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Flesh and Flames
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The smoke of fires rose from the gloomy village up ahead of Vacinne LeDroux. The rift warden pushed her weary horse into the village’s growing shadow. The young holy warrior’s rugged armor bounced with every step her horse made. The light of the late afternoon sun painted warmth upon her beautiful, pale face. Her long blond hair was pulled back into a tight tail and her bright blue eyes scanned the scene before her.

Stone houses that looked like time had forgotten them loomed ahead. Moss clung to their stones. Thatched roofs would protect the dwellings from the night’s coming storm. Cawing crows and the gentle rush of the wind were the only sounds that escaped the village of Dunmorrow. 

Why is it so quiet? wondered Vacinne.

As she reached the first row of houses, her horse stomped and snorted in protest and tried to pull back. Vacinne couldn’t deny it, this place unnerved her too. The dark alleys ahead of her invited dark images to her mind. Lightning flashed, then cracked and pealed in the distance. Fear grasped her chest, sending chilling fingers down her neck, forcing the breath from her lungs. Vacinne shuddered and gasped for breath as the cold gusts of storm winds blew through the town. Her horse shifted nervously in continued protest.

“Get a hold of yourself Vacinne,” she said in a hope that the reprimand might give her courage.  

Her left hand stroked the uneasy mare’s neck. Her right hand squeezed the grip as she drew her broadsword from its gilded scabbard. The regal double-edged sword shook in her trembling grip.

“Whoa there, easy girl. We’ve got to find Warden Masoc’s company. They were last seen in this region; we’ve got to be close. Let’s finish the job.”

Finish the mission echoed in her mind, giving Vacinne the determination to move forward.

The mare’s ears stayed perked, flickering back and forth. She continued to shift about nervously, until Vacinne urged her into the alley. Ellie whinnied, but obeyed her master. The two rode ahead toward the center of the seemingly abandoned village at a cautious pace. The wind picked up as the late autumn storm pressed closer. 

Clack!

Wooden shutters slammed against the side of a nearby cottage as the wind caught it. Vacinne’s heart raced in her chest.

Bang!

The brilliant flash of nearby lightning lit up the sky as the thunder reverberated across the rolling countryside.

Vacinne gasped loudly. Ellie neighed and bolted down the alley way. Vacinne was thrown back in her saddle but held fast to the reins, her sword arm flailing backward, and her blue cape trailing behind. Ellie raced down the last stretch of the corridor and leapt over a broke down cart to break free of the alley. She burst into the village square before finally coming to a halt. Vacinne steadied herself atop the frightened mare only to be rocked by the haunting scene around her.

Bodies filled the village square. Hundreds of freshly mutilated corpses lay scattered about in every direction. Men, women, and children, some with clothes, some without, lay scattered and lifeless. Limbs and bodies formed disgusting heaps, giving the scene a wicked and warped sense of chaotic organization. Half a dozen iron cages hung like dead men in the gallows, their contents burned beyond recognition. The remnants of the fires slowly burned their way through a mound of dead clergy. The fire devoured holy garments and flesh alike without prejudice, and the tainted black smoke rolled across the square.

As a rift warden, Vacinne had been trained to stand as a gatekeeper of the mortal realm of Kurein. She’d spent years training for the day that she’d finally take up her place on the battlefield against the hordes of Hell, the day that she’d finally spill demon’s blood on the field of battle, but it did nothing to prepare her for the scene before her. Disbelief and nausea hit her in waves.

“They were butchered!”

With another year of training left she’d not partaken in any battles yet, but she’d seen her fair share of them and their bloody aftermaths. But this, this was different. The gruesome manner of mutilation to the bodies was horrific. Flesh flayed open, organs spilled, extremities mangled, or in some cases simply hacked off. Bodies burned beyond recognition. 

“Why?” she asked, knowing there would be no reply.

Ellie snorted and stomped about. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Vacinne saw something move. She twisted in her saddle to the right. There she watched an old man try to drag his mangled body from an alley. Vacinne dismounted as the man pulled himself fully into view. His broken and bleeding legs left streaks of blood in their wake. Rivulets of blood ran down the man’s sides. Vacinne sheathed her sword and started toward him.

The old man looked up at her, and with terror in his eyes he cried, “Don’t, it’s too late!”

She rushed toward him. As she drew close, he screamed in agony. The wounds on his back, as she could now see, were demonic runes carved into his flesh, and they were glowing like a blazing iron brand just pulled from the fire. His torn flesh sizzled and burned as the activated runes surged with demonic magic.

“Oh no, it’s happening!” cried Vacinne.

She drew her sword and reached for her shield, but realized it was back on her horse. The old man screamed again as a massive rift of swirling red smoke and blazing light began to form next to him. In just seconds the demonic gateway took form. The paths between the realms of Kurein and Hell had been forged. 

The silhouette of a towering figure took shape in the red void. Vacinne mustered all of her courage and prepared her sword for battle. As the figure drew near, the nine ornate runes carved into the blade’s fuller glowed with yellow light.

“This is what you’ve trained for,” she reminded herself.

The old man screamed. A massive clawed foot came crashing through the portal, silencing the old man once and for all. His mutilated body was destroyed under the demon’s crushing weight. It continued forward until its massive form was completely clear of the rift. Vacinne’s courage faltered, and she stumbled backward at the sight of it.

Powerful arms with clawed hands pulled the corpulent tan slug-like body along the ground. A hideous face with dozens of eyes stared back at her. Its eyes blinked asynchronously as its maw opened, revealing rows with hundreds of tiny barbed teeth and a serpentine tongue. Rising above its head, Vacinne could see the tips of the many spines that undoubtedly covered the demon’s back.

“Vorthor, a proliferator demon,” she gasped.

“That I am, human, but wouldn’t you like to know my name?” it hissed.

“Sure, it’ll be perfect for your headstone.”

“Humans, always in such a rush to meet death. Absolutely delightful,” rasped the demon with a wicked grin. “My name is Syzbrylak.”

Vacinne held her battle stance, her sword poised to strike. “What do you want, demon?”

“To take back what has been stolen,” roared the demon.

“What could have possibly been stolen from demons?”

“Freedom!” The demon roared as it charged her.

Vacinne had trained against live demons in her warden training at the Kothari Temple. Those demons were held in captivity though, bound by Kothari magic. This time, she was on her own. 

Vacinne was no ordinary warrior though. She was a Rift Warden and they were some of the most highly trained warriors on the entire continent of Durghast. She was also Lightborn. Fate had chosen her, infusing her with the power of the Heavens.

Vacinne tapped into her will and called upon the holy power within her as the demon charged. She launched a phase strike. Syzbrylak crashed right through the illusion of the female warden. Vaccine was a storm of golden lightning, rapidly striking her target from several different angles only to leave a mirage at each point. 

The demon laughed. “Ahaahaha, a Riftborn. Even with that power running through your blood, you cannot defeat me, child!”

The demon spun on her and lashed out with his clawed hands. She phased away in the nick of time, his claws harmlessly slipping through another illusion. She launched her phasing strike attack again, but her sword failed to find any purchase.

“Foolish mortal. Not even an Ashthorill Runeblade can cut through this hide when in the hands of a stupid child!”

The demon turned about, slower than before, and looked around until it found her. Its breaths becoming labored, and its movements slower.

Syzbrylak rasped, “You amused me for a moment, but I tire of this game. Let’s finish this.”

Vacinne whispered words under her breath, and shouted, “Finish it then!”

Using its powerful arms, the demon lumbered across the bloodstained square toward her. Vacinne held her blade chest high, with the point straight forward. She would impale it. Her blade began to glow brightly, and the light from the runes radiated outward, engulfing the sword in yellow light. The demon roared and threw itself toward her.

Vacinne phased. Her illusion awaited the demon while she launched her phasing strike. But the demon never came. Syzbrylak halted in his tracks and spun back the other direction. She struck the demon from the left and the right, then slammed right into the demon’s grasp. He squeezed her armored body in his massive clutches. Vacinne screamed as she hacked at the demon.

“Such a fine weapon... useless in the hands of the ignorant,” said the demon before raising her up and slamming her into the ground again and again.

A layer of corpses broke her fall, eliciting the sick wet thud of the bodies being crushed. The vorthor demon opened its maw to devour Vacinne. Shaken and panicking, Vacinne threw a magical shield around herself. A small dome of pale-yellow light surrounded her right as the demon’s fangs bore down. Syzbrylak slammed down upon the shield but couldn’t get through. He snarled and gnashed his teeth and tore at it with all his might, but the barrier held. Vacinne tried to phase out to escape the demon, but her phasing didn’t allow her to pass her barrier.

“Hahahaha! Stupid Riftborn child doesn’t even understand her own powers,” mocked the demon. “How long must I wait to eat you?”

“This shield holds for days,” Vacinne snapped.

“I highly doubt that, but I’ve not the patience to test you on it. There are other matters demanding my time and energy. But know this, O mighty Rift Warden, Keeper of the Gates—you failed. In every possible way, you failed. The gate was opened, I came through, and you could not stop me. Now I am leaving with barely a scratch. Even with an Ashthorill Runeblade, you failed. Remember that.”

The vorthor demon chortled as it backed away from her. It turned, grabbed a naked corpse, and swallowed it whole. Vacinne fought to maintain command of her will, but exhaustion was setting in rapidly. She tried to keep her eyes open and her wits about her. Her vision swam, but she could see well enough to watch the demon swallow ten or more corpses. Syzbrylak’s corpulent body stretched and contorted to hold the new contents, then the demon crawled away from the village and out of sight.

Vacinne’s vision grew cloudy. She cried out, “Light protect me.”

The last of the power surged out of her and into her shield. Vacinne fell back onto the pile of corpses as her world faded to black.  
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The Setting Sun
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Vacinne awoke to Ellie’s nudging and a pounding headache. She reached up and rubbed the mare’s snout. Vacinne forced her tired eyes open. The darkness was a welcomed surprise. Her magical barrier was replaced by the blanket of night. Overhead, the stars and a silvery moon shined brightly. She wasn’t sure if the headache was from her battle with the vorthor demon or from expending so much power. She tried to sit up. Pain echoed through her body.

“Who are you kidding? That demon thrashed you,” she said to herself.

Her sense of smell engaged along with the realization that she was lying on dead bodies. Revulsion hit her along with the urge to discard the contents of her stomach. She rolled over and vomited. After a moment of recovery, Vacinne wiped her mouth dry and forced herself to her feet.

“Ugh, I need a bath.”

She went to rest her hand on the grip of her sheathed sword only to realize the sheath was empty. The sword wasn’t there. For an instant, panic rose within her.

“Oh, right. Where...” then she spotted the blade several feet away from her. No longer glowing, it was hard to see in the starlight at first, save for a sliver of moonlight reflecting off the blade’s well-honed edge. Reaching down, she lifted the blade and returned it to its sheath.

She took a moment to look around. The village fires had burned out sometime during her sleep.

“Must have been put out by the rain. Wait, it didn’t rain here. That storm was surely coming down from the mountains and was poised to pass right through here. Strange. No signs of Warden Masoc’s company either.”

Vacinne put her hands on her hips and turned to her horse, who patiently stood nearby.

“What do we do now Ellie? I’ve yet to find Masoc, we’ve got a proliferator demon on the loose—one who properly thrashed me by the way—, and we’ve got no help.”

The horse nickered.

“That’s it, Ellie, we need some help. The temple is too far away, and there is no way the Grand Master Jharenon is sending us help. Even if he requested aid from Boranar or High Crown, it would take nearly a week for them to reach us. It would take twice as long for anyone to come directly from the temple, so we can forget about that too. It’s just too far. Still, I should try to reach the Grand Master.”

The horse snorted.

Vacinne looked over her left shoulder, saw the bloody stains on the back of her once pristine blue cape. She sighed, then looked back at Ellie. “I guess we’d better find some help then.”

Vacinne slid her boot into the stirrup and climbed atop the tawny mare. She took one more look in the direction she believed the demon went. It was too dark for her to make out anything in the distance. Vacinne studied the village and its nearest landmarks, then turned her attention to the stars. She found it, the constellation they called The Eternal Hunt. Over a dozen stars formed the two-part constellation that depicted an arrow eternally chasing a deer. The constellation always reminded her of her studies in the temple where she first learned the story of the mythical huntress Hamala, who never caught her prize. 

“Eastward is the arrow that eternally flies,” she recited from memory as her finger traced the path of Hamala’s heavenly arrow. “So, if that is east, the demon went north from Dunmorrow. Okay girl, let’s get to Ketabo.” 

A few hours had passed, but Vacinne and Ellie finally reached the nearest town. With an hour or so left till midnight, the town of Ketabo was alive and well. Fires were roaring, drinks were flowing, and no tavern bustled more than the Gaggled Goose. Naturally, Vacinne headed the other direction in search of the quietest inn she could find.

It wasn’t long before Vacinne located The Setting Sun Inn on the southern side of town. She’d been told it was one of the few reputable establishments in Ketabo, one where she might avoid unwanted attention. She hadn’t travelled away from the Kothari Temple very often, but she’d heard horror stories about wayward men who abandoned the Light in their basest desires. According to the stories she’d been told, all men were predators, save those sanctified by the Light. In her limited time on the road, she’d seen little to change her mind. It didn’t bother her much in regard to her safety. 

I couldn’t kill a demon, but I’m pretty sure the hides of men aren’t so thick, she thought.

No, the idea of desire driven, pleasure craving lasciviousness that was the male species was rather repulsive to her. 

Do they have nothing else to think on?

She didn’t understand it, and quite frankly she simply didn’t want to be bothered. So she kept as far from the taverns and bordellos as possible, instead seeking out quietly run inns. She figured those businesses could probably use a few extra crowns anyway.

She tethered Ellie to the hitching rail out front and made her way inside The Setting Sun. The thumping of her boots and the shutting of the door behind her were close to the only sounds in the place. The hearth’s low burning fire gave off warmth and enough light to keep the room illuminated. The main room resembled a cozy lodge or perhaps even a small, well-kept tavern. The pristine, polished floor, deserted bar and empty tables told her that she was quite possibly the only patron to come through the doors in hours if not days. Vacinne looked about but saw no servers or barkeep. 

Vacinne called out, “Hello, is anyone here?”

“Uh aahh,” came a voice from the distant corner, behind the bar. The figure wore dark clothing, and she’d completely missed him before. He groaned as he stretched once more. Then he let out a big yawn, followed by another. Then he slowly rose to his feet and removed his plumed, wide-brimmed hat. 

“Good evening, Warden. Welcome to The Setting Sun,” he said with a flourish and a wobbly bow. “How may I assess you?”

Vacinne snapped, “You may not assess me, or assist me. You’re drunk. Let me speak to the owner.”

The barkeep scratched his forehead. “The owner’s drunk too.”

Vaccine huffed, “I’ve had a miserable day—”

“You too?” asked the barkeep before she finished. “I thought it was just me.”

She took a deep breath.

“Then I suppose I’m left to deal with you. Do you have any clean rooms available?”

The barkeep swayed a bit before putting his hands down on the bar to steady himself. 

“All the rooms are clean, my dearie. Just look around if you’ve any doubt to our prowess with mop and broom,” said the man with a sweeping gesture, which subsequently led to him swaying once more.

“How much for one night, a hot bath, and a hot meal in the morning?”

“Depends. You need room for more than one?” he asked.

“Ugh, why on Kurein would I want company?”

“I’ve got a few ideas,” he quipped with a shrug. “Just suggestions, you know.”

“Truly, you men are all the same perverse heathens. It’s disgusting,” she said while shaking her head.

The barkeep nodded in agreement and put up a wagging finger. “Right you are, my dearie. It’s true, the whole lot of ‘em. But I know one guy unlike the rest.”

“Oh really?” she said skeptically.

“Yep,” the barkeep said with a nod and nothing else.

Sarcasm, one of her true gifts, replied, “Well you’ve got my knickers in knots now. Who is this prince charming?”

The barkeep did his best to stand up straight and tall with shoulders back and chin up. Then his hands moved about as he fixed an imaginary bow about his neck. “Me of course, my dearie.”

Vacinne played along, and coyly moved forward not only to get a better look at her suitor, but to toy with him. The firelight was low but allowed her to get a good look at his rugged features. Longer dark hair feathered out from under his absurdly large hat. He had an uncommonly darker complexion, pale green eyes, a pointed nose, thick dark stubble, and a teasing smile.

“Oh my,” she said, before realizing she was thinking out loud.

Embarrassment painted her cheeks, but she was always quick on her feet. She said, “What makes you different than all the other men in Ketabo?”

Without missing a beat, the surprisingly sharp-witted drunk said, “Unlike them, dearie, I’d be there to keep your bath and bed warm. After all, someone’s got to keep the coals burning. All in the name of your comfort and safety, of course.”

“And the price?”

“Ahh, my dear,” he said in a silky voice, “some things in life pay for themselves.”

She quickly replied, “And the price without company?”

“Three crowns,” he said while holding up four fingers, then realizing and laughing to himself.

“Well, much to your disappointment, I’m not the kind of woman that needs such comforts,” her countenance hardened as she pulled the golden coins from her coin sack. “Three crowns, now to a room with a bath. Oh, and stable my horse as well.”

“That’ll be an extra crown,” he said while extending his hand.

“Not tonight, barkeep,” she argued.

“So, Ellie is sleeping outside tonight?” he asked, with feigned innocence.

Vacinne sighed, pulled another coin free from her purse, and handed it over. 

“Much obliged, my dearie. Follow me,” he said while standing and walking as if he were completely sober. 

What the...

“How’d you know her name?”

He merely winked before saying, “This here is our main dining area of course. Hot breakfast will be served at seven in the morning. It won’t be hot if you come any later. Ellie will not be groomed tonight. It’s too late in the evening, but she will be fed and sheltered in the stable out back.”

He led her around to the hallway over on the right side of the room. The hallway was long and had eight doors coming off of it. After reaching the end of the hall, the suddenly sober barkeep opened the door to his left and showed her in.

He said, “This should serve you well. It’s our warmest room, and the closest to the bath, which is right straight across the hall. I’m assuming you’ll want your bath tonight, so I’ll start heating the water. Towels and a robe are on the bed.”

Vacinne stood there stunned, and speechless.

Her mind raced, what the—, how the—, who in the Nine Hells are you?

Never missing a beat, he winked and said, “It’s late. I leave you to retire for the night. See you at breakfast, Warden Vacinne.”

And with that, he left and pulled the door closed behind him. She stood there confused and rather flustered.

“What in the three realms just happened?”

She contemplated the rather strange barkeep for a moment before the exhaustion of the day’s events hit her.

“I’ll get some answers out of him in the morning. It’s time to get cleaned up and get to bed. I better check in with Grand Master Jherenon first.”

Vacinne pulled a well-cut stone in the shape of a hexagon from a pouch on her belt. The black stone’s surfaces were well polished save for the engraved rune on one side. She ran her hand over the engraving and spoke the command word, “Viz-nal.”

The conjured face of the temple’s grand master was projected from the vision-stone. Jherenon was old. His long, narrow face was wizened from age. She’d been told that no one really knew his age, but the man had to have seen at least eighty years. His skin was wrinkled and sagged, his bushy eyebrows and long beard were stark white, and his eyes bore a dull, milky sheen that suggested he might nearly be blind.

“Greetings Warden Vacinne,” he answered with a warm smile and a gentle voice.

“Evening Grand Master. I’m sorry to have awakened you,” she replied in a reverent tone.

“Nonsense. You know these old bones don’t sleep,” he countered with a dismissive wave of the hand. “You look awful. What have you found?”

Vacinne replied, “The town of Dunmorrow has been attacked. There... were no survivors.”

“No survivors?” asked Jherenon, his voice rising with alarm.“I found one man badly wounded. As I came to aid him, a vorthor stepped through a rift and killed him. It was an absolutely massacre, Grand Master.”

“You faced the vorthor?” he asked with concern.

Vacinne hung her head in shame. “I did, Grand Master. I failed.”

“Nonsense. You’re alive, aren’t you? Lift your head, Warden.” 

She complied.

“Good, now where is the demon now?”

Vacinne replied, “North from Dunmorrow. I will track him down, but he’s too strong for me. I’m in need of aid.” 

“There’s no way I can get aid to you in time. You must stop the demon before it proliferates,” answered the Grand Master, his tone growing hard.

“I know, Grand Master. I’ve gone to Ketabo for help. I’ll hire a mercenary; it seems they frequent these parts.”

“Very well, Warden. Have you any sign of Warden Masoc?” he asked.

“None yet. Hopefully I can find him before the demon does,” she answered.

“Indeed. Light be with you, Warden,” said the Grand Master in closing.

“Light be with you, Grand Master,” she replied, ending the communication.

His image disappeared. Vacinne tucked the stone away and let out a deep sigh. Then she began to remove her gear. Vacinne paused. She finally took a moment to look around the room. She was so tired and preoccupied that she didn’t really notice how nice it was when she first walked in. The whole inn was built like the lodges in the Bellamar Hills, with the large stone blocks and beautiful pine logs. It was a place she visited with her family when she was young.

That seems an age ago.

Vacinne smiled. “I know it’s the past, but nostalgia feels good, and after the day I’ve had, I’m going to soak it in. Soak! The bath!”

She smiled like a child as she kicked off her boots and started discarding her armor and garments. Within minutes she was completely undressed, and wrapping herself in the thick, clean robe that had been laid out for her. Then she made her way across the hall to the washroom. The room had a large coal stove off the one side and a large tub at the other. A large water barrel with a hand pump affixed to the top stood next to the tub.

“Okay, this is my cool water. My water on the stove should be getting hot soon.”

That is when Vacinne noticed a trough running along the wall. It went from the tub all the way around the room’s outside wall, back to the massive cauldron that was being heated on the stove. The stove itself was short and squat compared to most of the stoves she’d seen, but it was rather wide. This allowed the massive cauldron to sit on top of it quite nicely. The cauldron had a metal pipe protruding from the side. She took a closer look and realize it was a spigot. She turned the valve, and her excitement grew as she watched the hot water flow from the heated cauldron, into the trough, then around the room, and into the large wooden tub.

“How in the three realms does a small inn in a forgotten and lonely town like Ketabo have heated indoor plumbing? Ingenious. I must meet the owner of this establishment before I leave,” she said with a smile

Vacinne put the stopper in the tub’s drain and filled her bath till the temperature was perfect. It was late, but her sore body needed a good soaking. So, she sat back into the depths of the tub’s warm waters, closed her eyes, and took her sweet time. 

This is the life.  
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Sell-Sword
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Vacinne was reluctant to crawl out of the bed the next morning. It wasn’t until she was able to shift her thoughts back to the mission that she found the will.

“I’ve got to go, but heavens, this bed is amazing. Perhaps I’ll revisit you on my return trip. Yes, I think another visit is in order,” she said with a smile. 

The previous night’s bath had done much to refresh her. Vacinne pulled her hair back into a tight bun, then she started to get dressed. She moved about the room with a controlled energy as she pulled on the black leathers that would go under her armors. Vacinne fit the leg plates over her thighs and secured them in place with the straps that were built into the leathers. Once they were buckled in place, she reached down and pulled her greaves on. They came with tall plate guards that would extend from just above the ankle all the way up and over the kneecap. Once they were all the way on, she went about tightening the straps that held the guards securely in place. Then she methodically went about her preparations with the rest of the layers of her gear. The confining nature of the breastplate wasn’t the most freeing fit. She was quite certain that the armors were not made with females in mind, but it always made her feel safe. It always left her baffled that so many women throughout Kurein would opt for less effective options that would leave little to the imagination.

“Tramps,” she muttered as she pulled on the finely crafted pauldrons. Each bore a smaller golden cross, slightly different from the large one upon her breastplate. It too was a symbol of the Rift Wardens.

Okay, good to go now, she thought.

The large plate armor gave her a rather bulky appearance despite her lean frame. Fortunately for her, the Wardens could afford the finest smiths in all of Durghast. The way the layers of intricate metal linking was done beneath the plate, it offered the wearer superior range of motion and flexibility. Really it was the same way for the whole set of armor. The armoring technique was called Kantosian, named after the smith who engineered the layered micro-plate meshing. A single coat of armor like this would take a master smith weeks to complete, but it was several times more effective than even the best chain mail. The key draw back was that the technique was only feasible with drenamine, the rare metal only known to be found in the mines of the great city of Drenamere. The Wardens invested a small fortune into each suit of armor, but that’s what you do for the most well-trained fighters on the continent.

Once her gauntlets were on, she fastened her freshly washed cape to her armor, down over her armor. She looked down at her breastplate. Surprisingly it was free of blood. The golden insignia of her order was formed of something like a fancy lowercase t and still shone brightly. Vacinne shifted her focus to her belt. She pulled it tight around her waist and fastened it. Her scabbard and the runeblade within it now hung from her waist. She shouldered her pack and grabbed her shield before heading out the door.

A genteel old fellow met her in the main hall. He didn’t have many teeth, but he smiled all the same as he greeted her.

“Good day, good day, my lady! The sun’s rising, and the food is hot!”

“Well, hello there, kind sir,” she said, half laughing in response to his youthful exuberance. “I thought breakfast would only be hot at seven. I’m quite sure it’s well past that hour now.”

The rail thin old man slid a steaming hot bowl of biscuits and gravy across the polished bar. “True enough, my lady, but the master said you’d be needing your rest and a right good meal, he did, so I thought I’d be keeping it warm for ya!”

She beamed, “I love biscuits and gravy! Well done, kind sir. You have my heartfelt thanks.”

“That’s not all!” He rushed off into the kitchen only to reappear with a plate that offered a sizzling slab of beef as well as a bowl of cut up fruits.

“My, my this is as hearty a breakfast as I’ve found on the road yet!”

“I do what I can, my lady. Now would you prefer your cider warmed or chilled?” asked the old man with a childlike grin.

Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, warm cider sounds perfect for a chilly fall morning. Thank you.”

“Coming right up,” said the old fellow as he disappeared into the kitchen once more.

Vacinne started eating when another voice interrupted her.

“I trust the accommodations have been adequate?”

She finished chewing while looking over to see the man from last night. He stood tall, dressed in dark leathers and a dark cloak, his head uncovered. The daylight that spilled through the room’s windows gave her a chance to see him much better than the previous night. His green eyes seemed even lovelier than before.

Heavens he’s handsome, she thought.

Before she answered the old man returned with her mug of hot cider. “Good morning, Master.”

“Good morning Gerald,” he answered.

Vacinne laughed, “You’re the owner?”

“Guilty as charged,” he said with a smile.

“Last night, the bit about the owner being drunk? But you weren’t really drunk at all, were you?”

The man laughed, “Well, I was working on it.”

“So, the whole thing, it was a ruse, a charade?” she asked.

“It can get boring around here. Sometimes you just need to have a little fun,” he admitted.

“At my expense, no doubt,” she muttered.

“You looked like a big girl. I figured you could handle it.”

Vacinne scowled. “What’s your name?” 

“Renlar Demas. So, did you find the accommodations adequate?”

Vacinne had an incredulous look on her face. “Adequate? More than adequate. I don’t travel a lot, but I’ve been on the road for the past two months, and I’ve yet to find any accommodations that come close to this. The bed was fantastic, and the bath was exquisite. Quite the ingenious design in there. Must have cost a fortune to have someone design and build it for you.”

“Master Demas built it himself,” boasted Gerald as he headed toward the kitchen once more. He shouted, “Designed it and everything.”

“Not in front of the guests Gerald, you’ll make me blush,” replied Renlar modestly. “I should leave you to your breakfast, while it’s still hot.”

He nodded and turned to walk away.

She said, “I thought it would be cold.”

“Gerald thought better of it,” he said with a smile before he left the room.

“Before you go, I’m in need of some help. I’m a long way from the temple. Unfortunately, it appears I’ll be forced to find some hired help. Am I correct in my understanding that there are some bounty hunters in town?”

He stopped in his tracks but did not turn back toward her. “What kind of job is it?”

She continued, “A demon arrived in Dunmorrow yesterday. I’ll need help tracking it down and killing it. I’m also searching for a Warden and his company that went missing down this way. It’s a dangerous mission, so I’ll need the best Ketabo has to offer.”

Without turning back, Renlar said, “Once you’ve finished your breakfast, you’ll want to head over to the Gaggled Goose. It’s got the roughest crowd around. If anyone knows who to hire, it’ll be the owner, Braydus.”

“Thank you. I’ll eat and be off then. Would it be okay if I left Ellie in the stables until I return from the tavern? I’d like to ask you a few more questions anyway.”

“Sure,” was all he said before leaving the room.

Vacinne turned to Gerald, who was just now returning to the room. “He acted strange when I mentioned bounty hunters. What’s that all about?”

“They have a... reputation is all,” said Gerald with a smile and a shrug.

Vacinne nodded but said nothing else. She just ate her breakfast, which to her surprise was still warm. She didn’t usually eat big meals, but she did today. 

It’s going to be a long day. Best to eat up, she thought.

The food was excellent, and it would be poor taste to waste any of it. So, she finished off the steak and wiped the gravy bowl clean with her last biscuit before washing it all down with a second mug of hot cider.

“Will that be all my lady?”

She laughed, “I’d burst if I ate anymore. Gerald, your cooking and hospitality have been amazing. I’m off to the Gaggled Goose now, but I’ll return for my horse.”

“Very well, I’ll have her ready to go for you.”

With that Vacinne got up, took a mighty stretch, and left the Setting Sun Inn. It was bright morning. There was a cool breeze, but at least the sun was warm when she began her walk down the street toward the tavern. The walk wasn’t long, just six blocks, but it was enough to get her blood flowing on this cool morning. In no time she found herself there. She looked up and saw the crudely crafted tavern sign of a drunken goose staggering as it held what was presumably a pint of ale. It was only appropriate that the sign swayed in the morning breeze. 

Vacinne made her way inside and wasn’t surprised to see the place was a bit of a mess still from the night before.

A portly man with an apron, a bald head, and a curling mustache worked to clean the tables near by.

“Morning, Miss! It’s early, but your sins no greater than mine! What’s your poison?”

Vacinne frowned. “I’m looking for Braydus.”

“That’d be me, Miss.”

“I’m looking to hire a few bounty hunters. I want the best. I was told that you’re a man who knows these things.”

Suddenly more interested, Braydus replied, “Oh yes, I can definitely match you up with the right—talent for the job, for a modest fee of course. So, what’s your mission?”

“I’ve got a demon to hunt down and kill.”

“A lesser demon?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s a vorthor demon.”

Braydus nodded appraisingly. “So, a mid-tier demon. You’ll definitely need the best. It won’t be cheap. The Black Blade, Nicky-Knives, Two-Shots. That’s who ya need.”

Vacinne nodded. “Okay, where do I find those three?”

Braydus chuckled, “Ain’t three, just one. Ole chap has got more ‘n a few names, but he’s the best.”

Vacinne nodded again. “You’re telling me that he’s the best Ketabo has to offer?”

Braydus chuckled. “The best Ketabo has to offer? Heavens no! From all accounts he’s the best in all of Durghast, and sell-swords’ pride rarely lets them acknowledge anyone as their better, and seven-to-one, they do.”

“It sounds like he’s the right bounty hunter for the job. Where can I find him?”

“Miss, he’s no ordinary bounty hunter, he’s a rift hunter. Head on over to the Setting Sun Inn. The old chap who works there is named Gerald, he’ll know where to find him,” Braydus said as he stuck out his expectant hand, palm up.

“I just left the Setting Sun. They sent me to you,” said Vacinne, with confusion clearly in her voice. 

Braydus smiled and his hand waited patiently. 

“Oh, right,” she said before slipping a coin from her purse into his hand. “Thanks, I’ll be on my way.”

When Vacinne entered the Setting Sun, Gerald put a halt to his mopping and greeted her with the same warm smile he’d shared all morning.

He asked, “Did you find what you were looking for?”

Vacinne placed her hands on her hips and gave him a stern look. “Are you mocking me, Gerald?”

“Of course not, my lady,” he replied, his countenance showing the sting of her words.

“Why did you send me off on this wild Gaggled Goose chase only for Braydus to send me right back to you?”

Gerald raised his eyebrows. “He did?”

“Of course he did. Why are you playing coy with me? He told me you’d know where to find him.”

Gerald replied, “You said you needed bounty hunters. Master Renlar is no bounty hunter...”

