ground.

Gemini stepped over to the motionless body of her Spiri friend. Everything about her was soaked, drops of water dripped from the tips of the feathered wings, creating small pools and streams in the dirt below. Kneeling beside her, Gemini could see the small rise and fall of her chest as she breathed; the length of each showed she was barely clinging to life.

“Marthiel?” Gemini whispered through the mists. Placing a hand on her shoulder, she knew she did not have long.

“How is she?” Mara called out over the roar of the falls.

“We need to move before the Dragoon Spirit comes out.” Gemini could hear Mara sigh heavily. “Are you able to move?”

“I will make do.” Mara pushed her full weight onto her scythe, propping it up like a crutch. “We need to get some distance between us, hopefully it won’t sense our presence and come after us.”

“Be at peace Marthiel.” Gemini whispered to herself.

Gemini swallowed hard against the thought of having to leave another body of a friend on the lookout but knew that there would be no way they would survive if Marthiel passed while they were there. Standing with her head lowered with silent tears collecting against the mists, Gemini nodded to herself and turned to Mara who had already made her way to the slope of the pathway leading down.

Looking down at her legs where she pulled Mourn and Felicity from, she noticed small gaps in the armour, like a sheath. Placing the tips of the blades into each, the steel from the both armour and weapon molded together, sliding the swords back into the shifting metal, back to one.

Before she left the campsite, Gemini looked back at Faer’s corpse again and then back to where he had died the first time. From the corner of her eye, her attention was caught by Faer’s body flickering slightly like it was before.

“Faer.” Gemini repeated his new name before turning to the path. “Shard.”

It did not take long for her to catch up to Mara who had made good headway down the path. Coming up behind Mara, Gemini grabbed her free arm and slung it around her neck to give her support. Mara smiled her kind, warm smile and shifted some of her weight off the crutch and over to Gemini. With the additional support, they were able to pick up their pace slightly. The bottom of the path came fast and the randomly forested prairie in front of them expanded like a golden green road to freedom.

“We might be far enough now, there a safe place to rest?” Mara looked behind them and up to the falls.

“There is a camp near Dire Lake up in that forested area.” Gemini pointed off into the distance to a collection of trees.

Mara nodded after following her finger.

Sounds of the birth of the Dragoon Spirit exploded through the day, drawing their attention up toward the falls. The shockwave of the spirit breaking free pushed aside all the water coming off the falls like it were a balloon being popped in the rain. The break in flow exposed the stone wall beneath it and sent the waters shooting from the side of the mountain crushing plant life as it connected to the ground. The stream quickly recovered and reverted to its original trajectory.

The wailing of the spirit ripped passed the sound of the falls and the two Spiri looked up at the lookout with deathly concern.

“Go!” Gemini pulled Mara along to get her moving.

• • •

“Will be four gold Murdine ta get back ta the isles mi lady.” A portly grizzled old fisherman spoke in a raspy voice with an outstretched hand.

Latisha flipped her hood back and pulled her long dark brown braid out from under her cloak and smiled at the fisherman.

“Oh! Sorry ma lady, didn’t realize it was you. We are leaving in an hour, just waiting on the deckhand ta get back from paying our anchorage.” The dirty fisherman stepped to the side and waved his hand to the side to usher her onto the boat.

It was a smaller sailboat, but still large enough to have a cabin. Nets and empty barrels covered the deck, laid out in a way that presented a readiness to the voyage. At the back of the boat, the stairs into the cabin gave their welcome to her. Smiling to herself at the thought of being able to clean up and not be bothered for a night urged her forward.

“Dammit boy, I told you ta hurry.”

As she slid her way down the stairs, she listened to the old fisherman scold the deckhand as he walked up to the boat.

“She is already on board so finish our cast off.”

Muffled responses from the boy followed but she didn’t care enough to listen any further.

The cabin was quite clean for such an old boat, an obvious attempt to make it more hospitable for her during the voyage. With the journey only taking less than a day, she was surprised they went to the extra effort for her comfort.

Another voice came close to the side of the boat, a woman’s voice. Latisha couldn’t make out what they were saying but the fisherman’s voice was low and serious. Handfuls of armour footsteps scuttled over the dock, echoing across the water and through the hull. She needed to be ready for anything.

Weaving a couple hand formations together, she popped open her left hand like she was grabbing something, and a dense form of whirling air took form in her palm before beginning to stretch out into a short spear. It was like the weapon was made from a storm cloud.

The shuffling of the footsteps got closer to the boat and then abruptly stopped with a stomp. Soldiers ready for their next order.

“Please step back sir, there is an issue with one of the vessels.” The same woman’s voice ordered over the waters.

Definitely the Sergeant. Latisha cocked an eyebrow and tilted her head towards one of the port hole windows as something shimmered in the water that caught her eye.

“Sir. Step back!” The Sergeant called out with a little more aggression in her tone in the opposite direction of the boat.

Shortly after, a shadow cast over the boat and made it difficult to see around the cabin, like a thick cloud had taken over the skies. Latisha squinted and slowly slid her way to the back of the cabin. The pattering of quick footsteps darted from side to side on the docks as cries of death rang out. Men falling into a watery grave or gurgling from some weapon piercing their hide joined in with their clunky footwear.

She had to get out quickly. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Latisha felt around the back of the boat and stopped over a small latch. Twisting it beneath two of her fingers, a small hatch dropped down, opening her view to the rippling harbour beyond. The calls of the soldiers trying to keep order within their ranks made her smirk, the chaos was comical to her.

As fast as the group’s death came on, the silence that followed was just as quick. A single set of footsteps clunked their way across the fishing vessels deck.

“Oh Erisolin my dear, I hope you are still on board.”

His voice was far too familiar, she quickly turned back to the hole in the side of the boat and began muttering a small incantation. Flipping her hood back over her braid and covering her head, she focused on what she was saying. Hopping up slightly to squeeze on a small shelf to the side of the hatch door, as she muttered her spell, she began to shrink in size. Every second she became smaller and smaller until she was the size of a small child.

Footsteps rang on back of the boat, near the stairs to the cabin.

“I know you are down there my dear, time to come out and play.”

She was not getting small fast enough, a slight panic flooded her eyes as she watched the stairs.

“Perhaps you are over, here!” Sounds of a tarp flipping to the side rang through the tomb of a docks. The man chuckled to himself.

Smaller and smaller she became. With each little bit, Latisha kept bouncing her attention to the stairs leading into the cabin and the small hatch door.

“I bet you are down below then. Oh how I do like a good game of hide and seek.” His voice became slightly more maniacal.

His footsteps clunked their way down the stairs, while trying to hold in his giddy breathing, he purposefully was being as heavy footed as he could.

“Hello my dear Erisolin.” His face came into the darkness but was still difficult to see. “Suppose we don’t need the shadows anymore, the game is over, I found you.” The disappointed sound of his voice made him seem very childish.

The shadows around the cabin sucked their way through the cracks in the boat hull, lighting everything back to the day that it was meant to be. His full form took shape and a sinister half grin spread across his face with an intense stare to partner with it.

“There is no need any more Shard, the others know the way and are close to the gate.” Latisha yelled across the cabin, trying to get her small voice to carry over to him.

Throwing the storm spear towards him, Shard’s form flickered to the side and the dense air weapon dissipated against the wood of the hull.

Shard laughed.

“Certainly a lot further along than we hoped. But, without the Cup and Relic, both of which are playing right where we need them to be, won’t be an issue any longer. The seals will be broken, and the reign of the rightful will flourish, rewarding us with their grace.” Shard’s voice was deep and focused.

“Delusional, you and your ilk. Go back to your cult, I will not help you any longer.” Her voice faded from an audible level before she became too small.

Faer rushed forward in hopes to grab her, his form flickering with each step. His speed was astonishing as he reached out with a giant hand to grab her. Just missing her, he was only able to swipe and catch the fringe of her cloak as she dropped through the hole in the hull, tearing it from her body.

In a spiral she plunged into the harbour, creating a tiny splash as her body collided with the bobbing waves. Faer growled through the small hatch at her and disappeared. Once in the water, Latisha’s form began to quickly regain its size and she knew she had to get away before he could catch up.

Whipping her snake tail back and forth, she took off through the sun filled waters at a high rate. A small wake started to form as her form took full size. Keeping on her back to watch the boat, Faer could be seen rummaging around for something on deck. Nets and tarps were tossed into the air in a flurry as he searched.

She slowed her swimming to a stop at a comfortable distance to watch him move around on deck. A nearby fisherman caught her eye as he watched her bare breasts floating in the waters. Rolling her eyes, she squinted at Shard who was tearing a part of the fishing boat.

Sounds of glee rifled through the sunny harbour when he found what he was looking for. She could only imagine what it might have been.

“We must return.” A deep voice in her head made her blink from her focus.

“I know.” Latisha spoke out loud to herself.

“The Neightur have grown in strength, the siblings will need our help.”

“I don’t think your brothers and sisters will be forgiving of me for what I have done.”

“Chronolin will be, his host still cares. The others will follow the eldest’s lead.” The voice in her head was calming and deep, talking like it was whispering in her ear from behind and moved from side to side.

An extreme flash ruptured from the fishing vessel sending a shockwave across the docks and harbour. Latisha dove below the water to dodge and watched as the emerald wave cascaded above her. All the surrounding boats rocked from side to side like a storm had pushed through without notice. With a little wiggle out of the depths, Latisha bobbed in the waters again. The dock where Shard had been was now ablaze, a pyre that rapidly spiraled up through the mast and sails.

“We will see.” Latisha said to herself.

Pushing against the waters, she leaned forward and gave another whip of her tail to shoot forward. It did not take her long to get back to the dock which was already on fire. The smell of burning flesh filled her nostrils along with charring timbers.

With another hard whip of her tail, she shot out of the water and landed on the edge of expanding flames on the docks. The fire broke between pools of blood and corpses of the soldiers but was starting to run up the rope clusters and crates that littered the side. She could see townsfolk in the background running around in panic, trying to stay away from the chaos and searching for an authority to help. Through an ever-growing fire, the pillar of black smoke signaled to the entire city.

“Might be best to change.”

“Agreed.” Latisha nodded to the voice

Latisha stretched her spine and stood tall, pushing her bare breasts out with her hand down to the ground. Her wet skin shimmered against the neighbouring fires and she closed her eyes. Slowly reach over her head with both hands, she weaved them together and closed her eyes.

Rolling her arms down the front of her, she released them next to her face which caused her hair to flourish out from its braid and fluttered up into the air. As one hand cascaded down close to her body a beautiful blue dress took form and covered her torso. The tight-fitting fabric held close to her body until is stopped just below her backside where her torso faded into her snake like bottom half.

Just as the dress took form, her dark grey snake bottom changed colouring to that of her skin and the scales faded before splitting and forming legs. Bringing her hands back up across herself, she caressed her form with a sensual breath of relief and grabbed her hair to rolled it around itself before draping it over her shoulder.

“Like last time?”

“A few adjustments in some fun places but pretty much.”

“We will need nourishment.”

“The port will have lots; we can stop by the orphanage on the way through.” Latisha rolled her eyes gently.

“Just make sure to wait for nightfall this time, we don’t need to waste more time with easily missed delays.”

“No need for another lecture.”

“All the same as before, just be careful. We should fill a flask as well; the blood will help in the journey.”

Latisha nodded and smiled to herself before stepping barefoot through the fire and blood-soaked docks. A nod at the small gather of fire brigade as they slowed their run to the flames to give a curious look before continuing with their buckets. The sounds of local military rang down the cobbled streets that drew her attention before darting into the closest lane, vanishing from their path.


Chapter 23

Bells rang out over the water edged city; Latisha knew she needed to blend in with the people to get where she needed to go as word would travel fast with the garrison. The day was starting to come to a rest with each step and it would not be long before everyone would lock their doors for the evening. The small fishing village was large enough to get lost but close enough to the capital that the guards were quick to respond.

“Hey there good lookin’, need a place for the evening?” A middle age man called out to her as she walked by.

Her attention was stolen for just long enough by the unkempt man that he was standing next to a small child washing something in a wooden half barrel filled with soapy water. Skipping to a stop, she turned to the cat call.

“Beautiful daughter you have there. The missus won’t mind me interrupting the evening?” Latisha slowly stepped closer.

“Ain’t no interruption, she died a ways back.” The man was not the most pleasant to look at.

Portion of his stomach was hanging out from the bottom of his tunic that had a numerous collection of old and new stains on it. Dirty dark leather pants barely tied at the waist were a miracle that were staying on. His bare feet were covered with hair and mud that were blood red in places, like he had been walking a while on open sores.

His daughter on the other hand was almost the complete other end of the spectrum. Her hair was long and clean with a slight curl at the bottom. Her pink dress was dirty on the bottom where it scraped along the ground and on her knees from doing house chores. Although places were messy, it still looked like she took the effort to try and keep it clean. Her features were smooth and young but still carried a sort of wisdom in her eyes. She didn’t pay any mind to the conversation happening above her.

“Sounds like there is some commotion down at the docks, wonder what the trouble could be?” Latisha questioned as she stopped near the portly man.

“Always a fire or military hokum down there. Some idiot fisherman prolly set his boat on fire again.” He looked up at the smoke filtering up into the evening sky.

“There was a lot of fighting down there earlier father, could have been another raid from the islands.” The little girl spoke very articulately but kept her eyes on her task in the barrel.

The fat man huffed and turned back to Latisha.

“Well?”

Looking down the road and up to the smoke, Latisha nodded to his offer.

“Be nice to get away from this noise.”

A coarse smile revealed many teeth missing. Pushing with his shoulder into the door frame, the girl’s father entered his house.

“How long do you have left out here sweetie?” Latisha knelt beside the young girl and watched her.

“Not too long, have one more bag to do.” She stopped and pointed towards a small satchel leaning against the stone base of the building. Finally, she looked over at Latisha and her eyes went wide. “You’re beautiful.”

“Thanks young one.” Latisha smiled a very warm smile at her making her smile in return and shy away slightly.

“You’re not going to entertain my father, are you?” The girl’s curiosity sounded more surprised and confused than anything else.

“In a way.” Latisha paused briefly, “I’m going to help both of you.”

“Just be careful, he can get rough when he drinks.” The little girl’s face flooded with fear and she started back into her wash.

“I know how to take care of myself young one. Just come inside when you are all finished up and I can get you something to eat.” Latisha smiled at her again before standing.

“If you want me to wash your dress, I would be happy to. It’s very pretty.” The child looked up at the blue dress with a wonderment. “It might be a little small for you though.”

Latisha laughed.

“It’s not small, I made it to be like this. It is not often that I get to show off my legs. No need to add to your work.”

The girl smiled up at her with a little giggle and went back to the soapy barrel.

The inside of the house matched the disheveled man; things were out of place, stains scattered the floor and walls, scraps of food that could have been weeks old and growing something new sat on a table to the side of the home near the fireplace. There was a single corner in the house that was tidy, washed and organized. A small cot sat next to the wall that was neatly made with a small stuffed rabbit laying on a bundle of fabric for a pillow.

“Quite the place you have here.” Latisha called out after not seeing the man when she came in.

A topless fat torso came out from behind the far wall carrying a glass bottle filed with a brownish liquid, his hair covered body glistened with sweat from being out in the sun most of the day.

“It’s home.” He took a swig out of the large bottle.

“Room back there?”

He nodded against the opening to the bottle as he drank.

“I will be there in a second, going to grab something from the kitchen and I will meet you.”

Another nod against the bottle and he spun back behind the wall.

Latisha tip toed her way through the main area of the house, trying not to step on anything that might puncture her skin, squish between her toes, or possibly be still alive. The kitchen was a small set of high tables against the far wall with a quaint stove still burning a log.

Grabbing a wooden cup from one of the tables, she examined it for any contaminants. Another disgusted search for a clean rag or towel to wipe the inside turned up fruitful; the child had her own corner in all areas of the house. A small folded cloth rest next to the wall on the far table. Latisha leaned over, trying not to step anywhere from her safe spot and snagged to clean cloth. Wiping down the cup, she dipped it into a nearby water bucket and placed it on the table.

Cupping both hands as if she was trying to cover a small ball, she muttered a short incantation and the water began to boil. A small wisp of steam twirled its way up to her face and she blew it away before turning to the garbage heap in the rest of the home. Dodging her way through the mess once again, she slowly made it to the far wall and down a small hallway into a bedroom where the disgusting pig of a man was still drinking his life away, waiting.

“You wouldn’t happen to have any small weapons laying around, would you?” Latisha asked in a very sensual tone when she stopped in the doorway.

A belch came from the naked fat man lying on the bed. “Have a small blade behind the door, why?”

“Maybe a little adventure tonight?” Latisha turned to him with a coy look on her face.

The look of the exposed obese man made her catch something in her throat. The blotched and speckled bedding was something she did not even want to get close to. The bedroom matched the rest of the house, might have been a little worse and had no clean spot for the girl’s space.

“Bitch likes it rough?” He coughed at her comment, not fully swallowing the last bit of alcohol from the bottle.

Latisha crept past the door and reached behind it, finding the hilt of the sword and carried it with her towards the bed. Placing the steaming cup on a nearby table, she closed the door and readied the weapon like she was going to attack the lard of a man.

A quick incantation under her breath and the blade began to glow slightly. Before the drunk could open his mouth to say anything, she plunged the full length of the steel through his chest and into the bedding, sizzling against his flesh. Smell of cooking meat filled the room with the muffled shifting of his death.

“Excellent, rough it is then.” A sinister smile came across her face as she watched the life drain from his eyes.

Trying to call out for help, nothing came. His eyes flooded with tears and the pain that he was feeling came across his widened eyes. His voice was silent, the spell she had put on the blade barred him from any noise. Wrestling around in pain in hopes to free himself from the small woman, the blade kept burning his flesh and Latisha held him easily down. His eyelids fluttered as he vomited over himself, barely able to lift his head and then finally collapsed against the folded blanket pillowing and his body going limp.

Latisha let go of the hilt and pushed off with her knee to get back into an open spot in the mess. Looking at the horrid cadaver of a man, she cocked an eyebrow and scanned down to his penis.

“No way that this would have been enjoyable. Men can dream I guess.” With a laugh to herself, she escaped the filthy room with her steaming cup and closed the door behind her.

“Dad, I will finish the rest in the morning. My hands are raw.” The child’s voice carried over the heap and down towards Latisha as she left the room.

“Your father is resting, but I have something for you.” Latisha called out down the corridor.

Sounds of the child wrestling her way over the garbage made it easy to point out where she was in the house. It was not long before she made it over to the corner of the wall where Latisha was going to be coming from. With a friendly smile she greeted her and pulled on her hand to her clean corner.

“It smells good, what is it?” The child looked at the drink in her hand as she sat on the edge of her small bed.

Latisha knelt on both legs and sat on her feet. Holding the small wooden cup out to the child, her eyes went wide at the wonderful smell coming up from the warmed liquid. Taking the drink with both hands, the child took a deep breath of the steam and a huge smile crossed her face.

“A sort of tea. Something of my own design. It will help cleanse your body and get you a good night’s rest. Do you have any flasks or water skins around the house?” Latisha asked politely.

“I have my day skin over by my bed. I don’t let dad use it for his drinks.” The girl turned to a small water skin hanging on the wall just off to the side of her bed.

“Perfect. Why don’t you drink that tea and I can tell you a story?” Latisha’s question was greeted by another large smile.

The child’s happiness looked to be something she had not felt in a long time. Pulling her legs up under her to sit on, the girl took little sips with both hands and watched Latisha.

“Sorry my lady, but you are exposing yourself, I didn’t mean to look.” The child blushed and crumpled up her face in an exaggeration of her embarrassment.

“It’s ok little one, I wasn’t being a lady.” Latisha shuffled slightly and pulled her dress down and sat back down on her feet. “Not use to wearing dresses these days.”

She let out a childish giggle and unwrinkled her face back to her childish smile.

“What kind of story would you like to hear?” Latisha asked.

“Something about a far-off place and adventure.” The child giggled.

“Alright. Let me think.” The room fell silent as Latisha rolled ideas around in her head. “Ok. Are you ready, how’s your tea?”

“Yup. It’s almost gone.” She looked down at the contents of the cup and smiled. “It is very good.”

“This story begins with a beautiful young girl name Elliena, who was trapped in a dark prison by some very mean people.”

“Oh no.” The child giggled her words.

“It was a scary place, and she did not like being there at all. With her annoying cell neighbours and the unknown nature of the day, she couldn’t rest. Finally, one day, a group of rag tag heroes broke into the prison and rescued the beautiful girl. But, before she left, she had to find a special medallion.”

“This medallion was only the one in all the lands. It was her way to talk with the Immortal Twenty and it was taken from her long ago. The only way she could get it was to break into one of the other cells where it was hiding.”

“With her heroic friends behind her, she got into the hiding place of the medallion and rescued it from its dark confines. On her way out of the prison, she ran into her old enemy, Rubio Darkenstone. She knew it was going to be hard to escape him with just being in prison, but she had her friendly band of heroes at her side.”

The girl let out a big yawn and rubbed her eyes, almost dropping the empty cup. Latisha rolled up to her knees and helped the child slowly down to her pillow before placing the rabbit in her arms to cuddle with.

“Quickly getting away from the horrible man, the beautiful girl barely escaped as a horrible monster swooped down in the middle of the battle, picking her up into the sky.”

Latisha looked down at the child who had fallen into a deep sleep. With a smirk across her face, Latisha stretched her neck up and opened her mouth wide to expose a set of extended canines. Leaning over she bit into the child’s neck sucking in the blood as it quickly came from the artery.

After a few mouthfuls, she reached over to grab the water skin from the wall without looking. Unlatching herself from the girl’s neck, she pushed the opening of the water skin against the child’s skin to collect the rest of the blood oozing from the wounds. The crimson liquid rushed out and quickly filled the flask, too much for it to hold. With one last mouthful, Latisha let the rest flood into the clean sheets which began to fill around the girl.

