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      The water was warm, yet it still seemed to draw the heat from Kari’s ebon skin as it rained down upon her from above.  Her eyes were closed as she leaned against the shower stall wall, letting her wings droop to the floor, all at once completely unnerved and fatigued.  The bathhouse on the Order’s campus was quiet; only the pattering of Kari’s shower broke the silence as it echoed off the wooden walls.

      She’d opted to take a shower rather than assist in rounding up the syrinthian infiltrators.  She needed to wash off the grime of a couple of weeks on the road, and that gave her time to try to collect her thoughts.  Kari reached up and absently touched her draconic chin where Turillia had nearly split her snout in two.

      The half-syrinthian, half-succubus assassin had been such an antithesis to Kari: A virtual equal in combat prowess, but a complete opposite in terms of goals, morals, and drive.  Killing her had given Kari release, fulfilling her Blood Oath to Zalkar the Unyielding, but at her core, Kari had felt as though she’d killed a part of herself.  It was something she hadn’t quite been able to figure out in the wake of the battle, and hardly had time to while on the road with Eli and Danilynn.

      The hot water did little to relieve the physical reminders of her battle with the half-succubus.  Kari was sore all over, and the weeks on the road coming home hadn’t helped.  She had a saddle sore that extended to her tail from riding Earl Garant’s griffon, her knee ached where Turillia had kicked it, the scar on her chin hurt, and there was a general achiness all through her body that a good shower simply couldn’t diffuse.

      The thought of a strong drink, sharing a warm bed with her mate, and sleeping in for a few days seemed like the only remedy for what ailed her, but Kari grimaced.

      She would enjoy none of those things in the days to come, she knew.

      Soon, the campus would have been scoured by the Order’s priests and their allies.  Any of the snake-folk infiltrators who remained in the city would have been rounded up, and the time would come to execute the agents of the demon king Sekassus the Calculating.

      Kari had requested that Lord Albrecht Allerius allow the syrinthians to live until she had time to speak with them.  He was still head of the Order until Kari relieved him of his command, but she knew things he didn’t just yet.  She suspected, based what Danilynn had told her, that the syrinthians might be willing to divulge secrets or at least a bit of information on their homeland.

      And specifically, the whereabouts of one Se’sasha Aesiasi Solaristis, Kari thought.

      The thought of the syrinthian priestess led Kari to think about the girl’s mother, Se’ceria, who had betrayed Sekassus.  Eli and Danilynn had told Kari some of the subtle nuances of Se’ceria’s plan, but even after hearing the tale from both of her new friends, Kari felt she had yet to see the whole picture.  Se’ceria had exposed and humiliated Sekassus, but that couldn’t have been the entirety of it.

      Se’ceria had bent knee to an as-yet unknown deity as well as another demon king: King Koursturaux S’Bakthra.  What was her true goal in serving that volatile demon king?  What had made her lay down her life for such a despicable being?

      Furthermore, Se’ceria had shown a compassion that was normally lacking among the syrinthians, risking her plan and her life to the benefit of the czarikk.  Eli believed she probably only helped the lizard-folk so her plan would work, but Danilynn had said otherwise.  She’d assured Kari that Se’ceria felt remorse for killing the lizard-folk.

      So, she had compassion, Kari thought.  And there begins the mystery of this syrinthian priestess and her daughter.

      Se’ceria had died willingly, afraid that returning to the underworld after betraying Sekassus would cost her daughter’s life.  So, she’d asked to be allowed to die to protect Se’sasha, asking only that someone—even strangers—go and try to find and rescue her daughter from further slavery to Sekassus.  And that was the task that sat before Kari, the decision she’d already made but not fully considered.  The mother in her wanted to fulfill a promise made by others to rescue Se’sasha, but that wasn’t the entirety of it.

      I want to bring back someone from the underworld who can spill its secrets to the Order.

      The enormity of the task sank into Kari’s heart, intensifying the fatigue that had such a firm grip on her.  Suddenly the aches and sores from her travels and the battle with Turillia felt so much worse.  And that was before one considered the deeper shock of having nearly been murdered in her own home just hours before.

      Kari wanted to simply lie down under the hot shower and let it numb her for a while.  She was nearly forty years old, and though she’d never put much stock in the number, she felt the years catching up with her.  She’d told Eli a few weeks earlier that she felt like she was getting too old to be chasing down demons and their plots, and standing under the comforting hot shower now, she felt that even more poignantly.

      Lifting her dog tags, though, she felt the fatigue begin to dissipate.  She was now the head of the Demonhunter Order, two promotions away from the ultimate rank: Avatar of Vengeance.  With that title would come a direct connection to her deity, an almost limitless ability to tap into his strength at all times, and she would become a champion of champions.

      The aches, pains, and sores faded, leaving pride in their place.  She’d come so far among the ranks of the Order, not to mention from the streets where she’d grown up a homeless runaway.  And now the demon kings saw her as enough of a threat to move directly against her.  She had found purpose thanks to the selfless act of a demonhunter and joining the Order had brought meaning to her life.

      I’m not getting old, she thought.  I’m just getting started.

      She absently flipped the lever that stopped the flow of water, and she stood dripping in the silence of the shower stall, smiling at her dog tags.  While the thought of a foray into the underworld terrified her, that was what had set the legendary Turik Jalar apart from every other demonhunter before and after his time.  He had walked into the very heart of fear and not only lived to tell the tale, but by his account, he’d laid a list of demands at the feet of the Overking.

      Kari’s plan seemed much less dangerous when she compared it to what Jalar had done.  Whatever she and her companions were to do in the underworld, it would be quick and subtle.

      Subtlety was her brother-in-law Aeligos’ strength, and Kari would once again have his aid in the coming mission.  She wondered how many of her mate’s siblings would agree to go with her, both to help and safeguard her as a member of their family, but she quickly came to the realization that there was no way they would let her go, head of the Order or not.

      Bringing too many people would ruin any chance of being subtle, too.  But some of her companions were well-suited to this sort of task, Aeligos foremost among them.  Her family wouldn’t be pleased with any plan to go to the underworld, but Kari had a duty to her office that superseded the desires of her family, even her mate.  It was an uncomfortable decision, but one she had to make if she was to take the reins of the Order.

      The door of the bathhouse opened, and Kari pulled down her towel and began to dry herself off.  Her brother-in-law Erijinkor approached.  Though he’d seen Kari naked many times before and nudity wasn’t taboo to the rir, he still stopped a respectful distance away.  Erik was tall and muscular, a massive man with an imposing countenance accented by a broad snout and strong chin.  He could be arrogant and bull-headed at times, but he was changing, becoming more of a leader and less of a boss to those who served below him.  His blue eyes were warm as he smiled at Kari.

      “We’ve got them all,” he said.  “Lord Allerius is waiting for you in the central yard.”

      “Let me just get dressed,” she said, and Erik took down her garments and handed them to her.  “How many of them were there?”

      He didn’t respond immediately.  When Kari glanced at him, his gaze was drawn downward.  He was looking at her dog tags, the turquoise border around the platinum tags all it took for Erik to realize she’d been promoted.  His eyes came up to meet hers after a few more moments, and there was a light in them that Kari seldom saw in her brother-in-law’s gaze.

      Erik flashed her a true, beaming, prideful smile, but didn’t give voice to his thoughts on the tags.  “Eleven altogether,” he answered and nodded at Kari’s surprised expression.  “Archmage Maelstrom was able to root out a couple of them that were on patrol around the city, and they were taken into custody and brought back, too.”