“I’m not looking for your master, I’m looking for the Black Blade, Nicky Knives, Two-shots.”

Gerald replied, “That’s Master Renlar alright, but he’s no common bounty hunter. An altogether unscrupulous lot they are.”

“You’re confusing me Gerald,” she said, the frustration clearly rising in her voice.

A new voice joined the conversation. “Let me help.”

Vacinne and Gerald both turned to see Renlar standing there. 

He said, “I don’t do your typical bounty hunter work. I’m what you call a Rift Hunter.”

Vacinne blanched. “I’ve heard of the sort, but it’s all the same to me.”

Renlar crossed his arms. “Oh really? Why is that, Warden?”

Vacinne flushed, as she went from shock into irritation. “Bounty hunters and rift hunters alike are rogues who serve no master, fly no banner but their own, and profit from the death and destruction in this world—”

Renlar cut her off, “They are a plague upon this world, and they owe no allegiance to anyone but their own greed. This means that there is no means of holding them accountable. Therefore, they are a danger to society and the world at large, and so they must be avoided at all costs and purified when possible. Sounds like you’ve memorized some of the Sanctus Libro Aeternum too.” 

“What? How’d you?” stammered Vacinne.

Renlar’s face hardened. “Listen, you’ve got your opinion of me and I’m forming one of you right now, so unless we’ve got some business to attend, then I’ll have to ask you to gather your things and be on your way.”

Who the hell does he think he is that he can speak to me like that?

Indignation flared within her, and it was spelled across her face. She took a deep breath. “Is it true that you are the best?”

“Yep.”

“You knew I wanted to hire the best. Why in the Nine Hells did you send me off to the Gaggled Goose?” she demanded, her anger evident.

“Because I didn’t want you to take my word for it. If I’m that good, then my reputation should precede me. Which evidently it does,” he said calmly.

That actually makes sense, but the hell I’m going to give him the satisfaction of knowing it.

She asked, “What kind of jobs have you worked?”

Renlar replied, “I’ve killed ogres, trolls, and wyverns, but my specialty is demons.”

Vacinne cleared her throat. “I suppose that will suffice. But I’ll have you know that if we are going to be working together there will be no more misdirection, games, or subterfuge during our contract. Understood?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” he asked with a smirk.

“Understood?” she snapped.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s talk business,” he said as he moved his hands to his hips.

The movement drew her attention to crisscrossing belts, one of which held a dagger with a curving handle right where the belt buckle would normally be. Twin sheathed scimitars hung from each hip and daggers seemed to be strapped to nearly every part of his person, both above and below the belts. 

Her eyes naturally followed the movement and went to his hips, then inadvertently scanned his snugly leather wrapped figure. 

“Eyes up here darling,” he said with a wink.

Her eyes snapped back up to his green eyes.

“Insufferable,” she muttered under her breath.

“What’s that?” he asked.

She changed the subject. “A warden is missing. He and his company were last seen when they were traveling through Dunmorrow. I need to find them. When I arrived in Dunmorrow, I saw the remains of the massacre. Then a—”

“What massacre?” he interrupted.

“Dunmorrow. The whole village... Did you not know?” 

“Are there any survivors?” he demanded, his voice rife with concern.

Her voice softened. “None that I found, but I had only been there minutes before a rift—”

“What kind of demon?” he asked, interrupting her again.

“Vorthor, he—”

“Which direction did he go?” 

Vacinne snapped at him, “Stop interrupting me!”

“You’ve got a slaughtered village, a missing company, and a proliferator demon on the loose. We should be moving already,” he replied in an even tone.

“We would be, had you not sent me off like a fool this morning,” replied Vacinne with a glare.

“Point taken. Which dir—”

She cut him off, “Northeast from Dunmorrow.”

“That’s the Ruins of—”

“Esboralis,” she said as she cut him off again.

“Charming,” responded Renlar facetiously. “So, onto the matter of compensation. Then, if we are in agreement, we can set off.”

“Twenty crowns.”

Renlar chuckled. “Darling, I am worth at least three bounty hunters, four depending on your selection.”

“Nineteen,” she countered.

Even Gerald had a laugh this time.

Renlar crossed his arms over his chest. “Sweetheart, I don’t think you grasp how this negotiation works.”

Vacinne rolled her eyes and said, “Thirty, and that is my final offer.”

Renlar’s reply was instantaneous. “Then your friends stay lost, and your proliferator demon spawns thousands of hatchlings. Good day.” He gave a slight bow, turned and started away.

“Forty-five crowns...” 

Renlar stopped in his tracks and stood with his back to her. “And...?”

“Uhh... and another fifteen crowns if we manage to find Warden Masoc alive, but you’d need to come to the Kothari Temple to collect that portion.”

Renlar turned back to her and countered, “Or we keep it at forty-five, and I get half of whatever treasures we find on our mission.”

Vacinne looked appalled. “Bounty hunter, I am no thief, and neither will you be in my employ!”

“Rift Hunter,” he corrected, “and dead men need no gold, O pious one.”

“Only when there are no survivors will we take the spoils,” she compromised.

“Sounds like we’ve a contract,” said Renlar with a smile. “Gerald, did you get it all?”

“Yes Master Renlar!”

Vacinne looked over and saw that Gerald had actually been writing the terms of the agreement out on parchment. Then he came over and presented it to both parties, showing them that the terms agreed upon were the ones documented. Renlar nodded, and before Vacinne could even utter a single word, the scroll was rolled up and sealed with a gob of hot, melting wax. Gerald pressed a signet ring into the wax, leaving his master’s seal upon the rolled scroll.

“This’ll be stored in the vault until your return. The horses are both saddled and ready to ride, and master, your saddle bags are packed with supplies for both you and my lady,” said Gerald.

Vacinne’s mouth fell open. “Wait, how did you already know that I’d even agree to work with you?”

Gerald spoke up and said, “Master told me last night that the two of you’d be spending a lot of time together, and he’s never wrong.”

Renlar’s eyes shifted from Vacinne to his servant. “Gerald!”

“What? All I’m saying is the truth. Master has a way of knowing things, tis one of his many gifts, which you’re sure to learn all about, my lady. Anyways, I’ve got dishes to scrub before the lunch crew comes in. Gotta be prepared for the rush. Safe travels,” and with that the old man turned and disappeared into the kitchen.

Renlar just laughed as he walked toward her. “He’s the best man that’s ever worked for me. A bit liberal with his tongue, but I wouldn’t trade him for the world. Oh, and just remember, you’ve only hired me for my blades. Any comforts you might want will cost extra. Now enough pillow-talk, we’ve got a demon to hunt.”

He winked, then walked right past her, and out the door. She stood there stunned for a moment. Not just because of what he’d just said, but because of everything. Everything from the exquisite stay at this fine inn to the cat and mouse game to his overt gestures.

“I’ve never,” she groaned in frustration, “had to deal with such an arrogant, disgusting, and insufferable man in my life. Ugh! He’s going to drive me mad.”

The young woman stormed out of the Setting Sun after her sell-sword. 
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Ill Tidings
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Vacinne and Ellie caught up to Renlar before they reached the edge of town. She might not admit it, but she wasn’t sure what bothered her the most, the fact that he was a smart-ass, the fact that he seemed to always be one step ahead of her, the simple fact that he was a bounty hunter, or that she wasn’t in control. She did know one thing though.

“You’re really getting on my nerves, and we haven’t left town yet.”

“Always have been an overachiever,” he said.

“I don’t think you seem to get it. As your employer, you work for me,” she snapped.

He bit back. “You don’t seem to get that fact that I don’t really give a damn. I was perfectly happy back at my inn. You came to me for help. Now maybe back at the temple your high-born status and that pretty little face has probably gotten you a bunch of groveling lapdogs that worship the ground you walk on, princess, but out here in the real world it doesn’t work like that. Not even for you.”

Her mouth fell open. She’d never been spoken to like that, ever. She wanted to tell him every way that he was wrong, but she had nothing. No quips, no smart remarks, or justifications. Nothing.

He turned back to her and said, “Listen, you’re probably a nice girl underneath all those layers of Warden bullshit, and maybe you get away with talking to some people like that, but I was killing demons before you were even being fed with that silver spoon.”

Vacinne said nothing. She couldn’t if she wanted to, as too many emotions swirled inside her. Anger, frustration, embarrassment, and inadequacy. 

He continued, “Speaking of silver spoons, I didn’t catch your surname before.”

She said nothing for a moment, then composed herself and said, “LeDroux. Vacinne LeDroux.”

“LeDroux, as in Vichont LeDroux?” asked Renlar with a raised eyebrow.

“He’s my uncle,” she replied.

“Ugh. You’ve got to be kidding me. The gods and their damned fascination with irony.” Renlar cussed several times.

Vacinne sat upright, and defensively said, “If you have an issue with my family, speak up.”

Renlar huffed. “Conversation is over.”

What a pompous ass!

Vacinne tried to engage him further, but he shut down. So, they rode toward Dunmorrow in silence. And for a time, it was pleasant.

They could have left Ketabo, and gone straight to the ruins of Esboralis, but Renlar had insisted on seeing what was left of Dunmorrow. It would cost them half a day’s time, but he felt that it may offer some vital clues. Thinking more of the horrific scene that awaited them than the lost travel time, Vacinne was reluctant to agree, but did. So they made the trek to Dunmorrow first.

The small town of Ketabo was situated a little farther north than Dunmorrow, and as such it sat a little closer to the mountains than Dunmorrow. The terrain was naturally rough at the outset, but as they put a few leagues behind them, the terrain eased into the pastoral rolling hills that small farming villages like Dunmorrow had been known for. Those green hills offered a beautiful contrast to the backdrop of the dark, rugged peaks of the Drechic Mountains. Those mountains laid claim to some of the highest peaks in all of Durghast, with some of the range’s jagged stone peaks stretching upward tens of thousands of feet. Several of the major cities in the region were nestled into the mountains. High Crown was a full week’s ride northwest from Ketabo, and the Kothari Temple was another week’s ride north from there, and they were both surrounded by similarly staggering peaks from different ranges.

Most of the journey from Ketabo to Dunmorrow was done in relative silence, save for the steady clopping of hooves. Few words were exchanged, and Vacinne had to admit that as much as Renlar had irritated her, the silence did more so. At one point she’d tried to talk through a few issues with him, but he was sealed up tighter than a tourniquet. It probably didn’t help that she managed to do so while pointing out how he was wrong in every possible way. 

It drove her crazy, but Renlar didn’t take the bait. Instead, he kept his eyes on the road ahead and his ears to the ground. Vacinne was thankful that the trip between the villages was a short one though, and despite the scene that awaited, grew excited when the first signs of Dunmorrow came into view.

Renlar pointed to the dark smoke rising from the village. “Was it burning when you left?”

“Yes, there were a few small fires still going,” she replied.

“Well, I don’t think those fires are small anymore. We’re still several minutes away, and that cloud already looks huge. There might not be anything left of the village,” guessed Renlar.

He was right. When they finally reached the village several minutes later, there wasn’t much left. The stone structures stood tall, but were blackened with soot and ash, and flames consumed every remaining material that wasn’t stone.

“There’s nothing left to investigate,” he said with a grimace. 

Vacinne sighed her disappointment. “That’s odd. It seemed the fires were dying out when I left. We should continue on then. The demon travelled north from here.”

Renlar had a scowl, but he nodded in agreement. “The Ruins of Esboralis. Very well, but I don’t go into missions blind. You need to tell me everything you saw, heard, smelled. I need to know everything. Do you understand?”

“I’ll do my best.”

They made their way around the outskirts of the blazing village before turning their course north. Vacinne did her best to recall every detail from her visit from the previous night, leaving out only the details of having to first summon the courage to even enter the village, then of being absolutely thrashed and mocked by the vorthor demon.

He already doesn’t have any respect for you. Let’s not add to it, she thought.

Renlar listened intently.

“How did the demon get away?”

Quick, think up something that doesn’t make you sound incompetent. 

“I had to close the rift... but the demon was attacking me, so uh, I had to cast a protective barrier so I could close it. Yeah, so the demon took the opportunity to flee,” lied Vacinne.

“You did seal the rift, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” she said with a nonchalant wave of her hand. “I didn’t leave until the rift was gone.”

Well, at least that isn’t a lie.

“Right,” said Renlar.

Vacinne couldn’t determine if he believed her or not.

Renlar nodded and said, “Good, because, as a Warden you probably already know this, but rifts are anchored to the Immortal Hearts. If the rift isn’t sealed and a demon escapes, they can reopen it at another location.”

Vacinne fidgeted. “Oh, yeah, I knew that. Just out of curiosity, how does it actually work though. Like, I understand the concept, but they never fully explained the connection between the rifts and the Immortal Hearts, you know, in detail.”

Renlar gave her an appraising glance for a moment, before nodding.

Okay, he bought it!

Then Renlar explained, “As you know, the universe is believed to consist of three realms. The Heavens, the Hells, and the Mortal Realm sandwiched in between. Unlike our realm, the Heavens and the Hells are inhabited by immortal beings, primarily angels and demons. Unlike those of us that belong to the Mortal Realm, the immortals do not die natural deaths. The immortals do not have hearts that beat and pulse with flesh and blood like we do though. Angels and demons alike have powerful stones at their core called immortal hearts. It not only gives them life, but also gives them the power to open and close gateways between the realms.”

“So, the rifts are actually opened up by the Immortal Hearts?”

Renlar nodded. “Yes.”

“So, if the rifts are sealed but the demon survives, can’t they just open a new rift?”

Renlar said, “No, not from this realm. I’m not sure if anyone understands why, but it seems that demons, and angels for that matter, are only able to create a gateway that bridges the dimensions one time. Some people believe that the Immortal Hearts only have the power to create that link once.”

Vacinne shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. How can a surviving demon reopen a rift if they can only create one link?”

Renlar answered, “Because the link remains. So even if you see a rift disappear, the link remains unless it was intentionally severed.”

Vacinne cringed and said, “Then perhaps I should amend my previous statement.”

“As I expected,” said Renlar with a huff.

“I’m sorry. The rift was gone. I thought it was closed,” said Vacinne.

“No sense worrying about it now, but we need to catch that demon and kill it before these mountains are infested with them.” 

It was quiet for a few moments as they rode their way toward the Ruins of Esboralis. Renlar replayed all the details she’d shared over again in his mind. Then he broke the silence.

“Some things don’t add up to me. You said that the people of Dunmorrow had already been massacred before you even arrived.”

Vacinne nodded. “That’s correct. Well, actually there was an old man that was still alive. His legs were badly mangled, and he used his arms to drag himself from one of the buildings. He was... killed when the demon stepped through the rift.”

“Is there anything else that you can remember about the old man? Anything?” 

The horrific images flooded Vacinne’s mind. She watched as the dying man pulled himself into view. She saw his mutilated form. She saw the anguish on his face and the carvings on his back.

The carvings...

“Oh, oh! He had strange carvings on his back. They looked like demonic runes carved right into his flesh. I never got a close look, but the runes illuminated before they burst into flames or, or some kind of energy, I don’t know. That’s when the rift opened,” said Vacinne excitedly.

Renlar’s countenance darkened. “These are ill tidings, Vacinne. Ill tidings indeed.”

“I don’t understand,” admitted Vacinne.

“The runes carved into flesh and blood triggered the demonic magic to open that rift, but not just anyone can perform that type of spell. So, if the vorthor demon wasn’t already here, then something summoned it—from this side. So, someone with that kind of power and knowledge had to have already been here. But who? Or what?”

Vacinne replied, “I don’t know all the details, but strange things have been happening recently, including a rash of rifts that had opened. Fortunately, the Wardens have been able to neutralize the threats, but the sudden spike in rifts was alarming. I believe that was what Warden Masoc and his team were sent to investigate.”

Renlar tapped fingers on his chin as he thought. “This is the first rift to have opened within a hundred leagues of Ketabo in several months. If the Wardens were seeing an increase in rift activity, where were they happening?”

Vacinne shrugged, “I don’t know everything, but there was definitely several around the Temple, and of course a few others that I know of in various different directions. One towards the divide, another north of the Drechic, and two to the west of the Temple.”

Renlar stopped tapping his chin. “Do you happen to know why this Masoc and his team would have been sent down here then? If the rifts were happening every direction but here, why would they choose to investigate this region?”

“Oh, they sent teams in every direction. His team just happens to be the one we haven’t heard from,” Vacinne answered.

“Well Vacinne, I fear that we may not recover your fellow Warden. Something evil is at work here, and this Warden’s fate is likely already sealed,” warned Renlar.

“I feared as much, but as a Warden my hope persists,” she replied.

He nodded.

By the Light, help me believe that, she prayed silently.
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Of Gods and Men
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The two had travelled for an hour or so when the Ruins of Esboralis first came into sight. Even the keenest of human eyes could barely see the slightest hint of the ruin’s spires hidden in the mountains’ shadow. They were getting close.

Renlar turned to Vacinne and asked, “Do you know of the history of Esboralis?”

“I know that the kingdom grew in fame and fortune very quickly, before a very abrupt end,” she replied.

Renlar said, “Indeed it did. The city of Esboralis was a vibrant flame once. It gave life to its people and the villages of Ketabo and Dunmorrow alike. But like every flame that burns bright, its flame was soon extinguished. The famed philosopher and historian Hiradean once wrote, ‘great cities are only born in the mountains for the prosperity of profit or protection they offer, and the pick-ax that is powered by the hope of either digs the deepest.’ It is true, and Esboralis was no exception.” 

He shifted in his saddle and continued, “King Esbor carried certain beliefs. First, he believed that the mountains in this region were full of riches. He was right. The mines of Esboralis produced a fortune in precious gems. The kingdom’s wealth grew tremendously on the backs of its miners.”

Vacinne asked, “What was his second belief?”

Renlar took in a deep breath of fresh mountain air. “King Esbor believed that the citizens of his kingdom had a right to a share of the wealth. He was a generous king, more so than any other known monarch in history. He established a ruling council to help establish systems to distribute shares of the wealth in a way to make sure that there was no lack or suffering in his kingdom.”

Vacinne said, “It sounds like he was a great man. His people must have loved him.”

Renlar chuckled, “That’s what everyone says, until they hear the rest of the story. King Esbor was a fool. He was well intentioned, but a fool nonetheless.”

Vacinne furrowed her. “Okay, so what’s the rest of the story?”

“King Esbor was loved. The flow of precious gems from his mines brought tremendous wealth into the city through trade. As the wealth grew, so did the prosperity of all. The city’s spires inched higher with each passing day. And the wages rose the most for those in society that struggled the most. The streets became cleaner and safer. The markets were full of the finest foods and wares. The slums were overhauled, each hovel replaced with a well-constructed dwelling made of the finest materials.”

Renlar paused to take a swig from his canteen, and Vacinne said, “I honestly don’t see how any of this is bad.”  

Renlar raised his index finger and said, “Ah, but therein lies his third faulty belief, that mankind could handle it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will, you will,” he nodded, before continuing. “The kingdom’s wealth was tremendous, as was the cost of his prosperity programs. The programs began to drain the kingdom’s coffers, but he couldn’t undo what he’d started, so the king had to find new ways to fund it. The prosperity was truly shared by all, and for the briefest of moments, it was a glimpse of paradise. And while the human heart aspires to such lofty ideals, it is also full of all kinds of deceits and wickedness.”

He had her full attention as he continued the teaching. “Miners whose back-breaking work produced the kingdom’s wealth initially enjoyed their change in fortunes. What was once a miserable, thankless job for the uneducated, now offered them a nice home, good food, and a proper education for their children. Until they realized the same was afforded to those who didn’t work as they did. Some continued to work, while others protested, and others outright quit. Immediate production losses were felt in an economy that was already on the verge of outspending its revenue generation.”

Renlar swept his hair back from his face. “The kingdom’s coffers were hemorrhaging, and Esbor needed to stop the bleeding. He ordered reduction in spending in many other programs. He cut military spending. The production of new armors and weaponry was decreased, along with that of the outer defenses. Likewise, troops garrisoned outside the walls were largely drawn into home garrison inside the walls, simply because it was less expensive. But it wasn’t enough to stem the bleeding. Unwilling to realize the mistake, or perhaps realizing it had gone too far to reverse course, King Esbor forced his ruling council to amend their trade policies.”

Vacinne listened intently as they rode on.

“The taxes were levied on trade partners. In some cases, it made sense, but when they imposed strict tariffs on trade partners that had always dealt fairly with them it created problems. What the king and his council failed to realize was that they needed the trade more than the other nations. Their primary export of precious gems was a luxury, not a necessity. Tensions grew, and trade dwindled. King Esbor lifted the taxes and tariffs, but some relationships were irreparably damaged, and some trade partners were reluctant to return. Things quickly unraveled. King Esbor realized the mines were still rife with wealth, but it needed to be mined quickly. He ordered all the protesting miners back into the mines. Criminals were then sent into the mines, followed by those in the kingdom who the council deemed were not otherwise contributing to society, including soldiers in garrison.”

Vacinne said, “So essentially, half the kingdom was then forced to work in the mines to earn the crowns that they were already afforded?”

Renlar nodded, “Yes.”

Vacinne stared wide-eyed. “What happened next?”

“The same thing that always happens when people believe they are oppressed.”

“A revolt,” she replied.

“The uprising started in the mines. I don’t think having the prisoners down there with the general population was ever a good idea, but it was bound to happen either way. What was once a peaceful protest started by law-abiding miners quickly devolved into a full fledge riot. They overtook their guards, and eventually the violence spilled into the streets. Buildings were burned, people were killed, and the looting began. Those few soldiers that were still in garrison were called in, but they were tasked with fighting their own. In many cases they were fellow soldiers who’d been ordered to the mines, and in other cases they were family and friends. Without any means of ending the riots, King Esbor and the ruling class hid behind palace walls as the weeks passed.”

“So that’s how it ended? The city was destroyed by the riots?” asked Vacinne.

“Not quite. Wealth attracts attention. Apparently, the Frost Giants of Frizjarda, up in the mountains above, had been watching Esboralis. As the riots went on, the Frost Giant king ordered the attack. The Frost Giants descended from the mountains like an avalanche. The people of Esboralis never had a chance. The city’s inhabitants were killed, eaten, or enslaved—perhaps a combination of the three. No one really knows. But the city was left in ruins, and much of its wealth stolen into the mountains beyond.”

Renlar took a deep breath as he finished the telling.

“What a dreadful tale,” said Vacinne. “It sounds as though the giants were their doom more than anything the king did.”

Renlar scoffed, “Did you not listen to anything but the ending?”

Vacinne countered, “Is it not possible that the riots could have ended, and they could have rebuilt? It’s not unheard of. There are documented accounts of other kingdoms that have dealt with riots and even full-blown revolts and continued to exist.”

Renlar raised an eyebrow. “Yes, I know of Shendolin and Agripaan to name a few, but they did not build their entire societies on such a faulty foundation of logical fallacies. The entire foundation of Esboralis was based on the principles of humans being evenly awarded for uneven effort and merit. That system will never work in any human society! Ever. Period. The human individual will always seek what is fair, through their own lens of self-satisfaction and self-preservation. Very rare are the individuals that choose to strive against the current when it is easier to float downstream. Some yes, but few on the whole, and not enough to sustain the many who don’t.”

Vacinne tilted her head back as she looked skyward. “As an optimist, I choose to believe.”

Renlar slapped his hands together and shook his head, “You are an impossible girl.”

“Mr. Demass, I am no child, and you’ll not address me as one,” she said in a stinging rebuke.

“Are you even twenty-one?”

“Next month, three weeks to be precise.”

Renlar laughed, “Of course, of course my dear. You do have the look of a grown woman, that’s for sure, but hopefully by the time we’re done working together, I can have you thinking like a grown woman too.”

“Renlar Demass!” she barked, as her face flushed. “I’m not even sure which part of that statement I find the most offensive.”

“Pick whichever you prefer, but please stop calling me by my full name,” he remarked.

“Well what should I call you then? Black Blade sounds ridiculous. What do I call you, Nicky-Knives, or what was the other one, Double-shot?” she said in a mocking tone.

“Okay, okay, no need to make fun. I’m not the one who has came up with all the names either. Besides, it’s Two-shots, but you can just call me Renny. Will that work?” he replied.

“Renny. I kind of like that. It’s not too serious. It’s almost light and playful,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah, kinda like Rift Warden Vacinne LeDroux,” the sarcasm dripping from his words.

“Ha ha, Renny. Just Vacinne is fine.” 

Renlar bowed, “Very well, Just Vacinne.”

“And the jokes just keep coming with you don’t they,” she said as she rolled her eyes.

“All day darlin’,” he said with a wink.

Vacinne sighed in frustration as they rode onward. Then she spotted something in the sky, off to the west.

“What is that?”

But her words were drowned out by the terrible roar of a dragon. On the open road through the highlands, there was nowhere for them to find cover. They were sitting ducks. Like a surge wind, the dragon rushed through the sky as it swooped down toward the Ruins of Esboralis. It arched back upward and shot up over the Drechic’s craggy spires then up into the clouds. In seconds, the dragon was out of view. Its terrible roar followed, which rolled like thunder through the clouds far above. 

“I thought we were dead,” said Vacinne as she trembled.

“If we don’t get off this road, we might be,” said the suddenly wary Renlar.

Vacinne looked around. “We’re not going to find any cover up here. Either we turn back now, or we ride hard for the ruins.”

Renlar nodded. “I think you’re right. But if the dragon keeps swooping down upon the ruins, we may be dead either way. Hyah!”

Renlar urged his horse into a dead run toward the ruins, and Vacinne was but a heartbeat behind them. 

Vacinne shouted, “You said the city had lots of mines!”

“Yeah, let’s hope we can find one that isn’t occupied,” he hollered back.

The unseen dragon roared in the cloud above, only for its terrible cry to roll like an avalanche down the mountain.

“Whatever’s in them can’t be worse than that,” shouted Vacinne.

“I pray you’re right,” said Renlar.

The horses’ hooves beat the highland road as their mounts dashed toward the war-torn ruins of Esboralis. The gap shortened rapidly with each of the mares’ powerful strides. The horses carried their riders effortlessly up the incline, undoubtedly propelled by the fear of the dragon. 

Vacinne shrieked as the white dragon broke through the clouds and plummeted toward them. 

Renlar slapped the bottom of his hands together then rolled them toward himself then out in a dramatic silent incantation, and Vacinne prepared a protective shield as the dragon blew past them like a howling tempest. They twisted back in their saddles to watch as the white dragon arched upward and shot out of view once again.

With dust swirling behind them, they rode the last stretch to the ruins. It was perhaps the longest league in Vacinne’s life. Her heart pounded as fear continued to ravage her. Renlar said nothing, but she knew it had to be eating at him too. The dragon’s roar faded away, and the only sound left was the pounding of the horses’ hooves.

Then, like the howl of a tornado, the dragon announced its presence once more. Vacinne looked back over her shoulder, only to see a massive white dragon diving down toward them. Terror gripped her.

“Light keep us!” she cried.

“This way,” shouted Renlar as he waived for her to follow his lead.

Renlar began to weave his horse behind and around some of the many out-buildings that stretched out ahead of the main gate of the old ruins. Vacinne followed him as they cut a zig-zagging path away from the dragon’s pursuit. The dragon was diving hard and would be upon them in no time. 

“Behind the walls!” commanded Renlar as he drove his mount to make for the main gates.

The old gates lay in tattered ruins, much like everything else. The shattered remnants lay scattered about, but it wouldn’t be enough to deter them. Their horses leapt the wreckage and darted behind the wall right as the massive white dragon roared over the city’s walls. The dragon cried out and snapped its tail. The tail struck one of the towering spires like lightning. The forgotten tower exploded into a swirling storm of stone and mortar.

They did not need to urge the horses onward; the beasts charged ahead on instinct, fleeing the danger of the dragon and the crashing debris. Their hooves thundered upon the overgrown cobbled streets of Esboralis as they raced through the east side of the city. Vacinne didn’t know where they were going and didn’t care as long as the direction was away.

The dragon beat its powerful wings and launched itself skyward again. The creature shot upward in a rapid ascent away from the ruins and up toward the mountain top. In seconds, the dragon had vanished into the cover of clouds and was gone again. The roaring could still be heard, but slowly the sounds grew fainter.

They reined in their horses in the midst of the ruins. Ellie still shifted about, and whinnied. She was clearly uneasy still, and Vacinne couldn’t blame her.

“Phew, that was close,” said Renlar with a laugh.

“Why in the Nine Hells are you laughing?” Vacinne demanded.

“Because we are alive! We probably shouldn’t be, but we are! That, my dearie, is cause for a celebration,” said Renlar as he mysteriously managed to pull a flask from somewhere and prepared to take a swig, then stopped as Vacinne eyed him disapprovingly.

“Where are my manners? Ladies first.” He proffered the flask.

Vacinne was visibly unimpressed, but she politely declined.

“Suit yourself,” said Renlar with a shrug before swilling some of the rum. “Ahh! Nothing like the sweet bite of Sixteen-twelve Bartle Hill.”

“Well, let’s not indulge too much. We’ve got a demon to kill, in case you’d forgotten.” Vacinne studied her surroundings.

“Gods, woman, did you pinch your chuff? Loosen your girdle a bit,” he said flippantly.

“What?” asked Vacinne, clearly confused.

“Never mind,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Let’s see if we can find any traces of this demon.”

“Very well, but how do you propose we do that? The city is quite large.”

“Well, if it’s a vorthor demon, it’s going to want to lay its eggs. That means somewhere dark, and somewhere out of the elements,” replied Renlar.

“The mines,” said Vacinne.

Renlar nodded. “Or something similar, perhaps a keep, a vault, or a cave.”

“We could be here days searching! That’s too long!”

Renlar smiled. “Agreed.”

“Ugh, why are you smiling?” roared Vacinne.

“Because I’m pretty sure I know where it is.” Renlar’s smile only grew at her agitation.

“Where?” said Vacinne, excitement filling her voice.

Renlar pointed to a snowy ledge high above the northern end of the city where a large tunnel was cut into the side of the mountain. “In there.”

“How do you know?”

“I told you, sometimes I know things,” he said with a shrug. “Besides, the tunnel was closed off, and the snow up there has been blocking the door for weeks.”

Vacinne realized he was probably right. It wasn’t quite winter yet down in Ketabo and Dunmorrow, but these elevations were higher, and much of the mountains had been getting snow for weeks.

She asked, “Is that a mine too?”

“No, it’s the old Esboralis Tunnel. It was one of the first tasks King Esbor commissioned. It used to be a highway that went all the way through the mountain to South Road, which will take you to Drenamere. It’s been closed since before the fall of Esboralis, but it sure makes for a nice hatchery.”

Vacinne asked, “How do we get up there?”

“I came through here back in the spring, and the old elevator system was still functional. If it hasn’t been destroyed, we should still be able to use the cranks to raise the platform. If it’s been damaged, then we’ve got to take the long way around, and it’s going to cost us a good few hours to go around and make our way up the old road. It’s not terribly long, but as I mentioned, there’s the snow.”

“Well, let’s hope the elevator things you mentioned still work, whatever they are.”

They didn’t waste any time. Renlar led Vacinne through the still crumbling ruins of what was once a city of splendor. She’d heard tales of the marble spires of Esboralis and how the light danced across them. She’d heard tales of great statues of the demi-god twins Osiron and Denaron, the patrons of fortune and favor. The statues once towered over sixty feet in the air. Now she was able to stare the demi-god right in its lifeless eyes as she passed by. What remained of one of the statue’s heads lay half smashed on the street ahead of her, with the remnants of a hand nearby. 

Are you Osiron or Denaron? In either fashion a fitting end for a false god, she mused.

No, Vacinne didn’t know which deity was which, but seeing the statues of the youthful and androgynous twins torn down and smashed did give her some measure of satisfaction. Whereas some might mourn the statues’ destruction as a loss of great art and craftsmanship, she simply saw it as things being made right in the world.

There were many religions throughout the world of Kurein. Too many to be counted. Vacinne was a Warden. That meant that her life was dedicated to the service and worship of the Light. Her belief, and many of the world’s religions, was that the Light was a holy and powerful being that created the universe. That was usually where the similarities ended. Hundreds of religions from one end of Kurein to the other subscribed to the notion of the Pantheon, a belief that the Light bore children whom now rule the present world. The theories and beliefs as to how and why varied widely from sect to sect, but people of all different types wholly pledged their lives, and sometimes even their deaths, to their patrons, the demi-gods of the Pantheon. Osiron and Denaron were two such patrons.