“Your essence will be used for my own adventure child. Now go quietly, escape this horrid place.” Latisha gentle whispers filled in the messy space as she stroked back the young girl’s hair behind her ear and cleaned the blood from her lips.

• • •

The dying sun bathed its final warmth across the fields, flowers stretching as high as they could to get that last little cleanse before the night flooded in. Sky Pedestal’s mountainous peaks could be seen in the distance, grasping at their own little bit of sunshine. A young elvish girl sprinted as fast as she could through the tall grasses and flowers, determined and focused on her target that was lost to the sunset.

“Be wary young one.” The voice in Gemini’s head echoed behind her once again.

Gemini watched from their resting place as the young girl sprinted her line across the horizon. Being so far from her and perpendicular, it didn’t look like she was moving that fast.

“Your leg alright to keep going?” Gemini questioned Mara with a bit of urgency while supporting her as they hobbled along.

“I should be…” Mara tripped a little bit and yelped against the sharp pain spiraling up her leg.

Gemini checked on the runner to witness that she heard Mara’s cry and had slowed down slightly to see where the noise had come from. The running elf came to almost a complete halt before taking a sharp turn and continued her sprint towards them.

With the intensity that the girl had in her step, Gemini knew this was not going to be a friendly encounter. Her speed was faster than expected and she came in fast, without hesitation, struck at Gemini with a small dagger. Pushing Mara to the side and to the ground, Gemini used the leverage to dodge the attack.

“I won’t let another one get away.” The young elf had a strangely distorted voice. Along with the blood on her dress and her red filled eyes, there was an instant feeling of dread coming from the child.

The second attack came just as fast. Gemini was barely able to get out of the way by hopping backward from the swing, the knife kept coming, determined to find its mark. With how wildly the strikes were coming, there were so many openings for retaliation that presented themselves. Gemini took one of these openings and grabbed the attacker’s shoulder with a fistful of her dress and tossed her backwards, sending her to the ground.

“What in Necrolin’s name is wrong with you child?” Gemini spun around with the toss, keeping her wings from swinging close enough to get cut.

“Thorn has been released from her bounds and the contracts shall be fulfilled.” Thorn picked herself up from the tall grasses and readied for another attack.

“Strange name for a child but there is one thing you should know.” Gemini slid her foot back into a fighting stance.

“There is no time for your misguided words, your ilk shall be…” Before she could finish the sentence, a crystalized shadow collided into her that erupted a shockwave and knocked her back to the ground. “There is a Dragoon following us.”

Gemini was ready for the air burst, keeping her footing well enough to scuttle back to Mara and get her to her feet. The scream from the Dragoon Spirit echoed across the flowery field as its dense airy weapon came down toward Thorn. Bringing up her dagger to defend herself, another barrage of air shot out from the impact, making the tall grasses wave around like they were cheering them on.

“We have to keep moving while we can. It seems a bit more focused on her.” Gemini had slid under Mara’s arm and was almost lifting her from the ground as they ran towards the Sky Pedestal mountains.

Looking over her shoulder, Gemini braced herself by holding Mara’s body closer with each impact from the shockwaves of air as they put some distance between them and the battle. The fortuitous encounter with the little child running into them was just what they needed to get free of the Dragoon Spirit. A furrowing curiosity about the girl, Thron, mentioning letting another one get away picked at her mind.

“Looks like we may be in good fortune.” Mara leaned around her own shoulder to check on the battle slowly fading into the flowers and tall grasses.

“If we keep our pace up, we should be able to get to Sky Pedestal just after nightfall and finally get some sleep. Something tells me that the girl will likely come out as the victor.” Gemini glanced over her shoulder.

“What makes you say that?” Mara pulled her scythe up to help with their pace.

“She looked like something else, something demonic that would be a formidable foe. Gave me the same feeling as Needle did. She might be a Neightur.” Gemini glanced over her shoulder again.

“Yvane had mentioned them a few times. They are easily some of the more powerful mages in Vulthrodin.” Mara said as she limped along.

The bursts of air coming from the battle were small breezes by the time they reached the two escapees, tickling them gently to let them know it was still raging on.

“What do you think she meant by another one getting away?” Mara asked. “Not like there are other Spiri running around out here.” Mara chuckled through her words.

“No idea.” Gemini shrugged.

The evening light faded with their conversation as they trudged along through the meadows of the center province. The mountains in the distance grew faster and faster with each step. Gemini could feel Mara fading against the pain in her leg as the night crept across the horizon. A beautiful pastel canvas of a sky smeared itself above them.

Night finally set in as the two alluring and tired winged warriors trudged along as stars twinkled above, smiling down at them. Their fortune of survival was gifted by the shining moon to illuminate their way.

The walls of Sky Pedestal towered above them, casting a darker shadow across the fields than the night itself. A feint torch light could be seen off to the left, pulsing against the night with a solo guard standing tall next to sign post. Mara pointed without a word toward the light and Gemini helped spin her to the light.

Now with the battle far enough behind them, they were able to slow their pace and keep their focus on the torch light. The winds had stopped for a while now, meaning that there was likely a winner and they would take some time to get caught up.

“G, g, good evening l, l, ladies.” The guard, awe struck with seeing two winged women clad in an aggressive armour blindly went into a habitual greeting.

“We seek accommodation for the night.” Gemini spoke with an authoritative tone.

“Th, there are in, n, n, inns up in, n, n.” The guards stutter sounded more of an everyday thing than an intimidation. “Town.”

“Thank you, sir.” Mara nodded at him before they limped their way past and into the passage up.

Before they disappeared from the soldier, they could hear him talking to himself about their wings and how beautiful they were. Gemini shook her head and laughed under her breath, pulling Mara up along with her.

The path was well lit with torches on either side of the trail, extending up into the night from their poles. All the way up to the peak of the trail, there was no one else they ran into. A wave of uneasiness flooded the group with the lack of presence the trail had. The eerie emptiness this early into the night kept them on guard but still allowed them to focus and limit their surprises.

“Going to give it another try.” Mara pushed herself off from Gemini’ and put some weight on to her wounded leg.

“Alright?” Gemini reach out with her hands just in case.

The wince in her face spoke volumes about the discomfort she was in, but still not enough to be debilitating.

“I can manage.” Mara leaned back into her scythe and kept up a good pace. “How are we going to find a place without any coins?”

“There might be a spot that we can go. Somewhere that my sister and I frequented when we were younger. Hopefully they remember me after the change.” Gemini kept an eye on the other woman who limped along beside her.

“Here’s hoping.” Mara said.

Brightness from the city filled the breach of the mountain path, making for a welcoming gesture as they crested the rise. The city below stopped them by the magnificence of the panorama that they had to stop to take in the view. Mara’s mouth opened slightly at the wonder of the city as it glittered against the night.

“It’s floating.” Mara gasped.

Gemini laughed.

“Not quite.” Gemini pointed up to the statues that were connected to the gigantic chains. “There are chains holding up the earth that it sits on.”

Mara eyes stayed wide as she analyzed the city from side to side.

“The place we are looking for should be close on the right. Let’s try and get there without causing any disturbances.” Gemini waved Mara forward and continued to the bridge.

“Might be hard with how we look. I don’t think anyone has seen a Spiri since we were trapped in the valley.” Mara plucked at some of Gemini’s feathers as they moved along the wooden planks.

Gemini rolled her eyes and waved her on with her head.

The bridge was barely wide enough to fit them side by side with their wings out, forcing them to curl them in behind their backs. Mara’s head was on a swivel, taking in as much as she could of the city as they hobbled closer and closer. The creaking bridge and stretching ropes tried to distract her but the shuffle of the city was far more alluring. As they reached the other side, a drunk burst through a nearby door, laughing as he fell to the ground.

“I’ll tell them that tomorrow.” The dirty man hiccupped and blinked up at the two Spiri. “Am I dead?”

“Just dreaming. Go to sleep.” Gemini patted his head before he collapsed to the ground. “Let’s move before more come out. Surprised the streets are this empty.”

Gemini pointed off toward a darker lane to their right and Mara spun against her scythe for the corner and limped into the shadows. Following behind, Gemini looked over her shoulder at the bar door a final time and slipped in behind.

The side street limited light made for a perfect route through the buildings. No one else was around save for the small rodents and critters moving about or feasting on the spoils of the day. A single dangling lantern hanging from the edge of a towering stone wall danced its light around them, giving just enough light to conceal what they were trying to hide but enough to be mindful of their footing. Not many windows viewed the lane, and even fewer doors exited to it, giving both women a peace of mind.

“The Rustling Willows is what we are looking for. Will have a rose coloured door and an odd rune above the door.” Gemini spoke softly to not raise any restful souls in the neighbouring homes.

Mara came to a full stop in the last shadows of their shortcut and looked out into the well-lit main thoroughfare where the odd couple or solo drunk would be stumbling their way to find a place to collapse.

“How is this place going to help us?” Mara pulled at Gemini’s wings again as she came in close.

“It’s a women’s only establishment. Has been a long time since I have been, but I had helped the owners with some trouble and been in their graces ever since.” Gemini patted Mara on the shoulder. “I have faith.”

The view from the dark alley framed in the establishment across the way. A tall four-story stone frame structure with many covered windows and a single red door at the base. Above was a steel framed sign of a willow reed emblem and a gilded rune that weaved into itself below it.

After a scouting of the quiet street, Gemini stepped out onto the lantern lit cobbles and crossed over the soft red door. Mara stayed close behind and kept an eye on the streets for any surprises while trying to keep an eye on the door ahead. Their movements were quick and fluid up the entry before slipping through the opening with but a shuffle of feathers, the metal framed sign above slightly swinging in a gentle breeze.

“Gemini!” Three naked girls stood at the bottom of a stairwell and called in echo of each other as they got a good look the new comers.

“Kaliin, Xhou, Taara. Good to see you again.” Gemini smiled at the three who had wide eyes and wide smiles smeared across their faces.

“You’re different, this a new look.” The girl on the left asked.

“Definitely a new look Xhou. Is Burz awake?” Gemini asked trying to shrug off their curiosity.

“She’s in the back. Should we get your regular room together?” The girl on the right piped up.

“If you could please Taara, we will need it for the night.” Gemini smiled at her which made her giggle in a childlike shyness.

“Lani isn’t in tonight, but Krys is. Shall we go get her?” Taara asked politely.

“No need tonight ladies.” Gemini smiled again and shook her head.

“We could keep you two company tonight, been a little bit since we have been able to play together.” Kaliin spoke in a soft and sensual tone.

“Thanks again, but we are here for business this time sadly. Pleasure will have to wait until next time.” Gemini shrugged a little and dropped her hip slightly, placing a hand on it.

“Let us know if you change your mind.” Kaliin waved to Mara with a sensual smile and stepped off the step.

Exiting through a nearby arch, Kaliin waved her bare backside to the two in the entry as she left. The other two wiggled the fingers to wave to them before trailing after, whispering something about their wings. Their giggles disappeared into the dimly lit adjacent room, leaving Mara staring at Gemini.

“And what kind of trouble was this that you help with again?” Mara’s face had a lot of sarcastic curiosity and an incriminating look.

“I did!” Gemini paused. “I had to keep coming back to make sure they were alright.” Gemini’s face went flush with a few nostalgic thoughts that flooded forward. “And for some entertainment. They are good.”

“I could use a little pick me up after all that, you sure you don’t want the company?” Mara chuckled.

“We need to rest and be gone as soon as we can. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.” Gemini nodded towards a short hallway leading back behind the main stairs to get Mara moving.

“They could help with that restful sleep though.” Mara paused to poke fun at her some more and Gemini responded with a little shove to get her heading to the back.

The hallway was similar to the rest of the interior, wood everywhere and clad with hanging fabrics or tapestries. Reds and blues made up most of the colouring with the odd piece of painted artwork hanging between caged sconces. A single short table sat beside the far doorway that was hidden behind the main stairwell. A small metal box and two small candles rest in the middle of it.

Gemini walked up to the box and knocked on it once with her knuckle.

“Come in child, we were expecting you.” A young women’s voice came from the other side of the doorway.

Gemini stepped through, bending at the knees slightly to get her wings under the cross brace and stopped abruptly, making Mara bump into her and almost dropping her scythe. Gemini’s surprise was slapped across her face and all she could do was muster out a name.

“Tharissa!”


Chapter 24

Girlish laughter woke Gemini up, the walls of the establishment were thin compared to the exterior look of the structure. Morning light crept its way through the window and itched its way across the messy bedroom. Bedsheets and pillows were strewn about the floor like someone had tossed the bed throughout the night. Morning dew sparkled on the window sill as the orb growing in the distance began its daily rise and peeked its way through the outlying mountains. The girls in the next room were finding something very amusing that was raising curiosity within Gemini.

Rolling over on the large bed to come face to face with Mara, who was still asleep. Her hair had come loose from its braid and had cascaded its way across her milky skin and sprawled out behind her across her pillow. The light danced around her pretty face through the moisture on the window, making little rainbows flutter as the light moved. Each flag of colour wiggled down her body, making it seem like she could be an angelic goddess. In the restful setting they had, both sets of their living steel had come to rest and only the shifting bands weaved their way around their skin.

A gentle flip over to look out the window as to not wake Mara. Gemini was trying hard not to listen to the conversation the other room. The giggling between each inaudible voice was making it more and more intriguing. With another shuffle back to Mara, she also was finding it hard to deal with the blanket wrapped around her wings.

“What could possibly be so funny over there?” Mara half smirked while keeping her eyes closed.

“Who knows with those three. They are always up to some sort of game.” Gemini cocked her head at the wall as their laughter came through again.

A door opened in the hallway that stole their attention. Tromping footsteps through the corridor getting closer and closer to their own door. The rap at their door came and went as the two looked at each other.

“Gemini?” Tharissa’s voice saturated into the rooms dead air. “I’m coming in.”

With a subtle creek on the hinge, the door slowly pushed open and Tharissa slowly stuck her head through the small opening. Her interest to come in was greeted by a questioning look on across both Spiri’s faces.

“There is breakfast for you two downstairs. Burz had the girls send everyone home last night after you came up. Should be free to move around without prying eyes.” Tharissa pushed through the door and stood just inside. “Are you two naked?” The look on her face almost made Gemini laugh.

“Almost. A perk of the new appointment.” Gemini shrugged and spoke in a sarcastic tone.

Sliding under one of the few blankets on the bed, she pulled the corner up and over her exposed breasts. Mara watched her and chuckled with the feeble attempt to be modest. Rolling over to the edge of the bed, Mara slipped out of the sheets and stood up tall. With a stretch of her wings behind her and a reach up with both arms, she sent a handful of cracking noises from her spine with a couple twists, letting loose a refreshing breath.

“It’s only flesh Mother, we all have it. Should be proud of what you have, you have a good form.” Mara spun her head around and smiled back at Gemini whose face had gone a little red.

“Mother?” Tharissa asked.

“My title within the ranks.” Gemini threw her legs off the other side of the bed while holding the sheet around her front.

“The armour you two had on last night is also part of it I take it?”

Gemini nodded.

“Well, leave it to you or Mya to walk around the world without clothes on. I will stick with my fancy dresses thank you very much.” Tharissa brushed down the lines of her body with the backs of her fingertips to showcase her tight and very ornate dress. “Let’s eat.”

Tharissa turned and left through the crack in the doorway and tromped her way back down the hallway, her footsteps fading down the stairs.

“She walks heavy for a little girl.” Mara stretched again and turned to Gemini, watching her exposed back.

Gemini turned to talk with her, dropped the sheet around her waist and exposing herself to the room. Noticing a large scar across Mara’s left collar that looked like it came from a large bear type animal, she lifted her hand and lightly pointed at it.

“Where did you get that?” Gemini asked.

Looking down at her collar, Mara sighed. “It was from a long time ago, when I first received my armour. Reminder for the loss of my family, Caja and I were not so lucky when we got embraced by the Spiri. There are more ancient evils out there than most can understand. A story for another time.”

Gemini pursed her lips together with a nod.

“Let’s eat, I’m starving.” Mara motioned with her head towards the door as she spoke.

“Your leg seems fine this morning.” Gemini stood and quickly made her way around the bed in case she needed a hand.

Putting a little weight against the leg, Gemini reached out with her hands as if to catch her from falling. The living steel spun around both as Mara put more and more weight on the leg. The colouring from her own was a little lighter and a small chip could be seen in a section of it, like it had been shot with an arrow and broke off.

Her body was almost perfect. Gemini tried to think back if she had ever seen her without her full armour or without a robe on. Her curvy hips leading into a lean stomach and up through her shoulders were very clean and proportioned lines. Mara’s wings beautifully spread out with their majesty, making her angelic presence very prominent.

“How is your leg?”

“Another perk of our appointment, as it were.” She nodded back toward Gemini and a boastful laugh. “The magic we possess helps us heal quite quickly, it should be back to normal within the day. Broken bones and sickness is something you will learn to love quickly.”

“You’re a very beautiful woman.” Gemini couldn’t keep the words in.

“Yet another benefit to being one of us.” Mara smiled. “At least you don’t have far to adjust.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Gemini asked as she made her way to the door.

“The power of the Spiri begins to change your appearance as time goes on, which is why you see most of us looking similar. There will be subtle differences between everyone but we all sort of look the same after a few thousand years.” Mara looked back at a mirror in the corner to peek at her backside before following Gemini.

“So, if an Orc or a Grandule or a Leeman were to become a Spiri, they would start to change to look like you?” Gemini continued into the corridor and slowly made her way to the front stairs.

“Not exactly, they would hold a couple characteristics of their original race but ultimately, yes. Like, us. Most of a Spiri reflects that of a half elf and the constant training along with the magic of the armour keeps us lean and fit.” Mara bumped Gemini with her hip and gave her a wink.

Making their way past the room full of giggling girls, Gemini peeked through the half open door. Taara and Xhou were naked and sitting on the floor with Kaliin between them, all her limbs spread out wide and a small cloth box resting on her stomach.

The corridor matched the downstairs of the building, wood everywhere. Tapestries and colourful cloth filled the walls with bouquets of flowers giving off a heavy aroma. Small braziers holding small flames lit every nook and cranny of the establishment that made it seem very homey yet provocative in a comfortable way.

Gemini could only shake her head at the three before her attention was needed for the upcoming stairs. The red door they came through the night before sat closed and the morning pedestrian traffic could be heard hustling about on the other side. With a turn around the railing, the two shuffled their way to the back room and before entering, a single knock on the metal box that sat on the shelf.

“Gemini my dear. Your sister has been telling me a fascinating story about how she got out of the palace. Dare I ask what has happened to you to bring you back here under the circumstance?” Burz called out from the back room. Her young voice was kind and inviting.

The back room was a small kitchen that had a larger table to one side and clean cabinetry and shelves to the other. Only a couple of shelves holding the odd tin or jar had something on them. Stone tile covered most of the flooring that looked like it had been there since the beginning of time. Against one of the walls was a small alcove that looked to lead to somewhere under the flooring.

Tharissa sat against the far wall with a plate full of steaming vegetables and a small portion of some bird type meat. Burz stood opposite her, leaning against the cabinetry and sucked on a long pipe.

“It might be a longer story than what we have time for unfortunately.” Gemini answered her question as she came into the room.

Burz had short scarlet hair that spiked back from her face that made it look like she had been just out running in a gusty wind. Her features were smooth but still looked a little aged with the odd wrinkle and slight bags under her eyes. The medium build she had was barely featured under her plain robe and the soft fur skin slippers she wore made things a little comical. Her look did not match her voice at all.

“There is always time for a good story.” Burz puffed on her pipe, sending a trail of smoke around her.

“As she said Burz, we don’t have time. We need to get up to the Iceclaws as fast as we can and with Breen, or rather Thorn, chasing us; we need to hustle that much more.” Tharissa broke in with an aggressive mouthful of food.

“We ran into Thorn on the way in last night.” Mara spoke from the doorway.

“Nasty little bitch that one. She killed mother and father.” Tharissa swallowed her food angrily.

Silence filled the room and Gemini starred at her with eyes wide.

“What?” Gemini asked urgently.

“Something to do with a contract; the girl went berserk and killed a handful of guards and then came after me too.” Tharissa took another mouthful of food from her plate.

Silence again filled the room.

“Bring the Thorn, desire to carve deep and relentlessly draw blood.” Burz spoke in monotone like she was in a trance. “This isn’t good.”

“What does that mean?” Tharissa shot her a glare.

“Part of a creed for the Neightur. There is always five of them.” Burz paused to take a large inhale from her pipe. “Bring the Needle, desire to weave in discord and stitch the bloody tapestry. Bring the Sliver, desire to burrow deeper to the world and connect life to death. Bring the Shard, desire to coalesce the shadows and shatter the souls of the Children. Bring the Thorn, desire to carve deep and relentlessly draw blood.”

“That’ is only four, what is the fifth?” Tharissa asked through a bite into a vegetable.

“The fifth has never been revealed. In all my years, I never thought I would see the day that this all comes true and the seals finally being broken.” Burz took another long drag of her pipe.

“The same seals that seal the Chains and Low Realm?” Gemini asked from behind her glare.

“You are right in not having a lot of time child.” Burz thought in silence for a second and continued. “My girls can get you out of the city unseen, but you are on your own once you reach the forest. I can offer you a tonic to bolster your stamina, but you will need to stop after the third day for at least twelve hours.” Another long drag from her pipe.

“Should be enough time to get there if you run for most of it.” Burz had an unsettling urgency in her voice that made Gemini uncomfortably shuffle her weight and Tharissa put her fork down to pay attention. Mara pushed her way around Gemini’s wings and sat with her back against the table.

“How do you know so much about this?” Mara asked directly.

There was a brief silence with the two women starring at each other before she spoke.