      A dozen altogether, Kari thought, but that might only be the beginning of it all.

      “One other thing I was thinking about,” Kari began.  “If Sekassus put this plan in motion after we killed Ressallk, there might be other syrinthians already among us from previous years.  Anyone who’s been graduated and put into service since we got back from Tsalbrin could be a syrinthian spy.  We’re going to need a list of graduates and their assignments for the last three or so years, and those hunters are going to need to be called back.”

      “That’s a good point,” Erik said after some thought.  “You get dressed and go meet with Lord Allerius.  I’ll head to the offices and have the administrators start putting together a list.  How are you holding up?”

      Kari glanced at him but decided she didn’t want to talk things through yet.  “I’ll be fine once your mother renews those wards around the house.  I guess we’re going to have to be a lot more careful about who we invite in.”

      “You’ll have to tell me all about this elestram that got in the house,” he said, but he waved away his own words.  “Some other time when we have a minute to breathe.  I’ll see you out on the courtyard.”

      A minute to breathe, Kari thought as he departed.  That’s quaint.

      She got fully dressed.  Her padded clothes weren’t all that necessary if she wasn’t expecting to be in combat, but her paluric armor didn’t absorb blunt force blows well, so she made it a habit to always have the padded clothes on underneath.  They needed a washing as much as she had, but she pushed the thoughts aside.  She belted on her twin scimitars and, fully armed and armored, Kari made her way from the bathhouse and out to the campus’ main square.

      Time to get some answers.
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        * * *

      

      Normally, squads of recruits trained in the main square.  Now, though, trainees and veteran hunters alike were gathered in a crowd.  They formed a wide circle around Lord Allerius, Kari’s brother-in-law Typhonix, and the Archmage Gareth Maelstrom and his two children.

      Kneeling in a line before the five were eleven syrinthians, their shape-changing magic dispelled to reveal the snake-people for what they were.  There were eight males and three females, and they were all on their knees, hands bound behind their backs, gazes on the dusty ground before them.

      Typhonix’ axe hung limply from his hand.  When Kari came through the crowd, he hefted the decapitator and rested it on his shoulder.  The blonde half-guardian was a burly and often ill-tempered man, and it was clear from the way he held his axe and grinned at Kari that he was looking forward to killing the syrinthians.

      After the events of the last few hours, I don’t blame him.

      Kari bowed her head to Archmage Maelstrom as he turned to regard her.  She’d heard many stories of DarkWind’s resident archmage, but this was the first time she’d seen him face-to-face.  The terra-rir was tall and noble-looking, with a rugged handsomeness to him despite being over two centuries old.  But he did have several scars that appeared to be new, as though he’d suffered them during the Apocalypse.

      What truly set him apart from most wizards Kari had met, though, was that he wore simple brown trousers, a similarly colored tunic, and leather boots.  He took account of Kari as though he had likewise heard much about her and was trying to reconcile what she looked like with what he’d imagined.  After a few moments, he smiled and returned her polite nod.

      “Lady Vanador, I’m sure you know Archmage Gareth Maelstrom,” Lord Allerius introduced them, and with that cue, Kari extended her hand and shook with the wizard.

      “This is my son Reese, and my daughter Andrea,” he said, indicating his children behind him.  They looked astonishingly like their father, and they nodded respectfully but didn’t come forward to shake Kari’s hand.

      Kari turned to Lord Allerius.  “I sent Erik over to the offices to get a comp… comprehensive list of all the hunters that have graduated and been sent out on assignment since we got back from Tsalbrin,” she said.  “It occurred to me that these ones we’ve captured and the one I killed in my house may only be the most recent spies.  They may have been coming here to infiltrate the Order since I killed Ressallk.”

      There were two clear reactions from the syrinthians: once when Kari mentioned killing one of them in her house, and another when she said she’d killed Ressallk.  The captives spared each other glances but seemed too terrified to give voice to their thoughts.  Lord Allerius caught the reactions as well but looked puzzled as to what the reactions meant.

      They’re terrified, Kari thought.  I’ve killed a prince and one of their friends, and now they’re making their peace with what’s coming.  Good.

      “Good thinking,” Allerius said.  “I understand you wish to talk with them before we do anything.  My gut tells me to simply execute them and be done with it, but my heart says to let you handle this.  After all, you are the one who was attacked in your own home.  I’m curious to your thoughts on this, especially in light of your work in Barcon.”

      Kari glanced over the prisoners again.  They looked similar to Turillia, but these were purebred syrinthians, lacking the pale coloration or sexual allure the half-succubus had possessed.  Their features were angular, they had wide, slit-pupiled eyes that were wild to behold, and their scales were tannish with a deeper green tint underneath.  Like Turillia, their scales were so fine that they appeared to have skin like a human, and from the corner of the eye or at a distance, Kari imagined they could pass for human.  Their noses and the upturned, slotted nostrils helped to betray them, but when their gazes were tilted down, it was hard to tell them apart from a human at first glance.  Most curious were their tails, which looked like the body of a snake; Turillia had lacked such a tail.

      Most of these before Kari looked young, though she wasn’t sure how clearly the snake-folk showed their age.  Had they been human, she’d have guessed they’d seen less than twenty summers.  They were lithe, even the males, but they must’ve been fit to be passing the rugged portions of the demonhunter training.

      They must depend more on agility and graceful movements than brute force when it comes to physical challenges, she thought.  Hard to hit, sort of like me.

      Kari sighed.  “I think we should meet with the council before we make a decision,” she said with a gesture toward the prisoners.  “A lot of things have come to my attention since I left for Barcon.  For now, I’d say move them to the warded prison, all except for… that girl there.”

      She pointed out the youngest-looking syrinthian, and the girl’s eyes went wider than normal as she was singled out.  “You leave her alone!” one of the men beside her shouted.

      Typhonix stepped forward with his axe and let the head fall into the dirt before the speaker.  “I’d keep my mouth shut if I were you.”

      “Ease off, hunter,” Lord Allerius commanded softly, and Typhonix retreated to his place.  “I’m glad I waited to speak to you first, Lady Vanador.  We will have the prisoners taken to the warded cells, but what shall we do with this other one?”

      “Take her up to the conference room and keep her apart from the others,” Kari said, though she didn’t look at Allerius as she spoke.  She kept her eyes locked on those of the man who’d yelled at her, and he was anxious about the young girl being taken away.  Once satisfied the syrinthians were alarmed, Kari turned back to Allerius and finished, “I want to speak with her privately once we meet with the council.”

      Lord Allerius nodded and gestured for Typhonix and some of the other hunters to lead the prisoners to the warded cells.

      Kari approached the lone girl left kneeling before her.  “Stand up, please.”

      The girl—not to mention the other hunters watching—clearly wasn’t expecting such politeness.  The syrinthian got to her feet, standing a bit taller than Kari, but with that typical litheness to her body.  Her hips were barely wider than the rest of her, and Kari wondered at the skinny builds of the snake-folk.

      “What’s your name?” Kari asked.

      The girl kept her face downturned in submission.  “Liria, ma’am,” she whispered, despite her status as a cadet being stripped away.

      “Your full name.”

      The girl’s expression betrayed her surprise.  “Se’lucia Liria Alaristis.”

      Kari narrowed her eyes.  “And do you know who I am?”