Vacinne spit on the face of the broken statue as she passed, and then offered up a prayer to the Light.

Renlar turned back and raised an eyebrow. “That’s not very ladylike, your grace.”

Righteous indignation swelled within her. “These statues are a grotesque mockery of everything I stand for. Their existence is a blasphemy of the Light, and the very presence of these and other false gods has led countless souls astray for thousands of years!”

“Vacinne, I admire your passion, but have you ever stopped to consider that maybe some of those lost souls are pushed away far more than they could have ever been led?”

Vacinne was taken aback. “What are you saying?”

“Forget it,” said Renlar with a dismissive waive.

Vacinne insisted. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

“Look, all I’m saying is that the Wardens say they believe in the Light, but their actions don’t always paint a very accurate reflection.”

Vacinne glared at him, and the venom seeped from her tongue. “Which god do you serve, bounty hunter? Heckor, the patron of greed? Or maybe Kritheo, the patron of assassins? Yes, that might work. Or better yet, what about Bender, the patron of spirits? You do like a good strong drink. Can’t seem to go without one for more than twelve hours.”

Renlar’s expression grew cold. “You’ve known me for, like you said, less than twelve hours, yet you think that places you in a position to judge me? You Wardens are all the same. Constantly, you are taking your teaching of the Light and using it to size up the souls of the entire world when that was never your mandate. You know nothing of me, girl, and from the sounds of it, you know nothing of the Light either.”

Renlar turned his horse around. Vacinne’s mouth fell open as she watched him slowly ride away. She wanted to say something. She needed to say something.

You can’t leave. Stop. Don’t go. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m an ass. I need you.

But those words just never left her lips, and she was left alone in the Ruins of Esboralis.

––––––––
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6
Friendly Fire
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Renlar groused, “That nerve of that arrogant, disrespectful, self-righteous little brat!” 

He couldn’t wait to be away from her, but he wasn’t about to put his horse through any more. He fumed as they slowly rode away. It didn’t seem to help. The more he thought about it, the more pissed he got.

“I came all the way up here for what? For nothing! No—thing! We didn’t get paid. We didn’t get to kill any demons, and we sure as hell didn’t get the girl,” said Renlar, making air quotes with his fingers. 

His horse snorted at the last remark.

“Alabaster, we don’t want to get the girl. Not that one at any rate,” he said to his horse.

The horse snorted again.

“She thinks she knows everything, and that she’s the only one in the world who has any sense about anything. That and her precious order. Come off it!”

There was no talking to him when he got like this. Gerald knew it well. Heck, even the horse knew it. Renlar would need to blow off some steam before he’d be reasonable about anything. He wasn’t unaware of his penchant for getting wound up like this either, rather he embraced it like a full-grown child. He would rant and rave till he nearly foamed at the mouth, and then his blood pressure would finally ease back down, and he would become a mostly sane human being once again. He wasn’t ready for that just yet though.

“I’m done. No more helping people. The world is going to hell in a hand basket and we’re just going to sit back and watch it all burn. Maybe, just maybe we’ll finally get to the end of this new generation of ignorance and entitlement. When I was that age...”

And still, the rant continued to no one in particular, as even Alabaster stopped listening.

Vacinne was slammed into the tunnel wall. She grunted at the impact but reflexively pushed herself back from the wall and spun to her left. With her left arm extended, she swung out with a wild back handed strike. Her kite shield slammed into the face of the demon hatchling. The sickening crunch of cracking and snapping filled the dark corridor. And the hatchling wailed, then hissed at her before attacking a second time.

Vacinne brandished her sword and taunted the young crawler demon. “You got the drop on me, but it won’t be so easy this time demon.”

The centipede like demon writhed and shrieked in response before it struck.

Vacinne lunged to her right, pulling her shield up just in time as the demon’s dagger like appendages raked across the drenamine alloy shield. Vacinne hacked at the creature’s long body with her blazing runeblade. Her blade slammed against the carapace, to little effect. The demon hissed as it doubled back on her. She pivoted and met its fanged maw with the Wardens’ insignia that was finely engraved in her shield. The crawler demon staggered backward, the damage showing as several of the half dozen mandibles were now snapped.

The demon seemed to snicker at her, before rushing up the tunnel walls and spiraling around. Quicker than the snap of a bowstring, the demon was behind her again. The demon rose up tall, like a viper poised to strike. There was a bright flash of light in the distant dark tunnel. Everything turned to fire.

“By the Light!” shouted Vacinne in the face of the roaring flames.

“Alabaster, you don’t have to agree with me, but it’s time. Just let the whole damn world burn!”

Renlar’s horse neighed at the sound of Vacinne’s charge, and the roar that accompanied it. He turned back to watch as a torrent of fire shot out of the tunnel on the ledge behind them.

“Fool! She’s gotten herself killed already!”

Then he heard her distant shout.

“Back to the Nine Hells with you, demon!”

“She is rather defiant,” he added, to Alabaster’s snort. The horse took off. Bolting in the direction of the battle. Renlar barely managed to catch the reins as Alabaster made for the nearby ramp that would take them to her.

“Whoa, what are you doing? Stop. She made her choice!” shouted Renlar, but the white mare ignored his protest as she dashed up the gently pitched road.

“You won’t be able to make it through the snow up ahead, you stupid beast!”

Alabaster snorted in defiance, and doubled down, charging ahead faster.

“Damn you! You females are all the same, you insufferable, stubborn, mule-headed fools. Damn you, damn you,” shouted Renlar, as he spotted the first sign of snow up on the road ahead.

Renlar’s hands twisted in a wild gesture, and then he thrust his hands forward like a storm gale. The air began to roar and howl before turning violent. Gusts of powerful air surged past them and pummeled the snowy roadblock. The frozen powder exploded into the air, and everything went white. Renlar ducked low and held onto Alabaster for dear life as they charged into the blizzard.

“Just follow the wind, girl,” he shouted.

Alabaster neighed and charged ahead.

The flames hungrily lapped at Vacinne’s magical shield, but the spell held. The demon’s shrieking had stopped, but the flame lasted another few seconds. Seconds that lingered on forever. The magical barrier that protected her now thrummed with a new potency, something Vacinne had never seen before. The sound grew in her mind, eclipsing the sound of the fiery roar. Then the assault ended.

Vacinne relaxed her magical ward, and as the yellow pallor of the shield faded with the magic, the absence of light tricked her eyes. In those next seconds, darkness overwhelmed her. Then it came. A brilliant flash of light filled the tunnel. Two massive fireballs flew toward her, one after the other.

Vacinne cursed. I’ll repent later. Then cursed again, as she threw up the magical shield once more. The fireballs slammed into the barely visible wall of magic that extended out from her shield. The flames harmlessly rolled off the shield.

“With a fiery assault like that, it’s either a bregadarian or a liconith,” guessed Vacinne as she weathered a new storm of fire. “What do you do when you don’t know which one you’re fighting? Think, Vacinne, think!”

Her head ached as the thrumming of the magic had hit new levels. Pain shot through her as though an unseen dagger of pure energy had been driven into her skull. Vacinne screamed. 

A voice whispered to her. “Let go.”

Before she even realized what she’d done, she’d heeded the call of the strange voice. In a way that she didn’t even know possible, she let go. Of what or how, she didn’t know, but she let go. The last remnants of her power that held her protective shield in place were released. In an instant it was gone. The power she once felt, and so much more, was released in a massive detonation. Magical energy, unlike anything she’d witnessed before, reverberated through the tunnel as it surged forward, quenching the fire and everything in its path. The mountain shook. 

A gout of flames shot out of the tunnel as Renlar and Alabaster raced toward it. 

“I know that fire!” shouted Renlar.

No more flames erupted, but tremendous power was still being released in the tunnel. That much was for sure. 

Boom!

Renlar dismounted and sprinted toward the tunnel, but as the mountain shook the ground moved beneath his feet. He made his way into the tunnel. The tunnel curved away from the entrance, so the light of the outside world couldn’t penetrate very deep, but he knew the tunnel well. He raced ahead into the darkness, rounding the first corner just in time to watch the last traces of yellow light shine in the tunnel’s darkness. He watched as Vacinne and her glowing runeblade pulsed with energy, then flickered away. 

His hands flew about in rapid gestures that called upon his magic and he screamed as he ran. “Nooo!”

Vacinne’s sights were set. Her blade was poised to strike, and her target was stunned by the magical counter-attack. Somewhere in the dark, someone screamed. She ignored it. 

“It’s time to end this.” 

Vacinne disappeared. Her phase strike positioned her right behind her attacker. She lunged forward, thrusting her runeblade in for the kill.

A howling gust of wind was a tidal wave force hitting her. The blast of air slung her backward. She tried to fight forward against the gale, to end her adversary, but the wind’s assault was overwhelming. 

A powerful voice thundered in the dark, rising over the winds. “Stand down! Both of you!”

When Vacinne resisted, the wind bit back and the voice roared, “Now!”

A new, feminine, voice replied, “I yield.”

Stunned, Vacinne hesitated for a moment before reluctantly lowering her blade. “Me too.”

The wind seemed to die off in an instant, leaving the two combatants breathing hard in the scantly lit darkness of the tunnel. 

With the lazy dialect of the western hill-country, the unseen female said, “’Ey, tha’ you Renny?”

“Sutara, no doubt,” he replied with confidence.

Sutara replied, “Tha one an’ only!”

Renlar said, “Can you give us some light—without burning anyone?”

Sutara’s voice became smooth as silk. “You used to like it hot...”

“Just light, Sutara,” replied Renlar.

Flames sprang up in the palm of the strange woman’s extended hand. As the flame grew, Vacinne got a good look at her adversary for the first time. The woman was barely older than Vacinne, probably in her mid-twenties. Vacinne guessed the woman was a few inches shorter than her at about five-foot six. She had a light complexion with reddish-brown eyes and long red hair loosely tied back in a messy bun. She had a very athletic build and tight leathers that put it all on display.

Pretty, admitted Vacinne. I hate her.

“So Renny’s got ‘imself a fresh squeeze,” said Sutara while shooting Vacinne a disapproving glance.

Renlar was quick to correct her. “Vacinne, here, hired me to help her kill a demon, but our arrangement has run its course.”

Sutara raised an eyebrow and shot a curious look to Vacinne. “Get wha’ you wanted already, did you? Din’t want anymore?”

Vacinne crossed her arms. “I’m sure you catch all sorts of things, but we’re here for demons.”

Sutara laughed and turned back to Renlar who was now standing with them. “She always like this?”

Renlar laughed. “So far.”

“Like what?” snapped Vacinne.

Sutara scowled, and said to Renny, “So up-tight! No fun, yeah? Always business, yeah?”

“Yeah,” said Renlar with a grin.

Vacinne protested, “We’ve got a demon to kill. It’s not really the time to play around and have fun.”

Sutara turned to Vacinne. “Life’s never as long as folks think, especially when you’re huntin’ demons hun. Loosen your knickers and have a little fun before you’re dead.”

Vacinne rolled her eyes and muttered, “Your  knickers are loose enough for all of us.”

The flame began to swell in Sutara’s palm.

“Easy now girls,” warned Renlar, extending his arms outward.

Sutara pursed her lips and flared her nostrils as she exhaled. “Yep, knickers are real tight. How’d you agree to work for ‘er?”

Renlar replied, “I know, that’s why I quit.”

Vacinne snapped. “You aren’t quitting on me, I’m not uptight, and my knickers are none of anyone’s damned business! And why the hell were you trying to kill me?”

Sutara eyed her up and down. “Looked like a demon to me.”

“I should have killed you...”

“Like you could,” mocked Sutara.

Renlar said, “In case you’ve forgotten, we’ve got demons on the loose. So, as much as I’d love to listen to you girls bicker, we’ve got business to attend. Oh, and Sutara, I just saved your ass. Again.”

Sutara placed her free hand on her hip and raised an eyebrow. “You always were a fan.”

Vacinne said, “Seriously, I don’t want to hear about it.”

Renlar crossed his arms. “Sutara, really, that’s enough. Now, why are you up here?”

Sutara exchanged looks with both of them before answering. “I had intel on a bounty out here.”

Renlar asked, “A demon?”

“No,” she replied. “As I reached Dunmorrow, there was a lot of commotion in the village. Apparently, a Warden had passed through with a small company, and it caused quite a stir.”

Vacinne interrupted, “How long ago was that?”

“Two days, why?”

“The entire village has been slaughtered,” answered Renlar.

Sutara’s eyes narrowed. “A vorthor.”

Vacinne cocked her head to the side. “If you left the village when people were still alive, how’d you know about the demon?”

Sutara took a deep breath. “Ok, here goes. The Warden and I... were after the same thing. But he had a head start on me, so I tailed him and his crew from a distance. But somehow, he managed to lose me once he got here to the ruins. Seems like I searched nearly every nook and cranny up here before I realized he’d gone down here.”

“How’d you know he came here?” asked Vacinne.

“I saw the demon come this way, but it’s movements were different. It moved with, ya know, purpose. Figured it musta been huntin’ tha Warden,” replied Sutara.

Vacinne asked, “But you’re not certain he’s here?”

“Oh, he’s in here. I heard the voices just a bit before you attacked me. But voices travel down here, so I’m not sure how much distance they’ve got between us.”

Vacinne sighed. “Or if the demons got to them first. Either way, the Warden and his men are in danger. We’ve got to get moving.”

Renlar’s arms remained crossed and his face was stern. “Sutara, what exactly is it that you and this Warden are after?”

Sutara grinned and said, “Oh Renny, you know us bounty hunters can’t be kissin’ and tellin’ now, can we? Our employers can’t be havin’ tha.”

Renlar’s tone soured. “Sutara, what’s the score?”

“My lips are sealed tighter ‘an ‘er chuff, but if anyone can pry it loose, it’d be you darlin’,” was Sutara’s sultry reply and wink.

“You’re disgusting,” admonished Vacinne.

Renlar sighed. “I need a drink.”

––––––––
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Into the Dark
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Vacinne eyed Renlar. He was just standing there with his arms crossed. He was staring back at the two women for a moment, then shook his head as if conceding that this was all a really bad idea. Then he broke the silence.

“Listen, for whatever reason, fate has brought us all together. I think for the moment we can all agree that it is best that we stick together. I don’t like the idea any more than either of you, but in the interest of safety and completing the mission, I think that’s what we have to do. But before either of you say anything else, we need to lay down some ground rules, because I’m not listening to this petty squabbling all the way to Drenamere.”

Vacinne rebuffed him. “Uh, excuse me, what makes you think that you are calling the shots here? I’m the one who hired you.”

“Because I just saved you from killing each other, and besides, I quit, remember?” barked Renlar.

“Oh, so I’m not paying you?” asked Vacinne.

“That’s not how this works!”

“It sounds exactly how it works,” countered Vacinne.

“Damn it, you’re impossible! We’ll sort that out later. Right now, you need to shut up long enough for me to establish some rules,” he snapped in anger. “First off, no more fighting! You’re both acting like children. Grow up, for a patron’s sake. I could care less about anyone’s knickers or desires or anything else. The only reason I’m trapped with you two miserable souls is because right now there are human lives in danger and a demon is on the loose—a vorthor demon at that, who just so happens to be capable of spawning an entire army of hatchlings that will grow up into adulthood in a matter of days if we don’t kill it first. The tunnel ahead is probably already teeming with eggs, and from what we can tell, one’s already hatched.”

With that Renlar kicked at the corpse of the crawler hatchling. “So, let’s keep our mouths shut and all of our hatred and anger focused entirely on the demons that stand between us and Warden Masoc. Do we have an agreement?”

No, thought Vacinne on principle alone.

With reluctance, both women agreed, though they did wait to see which would concede first. Vacinne caved last.

Ha! I win.

Renlar asked, “Sutara, that was a lot of fire. How are you recovering?”

Sutara gave a suggestive smile. “I didn’t even touch my reserves. Baby, I could go all night.”

Ignoring her last remark, he said, “Good. If your spirit isn’t spent, then I need you to take point and light the way for us.”

Sutara nodded.

Renlar said, “As you’ve already realized, Sutara is a Riftborn like us. She has the ability to conjure and control fire. At first glance, fire is a straight-forward destructive force. Despite her youth, Sutara’s talents transcend beyond just brute force. She is an artist with a certain elegance and finesse to her skills.”

Renlar pulled out two thin, all black, all metal daggers from the thick leather strap that crossed over his chest. “My skills are of a different nature. I am able to form a sort of bond or connection with certain rare metals. Namely drenamine and Ashthorill.”

Vacinne watched in awe as the black daggers levitated from the palm of his hand. The two daggers pointed opposite directions, then began to spin in a circle. 

Renlar continued, “My bond grants me the ability to manipulate the objects, but it is limited in both the effective range and the sheer amount of force that I can exert upon an object. Meaning, I’m not going to be able to manipulate an object a league away, and I’m not going to be able to lift an object that I can’t physically lift. It’s a bit more complicated than that, but you get the gist.”

Renlar smiled. “Thankfully, that’s not all I can do.”

Renlar moved his hand, and a small rush of wind began to swirl around them. Then with a snap of his fingers, there was a violent burst of air. The spinning daggers were ripped from the air and slammed into the wall to their right with splintering force. Shards of shattered blocks exploded from the tunnel wall, but were buffeted with the air bursts, and harmlessly fell away. When the dust cleared and the wind died down, the two black daggers were almost completely buried in the wall.

Vacinne stood there slack-jawed for a moment before saying, “Nicky Knives... But wait, why Nicky? Is that your real name or something?”

Renlar laughed. “Nah, an old friend gave me that name. Good ole Bretharius Gudromunde. When I asked him why Nicky, he just said it sounded better, that it rolled off the tongue.”

Vacinne said, “So a guy named Bretharius Gudromunde wanted to make sure your nickname rolled off the tongue. Makes sense.”

Renlar chuckled.

Sutara butted in. “What about you? I didn’t turn you to ashes, so what’s your superpower? You flame retarded or somethin’?”

“Retardant?” replied Vacinne. “No, I’m able to create shielding spells.”

“That all?” smacked Sutara.

“No, I am able to phase shift,” said Vacinne, and the demonstration began. “You see me in front of you, but I’m right behind you.”

Vacinne tapped Sutara on the shoulder and met the red head with a proud smirk. Sutara nearly jumped out of her skin. 

“How the—?” started Sutara as she looked back and forth between the Vacinne and her illusion.

“Fascinating!” said Renlar with amusement. “This could get interesting.”

Vacinne admitted, “This is an ability that I’ve discovered only just recently, but it’s got its uses.”

“I see you have an Ashty there,” said Sutara pointing to Vacinne’s sword. “How many Wardens you gotta sleep with to nab one a them?”

Dumbfounded, Vacinne said, “Really? Must you sound like a courtesan at all times?”

Sutara’s face reddened, but she had no response.

Vacinne continued, “You do realize women don’t have to be on their backs to make a living, right? Then again, probably not, what with all your trips between the brothel and the physician.”

Renlar stepped between them. 

“Vacinne, that’s enough,” he warned.

She started it!

Renlar looked her dead in the eye. “I’m serious. Keep bickering like this, and I’m leaving you to save your Warden by yourself.”

It’s her fault. Get her out of here!

Vacinne nodded.

Renlar said, “Okay, so back to your abilities. Can you shield others?”

Vacinne nodded once more.

“Good to know. And when you phase shift, how far can you travel?”

Vacinne replied, “At least a good thirty feet.”

Renlar smiled. “Good. Okay, so Sutara will take the lead. About twenty-five feet. This way not only can she light the way forward, but if she sees anything in the distance, she can get the drop on it. We don’t want to stand in the way of that. Vacinne you’ll stay with me, but she’s not a front-line fighter, so if at any point Sutara is in danger, I want you to shield yourself and Sutara, and teleport ahead of her. I can safely work around both of you, if needed.”

Vacinne and Sutara exchanged glances and both nodded that they understood the plan.

“Very well then, we better get moving,” said Renlar as he used his magic to rip his two black daggers from the tunnel wall and had them join the ten others that now floated in the air in front of him, poised to strike.

Vacinne pulled out her sword and picked up her shield. Sutara drew no dagger or sword. She simply whispered to the flames in her palm. The fire began to spin, and quickly it took shape. The flames turned into a globe of molten fire as it spun. The lava colored orb leapt from the palm of her hand and splashed down onto the tunnel’s cold tiles. It hissed as the heat met the cold, and steam rose into the air. The puddle of magma quickly grew as Sutara whispered hushed commands. The growing mass began to take form once again as parts of cooling magma grew dark and hard. A blackened sphere took shape, but the transformation continued. Within seconds it was clear to Vacinne that a blackened skull stared back at them with haunting eyes of pure malevolent fire.

Light save us, she begged as the awe and fear collided in her. 

Sutara’s burning fire golem rose upward to a height of nearly seven feet tall. The same black jagged stone of hardened magma that made the skull, also encased parts of the golem’s torso in dark armor, while the rest of its figure swirled with angry fire. The minion towered in the tunnel, awaiting its master’s commands.

It’s almost like it’s... breathing, thought Vacinne as she watched its body heave with rhythmic movements.

Sutara issued the command. “I will call you Cinder. Cinder, lead the way to Drenamere. And destroy any demons you see.”

Cinder hissed at her command, but he turned away and began the slow descent into the dark.

Chills ran down Vacinne’s spine, and she shuddered.

Renlar reached over and grabbed her wrist. “You okay?”

Vacinne was startled at his touch. “Don’t—”

Then she realized that there was no malice or mockery in his eyes.

Wait, where’s the arrogant smart-ass?

“Are you okay?” he repeated.

Vacinne stammered, “Uh, oh yeah, I’m good. I’ve just never seen a fire golem before.”

“Yeah, Sutara’s pretty amazing. She can do just about anything you can imagine with fire. Believe it or not, we’re lucky to have a Riftborn of her caliber with us,” noted Renlar.

“Don’t you mean Hellborn?” asked Vacinne.

Renlar shot her a disapproving look. “Sure, and there’s just as much of a chance that she’s Lightborn.”

Vacinne said, “She wouldn’t be a rift hunter if she was Lightborn. She’d be a Warden.”

Renlar shook his head and sighed. “Vacinne, you’ve lived your entire life inside a very small, and very well curated bubble. The world of the Wardens is one that is small, insular, and not well aligned with the much greater world outside of it. You should leave labels like Hellborn and Lightborn where you found them. They make you come off as ignorant and condescending. Riftborn will do.” 

Her whole life, Vacinne had heard these terms used around her, both in the towns and cities of the region and in the halls of the Kothari Temple. She’d never thought much about whether or not the terms might be found to be offensive. In her eyes, they were simply a matter of fact. 

A Riftborn is either Lightborn or Hellborn. It’s really just that simple, she thought. 

Clearly Renlar had a different opinion, and she guessed others did too. So Vacinne bit her tongue and shifted her focus to the task at hand. It was time to kill some demons and find Warden Masoc.

Sutara and Cinder led the way deeper into the gently sloping tunnel, with Vacinne and Renlar traveling a short distance behind. Cinder’s fiery figure cast a warm glow and long shadows across the carved stone of the tunnel walls and floor. Vacinne marveled at the tunnel. It was a true feat of engineering at the time of its creation. Its stonework was plain and relatively nondescript, but the tunnel stretched a great distance. It was nearly ten leagues right through the stony heart of the Mount Demborlain.

Prior to its lengthy construction, the travel between Esboralis and Drenamere was anything but direct or quick. There was no way a caravan could safely travel over the range’s jagged spires, and going around took weeks. Once the tunnel was finished, the journey could be done in a day. The tunnel instantly became a trade highway between the two cities. During the brief period of prosperity in Esboralis, the tunnel was heavily trafficked with commerce. Goods traveled freely between the two cities. To this day, and the many years between, this grand corridor lay dark and abandoned. With the fall of Esboralis, the King of Drenamere ordered the passage closed, sealing it with a large gate that locked from the outside. As such, few people had even so much as taken a breath of the musty, dank air of this place in decades. They never had reason to.

Vacinne turned that one over and over in her mind.

“Vacinne, why do you think Warden Masoc came down here?” asked Renlar.

“I was just wondering the same thing, Renny. The only thing that makes any sense is if he was actually hunting a demon, and it led him in here.”

Renlar said, “But didn’t Sutara say that the vorthor actually followed him?”

Vacinne sighed. “You’re right, she did. Perhaps he knew he was being followed?”

Renlar took a sip from his flask. “Perhaps. But I wonder why he would choose the tunnel. It seems there would be plenty of defensible options throughout the ruins that would be a better choice over trapping yourself in here.”

“Maybe the plan wasn’t to make a stand in the tunnel,” suggested Vacinne.

“What do you mean?” asked Renlar.

“This is a tunnel, right? Maybe his plan was to come out the other side.”

“The other end is closed off with a gate that remains locked, so unless he has friends meeting him at the other end, then he’s likely trapped,” said Renlar. “What are his Riftborn abilities, by the way?”

“That’s the thing,” replied Vacinne, “I don’t know what it’s called, but he can pass through things. So, a gate or a wall wouldn’t stop him. He could pass right through.”

Renlar cocked his head to the side. “Wait, are you saying that Masoc phases like you?”

Vacinne shook her head. “No, his is different. He doesn’t phase, but somehow, he creates like a mist that he can step through. It allows him to pass through things. He can also manipulate objects, but I don’t really understand how it works. It’s almost as if he makes the object phase, rather than himself. I don’t think that’s exactly how it works, but that’s the only way I can think to explain it.”

“What about his company?” asked Renlar.

“For a very brief window of time, they would be able to pass through with him,” she replied.

“Okay, so the good news is that he isn’t trapped. Maybe that was his plan. If he knew the tunnel was sealed, he could have purposely used the tunnel as a means of getting his company away from their pursuer. Clever,” admitted Renlar.

“Let’s hope you are right,” said Vacinne.

“Who are the people in his company?”

“They were some initiates of the temple.”

“Have any of them manifested their abilities yet?” asked Renlar.

“No, I don’t think so. Most of them were quite young I believe.”

The conversation ended there for the time being. It was time to get moving. Sutara and Cinder had already made their way deeper into the tunnel, and the light from her fire golem was already a good distance away. Vacinne realized that they had better hurry up and get moving or risk being left behind in the dark. Hollering up ahead for the hot-headed addition to their group didn’t seem to be a very effective alternative either. So Vacinne and Renlar picked up the pace and moved to close the distance on Sutara and her minion.

As the minutes turned into an hour, the companions found themselves not only descending farther into the mountain, but that the tunnel continued at a slight downward slope. The tunnel also seemed to bend slightly to the left or to the right at times. Though they struggled to ever get back within twenty-five feet of Sutara, at least the passage had been easy and uneventful.

Vacinne’s breathing was elevated a bit. “Does she always like to move at such a brisk pace?”

Renlar exhaled. “Pretty much. You won’t find patience to be one of her qualities. I’d ask her to slow it down a tick, but it wouldn’t do any good. She’s as hardheaded as they come, and that’s counting you, so that’s saying something.”

“Hey now,” said Vacinne with a feigned scowl.

Renlar just gave her a look.

“What?” she demanded.

Renlar replied, “Admit it, you’re as stubborn as a mule. You think you know what you want, and come hell or high-water, you intend to get it.”

Vacinne paused and said, “I can... be a little... unyielding at times. That much is true, but only when I know what is needed to get the job done, and there’s often a certain way that I want that to happen.”

Renlar smiled at her. “Contrary to what you were taught in the temple, there is rarely just one way to get the job done, Vacinne.”

“I would disagree.”

“Clearly, but that doesn’t make you right. Just admit that you are a control freak,” chided Renlar.

Vacinne sighed. “Okay, maybe just a little bit, but the more interesting part of this whole conversation is how you always seem to know what I was taught in the temple. I understand that knowing things is part of your deal, but really what’s that all about? How can you claim to know so much about the Wardens?”

Sutara and her golem vanished. All the light in the tunnel was gone. Vacinne was cast into darkness.

“Are you okay?” asked Renlar as his hand landed gently on her shoulder.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” she snapped as she began to draw her runeblade from its sheath. The golden light of the magic runes cast a pale glow around them.

“No! Sheath it,” warned Renlar in a forced whisper.

“Just until we catch up with Sutara,” suggested Vacinne.

“We won’t be,” he said in a quiet voice.

“What?” replied Vacinne, clearly confused.

Renlar whispered, “I don’t think this was an accident...”

Chills went down Vacinne’s spine. “Are you saying she lost us in here on purpose?”

“Keep your voice down. She has excellent hearing. What I’m saying is that we might not all be on the same mission down here.”

“You said we could trust her!” growled Vacinne.

Renlar corrected her. “No, I said we’re lucky to have a riftborn of her caliber with us. The truth is that Sutara has had a rough life, a life that was downright tragic. Orphaned as a child and taken in by a thieving crew when she was just eight or nine years old. I’d love to tell you it was to get an orphaned girl off the streets, but let’s just say their motives weren’t quite so noble.”

Vacinne nodded. “They wanted her powers for their operations.”

Renlar sighed. “Sadly, not that either. She wasn’t even a Riftborn back then.”

“Oh,” said Vacinne and nothing more as the realization set in.

“She was just a child...,” said Renlar his voice trailed off for a moment. “I wish I’d found her then, but it wasn’t until a few years later.”

“Did you rescue her from that life?” asked Vacinne.

Renlar replied, “No, she found a way out and took care of herself. And that’s the thing, she’s always taken care of herself. It’s how she survived the horrors of being an orphan girl on the streets. It’s all she knows. So, when it comes down to taking care of herself or anyone else, you can bet she’s looking out for herself.”

“So, what’s this all about then? What do you think she’s after?”

“I don’t know. She is a feisty one, but she’s not usually out to get anyone. Whatever gig she’s got is probably a big score. I can only guess that she is worried that our involvement has the possibility of compromising her mission. If I had to guess, she just wants to throw us off her trail so she can finish the job.”

“Okay. So why can’t I draw my blade?” asked Vacinne, her voice growing impatient.

“I’m not sure her gambit, but I don’t think we want to announce our presence to her or anything else that we are going to run into down here.”

“So what the hell are we supposed to do then?” she demanded.

Renlar ran his fingers down her arm until he found her hand. “Keep hold of my hand.”

Before he even finished, Vacinne thought, Really? It’s dark so you need to hold my hand? Typical.

Renlar continued, “We may be without sight, but we are not blind. Sutara is good, but not as good as me. I know her scent.”

I bet you do...

“Quietly, we wait,” instructed Renlar.

Vacinne felt the hair on the back of her neck brushed by the gentlest caress as the wind blew past her. The soft rustling sound of a tiny breeze met her ears. It was subtle and soft, but it was unmistakable. Renlar was using his magic. The two of them stood there silently holding hands in the dark for several minutes. Then without much warning the gentle breeze returned from its journey. 

Renlar inhaled deeply through his nose.

“I’ve got her,” said Renlar with pause, “and she’s not alone...”
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Making an Exit
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Renlar hurried through the darkness, pulling Vacinne by the hand. He used his magic to manipulate the air in the tunnel, muffling the sound of their steps. The journey was quiet and lightless, but swift. They rounded a sweeping bend in the tunnel that worked its way around to the right before turning back northward. As they turned that final corner, light and warmth met them. Renlar suddenly stopped at the sight of light, and Vacinne ran right into him. 

He turned to her and whispered, “Are you okay?”

She nodded, her attention fixated on the distance. Fifty yards ahead, the tunnel took another sharp turn to the right. It was illuminated by the warm flicker of distant firelight that spilled into the tunnel from around the corner. They couldn’t see its source, but what they could see was haunting. Mottled black and green, slime covered eggs of all different sizes filled much of the tunnel’s girth. Renlar gasped.

“There must be a dozen of them,” he guessed.

“And some of them look like they could hatch any time now,” added Vacinne, worry showing in her voice.

“We better hurry,” said Renlar as he hurried forward, careful to pick a path forward that would not disturb any of the eggs, lest they hatch early.

Renlar and Vacinne deftly maneuvered the maze that was the demonic hatchery, only to turn the corner and find that far more eggs awaited them. Dozens upon dozens sat there, ready to hatch. That is when they discovered the source of the light and heat that filled the tunnel. 

“Sutara!” cried Renlar in a forced whisper.