“I come from a family in the North that lives with their deity, who was part of the Twenty in the War of Six. We have been blessed with extended life for our symbiotic union. I won’t go into detail, but we are given a third eye type of ability for visions of our world. The Neightur sought us out to learn our magic but they are well known, even in the North.” Burz gave a little smile from behind her pipe.

“Which god, and what type of union?” Tharissa perked up with curiosity.

“Has several names, most know it as The Eater, but we call it Kourous. It takes the form of a massive demonic beast of which there is no likeness. We offer it sustenance to be reborn.” She took another couple puffs from her pipe, letting out a smoke ring.

“With my time in this city, that creed of the Neightur has been muttered more often than I would like by our patrons. Always five, always with the same end goal, always will be a new person to take up the mantel if one of the acolytes falls.”

“If they have been around so long and keep being replaced, how is there anything we can do that is supposed to be of help?” Gemini complained.

“Oh. I know that one.” Tharissa almost jumped out of her seat. “I need to get something.”

With the speed she got up from the table, with what was left on her plate spilled out onto the table before she disappeared through the doorway beside her. The other three stood in silence and shared a look of interest. Mara glanced over at Gemini who shrugged.

“Don’t look at me.”

“She’s your sister.” Mara laughed.

Tharissa came back in the room with a big smile on her face, holding a large tome bound with a leather strap. Dropping it on the table made everything rattle and sent a jolt through the room.

Carrying a serious look on her face she asked Gemini. “Tell me you have the Cup?”

“Necrolin’s cup?”

“Yes.”

“Should be upstairs with our stuff.” Gemini pointed to the ceiling.

“Good.” She sat back down at the table and placed her palms on the large book. “We will need it when we get to the glacier.” Tharissa paused and looked down at the book. “No. Wait, it’s moved now.”

“Wasn’t the Dragon relic the reason why you were sick?” Gemini gave her sister a side glance.

“That whole thing? Only a farce in order to get things moving. Necrolin told me that something was coming, all were in danger. I was to take get his cup to the Crucible where the Spiri ambassador would take the relics to the Immortal Realm to prepare for a sealing spell.”

“What we know of the Chains or even the Immortal Twenty is limited and in most stories, wrong.” Necrolin and the other elders will not be able to keep the balance much longer.” Tharissa’s words hung in the air.

“Then what was all that noise from Turi about the Chains and the dead rising?” Gemini huffed her concern with her hands on her hips.

“It’s really hard to take you seriously when you’re almost naked, you know that?” Tharissa laughed.

The grumble from Gemini almost made Mara laugh.

“Hey, so are you, don’t you start.” Gemini growled at Mara.

A brief silence filled the room.

“It is true that the Chains are weakening, but it is not due to his relic being away from his tower. There is something else going on, which apparently the Neightur have been planning for. They have figured out how to break the that binds the balance, but it won’t cause the dead to come into our world. That’s so cliché.” Tharissa began flipping through the tome. “The seals set by the Elder Dragons ward against having the road between Low Realm and High Realm open and support the balance between the mortal and immortal realms.” Tharissa kept flipping through the pages.

“All of the Twenty have been in a balance since the Battle of Six and with what the Neightur have been doing over the past, who knows how long, has broken that support.”

“So, the dead won’t come into our world?” Gemini looked to clarify.

“Even if a wide necromancy were to wake the dead, they wouldn’t be much help.” Burz laughed the answer making Tharissa stop flipping pages and glare at her.

Both Mara and Gemini pushed out a sigh while Burz sucked on her pipe, looking at them in a mocking way.

“She is right. Even if they were to come back, the amount of magic to sustain them, or even a few of them is far beyond anyone’s skill.” Slowing her search through the tomb, Tharissa began to scan through each page. “There are still three of the Dragon children in Low Realm that are needed to support and fill in the Twenty. The Elders need the full family for what they need on their end, and with them trapped in Low Realm, it limits what they can do. Breaking the seals helps us in a way but gets the Neightur that much closer to their goal.”

“The seals keep the Immortals from taking true form here though, wouldn’t they just destroy our world?” Gemini asked what everyone was thinking.

“Yes, but not for the reasons people think. Being able to take true form in the Realms just allows them to use their full power when needed. Doesn’t mean the world is coming to an end.” Tharissa went back to her tome.

“The Neightur have their own idols, worshipped in secret through the ages. The Immortal Twenty have been able to find a way to extend their powers through us, with their boon you can perform extraordinary feats. Part of the balance.” Burz stared at Tharissa as she spoke.

“Here it is.” Tharissa exclaimed with a finger pointing at the open pages.

Everyone huddled in as close as they could to try and see what was on the paper. Tharissa began to read.

“In the Crucibles dominance to hold the Face, the Flight, the Fury. The presence of the Ascendant to eschew the bleak and appraise the vigilant, will offer generous. From the Authentic, holds the passage with the clout of Rebirth to burnish the fires of annihilation. Mirroring souls be given reception by calamity, must made bare and constitution asunder. Judgment to align the weave and wrap the fiber bridging realms.” Tharissa’s voice resonated through the group.

Silence followed with a soft puff from Burz and her pipe.

“Sounds pretty straight forward.” Burz chuckled to herself.

“What does it mean?” Gemini sat on the bench next to the table after her question.

“It means that Turi got one thing right; we need to get the relics into the Dragon’s Palace. This will give them the connection to High Realm and Low Realm which will strengthen their magic to replace the broken seals. This will repair the Chains to get the Elders their full strength back before the real fight for life happens.” Tharissa rested her back against the wall after she spoke. “The Neightur have really stirred in something vile.”

“What does it mean by the mirroring souls or even the judgement part?” Mara straddled the bench beside Gemini so she could see everyone.

“I have read this passage many times and all I can come up with is the Ascendant being the Mother.” Tharissa motioned to Gemini. “Of which needing to be a twin, the mirrored souls. Once all the relics are together in the Crucible, which I am assuming is the near Murdone now, there will be a judgement done by the Mother, for the intent of the Twenty and their souls scattered around High Realm. The involvement of the Twenty with the inevitable conflict will need to be weighed.” Tharissa spoke very maturely and confidently.

“So, I have to judge the Gods?” Gemini slouched a bit and sighed.

“In a fashion, yes.” Tharissa answered quickly. “Mya, myself, and all the others that are hosting a soul will be at your mercy. We just have to hope that all the others have been notified in some fashion when the judgement happens.” Her face had the look of concern on her face. “Course I could be wrong as well.”

“What happens if the Neightur finish what they are trying to do?” Mara asked.

“The destruction of everything we know. The rule those five are after comes at a price. Their god has never been named or seen, but we can only assume the worst.” Burz cut in.

Burz pushed off from her lean and walked over to a closed shelf. Opening the small wooden door, she reached in and pulled out a small glass jar filled with a blueish milky liquid. Paying no mind to the three women behind her, she began grabbing odd herbs and spices, other jars and jugs to mix her concoction.

“Why are we needing to go to the Iceclaws then?” Gemini questioned.

“They have the rest of the relics in their coffers. They also are the main emissaries for the six lands in Vulthrodin. Mya was headed that way to get them and I hope we can catch up with her in time.” Tharissa pulled up the left side of the tome and from the weight of the pages, slammed it shut with a thunk.

“I will grab our stuff from upstairs.” Mara stood, swung her leg over the bench and started to leave.

“Tell those three upstairs to come down when you pass by their room.” Burz called out over her shoulder. Mara stopped briefly to nod and disappeared down the corridor.

“Finally get what you have always wanted.” Gemini bluntly said to her sister.

“What is that?” Tharissa raised an eyebrow.

“You get to come on one of the adventures with us.” Gemini chuckled a little bit.

“Not the kind I was hoping for. I know you two had a fun time at the Solstice Market in Kalstin, something I would have wanted to be a part of.” Tharissa crossed her arms under her breasts.

“I don’t know about that. Was more of a small intimate gathering.”

Tharissa looked Gemini up and down. “Exactly.”

Placing three small jars on the table, a little sparkle could be seen bouncing around inside the disgustingly blue mixture. Burz chuckled to herself.

“You two are funny little elves. The tonic is done for the three of you, make sure to take is when you get the tunnels leading down the mountain.”

The three naked entertainers followed by Mara came trotted through the door. There was not a lot of space for them all to stand with Mara and Gemini’s wings, even with them cradled in as much as they could.

“You wanted us Burz?” Taara spoke for the three of them.

“Yes. I need you three to put on some clothes.” They all sighed together, and she rolled her eyes. “And, escort these three down to the forest side of the mountains. Use the tunnels.” Burz’ orders were met with a silent nod from the three.

Each spun on their heels in a childish way and scampered down to the front entry and through the side wall. Mara placed her scythe against the wall and handed Gemini a small bag before slinging a small pouch over her shoulder.

“I found some satchels upstairs, if you don’t mind.” Mara said to Burz.

“By all means.” Burz waved her hand.

“Thanks.” Gemini strapped the bag around her waist.

“I will take the jars I suppose, seeing as your two bags are small.” Tharissa begrudgingly grabbed the three jars and stuffed them into a backpack along with her tome that sat next to the table leg.

A knock sounded from the front door.

Everyone turned to the noise and then back to Burz.

“Taara, quickly.” Burz called out down the corridor.

“Shall I get the door first?”

“No. Go. Quickly.” Burz’ panic in her voice made the new visitor more of a threat.

The three girls ran back into the kitchen from a side door near Tharissa, all dressed in a lacy long dress. Their figure was not very well hidden below the lace, but still covered them in a tasteful way. Taara beckoned them through the door with an open hand before fading from view.

“Go now, time is of the essence.” Burz left the kitchen and headed towards the front entry.

Another knock sounded.

Gemini, Mara, and Tharissa all with an urgency, exited the kitchen. Following the three harlots down a long dimly lit hallway, they stopped before a wide steel door that lead to a tunnel carved in the stone of the city. With a clash of the latch against the wall is it closed, the six women ran through the dimly lit tunnels, Mara hopping from time to time to keep the weight from her leg.

Another knock faintly sounded behind them.

Burz sighed before reaching for the handle and pulled open the heavy door.

“Greetings young one, what can I do for you today?”

“I believe who I am looking for, came this way.” Thorn smiled an evil grin as she looked up at Burz.


Chapter 25

“Mya slow down, something isn’t right.” The concern in Dominic’s voice made her almost stop completely and look at him. The other four slowed as well to assess what Dominic was worried about, scanning the horizon.

The constant white fell from the sky above and formed a blanket of cleanliness that fed in from the North and stretched out from the towering masonry gate structure. Patches of the snow strung out from the beyond the massive gate like fingers trying to take over the temperate temperatures of the central province. Few flowers, small clumps of grasses, and a few small trees cut through the alabaster carpet in their attempt to journey to the sky.

Night had finally caught up with them and the stars winked at them overhead, between the mountain line and the scattered cloud cover that cried down their icy curse of the North. The ever-falling snow in this region made for a picturesque scene everywhere you looked. Even with all the snow everywhere, the temperature was comfortable and even when there was a clearing in the clouds, the snow never let up its constant flow.

The double tower to either side of the mountain gap shadowed over the rest of the rampart that connected them. Nothing moved along the horizon at ground level, nothing moved along the top turrets, nothing seemed to be alive ahead of them. A single light gave off an eerie beacon at the base of the West tower. A frozen barren graveyard of ghosts.

“I don’t see anything.” Mya turned her head to talk over her shoulder but kept her eyes on the gate.

“That’s the problem, there should be lots happening; traders, guards, travelers. Colde is a main hub of trade for the Barbarians and a connection point from the tunnels through the Darke Mountains up into Keemiske. This gate is always active, of all hours of the day, every day.” Dominic squinted in his attempt to get more from the horizon.

“How can you see that far?” Chyla squinted and strained her chin forward in an awkward attempt to see more. “What’s with us and these gates, they are always broken.”

“They are one of the main entries to the provinces, easy to take and strategize from, aside from the amount that traders that go through. Easy to intercept them and scale your army with the rations they provide. Only makes sense to use them for your own cause.” Dominic responded in an educational tone.

“If that is the case, why not defend them better?” Chyla scoffed.

She was met with silence as her reply.

“Let’s follow the forest line to get closer, will be easier to put a strategy together if we know what we are dealing with.” Dominic pointed off toward the tree line to their right.

“Back into the forest.” Chyla complained.

“Keep low, the light from the moon will give us away against the white of the snow if we are not careful.” Dominic slouched forward slightly as he picked up his pace.

The others followed in his footsteps, keeping their backs lowered and eyes on the North Gate. The trees they hugged against moved slightly in a subtle breeze that kept the hair on their exposed skin stand on end. Dominic nodded at the luck of the wind to help hide their presence and made sure the three women were close behind.

It did not take long for them to skirt along the forest edge and up to the base of the tower wall. Kneeling on the white canvas with a soft crunch, Dominic listened for each of the women to stop behind him before intensifying his scouting of the gate in hopes to pick something up. Mya leaned in closer to use his head as a shadow against the moonlight.

The snow piled up to the sides of the road and off into every direction bulged toward the falling snow like a pillow after a good fluffing. There were no footprints through the fresh snow, no wagon tracks, no animal prints. No one had been around for some time.

“Been empty for at least a half day, no markings at all. There is also a darker section near the gate and some blood splatter on the walls near the base of the far tower door.” Mya whispered to him over his shoulder.

“The Barbarian guards would be no feat to take over, not without making a bigger mess. We should check the tower above us, I heard a shuffling up there.” Kallis whispered into Mya’s ear and pointed up to the tower above them.

All four of them kept low and shuffled along, trying to keep within each other’s footprints. Dominic took the lead as they scaled along the wall towards the open gate. The soft crunching of snow under each of their footsteps stretched further and further up their legs with each passing.

Snow lightly swooped down from the darkened sky, disappearing as it touched each of their warmed bodies and gathered on the tops of their packs. Portions of their cloaks stuck out from edges of the weaponry hidden beneath, close at hand for any threat.

Raising his hand up to stop the girls following him, Dominic leaned forward slowly to the corner of the end of the stone. All three watched as he did not move for what seemed an eternity. Rotating his hand back around, he beckoned them with the tips of his fingers and pushed off into the shadowed overhang of the structure.

Two portcullises above the group lingered like a blade from a guillotine, craving their necks. Chyla looked up as they passed below it and almost bumped into Mya in her distraction. The stone from the wall to their right gave a coldness of death that sent shivers deep into their bodies, as if it were trying to bury them with the rest of the ghosts. A protruding timber that had snapped from a collapsed window had to be ducked under before they reached the open doorway into the tower.

“Be ready for anything.” Dominic whispered over his shoulder before stepping through the entry.

Mya felt between her backpack where her dagger sat and popped it slightly to loosen it in its scabbard. Chyla stretched her back slightly, letting loose a couple cracks from her spine while Kallis patted the side of her compacted bow, still in its box form.

Aside from being dark and gloomy with a single broken chair in the corner, the inside of the gate house seemed normal, just abandoned. Cobwebs were formed in many of the corners like no one had cleaned in weeks and a thick layer of dust covered everything, almost as if it were snowing on the inside.

The room was a simple looking kitchen and eatery; a table to one side with a few iron plates still holding molded food. A fireplace with a cradled pot on an iron rod above with a single burnt out log, still covered in a charcoal ash. Only a handful of chairs scattered about the small room like the last use was for a gathering for the residents last meal. A few plates sat on the floor along with the odd flagon and wooden cup scattered about.

“There are not even any footprints in the dust.” Kallis spoke through the musty air. “No one has been here for weeks, not even a beast.”

Dominic stood up straight and stopped next to the table. Picking up an empty cup to exposed how deep the dust really was, he looked down at the exposed wood and nodded. Chyla wiped her finger along the top of one of the chairs and blew off the dirt, sending it floating into the middle of the room.

“Maybe they left their post back to the city, but that wouldn’t explain why there would be no one else here.” Dominic placed the cup back on the clear spot on the table as close as he could to the original position.

“This is not normal for the Barbarians. There should still be traders or travelers around.” Mya tapped the leg of a chair with her foot sending a short echo up a nearby stairwell.

“Doubt this is the work from the Bardain group we ran into back in Tarna, they would have left quite a mess.” Dominic turned to the girls.

“Bardain group?” Mya asked.

“A raiding party that burnt down Tarna as we were leaving, something to do with finding that map and potentially going to Mount Guul for a relic.” Chyla filled in the details.

“They won’t find anything at the volcano, and I don’t think the Leeman’s will be very welcoming after I took Necrolin’s Cup.” Mya chuckled nervously.

“There would be more than enough time for them to get to the volcano and back here since we left. Still doesn’t explain the full abandonment.” Dominic motioned around the room.

“Maybe they are part of Sigil and Neightur contracts. There are a few powerful mages within the Sigil to disintegrate a small gathering like this, but it would leave essences.” Mya wiped the top of the mantle with her hand and brushed it off with the other.

“Let’s not get too comfortable, remember the noise upstairs, there is still someone here.” Kallis reminded them in a softer tone.

Dominic slid his fingers through the metal knuckles at his hips and pulled out the small blades from their scabbards. Taking cautious steps toward the simple wooden staircase in the back corner of the room, he tried his best to keep his footsteps light and quiet; the flooring tried its best to add a soft creak or squeak where it could to alert anyone listening.

The stairwell expanded out wider from the entry which made it easy to group everyone together enough to stay on the defensive. With each step up, each tensed up with the preparation for combat. Like fingers from a poltergeist, the dusty shadows cast by the moon shifted across the stair wall and wooden planked flooring. Dominic stretched his neck up and to the side in hopes to get a better view of the room at the top of the stair.

“Doesn’t look like there is anyone here.” Turning back to the three, he shrugged.

Chyla sighed and ascended the rest of the stairs with some speed. Getting to the top of the landing, she turned back to the group.

“It’s empty.”

Turning back to the empty room, she came face to face with the backside of a large book. She was knocked backward to the ground and instantly gushed blood from her nose. Dominic leapt in to attack and grabbed the arm of the person holding the book, throwing them back into the center of the room.

“I mean you no harm.” An old voice rang out from the man struggling to right himself on the floor.

“Tell that to my face.” Chyla angrily called out from the top of the stairs as she wiped the blood from her top lip.

“I thought you were one of them.” The old man had rolled over onto his backside and stared at them with wide eyes.

“One of who?” Mara asked.

“The ones from the shadow.”

The old man looked beyond his time and dressed more like a hermit than anything else. His garb was old and tattered in places, with the stains around his mid-section from sloppy eating. A bushy beard covered his wrinkled face and stuck out in every way from not being tended to in a long time. His hair was just as messy as his beard that connected down to it as if his hair were trying to swallow him from the top down. His bare feet darkened and callused having never seen footwear in his travels.

“What ones?” Dominic asked in a threatening tone.

“They had fire with them, only a couple of them.” His tone weakened as he spoke.

“Did they have any symbols about them?”

“They scared everyone off, but I snuck into a cubby.” The old man slid himself back toward the empty hearth.

It was a well-kept room with everything in its place. A simple could be built in the small fireplace that sat next to a small wooden table and chair in the far corner. Across was a small made up cot with simple blankets and a metal bucket at the foot end. Next to the only window in the room was a small wooden chest that looked to be holding more clothing. Nothing on the walls aside from a single banner made from a thick wool that held a picture of an odd wolf like creature holding a block of ice between its outstretched claws.

“The base of the gate looks like no one has been here for weeks.” Mya stepped up beside Dominic and spoke in a calming tone.

“No one has. The savage giant men left.” The old man rummaged around in a small crate, pulling out two small logs.

“Why would they do that? Must be something big for them to do that. We should get to Colde and talk with Thron-Din quickly.” Dominic kept his eyes on the old hermit as he talked to the girls.

The old man scampered over to the empty hearth and rubbed the two logs together, sparking a small flame between them. Gently placing them down in the middle, he held his hands out to the flames and crawled over to the single chair in the corner.

“They will be back; you cannot linger.” The hermits tone changed to be more confident.

Chyla walked over to the window to look down.

“If you know they will be back, why light a fire?” Dominic pointed at the light filling the small tower.

“The shadows can see you with or without the fire. They will be back.” The hermit fiddles with his fingers, trying not to look at Dominic.

“There is someone coming.” Chyla turned and spoke in a hurry. “Three of them.”

The hermit shot out of his chair and scuttled towards the bucket at the end of the bed and rushed back to the fire to extinguish it.

“Death returns. The ones from the shadow.” The hermit’s fearful voice return as he shrunk back into the corner.

“Will be hard to aim from here, we should get out to the rampart and have Kallis slow them with her bow.” Dominic motioned toward a side door that sat next to the landing of the stairs. Kallis nodded and grabbed her bow from her waist and flicked it open. The three light strands extending from each arm glimmered with their power as she slipped through the other exit.

“We might be able to surprise them and not have to fight at all, let’s get back down and wait in surprise.” Dominic started towards the stairs down as he spoke.

“They are coming fast; we best be quick.” Chyla turned from the window and followed him.

With the fire out, the room darkened and barely gave enough light to see anything, even with the moon being bright. Rushing down the stairs and into the kitchen space, Mya gave a couple hand signals to Dominic to tell him that she would cross the road to the other side of the gate and hold in the shadow.

Nodding his agreement, he watched as she took off into the snowy night. Crouching just on the inside of the door, both Dominic and Chyla followed Mya as she made her way like a ghost, drifting over the snow without sound or impact and came to rest across from them. The snow continued on falling, filled in between them like it didn’t notice them.

Mya kept on eye on the three running on the horizon, making sure the dagger on her back was still free. Their speed was very impressive for how large of frame they looked, their cloaks billowing out wide behind them like a ripped-up parachute. The snow did not seem to slow them down at all.

Getting closer and closer, a single light arrow flew through the night air towards them. The taller figure on the left saw the attack and side stepped, easily dodging the arrow. Their pace did not change, even with the urgency of Kallis’ aggression. With how fast her arrows flew, there should have been no way they would have been able to dodge the attack. Mya could only shake her head to keep her focus.