      “You are Lady Karian Vanador, Sword of the Heavens, co-leader of the Order.”

      Hmm, no mention of Salvation’s Dawn, Kari thought.  I hope that means their presence isn’t related to the Temple of Archons or the fact that I’m part of the key.

      She waited until the others were led away.  Some of the men kept looking back.  Was Liria perhaps mated to one of them?  Kari hadn’t gotten to know this class of cadets as well as she might normally have, so she wasn’t sure offhand.

      Once the others were well out of earshot, Kari turned back to the girl.  Liria’s face and eyes were downturned now, and in her quiet but quickened breathing, Kari could tell the girl was terrified of being alone.  Kari glanced at Lord Allerius and made the barest of nods toward the syrinthian, then she turned back to the girl and said, “Se’sasha.”

      Liria’s eyes came up immediately.

      Perfect, Kari thought.

      The other hunters and Lord Allerius didn’t understand, but there was no missing the syrinthian’s shock.  Kari gestured for a couple of hunters to escort Liria to the conference room.  The girl glanced at Kari over her shoulder several times as she was led away, no longer terrified but still nervous about being apart from her comrades.

      It was good, and exactly what Kari wanted.  “We have a lot to talk about,” she said to Allerius, and the terra-rir nodded sagely.  “A lot has changed since I went to Barcon.  But it’s best if I tell you and the council all together.”

      “Cadet, go to the temple and let the council know we need to see them at their earliest convenience,” Allerius ordered one of the nearby recruits.  He turned back to Kari.  “We received word from Master Sanstrom in Barcon that you’d succeeded in your hunt, but he said there was a lot you would need to divulge personally.  This attack in your home and the presence of all these syrinthians certainly points to a much bigger, darker plot than a simple serial killer.”

      “Plots,” Kari corrected.  “And the thing is… I don’t even know if they’re all connected.”

      Allerius dismissed the others with a glance and a nod, and he folded his hands behind his back and fidgeted a little while they dispersed.  It was unusual for him; what was on his mind?

      The Archmage started to leave as well, but Kari said, “Would you mind staying for a few minutes, Master Maelstrom?  I have something I need to ask you.”

      “Of course.  Reese, Andrea, you may return to the tower,” he said.

      Once it was just Kari, Allerius, and Master Maelstrom in the central square, a smile creased Lord Allerius’ face.  “Rumors have been gaining momentum that you’ve been promoted again,” he said.

      Kari glanced around and allowed herself a bit of a smile, shrugging sheepishly.  “I didn’t want to say anything when we have a crisis on our hands.  You’re much better at leading this lot than I think I’ll be.”

      “Oh, hogwash,” he said with a playful, dismissive wave.  “You have the respect of every hunter on this campus.  They want to be led by you.  It’s a role you’ll easily grow into because of that.  And I know you have it in you to lead the Order, that’s why I’ve tried to let you in on my decision-making as much as possible.  I’m unlikely to be promoted again in this lifetime.  Can I see your tags?  I’ve not seen Hand of Zalkar tags since Jason Bosimar rose through the ranks.”

      Kari drew out her tags and let Allerius inspect them, but she considered his words while he did so.  He wasn’t much older than Kari but seemed resigned to never going out on the front lines to hunt again.  How many years do I have left? she wondered.  It was a strange thing to consider; she had lived across two different lifetimes, and she wasn’t sure how old she truly was.  There were times when people told her she didn’t look a day over twenty-five, but other times—like today—she felt too old for the hunter’s life.  She resolved to see to rescuing Se’sasha and then see how she felt after.

      “Amazing,” Allerius said.  “Congratulations, my friend; it is a well-deserved honor.  So, who should we go speak with first?”

      “The council,” Kari answered.  “I’ll fill you in on some of what I learned in Barcon, and then I'll speak with Liria alone.  But I want her to stew for a little while before I start questioning her.  Capturing these syrinthians… Sekassus really exposed himself.  I know he doesn’t care if these people live or die, but if they’ll talk…”

      Lord Allerius nodded.  “Indeed.  It seems uncharacteristic of one who is called The Calculating, though; perhaps it is a trap within a trap.”

      “Maybe,” Kari said.  “But from what I’ve learned… he may not be as smart as he thinks he is.  Head to the temple; I'll be there shortly, and then we can speak with the council and I’ll clear some of this up.”

      Allerius saluted her and left, so Kari turned and guided the Archmage away from the cadets training nearby.  “I need to ask you to do something but keep it quiet.  Are you willing to do that for me?” she asked.

      Maelstrom chuckled lightly.  “You will hardly be the first or the last head of the Order to ask me such a thing.  What is it I can do for you, Hand of Zalkar?”

      “Can you take me and a few others to the underworld if we decide to go?”

      She had laid her cards on the table.  It was possible he’d mention her request to the council, but that would at least relieve her of trying to sneak around gathering information about her enemies' homeland.  On the other hand, if he decided to trust her and do as she asked, then she might be able to take what companions she wanted and go without having to spend days or even weeks justifying her plan to her family and the council.

      Now I know why Jason Bosimar left so many details out of his journals, she thought, recalling the former head of the Order.

      Maelstrom’s mouth tightened.  “No, I am afraid I cannot.  Despite the many years I have spent mastering the arcane, inter-dimensional travel spells have never been an area I have put much research into.  However, as I still have ties with the High Council of Wizardry, I could put your request before Eliza Chinchala.  Having lived on both worlds, she is adept at passing to and fro, and well-respected among both her peoples and ours.”

      Kari thought on that for a minute.  Eliza was the daughter of King Celigus Chinchala, a demon king who had turned coat to serve the pantheon and now lived on Citaria.  If Eliza was able to go back and forth between Citaria and the underworld, and was respected by the people of both, then she might be the perfect “person” to recruit for such an undertaking.

      How many others will become aware of my plans if I involve Eliza, though? she thought.  It won’t matter.  I’m just trying to avoid arguments; if my plan comes to light, I’ll still be going through with it.

      “Would you pass along my request?” Kari asked, and Maelstrom nodded.  “Please tell her this is to be kept quiet, and if she comes here, she'll need to use… discretion.”

      “As you wish,” he said.  “Is there anything else I can do for you, Lady Vanador?”

      “How's Sonja doing with her studies?”

      The Archmage's expression teetered between a smile and a grimace.  “Sonja pushes herself too hard.  Mastery of the arcane takes decades in most cases.  She is never satisfied with what she can do, instead becoming frustrated by what she cannot yet do.  It is one of the stranger facets of her personality.  In any case, I will contact Eliza and see how she feels on this inquiry of yours.  I am certain she will at least come and speak to you, whether her response is affirmative or negative.”

      “Thank you, Master Maelstrom,” Kari said.  He nodded courteously and then began to leave the campus grounds, so Kari turned and made her way to the temple.

      It’s going to be tricky telling the council and Allerius what I’ve found without tipping my hand to them, she mused.  How much do I tell them?  Everything?  I should…

      Along the way, she returned the respectful nods or salutes of the other hunters and cadets, all the while lost in thought about Jason Bosimar.  Just what was it he’d been hiding all the time he’d served as head of the Order?  Kari juxtaposed Jason hiding what he was doing with her own reasons for masking her plans, and suddenly, it dawned on her.