Vacinne saw it too, because she pointed to the frightening image before them. 

A raging inferno swirled like a violent tempest in the distance, and the darkened silhouette of a bound figure, a feminine figure, stood dark against it. Then the silhouette turned toward them, and it cried out.

“Help! Before the vorthor returns!”

“Sutara?” asked Renlar, as he cautiously weaved his way toward her.

“Renny, hurry!” cried Sutara with a whimper. “We’ve got to destroy the eggs before it returns!”

Renlar and Vacinne picked up their pace, as they made their way toward her. As they drew closer, the silhouette faded, and they began to see the redhead. Dirt and dried blood were smeared across her face and her leathers were torn, and her wrists appeared to be bound by some type of chains.

“What happened to you?” demanded Vacinne.

“Yeah, how did this happen?” 

The panic was evident in Sutara’s reply. “The damn demon ambushed me when I came around one of these corners. It must have sensed me comin’. Musta knocked me out for a few seconds—or more—who knows, because when I came to, Cinder was gone. The demon bound me in these infernal chains that messes with my power. I can’t control the fire anymore. That inferno just burns. I can’t move it, I can’t bend it, and I can’t stop it. Now can someone hurry up, and get these damned things off me?”

Renlar began to work at the chains. “Why the inferno?”

Sutara shivered as the continuous magic use took its toll. “It s-said that the heat would help s-speed up the hatching.”

Renlar worked with urgency to break her free. “Vacinne, they must have some type of specific demonic ward on it that forces her to conjure the flame. It’s the only thing that makes sense. If we don’t break her free before this prison depletes her spirit, the magic will kill her.”

Vacinne studied the chains that coiled around Sutara’s wrists. “Without a curse-breaker, how do we remove them?”

Renlar’s answer was quick. “I’m not a curse-breaker, so I can’t discern the nature of the magic at work here, but I don’t think anything is binding the lock itself. I hope if we can just break the lock, we might be able to free her. Unfortunately, this metal is not one I can bond with.”

“What the hell does that mean... Renny?” demanded a nearly feverish Sutara.

“I’ve got to pick the lock the old-fashioned way.”

With a shriek, Sutara wailed, “Hurry!”

Vacinne stared in awe. Renlar’s hands moved with a flurry. She barely saw him pull the thieving tools from inside his overcoat. His hands never stopped moving, and the tools were already at work inside the lock. Then to her astonishment, Vacinne heard the mechanism being moved and the lock springing open.

The demonic lock and chains turned to dust and blew away like a puff of smoke. A thin wispy red line floated in between them where the bonds once were. The threadlike line of crimson magic leapt out and latched on to Renlar’s right hand, leaving a burning red mark upon the back of his hand in the shape of a forking lightning bolt in circle.

Renlar cried out at the sudden pain.

The other end of the wispy red line arced out and latched on to Vacinne. The magic bit the left side of her face, near her ear. The fiery brand lit into her skin. She screamed as the magic singed her flesh.

Twisted laughter met them. “I do appreciate the heroics, my dear Renny, but didn’t you hear? Chivalry is dead.”

Renlar’s eyes shot up to meet Sutara’s. The place where her eyes should be, were now orbs of wicked red fire. Sutara smiled as she stared at him. The crippling pain of the magic dropped Vacinne and Renlar to their knees. 

That lying bitch, thought Vacinne, before the pain wrestled control of her every thought.

Vacinne tried to summon her protective shield, but this strange magic completely suppressed her. She realized the same was true for Renlar, as his floating daggers all clattered uselessly to the stone floor.

Sutara reached out, grabbed a fistful of Renlar’s dark hair, and forced his head back. He grimaced. She took a step closer, pressing her exposed navel against his chin. The flame in her eyes surged.

“Oh Renny, you had so much potential, but you always left me wanting...”

Renlar fought to speak through the pain. “Why... are you doing... this? What do you want?”

Sutara’s smile faded and her grip tightened. “Have you ever been powerless? Have you ever been trapped? Have you ever lost control over every aspect of your life? Have you?” 

Renlar gasped at the pain.

Sutara continued her rant, “I will never be a victim again, and I will crush anyone who ever even attempts it!”

Renlar snapped, “This is all about power?”

“It always is,” rasped Sutara as she squatted down in front of him. “The pursuit of wealth, the forming of alliances, the laws, the Wardens, and the way a woman sways her hips and licks her lips. It’s all done for power. The power to be in control. The power to never be the victim again. The power to have what you want.”

Sutara leaned forward to kiss him, but he pulled away. She ripped at his hair, and kissed him against his will, before he pulled away. 

“There’s no amount of power in all Kurein that will give you that kind of control,” spat Renlar.

“No, not in Kurein,” admitted Sutara. “Which is precisely why my bargain stretches beyond our realm.”

With that, Sutara hissed and flung him backward. Renlar slammed down hard on the tunnel’s stone floor as she turned to walk away.

Vacinne cried, “Why are you doing this to us? We had nothing to do with what’s happened to you!”

“Baby, this has nothing to do with either of you. You just happened to be in my way. It’s nothing personal.”

“And you’re still going to leave us here to die?” demanded Vacinne, through tears.

Sutara stopped walking for a moment. 

“No, the spell is layered with bonds. The first is a magic suppression proximity ward. The second binds you to this location—for a time—so you can’t escape the effects of the first. The third... well, I’ll leave you two to figure that out,” she answered with an evil laugh.

Vacinne screamed, “You can’t do this!”

“Ha ha! I just did, baby. I just did.” With a laugh, she sashayed away.

Vacinne screamed and Renlar railed against the magical restraints, but it was futile. Helplessly, they watched the betrayer leave them to die. The two of them were left bound before the still roaring inferno in the midst of the tunnel turned hatchery.

“You have terrible taste in women!” said Vacinne.

“What?” shouted Renlar. “You’re crazy.”

“I’m crazy? You’re the one that has a past with psychotic demon pyro-girl.”

Renlar protested, “I’m not sure why you think my past is any of your damned business. I’ve known Sutara for a long time, but it’s not like that.”

Vacinne gave a mocking smile. “Oh, I see. She never meant anything to you, it was just physical. You men are all—”

Renlar roared, “Where the hell do you come up with this stuff?”

“She told me about the two of you back in Bergsdale,” said Vacinne, finally finding the strength to stand against the force of the magical bonds.

Renlar rose up next to her, crossed his eyes, and shook his head. “So, you’re going to take the word of the same girl who just put a spell on us?”

Vacinne put her hands on her hips. “Why would she lie about being with you? Besides, it was quite an elaborate story for something to be made up. The two of you and this crew you guys used to run jobs with down in Bergsdale. No demons, just good ole’ fashion bounty work. Employers calling in marks, and your crew collecting the bounties. What were the names that she told me? Jenna... no, Jesra, that’s it. There were some other more colorful names too. Oh, yes. There was Toad, Itchy, and my personal favorite, Burns, because of the burning sensation when he urinates. Lovely bunch, I’m sure.”

“She’s broken and I couldn’t help her! Most people don’t survive the things she’s been through, let alone come out unscathed. She’s a survivor and it’s all she knows, and she will lie, cheat, steal, and kill if it serves her purpose.”

“Did she learn that from you?”

Renlar’s expression soured. “Sure, let’s just sit here in the middle of a demon hatchery while you interrogate me on my past, which you obviously know better than me. We’ll just let someone else deal with the demonic invasion that’s about to take place. 

“You’re absolutely right, there are more important things to focus on than your past, but unfortunately your past just trapped us here!”

Renlar’s face flushed. “Vacinne LeDroux, what a wife you’ll be! For one so young to be so adept at nagging and picking and prying, it’s truly remarkable. By the time you finally fool some sorry sap to settle down with you, you’ll be comparable to the great Paratus and Herelda, the patron mothers of poverty and pestilence!”

Vacinne’s mouth fell open.

Renlar stormed off, leaving in the direction that they’d come from. Vacinne shouted at him, but he ignored her, until he hit the end of his leash. The magical bond had weakened but wasn’t gone yet. Renlar stood there, cursing under his breath.

Vacinne said, “No one’s stopping you. Go ahead, get out of here!”

“I can’t,” snarled Renlar. “The magic won’t let me.”

“Guess you’re stuck with me, Renny.”

Renlar looked up and threw his hands into the air. “Gods, why?”

He stormed back at her, and within a few strides he was right in her face. “You pompous, spoiled little brat. We might be stuck together, but no more personal talk. Everything is about destroying these eggs.”

“Good, because I don’t want to know any more about your salacious past.”

“Oh, don’t you worry. The moment the bond is broken, I’m getting as far away as the winds will take me.”

“Good! Now how the hell do we deal with these eggs?” asked Vacinne.

Renlar’s eyes shifted from her blue eyes to the dozens of eggs around them. They had grown significantly since they had entered the chamber just a short time ago. Some of the eggs had grown another twenty to thirty percent. And the larger ones had already begun to stir.

Renlar cursed. “I don’t know how much longer before this magical ward wears off, but we are about to be overrun. Even if the ward breaks, we are still going to have to fight our way out.”

Vacinne said, “What do you mean out? We can’t just let her escape!”

Renlar’s eyes met hers. He saw the anger burning in them. He nodded in silent agreement.

“Vacinne, Sutara will be dealt with, but if we chase after her, there’s little chance we are going to make it out of this tunnel alive. We know the vorthor demon went that way, and there is no telling how many more eggs lie between us and the exit. Our best bet is to—”

“Raaaaaaawk!” screeched a hatchling as it burst through a nearby egg.

Vacinne spun and whipped her blade free from her sheath. The runeblade flashed its brilliant yellow glow before severing the head of hatchling.

Thud. 

Several other hatchlings burst forth, uttering shrieks and squawks all around them.

“Time to go!” shouted Renlar.

Vacinne charged after him. “What about the wards?”

“There’s one way to find out.”

Renlar and Vacinne darted through the hatchery. The fully-grown eggs blocked much of their paths, so their flight was reckless. Membranes split and tore as eggs all around them gave up their treasure. 

Squawk!

The snapping maws of hungry demon hatchlings emerged in every direction, as did the cries of their wretched souls. The young demons thrashed violently as they broke free from the eggs. It was time to eat.

Renlar shouted, “Can your shield protect us from a big fall?”

“What?”

“If we fell a long way, would your shield protect us?”

“It will shield us from impact, but I don’t know to what extent,” shouted Vacinne as she sprinted hot on his heels. 

With only the glow of her runeblade, the Warden and the rift hunter ran for their lives as the tunnel came to life around them. The proliferator demon had been busy at work. Screaming demons of every type joined the hunt.

A demon roared ahead in the darkness. The light of Vacinne’s blade barely illuminated a thrassalt demon too damn big to be just born. Its massive, muscled frame filled nearly the whole passage. The squat body seemed to be barely held above the stone floor by four misshapen legs. Its multiple bladed appendages jutted forth. They were the spears of anxious pikemen prepared to end the enemy’s charge. 

Renlar flipped his wrist and jerked his right hand forward in a violent gesture. Black daggers shot from out of nowhere, through the air. The blades darted past Vacinne and Renlar as they made the deadly approach on the thrassalt. In a second, the blades were gone. They’d vanished.

Roa—

The demon’s ferocious roar was silenced as the black blades ripped through the back of its throat. The demon choked and gagged as the airborne blades eviscerated it on the return sweep. The small blades gave no quarter. The decapitated demon’s head tumbled to the floor.

Renlar screamed as he dashed around the fallen demon. “Keep running!” 

They flew past the corpse as it toppled. With each new exploding egg membrane, the tunnel came to life in a new and nightmarish way. They watched as a wyvern-like demon shattered the shell of the egg that held it. Its wings snapped open, spanning four feet across. They beat at the air, lifting the writhing, serpentine body upward. Glowing orbs of wispy moonglow and malice stared back from hollowed sockets.

“It’s a shadesvyrn! Shield us now!” Renlar threw his hands forward.

His gesture was met with a resurgence of wind. Powerful bursts of air buffeted the shadesvyrn. The flying demon was driven backwards, but it somehow managed to fight against the invisible barrage of Renlar’s magic. The demon reared back, and its evil eyes flared with magic. Its fanged mouth flew open. Vile fluids erupted from the demon’s throat as it spewed its toxic venom. 

Bright green liquid splashed across Vacinne’s pale yellow barrier. Renlar didn’t have time to breathe easy, though. Neither of them did. They were about to be swarmed. Renlar surged toward the demon. Armed only with his momentum and Vacinne’s protective ward, he slammed into the thing. The magic barrier staggered the winged demon. Its serpentine body whipped about and its wings beat furiously as it was thrown back several feet.

“Drop the shield, now!” shouted Renlar.

Somehow Vacinne had anticipated it, and the shield was already down. Renlar lunged out and grasped the demon’s snaking tail. The muscled tail wrapped around his arm. The shadesvyrn went in for the kill. Its fang-filled maw shot forward just in time to taste cold hard Ashthorill steel. 

The finely etched runes blazed with the fire of a brilliant yellow flame as it cut right through the demon. Her swing was flawless. The shadesvyrn’s body fell limp, pulling Renlar’s outstretched arm down with the weight. Renlar moved quick to unwrap the demon’s coiled tail.

“Thank you,” gasped Renlar.

“No time,” snapped Vacinne as she spun away from him and delivered a deadly backhanded slash of her sword. The runeblade effortlessly slashed through the torso of a crawler hatchling. She turned back, grabbed Renlar by the arm and pulled him with her. Renlar was ready to go. The two were off and running, escaping into the scantly lit darkness. 

Renlar and Vacinne would have been hard pressed to outrun adult demons, but with the hatchlings they still had a fighting chance. With a favorable wind at their backs, they ran with everything they had, and more. With each passing step, the distance between them and the hatchlings grew until the tunnel’s exit came into view. 

Between labored breaths, Vacinne managed to ask, “What... do... we... do... now?”

“Give us your best shield,” shouted Renlar.

Vacinne’s magic took effect before he was done speaking. The magic shield wrapped around them.

“What now,” demanded Vacinne as they sped toward the exit.

Renlar said, “Get the hell out of the way so I can bring the mountain down on these filthy bastards.”

“What?” screamed Vacinne.

Running on spent legs and gasping with burning lungs, they burst from the tunnel into the pallor of the moon’s early light. 

“Jump!”

––––––––
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Frozen Ascent
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Renlar and Vacinne leapt. With a mighty wind at their backs, they were launched from the eighty-foot-high ledge. The avalanche roared with fury above and behind them. Their terrified screams went unheard, drowned out by the surging snow. 

Vacinne didn’t know which was more frightening: the cascade of rock and snow that pursued them, or the ground below that appeared to be racing up toward them.

Swirling gusts of wind twisted beneath their feet, and their descent slowed to a glide. Vacinne and Renlar took ragged breaths and looked about with frantic eyes as they drifted down and away from the mountain at an easy slope. The ground still came upon them fast, but Vacinne’s protective shield absorbed the shock, and their boots touched down soft upon the frozen ground.

With a wink, Renlar casually said, “Best to keep moving.”

They had a good head start, but the avalanche was still coming. Vacinne didn’t need to be told twice. She followed his lead back into the ruins of Esboralis. They didn’t run, but he did lead them in a quick, weaving manner through the ruins. The idea was not just to put distance between themselves and the avalanche, but as many barriers as possible. 

Renlar stopped about a hundred yards into the ruins. Vacinne joined him and the two turned to watch the rest of the scene unfold. The southern side of the mountain was whitewashed. The tumbling and crashing snow blanketed everything in its path. The tunnel entrance was long gone, likely hidden under dozens of feet of snow and ice. Even the ledge was indecipherable now, completely lost in the growing base of white powder. Snow spilled well into the distant fringe of the ruins. A few spires and stone walls collapsed, but it wasn’t long before the avalanche’s reaching arms came to a rest. Vacinne and Renlar made it. They were safe.

“Wow,” said Vacinne as she still fought to catch her breath. “That was amazing. You were amazing. Insane, clearly, but that was brilliant.”

Renlar didn’t look at her. Stone faced, he stared at the mountain before them. His response was subdued. “Thanks.”

Vacinne moved in front of him and stared him in the eyes. “You just saved our lives. And trapped an entire demon hatchery under hundreds of tons of snow and ice. What’s wrong?”

Renlar met her gaze. “Our passage is gone.”

Vacinne said, “Okay, then we go around. Either way, this was a win, and it’s because of your quick thinking.”

Renlar sighed, not from irritation, but exhaustion. “Thank you, but we can’t go around. We won’t have time. It looks like the vorthor demon is still on the loose, most likely hunting Warden Masoc. There is no way we can get to him in time to protect him, if he is even alive still. Then there’s the real wildcard: Sutara. We’ve got no way of knowing what her real objective is or who she is working for, but it’s clearly not good. We need to find her and stop her.”

“You’re saying we need to pass over the Drechic Mountains, where winter has already hit?”

Renlar’s answer came in a gentle reply, “What other choice do we have?”

Vacinne mulled it over for a moment. There are no other choices...

She asked, “And these mountains are still full of frost giants?”

With a nod, he said, “Yep.”

Full of resolve, Vacinne’s face grew hard and her eyes narrowed. “Well, no one becomes a warden or a rift hunter for the easy life, now do they?”

“Not one,” said Renlar with a faint smile.

Vacinne started looking around. “Hey, Renlar...”

He waited for her to finish.

“Any chance our horses escaped your, uh, wintry conditions?” asked Vacinne with a nod toward the aftermath of the avalanche.

Renlar chuckled. “Alabaster is special. They got away safe. Unfortunately, by now they are also back enjoying the warmth of my stables.”

“So, we’re on our own here?”

“Afraid so.”

“Great. I can’t wait to begin,” quipped Vacinne.

“Well, if you hadn’t noticed, we are down to one pack now.” Renlar pointed to the compact one Vacinne carried on her back. “And unless you’d care to entertain some company inside your bed roll, we’ll need another one.”

“Yeah, not going to happen,” said Vacinne without hesitation.

Renlar laughed. “Fortunately, I keep one of my storehouses up here. We’ll swing by, grab some additional supplies, then begin our hike.”

“Why would you keep a storehouse up here?”

“For situations like this,” he said plainly.

“And you find yourself in these situations frequently?”

“We didn’t sign up for the easy life, remember.”

She shook her head. “Alright, let’s do this.”

Renlar led Vacinne to an old abandoned bank in the center of the ruins. He took her into the back where the vault was. The heavy door was sealed shut. At least until Renlar worked his magic. Vacinne listened intently as a series of independent locking mechanisms opened, releasing the spindle. Then without laying a finger upon anything, Renlar spun the spindle. The mechanisms inside the door moved, unlocking the vault. Vacinne simply stood in awe as the massive round vault door swung open with ease, revealing a neatly organized storehouse of goods ranging from clothing to non-perishable foodstuffs, and of course a massive stash of thin black daggers.

“Remarkable,” muttered Vacinne.

He shrugged, “Would have been far less impressive had they simply used steel. Fortunately, they did not.” 

Renlar started to quickly fill an empty pack with the supplies he figured they’d need for their journey. 

Then in a blink, he was buckling the pack closed, and was strapping a bedroll to the back of it. He turned and walked over to a makeshift coat rack that stood off in the distant corner. He grabbed two cloaks from the coat rack and held them up. He glanced at Vacinne, then back to the cloaks. He tossed them aside, before pulling another one from the rack. He sized it up, nodded, and tossed it to her.

She protested as she caught it. “With all the armor and that on top, I’ll barely be able to move.”

Renlar searched for one that would best fit him. “A frozen corpse doesn’t move too well either. Put it on.”

Can’t argue with that.

Vacinne nodded and worked to pull the cloak on over her armored figure. Once he’d pulled his dark brown cloak on, he gave her a hand pulling the tawny cloak down over the pauldrons. 

Renlar nodded. “They’re not much to look at, but they are thick and rugged. They are made for this type of conditions. These give us as good a chance at surviving these mountains as anything.”

“You know these mountains, not me,” admitted Vacinne.

“Yes, and I know that there is a storm coming.”

“How can you tell?”

“The wind,” said Renlar.

“What wind?”

“The wind coming upon the mountains.”

“Wait, how do you know what’s coming?” she asked.

“I can feel it. And knowing that we are about to head right into a storm is mad, I know. But I don’t know any other way to get to the others in time.” 

Vacinne’s countenance fell. “This is a suicide mission...”

“Vacinne LeDroux, you will see your mission through,” said Renlar. “Now we better be off. It’s already late and we’ve got a lot of ground to cover before we make camp. Every minute counts.”

“Okay, I need a minute to myself first, then we can go.”

“What do you mean?”

Vacinne flushed. “I’ve got to pee.”

“Oh, very well. There’s an old washroom next door. Three doors down on the left. Lucky for you we’ve had a lot of rain recently. The reservoir should be topped off.”

Vacinne nodded and hurried out of the room. She’d gotten about twenty paces away when she hit the end of her unseen teether. Hitting the unsuspecting leash in full stride, she was yanked off of her feet. She grunted as she was jerked backward and dropped to the ground.

“What in the Nine Hells?”

She heard Renlar shout from the other room. “Whoa!”

Then he stumbled into the room like he’d been pulled by chains. He barely managed to keep his balance before catching himself on the door frame.

“What happened?” he asked staring at Vacinne sprawled out on the street.

“I was going to ask you! I was just walking when something clotheslined me,” she said with a groan as she tried to rise to her feet.

Renlar’s eyes grew wide with understanding. “Ahh, clever.”

Vacinne groused, “Clever? Do you think I’m making this up?”

Renlar laughed, “No, not you. Sutara said she placed another bond on us. I bet there is some type of hex she put on us that tethers us together.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“So is being clotheslined by nothing,” quipped Renlar. “Fine, don’t believe me, but let’s test it out. Slowly.” 

Vacinne nodded.

“You slowly walk that way, one step at a time. I’ll slowly move the opposite way up the street. But go slow, one step at a time.”

Vacinne took a step away and said, “This is stupid, and I really have to pee.”

“Patience young lady,” said Renlar before taking his step in the opposite direction.

Vacinne took another step, as did Renlar. This silent exchange of steps went back and forth until they were roughly twenty paces apart. Thoroughly annoyed with the game and her arms crossed, Vacinne took another step. Tension caught as the unseen magical tether between them became taught. She was pulling against the resistance of Renlar’s body weight.

Renlar’s eyes grew wide. “Fascinating!”

“Infuriating,” corrected Vacinne. 

“Then for as long as this hex remains, we must stay within twenty paces of each other.”

With defiance in her voice Vacinne asked, “And if we don’t?”

Renlar thought for a moment. “Well, considering the magic seems to still obey the laws of physics, I’d guess it depends on the force exerted. So if one of us jumps off a cliff, there’s a good chance we’re both going for a ride.”

“Don’t give me any ideas,” said Vacinne with a frown. “Anyways, tether or not, I really need to pee.”

“I guess I’m coming with you then,” said Renlar with a shrug.

“How come I get a sense that you’re going to get some sick sense of enjoyment out of this?”

Renlar laughed. “I fancy many things, but I can assure you, pretty girls pissing isn’t on the list.”

Vacinne rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Twenty paces should be enough for you to stay outside. Now let’s go before I wet my knickers.”

Renlar shrugged again and followed her to the bath house, where he waited outside with both packs. Once she was inside, with the door closed, she began to cuss as she fought with the many buckles and straps that held her armor in place.

“Tsk, tsk. Do you kiss your Grand Master with that foul mouth of yours?” joked Renlar.

“You try unbuckling three hundred straps when your bladder is about to burst,” she snapped.

“I always did have a knack for unbuckling...”

“Ugh, you dog!”

Renlar laughed. “It’s a joke, Vacinne. Ever heard of those? You really need to lighten up a bit. You’re too serious all the time.”

“Stop talking. I can’t concentrate,” she barked. “And no listening either!”

Renlar quietly chuckled and whispered to himself, “What am I going to do with this one?”

The moonlit ruins of the once thriving city of Esboralis shrunk from view with each step Renlar and Vacinne made higher up the path. The mountain trail was fairly narrow, but the footing was solid in most places, save for the areas covered with ice and snow. Fortunately, the snowdrifts proved little more than an inconvenience for Renlar’s talents. Vacinne worried how long he could keep it up though. They’d already been at it for several hours.

She wasn’t an expert on magic. She’d only learned to develop her own powers over the past two years, but she figured his spirit had to be drained by now. That meant danger. But he said nothing as he blasted snow out of their way time and time again as they hiked deeper into the night. Then he stopped in his tracks and turned back to her. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“The weather is turning for the worse. It’s going to get bad tonight. We need to find a place to hunker down for the night.”

“Where do you suggest?”

“There are some old sentry towers up here, but as fast as the storm is moving, I don’t think we will be able to reach any of them in time.”

Vacinne breathed heavily. “What other options do we have?”

Renlar said, “There are lots of caves up here. In the next mile or two we should start—”

“Uh, haven’t you read any books? Whenever people try to find shelter in mountain caves, bad things happen. No thank you! I’d rather try my luck in the storm.”

Renlar shrugged. “Suit yourself. Better get moving, I estimate we’ve got close to four miles before the next tower. That’s another two hours if we’re lucky.”

“Then we better stop talking, and get moving,” said Vacinne while gesturing for Renlar to get back to hiking.

They did just that. Few words were shared. Instead, the night air was filled with the sounds of labored breathing and boots crunching on frozen earth. Vacinne hated the silence, but in the thin, cold air, her breath seemed better spent in other ways.

An hour had passed, and they’d made good progress. Two more miles were behind them, but the conditions deteriorated quickly. Frigid wind lashed them, flinging ice and snow from the mountainside down on them.

Vacinne shouted over the gusts, “For someone who controls wind, isn’t there something you can do here?”

“I’ve been fighting it for the past hour,” said Renlar with a grunt.

“Seems like you’re losing.”

“No man can match the power and the fury of mother nature. She only allows us to believe we can at times,” admitted Renlar.

The winds almost came alive at his remark, gusting and howling with fervor. Echoes of mocking laughter seemed to cascade across the mountain. Even in the frigid mountain air, new chills crept down Vacinne’s spine. 

Snow and sleet pelted them. The wind intensified, and the two travelers fought against it, but even with Renlar’s magic, they struggled to advance. Their progress drew quickly to a halt.

“We have to find shelter, now!” Renlar yelled, trying to overpower the wind with his voice.

Vacinne had no choice. He was right. It was unbelievable how long he used his magic. Most people would have collapsed hours ago.

Renlar pointed a short way down the path behind them. There was a trail that branched off toward the east. He shook his hand, indicating that is where they needed to go. So Vacinne turned and began back tracking. It wasn’t far. The trail forked off about fifty yards back. Vacinne worked to carefully navigate the icy terrain in her descent. Within minutes the two of them veered off onto the other path and found themselves skirting around a massive stone outcropping. Soon they were around the massive earthen wall and out of the wind.

Vacinne allowed herself to lean back into the wall. She fought to catch her breath. Renlar walked past her and pointed to the small opening in the side of the rock face.

“The cave looks small, but it opens up a bit once you get in. It’s not deep, but it’s big enough for a campfire and a few bedrolls,” said Renlar before making that familiar gesture toward the cave with his hands. 

His hands rolled inward and back out in a flowing circular manner, then a short gust of wind followed. The currents of air shot into the cave before circulating back out. 

Satisfied, he nodded and said, “Coast is clear. Let’s warm-up.”

Renlar got down on his hands and knees and crawled into the cave through the low opening. Once through, he stood up. Vacinne only saw his legs.

“What other choice do I have?” she muttered as she removed the pack from her back and got down on her hands and knees.

Fortunately, the moon was full, giving them just enough light at the cave’s entrance to get the fire going. Renlar rummaged through his pack to pull out a strange looking brown brick, some tinder, a stone, and some flint. Vacinne rubbed her hands together for warmth as he set the brown brick across two smaller rocks that he found in the cave. He uncorked his flask and was careful to only allow a few drops to spill out onto the brick. Then, with the brick propped up off the ground, he tucked the tinder underneath the brick, then went about striking the flint to the stone. After nearly a dozen tries, a simple spark leapt off the stone, setting the tinder ablaze. It didn’t take any time at all for the brown brick to catch fire and begin to burn.

“What is that brick that you have there?” asked Vacinne.

“Just a fire brick,” he said.

“It’s magic?”

Renlar laughed, “Oh, no. It’s just made up of ground up wood dust and shavings and pressed into a mold. The alcohol just helps jump start it. A single brick doesn’t make a big fire, but it will burn longer than simple wood, and it’s easier to carry.”

“It’s brilliant,” said Vacinne as she huddled close and reached out to feel the little fire’s warmth.

Renlar shrugged and laid out his bedroll between the fire and the cave exit. Then he was off to rummaging through his pack in search of food. After a moment of digging, he pulled out a small bundle of cloth and a small cast iron skillet. He managed to prop the skillet up over the flames with the help of a couple nearby rocks. Then he hurried to unwrap the treasure hidden within the cloth. Inside were two narrow strips of steak.

As he placed them into the skillet with care, Vacinne said, “How long have those pieces of meat been sitting?”

“A good cut of beef can easily be aged over forty days without any issue. You’ve just got to make sure you season and store it right and it’ll keep. These ones are on day forty-three,” he replied.

Vacinne crossed her arms. “I’m not eating any meat that’s a month and a half old.”

“And what will you be eating then? Hmm?”

“Soup,” she replied as she began to rifle through her own supplies.

“Oh really, very nice,” said Renlar as he watched her go about her task.

Vacinne pulled a small tea kettle from her pack before she crawled out of the cave with it in hand. She was only gone for a moment before she came crawling back inside, her kettle now topped off with fresh white snow. She placed the kettle as close to their tiny fire as possible, without disturbing Renlar’s skillet. The kettle would take a while to warm, but the snow began to melt right away. Renlar watched as she pulled a few small pouches from her pack and began to open them one-by-one. Vacinne took a modest pinch of the first and dropped the contents into her kettle. Dried vegetables of one sort or another fell away into the pot’s waters. Another pinch of this and a smidgen of that, and Vacinne had herself a proper soup brewing in her tiny kettle. 

“Is that toshemi pepper soup?” he asked.

Vacinne looked up. “You know it?”

“Know it? It’s the only thing to come out of the Ashtogi region worth a damn!”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” countered Vacinne. “I’ve taken a liking to secudri, bah dehmau, and red ressau.”

Renlar laughed. “Red ressau! What does a girl like you know about red ressau? That’s not even a drink, it’s more of a hearth cleaner. That stuff will put hair on a man’s chest, and no doubt yours too!”

Vacinne snorted, “I don’t drink the stuff! God no, but it is a fantastic tenderizer. Take the tough cuts, like a beef or pork shoulder, or, well, any part of a terreden buck, and you soak it for a day or two.”

Renlar asked, “It tenderizes the meat?”

“The combination of the soaking and the slow cooking do a number on the meat, soft as veal when it’s all said and done.”

Still unconvinced, he asked, “But it still tastes like red ressau?”

“Oh, heavens no,” said Vacinne with a laugh. “That would be awful!”

The two laughed.

Renlar looked at her and said, “I wouldn’t have pegged you for the domesticated type, what with the sword and being a Warden and all.”

“Truthfully, I’m really not, but my family needed me. You learn what you need to survive. At least till they shipped me off to the temple,” said Vacinne as she stirred her slowly warming soup.

Renlar flipped his steaks.

“Shipped you off? I took you for the type that threatened to run off to the temple, and wild horses couldn’t hold you back. But I’m sensing there’s more to your story?”

Vacinne didn’t meet his eyes, she just stared as she stirred her pot. “Oh, I always wanted to be a Warden. Even as a young girl playing in the streets. But when my mum got sick, things changed. My father buried himself in his work and drink. So, I quit school to help around the house. After the fever took mum, father was never the same.”

Her voice drifted off, but Renlar waited patiently.

Vacinne sighed. “My uncle knew I needed a way out, so he purchased it for me. Whatever opinion you may have of Vichont LeDroux, know that he paid handsomely to allow me into the Kothari Temple.”

Puzzled, Renlar asked, “He is an established member with long-standing history. Why would it have cost him so much to get you in, especially as a Lightborn?”

“I am fortunate to be a chosen of the Light, but at that time in my life, I wasn’t a Lightborn yet,” she replied.