Finally, close enough to get a detailed analysis, Mya could make out that the two larger framed figures were not cloaked but humanoids with wings and carried an aggressive set of armour with a bandit style mask covering the lower half of their faces. The way the moon sat in the sky shadowed the front of them too much to make out who they were, but little details could still be seen with her eyes.

One with whitish grey wings, the other with a blackish set of wings; both with an ornate texturing of armour on the arches of the wings that connected to their backs. One carried a large scythe weapon that looked like it was made from twisted metal and sinew like bone. The other held no weapon and just ran alongside the others. The third was a little shorter and carried herself with a confidence and arrogance, not dressed for the cold but still a lavish and regal look about her.

Another arrow sent from the rampart was easily knocked off to the side by the one holding the scythe, like it was nothing at all. Getting closer and closer, the three were almost within their trap. Dominic reached back and patted Chyla to be ready to strike. She had already pulled one of her blades from her back while being crouched behind him, ready to pounce. The three were almost to the first portcullis and Mya steadied herself for the jump. Now under the massive metal gate and into the shadowed darkness of the stonework, their faces finally came into view.

“Gemini?!” Mya called out from the darkness. “Tharissa?!”

The winged figure on the far side strained her neck to the left to see where Mya had called from and ran into the outstretched timber from the collapsed window. Her top half stopped almost instantly, and her bottom half kept moving, sending her legs out from under herself and flailing into the snow. The other two skidded to a halt, ready to defend their fallen comrade from the unknown attack.

“Mya?” Tharissa questioned the darkness.

Mya stood up and stepped from the shadow of the structure. Before she could finish her next step, a thud of Kallis dropping down from the rampart sounded as one of her arrows streaked through the air towards Tharissa. Without thinking, Mya reached out in a flash and grabbed the arrow before it could strike her sister and held it in front of her face.

“Kallis!” Dominic screeched towards her.

Without another thought, she drew back for a full volley from her bow on all three strands. Dominic rushed towards her, tackling her to the ground before she could loose them. The two of them rolled through the snow, being buried in a nearby snow drift as they came to a stop.

“They are friendly.” Dominic scolded her.

Kallis looked up from the snow at the three newcomers and Mya who was still holding the arrow. Dumbfounded by her ability to hold the light arrow, let alone catch it, she slowly lifted herself from the snow pile and watched intently.

“How did you do that?” Tharissa asked.

“I just reached out and grabbed it. Was not that hard.” Mya gave her a curious look.

“That is ancient magic Mya.” Kallis called over to her while helping Dominic from the ground. “You should not even be able to touch it.”

Mya looked at the arrow shaft in her grasp and tightened her hold on it. A cracking sound, like lightning striking reverberated between the gate towers, shaking the snow that collected on the stones sticking out further than the others. Everyone winced at the pain to their heads with the shattering of the weapon and returned to stare at her in amazement.

“I knew that you were strong, but that was intense.” Tharissa commented.

“Why would should I not be able to do it?” Mya turned to Kallis as she approached.

“My weapon is from a long line from a city in the northern most part of Mudiirfjall, given to us by one of the Twenty. A special magic that is only carried by two weapons in all the realms, there is nothing that can touch the light without the Immortals blessing.” Kallis kept her eyes on her, unblinking.

Mya shrugged at not knowing what else to say and stepped closer to her sister to give her an embrace.

“How are you here?” Mya gave her a caring smile as tears formed in her eyes.

“It’s a long story.” Tharissa smiled and looked back at Mara who held her guard. “It’s ok Mara.”

The Spiri’s curiosity still held a cautious concern as she lowered her defenses. Turning to help Gemini to her feet, she questioned her with a look to make sure she was alright. A shy nod was received, full of the embarrassment of being hit in the face and knocked down.

“Glad I am not the only one being hit in the face today.” Chyla stepped out from behind Dominic and chuckled to herself.

“That’s going to leave a bruise.” Gemini rubbed between her eyes and looked back at the protruding timber.

“Will heal faster than you think.” Mara left a consoling hand on her shoulder.

Kallis couldn’t keep her questioning gaze from Mya. Her attempt to analyze Mya was caught by Dominic, who grabbed her shoulder to hold her back.

“Relax, there will be time for that later.” Dominic nodded at her in hopes to calm her down.

“I couldn’t even feel those arrows coming.” Mara spoke at Kallis. “What are you?”

“You are.” Kallis took a few steps forward. “Spiri.”

Both Gemini and Mara nodded.

“Apologies for the arrows darlings, we were under the assumption you were a threat after the old man upstairs threw a fit.” Kallis flicked her bow to fold it back up into its little packaging and slipped it into the harness on her back.

“They were different to detect, something special. I ask again, what are you?” Mara placed a hand on her hip in a standoff question.

“Don’t you mean, who are you?” Chyla butted in.

“No normal mortal, let alone a human, has the ability to block a Spiri’s senses like, not even those with a high attribute of magical energy can. There is something else.” Mara kept her gaze on Kallis.

An awkward silence filled the air and Kallis stood her ground in her response. The light snow sprinkled its way down around them being caught in the odd cross wind that rushed through the main gate. Mya and Tharissa both looked at her with a similar look in hopes to bring out more to the back story.

“A later conversation. We need to get moving.” Gemini broke the silence. “Thorn is behind us and we need to get to the glacier quickly.”

“Who is Thorn?” Chyla asked.

“One of the Neightur, she killed our parents and is now after the three of us.” Tharissa angrily answered.

“Mother and father are dead?” Mya and Gemini both said at the same time.

“Thorn got them before I could escape from the palace. Seems like she has a real thing out for killing off the family.” Tharissa answered through gritted teeth.

“Why is there always someone after us?” Gemini sighed. “Good thing we caught up to you, wasn’t sure how far we would get before nightfall after leaving Sky Pedestal early today.”

“You made good time if you left Sky Pedestal today.” Dominic exclaimed.

“Burz gave us a stamina tonic.” Gemini responded.

“That old woman still working her charms.” Mya chuckled. “Of course you went to her.” She gave Gemini an incriminating look.

“The only way we could really move around during the day without being seen. As you may have noticed, we are not the most inconspicuous pair.” Gemini brushed down her figure with the backs of her fingertips.

“About that.” Mya curiously said.

“I can explain along the way; we need to get moving.” Gemini motioned with her head in a Northern direction.

Everyone nearly nodded all together in agreement before rigging their gear back to travelling positions. Chyla kept an eye on Gemini as she shuffled her things around her body.

“You look a lot like Mya.” She asked.

“That’s because we are twins.” Chyla’s eyes brightened with Gemini’s answer and smiled to herself.

“Are we going to leave the hermit upstairs?” Chyla asked as they started to make their way from under the gate.

“Think he is a loose end darling? I can go back and …” Kallis had a sinister tone.

“No, no, no. He’s fine, just a crazy old man.” Chyla cut her off.

All seven started into their own mixed conversations with each other to try and fill in the missing pieces of all they missed as the fluttering snow washed around them in the night. From tears to an upbeat laughter, a mixed collection of emotions flooded from the group as they made their way through the star lit white wonderland with everyone trying to catch up.

“What?!? Faer is dead, but somehow alive?” Mya stopped in her tracks and halted the rest of the conversations.

“He tried to kill us and has some sort of magical connection now. Calls himself Shard.” Gemini stopped a could steps ahead of her and turned to finish their conversation.

“That would mean he is one of the Neightur.” Tharissa filled a missing detail.

Kallis’ stopped before running into them and turned back to the gate.

“Do you think he was one of them before you went into the Draag Mountains?” Mya asked.

“Maybe. The tonic that Shershin gave us stopped his heart. She must had known something was wrong with him and only made the tonic to bring that side of him out. Why else would he be so pushy to stay within the palace?” Gemini lowered her hip as she put her hand on it, leaning to one side.

“Did you say Shershin?” Mara asked loudly.

“Yes.” Gemini responded.

“If she is anything like her sister, then there was something she was leaving out with her explanation and definitely knew he wasn’t right.” Mara chuckled.

“Darlings?” Kallis’ concerned remark wasn’t noticed by everyone focused elsewhere.

Kallis stopped and flicked out her bow, drawing on the stretched out light string. Dominic turned to ask her a question and noticed that she was set for combat.

“Kallis?” He called out.

“We are not alone.” Kallis spoke at a normal tone, not caring if he heard her.

With all three strings together, three arrows of light fired off in succession, tearing their way through the snowy night air and collided into the side of the gate walls. A shock pulse of light rippled across the masonry in every direction and erupted off the stonework, pushing all the falling snow from the area. A shadowy figure staggered out from the darkened overhang and stood hunched over in the moonlight. Its cloaked hulking figure quickly regained its footing.

“Furhdrae!” Mya called out, rolling her hand around to form a blue fireball in her palm.

Chyla pulled out both her khopesh blades and flourished them around her body, connecting them into the staff like weapon. The tip slipped into the top layer of snow, sending steam up into the air as it any part of the blade touched snow. Mara slipped off her scythe from her back and twirled it around like a baton and slammed the butt end into the ground behind her and braced it with her foot.

“It’s only one.” Dominic grabbed his knuckle blades from their sheath at his hips.

Before Kallis could draw back another set of arrows, a flash of shadow flew out from the nearby trees and collided with her, sending them both into the snow. She was not ready for the attack and took the full force of the blow, billowing out the last breath of air in her lungs.

A third Furhdrae shot out from the edge of the trees in behind Dominic. The distance between them was enough for the sounds of the advance to be heard and he spun around with one of his blades, catching it in the main mass of its cloak. Horrific screams of pain rifled into the night when the Furhdrae reached out with its clawed fingers and scraped along his arm as it recoiled.

Kallis gasped for air, trying to gain her breath back from being knocked to the ground. The hulk that ran into her was already back on its feet and off towards another. She couldn’t do anything until she regained her lungs. Gasping to get a hold of herself, all she could do was watch as it sprinted towards the others.

Chyla spun in the snow towards the Furhdrae near Dominic and thrust her weapon towards it. Her feeble attempt at the strike was easily seen and the beast dodged to the side, slashing at her with its claws, catching her along the back of her shoulder, sending blood oozing from the wound.

The first Furhdrae had skirted around to come towards Mya. With Tharissa in the way, she was easily swiped to the side with its claws across her stomach. Their speed was hard to keep up with, but she was able to pull back slightly so that it couldn’t cut very deep, ripping open her dress and drawing another set of blood dripping claw marks into the snow.

Mya was ready for the attack and had spun up a second blue flame in her other palm, letting them loose toward the onslaught of cloak and shadow heading towards her. The Furhdrae’s speed was easy for her to keep up with and she side stepped its strike, slamming down the two balls of fire into the mid mass of the beast as it went by. A sizzling sound and a heavy impact howled up into the night from the hulk as it collapsed to the ground and slid into the deep snow.

Gemini had already pulled out her two hidden blades from her legs and pushed off towards the two between Chyla and Mya to draw their attention to her. This gave Mya enough time to mutter another incantation together and form another fireball in a free hand but with an electrical charge to it. Reaching behind to grab her dagger, she closed her eyes and took a long breath, smearing a sinister smile across her face, one of death and excitement, one for the pleasure of the battle.

With a glare through the tops of her eyes, she brought around her dirk that was covered in a blue glow and the same electrical charge that circled her fireball. A snap of her eyes from hulk to hulk, she launched toward the closest Furhdrae. Darting to the side to dodge the creatures initial strike, she countered with her own blinding speed, sending a scream of pain from the Furhdrae into the night as she drove the magical blade into the side of its torso. A cast-off stream of a greenish blood sprayed out onto the white snow as she pulled the blade from its chest.

Falling to the ground, the other Furhdrae turned with a new focus, swiping its claws at her, barely missing as she jumped back. With a thrill-seeking smile, Mya shifted her feet in the snow as she landed to brace for another attack. Before she was able to retaliate the beast from its onslaught of strikes, she noticed a shift of the moonlit shadows behind Gemini.

Spinning around, Gemini came face to face with a fourth Furhdrae, this one was much larger than the other three. It was too late; it was already on top of her with its clawed hand around her throat. Mara lunged herself at the hulking beast and was swatted aside like a rag doll. The grip was too much for her without any leverage to get her swords into its flesh. She slowed down fast with the lack of air.

With every attempt that Dominic or Chyla tried to get back to help the others, their own scaled combatant would be on them before they could move, forcing them to defend. Kallis, barely getting her breath back was on one knee getting ready for a shot on the larger assailant. Two arrows buried in the back of the beast without a sound from it or shifting of its grasp around Gemini’s neck.

Mya rushed to assist her sister but was quickly cut off by one of the beasts. Drawn out combat was starting to push everyone to exhaustion. Heavy breathing across the battlefield as they were locked in a standoff with the creatures. Their spirit like cloaks cascading around them like dust filled coats pulled from a trunk. The mists coming from each of the hulks flowed across their positions in the snow as if they were summoned from the nether and not there. All anyone could do was watch as the larger Furhdrae’s grip held Gemini off the ground, her wings drooping behind her and the weakness of her fighting back showing.

“Itk brach duu maidrae, yosh thrandin duu braakih.” The larger Furhdrae called out to the others.

With his one good arm, Dominic held out his knuckle blade at the ready. The Furhdrae lunged toward him, claws directed at the kill. Chyla was ready this time and spun around in a flourish to pick up speed and slashed through the side of the creature, pulling blood and innards with it. Screams of death sang out as the corpse flew through the air, forcing Dominic to duck and roll under it to avoid the mess.

Before it connected with the snow, a swirl of blackish red light erupted from the wound and engulfed around the beast. The magic from the weapon howled into the night as if demons were being summoned from the depths, called forth to rip the being a part and torment it for eternity. Black fire spewed out from its face under the hood and engulfed its whole body, boring through the rest of the body at random. Ash discharged from its form and the cloaked hulk imploded onto itself, sending a plume of ash into the air and gently joining the snow as it fluttered to the blanketed earth.

Kallis pulled back on her three strands again, bringing out another set of light arrows. Letting the volley towards the smaller Furhdrae that was swiping at Mara. Two struck mid mass while the third buried itself in the side of its head, sending another howling shriek into the night as it collapse to the ground, writhing in pain. Mara spun her scythe around and buried the tip into the other side of the monster’s skull, sending cracking noises across the battlefield.

Gemini, now limp in the grasp of the larger assailant, looked like a doll it had brought with it as the beast held her. In a lust for revenge at the sight of her sister, with fire in her palm at the ready, Mya screamed at the beast as she came at it, full sprint.

The massive Furhdrae was ready for her and side stepped the attack, sending her into the snow and just avoiding the electrical ball of fire in her hand. With a calculated assessment of the battle, the creature shot from its position towards the forest that touched main gate with Gemini in hand.

Kallis fired what she could at the beast, but its speed was too great at her angle, sending the arrows shattering against the tower walls. Shockwaves of light sent the Furhdrae off balance but kept its speed up as it fled the fight. Standing from her nest in the snowbank, Kallis turned to the group.

“We need to finish the two before they can come back.” Kallis called out. “The cursed weapons you got from Xen will work best.” Kallis motioned to Chyla and Dominic.

“No one said these things were cursed.” Chyla’s tone was full or worry as she looked down at the two khopesh blades linked together in her hands.

“Would you have taken them otherwise Darling?” Kallis asked. “Hurry.”

Mya rushed over to Tharissa who was still in the snow, holding her stomach. Tharissa looked up at her sister with a face full or tears and pain.

“I will survive.” Tharissa winced out.

“There should be bandages in someone’s bag. We will need to cover the wounds if we are to survive the walk to Colde without infection.” Dominic looked down at his own arm that dripped blood into the snow below.

“We have to go after Gemini.” Mya ordered.

Chyla stepped towards the closest body of a down Furhdrae and drove her blade into the body. The same torrent of bloody red dark fire engulfed the body, ripping through it until it imploded on itself in a hail of ash like the first.

“I will go after her; I am not wounded and still have the stamina tonic.” Mara shouted before started to head in the direction the large beast ran off in.

“You won’t be able to completely kill them if you catch up.” Kallis called out to her.

“A Furhdrae won’t be a problem for a Spiri.” Mara shouted back with confidence and disappeared into the trees.

“The Darling won’t be able to do it alone; I will go as well.” Kallis called out as she flicked her weapon back into its holster.

“I am light on my feet; I will go too.” Chyla sternly said and followed Kallis through the trees before Dominic could say anything.

With a sigh and a shake of his head, Dominic nodded at the trees where they had disappeared.

“She will keep an eye on her.” He said under his breath. “We should keep moving, get somewhere to rest and wait for them. It will be at least a half day to get to Colde where we can wait while we get supplies.”

Dominic sighed before turning to the final Furhdrae body and drove his blade deep into its skull. The same display of fire and ash erupted from the body until the ash plumed up into the snowy night. Helping the two girls to their feet, he reached into his pack to look for a bandage and assisted Tharissa to wrap her wound.

“Do we have one for your arm?” Tharissa asked, looking at his bleeding gashes.

“We can make one from something inside.” Dominic smiled against the pain in his arm.

Exiting the night into the tower base, sounds of rummaging and fabric ripping echoed through the open door. Mya and Tharissa waiting for him before collecting themselves to keep going. The worry they shared in their faces never faded.

“She will be alright. She is stronger than you think.” Tharissa tried to comfort Mya.

“I know.” Mya whispered.

Impressions of bodies and footprints of the battle scattered the snowy scene that were already starting to be filled in by the falling snow. Gentle curves along the edges of all imprints form as the three turned to the road cutting through the forest and sighed with a heavy breath before kicking out the snow piled on their boots.

“The faster we can get to Colde, the faster we can clean these wounds.” Dominic looked down at his arm and over at Tharissa’s abdomen. “Should be able to get there before sunrise.”

“Is this what all your adventures are like?” Tharissa asked Mya.

“More or less. Happy you were able to come this time?”

“I think I prefer my soft cozy bed.” Tharissa sulked as she looked down at her hand holding her bloody bandage. Opening her hand to see her hand covered in red, she frowned at the sight.

No words were shared amongst the three as they trekked through the snow. The bright moon above illumined their way, making it easy to find their footing in the deepening snow.

With each step, Dominic kicked out waves of white, cutting a path for the smaller elven women behind him. Mya looked back at the horizon, watching the stone structure fade to the forest as they rounded the bend in the road.


Chapter 26

Every step the forest blurred by, Chyla was trying everything she could to keep up to Kallis and Mara; something not natural was spurring them along. Occasionally, Kallis would check behind her to see if she was still there which would slow her slightly and increased the distance between her and Mara. Having to duck under or sidestep branches and hurdle over fallen logs, the chase was not easy.

The Furhdrae carrying Gemini was not taking the time to hide its tracks, or skirt around anything that gave away the direction it was heading. Broken branches, ferns, and crumpled saplings littered through its wake. At the speed they were running, it was not long before they reached the base of the Darke Mountains. There was no subtle connection between the northern province and rocky mass. The monolithic stone of them just appeared from out of the forest of a sheer unclimbable wall. The rock structure stretched high above them and as far as she could see to either direction.

“There should be an entrance north of us into the tunnels.” Kallis called forward toward Mara who had stopped and looked for tracks from the Furhdrae. “It’s the only way into Travelers Alley from this side of the mountains.”

Chyla was just barely able to catch up before Mara was off again. She would not be able to last much longer at this pace. Kallis looked behind to check on her fatigue and slowed slightly to allow her to catch up.

“I, can’t.” Chyla laboured through her loss of breath. “I need to stop.”

“We don’t have time darling. I’ll have to carry you.” Kallis stepped closer to her and knelt with her back towards her.

“Can you handle the extra weight?” Chyla looked up from her bent over posture.

“You can’t weigh that much Darling, and I still have the stamina tonic flowing through me.” Kallis smiled warmly and waved her over with her head.

Chyla straddled her legs around Kallis’ waist and was quickly picked up and she stood. It was almost as if she didn’t weigh an ounce to her. At the speed they were moving, it would be easy for her to fall off, so she had to lean into Kallis’ shoulders and hug her to hold on and keep centered.

“Thanks.” Chyla whispered into her ear.

“No problem Darling.”

Mara was still within view and was starting to grow as they slowly caught up. Her wings trailed behind her like a beautiful cascade of tail feathers from a bird of paradise. The armour shifting its way around her body complimented itself from head to toe and over to her wings. Chyla had a hard time taking her eyes off her.

“She’s beautiful.” Kallis broke Chyla’s concentration.

“What?” Chyla played coy.

“Mara. All Spiri are like that Darling, very beautiful, regal and majestic.” Kallis continued as branches whipped past. “I’ve met only a couple, and all were very elegant, gentle, and friendly with their interactions. Beautiful and deadly at the same time.”

“Why does their armour move?”

“It’s a source of magic given to them, it’s actually a living thing. They are not always like that though. When they are relaxed and not in a threatened state, the armour scales back to leave little to the imagination.”

Chyla looked up at Mara from Kallis’ shoulder and seductively raised an eyebrow with a coy smile, trying to imagine.

“Might have an easy time with that aura you give off.” Kallis gave her a little nudge with her shoulder.

“Aura?” Chyla leaned back slightly.

“With your particular soul, stirs up the lust inside those around you.” Kallis craned her head slightly and smiled through the sides of her eyes.

Noticing Mara being stopped, their sprinting slowed down enough for Kallis to drop Chyla to her feet and have a light jog. The winged woman had stopped and hid herself below a large boulder near a large opening in the side of the mountain. Scurrying to get next to her, both slinked in without making a noise.

“It stopped just inside the tunnel.” Mara tapped the rock with her finger to point through it.

“I hear voices.” Kallis whispered.

“There is a group of soldiers there talking to it.” Mara leaned slowly out the side of the rock for another look.

“Let me listen.” Kallis motioned to switch positions with Mara.