      Family…
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        * * *

      

      The Council of the Demonhunter Order was made up of nine human priests of Zalkar, most of whom had served in the military at some point in their careers.  Most of them were elders, though a few of them, such as Master Arinotte, were barely older than Kari.  Kari was now head of the Order, but she was answerable to its council, who interpreted Zalkar’s will with their direct connection to Zalkar.  She hoped they might better understand the implications of her mission and the tales of Elias Sorivar and Danilynn Stahlorrr.

      She stood before them with Lord Allerius and waited for them to bring the meeting to order.  Kari glanced from face to face while the priests spoke in quiet tones behind their long table.  Each of the nine men fulfilled a specific function on the council: three to oversee the Order’s hunting, three to oversee logistics, and three to oversee administration.

      The priests in charge of hunting were the ones Kari was most familiar with, and they sat to her left.  Master Arinotte, the youngest, oversaw specific-target missions, where one or two hunters were needed to investigate an issue.  Master Perez, a former brigadier, oversaw military integrations and tactics, which oversaw hunters required to advise and join military units.  Master van Holtzer was the most familiar to Kari, in charge of training and education on the Order’s campus.  Though he had a reputation as a stern, no-nonsense taskmaster, it was because he took the failures of his graduates quite personally.  Kari had worked closely with him during her time as an administrator.

      There were six other priests on the council.  Masters Zallinger, Franklin, and MacDonald were in charge of Ministry Logistics, making certain the Order was funded and how to handle things recovered in hunts, while the final three priests were in charge of administration.  Master Bennet, second only to High Priest Attir Surallis, oversaw the council.  Master Goldberg maintained the Order’s history and records, and finally, Master Rousseau interpreted Zalkar’s law and amended the Order’s rules and regulations accordingly.

      “So then, Lady Vanador, please tell us your findings from your hunt in Barcon,” Master Bennet said, bringing the meeting to order.  The elder human had the hood of his light blue robe down, as did all the others, and the lines of his face creased as he smiled at Kari.  “We understand your hunt was a success, and Earl Southwick was enthusiastic in his praise for you.  So, what is it you needed to speak to us about?”

      How do I even begin to explain all this? she thought, hesitating a moment so she wouldn’t babble at the council.  There was so much to tell them, so many implications and revelations that had come up during what they’d thought was a cut-and-dry hunt.  Had Turillia only been a serial killer like they'd thought, Kari would’ve hunted and killed her, and that would’ve been the end.  But the presence of a shadow demon, the possession of a ruling noble, and the involvement of the mallasti sorceress known as Emma had more serious implications, even before one considered the things Kari had discovered regarding Jason Bosimar and the events of his tenure.

      She wasn’t sure where to begin trying to explain it all, so she decided to start simply.  “The assassin is dead.  She turned out to be a syrinthian-succubus hybrid, but her killings weren't random like we were told when BlackWing first came and spoke to us.”  She held her hand up so they’d allow her to explain before anyone began sidetracking her with questions.  “The killings were part of a plot to steal enough power to become a demon king or maybe even a minor goddess, like I've been told Sheila Darkstorm did on Koryon.”

      There was doubt in the priests’ eyes, and Kari could understand it: on the surface, Turillia’s plan seemed impossible.  “You conferred with the priests of Lord Ambergaust on this?” Master Bennet ventured, referencing the head of the Koryonite pantheon.

      “Yes.  Master Belyakov of Ambergaust’s church said this plot of Turillia’s was done once before by Sheila Darkstorm.  Turillia wasn’t stealing power from the people she killed; she was committing the murders to feed a shadow demon that was in possession of BlackWing.”

      “And you say it was BlackWing who came to see us on the campus, not Lord Black?”

      Kari nodded and tried to keep her thoughts clear.  “That’s where this mission got really confusing.  I know our Order has believed BlackWing and Lord Black are the same person for a long time.  It turns out that it’s true, but not quite the way we thought.

      “When I spoke to Lord Black, he told me of an encounter he’d had with a demon here in DarkWind almost sixty years ago.  After a lot of work, my friends and I figured out that the demon Lord Black thought he’d killed actually possessed him.  And what’s stranger than that is one of them can split into two… copies, I guess you’d say, of the same person.  So, the demon was splitting off this… copy of Lord Black—BlackWing—and using that to its ends.”

      “So, Lord Black was innocent in all this?” Master van Holtzer asked.

      Well, he and Master Goldberg should be surprised; they’ve been teaching about Black’s alleged crimes for years, Kari thought.

      “I wouldn’t say innocent, and neither would he,” she answered.  This revelation would at least exonerate Lord Black of the things that had been done since the demon took hold of him, but he had a reputation that extended further back than that.  It was something that would come to light in due time, though, and she believed that for the time being, Lord Black was no longer a threat.  “Lord Black is an interesting man with a dark past, and even he said it was going to take time to figure out what he’s done and what the demon has done through him, either by… manipulation or using the BlackWing duplicate.  But when I finished my hunt, he was grateful, and he said to tell you the Order is welcome to station hunters in Barcon and pass through it anytime.  Oh, and the church of the demon lord Achirun has also been burned out.”

      Nine sets of eyebrows rose.  “I see you were wise to insist on being the one to handle this matter,” Master Arinotte said.  “But please, elaborate on how Turillia and this shadow demon tried to make her into a demon king or a goddess.”

      “Turillia’s murders were feeding the shadow demon.  I’m not sure how it worked, but every time she killed, the shadow demon grew stronger, and then she would feed off of it.  When we discovered what she was doing thanks to Master Belyakov, it turned out Sheila Darkstorm had done the same thing: She fed off other demons and stole their power, and then she sealed it in herself by feeding off a demon king.  Turillia didn’t have a king to feed off, but she used me as bait to lure Emma to Barcon, because a mallasti's blood would, in theory, have the same effect.”

      “Fascinating,” Master Perez said, and by the expressions on the other priests’ faces, the tale intrigued them as well.  “So then, was Emma drawn to Barcon to exact revenge on you for foiling her plan on Tsalbrin?  If that was a feint as you had thought, then such wouldn’t really fit.  What was it about your presence that drew Emma to Barcon?”

      Hope you’re ready for a shock, Kari thought.

      “I thought Master Surallis would’ve spread the word, but I guess he's still discussing it with the other high priests,” she said.  “Emma came to Barcon because… I’m Salvation’s Dawn.”

      She waited a minute while the council spoke among themselves, and Kari glanced at Lord Allerius.  He’d been a close friend over the previous three years, but the way he looked at her now said he was in awe of her.  There had always been a mutual respect between them, but now Allerius saw her the same way as many of the awe-struck cadets: She was a hero to him.

      “Gods and angels,” Master van Holtzer said when the priests finished their impromptu conference.  “Lady Vanador, this is most exciting news, but I must ask: How do you know this?”

      “Dominick Harrington, a wizard in Barcon, used a spell called an arcane seal to help with my hunt.  Apparently, it told him I carried this power or whatever you want to call it,” she said.  “I’m not sure anyone else would’ve known what it was, but Mr. Harrington said he’s studied the Temple for years, so he was familiar with the enchantment or power.”

      “This is distressing, though,” Master Perez said.  “If Emma knows that Lady Vanador is Salvation’s Dawn, then we don’t know how many other denizens of the underworld also know.  You discussed this with Master Surallis when you spoke with him?”