Renlar’s mouth started to fall open, before he caught himself. “Ah, I see.”

“My awakening didn’t come until some months after I’d already committed myself to the Light, the Wardens, and sealed my oaths in the temple.”

“Of course it didn’t,” mumbled Renlar as he pulled his skillet from the fire.

“What?”

Renlar poked at the still sizzling steak with his knife. “Listen Vacinne, you’ve been taught and trained for the last several years of your life that everything that has happened to you was this divine, pre-orchestrated plan executed by the Light in all his benevolence toward you. Now I’ve got nothing against the Light himself, per se, but if you believe that you were chosen by your God to just so happen to be in the right spot at the right time as a rift opened, then we’ve got to talk.”

“Renlar, what do you mean?”

“If you were already a Lightborn, they would have come to you. Your uncle, likely well intentioned, didn’t pay a fortune for your education. He paid a fortune for your awakening. The whole thing was orchestrated, for the benefit of the Rift Wardens.”

Vacinne scoffed. “You can’t orchestrate awakenings!”

“Funny, we could when I was trying to become a Warden,” muttered Renlar.

“Wait, what?”

Renlar laughed while he chewed on his steak. “But... that was a long time ago. I suppose the opening and closing of the rifts between the realms and awakenings could work differently these days.”

Vacinne huffed at his remark, but she was left speechless. There is no way he could be right about this. It went against everything she had been taught, and everything that she’d witnessed. Or at least, what she believed she witnessed.

The silence lingered around the small campfire for several minutes. She was lost in contemplation, and Renlar, well he was a guy, so he was probably just enjoying the silence. She rejected everything he said immediately, but his words gnawed at her, and her mind raced.

Vacinne looked up at Renlar. He sat opposite her. He wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he must have been daydreaming as he stared off into the nothingness of their small cave. Vacinne caught herself studying how the light of the small fire danced across his caramel skin. The cavorting light shined in his green eyes and across his dark brown hair.

He’s handsome, she thought, without realizing it. 

It was true though. It didn’t matter that he was well older than her, and he was. She guessed that he was probably in his later thirties, but he was a good-looking man. She just needed to make sure that he didn’t know that.

Ugh, he probably already thinks he’s God’s gift to women anyways. Eh, he’s not that special.

But Vacinne didn’t look away, even when Renlar’s warm gaze met hers. When she realized she’d been staring dreamily at him, and got caught, her face flushed, and she looked away.

“I’ve never seen anyone polish off a steak so quickly. You act like you’ve never eaten,” she bristled.

A small smile crept across Renlar’s lips, but he said nothing as he prepared his bed roll for sleep. He pulled off his boots and slid into the bedroll. He turned onto his side, facing away from her.

“So, you’re just going to ignore me and turn away?” she demanded.

“Good night, Vacinne,” said Renlar in a gentle, and irritatingly smooth voice as he took watch over the entrance to their cave.
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Vacinne shivered as she came to. Her eyes didn’t want to open, but her cold body just wouldn’t allow her to sleep anymore. It was time to get up. She wiped the crust from her eyes, then opened them to find herself in an empty cave. There was no fire or sign of Renlar. His bedroll was gone, his pack, everything was gone.

“He left me, that son-of-a—”

“Good morning princess,” said Renlar ducking his head into the cave opening. “I hope you got enough beauty rest. The weather is favorable, so we should be moving.”

“What the—”

He cut her off once again, “Unless you want to spend another night sleeping up here, I suggest we move.”

The thought of sleeping in a frigid cave was all the motivation she needed. She nodded and climbed from her bed roll. The chill of the wintry air assailed her, urging that she dress quickly. She wasted no time pulling her armors over top of her under layers. She didn’t care how well they fit, she just wanted the extra layers, and she wanted them now.

Renlar poked his head in again. “Come on, let’s go.”

“I just crawled out of bed, give me a moment, for heaven’s sake! Goodness, I’ve been awake for thirty seconds, and you’re already treading on every last nerve,” she snapped.

He poked his head in again and flashed his pearly whites in a big smile. “Glad to know I could be of service, Madam.”

“Madam?” she snapped. “Who in the Nine Hells are you calling Madam? I am neither a school marm, nor am I the owner of a brothel. I would think you’d know better since you’ve surely met your fair share of the latter.”

Even though he’d already ducked out of the cave, she stood there with her arms crossed and an imperious glare on her face. 

I told him.

Before the thought finished, a large, fluffy ball of snow popped her right in the mouth. Snow splashed everywhere as the soft snowball exploded, sending frigid flurries up her nose and down her blouse, and every other conceivable direction. 

“Ugh!” roared Vacinne to a return chorus of Renlar’s distant laughter.

She brushed away the snow and threw on the rest of her gear. She rolled up her bedroll and packed up her things with haste. Then she crawled out of the cave and climbed to her feet with her anger fully stoked.

There Renlar stood waiting for her, face to face. He grinned as he held out his hand. Vacinne looked down and saw a snowball sitting in the palm of his hand. She looked back up and saw him smile. She hesitated before reaching for the snowball, then she snatched it quickly in case he might change his mind. Then without mercy, she tossed it at him. The snowball exploded into a powdery puff as it landed on his chin.  

Vacinne laughed as the snow covered his face and the front of his leathers and overcoat. 

Renlar shook away the snow. “There, we’re even now.”

Vacinne wanted to disagree, naturally, but she reluctantly gave an agreeable nod.

“Shall we get moving now?” asked Renlar, with an outstretched hand pointing back to their path from the previous day. “Oh, and eat this.”

Renlar’s hand stretched out once more. He held a bright red and green apple, one of the kinds that commonly grew around Ketabo. She gladly took it and chomped into it. Then, realizing she forgot her manners, she thanked him around a mouth full of apple.

Renlar chuckled and began his hike. Vacinne followed and their journey resumed. Renlar led the way down the narrow, snow dusted path. Within minutes, they were back on the main trail.

Renlar turned to her and said, “We’ve got to clear this range by nightfall, or I fear we shouldn’t make it another night. The other side of these peaks do not offer many refuges like the one we had last night.”

Vacinne didn’t know the mountains like he did. She simply nodded.

Renlar glanced toward the rising sun in the distance. “Fortunately, Jhebal shines down on us today. The favorable weather should make our trek quick.”

“What are we waiting for?” was Vacinne’s retort.

With that, they both turned toward the mountain, and began the ascent. Renlar didn’t look back, his eyes always seemed to be on the trail ahead, and he moved with quickness. Vacinne marveled at the grace and stamina in which he attacked the rugged mountain terrain. Even in her youth and fitness, she found the pace rigorous. As the minutes turned to hours, and Jhebal rose higher into the morning sky, her legs began to ache, and the frigid air still burned her lungs. 

Gotta keep moving. I am not sleeping in another damned cave, she reminded herself.

Renlar slowed his frenetic pace and eased to a stop. He stood tall, arched his back as he stretched. Then he turned back to Vacinne. “Mind if we take a quick stop for a drink?”

Relieved to have a rest, Vacinne nodded. “It’s a bit early for a drink, don’t you think?”

Renlar passed her the flask of cool water first.

She smiled awkwardly, as she received the proffered flask. Then she silently berated herself. Vacinne, you’re a real ass sometimes.

Renlar acted like he didn’t even catch her remark. Instead he let his eyes wander right over her to the sights beyond. He drew in a deep breath and he smiled. Vacinne watched as a look of peace filled his countenance. She turned around to see what caught his eye.

As she turned around, for the first time, she got a great view of the valley below them. Much of their hike the first day was shrouded in the storm. The path that they’d taken today was full of so many twists and turns through ravine like crags that they’d yet to come across such a wide-open view. It was spectacular.

From the snow dusted mountainside, she could see the ruins of Esboralis. She could barely make out the villages of Dunmorrow and Ketabo and the rolling hills they sat upon. In the distance, she could even see the white peaks of High Crown. She’d been surrounded by mountains her entire life, yet she’d never seen her world from this perspective. It was a strange feeling to her. It was beautiful, but it was more than that. It was freeing and invigorating. In some strange way that she couldn’t quite understand, it made her feel freer than she’d ever felt. 

It’s just a stupid mountain. Get a hold of yourself.

That’s what she told herself, but there was no denying that she felt something different.

Renlar tromped off the path through a few feet of snow to reach a small stream. Each day, Jhebal’s rays warmed the snow and ice upon the mountain top, giving way to fresh, pristine waters. The waters would flow over rock and boulder as it made its journey down the mountain. It would provide some of the cleanest and most refreshing drinking water that you’d find anywhere, and Renlar had full access to it.

He filled the flask from the tiny waterfall. Then he bent down, cupped the icy water in his hands, and began to drink. Once he’d had his fill, he wiped his mouth, and then he stood up and put the flask away.

“Shall we?” asked Renlar.

Vacinne said, “Yes. Sutara is already leagues ahead of us by now.”

“It’s hard telling what in the Nine Hells she is up to, but she does have one big head start,” admitted Renlar.

“Time to catch up,” said Vacinne with bold confidence. “Then, we kick her ass.”

Renlar chuckled. “I love your attitude, but I think we might need a bit more of a plan than that.”

Vacinne scowled. “I know, I’m just royally chuffed that she played us so easily. I don’t know what role she plays in all of this, and I don’t know what’s become of Warden Masoc and his company, but I’d dearly love to give that bimbo a thrashing.”

Renlar shook his head disapprovingly, but he did laugh.

He said, “I don’t understand what she’s up to, but we were at her mercy. She could have killed us right there in that tunnel if she chose to, and there’s little we could have done to stop it, but she didn’t.”

Vacinne snapped, “She left us chained up to die in a demonic hatchery. What do you call that?”

“Motivation,” said Renlar with a wink and a laugh.

“Motivation? Motivation!” shouted Vacinne. “Well, I guess it worked, because I am awfully motivated to stick a blade right between her ribs.”

Renlar’s laughter died. He turned to her. His expression wasn’t anger or irritation. No. It was something else that made Vacinne shrink back. It was sadness, and perhaps even disappointment. For once, she bit her tongue.

Renlar said, “Vacinne, I’m thankful that you never had to know the life she lived. I’m thankful that you’ve never had to barter for your survival, selling whatever you had to make sure you had a meal and a warm place sleep. She never had that luxury. For one night, in that cave with me, you got to experience the tiniest taste of what a great deal of Sutara’s entire existence has been like. You may not understand her, you may not like her, and you certainly shouldn’t trust her, but you shouldn’t hate her.”

“But...” Vacinne started, before she thought better of it.

Renlar drew close to her and spoke with passion in his eyes. “Vacinne, I realize that people are able to overcome a great deal, and some can rise above their station, but some don’t. We’re not all dealt the same hand in this life, but not everyone’s story turns out the same way—and for those that don’t turn out well, who are we to judge?”

Vacinne lowered her guard, and with a soft voice she said, “Renlar, I see kindness in your eyes, and I hear compassion in your voice. Clearly you cared for that girl and you did whatever you could to help her, but regardless of where we come from, regardless of where we go, we are responsible for our own choices in this life.”

Renlar’s expression softened, and he sighed. “I know. She will have to account for her deeds, in this life or the next, but you can’t hate her for it. Hatred already fuels enough in this world. We can’t let it fuel us too.”

His words hit her like a boulder falling off a cliff. She had nothing to say, so she just nodded. Renlar turned, picked up his pack and tossed it on his back, and the journey resumed. With her pack already on, Vacinne followed right behind him.

As Renlar had predicted, the weather had been favorable, and the travel was smooth. Soon they’d crest the first peak and be able to make their way down the northern trail, toward Drenamere. Renlar had told her that they’d be able to make up a lot of time once they got to the other side of the mountain. She didn’t see how that was possible, but despite all his shortcomings, she’d finally come to the conclusion that he was indeed a rather capable guide. Perhaps more so than she had been giving him credit for up till now.

The ground began to shake. Thunder echoed across the rugged landscape. Renlar turned back to Vacinne. Alarmed eyes met briefly before they both looked about. With nothing in sight, they relaxed. Then the thunder struck again, and the earth shook.

“Is that an earthquake?” demanded Vacinne.

“I hope so,” answered Renlar, his eyes flashing concern. “Let’s move. Hurry!”

The ground shook violently as the sound returned again, and again. There was a certain rhythm, and it was getting faster.

Renlar screamed, “Frost Giants, run!”

The thundering steps echoed over the snowy terrain as the pale blue skinned giant burst through the pine forest fifty yards east of them. Pines snapped like twigs as the giant swatted them aside. Their boughs burst, cascading green needles across the mountain side. The pale blue monstrosity roared as it charged toward them. Each stride spanned over a dozen feet. The fur clothed giant charged forward with a colossal blue steel axe in his hand.

Renlar’s hands flitted into a series of rapid movements, ending with a violent gesture toward the giant. A wicked burst of wind hit the snow carpet, blasting the giant with a blinding storm of snow. 

“They live in the snow!” barked Vacinne as she raced hot on his heels.

“I know that,” snapped Renlar. “Just get to the mountain top. Go!”

No sooner had the words left his mouth then he stopped running long enough to go on the offensive. As Vaccine darted past him, he raised his hands into the air. With unseen hands, his black blades lifted away from the many sheaths on his person and rose into the air around him. Then like released arrows, the twelve daggers shot forward with incredible velocity. The dark blades tore into the giant’s pale flesh. Daggers struck him in the chest and the shoulders, but giants boast incredibly thick skin. The daggers didn’t penetrate far enough to do serious damage.

Renlar ripped the daggers free with his magic and drew them back to him on a wild gust of wind. The giant snarled and roared, but his charge continued. Renlar’s second salvo was unleashed with a mighty burst of wind. The daggers flew with great speed. Renlar targeted soft flesh: nose, throat, mouth, and eyes. The giant roared his war-cry as he closed the distance on his quarry. The daggers struck with uncanny precision. Black daggers shot into the giant’s open mouth and ripped through the back of his throat. A horrified expression filled the giant’s face as he crashed to the snow-covered earth. His dying body slammed down hard and skidded toward Renlar with frightening speed. Renlar thought the body would stop, but it didn’t. He leapt up and ran across the massive body that skidded below him until it ceased to move. 

Renlar found himself standing upon the lower back of the dead giant. His heart pounded in his chest, and his breaths were ragged, but he’d done it. The frost giant was dead.

However, there would be no time to celebrate. Not this day.

A pack of Frost Giants burst from the pine grove. Trees snapped, casting their needles every which way. The towering brutes charged into sight. Three of them, each standing well over twenty feet, made haste for them.

“Run,” screamed Vacinne from farther up the trail.

Renlar took heed. He flung his daggers toward the hunting pack but sprinted up the hill. 

If only I can slow them down, we can make the peak, thought Renlar. 

But the giants were too quick. Their long strides covered too great a distance, and the snow and rugged terrain slowed them naught. Vacinne led the way up the path, but they still had nearly a hundred yards before they’d reach the peak. A huge spear ripped through the air and slammed down into the frozen earth just a few strides ahead of Vacinne. She screamed with a start. The surprise cost Vacinne her concentration and she slipped and fell. Renlar was at her side in a few steps, but it was too late.

The first giant swept in and snatched Renlar up in the palm of his hand. The cold hard grip of the frost giant threatened to crush the life out of his helpless human body. Renlar reached for his swords, but his arms were pinned. 

Vacinne turned and drew her sword, but a second giant swatted her to the ground with ease, before snatching her up. With voices that sounded like they could shake the very mountain, the Frost Giants bellowed and laughed as they celebrated their catch, shaking Renlar and Vacinne in their massive fists.

The third giant scowled and grunted at their victory. His brow furrowed as anger and shame painted his pale blue face. He snorted and gave a grunt before turning and stomping away. 

Then over his shoulder, the angry giant roared, “Back to Frizjarda!” 

The two victorious giants ended their celebration immediately. The command had been given. They were to take their spoils and return to Frizjarda, the home of these Frost Giants.

––––––––
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Renlar and Vacinne thought to fight against their captors, but it took just seconds to realize that was a really poor choice. The giants could easily crush them in their grip without much effort. Vacinne had only ever heard of Frost Giants. She’d never thought she’d actually see one. They were unlike anything she’d ever seen. They were incredible, and terrifying. 

Perhaps orc or ogre, crossed with a giant. Maybe even throw in a little troll, she thought.

Beyond their sheer size, they were quite thick, in an almost stocky way. Which seemed odd to call something that stood over twenty feet tall stocky, but they were in a way. They had very broad features, from their heads to their shoulders and hips. 

There is no way they are just giants, she concluded. She was right.

The giants tromped over the unforgiving terrain with ease as they carried their quarry. Over boulders and snow drifts and through forests of pine, they moved eastward with speed. Vacinne wasn’t in any hurry to reach the Frost Giant city, but at this speed, it wouldn’t take long to get wherever they were going. She was correct. It couldn’t have been more than an hour, and the spires of the frozen city were suddenly coming into view. As the giants crested one last peak, their home came into full view.

Vacinne’s jaw fell open at the site. The village-sized city was nestled into something like a small mountain top valley or crater. Monolithic structures of crudely hewn stones made grand towers that shot skyward. Layers of crystalline ice covered the spires. Massive icicles hung from nearly every surface of the frozen domain, and even on a fair day as today, bitter cold wind whistled as it whipped down into the bowl-like crater. Dozens of Frost Giants filled the small city. Some of them forged weapons while others sparred. It was beautiful and terrible all at the same time. Vacinne feared for her life. 

The Frost Giant trio marched into town with great howls, signaling their triumphant return. The giants in the city below looked up. Vacinne and Renlar were hoisted high up into the air, and the giants below answered with thundering roars of approval as they drew together to greet the hunting party.

As the three reached their kin at the city’s heart, they were greeted by well over thirty giants, perhaps more. Vacinne couldn’t tell from her vantage point. Hoots and hollers continued to shower the hunting party for a couple minutes before it finally died down enough for them to speak.

“Make way,” growled a voice from the other side of the crowd. With a snarl and a snap, the voice repeated itself. “Make way!” 

The Frost Giants clumsily parted, allowing a gigantic figure to make its way through the throng. This monstrosity had to stand well over thirty feet tall, easily towering over all the others. He wore thick white furs and dark brown leathers over much of his large body. It must have taken dozens of animals’ pelts to create something large enough to clothe him. Skulls of full-grown beasts ornamented the thick leather strap that served as a belt. His face was covered with markings in white paint, and his head was crowned with a dragon’s skull. There was no doubt, this was the King of the Frost Giants.

“Who do we have here?” said the king with a voice that sounded like boulders rolling down a hillside.

“Humans trespassing, great Valjin, the Dragon Hunter!” replied the giant holding Renlar.

Valjin turned toward the giant who returned empty handed. “Where are your spoils?”

The sour faced giant replied, “There were no more.”

Valjin scowled, “You return to your king empty-handed?”

“There were no others, mighty Dragon Hunter,” replied the shamed giant.

Valjin strode forward and backhanded the giant. The mighty blow sounded like trees snapping. The force staggered and nearly toppled the younger giant.

Valjin roared, “You will not shame me again. You will not attend the feast today. You will not eat.”

The disgraced giant’s eyes filled with rage and shame as he backed away from the others, before turning and running out of the village.

Valjin leered at Renlar and Vacinne. “Well done. Just in time for today’s feast. Prepare the fires!”

Vacinne’s heart sank.

The Chieftain turned and lumbered away, soon disappearing beyond the throng of giants. The other giants wasted no time in crowding in around them though. Their big, vile faces drawing close for a better look at their newest prisoners.

The giant holding Renlar shouted, “Fetch the crate!”

It seemed to only take a few beats of her racing heart, and the crude wooden crate was dropped down at the giant’s feet. The swirling puff of snow filled the air for a moment before it was swept away by the stiff breeze that assaulted the village. The giant holding her reached down. His over-sized fingers fumbled with the crate lid for a moment before he was able to pop it open and dump her in. Vacinne managed to land on her feet before falling back into the crate’s sturdy oak walls. The other giant carelessly tossed Renlar in the same crate. He landed flat on his back. Then the lid was slammed down and the lock’s clasp was slid shut.

Vacinne and Renlar were trapped.

“They’re going to eat us?” cried out Vacinne.

“Not if I can help it,” said Renlar.

“How do you propose we get out of here?” she demanded.

He shot her a fiery glare. “Give me a minute, will you? I need time to think!”

Vacinne huffed as she attempted to pace about inside their tiny four-foot by four-foot cage. Renlar crossed his arms and gave her a sour look. Then he sighed and got to work on finding a solution. He studied the make of their cell. It was a very crudely crafted box made of thick wooden planks, most of which were nearly a foot wide. It might have been shoddy craftsmanship, but the wood was solid. They could break out with sheer brute force, but it wouldn’t be quiet. The giants would be on them in seconds.

Vacinne stopped her pacing for a moment. “Hey, this whole box is held together by nails, right? Can’t you just pull the nails out?”

Renlar shook his head. “I’ve already checked. They are using ameenum. I can’t do anything with it. The same with the lock.”

“Ameenum?”

Renlar replied, “It’s an ore that is found in some of the regions around here. It’s quite rare, and is found in difficult to mine places, so you won’t see it very often. Rare if ever. It’s an incredibly dense ore though. They use it in their craftsmanship and their weapons. They melt it down and use it with iron and carbon to make what we commonly known as blue steel. It’s an incredibly dense alloy with tremendous hardness. A well-crafted blue steel axe in the hands of a Frost Giant can sheer right through regular steel with ease. It’s one of the many reasons why they are such a frightening foe.” 

“So, you can’t do anything with it?” asked Vacinne.

“Nope. We need another solution,” he said.

Vacinne pulled out her sword. “No problem. I’ll just cut our way out.”

“No!” said Renlar with both hands up, urging her to stop. 

Vacinne gave him a questioning look but stayed her blade.

Renlar leaned closer. “Even if we could get out right now, without some form of distraction, we will just be caught again. We need to formulate a full plan before you cut us free.”

“If we wait too long, it’s going to be too late.”

“Their king said they were having a feast. Look,” said Renlar as he pointed to the activity just a little way off from their cage. “They are just now starting to prepare.”

Vacinne realized he was right. All the sparing and weapon forging that was going on before had indeed stopped. Now dozens of giants moved about carrying tables and chairs. Others began to stack logs in piles for the fires. Large kettles were filled with water from the stream that flowed down from one of the mountain’s ice caps. It was a beehive of activity. Then she saw something that she’d never thought to witness in her entire life.

Vacinne’s arm shot forward, her fingers pointing to an object that was being carried toward the center of the soon to be festivities. “Look!”

Renlar’s head snapped that way to see something he never expected. “A dragon egg!”

The egg must have been three feet tall. Its marbled shell was a lovely marbling of cobalt and aquamarine with white streaks across the entire surface. Its surface glistened with brilliance in the rays of the still rising sun. 

“It’s stunning,” said Vacinne.

“Yes, and it’s why momma was flying overhead yesterday. She wasn’t looking for us, she was looking for her egg!”

“Do you think she’ll come back?” asked Vacinne.

“Dragons do not take their offspring lightly. They are fiercely protective of them. Even evil dragons have an incredibly powerful bond with their offspring. She will be back. Let’s hope she returns before it’s too late,” explained Renlar.

“That could be our way out, that could be our distraction,” shouted Vacinne with a little too much excitement. The nearest giant turned and roared before kicking the crate. The crate didn’t bust, but the kick was strong enough to cause their prison to rock back and topple over. The two of them were thrown backward as their cell fell backward. Renlar reached out and tried to catch Vacinne as they fell. He landed flat on his back once more. Vacinne twisted as she fell. She landed in his arms. The impact, with her added weight, drove the air clear from his lungs. 

Vacinne said nothing as he caught her, but her face reddened slightly before she realized that he was gasping. She quickly rolled off his chest.

“Are you okay?” she asked, worry in her voice.

For a moment he fought to catch his breath, then he took a deep breath. He said nothing for a few seconds as he simply enjoyed a handful of natural breaths. 

“I... I didn’t mean to land on you,” she said in a clumsy manner.

“You’re fine. I didn’t want you to get hurt,” he managed to say.

She climbed to her feet and extended a hand. He took it and she helped pull him to his feet. Then awkwardly she shook his hand, before letting go. It was weird, and she knew it, but didn’t know what else to do. She turned away so she didn’t have to face him.

You’re an idiot, she reminded herself.

Renlar’s breathing returned to normal and he said, “Okay, so let’s not try to catch their attention again. It proves to be harmful. But yes, I think if the dragon returns again, she could be our ticket out of here...”

Then he gave a long pause, “—if she doesn’t kill us too.”

“We didn’t steal her egg! We didn’t have anything to do with it,” said Vacinne.

“How do you plan on telling her that? Dragons are one of the most intelligent beasts in the world, but they are still instinctual creatures, not intellectual ones. Our best bet when she shows up? Run for our lives!”

Now they would have to wait and hope and pray by the gods that this mother dragon would return before the celebration was set to begin. Time passed slowly as they stood there watching the preparations from their crate. The fires now burned, the cauldrons were heating, and lots of different types of hunted game was brought out. They brought forth bear, elk, and mountain sheep. Lots of mountain sheep. The dead beasts were all prepared for slaughter. From a Frost Giant perspective, this feast would be grand.

“What do you know about the Frost Giants?” asked Vacinne, the curiosity evident in her voice.

Renlar spoke low as to keep his voice down. “Frost Giants are an ancient race that resulted from inter-breeding. Long ago, the giants and ice trolls battled each other for control of these mountains. The giants were no match for the ice trolls. The trolls were an incredible race of truly savage monsters. They hunted the giants to near extinction. The male giants were murdered, and the females were spared, for lack of a better term. See, ice troll females were incredibly rare. So, the giant females were kept in captivity for breeding. The bloodlines were crossed. What you see here is the result of that cross breeding from thousands of years ago.”

“That is awful,” said Vacinne with a cringe.

Renlar said, “Indeed it is, and these mountains have been plagued with their kind ever since.”

“So, these are the ones that destroyed Esboralis,” said Vacinne.

“Most likely. If not them, then another tribe.”

“What human kingdom would stand a chance?” asked Vacinne in horror.

“Few could, but there are some. The Wardens could easily withstand a Frost Giant assault, and perhaps the towering city of High Crown if their forces were not spread too thin. Though there is one kind that these giants steer clear of... Dwarves. They are terrified of those little bastards,” said Renlar with a laugh.

“Why?”

“To be honest, I’ve no earthly idea, but they are frightened by them. Frost Giants won’t even go near Drenamere, not within a dozen leagues. It’s too bad the dwarves never took over these mountains, they might of have driven the Frost Giants out completely,” said Renlar as he continued to tug on one of the boards of their prison, although it refused to budge.

“I wonder why dwarves though?” asked Vacinne.

“Well, if we ever make it to Drenamere, maybe we shall find out,” said Renlar.

Their conversation came to an abrupt end as they saw Valjin, the chieftain, make his way toward them. Vacinne’s heart began to pound as her terror grew. Valjin made his way past the preparations and stalked directly toward them. The other giants scrambled to get out of his way, lest they invoke his wrath. A handful of strides later, and he had closed the distance to their cage. He bent down and peered into their prison.

His voice crashed upon them like an avalanche. “As you can see, we have a celebration planned, but it is not for you little ones, but rather for my glory. The frost giants have won a major victory these past days. If you should look behind me, you will see the egg of a white dragon.”

His wicked eyes beamed with pride. “Dragons have long been an enemy of my people. That war changes today with that egg. As that baby dragon is born, it is born into the Frost Giant tribe. It will grow with us, it will eat with us, and learn with us, and it will serve us. It will be our dragon, and it will be the first of many.”

Renlar asked, “Then why have you brought us here?”

The giant roared, “You have trespassed on our lands. And I do not take kindly to those who are so brazen as to think that they may pass freely through my kingdom. You did not seek that I grant you passage; therefore, you’ve broken our laws.”

With boldness, Renlar replied, “To seek your permission would have also required us to cross your boundary and to come even deeper into your own territory, would it not? Either way, we would have broken your law, correct?”

Valjin laughed, “This is correct.”

“There would never have been a means for us to pass over your glorious mountains,” said Renlar.

“Correct again, little one,” said Valjin with a crooked smile.

Vacinne spoke up, “We meant no offense mighty King Valjin, we were merely hunting a demon who went through the old tunnel below the mountain.”

At the word demon, the Frost Giant reflexively shrank back for a second. Then he tried to act as if he were unconcerned.

Valjin asked, “If the demon went under the mountain, why didn’t you follow?”

Renlar replied, “We did, but the exit was blocked. We couldn’t pass through the other side.”

Vacinne had picked up on how he responded the first time though. “The demon was a vorthor. It turned the entire tunnel into a hatchery. It was full of eggs. Thousands of eggs. They began to hatch.” 

She watched the giant grow uncomfortable with each mention of the otherworldly creatures. She pressed her advantage. “We had to flee the tunnel, so we could seal it shut. We brought down an avalanche that sealed the tunnel closed. It was the only way to ensure we could kill them all.”

Vacinne stopped there and watched as Valjin visibly relaxed.

He clearly doesn’t like the demons. I think he might even be afraid of them, she thought.

“The avalanche yesterday was because of you?” Valjin asked.

“It was,” replied Vacinne.

Valjin asked, “The tunnel is sealed? Completely?”

“From both sides,” answered Vacinne with a nod.

“But you said one escaped?” asked Valjin.

Renlar jumped in, “Yes, that is why you need to let us go so we can hunt it down and kill it before it lays more eggs.”

The Frost Giant grimaced but tilted his dragon skull cap back a bit so he could scratch his scalp. He said nothing for a long minute. His distrusting eyes glanced back and forth between Renlar and Vacinne over and over again. He was contemplating. Perhaps it was the validity of their story, or perhaps it was whether or not they would taste good in a stew. Vacinne didn’t know, but they had definitely given him something to consider.

The silence ended with a grunt, then Valjin stood up. He towered high above them at well over thirty feet in height. He looked down on them and glowered.

“Please,” begged Renlar, “Let us go hunt down the vorthor demon. Let us drive our blades through its blackened heart, so we can send it back to the pits of hell where it came from.”

Valjin shook his head. “No. You stay with us. Puny humans can’t kill demons. Demons too strong. This is final.”

The chieftain turned to walk away.

Vacinne yelled, “What do you want with us? You have your feast and your dragon, so what do you want with us?”

Valjin stopped in his tracks. Without turning back toward them, he said, “Frost Giants tell many great stories, but no one listens. Everyone listens to the tales humans tell. You will witness this day the triumph of the Frost Giants over the dragons. This day, you will witness my victory. You will tell the victory in words, you will tell it in song, and you will tell it in books for all the world to hear. It will be the human story of the Frost Giants, and their mighty king, Valjin, the Dragon Hunter.”

“We are no bards! We are not ones who sing songs and tell tall tales!” shouted Renlar.

Valjin nodded his head. “You are now.” 

Then the giant stormed off with haste.  

Vacinne shuddered as fear and despair grappled for control of her heart and mind once more. Renlar’s hand found her shoulder and it squeezed.

Quietly he whispered, “Take heart Vacinne LeDroux, our day is not done.”

She would have a hard time trusting his words. They were trapped, and they were surrounded by enemies that they couldn’t run from and they certainly couldn’t fight. There were no words that could make those realities disappear, yet there was a quiet confidence in his words. She fought back tears as she turned back toward him. He didn’t look at her. His eyes remained fixated on the frost giant king who lumbered away from them. She saw a resolve in those eyes, and an eerie focus. 

Maybe I can’t trust words alone, but I see something in those eyes that I trust. I have no idea what, but it’s there.

She wiped the tears from her eyes, and she steeled herself with a newfound resolve that they would find a way out of this. One way or another, they would make it out alive. Renlar would see to it. She just knew it. Then, as if he heard her thoughts, he nodded and smiled off into the distance.

Murderous words left his lips, “Valjin, your reign is over.”

––––––––
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




12
Ice Storm
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The day had slipped past, and the sun was already disappearing to the west. The celebrations had been going for a while as the frost giants had begun to eat and drink. Barrels and barrels of ale, likely stolen from human villages, had already been drunk. The crude creatures would then urinate into the barrels until they were full. Then they’d take turns seeing who could toss the piss-filled barrels the furthest off the mountain side. The wooden barrels would smash somewhere a hundred or even a thousand feet below, spilling its contents across the mountainside, painting the snow yellow.