Nodding, Mara shuffled her way around Kallis while keeping herself as low to the ground as she could. Her wings sagged down as she moved to keep them from the top of the boulder.

“Is now really the time for that?” Mara glanced over at Chyla during the shuffle to notice that she had her dress rolled up as she crouched and was playing with herself.

“It’s exciting to be on the chase, we have a bit of time.” Chyla looked at her and smiled before resting the back of her head against the boulder.

“Just be ready.” Mara shook her head and turned to watch Kallis.

She sat in an uncomfortable position without moving a muscle and held a very intense stare as she watched the group inside the tunnel. Minutes passed without her breathing, twitching or blinking; she might as well of been a statue. Finally, with a jolt back to a seated position, she let out a long breath.

“Captain Raazin, leading a company from Bardain. Had some complaint about the time it took them to get up through Estar with the wild chase they were put on for some map. They are taking Gemini down to Murdone and need her unspoiled.” Kallis spoke with a blank stare.

“Do we follow the soldiers then?” Mara readied her scythe for another sprint.

“We know where they are going, and our tonic’s will be wearing off before getting there. We best head back to meet up with Dominic and the others before it gets through our system and we have to slow right now.” Kallis pursed her lips in a defeat.

“What happens if we don’t rest for twelve hours after we stop?” Mara asked

“If it is like the tonic I have had in the past, we would be too weak to do defend ourselves and would only be able to walk at best. Hard to stay awake and active for three days without some sort of consequence.” Kallis shrugged with a half smirk. “I have seen some lose their minds.”

“We can’t just leave her with them.” Chyla spoke a little louder, forcing the others to reach out and to quiet her and calm her down.

“They mentioned unspoiled, and her armour will still protect her while she is unconscious. There is something they need her for at full strength.” Kallis tried to put her concern to rest. “If they are from Bardain with a company that large, likely members of the Sigil and will follow any orders given.”

“We then have a break if we can get mounted transportation when we visit these Iceclaw people.” Mara spoke with confidence.

“We can’t just leave her.” Chyla stressed again.

“She will be safer in their hands then with the Furhdrae. They are on foot as well and will take them a good while to get down to Murdone. I am sure we can get faster transportation from the Barbarians.” Kallis placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder and smiled.

• • •

The city of Colde was dark on the horizon, only sharp shadows against the night skyline stood in view. No fires burning, not a single campfire, not even a candle in windows. It was as if everyone forgot to get ready for the night. Closer and closer, Mya, Dominic, and Tharissa walked down the snowy road. With each step, the worry across their faces grew and grew.

“We should have passed many merchants and travelers during the walk, there should be a lot outside the city as well. Camps with fires, some sort of night life buzzing about.” Dominic’s worried tone made all three slow their pace.

“Everything is so dark; streets should have some sort of illumination.” Mya looked up at him and back to the growing void ahead. “This feels very much like the North Gate.”

Step after step, they tried to keep the noise of the crunching snow beneath them soft as the obscured buildings grow into the night sky, stacking shadows on shadows. Detail started to show within the city and buildings, allowing the larger boulder and stonework to present itself within the masonry walls.

Nestled into the edges of the Stone Giant Forest, the thick stone walls circled the entire city to create an oasis of comfort within the jagged trees and towering stone pillars. Every home and shop was built with large stones or boulders and a short-gabled roof clad with a thick thatch topping. All the rustic mortar that filled between each stone had some sort of moss growing across it or covered in a vine. Around each window, the greenery encircled the glass panes and spreading across the larger sides of walls.

Small indentations in the snow could barely be seen on the road as they got closer to the main gates which told the story of many people trying to get somewhere in a rush. Mya tried to see if they were coming or going or how long it had been, but with the snow constantly falling, they were minor undulations across the vast sea of frozen.

“Stick to the tree line, we don’t want to draw undue attention.” Dominic corralled them back with his arm to keep out of the line of the entrance gate.

Night had made an eerie quietness to the city which made Mya think back to Mirror Lake. This too felt very much like a tomb. She knew that there was a magic at work and had to swallow back the feeling of death. Nothing moved on the far side of the outer wall, no sounds of nocturnal creatures rummaging for their daily rations, no shuffling of the wind washing through the treetops. Only the gently flutter of the snow gave some sort of life to the frozen tomb ahead.

Reaching the entrance portcullis, Dominic rest his shoulder against the stone wall and glanced around the corner. After a moment he slinked back and looked at the two sisters.

“It’s empty.” He shrugged. “Be on your guard while we look for a place to rest.”

Both girls nodded at his quiet words and watched as he crested around the corner and disappeared into the city.

“She will be ok.” Tharissa placed a hand on Mya’s shoulder in reassurance.

Mya looked back at her sister.

“Gemini was always the most resilient of us.” Tharissa could only squeeze her shoulder in hopes to raise her spirits.

Keeping close to one side of the street, all three made sure to check behind them with every other step and double up on the windows to the empty homes and shops. Empty lamp posts hung out front housing with blackened glass and chilling air that made the hair on their necks stand on end. Hanging shop signs dangled down from the tops of entries like watchers in the night or criminals being hung from the neck, warning anyone that the tomb would eventually take them too.

Down the street, a larger well sat in the center of a larger courtyard. Circling buildings on all corners with a road feeding off into the rest of the city in the four directions like a massive compass. The clearing of buildings made them all stop near the edge of the last shop, giving them some time to scout the open space.

The white blanket of the frozen crypt covered everything around. From front stoop to stairs leading up the entry of a structure, no signs of life could be seen. Remnants of old footprints could be seen scurrying about within the deathly veil and subtle indentations from carts and horses broke up the story they told; the blank canvas was ready.

“There.” Dominic pointed to a larger building that faced the well with a larger set of stairs leading up to the double door entry.

There was a balcony on the second floor that was held up with four wooden pillars that encased the main floor entrance and held a large sign reading Ice Drop Tavern. Wooden shutters partnered every window as they broke up the billboard side of the tavern. The wooden plank walls carried on in a horizontal pattern, making the length of the building a lot longer than it was. Similar to the surrounding shops and homes, a thatched roof extended high into the sky like a massive barn style roof.

“It should have everything we need.” Tharissa smiled at the thought of being inside. “This snow makes me uncomfortable.”

Dominic took another scan of the courtyard and stood up tall before his walk over to the tavern stairs. Tharissa and Mya both watched for a moment before following, making sure there was no surprise. The way he was walking through the snow made the tense feeling carried in the ghost town drop slightly, allowing them to lower their guard.

Trying everything he could to keep his footsteps quiet up the front two wooden steps, Dominic’s confidence that they were alone was shaken at seeing the broken window next to the doorway. He stopped instantly and froze when the top of the last step sent a loud creak echoing past the well.

Everyone’s eyes went wide in concern and intently listened to the background. Looking across the courtyard and down the various roads radiating form the courtyard, the stillness of the dead remained.

“I don’t think anything is here.” Tharissa raised an eyebrow at him.

“Can never be too careful.” Dominic let out a sigh and pushed his way into the building.

Inside the tavern was dark and hard to see anything without letting their eyes adjust further to the night. What could be seen did present itself as a hunting tavern. Heads of random creatures creepily sat in the dark staring at them, their eyes following them as they moved. Mya could see heads from a few she recognized but most were unknown.

Tharissa pushed past Dominic to get a better view and began to survey the main floor. As she moved about the bar she would bump gently into tables and the benches. With a wipe of her hand across one of the tables as she went, a small pile of dust came with it, making her turn her nose at the mess and rubbed it between her fingers to clean it off.

“Not as much as the North Gate, but still, no one has been here for a while.” Wiping her fingers on the fringes of her cloak, Tharissa kept shuffling about the bar to look around.

“Mya check upstairs for a place to lay low, preferably with a view down at the main gate so we can keep an eye for Kallis and the others. I will check the back for some food.” Dominic shuffled around in the darkness for a way through the bar counter, his eyes not fully adjusting the lack of light.

With her eyes already adjusted to the new darkness, Mya’s movements made it a lot easier to dodge objects that made noise as she made her way to the back corner where a set of stairs began. Similar to the kitchen at the gates, she could see the layout to all the tables and the strewn about goblets and plates left behind. Stains from spilled beer or blood from a fight. The same piano-like instrument sat near the steps, covered in goblets and crumbs with the stool for the musician toppled over.

Each step she made up the staircase landed with a solid thunk, echoing gently in the empty inn. Mya couldn’t shake the feeling, the same deathly feeling from back at the lake. This place was more of a tomb, a place that the dead came to rest.

Upstairs was well a lot better kept than the main floor, with a runner carpet down the middle of the balcony leading back to the inn rooms and down its corridor. Doors on either side of the hallway were broken up with small shelves holding candles or another animal head. The balcony over the bar counter circled around to the front of the building where another gathering of tables and the door leading to the front balcony sat.

Looking down the corridor to her left, Mya reluctantly made her way to the first door. Using the dagger in her hand, she reached out and pushed it open with a soft clicking of the hinges. Each short shutter from the hinges made her wince slightly at the noise, but it swung open enough to expose the empty chamber beyond.

Six child size beds lined on either side of the room with a blackened coffin of a fireplace on the far wall. Each was made up with puffy blankets and thick pillows that had not been disturbed for as long as the rest of the city. Another scan of the room, Mya stepped further in and with a flick to rid of the dust, began to gather up blankets. A scream erupted from outside the room, making her drop all the sheets and run back out to the balcony railing.

“Sorry, this thing jumped out at me.” Tharissa’s eyes were wide as she huffed her words out.

Standing right below one of the animal heads that looked like a cross between a small wyvern and bear. Its features were sinister and grotesque with fangs that looked like they could tear someone in half quite easily, large enough to not be easy to get on the wall.

“Tharissa, come up here and give me a hand.” Mya called down over the railing before heading back to the room.

Listening to her sisters’ footsteps climb the stairs, Mya balled up a blanket to throw at her as she entered the room.

“Mya?” Tharissa called down the hallway.

“In here.”

Mya tossed the blanket at her as she entered the room.

“Hey!” Tharissa exclaimed.

“Grab a bunch and take them over to the front balcony.” Mya tossed another at her before she was able to escape.

Scooping up the remaining blankets into a big ball in her arms, Mya exited into the hallway and with the heavy load waddled her way to the front of the tavern. Each step reverberated off the woodwork of the inn as she went.

“We will have to move the tables out of the way.” Tharissa said as Mya came in into the frontage of the balcony.

“We can use them as barricades if need be. How’s your stomach?” Mya asked as she dropped the sheets onto a nearby table.

“I will be fine. Eirolin has been helping with the healing, should be able to clean it up in a couple more hours.” Tharissa put her palm against her abdomen and cocked her head to side as she examined it.

Pointed at the far table, Mya was able to get her sister to tip it over with her and slide it next to the railing. Dragging noises squealed their way through out the tavern with each table they tipped over and moved into their new home. Shuffling the benches around made an expansive space for them to lay out blankets and create a comfortable place to lay down.

“What is going on up here?” Dominic surprised them a little as he appeared at the top of the stairs without them noticing.

“Just getting things comfortable.” Tharissa answered with a smirk on her face before Mya could.

“Just because we haven’t run into anyone yet, doesn’t mean we are not alone here.” His parental scolding made them hang their heads slightly. “If they didn’t know we were here before, they definitely know now.”

“Find anything in the kitchen?” Mya asked.

“Only some old bread and some stew that looks like it could grow legs soon.” He flipped a small hard loaf at her.

Gently lowering himself down to the ground with his good arm, Dominic sighed and rest his head back against one of the tipped over tables. There was a pain in his face that the girls could see that he was hiding. His wound was getting worse.

“Let me take a look at your arm.” Tharissa knelt in front of him and held her hands out.

Lifting his wounded arm up, Tharissa grabbed it by his elbow and fist, slowly rotating it as she examined the gashes. The edges of each gash had a dark veiny fringe to them and dug deep into the length of his flesh.

“They don’t look that bad, but there is a magic about them. Something that I have not seen before.” Tharissa looked at him and smiled.

“What about your wounds?” Dominic asked and looked down at the slashes across her dress, drenched in blood.

Looking down at herself, Tharissa spread the cuts in her dress with two fingers to expose a nearly healed slash between the dried sections of blood. The look on Dominic’s face asked his question.

“From Eirolin’s grace, doesn’t take me long to heal. Why I’m so pretty all the time.” Tharissa chuckled to herself and winked.

Reaching out again for his arm, Dominic stretched out and rest it in her supported grasp. Closing her eyes, Tharissa inhaled with a long slow breath. After holding it inside a moment, she leaned in close to his arm and began to gently blow onto the wounds.

A soft hazed light formed around his arm that carried an ethereal mist that jumping out from his arm like sun flares as it stitched its way into his flesh. By the time she was done exhaling, the gashes from the Furhdrae had shrunk down and almost closed completely. The darkened veiny entanglement on the edges of the wound remained.

“It won’t fix it completely and will still take a couple days to filter out their magic, but you should be able to use it without pain until it does.” Tharissa gently placed his arm down and rolled back onto her haunches with a smile. “I hope you don’t mind scars.”

“Thanks.” Dominic looked down at his arm and smiled at her.

“You two get some sleep, I will take first watch.” Mya sat next to the small wooden door leading onto the exterior balcony.

Both looked her way with a nod and grabbed one of the pillows that formed a small pile to one side. Mya watched from the corner of her eye as they quickly fell asleep and she turned her attention back to the serene wonderland the falling snow covering the dead city. The feeling would not go away from inside her mind, a tomb like this must have a watcher. It had to be close.

Hours passed as she watched the roads gathering the gently dancing snowflakes when a darker shadow flickered against the crisp edges of the buildings to the left of the main road. Focusing on the location, it flickered again on the roof of another section of shops.

Something was there and was not on the ground.

• • •

The forest floor was surprisingly covered with thick layer of snow for how dense the canopy was. The wide leafed coniferous trees scattered about had only mild interruptions with the massive stone pillars stretching out into the sky, but the snow still found a way to the forest floor. Running through the fresh fluffy snow, their pace was barely slowed by its depth. Kallis lead the others through the white powder growth under their feet, dodging this way and that around thicker bunches of growth or extended branches.

Mara was close behind, jerking around as she dodged things with her wings, making her movements seem a lot more sporadic. Chyla took up the rear, using the mess of a trail left by the other two, trying to keep her pace up. She kept catching herself focusing her stare towards Mara’s backside that was quickly shaken off as to not slow down an already hard race.

“We are close Darlings; I can see the city walls.” Kallis turned to shout over her shoulder and almost fell on a small bundle of branches that was buried until the snow.

Chyla’s heavy breathing echoed in her ears as they ran, it was tough for her to keep up with constantly running for hours. The only grace she was given was their passing through the deeper snow that the others cleared for her. She could feel her legs getting heavier and the burning in her lungs grew with each breath. The adrenaline was driving her forward, but her exhaustion made her body heavier and heavier.

Through the breaks in the canopy, the dawn was starting to lighten the darkness above them. No longer the black that carried the twinkle of stars, now a softer hue of pinks, blues, and oranges trying to make its mark on a new beginning.

With her attention on the sky, Chyla ran into Mara who had stopped, and fell back into the snow. With a finger over her lips, Mara turned to her and pointed beyond to something ahead of their lead. Kallis who had stopped a few paces ahead, had knelt in the snow and was listening intently.

There was something beyond the city walls, a beast of sorts. A deep resonating breathing with heavy footsteps could be heard as well as felt through the snow. From the opposite side of the wall, the breathing made the air around her feel like it was being sucked away from her lungs. The ground shook below her with each heavy thump, whatever was inside the city was very powerful.

Kallis raised up slightly to be able to move silently and motioned for both Mara and Chyla to follow. Shuffling as slow as they could by slipping their toe through the top of the snow like a knife stabbing through a soft meat in hopes to minimize the compacted crunch below their own weight. Each step brought them closer to the guillotine portcullis of the main gate with next to no sound. The beast within the city was moving away from them and luckily did not sense them.

With the entry close by, Chyla’s face wrinkled up as she looked up through the falling snow to see the sconces and braziers around the walls not being lit. She could only see light footsteps in the snow leading under the gate that had mostly filled in, likely Dominic’s party. She watched as Kallis peered around the corner of the wall and then turned back to them.

“Looks like it has moved on to the far side of the city. Stick close to the buildings and keep an ear out for whatever is in here with us.” Before anyone could ask a question, Kallis spun around the stonework and disappeared into the city.

“After you.” Mara swept her hand around for Chyla to go ahead of her.

Chyla pursed her lips and stepped around the winged woman, catching up to Kallis as quiet and quickly as she could. She kept her footing inside Kallis’ footprints which was difficult to do with how much taller she was. Chyla had to almost jump from imprint to imprint. Mara shook her head at her and pushed through the snow behind her, watching the shops and homes across the street.

It did not take long for the three of them to reach the center courtyard with the frozen well. They stopped at last building to check down each of the connecting streets for the beast. The three other tracks could barely be seen through the courtyard, passing by the well and up into the far towering building. Kallis waved them on, convinced that the coast was clear.

Stealing a look into the well as they passed, Chyla could see below the surface, shapes of bodies frozen in the waters. A small bucket stuck out of the ice like a wounded soldier calling for help as he drown into the depths with the rest of them. A strange feeling of being alone washed over her as she looked down the empty streets.

“There are bodies in the …” Chyla spoke under her breath as movement caught her eye from the second-floor balcony; Tharissa could be seen waving at them slowly.

There was life in this crypt.

Just as they got to the top of front entry stair, a long deep horrific howl erupted from behind the buildings across the courtyard. With panicked attention and a fear that only inevitable death could instill, everyone’s eyes widened before scampering inside the tavern and slamming the door behind them.


Chapter 27

The blanket of white covering the city made things serene, Mya felt calm as she stared at the gentle flutter of falling flakes piling up in the city below. Her vantage from the second story window of the inn allowed her to see the whole courtyard and down each of the three roads leading from it.

“Can you see it Darling?” Kallis called up from down in the tavern.

Mya snapped out of her relaxing gaze and called back. “Not anymore.”

She could hear background conversation between everyone downstairs about the best time to go. The thought of leaving before Gemini got back made her cringe her face in an anger filled annoyance.

“We can’t leave without her!” Mya snapped out loud, cutting into their conversation and walked back to the balcony railing to scowl at them.

“As mentioned before, the company they are with will likely take care of her far better than most until they get where they need to go. In all odds, they need her just as much as we do.” Mara called up from one of the tables.

“We have been here far too long already, and we need to get all the relics before we can leave the North anyway. If we rush up to the glacier and talk with the Shaman Thron-din, we can purchase a mount to speed our way south to catch up to them.” Dominic proposed.

“We could ask for horses or Krampan, would do more than get us down to Murdone in time.” Kallis filled in.

“What’s a Krampan?” Tharissa asked.

“Sort of a big wolf mixed with a bird; the Barbarians use them more than horses to get around.” Kallis answered without looking at her.

The anger in Mya’s face was very noticeable and she begrudgingly nodded before disappearing from the balcony railing, stomping her way down the stairs like a toddler having a temper tantrum.

“We need to focus on getting out of the city and into the forest before we are seen.” Dominic sighed before furrowing his brow in thought.

“It will be hard to get around or even away from the beast. Ahkm’zikar are not known for leaving survivors.” Mara said.

“A what?” Dominic asked from his seat across the table.

“An Ahkm’zikar. A creature from ancient times.” Mara answered with a side glance.

“What did you call it, Awkamzooker?” Chyla struggled.

“Ahkm’zikar Darling; it’s an ancient wyvern type, only six or seven of them in the world.” Kallis looked at her this time with her answer and smiled.

Chyla silently mouthed the words to herself. “What is it?”

“Like a Dragon but not magical. It’s a hulking bear-like wyrm mixed with a collection of demonic beast types; skin harder than anything known, cunning like an assassin, immune to almost everything and only comes out from its roost to mate or before a calamity to forage for food.” Kallis responded.

“Something that rare, you would think more would know about it.” Mya said, calming down at the intrigue to the animal.

“No one comes out alive to tell others about it. A few mages tried to corner one once, that did not end well.” Kallis chuckled.

“So, fighting it is out of the question?” Tharissa had to ask.

“Very out of the question Darling. Even with the strength of the Dragons you possess, we would meet a timely end.” Kallis smiled and put a hand on her shoulder.

“The Elves have stories of one or two head mages fighting one, but nothing was ever confirmed.” Mya sat down at the same table as Mara. “If you read a book to two, you would have remembered.”

Tharissa stuck her tongue back at her.

“If it is so formidable, then we should move while it is not around and get clear of the city.” Mara stood from her chair with a creak of wood on wood.

“All we really can do Darling.” Kallis winked at her.

“Then we should leave while it’s gone.” Chyla stepped forward.

“We will have to be quiet and fast, there is no telling where it could be or if it can even sense us.” Dominic stood from his chair in a broken optimism.

Everyone nodded before splintering off to gather their gear. Sounds of weapons and bags ruffled through the empty dark tavern as the six of them gathered their things from the nests they made. Once they were all gathered near the front door on the main floor, with everything strapped to their person, one by one they flipped up their hoods.

“When we exit, skirt the buildings North through the district until we reach the gate.” Dominic talked with his hands while giving his orders. “From there, it is maybe five hundred meters to the tree line. There is no trail leading to the Glacier, so we will have to be careful at that point.”

“This beast has outstanding senses, so we need to keep it quick and quiet as we possibly can.” Kallis pushed her index finger to her lips.

Chyla mouthed the name of the beast to herself.

“I don’t hear anything.” Mya perked her ears closer to the crack in the door.

“Now’s our window.” Kallis pushed against the door and lead the group into the courtyard.