      “Yes, Master,” Kari said.  “I thought I might have to stay on campus to be safe from the demons, but Master Surallis said I shouldn’t change anything about how I live or work.  He said I’m supposed to be a light to the world, and I think he also meant if the demons know I’m Salvation’s Dawn, and they need me, it puts them at a disadvantage if I’m the one who goes out to hunt them.”

      “She raises a good point,” Master Arinotte said.  “Perhaps now that Lady Vanador knows she is Salvation’s Dawn, she can manipulate Emma instead of the other way around.”

      “I’m worried about the other keys, though,” Master van Holtzer said.  “If this Emma knows that Lady Vanador is Salvation’s Dawn, she may already be searching for the other six seals.  If we don’t find them first or at least know who holds them, we have no way to protect the Temple other than by keeping our hunters and the military there to watch over it.”

      “Let us not get too far ahead of ourselves,” Master Bennet said, gesturing for calm.  “We know that the other seals are guarded by powerful beings; have we reason to believe that Emma poses a threat to those beings?”

      Kari grimaced.  “Well, from what Dominick said when his arcane seal passed over her… He said calling her an archmage was an understatement.  I don’t know how much more powerful a wizard can be than an archmage, but based on his reaction, she’s extremely powerful.”

      “Did Turillia or the shadow demon recognize you were Salvation’s Dawn?” Master Franklin asked.

      “I don’t think so.  Turillia was trying to kill me because she wanted to…,” Kari said, but she paused as she recalled her encounter with Turillia in the town hall.  “Oh, wait!  Maybe she did… she was going to try to steal the power of the Blood Oath from me, but maybe she also wanted to steal the power of Salvation’s Dawn, if that’s even possible.  I guess I’m not sure, Masters; if the shadow demon knew, it never said so.”

      “I think perhaps it is time we sought the counsel of Lord Kaelariel on this matter,” Master Bennet said.  “Lord Allerius, would you please go to Kaelariel’s temple and bring Kyrie Kyleah to us if she is available?  Kaelariel may be the only member of the pantheon who knows the location of the other six seals, and if Ms. Kyleah imparts the importance of our inquiry, then perhaps he will reveal their locations, if he knows.”

      “Do we have any idea what’s in the Temple?” Kari asked, and Lord Allerius hesitated to hear the answer before he left.

      “Only speculation, Lady Vanador,” Master Bennet said.  “We believe it is the place Gori Sensullu brought those heroes he exalted as deities.  It is possible the demons seek to become gods by some means within the Temple, but again, this is speculation and nothing more.”

      Lord Allerius nodded, patted Kari on the shoulder, and left.

      Kari turned to the council.  “Masters, I didn’t want to ask in front of Allerius, but I was told something I simply have to know the truth of.  Elias Sorivar told me there’s a succubus living here in DarkWind, and Jason Bosimar knew but allowed her to stay.  Is that true?”

      “You mean Amastri?” Master Arinotte asked, and he waved a hand dismissively in response to Kari’s nod.  “There is truth to what you’ve been told, but Amastri isn’t a succubus.  Frankly, we don’t know what she is.  She’s not a demon, but we do know that she’s a servant of King Koursturaux S’Bakthra, so killing her would be exceedingly dangerous.  You’d never heard of Amastri before you spoke to Eli?”

      “No, Master.”

      “And there’s a reason for that.  Keep your distance from her, Lady Vanador.  A time will come when we are at liberty to dispose of Amastri, but for now, we’re best served allowing her to stay here where we can monitor her as much as she monitors us,” the priest explained.  “Also, she does manage to make herself useful from time to time when we need information.  Her price is just… absurdly high.”

      That’s odd; I wonder if their attitudes would change if they knew Koursturaux had once set foot on Citaria, Kari thought.  She folded her hands behind her back anxiously.  “Masters, I’ll write you a full report on my findings in Barcon, but there’s something else I need to talk to you about.  Eli told me about the work he did for Jason before the War; are any of you familiar with what Jason had Eli and his friends doing?”

      “We aren’t aware of most of the specifics,” Master Arinotte answered.  “I know he had them investigate some dark elf troubles out in the Barrier Mountains, and that they tracked down some items stolen from Turik Jalar’s tomb.  And they also took care of some minor hunts that didn’t require the attention of actual hunters.”

      Gods, how do I explain this in less than a week? Kari thought.  She didn’t want to be the one to break Bosimar’s trust, even if she’d never sworn to keep the secret in the first place.  Eli insisted he’d told her so that she could use the information to her advantage, and as Kari thought about it, she realized the fact that Emma was Tor’s mother may have had a lot more to do with the “gnoll” keeping the secret than any loyalty to Bosimar.

      Kari realized she had a choice: She could either lead the Order while operating in the shadows like Jason Bosimar, or she could lead it by taking the fight to the demons and not being shy about it, like Turik Jalar had.

      Easy choice, she thought.

      “One of the things I came across in Jason’s journals was a mission Eli, Tor, and their friends did for him… involving syrinthians,” she said.  The priests all sat forward in their seats, just the reaction Kari had hoped for.  If they were already aware or didn’t consider the syrinthians a threat, she would never convince them of her need to visit the underworld.  She continued, “I’m not sure if this is something you already know and are supposed to pretend you don’t, so forgive me if I overstep my rank in telling you about this.  Apparently, in the years before the War, there was an attempted invasion by the syrinthians, headed by a priestess named Se’ceria.”

      “Se’ceria!  Of course,” Master Arinotte said, and Kari paused to let him speak.  The youngest of the priests turned to the others.  “If you recall the incident that one summer when Tor’s team was assaulted by syrinthians outside the city, the name Se’ceria came up in conversation with Amastri.  She tried to cover it up, but I remember that name in the reports we received.  They weren’t sure whether the syrinthians attacked them at Amastri’s command or that of this… Se’ceria, but Jason Bosimar took over handling the matter directly.”

      Master Bennet nodded.  “We had come to suspect there was more to the situation than Jason formally reported to us, but once the situation was resolved, we let the matter pass.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t have,” Kari said.  She marked well the surprised faces of the men before her but didn’t back down.  If she wanted to be a good head of the Order, she had to stick to her convictions and be assertive.  It would take time and work, but now was as good a time as any to start.  “Jason put his trust in a syrinthian priestess, and King Koursturaux set foot on Citaria because of it.   We’re lucky Se’ceria and Koursturaux were more interested in humiliating Sekassus, or we might’ve ended up fighting more than just Seril in the Apocalypse.”

      “Wait a moment, Lady Vanador,” Master Bennet said.  “How do you know this, and do you know how Koursturaux set foot on Citaria?”

      “Eli witnessed it all, and he told me the entire story after our work in Barcon,” she answered.  “He said he saw Koursturaux with his own eyes, and the look on his face when he described her was all the proof I needed.  Se’ceria was supposed to summon Sekassus to our world using a portal the syrinthians built in the mountains.  But she betrayed Sekassus and summoned Koursturaux instead.  Eli said Koursturaux left once Sekassus’ servants were dead and the portal was… dismantled.”

      “That’s a relief,” Master van Holtzer said.

      Kari wasn’t sure what he meant, and as she looked from face to face, it was Master Perez who addressed her confusion.  “Demons and their kings cannot simply come to Citaria at will, Lady Vanador.  Our world is protected by barriers between the dimensions, and there are only three ways for a demon to cross them: thaumaturgic summoning, a portal such as your friend Eli described, or use of inter-dimensional travel if a direct blood relation is already here.”