It was as primitive as you could get, and it amused them to no end. Vacinne shook her head in disgust.

“They truly are wretched things.”

Renlar agreed, “You think this is bad, wait until the alcohol really sets in and they start to get randy.”

“What? Oh gross. Now that is not something anyone should have to see!” said Vacinne with genuine disgust.

Renlar chuckled. “We’ll have our opportunity soon. It’s very near.”

Vacinne turned toward him. “How can you tell?”

“I... I just know. I can feel it. Whatever it is, we need to be prepared,” he said with a voice part anticipation, part warning.

She’d learned to recognized when Renlar was on to something. This was one of those times. She made sure her supply pack was secured and that her shield and Ashthorill Blade were at the ready. Then they heard it. It was the cry of a mother dragon—and she was angry.

The revelry among the giants stopped as fear swept over the crowd. They looked frightened, and some even looked like they were about to run for cover. Then in the midst of the chaos, a frost giant shaman climbed atop one of the large tables. Food was carelessly kicked aside as she got her footing. The old hag thrust her staff into the air. It looked like an old withered pine tree with its branches snapped and peeled away. A dozen foul charms made of leather cord and the skulls of different beasts hung from it. 

The old woman stood as tall as her naked, aging body could. She was covered with the same white paint that covered Valjin, yet it covered her from head to toe. Her wrinkled and sagging breasts were concealed only by the thick, cracked layers of the paint. She met the darkening evening sky with fierce blue eyes and a strange incantation. Unknown words of an old tongue commanded the elements.

“What is she doing?” asked Vacinne.

“I don’t know what she’s saying, but she’s casting a spell in the old ice troll tongue,” he answered.

The dragon’s distant roar echoed over the mountain top and filled the denizens of Frizjarda with fear. Yet the old shaman worked her spell. Soon dark clouds rushed in from all directions. 

She was hiding them. 

The dragon’s roar sounded again. She was closer now. Vacinne realized the cloud canopy threatened to keep them and the dragon’s egg hidden from her.

“No, we can’t let this happen. She must find us!” shouted Vacinne. She was right.

Renlar’s hands moved into a slow but deliberate sequence, and his mouth uttered words unknown to Vacinne. The wind began to stir at his command.

“Yes, you can do this,” said Vacinne.

The cold wind surged across the mountain top. The violent gust blew things this way and that as it sought out the cloud cover. The wind ripped right through the dark clouds. The shaman’s sorcery was not to be outdone so easily though. She held fast to her incantation, and with every attempt to blow the clouds away, she fought to draw them close. Up above the clouds, the dragon roared as she flew over head, right past them. Renlar fought to disperse the clouds, but the old hag countered him again, sealing the newest gap in the cloud cover. 

Renlar pulled a dagger from his vest and tossed it into the air. The wind grabbed a hold of it and launched it forward. The black dagger flew with haste at the shaman. She saw it, but it was too late. The dagger caught her in the throat. Her chanting was cut short. She dropped her staff and clutched at her wound. Blood sprayed the table and the giants down below her. She fell to her knees. As the blood departed her body in spurts, she slumped over and fell lifeless from the table. 

Renlar bid the blade return, and then put all his will into blowing the cloud cover open. The wind pierced a hole in the canopy, and it began to peel it open from the center outward. A deafening roar followed. A great white dragon shot down through the opening. Frost Giants scrambled about in preparation for battle.

The white dragon turned sharply toward the first giant it saw. Icy breath exploded from its deadly maw. Jets of frost breath crystallized the giant instantly. Its frozen statue was a testament to the dragon’s power. The dragon flew out of sight, only to return in the blink of any eye. It flew faster than a loosed arrow, over the village square, blasting the icy breath of death over the crowd. Eight frost giants met their fate in that instant, but the ferocity of the tribe was frightening to witness. Despite their terror, they attacked. Blue steel spears took flight, and axes were prepared to strike.

“Vacinne, now!”

Renlar’s voice snapped her out of the trance she was in. The dragon was terrible and magnificent all at once, and she’d been transfixed. 

“Cut us out of here!” he screamed.

Her blade was already whipped from its sheath, and she slashed at the boards. Her blade cut the planks of their wooden prison with ease. She kicked at the boards and they crashed to the frozen ground. They were free. She climbed through the opening and Renlar followed.

“Let’s get out of here,” shouted Renlar, pointing to the northern side of the mountain.

Vacinne hesitated. Her eyes saw the dragon battling the frost giants. She saw absolute chaos before them. Then her eyes caught the shinning dragon egg. The egg that had been stolen from her mother. And she watched as Valjin made his way to it, his double edged, blue steel battle axe in hand.

“He’s going to kill the baby!” shouted Vacinne.

“What? We’ve got to run,” screamed Renlar.

“I’ve got to protect the egg,” she said. Vacinne had completely forgotten about the binding hex that Sutara had placed on her and Renlar. Thankfully the hex had already faded long before Vacinne sprinted away.

“Damn her,” shouted Renlar before hurrying after her.

Behind them, the dragon landed in the village square. The sheer wind of its beating wings sent snow gusting in every which direction. The dragon attacked the giants with tooth, claw, and tail as well as its deadly icy breath. Were their lives not at stake, Vacinne would have wanted to watch the incredible creature deal with these horrible creatures. Today she’d have no such luxury.

Valjin drew close to the egg. It still sat atop the stone dais, raised slightly above the square. There it sat with warming fires below and around it. Valjin’s intention was originally to hatch the egg, then to raise it to be a mighty weapon for the frost giants. But with his plan falling apart, he was set to prevent it from ever seeing the light of day. He rose up tall before the egg. He lifted his massive axe up over his head. Its flawless black-blue surface shone as the light of the flames danced across it. He grunted as he began his swing.

Vacinne uttered unheard words and in a brilliant golden flash, she was gone. Her phasing strike brought her shield with her full weight behind it, crashing into Valjin’s face. The sound of the bones in his nose snapping under the impact filled her with strange satisfaction. The giant staggered backward, caught completely unawares by the sudden assault. His axe slipped from his grip as he clutched at his shattered nose.

Vacinne fell to the ground below, where Renlar’s swirling winds allowed her to drop in a controlled fashion. She landed with grace upon the stone dais, just beyond the egg and the reach of the fires. She stood there in defiance of the wounded tyrant with sword and shield blazing with holy fire.

Valjin took a couple steps backward until he could regain his balance. He wiped away the tears from his eyes and the blood and snot that smeared across his pale blue skin. His eyes fixed on the human warrior, and his ire grew. He bellowed like some great beast. Barehanded, he charged her.

Vacinne uttered words of power as he bore down on her. The glow of her shield grew greatly in intensity before a beam of brilliant light blasted Valjin. The intense light blinded him, but still he charged. More words flew from her mouth. The blind king of the frost giants tripped and flew head first toward her. His face slammed violently into a barely visible wall that only briefly shimmered yellow upon impact. There, just inches beyond Vacinne, Valjin lay upon the snow, bleeding and groaning.

Renlar was nearly at her side, when she turned to survey the battle behind them. The white dragon fought with fervor, but dozens of frost giants had surrounded her. They attacked her from all sides. She’d fought valiantly, killing dozens of them, until they managed to throw the chains over her. Vacinne’s heart sank.

“Renlar, you must help her!” 

He saw the stirring giant at her feet, but he heard the desperation in her voice. He needed to help Vacinne, but that wasn’t her command. He was torn, and she could see it in his face.

“Go!” commanded Vacinne, before turning back to her foe.

Renlar spun and launched a full barrage upon the attacking frost giants. Blackened blades darted forward in a storm of death. Twelve blades ripped through the first giant that he could see holding the chains. Blades ripped through the shoulder and arm of the giant, severing muscle and tendon alike. The chain fell from its grasp as it clutched at its wounds and howled. 

The dragon fought to break free. The giants were too strong. 

Icy breath shot outward, but it missed, and the chains continued to pull the creature down. One of the frost giants went in for the kill, its spear leveled at the dragon’s right flank. Renlar whipped his hands outward. The black blades ripped free from the maimed foe and shot forward, impaling the spear wielding frost giant. The dragon turned its head just in time to see Renlar’s blades disembowel the attacker. The giant fell to the ground, clutching at its own entrails. The giant’s spear clattering harmlessly to the ground. 

The dragon reared back and shot its icy breath toward Renlar. He dove to the ground and cursed, “You ungrateful b—”.

The icy blast from her mouth turned the axe wielding frost giant behind him into a crystalline statue. Renlar looked back and saw the giant’s axe was poised to strike. A massive wave of relief washed over him. 

“Good girl!” he shouted in correction as he climbed out of the snow and to his feet.

She responded with a roar, but the chains held her tight. He commanded his daggers and shot them below her belly and out the other side. Another frost giant howled in pain. He hit his mark. The chains became looser still.  The dragon thrashed about trying to break free. Her tail whipped and struck like a bolt of lightning. The last chain bearer was sent careening off the mountain’s north precipice. The white dragon struggled to cast off the chains and grew frantic. Renlar switched his focus. All his daggers fell from their flights as he switched his focus to the massive netting of chains. 

The chains were made with a drenamine alloy.

Carefully he lifted the thousands of pounds of chain from her. It took all his will, but the white dragon was freed. 

Vacinne phased out of the path of Valjin’s stomp. She’d put up a tremendous fight, but she was growing weary. She wouldn’t last much longer. She sprinted away from him before turning to taunt him. He was already on her. She blinked away, her phase strike landing her right behind him. Her empowered blade slashed deep into his right Achilles. She tugged on the blade, but it was stuck in the thick tendon. The frost giant roared in pain, and he fell. Vacinne phase out of the way just in time for him to crash right through her mirage. 

She’d done a great job keeping him from the egg long enough for it to begin hatching. The broken flecks of the egg’s stunning blue pearl shell began to crack and fall away as the baby whelp poked its tiny beak out of the shell. She saw it all. As did Valjin. The frost giant roared as he willed himself forward on the strength of his arms. He would attack the whelp in seconds. Vacinne phased herself right in between Valjin and the whelp. She brought up her glowing shield and braced for the attack. 

He was too strong. The king of the frost giants swung at her. The impact sent her reeling. The giant lifted himself up on one arm and raised his right fist up in the air over the whelp. The baby dragon squawked but didn’t understand the danger. Renlar was too far away to help Vacinne or the whelp, and Vacinne still hadn’t gotten up. Valjin’s roar was met with one from the white dragon. Her icy breath blasted the king of the frost giants. With his natural resistance to the cold he fought against it, but he was no match against the fury and might of the mother dragon. His massive, crippled form was crystallized in seconds under the full assault of her breath. There Valjin froze like a statue, his arm raised for a killing blow that would never land.

Vacinne finally came to in time to see a vague outline of the whelp sitting there squawking at the frozen remnant of the frost king tyrant. Renlar rushed to her side.

“He hit you hard, are you okay?” 

Her vision swam for a moment. When it came into focus, she saw Renlar’s enchanting green eyes looking back at her. His handsome, rugged face showing genuine concern for her as he held her head in his hands.

He’s so handsome, she admitted. 

“What?”

Vacinne realized she might have been thinking aloud. Her face flushed with embarrassment and she looked away. 

“Just help me up,” she said as she rubbed at her aching head.

Renlar was behind her. He had already grabbed under her arms and begun lifting her to her feet. She was on her feet before she realized it. He bowed down, ducked under her left arm, and wrapped his right arm around her back to steady her and help her walk.

He’s good, she thought. Then she stopped in the event that she might possibly be thinking aloud once more.

He never said a word. Instead, he just steadied her until her vision stopped swimming and the world around her stopped spinning. Vacinne’s world kept spinning though, and she forced her eyes closed, lest she vomit.

“Easy girl, I’ve got you. I’m not letting go.”

She kept focusing in on his steady voice. It was a voice that had pissed her off in every possible way since they’d met two days ago, yet it was the only one she wanted to hear in this moment. It was a voice she trusted, and a voice that gave her some odd sense of comfort. She just listened to his voice as he tried to calm her.

Then the world finally stopped spinning around her. Even with her eyes closed, she felt that her feet were finally directly underneath her, on solid ground. Her head still ached, but she dared to open her eyes.

Her vision was white and blurred. She tried to relax to allow her eyes to focus and separate the scene from the snowy peaks beyond it. Renlar’s secure embrace held her steady as her eyes allowed detail to come into focus. And she nearly leapt back as brilliant, pearl like scales of the brightest white she’d ever seen came into focus. The dragon lowered her head down low as it came close enough for her to feel the icy breath from the dragon’s nostrils.

Vacinne and Renlar shuddered in terror before the mighty dragon.

Then, suddenly, like an ocean wave as it’s drawn back out to sea, the fear washed away from her. Vacinne said, “It’s okay. She understands that we are not her enemies.” 

With that, she came out from Renlar’s embrace. She slowly stretched her right hand out toward the dragon. The dragon leaned forward ever so slightly. Vacinne gently placed her hand upon the dragon’s nose. The dragon merely blinked. Vacinne moved her left hand right next to the other. Both hands lay gently on the white dragon’s snout. The dragon closed her bright blue eyes and sighed loudly. A powerful breath exhaled through her nostrils blew Renlar’s and Vacinne’s hair back. Vacinne kept her hands upon the dragon’s snout though, and gently ran her fingers over the smooth pearl like scales.

“She’s so beautiful,” said Vacinne.

“Yes, she is,” said Renlar. 

“And she’s smart too. Incredibly smart,” said Vacinne.

Renlar replied, “Well, she just saw you risk your life for her child.”

As if acknowledging what he’d said, the dragon opened her eyes. Massive swirling sapphire orbs the size of grapefruits stared back at her. There was a gentleness, a peacefulness there. Vacinne could see it—more importantly, she could feel it.

“She is... grateful,” said Vacinne with surprise.

Renlar nodded, his grin couldn’t be any wider.

The dragon slowly pulled her head back and sat up. She lifted her right wing back, revealing her whelp. It was the size of a baby calf, and it was white with swirling streaks of the faintest blue. Its horns and claws hadn’t grown in yet, they wouldn’t for a few weeks, and its wings were way too small for its body. 

“He’s adorable,” gushed Vacinne with a glowing smile.

The baby dragon just sat there and cocked its head as it stared at them with curiosity. The mother dragon cooed to it, then she gave it a gentle nudge with her wing. The whelp cautiously moved forward. Vacinne dropped down to her knees and welcomed the whelp with open arms. The clumsy baby squawked as it lumbered forward and crashed into her arms. The two toppled backwards into the snow. Vacinne giggled as the playful pup lapped at her face. 

After the pup’s excitement wore off, Vacinne rose to her feet. “This has been the most terrifying, most amazing day of my life. But we’ve still got a mission to accomplish, and we are now as much as two days behind them.”

Renlar said, “Perhaps our new friend can help us out.”

“You’re joking,” replied Vacinne.

“Only if it doesn’t work,” he replied. Renlar turned to the white dragon.

Vacinne nodded, then turned back to the majestic creature, “We need to get down the mountain. We are hunting a demon, and we need to try to catch up. Can you help us?”

They waited in silence for several seconds. The magnificent creature just sat there. 

Renlar sighed and said, “I guess we better get our packs and get moving.”

Vacinne smiled and stretched her hands out and placed them on the dragon’s broad chest. She looked up at the dragon that towered a good ten feet above her while it was sitting. Her eyes met the dragon’s and she smiled.

Renlar smiled at the dragon and said, “Thank you for saving us, white dragon.”

“Her name is Ausaliia,” said Vacinne with a smile.

Renlar turned and gave her a questioning glance. 

Vacinne tossed her hands into the air and shrugged.

Renlar nodded and turned to the dragon and said, “Thank you, Ausaliia.”

The dragon cocked her head as she looked down upon them. She cooed. Ausaliia laid down low onto the ground and folder her wings back. She then gestured with her head, toward her back.

Vacinne and Renlar just watched. 

Ausaliia cooed at them again, then with her head, she gestured toward her back.

Vacinne said, “I think she’s offering us a ride.”

“I’d rather not try to ride a dragon only to find out something was lost in translation,” quipped Renlar. 

Ausaliia stretched her neck out and brought her face close to Vacinne’s and she cooed gently in her face. 

Vacinne grinned. “Well, I suppose it is impolite to refuse a dragon.”

Then Vacinne patted Ausaliia on the head and moved toward the dragon’s back. She made sure she stepped on the dragon’s arm with great care so as to not hurt her, then she pulled herself up onto the creature’s back. Ausaliia lifted her head skyward and cooed. 

“Your turn,” said Vacinne with a grin.

Renlar shook his head and mumbled something under his breath, but he gradually moved toward the white dragon with a slow and steady gait. The last thing he wanted to do was to startle or unnerve her. She remained calm, even as a human sat on her back, and her whelp hopped around clumsily. Renlar used care to climb aboard her back, sitting right behind Vacinne. Once more Ausaliia lifted her face skyward and cooed with satisfaction.

“I think she is actually happy to help us,” Vacinne said.

“I guess we’ll find out if she drops us or not,” was Renlar’s snarky response.

Vacinne gave him a gentle elbow and a playful smirk. 

The whelp’s hopping only grew in the anticipation of what was to come, but the mother reached down and licked her baby before saying something to him in a series of growls and coos. The whelp stopped hopping around for a moment, and the mother gave further instructions to the baby. Then the whelp sat still, well as still as possible for an energetic pup. Its tail waged so hard it nearly rocked his little body from side to side.

Ausaliia continued her conversation with her baby, and Renlar looked around. Every direction he turned he saw nothing but death. The small Frost Giant city of Frizjarda had turned into a frozen graveyard. Statues of frost giants that were frozen solid dotted the landscape, but many more than that were the corpses. Renlar knew that it was kill or be killed, and he knew that frost giants were notoriously violent—yet he still couldn’t help but feel a certain sorrow for the loss of life—even for wretches such as these. 

His stream of thought shifted however, as Ausaliia began to beat her mighty wings. Her little one squawked even louder as he hopped up and down. It did not dissuade the white dragon. With Renlar and Vacinne upon her back, Ausaliia rose into the sky with easy grace. She cooed at her child one more time before turning away.

The dragon’s smooth but sudden movement left Vacinne throwing her arms around Ausaliia’s neck. Renlar leaned forward and wrapped his arms around Vacinne and held her tight. The dragon was gentle with them though, soaring off the mountain’s northern face. With gradual, easy movements, Ausaliia carried them down.

Still hundreds of feet from the ground, Vacinne relaxed her death grip. She sat up with newfound confidence and courage. Instead of clutching at Ausaliia, she stroked the smooth scales of the beautiful white dragon’s neck.

Renlar just watched in amazement. He’d traveled far and wide. He’d even encountered dragons before, but he’d never seen anything like this before. He’d never seen anything like Vacinne before, either. She was stubborn, and naive, and judgmental; and she was strong, and courageous, and selfless. He’d already known it, but he finally admitted to himself, he would do anything to protect her. 

Bounties be damned.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




13
Braegen’s Hold


[image: image]


Vacinne and Renlar climbed down off the great white dragon’s back. Their feet touched down on something other than the snowy slopes of the Drechic Mountains for the first time in two days. Vacinne smiled. It felt good to be back on track. They were now on the road to Drenamere, South Road to be precise. It was the same road that they’d have been on had the tunnel not been sealed. They were at least an extra full day behind the vorthor demon, Sutara, and Warden Masoc at this point. She didn’t know what to expect, but she knew one thing, she was thankful for Ausaliia’s help. Were it not for the dragon’s arrival, they might not have made it out alive.

Vacinne turned toward the stunning white creature whose scales managed to shimmer even under the light of the moon.

“You have been a great aid to us. We are proud to have known you,” said Vacinne.

Ausaliia cooed as she burrowed her massive face into Vacinne’s chest. The dragon’s playful show of affection was innocent. It was also a simple reminder of just how powerful dragons were, as it nearly knocked Vacinne from her feet. Vacinne laughed as she stroked Ausaliia’s long snout.

“Come say goodbye to her,” said Vacinne with a nod.

Renlar stepped closer and ran the back of his fingers over the pearly scales of Ausaliia’s cheek. She turned toward him and snorted. Then she burrowed her face into his chest too. 

“I think she likes you,” said Vacinne.

“I wouldn’t want to be this close to her if she didn’t,” remarked Renlar.

Then almost as if on cue, Ausaliia pulled her head back and lifted her eyes skyward as she released a roar. It sounded like a tornado had just touched down. They could feel the vibration of the terrible and awesome sound. Then Ausaliia stood on all fours before beating her wings. The sheer force of the wind gusts threatened to push them away. Then with a leap, the mighty white dragon was airborne, where she just hovered with beating wings for a dozen heart beats.

Vacinne shouted, “Go be with your baby, he needs you!”

With that, Ausaliia roared once more, then with the beating of her massive wings, she rose up and away. In seconds, that beautiful white dragon that had saved their lives, and they hers, disappeared into the dark night sky.

Renlar turned to Vacinne. She met his eyes with a smile and eyes full of excitement and wonder.

“We’ve had quite a day today,” he said while running his fingers through his long brown hair.

The sheer excitement and wonder nearly stole her breath away. “We sure did Renny. Where to now?”

“Well, this old road will take us straight into Drenamere, but I don’t think it would be wise to try to travel all those miles tonight. There are some small villages along the way. One was an outpost that turned into a small town, the other was an old mining camp. I think we should stop at the first one and see if we can find a hot meal and a warm bed for the evening.”

Vacinne arched an eyebrow. “A warm bed? Is that all you men think of?”

Renlar groaned, “You are impossible. That’s not what I was refer—”

“I know,” said Vacinne with a mischievous grin. “I just wanted to mess with you. It’s fun.”

Renlar just shook his head, as he walked past her. “Braegen’s Hold shouldn’t be more than a few leagues away.”

Vacinne adjusted the pack on her back, and she hurried to catch up to her rift hunter.

The torch lights and lanterns of Braegen’s Hold didn’t impress Vacinne, but she could at least see the small town coming into view, and more importantly—it told her that it wasn’t abandoned. The town didn’t seem like anything to write home about. It was fifteen or so old wooden buildings all huddled around either side of the cobblestone road they traveled. She guessed they’d be there in just a couple minutes.

The street’s well-worn cobbles made for easy travel. Renlar and Vacinne made their way into the little village. She expected they’d begin to hear loud talking of drunken patrons at the local pub drowning out some otherwise awful music playing in said pub. But that’s not at all what they heard. Shouts and the sound of things breaking filled the night air of the shanty town. 

Vacinne looked at Renlar. 

Renlar nodded. “Let’s go check it out.”

She’d had enough excitement for one day, but to never grow weary in well-doing was something her father had always taught her. So, Vacinne nodded. They made their way for the rowdy establishment. The weathered sign that hung outside the tavern read The Tickled Pig. 

Then the shouting inside the tavern quickly turned to screams.

Renlar and Vacinne sprinted toward the entrance with their weapons drawn. They crashed through the tavern’s front door to find a horrific scene unfolding in front of their very eyes. Two jecaril demons feasted on the flesh of a savagely murdered person at the back of the room, nearest the kitchen, while terrified humans scattered.

The demons’ long, lean bodies were black and looked slicker than oil. Foul claws on their forelimbs and their hind claws all found flesh as their ugly faces devoured their prey. At Vacinne and Renlar’s arrival, the demons looked up. Black, pupilless eyes stared back from their long arrowhead shaped skulls. The demons rasped and clicked as their forked tongues raked over rows of jagged, blood covered fangs. 

The quiet thrum of power added to the atmosphere as magic infused Vacinne’s sword and shield, encasing them in their signature golden glow. Renlar’s black daggers rose into view as his hands flitted about. They were exhausted and both of their spirit was running on empty, but they couldn’t just let the demons murder people. They had to be stopped.

The nearest demon rose up partially on its hind quarters. Its head cocked to the side as it studied them appraisingly, as if it were negotiating its next move. The second jecaril demon conversely hunched low and growled, while the other hissed and clicked. 

“Everyone,” said Renlar as he dropped his daggers into a flat, horizontal circle about waist high, “Get out!”

The people couldn’t get out, so they all crowded to the far end of the small room in the tavern. The crouched demon waited no more. It sprang forward off its powerful hind legs. Renlar punctuated his command with a forward thrust of both arms and a grunt. The ring of blades spun forward like a chakram. It sliced right through the demon’s chest, cutting the monster in two. Its two halves slid apart with a sickly sound before they slapped down to the floor in a mess of thick black demon ichor. 

The attack didn’t touch the other demon. The one that had been sitting upright dropped to all fours and moved with incredible speed. Instead of attacking directly, it turned the other way, and ran sideways along the wall. Unlike anything she’d ever seen before, the demon raced around the walls in a counterclockwise manner. In the blink of an eye, the demon was leaping off the wall and lunging at her.

Vacinne made the mistake of going for the kill. She swung and missed. Her deadly blade sailed right past the jecaril. The black monster slammed right into her shoulder, knocking her to the tavern’s ale-soaked floor. Renlar lunged forward and kicked with all he had. His leather boot caught the jecaril right under the chin. Bones snapped and cracked upon impact and the demon yelped. Vacinne phased out from under the injured demon, appearing behind it. 

The demon opened its damaged maw widely, forcing its shattered jaw far wider than should be naturally possible. The bones cracked as they popped back into place and reformed right before their eyes. In a matter of seconds, its mouth was just as deadly as before. Vacinne struck. Her blade hit the jecaril’s hardened hide just ahead of its right hind leg. It left a small gash. Black blood oozed from the wound, but an injury that small wouldn’t slow this beast down. Vacinne targeted the wound and hacked furiously. 

The jecaril snapped wildly at her as Renlar did his magic. A storm of black daggers hit the twisting demon. The daggers, lost upon its black hide, burrowed somewhere in its flesh. The monster was undeterred. It ignored Renlar and attacked Vacinne with demonic ferocity. Its blood-soaked fangs snapped at her. Vacinne countered and surged forward with a powerful direct phasing strike that led with her emblazoned shield. Its solid surface smashed the black monstrosity in the face. The demon was stunned by the attack, giving them a few precious seconds. 

Renlar shouted, “Drop your sword!”

Vacinne shouted, “Are you mad?” before smashing the demon in the face again.

Renlar said, “You’ve got to trust me, Vacinne.”

Her blade clattered as it fell to the dirty wooden floor. Renlar’s fingers flew in a new gesture. Inside the tavern, the wind blew. Vacinne’s sword lifted from the floor with grace. It swept out around her. She couldn’t watch its flight, though, as she warded off the jecaril’s next lunging attack. She blocked the demon’s deadly claws with her shield. The otherworldly claws tried to tear through the shield, but she held strong in her convictions and for the moment, the magical enchantment she’d spoken over her shield remained intact.

Renlar still stood at the demon’s right flank. Vacinne’s sword floated to his side. Renlar’s hands moved in a fluid motion toward the demon. Her sword leapt forward, like a quarrel shot from a crossbow. The long sword impaled the demon, the force of the blow throwing it against the tavern wall. The sword dug deep into the wood. The jecaril hung, dying, as it remained pinned to the tavern wall. It howled as its fate came to a close. Black blood pooled upon the floor below as the demon died.

Sounds of relief and cheers of victory sounded in the Tickled Pig, but they were short lived. The demons were dead, but so was a human. 

Vacinne turned to the survivors, who were huddled on the far end of the tavern. “I’m sorry we didn’t arrive sooner.”

Her words might not have said much, but the sorrow in her eyes told it all. There was compassion in them. Renlar saw it plain as day, and he had zero doubt the others did too. Even before her tears came. 

Vacinne wiped away the tears. “What was his name?”

One of the older bystanders, a brown-haired man with a receding hairline and a big bushy mustache cautiously inched forward. His hands hung to his waist. White knuckles clutched to the hat he held with both hands. The poor chap was covered in sweat and his face was paler than the snow caps they’d seen earlier today.

The man said, “That there was Braegen.”

He was the man the village had been named after of course. He was the one who took the abandoned watch post and turned it into a town for the common folk. It was just a little village, but it was the only one of its kind. A human village on the outskirts of a Dwarven citadel. It was where the few humans that continued to mine the region actually lived. After the fall of Esboralis, they were a people with no home. Their city was gone, and they wouldn’t find a home in Drenamere. Braegen was not a wealthy man, but he was well known for what he’d created—a home for those who had none. 

Demons rarely left the mortal world without leaving a cascading impact. Tonight was no different. In this house of laughter and strong drink, everyone was left quite sober. Braegen was gone.

––––––––
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After defeating the jecaril demons the night before, Renlar and Vacinne found themselves full of sorrow. The tavern was a bloody mess, literally. Human blood and demon blood were everywhere. Yet no stain as large as the one left by the loss of the heart and soul of the village. A proper funeral would take place in the coming days, but Renlar and Vacinne did their best to pay their respects to the tavern’s beloved patron and founder of this small town. 

They’d only sought out a quiet place with hot food and a warm bed for the night. What they stumbled into was a blood bath. The hours of the night slipped by quickly in that tavern. Renlar worked tirelessly to help a couple other men clean up the mess that was left behind. Vacinne tried to comfort the survivors. There were not too many words that she could offer, but she could listen, and she could hold those that cried. So she did.

To Renlar, the hours flew by in a somber blink. As the time reached midnight and everything was put back in order, they were finally offered something to eat. It wasn’t much, but they graciously accepted the warmed beef stew without hesitation. It had been sitting on the hearth for hours, but they had no complaints. They were just happy to fill their bellies. 

Dalen, the man with the bushy mustache, made sure to introduce them to his sister Mae’ella. She had been in the town since Braegen founded it. She was quite shaken by the ordeal, but she happily offered them a place to stay for the night. Mae’ella had a little shack in town. It wasn’t much, and she even said so herself, but it would put a roof over their heads. That would be good enough. That night they stayed in the guest room in her little cottage. The room wasn’t large, but it was dry and warm. Renlar barely had the room to roll out his bedroll, but he managed to squeeze it in next to the narrow bed Vacinne would sleep in. 

He could tell Vacinne was thrilled too, especially compared to spending the night in the cave. She smiled and didn’t offer a single complaint about how small or hard the bed was. It was amazing how a little perspective could change one’s opinion on things in life. This was something that he knew all too well, and it seemed like she was quickly coming to realize it too. 

“Renlar, you’ve been better than advertised. Should we survive this mission, I’m doubling your pay,” said Vacinne with a yawn as she laid down.

He looked up at her. Her eyes were already closed, and like that she drifted off into the nothingness of sweet sleep. Renlar placed his hands under his head and laid back on his bed roll. A smile crossed his face. He’d noticed it had been happening more frequently these last few days. He closed his eyes, and soon sleep took him as well.

Vacinne was slow to open her eyes as she lay in the bed. The warmth of sun caressed her cheek, and for a moment she forgot where she was. The travel, the demons, the giants, and the mission all seemed to pass away from thought as she enjoyed the gentle comfort of a cozy bed and Jhebal’s warming touch. 

“Wake up, sleeping beauty,” said a familiar voice. 

She scowled and pouted as she rolled from one side to the other. She pulled the covers up over her shoulder. But nothing could stand in the way of the aromatic power of some freshly cooked bacon. 

“You know you’re hungry,” said the voice.

She groaned in protest, but the allure of the food was strong. She cracked one eye open just slightly, only letting the smallest amount of light in. There she saw a plate presented before her. Her eyes quickly found their way open. Upon that plate she saw several thick slices of perfectly cooked slab bacon—not too soft, but not too crispy. Next to it was a mixture of diced potatoes, scrambled eggs, cheese, and little bits of sliced ham. Her eyes fixated on the plate as it was waved before her in a teasing manner. 

Vacinne tossed her covers aside. She was in her night clothes, her hair was a mess, and she couldn’t care less. It was time to eat!

“That a girl,” said the familiar voice with a laugh. “Let’s get some good food in you. Come on.”

As she came to the rest of her senses, her eyes met Renlar’s green eyes right as he turned away with the plate. She wasted no time in getting up and following him from the room and into the main room of the house. There she watched Renlar set the plate down at the small, hand carved wooden table. An empty seat waited for her. 

He turned and smiled as he watched her sit down to a full breakfast spread. The aforementioned plate was still warm and offered more than she was likely to eat. At the center of the table sat a loaf of freshly baked bread and an assortment of spreads from fresh butter to honey and some type of fruit preserve. Next to that was a clear glass pitcher of apple juice.