Each of the party filed in behind her and mimicked her steps as closely as they could. Keeping low and minimizing the lift of their feet, each step slide through the snow like a mole burrowing in the dirt. Their pace was slow while they limited the crunch beneath them, allowing Dominic to take up the back and keep a check on the scene behind them. With each minute, the gap between him and the girls grew.

Kallis kept her hand against the foundations they passed by, brushing off clumps of snow that collected on the odd stone that protruded. Chyla watched from close behind, shaking her head as she caught herself getting too focused on the curvy form of the belts surrounding Kallis. There was something about her that kept drawing her in.

Mya’s smooth elven features pinched around her eyes with each thought of Gemini that popped into her head. She reached behind her back to feel if her knife was still there and bounced her pack to center it before bringing her hand back out. She could sense her sister and the angelic woman behind her, invading her personal space more than she would have liked.

It was hard for Mara to keep close to the buildings with her wings, even with tucking them in tight, they would still catch on the small stones of the structures. Dominic would get distracted with each shimmy she would do to free the buildup of snow on her feathers before snapping back to his scouting.

The gate to the city could be seen ahead. A small steel arch extending below the stone rampart above, holding the same portcullis as the main gate. Snow had collected on the bars even with it being close to the underside of the overhang. Tattered flags of white and the tribal emblem of a bear rest against either side of the small wall towers.

A low rumble shook all the surrounding shutters, creating an orchestra of clattering wood on stone. Everyone stopped to crouch into the snow with the hopes that their stillness would make the threat pass by and leave them unnoticed. Mya slowly scanned upwards from where slow heavy breathing cascaded down at them.

The face of the beast, the Ahkm’zikar, focused on their position with a horror of an intensity. It was a surprise that the building it stood on wasn’t crushed beneath its weight. Its face looked like they had found themselves face to face with Necrolis’ pit fiend, a demon risen from the depths to swallow their very existence.

Two large eyes to the side positioned mostly forward, gave it a bear like width of a skull covered with a draping of carrion-like scales. Spikes formed jagged edges around any curved portions of it like little blades of bone eager for a victim. Two smaller sets of eyes could also be seen, one set a little above and behind the larger that did not look like they moved with their solid colouring and being so dark. Little onyx gems taking the world in all around the beast. The second set sat in a similar position, but below the main eye. They were coloured a rich deep blue with a small green pupil that darted around rapidly as if it couldn’t focus on one thing too long. The mouth bore massive overlapping spikes of teeth that filled in the front of its face, making it seem as if it had no lips and could act as a natural shield for the face behind them if needed.

With its front right leg, covered in bone like claws and talons that stretched part way up its leg, stretched outward and down towards the pillowed street. Gently shifting its weight to the street leg, it slipped the back half of itself down into the street, blocking their way to the gate entirely.

Mya had been whispering an incantation to herself and circled her hands around with some careful hand gestures, forming symbols with her fingers. Pushing her arms out toward the house foundation, she motioned her hands as if she were holding onto the structure and pulled on it.

Cracking and crumbling sounds exploding into the quiet ghost town as the building walls shattered, shooting towards the demonic beast. How fast Mya was able to cast the spell, the creature was taken by surprise and was only able to lift its closest leg to try and block the shrapnel, making it flinch to the side and giving everyone a break in the blockade and a moment of escape.

“Run!” Mya screamed at the top of her lungs.

Everyone scattered towards eh opening with what space they had available to them. The deep snow made it difficult to move around but with they were able to get some distance between them and their hurdle.

In a fury of the attack, the Ahkm’zikar rushed towards Mya, making sure the threat was to be the first abolished. Tharissa stopped a handful of paces away and rolled her hands around to form her purple balls of fire in her hands. Throwing each of the little fireballs towards the fiend, they splashed away like rain on a leaf. The little annoyance she made was responded by a flick of its thick tail at her, connecting like a whip and sending her hurling through the air against the side of a bookstore across the street.

Mya watching in horror as her sister collapsed to the ground, unmoving. Lifting her hands up like she grabbed something inside the earth and trying to pull it from the ground, most of the snow around the fight floated into the air as if there was no gravity. A quick clap of her hands and the still white blanket shattered into a maelstrom of ivory haze, making it almost impossible to see anything.

The creature ran full steam towards Mya without a care, through the smoke screen and crashed into one of the buildings. The assault from the beast demolished the walls like twigs and pebbles to a gale wind. Debris erupted around it as it angrily thrashed around looking for her in the white out.

Taking the time, she had, Mya ran through the blizzard to where Tharissa was thrown. Being able to see through her spell, she ran across the cobbled streets that were free from their icy prison. Skidding to take the corner up a set of stairs to the bookstore, she knelt beside her still sister.

“Tharissa?” Mya spoke under her breath.

She lay still. No breath came in from the cold to fill her lungs. No colour in her cheeks from the pump of her heart. No expression to show her pain from the attack. Her eyes looked up at her with an emptiness that only Necrolin could bring.

Tears ran down Mya’s cheeks as she held Tharissa in her arms. The hazard of the ancient wyrm coiled up in the back of her mind, she did not have time to grief. Kissing her sister’s forehead, she slowly let her back to the ground and stood in a vengeful anger.

“Run! Get to the gate.” Mya called through to everyone through the squall of snow.

A continuous low rumble emanated from the Ahkm’zikar as it righted itself within the rubble. Its growl pulsed like a wave of weighted sound, making everything feel heavy in their own skin. Suddenly, the growling stopped, and a gale Mya created crashed back down to the street, covering everything once again in its fluffy cold confinement.

Mya watched from her stoop as the beast crashed its way back into the street, preparing for another assault on its prey. Trying to keep herself hidden behind a small stack of crates, she could see from her peripheral view that the others had made it to the gate and had hid themselves on the other side. There would be no way she could get to them without the wyrm getting to her first.

“Think Mya, think.” She pressured herself with whispers.

Getting closer and closer to her with each heavy step, the Ahkm’zikar used its hulking clawed paws to push against the front of buildings to expose the inside while it searched for her. With each crash and crumble of the homes and shops, it would not take long for it to find her. There was nothing she could do without giving herself away and ending it quickly.

It was right beside her now. The creatures breathing sucked out her own air, making it difficult to breath. The low rumble of its anger filled her body and weighed her down. The very thought of optimism faded into a despair of certain death. After the collapse of the house across the street, the Ahkm’zikar turned to her hiding place and raised its boney talon filled arm up for the strike.

Suddenly, the beast just froze. Hearing something in the distance caught its attention. The wasted section of city went silent as dust gathered with the snow as it fell. The lingering anger faded from the air and Mya could feel the intent to kill dissolve, joining in with the cascade of calming snow.

Peering out from behind her crate, Mya watched as the beast reared its head slowly towards the center of the city, to the courtyard well. Straining her neck around the edge of the crates, she could see a cloaked form standing next to the well. A dark hooded figure leaning over the edge like they were looking for some water to drink.

Without another thought, the Ahkm’zikar spread its massive boney wings and shot into the air, sending all the surrounding snow and loose timbers bubbling away from its launch site. The impact of the Ahkm’zikar taking off pushed her back into the stone walls, pushing all the air from her lungs. A harrowing screech from the terror thundered across the sky like a storm. The figure had spooked the ancient terror in a strange way.

“Tha, rissa?” Mya coughed through her lungs lack of air as she crawled over her dead sister.

Kallis was the first to reach Mya’s stoop. Putting a hand to her mouth in seeing Tharissa’s still body, no words came to her.

“What are they doing?” Chyla came up behind Kallis and pointed at the dark figure by the frozen well.

Everyone stood up tall and squinted to focus on the dark figure. They watched as they reached out with their hands and slammed them down on the edge of the well. A burst of light shot out from inside, sending the ice from the well into the air with a thick stream of white light up into the sky.

Another screech from the Ahkm’zikar reverberated against the broken city, making any loose object rattle. Dominic, Mara, Kallis, and Chyla all stood in the street, watching as the burst fading into the day.

“That’s, the same as the lake.” Mya coughed to get her throat in order. “I saw that back in Uridine, it’s one of the Seals.”

“It was the last Seal.” A deep male voice made everyone spin around in panic, ready for another fight.

A tall man covered in tribal tattoos and rock made paints stood in the middle of the lane. Holding a long staff in one hand that carried a small collection of tiny skulls and feathers dangling from one end. Little fabrics wrapped themselves around the shaft down to an ornately weaved together handle.

His long black hair braided into itself with a design of braids and knots to hold small stones or bones covered in runes and symbols. Dark leather pants and a dark leather vest were the only garb he wore, exposing much of his tattooed skin and dark toned muscles.

“We don’t have much time; you need to come with me.” He turned to walk down the street and turned to look over his shoulder.

Everything stood still, starring at the large man walking away. Mya looked back at Tharissa.

“We need to bury her.” She sternly said.

In a deep and urgent voice, the Barbarian stopped and nodded at her. “Be quick.”

• • •

Morning cascaded gently over the fields as life began its day anew. Merchants and travelers packing up their evening bedding and stuffing everything into their saddlebags, while others finished their breakfast. The roads began to fill up quickly with sunshine and those wanting to soak it in before Sky Pedestal blocked it with its towering perimeter mountains.

Latisha smiled to herself from under her cloak hood as she listened to morning hustle coming down from the city passes mingling with the collection around the main path up into the bluffs. Her long cloak barely moving around her as she stepped through the thicker grasses, reflecting the light on their sheen of morning dew. Her hood was able to block most of the light to hide her face from those circling around her.

Extending a handout to grab a small bag of fruit, she dropped a couple silver coins into the outstretched hand of the merchant of a small stall. His tired eyes really focused on not dropping the exchange. Turning around to tend back to his wares, Latisha continued through the larger busy market that was forming.

“I knew you should have brought more blood.” The voice inside her head spoke with a mocking tone.

“Only need to keep the form a little while longer.” Latisha spoke under her breath.

“Sure it’s faster to travel with your true Lamia form, but the human legs are much more graceful.”

“If you want, we can get more before we get to the Glacier.” Latisha kept watching those around her as to hope no one noticed her talking to herself.

“Was it that easy to abandon his orders?”

“We both know that he has flaws in his logic. I was blinded by my grief.”

“The loss will always be there; do you still have those feelings?”

She didn’t answer.

The market around her flowed like a stream coming down the mountain roads and spilled across the grassy terrain. Cartwheels squeaked under the weight of the loads they carried, horses whinnied and huffed their efforts in pulling their overweight owners around. The amusement Latisha found in the random conversations people had with their horses or the morning banter over a hot beverage brought a smile to her face from time to time as she made her way through the crowds.

Keeping her scan through the throng of people, she caught glimpses of the trail stretching off into the North. There was no one coming from the North which was odd to see at this time of day. Squinting at the horizon to try and make out the mountains, she knew it wouldn’t take long to get there and should get moving soon.

“By high sun we should pass into the snow with our pacing.”

“Always enjoyed being around the Glacier.”

“The siblings pride themselves on that one. Are you sure you didn’t want to bring some of your sisters along for this half of the journey? Might not be the best welcome when we get into the forest.”

“If we can catch up, we will have a better chance.”

“Even with any change you make, they will know. Remember what happened last time?”

“The Shaman will, sure. It’s not like I have been totally banished from visiting the city. The Din have welcomed me in the past. It’s your siblings that are the ones causing the issues I have to deal with.” Latisha was able to free herself from the main mass of the market as she got closer to the towering stone peaks of Sky Pedestal.

“True, but sooner or …” The voice faded from the back of her ears like a mist and only the sounds of her shuffling cloak rubbing against them remained. “A power is coming, be careful.”

Through the wavy heat of the morning sun in the distance, a company of well armoured soldiers shimmered onto the horizon like a mirage in a desert. Their tromping of metal on the hardened dirt of the path echoed louder and louder, slowly taking over the bustling of the market. It did not take long for everyone in around the base of the mountains to notice and one by one, group by group, all turned to encroaching troops.

Latisha made her way out of the crowd like she was heading up to the city in hopes to not draw attention as she left the market. Sliding her way between shoppers and vendors, travelers and residents, her pathing was slow, but she was able to put many of them between her and the soldiers.

A scream let out from someone on the fringes of the bazar which rifled through the entire crowd, forcing her attention back over her shoulder. Barely making out the scene through her blocked eyeline, the first few soldiers had reached the civilians and had without question buried their swords through the crowd as they came in contact. People started to scream and scatter, falling over everything and everyone. Chaos had hit the morning market.

“The power is dormant; it’s coming from in the soldiers.” The voice in the back of her mind caught her by surprise and flinched her eyes back to the attackers.

“Is it necessary to know? We need to get out of the crowd before they reach us, there are too many for me to take on without blood.” Latisha spoke a little louder as she made her way closer to the pass into the mountain.

The panic had spread fully through the marketplace. Her eyes locked on a hiding spot up the passage. Latisha knew that she could stay within the rocks and remain hidden until they passed with a good vantage.

“Take what you can, it’s a long road ahead.” An authoritative order from their commanding officer shifted their kill patterns to collecting food and other supplies from the carts and stalls.

The odd soldier able to grab one of the slower scrambling civilians, was quickly dispatched before rummaging around in their merchandise. Luckily, Latisha was able to get to her hiding spot before anyone was able to take notice of her and watched the mayhem below.

Trying to focus on the insignia on their cuirass’, she could make out a small circle of sharks around a demon like skull. There was another symbol on their shoulders that had three crescent lines opening down that all crossed each other like the top of a cloud with two vertical lines connected at the bottom in a peak and a thick long horizontal line just below. Smaller runes and symbols with curved lettering filled in along the lines that were too small to read but followed under where every line in the brand was.

“The Sigil.” Latisha breathily whispered to herself.

A strange calm came to the market when all the soldiers had filled their bags and those close by had been slain. The odd person would still be scampering away in fear of their life as the military group began shuffling back into formation. With the front of the squad starting to move south, the rest did their best to fall in line without further distraction.

Darting her eyes through the lake of glittering steel as it moved past her, a more huddled group near the back of the ranks had a well armoured woman with wings laying on an elaborate steel stretched being drug by a handful of men and women.

“I haven’t seen one in a time.” The voice echoed from ear to ear like it was trying to get a better vantage.

“Must be important if they are taking their care with her. Look at the binds she is in.” Latisha whispered.

“Has to be connected.”

“Course it does.” Rolling her eyes, she sighed.

“The others always talked about the Spiri as a force worthy of our grace.”

“Trying to upgrade me for a younger model?”

“You would need to die before I was able to take another host. Even then I would need permissions from the Elders and that could take hundreds to thousands of years.” A short pause like it was thinking. “Their magic is different, older than my time and would likely tear me a part before I could gain balance.”

“Don’t see how it would be connected.”

“They are taking her somewhere with no care for who is in their way, they are in a rush.”

“You were right Erisolin. We should have brought more blood.” Latisha slunk back into herself with a disappointment.

“Might be some in Colde as a last resort. Or you will just have to give in to an adult blend. Likely to be stragglers along the way.” Erisolin sarcastically mocked her.

“We should probably keep close to the Spiri. The Sigil can’t be up to any good with her.

“Agreed. If you follow them, our connection should present itself.”

“Let’s keep our distance and kill who we can. Should be fun.” Latisha had an evil grin behind her hood.

As the last few clanking soldiers passed by the mountain pass, leaving the ruins of the morning market trailed behind them in a wake of death and chaos. Small chicken like birds scattered about gleeful with their free reign over the food on the ground. Corpses littered around in the carnage with a few carrion birds picking at the death already. Few brave merchants and travelers had started to trickle in the outskirts of the carnage to try and start the salvage of their lives.

Latisha exited her hiding place and slid down the steep portion of path into the graveyard below. Grabbing a strewn bag and a couple loafs of breads, she stuffed a few misshapen fruits into it before turning to follow the armoured party. Keeping a slow pace and making sure the distance between them was sizable, she looked back at the mayhem and nodded and pulled on her hood to cover her face a little more from the sun.


Chapter 28

The tall Barbarian walking in front of them was silent as he blazed the trail through the snow. All the fur lined garb, the skulls and trinkets around his person never made a sound. The five of them curiously watched from behind with all their questions racing around in their heads. The dedication to his footing made easy passage for the rest of the group.

Everyone had been walking for most of the day at a pace difficult to follow, especially with Kallis and Mara getting sluggish with their stamina tonic wearing off. Dominic tried to sling Mara’s arm over his shoulder to give her some support, but she pushed him off in a weak stubborn effort. Kallis noticed and sauntered over to him to take him up on his offer.

In the distance, a long deep sounding of a tribal horn rose through the fading light of the day. Another long blast from the horn echoed its welcome to the city but also a warning to the residents. The forest they had been walking through suddenly stopped and exposed a massive field of icy white that stretched out further than they could see. With the help of the falling snow, it made it nearly impossible to see anything beyond.

The glacier sat against the bluff of the cliff, the ocean waters beyond rippled its waves through the wind breezing above. Sounds of aquatic birds chirping through the skies above, ghosted by the falling snow, made a homey feel to the frozen plain. Oddly placed wooden towers, crudely built, stood in an unknown pattern across the ice that could only be seen by their single torch burning against the evening sky.

Stopping at a simple signpost with a strange language spelling out some sort of warning or welcome, their guide stopped with a thump and turned to the tiresome party filtering up to him.

“Head inside to the throne room, Thron-din will need to speak with you as soon as possible.”

The large man held up his hand and waved them towards the opening in the frozen field, a tunnel like entrance with snow covered steps at the top. Watching him carefully as they passed by to the stairs, the caution used on the frozen crystal steps created a delay before all six disappeared below the snow.

“Have you ever been here before?” Chyla asked from behind Mya as they descended through the ice.

“Once when I was small. I don’t remember.” Mya kept her eyes on the upcoming steps, trying not to slip.

Each step they took was a different height from each other, making it difficult to keep a consistent pace and gauge the required weight to keep their footing. The tunnel was much taller compared to the six of them; large enough for the Barbarians to get around without need to duck or crouch. All the walls were made of a smooth snow or ice, like it had been melted with an intense fire which made it sparkle with a wet sheen. Small iron braziers hung from the ceiling of the tunnel with a random spacing. Their flames reflecting at them in the mirrored sleek ice above.

Getting close to the bottom of the crude steps, the width of the tunnel flared out to a large landing set at the top of another set of frozen stairs. The new flight was a lot better crafted through the ice then the last set. Its clean edges and fine lines made for a royal entrance to the city below, shaped from and into the glacier ice. As Chyla got to the landing and slowly birthed her way from the tunnel, her jaw dropped at the view beyond.

Slowly looking from side to side, she could see the entire city that was made entirely of ice and snow. Buildings littered her view as far as she could see. The consistency of the city was mesmerizing, with only a massive temple like building off in the distance that caught the eye. Thousands of lights flickered against the sheen of each structures ice from all the braziers, torches, and fires placed throughout. Fur lined animal skins scattered all over, inhabitants grabbing them when they needed for a place to stand off the ice, use as bedding or coverings for doorways.

The grace of the city filled her up excitement with each new thing she took in. Being engagingly majestic of how beautiful the panorama was, a city of glittering diamonds catching the eye from all over. Small children playing between structures, kicking balls around, chasing one another. Men and women carrying loads of random items in baskets or boxes, shuffling around in their day to day. Every resident looked similar with their fur lined leather outfits and the assortment of tattoos or paint markings to finish off the tribal illustration of the Iceclaw Glacier.

“The Heart Fire is straight through the city in the main building.” A large female guard made them all jump as she spoke.

They were too busy taking in the view of the city that they didn’t see the four well-armed guards standing beside them. All stood in a short line on either side of the landing, holding a long elaborate spear.

“Thron-din and the rest are waiting for you, please do not delay.” Another of the guards spoke in his harshly low voice.

“Alright Darlings, no need to be angry.” Kallis smiled over to the guard and signaled to the others before starting down the next set of stairs.

There was a fantastical essence from the city with how everything was made from the ice; from the top of the dome ceiling way above, to all the homes reflecting against the inner road and city folk going about their day. As the six of them made their way down the main road, few of the civilians would pay them any mind and would make an effort not to cross in their way. It looked like they knew they were going to be trouble, knew there was something not welcome about them.

“It’s such a beautiful city.” Chyla broke the parties silence.

Kallis bent down as she trotted up beside her and wrapped her arm around Chyla’s neck.

“This is only the first level darling. There are still the Lower Quarters and the Port which takes a bit to get to because it’s so far down in the glacier.” She twirled her finger in little circles towards the ground.

“Wouldn’t it be cold living within all this ice?” Chyla followed up another question.

“The city was carved out with magic by the first Shaman, Kol-din. She was a beautiful, towering specimen of a woman.” Kallis leaned over and got close to Chyla’s cheek. “You would have liked her.”

“The magic envelops the entire glacier and has been holding since the day she died, giving all the residents their comfort and safety within the ice. Touch it.” Kallis pointed to the corner of a home they were coming up to.

Chyla slid her hand along the side of one of the building as they passed by and in a surprised snap of her head, looked back at Kallis. “It’s warm.”

“The warm ice also has its fun,” Kallis laughed and used her hip to bump Chyla slightly with a wink. “In the better times of the day.”

Chyla smirked coyly and blushed.

The depth of the city seemed to go on forever as they made their way to the large oval temple. Mya, Mara, and Chyla all couldn’t keep their heads still, trying to take in everything that was going on around them. The families gathering their furs for the homes, trades happening for materials in market stations, stables full of horses and larger wolf like creatures. Mya pointed towards them and turned to the others like a kid in a candy store.

“Krampan, I have never seen one before. They’re huge.” Mya’s face was lit up in her excitement.

“One of many beasts the Barbarians have for their use, other tribes across the world have other mounts that are equally impressive.” Kallis responded to her as they walked.

“Their magic is some of the best in any of the stories we have documented; from the mountainous snow mires in the far north in Mudiirfjall, the golden hills within Xen’lo, and the dark places within Curnashii to the south-east.” Mya bobbed her head a little trying to think of some of the stories she read and bounced her backpack to try and free a fold in her cloak.