      Now I know how Emma keeps going back and forth so easily! she thought, keeping her gasp silent.  With her son living in DarkWind, she can cross the barriers anytime she pleases, and no one would ever be the wiser.  But… does that mean Emma summoned Ressallk to Tsalbrin?  And how often or how many other demons can she summon?

      Kari remembered what Eli had said about syrinthians; if the barriers stopped demons from coming across, then syrinthians could come across at will so long as they possessed the means to jump from world to world.  That only left her to wonder how they accomplished those jumps.

      “This would seem to make more sense now,” Master Arinotte said, turning to his fellow priests.  “Amastri serves Koursturaux; thus, her involvement in the syrinthian incident.  Se’ceria must also have been a servant of Koursturaux, and the two must’ve been working together to see that plot through.  While it’s alarming that Koursturaux set foot upon Citaria, it is somewhat encouraging that she is more interested in fighting Sekassus than our pantheon.”

      “Se’ceria served Koursturaux,” Kari confirmed, “but she also served a deity.  Her holy symbol was that amulet I sent here for study before I left.  Has anyone been able to figure out whose symbol that is?”

      “No, but we have several of our staff busy cross-referencing it with any and all holy texts we can find,” Master Bennet said.

      “There’s one other detail about Tor and Eli’s work I need to talk to you about,” Kari said, trying to get back to her point.  “Se’ceria had a daughter who stayed in the underworld while her mother was here.  When Se’ceria was killed, she asked Eli and his friends to go into the underworld and find her daughter, to rescue her from Sekassus.  They swore they would, but they never fulfilled that oath…”  She straightened out.  “Masters, I plan to go with them to the underworld and find this girl, to bring her back here.”

      Kari expected immediate protest or denials, but strangely, the priests all kept silent until, one by one, each turned his head to Master Perez.  Perez considered Kari for several minutes, and she did her best not to fidget under his intense gaze.

      Eventually, he glanced at Master van Holtzer and then Master Arinotte.  “You believe this girl could be a source of information?” he stated more than asked.  “I assume you already understand the danger that such an undertaking represents, but have you considered that it’s entirely possible this girl won’t even accompany you, much less tell you anything regarding her people or homeland?”

      “Yes, I have.  That’s not really… relevant to the promise that was made.”  Kari began to pace the floor before the priests’ long table.  “I know this may sound selfish, Masters, but I was nearly murdered in my own home just a few hours ago, I have a mallasti sorceress following my every move, and I have a demon king who’s furious with me for killing his son.  But what I also have is a bunch of syrinthians in prison, a… creature who may or may not be a demon who sells information right in the city, and a handful of friends and family who could likely get me into and out of the underworld without anyone noticing.  I’m not planning to walk up to the Overking and throw down a list of demands like Turik Jalar did; I’m looking to go and find this girl, steal her away or negotiate her release, and bring her back here.

      “I feel like I can’t just sit back and wait for things to happen anymore.  I… no, we need some idea of what we’re up against, and aside from trying to capture Emma, I think this syrinthian priestess—Se’sasha—may be our best hope.  My first instinct was to do this behind your backs, Masters, but I don't want to lead this Order the way Jason Bosimar did.  I want to lead it the way Turik Jalar did.”

      There were proud smiles on all the faces before her.  “What you say sounds anything but selfish,” Master MacDonald said.  “But it sounds dangerous, and even if your goal is to rescue this girl with subtlety, the presence of a Hand of Zalkar in the underworld may rouse the attention of the kings.”

      “I understand, and I agree, Master,” Kari said.  “This isn’t something I’d even consider if I didn’t get reliable, useful information first.  That’s why I’ve had one of the syrinthians we’ve captured held apart from her friends.  I’d like to bring her before you for questioning, to see what she’ll tell us about Se’ceria’s daughter and where we might find her.  Then I’d like to speak with Amastri and see what she’s willing and able to tell us, and we can compare what the two have to say.  If they give us different or sloppy details, then I’ll wait until we can find a better way.  But if they can tell us where to find Se’sasha and how to rescue her without getting into trouble, then that’s what I’d like to do.”

      “Your promotion was clearly well-deserved,” Master Perez said.  “I don’t believe we’ve said as much to you, but it is an absolute pleasure to have you amongst us again, Lady Vanador.  Have this syrinthian girl brought before us, and we’ll see what she has to say.”

      Kari smiled and saluted her superiors, and she made her way from the chamber to go retrieve Se’lucia Liria Alaristis.  This is going to take a lot of planning…
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      Trying to get information out of Liria or her companions proved mostly fruitless, so Kari left the campus with her mother-in-law.  It was odd that the syrinthians would stay silent in the face of potential executions, but then she recalled the tale Eli and Danilynn had told her.  Doubtless the syrinthians’ families were being held close by Sekassus, to be tortured and executed if the infiltrators failed or betrayed him.  If that were so, then Sekassus was likely to kill Liria’s family, along with those of her companions, simply because they had been caught.

      Despite her usual feelings about syrinthians, Kari had no intentions of letting that happen.  She left instructions for the syrinthians to be held, but to await her command before anything else was done with them.

      Her interrogations, aided by the council, had yielded nearly no information about Sekassus, the underworld, or what orders the serpentine king had given his syrinthian spies, but they hadn’t been entirely useless.  Two things had come to light as a result: the syrinthians hadn’t been ordered to kill Kari—and thus Irressa had acted of her own accord; and their mission was one way—they were not expected or expecting to ever return home.

      There must be an outside agent passing their reports along to Sekassus, she thought, though the syrinthians wouldn’t say anything about it one way or another.  If I can find that agent and capture or kill them before they report to Sekassus, that might spare the syrinthians’ families and make them more willing to talk.

      How long would it take for word to reach the agent now that the Order had rounded up syrinthian spies?  Perhaps if she assigned her brother-in-law Aeligos and his girlfriend Eryn Olgaryn to finding and eliminating this outside agent, they could do so in time to make a difference.  Kari had no doubt the two could accomplish the task, but getting it done quickly and on short notice was a tall order, even for the two masters of espionage.

      And then there’s the issue of contracting an assassin’s guild to do my work for me, she thought.  Eryn was part of the Blood Order, the resident assassin’s guild and organized crime syndicate.  To ask her to do anything would leave a stain on Kari shat she was not comfortable with.  After everything she’d already found out regarding Jason Bosimar and his connections to syrinthians, demons, and other unscrupulous types, Kari was leery about getting wrapped up with any of those entities.  It was why she was hesitant to speak with Amastri, demon or not.  It was also why she wasn’t sure if it was worth saving Se’sasha from Sekassus’ clutches.  If any of these things came to light, it could damage the Order’s reputation for some time.

      Kyrie glanced at Kari now and then while they walked, keeping her protests silent out of respect.  Obviously, Kyrie wasn’t happy with Kari’s plan to visit the underworld, and Kari knew the rest of her family would be just as displeased—but far more vocal.

      And I’m not sure if they’ll be happier or more upset when they find out I want some of them to go, too.

      When she met Kyrie’s gaze at last, her mother-in-law touched her shoulder but said nothing.  There would be plenty of time to get everyone’s input; Kari had yet to go see Amastri or get any useful information regarding the underworld or traveling there and back safely.  For the moment, going to the underworld wasn't so much a plan as an idea.