To which their hostess boasted, “Squeezed just this mornin’!”

Mae’ella was a kindly middle-aged woman with pale skin like Vacinne but had dark wavy hair that twisted into curls in some spots. She wore clothes that were clearly well worn and oft-repaired. She was a gentle spirit. Though she might not have much to offer, she offered them her best.

Vacinne was famished. She gladly accepted the hospitality. The bed alone would have been worth a thousand thanks, but the breakfast was so much more than she could have hoped for or even properly expressed gratitude for.

“Mae’ella, you shouldn’t have!” exclaimed Vacinne. It was the only polite thing to do, while devouring the food.

“Dearie, you and your husband saved our hides last night. We don’t get heroes in these parts. Taking the two of you in is a downright privilege and honor for me,” replied the bashful woman.

Vacinne laughed and pointed between herself and Renlar. “Oh, we are not... oh, no. I’m paying him to help me in my mission, and quite generously too, I might add.”

“Very generously,” agreed Renlar with a very satisfied smile.

Mae’ella smiled and waved a dismissive hand before placing more food on the table, this time freshly sliced apples. “The way you two danced about in the tavern last night coulda fooled me.”

“Danced?” asked Vacinne with a genuinely puzzled look.

“Aye, the way the two of you worked those damned demons over on the dance floor last night,” she said with a confident nod. “Looked like a dance to me, the way you flowed together, with not a word spoken between the two of you. The two of you never missed a beat. Each knowing what the other was doing, anticipating every move before it happened. It was damned near poetic, if you ask me!”

Vacinne sat back in her chair absolutely stunned and silent for more than a minute.

Huh, she thought, and Renlar made his way out of the room, presumably to pack their belongings.

Vacinne thought for a moment before she broke the silence. “You said without speaking, but we did speak. He even yelled for my sword at one point, surely you heard that if nothing else.”

Mae’ella gave her a doubtful look and shook her head. “Nope my dearie. We were all standing right there. Neither of you said a word till after those damned devil hounds were dead.”

Vacinne shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

Renlar stepped back into the room, now carrying both of their packs. They were closed up and ready to go.

“Renny, did you hear what she said?” asked Vacinne.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“She said she never heard us say a word last night during the whole time we fought off the jecaril. But if nothing else, I clearly remember you telling me to drop my sword,” said Vacinne.

Mae’ella politely butted in, saying, “No offense dearie, but I’d swear on my patron lady Sudana’s name, there were no words spoken between the two of you, at least not out loud. Not till after he nailed that last miserable bastard to the wall of the Tickled Pig. I swear it!”

Renlar turned to Mae’ella with warm smile. “You’re a follower of the patron of kindness and simplicity. It is easy to understand why you’ve gone to such great lengths to provide such fantastic accommodations for us Ms. Mae’ella. You’ve outdone yourself, and you’ve made Lady Sudana proud indeed!”

Mae’ella blushed at the compliment. All she could say was “Aw, it was nothing. You two deserved it after last night. Now let that be the last we hear of it!”

The kind lady then went about busying herself so she didn’t have to face any more compliments. 

Renlar turned to Vacinne. “She’s as fine a folk as we could hope to find this side of the mountains. I bet she’s always been a good woman, long before she ever set her stars to Lady Sudana.”

Vacinne agreed, but she didn’t enjoy all the talk about the pantheon, the constellations, and the patrons they had come to represent. 

“Renlar, you know I don’t believe all of that,” she said in a voice that was nearly a whisper.

Renlar reached over and patted her on the thigh. “I know. In your eyes, it is blasphemy and a great disservice to the Light. I understand where you’re coming from, and I’m not asking you to believe differently. But you need to understand that there are millions of people in this world who have beliefs that they hold just as dear as you. Their beliefs are just different.”

“But their beliefs are wrong,” started Vacinne.

Renlar’s reply was quick, but gentle, “Perhaps. She could be wrong. I could be wrong. You could be wrong. Hell, we could all be wrong. We all have varying levels of faith, including those who choose to believe in nothing at all. I’ve come to think that perhaps they’ve got the most faith of any of us. For them to believe in nothing despite all the evidence to the contrary is remarkable.”

Renlar leaned close, his tone still soft and his eyes gentle. “But Vacinne, even if you have all the evidence in the world that what you believe is true, even if all the shadows are gone and there is no place left for doubt or unbelief to remain, we must still treat all people with dignity and kindness. If there’s one thing I’ve come to learn in this life, it’s that conviction without compassion is one of the most dangerous weapons there is, and it is far too commonly wielded.”

Vacinne felt the warmth of his hand lightly resting on her thigh, but the warmth of his words, his compassion left a far greater impact upon her.

She nodded as she thought for a few seconds. Then she said, “But you are not suggesting that truth is subjective, are you?”

“No, I am not.”

“So, are you suggesting that we withhold truth from those that do not know it?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

“No Vacinne, I am suggesting that you carry your faith with you to the grave. That you stand on everything you know to be true and right, stand firmly in the face of doubt and fear and every other thing that this life will throw at you. Be a bastion, a standard bearer for what you believe in. Always. But bear that standard with uncompromising compassion. That is how you connect with people. It may or may not change what they believe, but they will at least believe in you.”

Every time I think I know you, I realize I know nothing, Vacinne mused.

Vacinne placed her left hand on top of the hand he rested on her thigh. “Who are you Renlar Demass?”

Renlar slid his hand out from under hers. He stood upright and said, “Just an old innkeeper.”

Then he turned away and walked to Mae’ella who was cleaning up the kitchen.

“Ms. Mae’ella, you’ve given us a home away from home. You’ve given us warm beds, hot food, and great kindness. May all the blessings you need in this life find you,” said Renlar with a modest bow.

At this rate, the middle-aged woman’s face might be red for the next week. She just offered a big cheerful smile. 

Renlar stood upright, turned, and walked out the front door with his pack on his shoulder. Vacinne shoveled more food in her mouth as she rose from the table. It was indeed time to go, no matter how good the accommodations were. They had a demon to track down, and if it wasn’t too late, a Warden to find.

Vacinne washed the bite of food down with the tall glass of apple juice. She hurried across the room to give thanks to Mae’ella. The older woman turned to her with a warm smile. Vacinne reached out her hand to shake, but the heavyset woman engulfed her in a warm-hearted hug. It was a mother’s hug. The kind Vacinne hadn’t had in a long, long time. She was caught off guard, but her defenses melted in that kind woman’s embrace. Vacinne found her arms quickly taking hold of the woman, pulling her in tightly, and before she knew it, she was sobbing.

“Dearie,” said Mae’ella as she patted Vacinne lightly on the back, “Whatsoever is the matter?”

Vacinne wiped a tear from her eye. “It has just been a really long time since I’ve had a hug like that.”

Mae’ella looked at Vacinne’s pretty face, and she wiped some of the tears away. “I don’t know your mother, but I know she would be very proud of the young woman you’ve become.”

Vacinne wept. It was as if those words were the secret key to a door that had been long since forgotten. The pain of her mother’s death all those years ago and the pain of loss all hit her. The thought of her mother being able to see her now and possibly even being proud of her was overwhelming. Vacinne’s emotions ran wild inside of her, and for a time she wept. The big woman wrapped her arms around Vacinne as if she were her own child and she rocked her in her arms, offering the young warden a comfort she hadn’t found anywhere else.

Vacinne took a good while before she left Mae’ella’s embrace and got herself fully dressed in her armors. Then she did everything she could to make sure that it wasn’t a tearful goodbye. She nearly faltered and her vision blurred for a second, but with a deep breath and a joyful smile she held strong.

“Vacinne, my dearie, I’ve only just met you, but I feel like you’re family to me. If you and Renny pass back through here on your way back, do be sure to stay for the night,” pleaded the kindly woman.

“That sounds lovely,” admitted Vacinne with a smile before turning and heading out the door.

Renlar sat at the edge of a nearby well. Vacinne wondered how she’d explain why it took her thirty minutes to get out of the house. He never asked. He simply stood up and pulled his pack over his shoulder and onto his back. 

Renlar pointed north. “Trader’s Haven is only a few miles from here. Drenamere is just another four miles beyond that. With a steady pace, we could easily be there in under two hours.”

Vacinne adjusted the strapping of her belt to make sure her sheathed sword hung properly from her hip. Then she hooked her shield onto her back, right over her pack. The clever, yet simple design allowed it to rest there and still be retrieved quickly should the need arise. 

She turned to Renlar and said, “To Drenamere.”

The two traveled out of Braegen’s Hold. The town would have never caught her attention before, but after a night in the little makeshift town, she realized that it would probably always hold a special place in her heart. The people were not refined, they were not educated, and they certainly would be considered poor by any standard she’d known. But there was more to this town and to the few families that lived there than any of those other things could account for. She looked over her shoulder as she said goodbye to the town.

I hope to see you again, Braegen’s Hold, and to you, Ms. Ma’ella, and you, Danel, and to you, Turmin, to all of you.

Renlar’s smooth voice woke her from her silent reverie. “They are good people. It’s up to us keep them safe. Let’s find this damned demon and kill it.”

Vacinne nodded. That is exactly what she intended to do. 

“Renlar,” she said, “I know the demons enter our world through the rifts, but I still don’t understand any of it.”

He shot her a questioning look. “What do they actually teach you in Rift Warden school?”

Vacinne’s face reddened with embarrassment. “Clearly not enough.”

“I’m sorry,” conceded Renlar. “It’s just hard for me to understand the Wardens.”

Vacinne asked, “Why do you hate us so?”

Renlar scoffed before throwing a stone he’d apparently been carrying since the Light knows when.

“As a child, I dreamed of nothing more than being a Warden. It didn’t work out for me, and I’m the better for it,” replied Renlar.

Vacinne said, “But you didn’t answer my question.”

A hard edge set in his voice. “If you want to know about rifts, fine, but this conversation is over.”

“But—”

“It’s over,” he snapped. 

His words were harsh and abrupt, and Vacinne wasn’t ready for them. She’d felt that they’d made some progress between the two of them, but it felt like she was right back where they started.

Renlar’s words interrupted her silent thoughts. “The mortal realm that we exist in is sandwiched between the realms of Heaven and Hell. The walls between the worlds can be opened under certain conditions. While it is a supernatural phenomenon, we have discovered that powerful angels and demons alike carry within themselves powerful runestones, called Immortal Hearts. They may have some other names as well, but that’s not important. What’s important to understand is that they do exist.”

Vacinne asked, “So not all angels and demons have them?”

“I’ve gutted a demon or twenty, and it’s safe to say I’ve never found one.”

“Why would you want one?”

Renlar replied flatly, “Money. They are incredibly rare. Surely there are those with the interest and means to afford to add such curiosities to their collections. Anyways, I’ve never found one myself, but they do exist. The larger, more powerful demons and angels are the ones said to have them. Those runestones—Immortal Hearts—are what allow the rifts to be opened.”

“How does it work?” asked Vacinne.

“I don’t know for sure. What is known is that when a rift is opened, a tremendous amount of energy is released. Despite everything that you’ve been taught by the Wardens, it is the release of that volatile energy that changes us. That is what makes us riftborn. Whether it be a demon or an angel is irrelevant.”

Vacinne shook her head. It wasn’t necessarily that she thought Renlar was full of crap, but it just went against everything that she’d been taught her entire life, even before she became a Warden. It was just understood that their powers were gifted to them by fate. 

Renlar continued, “Well, you may not like it, but that is what has been discovered over many, many years. And I can prove it.”

Her eyes widened and she looked at him in an uneasy mixture of excitement and alarm. “How can you prove anything?”

Renlar replied, “The Wardens only take in Lightborn, right?”

“Of course. They’re not going to bring in someone with the taint of demonic power.”

“Riiiight,” said Renlar before rolling his eyes. “Let me guess, you got your awakening on the fifth month of your sixteenth year.”

Vacinne, clearly unimpressed laughed. “Lucky guess. That’s no proof. You can guess at my age and you know I was awakened in my teens. It’s not hard to make an educated guess as to the general time frame.”

Renlar’s grin only widened though. “You are completely correct, which only helps make my next point even clearer. So, you’ve been a Lightborn for five years then, but when was the last time a Heaven Rift was opened? When was the last time an angel was seen in this part of the world? Hmm?”

Vacinne grew silent.

“Vacinne, the logic is pretty straightforward and simple from here on out. If no Heaven Rifts have been opened, and no angels have been seen, how in the Light’s name could you be a Lightborn? If that is even such a thing.”

Vacinne said nothing. Her mind raced about. He was right. The logic was simple and straightforward, but it gave her a lot to consider. If what he said was right, it would change everything. 

No, there’s got to be some logical—

“No, there is no other logical explanation Vacinne. You were lied to. I was lied to. We all were. Lightborn and Hellborn sound ominous and can be used to inspire confidence or fear, but they are just words. Untrue words,” replied Renlar as he read her thoughts.

“Then what, who am I?” she asked.

Renlar stopped walking for a moment and he turned to her. “What are you? You’re an incredibly gifted Riftborn. But as for who? That’s for you to figure out.”

Renlar turned away from her and continued walking. Vacinne’s mind was flooded with hundreds of questions and dozens of implications that arose from the answers to those questions. She questioned her family, her acceptance into the Rift Wardens, and all of her training at the Kothari Temple. 

It can’t be, she thought. But he’s right. How could it be anything other than just as he said? Dammit!

“Renlar, this changes everything!”

“It changes nothing,” he said, brushing her comment aside.

“What?” her expression was incredulous. “How can you say that. You just proved to me that everything I’ve been taught about our giftings is wrong. How does that not change everything?”

Renlar’s tone carried a dangerous edge once more, “Because it doesn’t change how the rest of the world sees us. Most of the civilized world sees you as a Lightborn and me as Hellborn. It’s that simple, and until the world learns that it’s all a lie, nothing will change.”

Vacinne was quiet as she contemplated what he said. “Well, if change is required, let the change begin here, with us.”

Renlar chuckled. He went to say something, but then he bit his tongue.

“What? Say what you’ve got to say,” said Vacinne.

Renlar shook his head, “No.”

“Why?”

“Even I, on rare occasion, have enough foresight and wisdom to know when what I’m about to say is wrong,” replied Renlar with a smile. “And I’ll not let you be the only adult here.”

Vacinne laughed. 

Time passed quickly and before they knew it, they were closing in on the ramshackle slums of Trader’s Haven. The town was made primarily of wooden structures, some of them towering as much as two or three stories. It was a very crowded and rough looking place, and yet it still bustled with all kinds of activity. Women hung clothing on lines, children chased one another on the city’s outskirts, and men peddled wares along South Road which passed right through the heart of it all.

“This place is a dump,” remarked Vacinne.

“You think this is bad, wait till you meet some of the folks that call this place home. There are some shady characters in these parts, some of the worst in our entire region. A lot of those folks just pass through, but it’s not a place you want to visit, unless you’re looking for unsavory folks.”

“Sounds like you’ve made your fair number of trips through here.”

“In my line of work, it’s not uncommon to need information that can be found in places like this. But it’s always best to keep your purse hidden and your blade ready,” warned Renlar.

Vacinne took his warning to heart, and her hand rested easily upon the pommel of her sheathed sword. She hoped that they’d just pass through this little place without any trouble or any delays. She also sped up her pace enough to make sure that she was shoulder to shoulder with her hired sword. Renlar might not always be the best company, but he’d proven to be quite handy to have around in sticky situations.

Shouting children raced past them in a fun-filled game of tag. Vacinne watched a little dirt-faced, red haired boy doggedly chase after his friends, which were all clearly a bit older than him. His tattered and stained clothes barely covered his body and threatened to fall off if he ran any faster. 

Her heart was filled with compassion as she watched these poor, filthy children play. Their faces, all their faces, were filthy covered with dirt and soot. Their clothes were either too small, too dirty, or they were falling apart at the seams. And the children were scrawny. Bony little arms flapped about as they ran. These poor innocent children probably hadn’t had a bath or a clean pair of clothes in weeks, and they were borderline starving.

“This is awful, these poor children!” she said. “They can’t all really live like this do they?”

Renlar nodded.

“We’ve got to do something,” she added. “They don’t deserve this.”

The running children turned and ran back past her, several of the older ones darting between her and Renlar as they fled their pursuer. The determined red-head, who couldn’t have been much older than six or seven, turned and sprinted after his playmates as they mocked him loudly. He tried to dart between the two of them, like the others did. He didn’t leap cleanly and he collided with Vacinne, hitting her in the side. The impact partially spun him, and he landed with tangled feet. He tried to get his feet under him, but he tripped and fell down on the street. He tumbled a couple feet before he stopped. His friends all stopped running, and naturally pointed and laughed at the little guy.

Vacinne gasped and turned to see if the little boy was okay. 

He snapped back toward her, his bright green eyes meeting hers. “You stupid heifer, keep your fat chuff out my way!”

Vacinne’s eyes grew wide and her jaw fell open. “That little bastard! Where are his parents?”

Renlar laughed, “This is a whole different breed out here. It’s best we keep moving.”

She protested, “Did you hear what he said to me?” 

Renlar placed his hand on her back, guiding her forward. “If he were our child, he’d have only spoken to you that way once.” 

Our child? Never.

Renlar changed the subject, “I’d like to spend as little time in this hellhole as possible, but we will have to gather some information before we make our way to Drenamere just to make sure we are still on the right trail.”

“Where else could they have gone?”

Renlar said, “Lots of unsavory folks from all over Durghast have found this nasty little hovel. Because good folks don’t want to come here, it’s a great place to hide from the law, while... enjoying certain indulgences.”

“Why here though?”

“Well it’s kind of this hidden little place. I mean, everyone knows about it, but it’s not easy to get to. With mountains all around, you either came through the tunnel as we tried, or you’re taking South Road out of Drenamere. With Esboralis being naught but ruins, only dangerous folks travel that way, and a lot of other races just aren’t that fond of dwarves. So, it just sits here quite isolated,” explained Renlar.

An old drunkard pissed on a nearby lamp post. The concentrated smell filled the air. Just across the street a dirty woman toked on something that looked like a cigar, but it had a very different smell—one Vacinne hadn’t come across before. Her eyes were all over the place, witnessing all sorts of filth and hard living. Renlar’s hand grabbed her right arm and pulled her his way.

“What the—” barked Vacinne, before realizing she’d only just missed stepping in a heaping pile of refuse, man’s or beast’s, one couldn’t be too sure.

“Ugh, this place is disgusting. Braegen’s Hold was just a few miles back, yet it seems like a world away.”

“Aye,” said Renlar with a nod. “You think this is bad, you’re really going to hate where I’m taking you next, but it’s the surest place to find Draece.”

“Who is Draece?”

“An old friend.”

With that Renlar said nothing else as he led the Rift Warden through the slum town of Trader’s Haven. Past smoke shops and ale houses they traveled. Filthy children played and drunkards fought and courtesans returned home after a long night’s work. All of them went about their business as normal on this bright and sunny morning, as if there were no other way to live. Then, at the heart of it all, Renlar led Vacinne to the Frisky Whistle. Vacinne didn’t know it, but this house of ill repute was quite infamous among certain circles.

The ragged and rickety wooden building was one of the largest in all of Trader’s Haven. It stood three stories, and the first floor stood a good four feet up from street level. Wide stone steps led up to the massive double doors at the front of the establishment. The towering building had lots of windows, most of which were open, and would no doubt provide quite a chorus of human activity were it even just a bit later in the day.

“Renlar, you can’t be serious,” said Vacinne.

“If I know Draece, this is where he’ll be, and he is the only person here that I’d take information from.”

“Who is this friend of yours?” she asked.

“Draece is a Nathrene, not common in these parts. They’re unlike anything you’ve ever seen. He’s a bounty hunter that I’ve known for a long, long time.”

“So you trust him,” she added.

“Eh, no, I didn’t say that. I’ve known him too long to trust him, but he’s known me long enough that he won’t try anything stupid,” said Renlar, before sweeping his arm forward, gesturing for her to go up the steps before him.

She took the lead and made her way up the steps with him right behind her. She pulled the large door open and stepped inside in the dimly lit interior of the brothel. The smell sucker punched her. The scent of piss, ale, and sex filled the air. She coughed and fought the urge to gag.

After her reflex calmed and her eyes adjusted to the scene before her, she realized she really wanted to gag now. To their left was a large wooden bar. The barkeep cleaned the surface. Two patrons sat perfectly balanced atop their respective stools, despite being completely passed out face down on the bar top. The barkeep casually cleaned around them, entirely unconcerned at their state. A third fellow with scant little clothing apart from some brightly colored undergarments and an over-sized captain’s hat sat near them. He was quite awake and chatting the poor barkeep’s ear off.

Her eyes scanned the rest of the establishment. To the left side of the room, directly opposite the bar, were the restrooms. She wasn’t sure what purpose they served though, as it smelled like the whole place was one big bed pan. Then the room opened up into a large space in a rectangular room beyond the bar. The raised stage was a horseshoe shape coming to two separate points. Scattered across the oddly shaped stage was a number of women, five to be precise, of various ages and levels of decency. One of them wore some type of costume full of brightly colored feathers, another looked like she might be only wearing an overcoat, two others wore what Vacinne would hesitate to even call under garments, and the fifth one—a full figured blond with a tangled rat’s nest of hair, lay there passed out, snoring loudly, with her rump in the air and not a stitch of clothing covering any of it.

“Renlar, I realize that we come from two different worlds, but I can’t help but think that you’ve dragged me in here for other reasons. With the bounty I’m set to pay you, I’m certain you will be able to afford all the female entertainment that you should desire, but please, spare me the indecency,” Vacinne groaned as she averted her eyes.

When he didn’t respond, Vacinne looked up and saw that he’d left her side. Renlar strode confidently to the darkened right corner of the large room. She began to follow him. She could see Renlar making his way toward a dark figure seated at a table in the back corner of the room. 

“He really was coming here to meet someone,” she admitted.

Vacinne made her way over. As she drew closer, she realized that Renlar was right. This fellow, who she assumed was Draece, was indeed unlike anyone she’d ever seen before. She’d heard of Nathrenes, but this was a first for her. As she got within a few paces of the stranger, his details came into full view. 

The quite possibly naked man wore naught but a white towel around his waist. His indigo skin was stunning. The candlelight seemed to vanish into its darkness. His hairless body was very lean from top to bottom. Apart from his wildly different skin tone, she realized he looked very human to her virgin eyes. 

“My eyes are up here darlin’, unless you fancy a game of you show me yours an’ I show you mine,” said the man.

His words broke her from her gaze, and her eyes shot upward to meet the uneasy gaze of the Nathrene’s silver eyes and his mischievous smirk. His face was very human, save for the raised ridges of skin, Koluii they were called, that raced back from his cheeks to his ears. He bore four Koluii on either side of his face, and one large raised ridge upon his otherwise smooth pate. That ridge was no Koluii though. The ridge that ran from his forehead all the way to the back of his skull was actually a natural extension of the male Nathrene’s skull, and it protruded from their scalp.

Following her gaze, the blue-skinned man licked his right index and middle fingers and ran them across the ridge at the center of his scalp in a suggestive and mocking manner. Vacinne’s face flushed with embarrassment before she turned her eyes away.

The Nathrene laughed heartily at her awkwardness and discomfort.

“Draece, this is my employer Ms. LeDroux. Vacinne, this is... the insufferable Draece, scourge and pox to ladies civilized and otherwise across Durghast,” said Renlar.

“Jealousy never looked good on you, Black Blade,” said Draece with a frown.

Renlar quipped, “I’ve been many things in this life, but jealous of you has never been one of them, Skully.”

Draece turned his almost predatory gaze back upon Vacinne. “How do you put up with this boring old man? You are far too young, and full of... potential.”

As the words slipped from his mouth, Draece was already rising from his seated position toward Vacinne. He stood only to find the dangerous touch of Renlar’s sword against the blue skin of his abdomen.

Vacinne hadn’t even seen Renlar draw the blade.

Renlar warned, “Not this one, Skully.”

Vacinne tried to hide her surprise, but she found her right hand had already made its way to her left hip, her fingers clutching at the leather wrapped grip of her sword.

Draece’s hands were up and he took a step backward. “Eh! You really need to lighten up, my friend, but I can see that you are not in the best of humors. So why in the Nine Hells have you come to bother me.”

Vacinne glowered at Draece. “A vorthor demon came through the Esboralis tunnel, and it came this way.”

Draece’s silver eyes grew wide. “You let a damned proliferator demon escape? You’re losing your touch, Blackie.”

Renlar’s voice cut sharply, “Draece, have you seen the demon or Sutara pass through here this week?”

Draece’s eyes shifted from Renlar to Vacinne, then back. 

Renlar pressed, “Draece, this is no time for games.”

The indigo man spat into the tin on his table. Then he turned toward Renlar and scowled. “Why should I help you? You don’t work with us anymore. You haven’t in a long time. What’s in it for me?”

Renlar’s blade inched up and down, caressing the flesh near Draece’s navel. “There was a time when you wouldn’t have hesitated. You’d have given me the information because it was the right thing to do, so we could kill the demon and keep people safe, but now you’re asking how it can profit you?”

Draece sneered, “Everyone’s got to make a living. Not everyone’s got it as easy as you, Blackie.”

Renlar snapped, “Stop acting like you’ve been cheated in this life. No one has forced you into this miserable life of yours, where you are pissing away everything you’ve ever earned on whores, gambling, and red thorn. You’ve got enough skills and abilities to provide for a small village, but you’re lazy and you don’t give a damn about anyone but yourself.”

Renlar sheathed his sword in anger and turned away. “This was a waste of time.”

Draece’s eyes narrowed and his words carried venom, “At least I didn’t get anyone I loved killed.”

Renlar spun on him. The right cross should have been expected, but it happened in a blink. The punch hit Draece right in the mouth. Draece staggered backward into his table and chair, before falling backward over them. The Nathrene crashed to the floor. The table toppled over. The spit tin slid off the table and plopped right onto his chest, spilling all its black contents on his indigo skin.

Vacinne just stood and stared as the Nathrene’s silver eyes flared with rage. She watched as his anger surged and he thought to get up, then in perhaps a life-saving change-of-heart, he thought better of it. Renlar turned and strode past her with haste. Vacinne kept her eyes on Draece as she slowly backed away several paces. Then, when she was sure that he was no threat, she turned and made for Renlar and the exit.

Draece screamed, “She’ll burn you alive before you even get to Drenamere, you bastard!”

Renlar threw the brothel door open, and the bright light of day streamed into the wretched place, nearly blinding Vacinne. The door swung wide, then bounced back and slammed closed, and Renlar was gone from her sight. Vacinne blinked as she tried to rid her vision of the white spots, while she hurried after her hired hand. She pushed the heavy door open and made her way down the stone steps and looked about before she saw Renlar pacing back and forth in the alley to her left.

Before she could speak, he said, “I’m sorry to have dragged you in there. It’s no place for a lady.”

Vacinne walked to Renlar and placed a hand on his shoulder. He stopped pacing and looked over his shoulder at her. His eyes burned with a fire she hadn’t seen before.

“Renny, so he wasn’t able to help us. We’re going to find that damned demon, and we will return its blackened soul to the Nine Hells one way or another,” said Vacinne.

He looked at her and he nodded, but the fire burned in his eyes. 

“Do you want to t—” 

“Nope,” he snapped. “She’s here. Let’s find her.”

Vacinne’s face showed her confusion. “What? How do you know that?”

“Draece told us,” said Renlar as he scanned his surroundings, then waved for Vacinne to hurry up and follow.

Vacinne said, “Ugh, I remember you pulling a sword on him—no let me correct myself—I never actually saw you draw your sword, but I distinctly remember you putting the blade against his skin. I also remember you nearly knocking his head off, but I definitely do not recall him ever helping us or telling us where Sutara is.”

Renlar was already making his way down the alley. He turned back toward her till he was walking backward, away from her. 

He smiled. “He said she’d burn me alive before Drenamere. This is all that’s before Drenamere. Sutara might be misguided and even crazy, but she’s not stupid enough to be hiding on the open road. If she’s not in Drenamere already, then she’s right here.”

Vacinne hurried to catch up. “But where is she?”

Renlar wagged his finger in the air. “She spent years underground in caves and sewers. It was her way of staying off the streets. It kept her as safe as one could hope given the circumstances, but she hated it. If I know her, she will be camping out in one of these tall buildings. One with the least distractions.”

Words flew from his mouth as his excitement grew. “There are four other buildings of this size, two on the east side, this one here, and two more on the western side.”

“Well, how would we know where to start?” asked Vacinne.

“Being on the streets for much of her life, Sutara picked up some nasty habits. I tried to help her get off the drugs, but that is one old friend that refuses to be forgotten. The western side of the town is where most of the dealers are because that side is the furthest from the mountain and it gets the most hours of sunlight each day. It’s better for their crops.”

“Then you’re going the wrong way,” said Vacinne as she pointed west and gestured with her head.

“Oh, right you are. She’s not known for her patience though. We must make haste,” and before the words left his lips, Renlar was charging down the west facing alley. 

“God, can she please be dead before we get there?” asked Vacinne before running after him.
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Burning Rage
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RENLAR AND VACINNE flew through the narrow alleyways as they covered the short distance from the town’s center to the twin towers on the western side. One was a bell tower while the other looked like a decrepit tenement building. 

“It’s gotta be that one,” said Renlar as he slowed long enough for them to catch their breath. He pointed to the rundown tenement building.

“What, you don’t think she’s lounging in the top of a bell tower?” remarked Vacinne snidely.

Renlar grunted his response, before pointing for Vacinne to duck down a side alley.

“Sutara will be on high alert. We have to make sure that she doesn’t get the drop on us. She’ll bolt, or worse, cook us alive,” warned Renlar.

“What do you suggest?”

Renlar pointed, as if Vacinne could see through walls and said, “If I remember correctly, on the other side of this building there are some high-walled alleys that should get us really close. If we make a mad dash from the alleyways, we could make it to the building before she notices.”

“Okay, the whole time we’ve been focusing on her though, what about the vorthor?”

Renlar’s green eyes met hers. “I don’t think Sutara was on this mission just to slow us down. I think that she was hand-picked to help deliver the demon in optimal condition.”

Vacinne’s face twisted. She clearly didn’t understand.

Renlar took the cue. “All demons are different. As you know, vorthor demons are proliferators, they can spawn hundreds of eggs in a single night. However, it takes a lot out of them.”

“What’s that got to do with her?” asked Vacinne.

“Fire helps them recharge.”

His words carried incredible weight. Vacinne’s comprehension of their dilemma had shifted. They were in trouble.

“And that demon has been with her for the last two days,” said Vacinne.

Renlar grabbed her hand and squeezed. “We will find your missing Warden, but we must stop Sutara and the vorthor, and we must stop them now.”

Vacinne nodded. “I’ve got your back.”

Renlar nodded, then he began to run. Vacinne was hot on his heels. They went around that building and found the narrow alley that he’d mentioned. It indeed had high walls. Sutara would never see them coming. The alleyway bent off to the right, then sharply turned back to the left. Then the walls stopped. Suddenly Renlar and Vacinne were in the open street a good two blocks from the tower. They were completely exposed.

Vacinne snapped, “You remembered wrong!”

“No s—”

His words were drowned out by the roar of the fireball that flew toward them. Before they could blink, the fiery orb smashed into the stone cobbles where they were just seconds before. Fire covered the ground in a large area several feet wide.

Whoosh!

Another fireball was flung from the now wide-open window on the tower’s third floor. Vacinne didn’t see Sutara. She was focused on dodging certain death. She veered right. The fireball slammed into the ground with a thunderous jolt. Flames licked at her back, but just barely missed the trailing edge of her blue cape.

Whoosh!

The third fireball that was hurled down upon them plummeted at a sharper angle. One that would surely cut off their path. Vacinne heard Renlar’s voice rise above the roar and his hands flew into action. The wind around them roared like an approaching storm. The accompanying gusts of wind nearly knocked her off her feet as they surged forward. The gale winds buffeted the assault and threw the fireball back at the tower where Sutara launched her assault from.

The ball of flame slammed into the second floor of the mostly wooden structure. It wouldn’t be long before those rickety old timbers were aflame. If they intended to capture her, they would have to move with lightning speed. Even as they drew within a dozen paces of the structure, flames devoured the wood with unnatural hunger. 

Renlar shouted, “Next one is yours.”