“Their spells make some of the most beautiful things in this world and usually for the betterment of living. The better uses of magic.” Kallis smiled at Mya’s awe inspired happiness.

“The spells that hold it all together are one of the reasons the North has the continuous snowfall.” Dominic’s stern voice cut into their fun making Kallis stick her tongue out at him in jest.

Slowly making their way through the frozen boulder like homes, there wasn’t anything that did not have some sort of ice component to it. A dream-like world they all found themselves in, was magical and inspiring. Every resident covered in some sort of tribal feathering and tattoos, showed a lot of skin for a people that live surrounded by ice, but their hefty stature and bearing gave off an intimidating atmosphere.

In the distance was the ever-growing structure that looked like a frozen comet collided into the glacial dome with its trail still trying to catch up. A billow of smoke cascaded its way from a hidden opening in the top of the off-shape ball that caught on to the tail of the art piece, creating a reverse looking waterfall effect as the smoke trickled its way up to the main dome ceiling. Resting briefly at in a single place, collecting before seeping into the ice above and disappearing.

Chyla kept tripping on nothing during her distraction and fell against Mya who was much in the same. They picked themselves up and looked at each other before blushing and smiling at each other. Skipping a step to catch up to the others, Dominic gave them a parental glare before turning back to his own footing.

“We are here.” Dominic cut back with a serious tone, drawing their attention to what they were here for.

The towering ovoid building before them had a massive leathery entry for a door. It looked to be formed from some huge animal skin. Two massive dragon claws formed out of the ice held an iron ball which encased an immense fire. A large banner on either side of the doorway carried the symbol of two bears being held by a white dragon claw. Ornate artwork and runes trimmed along the outside edges to give it a royal feel.

Four guards stood on either side of the brazier claws, all dressed in a regal, yet tribal steel armouring. All with massive war axes that looked like they could be used as a shield as well as a weapon.

“They are waiting for you inside.” One of the female guards to their right spoke up as they got closer.

Dominic nodded and pushed the leather skin to the side before stepping through. Kallis quickly followed, trying not to be caught by it falling behind them. Chyla pushed her way through the opening with a bit of a struggle against the weight of it, letting it drape along her as she went.

Mara following in closely, slipping her wings against the ice edges of the entry, shortly followed by Mya, who looked back at the city with a sorrowful look and with a sigh stepped into the comet-like building.

“The gates are open Dhaalj, we must not falter. Low realm opens the way to more than just the other Dragon children.” A tall barbarian towered over all the others that stood around the bon fire.

His voice echoed through the building like it was coming from everywhere. Each of the four others that watched him had a stoic look about them. Royalty and leaders from far off lands to discuss the matters of Vulthrodin.

The woman he spoke to was a tall and slender, dressed in a very revealing dress that stood on his right. Her skin looked scale-like as if she was bred from a dragon or some other reptilian creature. A slender tail could be seen slowly waving behind her from under her the black dress.

The dress had small thin bands from over her shoulders that stretched vertically down across her breasts and connected just below them with a ring that went around her waist and draped down to her hips that finally connected on the sides near the bottom. With her stomach exposed, the bottom of the dress had simple thin straps that weaved between her legs and circled out from between her legs to cover down to her bare feet with an elaborate weave.

“The Eyeless and The Velt will be able to join with the Neightur.” In a surprisingly soft and gentle tone Dhaalj craned her reptilian neck slightly towards Thron-din in subtle and gentle motions. Her flat yet humanoid-like features looked a little childish but still very refined.

“It is not the end of the world, there is still hope if we can get the Elders their relics and seal the gate to allow the seals to form once more. We are part to fault with the seals breaking in Curnashii and Keemiske, but Mudiirfjall and Xen’lo were not even protected when the Neightur showed up.” Thron-din’s voice boomed over everyone again.

The character to Dhaalj’s right was a short hunched over figure with a golden fur all over its body. His features were very cute and friendly, a life like toy taken from a child’s play pen. Larger ears drooped down to the side and twitched with every little snap or crackle from the fire, along with any other shuffle of sound beyond a normal level of hearing. He wore a shiny plate mail cuirass over his plump body that clinked and scraped as he shuffled his footing.

“We was none prepared when mages of old flood tunnels. Tribes never rescue the mushroom fields or …” The little furry warrior looked down at the ground in frustration, not knowing the next word.

“Support.” The feline-like man from across the fire filled in the rest of his sentence which perked him back up, putting a wide smile across his foxy bearish face.

“Burskij appreciate.” The little furry ball of armour stood up tall and saluted with a hand on his shoulder.

“I do apologize Burskij, the tribes were not prepared or in fact failed to see them coming into Curnashii. There is something about your territory that hinders our sight to the magics of the realm.” Thron-din looked toward him with an apologetic expression.

Burskij nodded and looked back into the fire.

“Our guests have finally arrived.” Thron-din called out his billowing voice towards the five standing in the entry. “Come to the fire young ones.”

All six standing at the entrance listening to the conversation took a defensive stance at the uncomfortable stare from everyone at the fire. Dominic stepped forward in hopes to break the tension and drag the rest along.

“Thank you for coming Dominic Wick.” Thron-din looked directly at each of them as he greeted them. “Welcome back Kallis Nettlepot, please stay away from the barrel stores this time. Mya Uridine, nice to see again, you have grown into a lovely woman. Where is your sister?”

Thron-din’s words trailed into the flicker of the fire as Mya’s face filled with a sadness that spoke more than her words could. He only nodded his sympathy to her and turned to Chyla.

“Chyla Redlash, I have heard much about you. Lastly Mara Sintarre, you are one not fully known to me, sadly the circumstance is not in favour for our first meeting.” Each nodded or smiled back in their acknowledgment.

“Surprised you even knew my name.” Mara did a little curtsey.

Thron-din motioned to the tall slender woman on his right, “This is Dhaalj, ruler of the Kraiiq from Mudiirfjall. Burskij, King of the Tanalis coming from the tunnels of Curnashii.” Each smiled and nodded at the introductions.

“I am Xraxix, Song of the Marsh. My people, the Leeman’s from Keemiske sing of your welcome.” A shorter feline humanoid of a man dressed in simple leathers stood close to Thron-din’s left.

Each of the leathers had small inscriptions stenciled across it in a strange yet elegant language like a song being sung over his body. His clean features gave him a royal appearance which was topped with an elaborate weave of what looked to come from tree roots for a crown that held a large purple gem that slowly rotated within its setting. His body was covered in a short fur from head to toe and danced around in the air that circulated from the heat from the fire.

“Lastly, Xen’Cara, daughter of Xen’Renl.” Thron-din started her introduction.

“Ambassador from Xen’lo. Very happy to see you again Darling.” Kallis cut him off.

“Please, call me Cara.” Her voice was gentle, beautiful, seductive, and regal. It made her seem incredibly important in her words yet humble at the same time.

Flowing from the elegance of her voice, her appearance was much in the same. All six that were new to the fire couldn’t keep their eyes from her, she was one of the most beautiful things to be seen. She stood tall against the flickering fire, cupping her hands in front of her at her waist.

She wore a beautifully blue form fitting dress that extenuated the perfect curves of her body. A wedge of her olive skin could be seen bouncing back the fire from the long slit in the bottom of the dress that exposed the decorative strapping of her sandal footwear. Diamonds and gems tucked into the weave if her dress made everything about her glitter with beauty. Her long black hair was braided into a very complicated and very wide single braid that filled in most of her back down to just past her backside and was filled in with the same diamonds and gems as her dress. A single fist size diamond could be seen just behind her neck, braided into the design of her hair.

“You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.” Chyla couldn’t help herself from saying anything.

Xen’Cara smiled with a slow blink. “Thank you.”

“We are gathered from the six lands across Vulthrodin because the calamity we have been struggling to hold back is upon us. For the past three millennia, the Neightur have been picking away at the seals binding and creating the balance in High Realm and slowly fracturing their hold in our world. Sadly, Tulcarna was the last to fall and we must prepare for the bridge being open between realms and the torrent that will follow.” Thron-din took a long breathe, causing a silence in the space.

“Banding together is going to be the only way that High Realm will be able to remain. There are more Immortals than just the remaining Dragon Children. Hubrolin, Fafnolin, and Adepholin are the only of the eight that have never been with a host. With our recently passed, Eirolin will join them in Low Realm with the hope of returning. The seals will allow anything and everything to pass between the two realms; Old gods, new gods, creatures, residence, magic.” Thron-din trailed off.

“Is bad thing?” Burskij boasted.

“There is a benefit to having access to both our lands. There was a time when the bridge was always open, and all communities used it to benefit the strength of each sides people. There will be a constant war to fight for what is ours; for land, for power, for resources. The balance of magic and power will be offset with the seals gone and with the push from the Neightur to give that power to their unknown ruler, there will be waves of destruction.”

“These five were of a group of seven, they were entitled with the burden to get the relics back to the Elder Dragons to help them prepare for the impending shift in power. These relics would give their connection to High Realm a new life and allow new seals to placed and keep the Immortal Twenty’s power in check.” Thron-din trailed off again.

The crackle of the fire took over the silence in the room.

“What must we do?” Dominic broke into the quiet.

“Your goal remains the same; get to the Crucible and give the relics back to the Elders. The rest of us will need to make preparations for war, push back any fanatics that support the Neightur. The Eyeless and The Velt will need to be watched as well.”

“Our spies are still working on locating the fifth.” Dhaalj interjected. “Cut the head from the demon and the body will wither.”

“Where is your sister?” Thron-din asked Mya.

“The Sigil have her and are heading South.” Mya’s voice wavered with the emotion around her sibling.

“Even though it may seem a dark strategy, them engaging with her on their journey will work in favour. We can offer you all Krampan, speed your way to Murdone and match them at the Crucible.” Thron-din sounded a lot more optimistic. “Are all of the relics accounted for?”

“We have only this.” Mara pulled the small black urn like cup from her pack.

“Where is the map?” Thron-din furled his brow.

“Remains with Gemini.” Mara slouched slightly in regret.

“Then you will for sure need to beat them there.” Thron-din stepped back from the fire and lit a small bowl that rest on a ledge just outside the back wall. “Once you are there, there will be not much we can help with, you will be on your own. The souls of the Children will be your support.”

“What about the other relics?” Dominic asked.

A sound at the door made everyone turn to see a small child enter with two small boxes. With eyes on the floor and not a word, the boy gave them to Thron-din and left.

“The Mask of Freyolin and the Wing of Incinolin.” Thron-din passed them around the fire to give to one of the five. “Keep the Cup of Necrolin safe. The final piece, the Relic of the Mother, is with Gemini. She will need these as well as the map to ensure the Dragon Elders are able to accomplish what they need to do for the seals.”

“Is the map not of the Mid Realm of the Narx?” Dominic queried.

“It is. But it has an inscription on the back needed for the incantation for the Chains in Necrolis.”

A long deep horn echoed from outside the temple, similar to the one that sounded as they got close to the glacier. Thron-din listened to something the others could not hear and stepped back to the incense smoking the back wall.

“It is time for you to all go. Spread the word and prepare for war, this will not be easy.” Thron-din waved his hand through the smoke wavering from the small bowl and turned to the others with a stern look.

With a bow, nod or salute, all the leaders made their way to the entrance, filtering through the massive animal skin.

“Kallis, come see me before you leave.” Xen’Cara spoke in her gracefulness and smiled before disappearing from the smoky room.

“Your mounts will be ready at any time, rations and packs will be ready for you all as well. Do not stop for anything, time is of the essence.” Thron-din spoke in an urgent tone. “Your Krampan will keep you safe through the forest, they know it well.”

“With the seals broken, is there anything else we should be on the watch for?” Dominic asked.

“That is unknown. There are groups in Low Realm that have the same goal and are likely trying to keep things clean on their end. Magic will be heightened with the flood of power released by the seals; your own abilities may be affected with the souls of the Children.”

“Be wary that it might be more intense and uncontrollable at times.” Thron-din walked around the fire and put his hand on Dominic’s shoulder. “It has been some time since you and I travelled the lands together, but from here it will be a whole new sort of story. One that you have yet to witness, a whole new story to tell.” Thron-din’s words weighed heavy on Dominic, making the others look at them with a curious stare.

“Keep safe ladies, we are on the brink, but have the strength to be resilient, be deep with your constitution, be vigilant with every step. Only you have the power to set things right, close the gates and seal it all back. Or kill the Neightur and push back their new gods. Go!” Thron-din’s words echoed in the room before fading into the snapping of the bonfire.

Everyone pushed their way through the leather entrance and left the large Barbarian alone with the bonfire. Smoke twirled around him while he entered deep in thought.

“Kallis, over here.” With a raised hand, Cara called over to her as she exited the spherical comet temple.

A few steps down to where she was standing, Kallis couldn’t help but smile at her beauty.

“Interesting group you have been travelling with.” Cara looked up at her with a cocked eyebrow and a coy smile.

“Interesting doesn’t say the half of it.” Kallis put all her weight onto one leg, kicking at nothing like it were a small pebble.

“The Dragon Children know?” There was a stern urgency in her curiosity.

With a long breathe in, Kallis paused. “Not yet.”

“It will be harder now with the seals broken, especially with your ward dead as well.” Cara reached out and grabbed Kallis’ arm tightly.

“I know.” Kallis snapped back. “Sorry. I am still trying to figure that part out Darling.”

Xen’Cara kept her hold on Kallis’ arm and stared into her eyes with a deep threat. There was a concern between the two that changed the air around them.

“What is your plan?” Xen’Cara asked without blinking.

“I can keep it suppressed, but if she touches me.” Kallis paused and trailed off. “If she touches me.”

“You can always come home with me.”

“I would prefer coming back with you Darling, but I need to see the end. There is someone I need to get back into contact with. It is possible now.”

“I thought she would be dead by now?” Xen’Cara released her arm slowly with her question.

“She is resilient but will have a few questions of her own once she is here.”

“Will she remember?”

“Not something you can forget Darling.” Kallis raised an eyebrow at her.

“Remember to come to Xen’lo when you are done, there are a handful of things I need your help with.” Cara smiled at her, lifting the tension in the air.

Kallis nodded

“And also remember, don’t let her touch you.” Xen’Cara poked Kallis in the shoulder gently and looked over to the others waiting in the middle of the roadway. “They’re all pretty, it’s not going to be easy.”

Kallis turned to the group waiting and then back to Xen’Cara with a smile.

“It going to be fun.”


Chapter 29

The sun streaked down at Gemini’s face making it hurt to open her eyes against the brightness and the heat. Her whole body felt like she had been sleeping days, making her weak against the binds that held her firmly against something hard against her back. Slowly rolling her head to the side to watch the noisy armoured legs weave in and out with each other, she knew that she was amongst a military group. Groggily blinking against the sun and then to the other side, more legs weaved in and out of each other.

Another attempt at looking straight up forced her to squint through her eyelashes in a paltry effort to try and shade the sun. Through the waving mirage of the world through the heat of the day, she could see a handful of larger birds soaring way off in the distance. One of them looked a lot stranger than a typical flyer and a lot larger than the others. The odd conversation between the marching soldiers perked her ears in every direction, hoping to get an idea of where she was or where they were headed.

Nothing was clear enough outside of the dry conversation of how bored they were for walking so long, the heat they had to endure or the uselessness of Dwarves and Elves. Others were commenting on her being heavy for a woman and that it was such a disappointment that she had to be unspoiled.

Few clouds scattered through the blue sky above her. The inability to rub her eyes made it difficult to recover from being unconscious and clear the sleep that had built up. The circling birds above seemed to be following them, spies of the wild waiting for the right time to strike. The sounds around her began to get louder with each trample of the group’s feet until things started to echo back at each tromp. They had entered a valley.

Voices called out over the sounds of steel on stone, orders to keep a look out. Gemini tried to keep still, as to not alert anyone that she was awake. Even though she was bound, there had to be something to do that could warrant her freedom. She could feel the subtly movement of her armour around her body, keeping her safe while she was not able.

A shadow from the mountains blanketed the edge of the war party around her, giving her a little more freedom to see through the haze and take in more of her surroundings. Tops of the valley on either side started to take shape like a jigsaw puzzle that had been pulled a part. The natural formations curved and jutted their way in a disordered line that mirrored across to the other side. The odd outcropping would connect both sides with a natural bridge and give her a break against the intensity of the sun.

Keeping time with the sound of the boots striking the hardened stone road, Gemini could barely hear herself think as she moved her eyes from side to side. After giving up with the inconsistent shot of light from the sun in her eyes, she sighed from a forced boredom and traced the cliff line as they moved through the canyon.

Occasionally, she could see a flicker of something or someone along the puzzle edge of the pass wall. Squinting again after one of the movements, she could make out that it was a hooded person bobbing in and out of view. They stayed within line of her as if they were keeping an eye on her. It was impossible for her to make out any features against the brightness beaming down on her and the shadows it cast under the hood.

“Let him know that she is awake.” One of the soldiers around her finally noticed her eyes were open and called forward, making her skip a breath at the sudden distraction.

Sounds of the message rebounded from voice to voice, moving through the ranks like wildfire. Just as quickly as it sounded, it faded back to the stampede of the echoing movement of war. Trying to focus on any other sounds around her, all she could hear were the footsteps. A single set offset from the rest circled in around behind her and an officer looking man leaned over her, blocking the sun.

“Morning Princess, nice of you to finally join us.” The man’s voice was not as authoritative as it should have been, but he was definitely in command. “I bet you’re wondering why you are still alive, and where we are going?”

She did not respond and just looked past his fast to the group of birds still flying around above.

“My name is Captain Raazin, Third Arc of the Sigil. As unhappy as I am that we must carry you in such accommodation Ms. Uridine, the precautions are necessary to keep us safe.” Raazin patted his hand against the steel framing surrounding her.

“This cage was built special for you, with a close guidance from a certain group of monks; reluctant in their help at first but were quickly able to see the light.” Leaning in closer to her face, she could barely see his features against the scalding sun. “Welcome to Durindal my dear, it is time for you to finish your quest.”

The edges of the valley cliffs above quickly ended, and the heat of the sun slammed into her in full force again. She could feel sweat forming on her face and could still only blink against the assault on her vision. Trying again at the binds she was in, there was no give in any location she tried, not even a rattle.

“No use trying Princess, they have been magically fused and will not break.” Raazin leaned over again. “A little trick I learned from our mutual friends.”

The cart she was on rumbled along the path, skipping over small stones and squeaking its wheels between the rumble of the marching. The orchestra of her captivity banging against the world was working on keeping her spirits low. The instilled dread he was trying to force onto her was kept at bay of the thought she was not alone on this trip.

Looking back up into the sky, the small collection of birds was still there, watching to make sure she was alright. There was something off about them, the larger one looked like it was growing. She could start to make out its wingspan being different from the others.

“She’s back sir.” A young woman’s voice called from behind Gemini, behind Captain Raazin.

Gemini watched as the Captain rolled his eyes during a heavy sigh and turned to a stop, forcing the parade to flow around him like a stone in a stream.

“I told you that we would handle it.” Raazin’s voice could barely be heard over the footsteps.

“He won’t wait any longer. It has to be today.” A child’s voice, a young girl, like the girl from before.

“Dammit, I won’t be ordered by the likes of you fanatics. We made our deal. We are close to …” Their conversation drifted into the war marching.

Gemini stopped trying to listen to the conversation as it trailed off. Craning her neck back as much as she could, all she could see were soldier crotches and legs. Sighing to herself, she rolled her head back to a more comfortable position and turned back to the sky.

The small flock was gone, save for the lone larger one that began to haze against the heat of the day. Within the avalanche of marching and her metallic cart, the cascade of the drumming coda finally came to an end.

“Now is your time to shine Princess.” Raazin surprised her with how quick he caught back up to the cart.

“I don’t even know what you are talking about, Scridule.” Gemini held her tone well for barely being awake.

Beads of sweat rolled down off the side of her face, creating a damp spot against the metal before sizzling out into the sweltering day.

“Lift her up.” Captain Raazin gave his order before stepping to the side.

A handful of surrounding soldiers stepped closer and unlatched the top of the cage holding her and rotated the plate she was attached to, forcing her into a standing position. Finally, being able to see her surroundings, she could see the expanse of the small army with sparkling armour against the southern sun.

The crystalline aquamarine ocean could be seen in the distance, waving at her, mocking her with its freedom. A line of illusionary water formed on the horizon that connected the land to the actual water, making it difficult to tell which was which.

Directly in front of the troops were towering carved stone walls, stretching high up into the mountain range. With broken columns covered in moss and vines, a ruin of a temple littered the desert grassland, lost to the years. Abandoned for an unknown reason, lost to time and given back to Freyolin’s nurture; the greenery had started to take it back.

“Take her up, I will be there in moment.” Captain Raazin grabbed her attention with his words and disappeared from earshot again.

The same group of soldiers that shifted her up, stepped forward and lifted the plate off the cart and carried her closer to the mountain as if she were dead in a coffin. Without being able to move her shoulders, it made it quite difficult to see anything else of her surroundings.

She strained her neck one last time to look up into the sky, the small flock had returned to keep an eye on her. Gemini laboured to try and get more of the mountains above, hoping to catch a glimpse of the hooded scout she saw earlier before the buzzard got to have their meal.

Being dropped feet first to the ground, the steel slab slammed into the dirt and sunk her feet closer to the group. She could feel the stone of the mountain skirt below her heels. The few that carried her shuffled off around behind the plate and with a click, the feeling of something propping from the plate shook her and the whole device leaned back slightly, exposing her face more to the sunshine.

“It’s going to be beautiful.” Raazin’s voice could be heard as he walked up behind her.

“I still have no idea what you are talking about.” Gemini angrily scolded his optimistic tone.

“Once you open the gate, we will finally be able to obtain the secrets we were promised.” Shifting his tone to a very orchestral preach. “By Incinolin herself, we will be honored with their grace.”