      At last they reached their destination: the temple of Kaelariel, where Kyrie was high priestess.  They’d arranged a meeting with Aeligos and Eryn on short notice but opted to meet at Kaelariel's temple rather than at the campus of the Order or Kyrie's home.  The god of freedom and death was also head of the pantheon and not judgmental; it was a safe place to talk.

      Aeligos and Eryn were already inside, chatting while they awaited Kari's arrival.  Every time Kari saw them together, she was still struck by the stark difference just in their appearance: as a half-guardian, Aeligos towered over his half-brys mate, though he wasn’t much taller than Kari.  Eryn was tiny beside him, but that slight frame and its wiry muscles were only half the picture.  Eryn was a highly trained killer, one of the greatest among her guild, and likely beyond.

      Her greeting was short and cordial, as was typical for her kind.  Half-brys, like their full-blooded brys forebears, were rarely overtly warm or friendly, blunt in nearly everything.  Eryn was dressed for business; it made little sense for her to bother trying to blend in with the citizens.  Everyone knew who she was.

      Aeligos hugged Kari, no doubt perturbed by the reports of the attack in their home.  He absently brushed the sculpted strands of his hair back into place, his ebon eyes fixed squarely on Kari’s own.  “So, what's this about a jackal demon in our house?” he whispered.  “How did it get past the wards you put around it, Mom?”

      “I'm afraid that was my own doing,” Kyrie admitted with a sigh.  She glanced at Kari.  “I hadn't suspected it at the time.  Little Gray asked if his friend, the Fuzzy Man, could come in the house… I just assumed it was an imaginary friend.  Had I even suspected he was speaking of some invisible, hidden creature…”

      “I guess it's a good thing you didn't, considering he saved my life,” Kari said.  “If you'd detected him and we got rid of him… who knows how things would've played out with Irressa and these syrinthian spies?”

      “I should have been more suspicious after you felt his presence in the bedroom that day, though,” Kyrie apologized.  “Rest assured, if any of us even suspect something is in that house in the future, I will be making every effort to root it out, friend or foe.”

      “The guild is already aware that some infiltrators were discovered among the Order,” Eryn said.  “Officials are trying to keep it from spreading among the commoners, but that's not going to work for very long.  Tell us what you need done.”

      Kari got her thoughts in order, then said, “Including the girl who tried to kill me, there were twelve syrinthians altogether.  But I don't think they were passing reports to Sekassus directly.  I think there's someone else in the city handling that.  I know it's a lot to ask, but I need the two of you to find out who it is and either capture or kill them before they can tell Sekassus we've captured his spies.  And the trouble is, you can't ask the syrinthians about it.  Well, I suppose you could, but they're not going to talk.  Even the threat of death didn't make them talk to us.  Any ideas where you might start?”

      “What about that gnoll, Tormaar?” Aeligos suggested.  “Doesn't seem likely it's him, but he might know someone based on all the times he and his friends tangled with syrinthians.”

      Kari nodded.  “That might work.  I'm supposed to meet with some woman who works for a demon king, so I’ll see if she knows of any others like herself in the city.  If she works for Koursturaux, she might be happy to turn in one of Sekassus’ agents to us.”

      “Don't count on it being that simple,” Eryn said.

      Aeligos shook his head.  “No, I have to figure if she knew about any of the syrinthians, she'd have let someone know to get them captured or killed.  I'll check with my contacts, but my guess is Eryn's people will be better connected to figure this out.  Anyone contacting a demon king has to be some sort of practitioner of the arcane yet keeping a low profile.”

      “And those are exactly the type of people Tarek has us keep a close watch on,” Eryn added, dropping the alias of the Blood Order's leader rather casually.  She folded her arms across her chest.  “Do you just want this person dead, or do you really want them captured if possible?”

      “Yes, I’d like them captured, if possible,” Kari said.  “We have a warded prison on campus that can keep them from contacting anyone by means of magic, so unless they might get away, take them into custody.”

      The assassin nodded, but then she held her hand out and poked the palm with her finger a few times.  “This service will not come cheaply, Kari.  I can't order anyone from the guild to help your people.  It's got to be a bounty.”

      Kari grimaced, but she understood where Eryn was coming from.  If the guild looked like it was helping the Order for free, it would cost them face just as much as it made the Order look bad to work with an assassins’ guild.  Kari wasn't thrilled with the prospect of “hiring” the Blood Order to capture or kill someone, but having her own people handle the matter would almost certainly tip off their mark and, consequently, Sekassus.  If that happened, the families of Kari's captives would be slaughtered, the spy who passed along reports to Sekassus would either flee or maybe even kill himself, and the Order would get nothing in return.  To top it off, they'd also have nearly a dozen angry, uncooperative prisoners they’d have to get rid of, and execution would likely be the only option.  It was a rotten prospect all around.

      “How much money are we talking about?  I can get a bounty put on this spy officially by the Order, and pay your people indirectly,” Kari said at last.  A bounty was the most obvious choice to better blur any connection between the Order and the guild.

      Eryn shrugged.  “If it's a bounty, five thousand ought to do it.”

      Only five thousand? Kari thought sarcastically.  It was astounding how much coin switched hands over a single death.  Kari had been hunting demons for most of two lifetimes and had hundreds if not thousands of kills to her credit, yet she’d never earned even a shadow of that kind of money.  Then again, if I were being paid to kill someone in cold blood, I guess I’d want at least that much to risk being captured and executed.

      “I think we can manage that,” she said.  It was a lot to post as a bounty, doubly so when she considered what she hoped to get from it.  Paying a bounty for the capture or killing of a demon—or something considered a demon, anyway—was one thing, but in the hope of sparing syrinthians… how could she explain it to the council?  She was going to tell them either way, though; she was determined not to be the type of leader that had to hide what she was doing, whether it made sense to people or not.  “All right, the two of you see if you can find and deal with this… person.  I’ll make sure the council is willing to pay out a bounty when it’s done, as soon as I can get back to the campus.”

      “Where are you headed now?” Aeligos asked.

      “I’ll explain that at dinner,” Kari said, motioning for them not to press on the matter.  Kyrie held her tongue, and Kari was glad for that.  She wasn’t looking forward to explaining things to her family and didn’t want their vocal protests to begin in the middle of a temple.

      About the only thing I’m really looking forward to at this point is going to bed, she thought.

      Meeting with Amastri didn’t rate high on her list, and having to then explain everything she found out to the council and her family was bordering on overwhelming.

      “Well, let me know if I can help,” Aeligos offered.

      “The best way you can help me is to find this person,” Kari said, and the rogue nodded.  “Once the wards are replaced around the house, I think we’ll all feel a lot safer.  So, Mom, I’ll leave you to that and these two to their task.  I’ve got to go meet with Eli and Danilynn and see what else I can dig up.”

      With everyone agreed, Kari set off to see to her own task.  Time to see who this Amastri is…
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        * * *

      

      The Silver Chalice was one of the city’s most upscale inns and sat in the main square that fronted the Archmage’s tower.  Kari knew the place well as Kyrie sang there sometimes, enthralling the citizenry with an opera-quality voice and ballads about the pantheon and its history.  The inn was known for its expensive, rich cuisine and its entertainment, which typically included bard troupes and even the occasional illusionist or jester.

      It’d been some time since Kari visited the place, though.  She found herself spending less and less time away from home that wasn’t work-related since Little Gray had been born.  And unfortunately, just as with nearly everything else she had to do today, the reason for her visit ruined any chance she had of enjoying it.