Vacinne already knew, though. She drew upon her power. Golden yellow light began to coalesce around them. The wicked cackle of a mad woman echoed out from the tower above. Sutara unleashed another fireball. The massive orb shot straight down and slammed into the protective shield of energy that Vacinne summoned. The yellow barrier held strong. Fire engulfed the outside of the magical shield that surrounded the two of them. Renlar and Vacinne were closing in on the front door of the tower as the front of the building exploded.

Shards of shattered wood and busted stone rained outward as the vorthor demon burst through the entry way. The shattered door was thrown toward them. It slammed into their shield, falling away into broken pieces. The vorthor demon roared as it charged into the street on its powerful arms. The fire faded and the debris fell away all around them. The  demon stopped dead in its tracks when its eyes saw Renlar. The demon yelped, turned north, and bolted away. Renlar and Vacinne went to give chase as the fifth fireball slammed down right between them and the demon. Vacinne’s protective barrier still held for the moment. They were shielded from the impact, but the roaring flames upon the street cut off their pursuit.

Vacinne’s eyes shot up to Sutara who had already climbed out of the tower window and teetered on a narrow lip of decorative molding that wrapped around the structure. She was scooting her way across the ledge, toward the nearest rooftop. 

“Renlar, quick before she gets away,” shouted Vacinne while pointing to Sutara. 

Renlar shouted, “Sutara, end this madness!”

“Not on my life,” snapped the woman as she leapt from the ledge to the nearest rooftop.

Her foot slipped as she landed on the slopped roof. Sutara began to slide from the rooftop. Renlar and Vacinne raced around the fire and toward her location. Sutara clutched desperately for anything she could grab a hold of. Frantic fingers found the edge of the roof-line. Sutara stopped her slide, and within seconds was able to pull herself up onto the roof. A maniacal laugh escaped Sutara’s pouty lips, and then she was off and running. 

Renlar and Vacinne gave chase from the street while Sutara sped across the rooftops above. 

“You don’t have to do this!” pleaded Renlar.

Sutara answered with a carelessly thrown ball of flame. 

Whoosh!

Renlar and Vacinne raced onward as the errant spell sailed harmlessly overhead. The fireball slammed into a nearby brick wall. Ash and soot marred its landing spot. Somewhere up above Sutara cursed amidst a chorus of hearty laughter. Then she changed direction on them, running over-top of a narrow stone archway that crossed over them. Sutara was now sprinting east.

“Hell’s own,” cursed Vacinne, as she fought to change direction.

Renlar said nothing as he followed her lead. Vacinne darted down the eastward cross street that mirrored Sutara’s flight. Renlar was on her heels. Sutara was quick, but Vacinne was gaining ground on her, and fast. 

Renlar’s voice whispered in Vacinne’s mind, I’ve got you. Go!

Hearing anyone’s voice in her head, other than her own, wasn’t normal. She wanted to look back to confirm she wasn’t going mad. Then his voice answered her.

Vacinne, trust me. Go! 

Vacinne sprinted forward with all her might. A strong tailwind pressed at her back. Vacinne ran faster than she’d ever run before. She was closing the distance to her target. Sutara was less than thirty feet away.

“Just a little closer,” said Vacinne as she gave it everything she had.

Her tailwind grew stronger, propelling her forward even farther. The gap was still closing. Sutara looked back in disbelief. The angry woman cursed Vacinne in some other language.

“Almost,” said Vacinne as her legs pounded the street.

The distance was only about twenty feet when Vacinne called upon her powers again. She prepared herself and blinked forward. Vacinne’s mirage waited in the street below as she materialized right where she wanted, ready to apprehend Sutara. Sutara was gone, leaving behind only a chorus of mocking laughter.

“You stupid heifer,” mocked Sutara who now raced along the street below. 

Vacinne cursed as she was left grasping naught but air. She turned and raced along the rooftops after her quarry. In the street below Sutara had quite a lead on Renlar with at least thirty feet between them. His fingers flitted while he ran, then a gust of wind roared through the street toward Sutara. She clearly anticipated his move, as she deftly cut left down a different street.

Vacinne above and Renlar below made their way to the street where she turned. 

Whoosh!

A fireball greeted them as they turned down the broad street. Renlar jumped sideways, narrowly dodging the gout of flame. The orb of fire shot past him and slammed into the wooden shop that Vacinne ran atop. Innocent bystanders screamed and scattered as the place caught fire. Vacinne leapt from the building’s roof just in time. The entire storefront went up in flames, the old wood no match for Sutara’s magic. Renlar used his power to slow Vacinne’s fall. She landed with more grace than should have been possible. Vacinne drew in ragged breaths, but still she charged forward. Renlar nodded as she approached, and he turned and ran with her.

Renlar cursed. The vorthor demon was long gone and Sutara was nearly a block ahead of them at this point. The street she’d chosen was a busy one as well. Small children played in the streets, chickens scratched at the cobbles, and merchants pushed carts full of goods out ahead of the day’s crowds, and Sutara wouldn’t care about any of them. 

I’ve gotta stop her before she kills anyone else, he thought.

His legs burned as he ran. He was incredibly fit, but he wasn’t as young as he once was. Ten years ago, he could have done this without breaking a sweat. But with labored breaths, he pressed onward. Then he saw his opportunity. Up ahead there was a large stone archway with large wooden doors. The doors never closed and at this point were merely decorative, but they worked once. Renlar lifted his hands into the air as he ran, and strange words fell from his lips. 

The cast iron rings upon the doors jerked outward as they were pulled by the unseen force. Renlar drew upon his will, and yanked. The rugged wooden doors creaked and groaned before they slammed shut with near splintering force. Rods made of drenamine alloy slid into place locking the massive doors from the other side. Sutara was hemmed in.

The wild young girl roared in defiance. She cast a hellacious barrage of fire upon the massive doors. Children screamed as they fled. Merchants scrambled, abandoning their carts to the flames as they sought cover, but the old oak doors just stood there in the flames. Sutara cursed again.

Renlar and Vacinne sped toward her. The door would not defy Sutara long, but they closed on her quickly. Sutara looked to her left, then to her right. She darted into the shop to her right. She shoved an old man out of the way before disappearing inside the building. Renlar and Vacinne gave chase.

Inside the building, produce and people were scattered about. The wreckage left in Sutara’s wake evident. The shopkeeper pointed to the stairs and shouted. Renlar and Vacinne panted as they ran, taking the steps two and three at a time. They reached the rooftop only to be met with a fireball. Renlar blasted wind ahead of them, diverting the fireball ever so slightly. He was consuming a lot of energy, so he had to be cautious. The deflected fireball slammed into the neighboring building. Soon, it too, was going to go up in flames.

“Damn it! If we don’t stop her... she’ll burn the entire town to the ground,” panted Renlar.

“What... do you... propose,” managed Vacinne.

“Split up... force her... under... ground,” he rasped.

“Underground?”

As he fought to catch his breath, Renlar answered in her mind. 

The sewers. She hates them, but old habits die hard. Make her feel trapped, and her instincts will drive her underground. These sewers don’t go anywhere though. So, once she’s there, we’ll have her trapped.

Vacinne gasped, “Let’s just finish this before we run ourselves to death.”

No more words, silent or spoken, were shared. As the smoke rose from the city, they both raced across the rooftops in their pursuit of Sutara. Her fickle flame did not discriminate wood from flesh, or friend from foe. The town of Trader’s Haven burned, and Renlar feared Sutara was just getting warmed up.

His heart pounded, his lungs ached, and his legs burned, but Renlar pushed himself onward. He called upon his power again. With a tailwind at his back and a headwind in her face, they could make up the gap. He willed it so. The wind pressed hard at their backs, once more propelling the duo forward over the uneven rooftops. He could see they were once more gaining on her. 

We are close to the city square. That is where the largest sewer grates are. If we can corral her there, we have a chance, he said in her mind.  

Vacinne merely nodded.

Sutara made her way toward the town square. She moved with unnatural speed and agility—more than Renlar had ever remembered.

What dark pact have you made, he wondered.

Despite everything, headwind and all, she moved effortlessly over the roofs that made up the western rim of the town square.

“Sutara, don’t make me do this,” he cried out almost as a futile prayer.

Renlar’s time was running out. He had to make a move. His hands flew into rapid gestures and his lips moved with fervor. The power released from his spell tugged on him hard, as it continued to drain him.

A storm came from the north. Out of thin air, the tempest roared into Trader’s Haven with reckless fury. The sky suddenly grew dark as raging winds beset the village. This was no natural storm. The dark clouds and storm winds surged until there was a roaring tornado. The massive pillar of twisting winds that stretched from the ground to far up into the sky swept toward them. Buildings wavered and broke under the tempest’s fury. Windows shattered, shutters ripped free, and walls began to break. Debris filled the air over the northern side of the city, and it raced toward them. Citizens cried out in terror as it descended upon them.

Terror gripped Vacinne. The twisting gray and black vortex spawned from nothing lie no more than a hundred yards north of them. It spun with a primal fury and illuminated as lightning arced within its angry core. It chewed through building after building, devouring them with frightening ease as it snaked its way toward them. Wood, stone, even entire buildings where thrown about wildly as the destructive force of nature obliterated everything in its path. 

Vacinne watched Renlar stagger, then stumble. He lost his footing and crashed hard to the roof’s surface. His cry muffled by the roar of the tempest. She cried out for him. There was no reply. Vacinne rushed to his side. As she ran, she watched his motionless body lay face down upon the roof’s red clay tiles. 

“No!” she screamed as she dropped down to her knees at his side. She pushed on him, rolling him over. His head lolled to the side with the ease of a dead body. His sweat drenched hair cast about every which way. She bent down with her ear to his mouth. 

Nothing. 

She moved her ear to his chest. 

Nothing.

She listened again for a heartbeat.

Nothing.

“By the Li—”

Boom, boom-boom, boom.

His eyelids sprang open, revealing orbs of pure radiant white where green eyes once were. Flashes of white light arced outward from his eyes. Slowly, Renlar rose from the roof top, his entire body levitating into the air. Vacinne’s mouth dropped open. She’d never seen anything like it. Renlar’s body floated as if he were standing upright in the air a foot or two above the roof’s red tiles. 

His voice boomed like thunder, “We can’t let her escape.”

Vacinne’s eyes shot back toward the north. The tempest continued its destructive approach toward them, and Sutara was scrambling to get out of its path. Vacinne watched as the fleeing woman tried to head west until destructive storm forces surged outward and cut off her path. Buildings exploded, their debris filling the city skyline. Sutara turned, and like Renlar said, bolted toward the town square. With uncanny grace, she leapt from the rooftops to the street below. Sutara landed into a forward roll before catching her balance and sprinting toward cover—the sewer.

Vacinne started toward her, but Renlar said, “No, let her go in.”

Vacinne turned toward her companion. He slowly floated toward her, his eyes still crackling with white lightning. She watched as he came to her side. Then he pointed to the scene below, where Sutara ripped the sewer cover free and tossed it aside. She wasted no time lowering herself down into the manhole. Then she was gone.

Renlar lowered himself down until his feet were on the rooftop, then he relaxed his powers. The roar of the winds died out and within seconds the storm was just gone. Debris fell from the air and the wreckage was immense, but the winds and dark clouds and lightning were gone. It simply vanished. The storm was over. Vacinne stared in awe of everything she’d just witnessed. In muted wonder, she turned to Renlar, where his eyes were green once more—and they were tired.

Exhaustion had overtaken him. Renlar’s weakened body fell forward toward the street below. Vacinne reached out and caught the bounty hunter’s cloak and somehow managed to swing him back toward her. She caught his swinging body in her arms. She braced for the impact. The weight of his body nearly knocked her from her feet, but she held strong. There on the roofs of Trader’s Haven, Renlar lay nearly lifeless in her arms.

Lay your hands upon him and say, the healing touch of the Light be upon you, instructed an inaudible voice.

Vacinne obeyed. He was already in her arms, but she made sure her hands were firmly upon him. She spoke the words given to her. “The healing touch of the Light be upon you!”

Renlar’s body heaved as he gasped for new air. His body went rigid as his strength returned. Vacinne steadied him until he could get his legs under him. 

“Can you walk?” she asked.

He swayed for a moment until the dizziness faded. Then his head steadied. “I’m good. Let’s move.”

Vacinne shook her head. “Whoa there, Stormy! You just did this unbelievable demi-god weather controlling display of power, and you’re just going to say, ‘I’m good, let’s move’?”

Renlar pursed his lips. “I’m just a man with unique talents.”

“The Nine Hells you are! Carving a sculpture is talent, singing a song is a talent, hell even belching the alphabet is a talent. What you just did is something entirely different,” she exclaimed.

“I’m no demi-god, Vacinne,” said Renlar.

“You sure as Hell aren’t just a man either, Stormy,” quipped Vacinne. “Now, let’s go find this ex-girlfriend of yours and beat the living Nine out of her.”

Renlar’s eyes flashed warning. “We take her alive.”

Vacinne got right into his face and snapped, “Not at the cost of your life or mine. That I swear.”

Vacinne’s tone and expression each carried an edge that left no room for interpretation. She was every bit capable of and willing to kill Sutara if that was what was required of her. She meant it and she wanted Renlar to fully understand her stance. He met her steely gaze for several seconds before nodding.

“To the sewers,” said Vacinne as she leapt from the rooftop.

Renlar looked skyward and prayed, “Light, help Sutara.”
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Promises
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VACINNE LOWERED HERSELF down into the sewers below. The smell of refuse hit her like a hammer. Like in the brothel, she wanted to gag. She willed herself past the overwhelming assault on her senses, and focused as she scanned her surroundings. The sewers branched out in four different directions, and from what she could gather, they seemed to be to the cardinal directions. Each tunnel was roughly ten feet wide and they were lucky if it was six feet tall in the very center of the corridors. Walking paths were built on each side of the tunnels. The water from the mountain’s runoff was fed into the sewers and with it the putrid sewage flowing freely through each tunnel. 

“After everything we’ve been through, to think it could actually still get worse,” remarked Vacinne with a sigh.

“You think this is bad, wait till we have to wade in the stuff.”

The thought was vulgar and obscene. Vacinne had to resist the overwhelming urge to discard her breakfast into the stream that passed her by.

Renlar said, “Sutara has gone north.”

“You’re thinking that she is making a break and trying to leave town,” surmised Vacinne.

Renlar shook his head. “No, I can feel her heat signature. It goes that way.”

His fingers pointed due north.

Vacinne crossed her arms. “How do you know she didn’t just set something on fire to throw you off her trail?”

“See, that’s what I like about you. You’re a smart girl, always questioning things,” said Renlar with a smile. “But, all Riftborn have a signature. It’s hard to explain. It’s like the way that the power inside of them affects the world around them. It leaves a trace. Even when they aren’t using their powers. This one here is Sutara’s.”

Vacinne uncrossed her arms, but she was clearly confused. “Can anyone see the signatures?”

Renlar answered, “Any Riftborn can be trained to see them. It just comes easier for some than others.”

“Okay, well let’s find her,” said Vacinne.

Vacinne started forward, then she halted.

“What is it?” asked Renlar.

“I’ve got a question, and you’re not going to like it, but it’s been gnawing at me since our encounter with Draece. He said something about you getting a loved one killed.”

Renlar sighed.

“Renny, I’m not trying to make you relive old—”

“Then don’t,” he snapped.

“I just want to know you,” said Vacinne, her voice soft.

“We’ve got a job to do.”

Vacinne’s heart sank. She turned away, then pulled her sword and her shield free. She stepped over the slow-moving stream of refuse onto the walkway that would take her into the northern tunnel. Renlar called his daggers from their sheaths and he too stepped over into the northern tunnel. 

Once on even footing, Vacinne allowed her power to flow into her Ashthorill runeblade. The iconic runes etched into the blade’s over-sized fuller pulsed with intense yellow light, illuminating the dark. Rats squeaked as they scurried every which direction. Vacinne shuddered as a handful of the vermin crawled up and over her boots in their attempt to flee the harassing gaze of the light.

With their pathway forward lit, Vacinne turned to Renlar. He nodded. The hunt was on. 

They hurried forward along the tunnel’s narrow walkway. At a little over six feet tall, Renlar had to hunch over, but this was clearly not his first trek through deep dark places. Vacinne could feel his presence on her heels. It comforted her as much as anything could given their foul circumstance.

The tunnel was long and narrow with several twists and sudden turns that mirrored the major streets overhead. Occasionally, they would pass an intersection of tunnels where the light from above would pass through the sewer grates. At those intersections, Renlar directed their path forward, always following the signature left by Sutara’s potent magic.

In a voice barely above a whisper, Vacinne said, “You mentioned that there would be no way out once she was down here, but that’s not entirely true.”

Renlar said, “Correct. She could definitely try to escape through one of these sewer grates. The grates are all locked down though. Sure, she could melt them and make her way out, but she will have to expend a tremendous amount of energy to do so and it would take her several minutes to superheat the metal enough for gravity to do the rest.”

“You don’t think she’s already done it?”

Renlar replied, “Not yet. Sutara is a gambler, for sure, but she’s not ready to take that risk. No, her thought is probably to try to get as far north as the sewers will take her. Then she will force her escape. If it leads to a confrontation with us, then at least she’s had some time to recover at least some of her spirit.”

Vacinne raised an eyebrow. “For a guy that just looked out for her, you sure seem to be in her head a lot.”

“As much as I care about her, this isn’t the first time she’s made bad decisions.”

Vacinne said nothing more as she stepped out into a large room of intersecting tunnels. The bright light of the noonday sun shining down through the slats of the sewer grate above cast long, slotted shadows across them. Vacinne paused as Renlar came to her side. Renlar looked at the three directions and pointed north.

Renlar turned to Vacinne. He looked her square in the eyes and said, “I need you to trust me.”

Everything in her training told her not to trust him. He was a rift hunter, a sell-sword, and he was a Hellborn. Even though, as she reminded herself, that supposedly wasn’t even a thing. 

Ugh! 

Her head ached just from all the things she would have to think about, not to mention the wear and tear from exerting so much of her spirit. Yet, somewhere insider her, deep down, there was a knowing, and that knowing said to trust.

With sincerity etched in her blue eyes, she said, “I’m trying.”

“That’s good enough for me,” said Renlar before pointing forward. "It's time to go."

Vacinne moved ahead as they made their way into the final tunnel of the Trader's Haven sewers. If Sutara was still in the sewers they'd be on her in minutes. It concerned Vacinne as well though, because she knew that Sutara was already wild and reckless with her magic, and down here, she would respond like a cornered animal. 

Anyone would, Vacinne admitted.

She jumped over the stream of refuse that separated the walkways and the tunnels. Thick dark moss had apparently grown on the stones. She had seen it, but the refuse-splattered surface was slick. Her footing slipped. She crashed into the tunnel wall. It hurt like hell as her shoulder slammed into the stone bricks, but it sure as hell beat falling into the stream of refuse that washed past her feet.

Renlar placed an outstretched hand on her back to make sure she was steady. Vacinne was good. She got her feet under her. She sighed and wiped the sweat from her brow. 

She turned back to Renlar. "Too close."

He chuckled. Then they went back to running through the tunnels in pursuit of their quarry. 

"Her signature is getting stronger. Be ready."

They came around a long sweeping bend in the tunnel that took them to the left. Then all of a sudden, the tunnel ended rather abruptly opening into another large room. It was significantly larger than any of the previous ones. The room only had light pouring into the center of it through the sewer grates, leaving much of the room dark. This room was different from any of the others though because this room did not have tunnels branching out off it anymore. It was just one large room, and there was no floor at its center. Instead it was a large cesspool of human waste. The room’s perimeter appeared to be lined with the same narrow walkway that they'd used to get this far, but it was still very narrow and wouldn’t offer much room for maneuvering.

A woman's voice laughed from the shadows. "You don't seriously think you can stop the wheels that have already been set in motion, do you?"

"Sutara," Renlar pleaded, "what wheels are you talking about?"

Sutara chuckled. "Oh Renny, we could have been amazing together. There's nothing that we couldn't do. No one could have stopped us. The world was ours for the taking."

Renlar replied, "The world was never ours to take, Sutara."

She snapped, "Even after all these years, and all the hell they've put you through, you would still defend them?"

Renlar stood tall, his shoulders back. "Sutara, I will always defend the mortal realm from Heaven or Hell."

Vacinne stepped in. "Listen Sparky, I'm sorry he broke your heart, but you don't need to go all crazy."

Flames roared in the darkness, revealing Sutara for the first time. Her eyes kindled with rage. "What the hell do you know about anything, Lightborn? You've had everything handed to you your entire life. You've known privilege that most have only dreamed of, and why? Because you were born to the right family? Your giftings are no better than those of anyone else. You just had a family with enough money to buy you a title and your precious schooling."

"You don't know anything about me. You know nothing about my life."

Vacinne tried to stand strong, but even she was beginning to realize that everything she thought she knew wasn't everything she believed it to be. There were many lies that she'd been told and come to believe. She didn't know what was real and what was fiction, but she realized Sutara was dangerous.

Vacinne replied, "No, you know what, you’re right Sutara. I don't know what your life was like. I have no idea what it was like having a damning label attached to me my entire life. I was fortunate enough to have a family that even though they were broken, they cared for me. Yes, my family was able to provide me opportunities that you and so many others didn't get. If the system is broken—”

Sutara cut her off, "The system is broken, you stupid bitch! Don't try to placate me with phony words of understanding and compassion. You are full of shit, and everything you say is littered with lies. This world is broken. It’s time for this world to be cleansed. Cleansed with fire."

Renlar shouted, "Sutara don't say that! Those are the words of the Nine, the Demonic Kings Hell."

"I know exactly what I said, and I'll say it one more time so you can understand. It's time to cleanse this world in fire," growled Sutara with venomous lips. 

Her flames stopped dancing, and they shot forward. Two spiraling balls of flame roared at them like twin dragons. Renlar tried to use his magic, but Sutara's offensive spell got the jump on him. Vacinne called upon her magical ward. The yellow shield encased her and Renlar as the fiery orbs slammed hard upon its golden shell.

Her shield saved them from the impact and the flames, but it couldn't deny the raw heat of Sutara’s magic. As the flames lapped hungrily at her shield, the intense heat inside the bubble grew. Sutara wasn't finished. She called upon her servant of the flames. Cinder, her fire golem, a creature of immense power, returned from a hidden dimension to take form in the sewers of Trader's Haven.

Vacinne nodded to Renlar. He nodded back. She jumped in front of him with her blazing kite shield right as she dismissed her magical ward. The fires of Sutara's first magical attack faded with the ward. Sutara hissed and release a series of fiery darts. The flaming arrows twisted and spun as they each shot on their own chaotic arcs toward Vacinne.

Renlar dashed away toward the right, the same side that Cinder had started moving toward. He called upon a powerful gust of wind. The wind shot outward in a concentrated blast that knocked the flaming darts downward. They splashed harmlessly into the putrid waste at the center of the room.

Plop! Tss!

The smell of burning feces filled the cavern. Vacinne fought her intense urge to vomit. Then she saw her opportunity to strike. Sutara was preparing her next spell. This was Vacinne's chance to end it. Then out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Cinder break into a reckless charge at Renlar. His eyes were focused elsewhere, so he wouldn’t see the coming attack. The elemental surged forward with outstretched arms of living fire. Vacinne flashed.

The phasing strike landed her right where she wanted. The golden light flared all around her as she slammed into Cinder. Her magically infused kite shield slammed into the elemental's insubstantial body, but the magic allowed the impact. Cinder wailed as holy power from the shield arced outward and lashed him. 

Golden yellow light struck him again and again, causing the fire golem to falter. It gave her the time she needed. She released her power into the sword, and she swung. The elegant broad sword swept horizontally, its emblazoned runes glowing brightly as it begged to release its latent power. 

Sutara screamed, "No!"

The runeblade thrummed with power. Cinder wailed. The blade bit the unseen flesh of the elemental. It ripped and tore through the golem’s otherworldly flesh as it released righteous power. Lightning tore through the elemental's dying body, somehow searing the being of pure fire. The blade swept through with ease, leaving naught but black smoke and dust in its wake. 

Cinder was dead.

Sutara cried out in equal parts rage and unbelief. Orb after orb of flaming death shot toward Vacinne. Vacinne tried to phase away. Her spirit was spent. She had no choice. She leapt to her left, right into the cesspool at the room’s center just in time for a hell-storm of fire to engulf the spot where she had stood. 

Renlar sent a blast of wind at Sutara, slamming her against the far wall. His voice boomed like thunder, "Yield!"

Sutara nodded.

Then she smiled and flicked her flame throwing fingers toward Vacinne. Renlar's hands were faster. His finger’s flicked outward. Twelve black daggers raced through the air and into her flesh. The impact threw Sutara against the stone wall at the cavern’s end. The blades dug into the stonework, impaling Sutara against the far well. Her arms and hands were pinned. 

Sutara gasped in pain. Her conjured fire faltered as waves of pain ravaged her. 

Through clenched teeth, Renlar screamed, "Why?"

Tears streamed down his face.

Blood ran freely from Sutara's many wounds. She cried out in pain. 

"Why?" demanded Renlar with a roar as he drew closer to her.

Sutara's eyes met his. Hers were full of pain and fear, his of sorrow. 

Through her pain, she cried, "Because he promised me something no one else could."

"Who?" demanded Vacinne as she climbed from the sewage.

Sutara's eyes never left Renlar's when she answered, "Warden Masoc, who else?"

Vacinne’s eyes grew wide and her jaw fell slack. She staggered as the weight of the revelation hit her, leaving her stunned and silent. 

Renlar pressed, "Why?"

"He promised me the freedom to destroy the system that labeled me, that hated me. It was the chance to burn it all down, and start over," choked Sutara.

"What is his plan?" demanded Renlar.

Sutara's head lolled to the side as the life force drained from her body with each lost drop of blood.

Renlar snapped, "What's the plan?"

Her eyes fluttered, "To unleash Hell, starting in Drenamere.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




17
Ashes to Ashes...
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Renlar held Sutara’s body in his arms. Fatal wounds riddled her body. Wounds from his daggers. Tears fell from his stubbled cheeks to her lifeless body. Her childlike eyes remained open, starring blankly back at him. Emotions ravaged him, and many things they whispered.

Why didn’t you protect me?

Why didn’t you fix me?

Why didn’t you save me?

Why didn’t you love me?

The floodgate broke. The final ounce of resolve he held was washed away in a storm of tears. His blood never flowed through Sutara’s veins, but he was the only father she ever had. He was the only one to ever take her in without treating her as a prize or possession. He was the only one who ever believed in her. Still he failed her. He wept as he stared into those sad eyes. Eyes that would never see again. Those eyes would haunt his memory for the rest of his days. 

Vacinne pulled herself from the cesspool. She was thankful that despite being covered, at least it didn’t get in her face, and from what she could tell, in her hair either. She climbed up onto the stone ledge walkway that surrounded the refuse pit. She sat on her knees for a moment. She looked forward and saw Renlar, several feet away from her, also on his knees. He’d removed his daggers from Sutara’s body, freeing her from the wall. Now he knelt on the floor in that dark room, cradling the lifeless body of the young woman he cared so much for. A new understanding weighed heavily upon Vacinne. There in that foul, dark sewer, she watched a ruthless and cunning Rift Hunter with the ability to decimate an entire city, weep over the loss of one woman’s life.

Vacinne admitted it, she hated Sutara from the moment they first clashed in the tunnel at the Ruins of Esboralis. She disliked her flippant attitude and her seductive wiles. Even after hearing of the sadness of her life on the streets and the trials and tribulations that she’d faced, Vacinne still struggled to find much sympathy for the girl. At the end of the day, each person has to make the best choices they can with whatever hand they were dealt, and from her vantage point, Sutara chose poorly. 

Even Renlar wouldn’t argue that, Vacinne thought.

And she was right, Renlar did not condone the self-destructive choices Sutara had made. He begged and pleaded with her, far more times than Vacinne would ever know, to pick a different path. Vacinne knew that he must have dealt with many emotions from hurt and pain to disappointment to the guilt and shame that he couldn’t help guide her to a different fate. Vacinne didn’t know these things for sure, but she presumed much. What she did know though, was that despite everything that Sutara did, Renlar was always going to be there for her. At every missed turn, at every misdeed, he would be there waiting for her to turn back and abandon that life. Even in the end, when she was willing to usher the forces of the Nine Demonic Kings into the world of Kurein, he was still willing—no—begging and pleading for her to change her mind.

As Vacinne thought through it all and as she watched the deadliest man she’d ever met weep over the corpse of a wayward child, she realized that she’d been wrong about him in so many ways. He didn’t weep over the loss of an old flame or an old friend. He wept over the loss of a child.

Vacinne felt her heart rise up into her throat. She struggled to swallow. Her eyes watered as pain welled up inside her. Pain for her friend. Silently she wept. Not for Sutara, but for Renlar.

***
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AFTER A TIME, RENLAR lifted Sutara upon one of his shoulders. He turned to see Vacinne standing by his side. She tried to smile at him, but as he met her red eyes, he could see that she’d been crying too. Renlar forced the best smile he could. He’d thought many things of her, but perhaps there was more to her than he’d recognized. 

Renlar said, “Let’s get out of here.”

Vacinne tried to say something, but she was still choked up. She simply nodded.

Renlar made a gesture with his fingers and the lock upon the sewer grate above popped open and fell away. The sewer grating was lifted up and away from the manhole. 

With a tired gesture, Renlar said, “Ladies first.”

Vacinne climbed the steel rungs upon the wall as she climbed out of the sewer. Renlar sighed deeply. He made his way to the steel rungs, and with Sutara upon his left shoulder, he climbed out of the sewer.

Finding a local establishment that could offer a warm bath was a challenge, but one that was successful. After they’d been able get cleaned up, they prepared a funeral for Sutara. Renlar and Vacinne stood just outside of Trader’s Haven, on the north side of town. Renlar and Vacinne worked to prepare the funeral for the last twenty minutes, stacking board after board into a large rectangular pile. 

Renlar squatted down and lifted Sutara’s limp body with the care a father would lift his sleeping child. He gently placed her atop the wooden planks. He placed her legs together and placed her hands together over her waist. He leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. With his fingers, he drew her eyes closed for the last time.

He turned back toward Vacinne who stood off to his side. He reached back and took the torch from her outstretched hand. She nodded to him. He turned back to the mound and set the torch at its base. The fire devoured the tinder and kindling and soon the entire pyre was ablaze.

Vacinne said, “It’s how she would have wanted it.”

Renlar nodded, “I think so, Vacinne. I think so.”

She understood that he was broken inside. She also understood that in so many ways, their journey together had only just begun. They still had a lot of work to do, but for some inexplicable reason, she didn’t have any fear. Somehow, she just knew they’d figured it out. She didn’t know why, but she had faith.

They watched the thick black smoke roll off the side of the mountain road until the funeral pyre was naught but ashy remains. The day was spent and Warden Masoc and the vorthor were long gone, but there was no other choice. Vacinne understood that. No, this small funeral wouldn’t give Renlar the proper time to grieve and mourn his loss, but it was the right and honorable thing to do. Vacinne may not have found much honor in the young woman’s life, but she saw honor in the way Renlar said goodbye to her. Being patient and being there for him was the very least she could do. 

Jhebal had dropped low in the sky and threatened to slip from view. Then they watched as the sun dipped below the last mountain peak, casting darkness over them. A powerful gust of wind rushed down off the mountain. As it rushed over them, it swept all the ash and dust clean from the stones of South Road. In an instant, Sutara and all her smoldering remains were swept off the mountainside. An eerie sensation swept over Vacinne. She turned to her companion.

“Renny, did you—”

Her words fell short when she met the Black Blade’s eyes. The beautiful green was gone. Once more his eyes had become orbs of pure white lightning, and they arced with power—and fury.




Thanks for reading Faith and Fury!

I hope you enjoyed the 1st book in the Demon Hunters series. Continue the adventure with Renlar and Vacinne in Dark Pact!
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IF YOU WANT TO STAY up-to-date with my writing and future books, make sure to sign up for my mailing list HERE!

Could I ask you a favor? For authors, there is one thing that helps more than anything else. It’s actually a really easy thing, that many people overlook: reviews. Just saying a few words about a book can go a long way. If you enjoyed this book and would recommend it, then please help get the word out. I would greatly appreciate it!
Review Faith and Fury
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