A rouse from the troops behind made her roll her eyes behind the glare. She could make out two little hand holds in the rock face she was forced to look at.

“With the strength of the Spiri, the Sigil will gather our earned power. The power to push into our rule without contest. For too long we have.” Caught in this middle of his speech, a giant gust of wind whirled through the gathering around the ruins.

“Be wary young one.” The androgynous voice in her head echoed behind her ears.

A harrowing screech rifled through her bones. It shook every inch of the war bands steel. From behind Gemini, the sounds of an extremely heavy impact shook the ground and sent a shockwave through the ranks. All the soldiers rallied out their excitement to kill something.

Sounds of soldiers being flung into the air, colliding into broken pillars of the ruins, bones breaking or being shattered filled in the ruins. Impacts from all around in every direction with a blood curdling fear, their excitement soon fell into a doom that only death could bring.

Something powerful was behind her, tearing the troops a part in exceptional ways. A corpse of a steel man rocketed past into stone face on the edge of her field of view, leaving a blood splatter and a lifeless heap at the mountain crease. Orders shouted above the screams but never heard as the chaos of the beast rattled on with their feeble attempt at trying to survive.

“Call it off!” Captain Raazin scrambled up to her, holding onto the cage around her and looked at her with a special fear. “Call it off!”

The last of the soldiers could be heard crying out with their final death rattle being carried with a gentle breeze from the beast’s breath. Whatever was behind her had come to end all life and there was only two left. A heavy stomp of its foot and the crunching of bones beneath its weight and the sweeping of bodies around the death field made it known that the creature had spun, sweeping bodies to the side with its legs like they were no more than feathers in a breeze.

Its deep breathing rustled her hair as it grotesquely stepped closer. The fear in Raazin’s face started to raise her own fear more and more. It was close and she had no idea what it was, but he was sure she was the one controlling it.

“Call off the Ahkm’zikar!” Captain Raazin dropped his weapon to the ground in hopes to not provoke the beast.

“A what?” Gemini’s own fear became very real.

Another step closer that sent a shockwave through her feet and up into the steel plate. She could feel its breath whistling through her wings and hair like the beginnings of a tornado. With it being very close now, the sensation through her body gave her the knowledge that it was right above her, starring down at the two of them.

Holding still for what seemed like eternity, the massive wyvern released a blood curdling screech, flinging globs of saliva against everything below. Raazin’s face went instantly pale and collapsed to the ground, unconscious. Gemini closed her eyes with the impending death but could feel the beast be restrained, a torrent from its wings whirled around her as it took back to the skies. Silence filled the death filled ruins, leaving her stuck between the rock and the graveyard.

Looking down at the fainted Captain, she could only smirk at his weak constitution. Against her better judgement, Gemini swallowed hard against her own fear and spoke out to the feinted commander.

“Alright down there?” She could barely see him from her binds but could enough to get an idea of what he looked like.

A slender build gave him a younger man’s look. The rest of his outfit lacked any sort of armouring and had a handful of thin ropes connecting on either side of his arms. Mostly a thin fabric from head to toe, loosely fit with the odd belt holding down any point where his skin was exposed. The shark emblem of the Bardain Islands rest on his shoulder in a neatly sewn patch.

“Little young for a Captain.” Gemini poked with her sarcasm, laughing to herself.

Captain Raazin looked at peace in his unconscious state, his face sort of mocked her in his slumber. His short platinum hair shuffling around with the slight breeze that rolled across the landscape from the nearby ocean.

Sounds of stone cracking echoed around her. A thin black line started to etch into the stone face before her. The scorched line spun its way around from in and out of her line of vision and broke off into multiple others, spreading across the smooth mountain wall. Ornate lines and beautiful writing formed across the rock until the shape of a door took form.

Standing much taller than she was in her prison, the circular doorway had no key or no handle. The sound of something scratching at the stone from the other side made Gemini cock her eyebrows in curiosity.

“What?” Gemini squinted in question at the marking.

“Gemini?” A familiar female voice sounded from behind her.

“Mara?” Gemini called out.

There was more than just her Spiri friend there, she could hear them approach as they stepped over or on the dead. The blade length of a strangely shaped sword slowly slid its way into her line of sight, pointed at the passed out Raazin who remained still. Chyla stepped into her field of view with an angry look her face holding one of her khopesh-like swords.

With a big smile across her face Gemini lost her fear of the Ahkm’zikar she knew was still above.

“Chyla!” She exclaimed.

“We need to get her out of this, help me Dominic.” Mara poked at the cage around Gemini with the butt end of her scythe.

Gemini could feel the others circle to her left and place their hands on the steel. Whispering carried on the gentle breeze with a few short incantations and the cage holding her chest and legs snapped forward. She was able to push herself free of the metal plate and dropped to the ground, catching herself with her hand and knee, still weak from not being able to move.

Stretching her neck up to see a helping hand offered to her, Gemini was pulled up to be face to face with her sister who had a tear in her eye.

“Mya!” Gemini lunged forward to engulf her with an embrace.

Being nearly knocked over, Mya returned the tearful hug and squeezed tightly.

“Finally, we were able to get to you. I am glad you’re safe.” Mya nestled herself against Gemini’s shoulder.

“Where is Tharissa?” Gemini looked around at the group and then back to Mya.

“Fell in Colde.” The sadness in Mya’s voice welled up Gemini’s eyes and she could not hold back the water.

“What do we do with him?” Dominic drew their tear-filled attention over to the sleeping man at their feet.

“Bind his hands before he wakes up. We will have to ask him a few questions once he does.” Kallis bent down with a strap in her hand and quickly collected his wrists within it.

With the heat of the sun beating down, beads of sweat covered everyone’s brow and dark stains were starting to form around Dominic’s armpits. Everyone had stripped down to a minimal layer of clothing and loosened their packs as to not be touched by the leather.

“Why in Incinolin’s name is it so hot here?” Chyla huffed slightly as she popped another button on her shirt, exposing herself a little more to the day.

“What are these markings?” Mya reached out toward the etched stone. “It looks like a door.”

“Must be the entry to the Crucible?” Gemini guessed.

“From what I remember about what R’nuuk said so long ago, the actual door we are looking for is inside the Crucible.” Dominic placed a hand on the black markings.

“I don’t remember him saying that.” Chyla looked at him with a cautious stare.

“If you weren’t so busy with your hand in your pants, you would have.” Dominic gave her a sarcastic smirk.

“Pretty sure he didn’t.” Chyla huffed and crossed her arms in detest.

“Maybe it is what I remember from before?” Dominic paused in thought. “I forget.”

“Is no one worried about the massive killer lurking above us?” Gemini’s eyes were wide with her concern as she pointed at the circling threat. “It was odd that it flew away so fast. This weakling kept saying that I needed to call it off.”

“You can control it Darling?” Kallis cocked her head and put a finger near her mouth in curiosity.

“There has been rumour amongst my people that Spiri have the ability to connect with few beasts of old and use them as tools, your armour may have been calling the creature for you.” Mara pushed her lips to the side of her cheek. “You could have done it without knowing.”

“Would be the luck of the draw if I knew how to.” Gemini stepped back from the wall, trying not to turn towards the field of carnage behind her. “Were you all able to talk with Thron-din?”

“Yes we did. Able to get the rest of the relics as well.” Dominic stepped forward and held out two small boxes in his large hand. “We still need to get them to the Elder Dragons. You are the only one able to do it.”

“The last thing we need is the map.” Mya drew her attention. “I hope you still have it.”

Gemini reached down to her leg where a portion of her armour opened like a pocket and the edges of a scroll unfurled. Pinching it between her thumb and forefinger, she slowly slid it from its hold and dangled it out in front of her.

“Certainly do?”

Everyone smiled and nodded almost at the same time.

“What do I do with it?” Gemini rotated it a bit in her hold as she spoke.

Silence from the group. The cemetery they stood in whistled with the salty breeze coming from the sea waters. The brief rustle of the wind rippled the pools of blood and helped push them along the ground to fill divots in the soft silty soils. The corpses of the Sigil war party were littered everywhere with their blood and entrails strewn about like a child had found a box of paints.

“The Mother need only stand next to the door.” A deep booming voice carried through the destroyed temple and shook everyone. It was a haunting voice and made the hair on their necks stand on end.

With everyone alerted by the newcomer, all heads snapped to the sounds of demonic evil behind them. A shorter man stood on one of the broken pillars near the middle of the butchered soldiers, his body covered by a shimmering white robe that seemed to gather the light from around it. A heavy hood shaded most of his face and only a shaven chin could barely be seen.

“You must touch the gate, Mother.” His voice made their skin crawl.

Everyone pulled out a weapon, readying themselves for a fight. His tone spoke bloodshed.

“Who are you?” Kallis roared.

“Only the man you were hired to kill Miss Nettlepot.” The white man nodded slightly.

“What?” Dominic gritted through his teeth.

“Where are my manners. My name is Barilos Maratn. But please.” Barilos deep voice resonated around them as he performed a graceful bow with his hands to one side. “Call me Sliver.”

Looking at each other in disbelief, the six standing at the foot of the mountain shared a curious and questioning expression.

“You are not what I was expecting from someone who scares a lot of powerful people.” Chyla called out to the tall white clad mage.

“To be said for many of the characters in this story. We are all but pawns to the balance of life and death. You have all been a prickle at the heel since the beginning, but I am needed to finish my creed. The desire to connect life to death and collect the light and darkness to set free the true heirs to our world.” Sliver reached out with a hand and pointed softly towards the mountain. “Mother. If you please.”

“Why would you want her in there so badly Darling.” Kallis drew back an arrow in her bow.

“For the same reason you need her to.” Sliver shrugged. “The seals are broken, and you need to give the relics back to the Elders.”

“Then why would you want to have that happen, it would seal back what you have been working on.” With a threatening tone, Dominic yelled back across the ruins.

“True, but there is more to the story my dearest.” Lifting his arms up to shoulder height, Sliver rotated his hands to the scorching sun. “You will need to do what my pets have been trying to get you to do since the beginning. You must release the spirits; you must break the chains.”

“That’s what they have been saying?” Mya whispered to herself, loud enough for everyone to hear and gather their attention on her.

“What?” Gemini asked.

“They have been chasing me since we left Uridine and have been repeating the same thing over and over.” Mya answered calmly as she stare at Sliver.

“The Furhdrae that stole Gemini away were chasing you?” Chyla inquisitively asked.

“Perhaps the same ones but why would the Neightur want the Chains broken. They are meant to hold the dead in Necrolis and feed the Dragons energy.” Mya searched for an answer in the back of her mind with her eyes.

“We must not wait any longer my dear friends. Mother, if you are not going to complete your quest on your own, then I will have to incentivize you.” Sliver quickly closed his fists and the shadows against the ruins thickened and darken.

From out of the coalesced shadows, two Furhdrae clawed their way from the ground like they were spirits escaping the underworld. Two more emerged from the sides of the broken pillars to Sliver’s left and another two to his right. Under a larger half arch behind the mage, a single massive form slowly rose from the shade, standing nearly twice the height as all the others.

“Ready yourselves.” Kallis urgently called out as she fired off a volley of light arrows towards the two to her left.

Screaming through the air with a deadly accuracy, the first dug deep into the shoulder of one and the other two hit home into the torso. With a howl of pain, the Furhdrae reeled backwards to the ground and into the sun.

“There is no time for this.” Sliver growled back at the group. “Mother, you must open the door. The light yearns for its release. Break the darkness and let in the light.”

“You don’t make sense; we are the light trying to shut out your darkness. The darkness that you’re trying to cover our world in.” Chyla yelled back at him.

Sliver laughed a deep rolling laugh from under his hood. “The stigma of light versus dark, life and death. You must connect life to death for balance, you must shed light into the darkness in order to keep it. The realms have an overabundance of dark and you must help me bring the light back.” His voice kept the same grumbling tone, the same chilling feeling rippled through the air.

Raising his hand towards the mountain again, the remaining five smaller Furhdrae lunged forward in attack. Sprinting around the corpses strewn about gave everyone enough time to get their weapons at the ready and Mya to spin up a set of blue fireballs in her palms.

Kallis let loose volley after volley of triple arrows towards the hulks, some able to connect and trip one up in its assault. With a roll after the falter, the wounded beast kept the advance as fast as it could. The first connected with Dominic who had stepped forward in hopes to give the others some time to gain an advantage.

With claws out, he was able to sidestep the attack and send the creature into Chyla’s bladed staff. Another scream of tormenting death erupted as Chyla carried the weight behind her and into the mountain face.

“Keep tight, we can funnel their attacks in.” Dominic ordered the girls before the remaining Furhdrae clashed against them.

Sounds of bone on steel and steel on stone filled the battlefield again as the six battled the remaining four shadowed hulks. Mya’s fireballs that missed their target whirled into the corpse piles, sending body parts into the air as they exploded against the flesh. Kallis’ arrows shot with a flash, some just missing Sliver who stood stationary in front of the huge Furhdrae.

Chance after chance, the hulks rolled or spun away from death but there was someone there to connect a blade or spell against them. Cries of their deaths sprang up from the melody of battle until there was a final wounded beast left. Its cloak singed with blue fire and exposing the reptilian body beneath, the misty shadow that usually fell from the fabric had stopped and made the creature a lot less intimidating.

The six stood in a half moon around the Furhdrae with weapons and spells at the ready. A final attempt at a killing blow sent the hulk back into the foot of the mountain in a heap next to the passed-out captain. Red and black whirls of magic engulfed throughout its body and turned the body into an ash pile.

“Weak.” Sliver spoke with a disappointment that weight the air down. Without turning his body, he looked over his shoulder and called to the gigantic Furhdrae. “Go.”

In an instant, the beast jumped into the air, over Slivers white robes and missing much of the Sigil dead. Landing with an earth-shaking thump, it sprinted towards the unexpected group. Kallis was the first to notice and was able to get a shot off before it connected with Dominic.

A single arrow sank into its side without the notification of pain as the monster rolled across the ground with its claws around Dominic’s flesh. Screaming out in pain as the Furhdrae’s claws raked against his back and leg before spinning around into an offensive stance and facing the rest. Dominic lay motionless on the ground.

“Dominic!” Chyla cried out in panic.

Gemini raced towards the massive creature with both her blades at the ready. Her hope to distract the fiend paid off and Mara was able to get beside it with her scythe moving fast. Burying the blade deep, Mara let go of her weapon as the Furhdrae reeled around to barely miss grabbing her. In the instant the strike was, Gemini was able to drive her two swords into the creature.

A disgusting and fearful shriek of pain that came from the humungous Furhdrae made everyone recoil slightly. In a daze, the hulking beast clawed at the air to keep everyone at bay as it staggered back towards a broken section of wall.

In a rage, Chyla scream as she ran at the befuddled brute with her weapon in two. The spark of the magic that engulfed to blades arched from the steel to the reptilian monstrosity before they disappeared into its flesh. Another fearful shriek from the Furhdrae staggered everyone a second time as the chaos spell from her weapons pulsed exponentially around its body and sucked everything of the creature into a vortex of ash.

Racing back over to Dominic’s body with a heavy breath, Chyla reached out with a weary hand. Kallis had beat her there and was looked up at her with a smile.

“He is still alive Darling.” Her voice was soft and warming. “But he is weak.”

“Can’t let you have all the fun.” A new voice resonated over the ruins with a whirl of light and wind appearing beside Sliver.

“Ah, suppose I can’t.” Sliver’s smirk from under the hood could be seen as he lifted his head to the side to watch the torrent.

The twisting flux of light faded with and Shard appeared.

“Shard.” Sliver dangerously smiled. “Could have come a little earlier.”

“I made it in time.” Shard scowled toward the group at the mountain. “Where is the last one?”

“She is around, I can feel the energy.” Sliver shuffled like he was trying to stretch his back. “And the others?”

“They will be along.” Shard grinned as his form flickered.

“We should still keep an eye on the wyrm.” A young girls voice came from behind one of the close broken pillars.

Thorn stepped out into the sun with her red eyes reflecting the light from the sun. “Are we ready to draw the blood? I have obligations”

“Obligations are only necessary for those who can’t see the flexibility in the tapestry child. You need to keep your weave loose, so it bends with the moment.” A taller man stepped from behind Sliver like he was there the whole time.

“No one cares about your paintings Surfa.” Thorn scolded the tall slender man.

“Please child, time has aged enough for you to call me Needle. No need for fixing on the past.” Needle stood beside Sliver with all his fingertips touching each other in front of his greedy smile.

“Now that we are gathered, we must complete, for his ambitions.” Slivers voice deepened again to the chilled death it started with.

“If they are wanting me to get inside so badly, maybe I shouldn’t.” Gemini held the small relic boxes in her hand and looked at them.

“We have to get them to the Elders to get the seals back, it is the only way to keep Low Realm and seal away their new gods.” Mya urged the mission.

“They are saying they want the seals back though, there has to be something missing.” Chyla almost cut her off.

“If we don’t, there is going to be more than just Dragons that we have to worry about. Gemini, you must get in there and finish this.” Mya stepped closer to her.

Flipping her hand to the side, Mya extinguished the blue fire in her hand before grabbing Gemini by the shoulders and staring into her deep blue eyes, gave her a nod with a smile. Nodding her silent response Gemini put the small boxes into a small pouch and slung it over her head.

A fiery blast of blue and white slammed into an invisible wall only a couple meters away from the group. Everyone dropped to the ground in a panic from the spell and looked at each other with a puzzling look. The shield that had protected them shimmered against the last remnants of the blast and faded from view.

“What was that?” Mara asked curiously.

“You need to be careful around those four.” A seductive voice drew their attention above them in the stone of the mountain.

Latisha dropped down from her perch, her cloak flowing out against the ground as she landed. Standing up tall and flipping back her hood to expose her pale skin and black eyes to the group. A warming smirk with her green lips to show the five that she was not a threat.

“You were the one from the pass.” Gemini stepped forward around Mara’s wings.

Latisha nodded.

“She attacked Dominic and I in Dampth, don’t trust her.” Chyla glared at her and flourished her swords to the ready.

“One of you would be dead if it was not for my protection.” Latisha cocked her head to the side and looked at Gemini. “They won’t wait long. You need to move child.”

“With Dominic down, we will need the help with them. Especially if the Ahkm’zikar comes back.” Mya glanced skyward in concern after she spoke.

“Going to keep my eye on you.” Chyla gave Latisha another threatening glare.

“We don’t know what they want with the seals, but we need to get the relics back to the Dragon Elders.” Kallis sternly said. “Gemini we will protect the exit best we can.”

Giving Gemini a farewell hug, she pushed away and smiled at her.

“Good luck Darling.”

“We are running out of time children; it is time to complete your journey.” Slivers blood curdling voice shouted from across the bloody arena.

“We have your back child, quickly now.” Latisha’s graceful voice held an urgency.

A harrowing screech blasted its way against the ruins, shifting some of the bodies like they were coming back to life. The Ahkm’zikar slammed into the ground behind the four Neightur, sending a saliva filled roar towards them in anger.

Needle and Shard both disappeared in a flash of light and appeared to either side of the beast’s face. Each had their arms wide with lighting and fire circling them, ready for the battle. With a massive swing of its bone talon paw, the two blinked away and flung their spells towards the creature, sending an explosion across the battlefield. Everyone at the base of the mountain held their guard and footing as a shockwave ripped past them.

“Gemini, go!” Mya ordered her sister and spun back to the Neightur, rolling up new blue fire in her hands.

“What am I to expect inside?” Gemini turned to the mountain door and then back to the others, looking under her wing.

“The crucible is different for everyone Darling; you just have to jump.” Kallis nodded at her and pulled back on her shimmering bow string.

Looking back to the Neightur battling the Ahkm’zikar from across the pool of bodies and blood, Gemini watched as Kallis’ arrows flew towards them and the others started their advance. Mya stopped mid stride and turned to look at her sister.

“Gemini!” Mya calling her name. “Come back to me. Come back safe.” With a lovingly smile, she turned and spun up the blue fireballs into a larger burn and rushed toward the fight.

Looking down at all three relics in the pouch, Gemini sighed and fought the urge to join the fray as she stared at the burnt entry to the mountain. With a final glance over her shoulder at the battle raging behind, she slid her weapons into the hidden leg sheaths of her armour.

Gemini reached out with her left hand and cautiously placed it on the cold stone door. Just as she touched the rock, she could hear the harrowing screech of the Ahkm’zikar rupture again across the battle scene one last time before she was engulfed in a calming light from the markings, disappearing from the side of the mountain.

“Welcome child.” A beautiful and serene voice filled her ears.

Gemini slowly opened her eyes to find herself standing in a crystalline room surrounded by a warming blue light, similar to that from a traveler’s tree heart. The room had many pillars that circled around, holding up nothing above or below, like she was standing in a room made of cloud and air. Three young children stood before her.

One was dressed in a clean black formal suit with his black hair matted down across his face. An aura of black smoke dripped from his form as he stood. The taller one in the middle was a young girl dressed in a glamorously green and brown dress, far too elegant to be that of a child’s. Her extremely long brown hair was braided in a massive single braid that was wider than her body and filled with flowers from head to toe. The last was a shorter girl that appeared to not be wearing anything. A crimson fire burned around her like an outfit made from the inferno that engulfed her form and extended behind her in a flowing liquid fire for a wild head of hair.

The taller child smiled at her when their eyes finally met. Her gaze was calming and gentle with an ancient grace. She blinked slowly and looked to her left and right at the smaller children before opening her mouth to speak.

“Welcome child, it is nice to see you again.” Her serene voice made Gemini feel relaxed and comforted.

Silence filled the majestic crystalline room with Gemini starring at the three in silence. Something was making her itch in the back of her mind. She needed to get the relics to the Elders, but she had to get back to the others quickly. Something itched in the back of her mind again.

“Be wary young one.”
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