      The fact that this Amastri could typically be found in the city’s most upscale inn gave Kari some insight into the type of woman—if such was the right term—Amastri was before they’d even met.  Kari’s days as a homeless, fruit-pilfering teenager on the streets of Solaris had taught her a great deal about laying low, and she’d learned further tricks of the trade from Aeligos and Eryn.  She knew how to keep a low profile and out of the public eye when spending time where she didn’t belong.

      And that’s what confused her about Amastri.  If the “demoness” sought to keep a low profile, staying in plain sight for years made little sense.  Certainly, hiding in plain sight was an effective trick of the trade, but only under the right circumstances.  A spy pretending to be a peasant to spend time in an enemy capital was one thing; a demon living six blocks from the campus of the Order was quite another.  That, too, gave Kari insight into what Amastri was like.

      The inn was already filling up as the dinner hour approached.  Eli waved Kari over when he spotted her in the doorway, and she cut her way through the crowd carefully, trying not to buffet people with her wings.  “Want a drink?” he asked when Kari reached him.

      “Never on the job,” Kari returned.  “Is Amastri here?”

      Eli motioned toward the corner with his eyes but didn’t look that way, and Kari resisted the temptation to turn and stare at the “demoness.”  After a moment, she reconsidered.  Amastri surely knew who Kari was—not to mention Eli and Danilynn—and if Kari was there to talk to her, there was no sense avoiding eye contact.  She turned and looked in the direction Eli had indicated, and the woman seated at the corner table was not at all what Kari expected.

      It was no surprise that Amastri was beautiful; after all, people mistook her for a succubus all the time.  She had some of the angular features of an elf, including long, slender pointed ears, slightly upturned eyes and brow, and cat-like green eyes that marked Kari with their intensity from across the room.  It was the stare of a predator, of someone who knew they were the hunter, and that jarred Kari’s perceptions a bit at first glance.

      Amastri’s face was touched up with just the right amount of makeup to accent the high cheekbones and slender nose, and a pair of glittering, tasseled golden jewels hung from her pointed earlobes.  Her hair was fine but long, set in a high tail that reached well down her back.  Her skin wasn’t milky-white like Turillia’s fine scaled-skin had been, but was a smooth, light tan.  Most dazzling was her dress, a shockingly red garment that matched the color of her hair, embroidered with sinuous black highlights that accentuated every curve of her body.

      She was an absolute stunner, and Kari could understand why the woman was often mistaken for a succubus.  The difference Kari could see, though, was that the woman had to make herself stand out because she wasn’t a succubus.  A succubus could have commanded all the attention of the fawning men around Amastri by wearing filthy rags.  Amastri had a pack of half a dozen men vying for her attention, but at that moment, her eyes were on Kari, Eli, and Danilynn.

      Intrigued, Kari approached.  The men around Amastri glowered at the demonhunter interrupting their good time.  She was tempted to tell them to get lost but approaching Amastri in the right manner and with the right tone was essential.  “May I have a few minutes of your time?” Kari asked.

      Amastri tilted her head in appreciation and nodded.  “Gentlemen, the demonhunter and I have business to discuss,” she said lightly.  Her voice was strong but melodic, lacking the seductive charm Kari expected, and Amastri kept her tone soft without any obvious effort.  “Have the innkeeper bring us a tray of pastries and some coffee.”

      Almost as one, the men all stood and bowed to Amastri before leaving the woman “alone” with Kari.  Amastri gestured toward the seats the men had vacated, and Kari sat, soon joined by her companions.  The encounter was nothing like Kari had expected.  She watched the way Amastri looked around the room to chase off curious eyes, as if she was some sitting noble in court surrounded by commoners.

      What exactly am I dealing with? Kari wondered.  As she’d explained to Eli in Barcon, she preferred the demons that tried to rend her limb from limb.  They were so much easier to understand.  Subtle, crafty creatures like Amastri posed so much more of a challenge.

      “Elias, Danilynn… it has been some time,” Amastri said, though she didn’t attach any of the typical pleasantries that would accompany such a statement.  She fixed her cat-like eyes back on Kari then, and added, “Lady Vanador, I do not believe we have ever been formally introduced.  I am Amastri D’al’cinyiore.”

      “Doll-sin-YUR-ay… so you are part elf,” Kari said, and Amastri gave that appreciative nod again.  “I was pretty sure as soon as I looked at you.”

      “Your familiarity with the elven people has not faded in all the years you have spent apart from them,” Amastri said.

      Kari wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or a backhanded insult about how long it’d been since she’d visited the elves; Amastri put little emotion into her voice regardless of what she was saying.  She was a practiced speaker, and Kari wished she had Kyrie, Sonja, or even Aeligos with her to better decipher the woman’s intentions.

      Kari started to speak but stopped short when some of the men returned with a tray of sweets, pastries, and a carafe of coffee with several cups.  Once they had set up the tray, plates, and cups, Amastri dismissed them with a short gesture.  She helped herself to a cup of coffee and one of the fluffier pastries on the tray and gestured for her guests to do likewise.  Kari ignored the food and drink; it was nearly the dinner hour, and with any luck, she’d get to spend it with her family instead of syrinthians and a “demon.”  Eli helped himself to one of the pastries and some coffee, but Danilynn hesitated.

      “You still do not trust me,” Amastri said to Danilynn, and then she flashed an unsettling, if beautiful, smile.  “How very prudent of you.  Unnecessary, of course, but prudent.”

      Eli munched away at his pastry as if nothing were amiss and washed it down with a few sips of the hot, black coffee.  It smelled good, and Kari wished she had the luxury of indulging herself.  At that moment, though, she reminded herself that she couldn’t allow anything Amastri said or did to put her off-guard or at a disadvantage.  Kari had to be stern and deal with the half-elf or half-succubus or whatever she was from a position of strength.

      Still, I have to deal with her objectively, politely, and fairly, all the better to put her off-guard and possibly at a disadvantage.

      Amastri looked around the common room again and Kari waited for her attention before speaking.  At the woman’s glance, several other patrons who’d wandered too close suddenly turned and made their way toward the other end of the room.  Did she have some innate empathic or telepathic ability?  That would’ve reinforced the perception that she was a succubus.  She clearly had some hold or charms over the people, and Kari glanced over her shoulder at the gathered folk.  There were several dozen people in the common room, and if Amastri could affect their mood or even partially control their actions, Kari was potentially sitting amongst over fifty enemies.  Did Eli and Danilynn realize it?

      Amastri’s met Kari’s gaze again.  “I have heard that your Order has rounded up a number of syrinthian infiltrators.  Clearly your efforts before the war,” she said to Eli and Danilynn, and then to Kari, “and yours after on the island of Tsalbrin have set the Cobra Lord on edge.  But you have not come to be told things you already know.  You have come for information.  Tell me what you require, and I will tell you what I require.”

      Kari tried to maintain a poker face, but she wasn’t happy to find Amastri already knew what had happened on the campus.  If Amastri knew, then the agent of Sekassus might also know, though not necessarily.  What it pointed to for sure, though, was a leak or mole on the campus.  It was hard to believe anyone in the Order had turned to Koursturaux’ service, but then there had been a dozen syrinthians hidden among the Order just hours before.

      She glanced at Eli and Danilynn, and each nodded in turn to her unspoken question.  “How much do you know about what Eli and Danilynn did before the War?”

      “I am well aware of the thwarting of King Sekassus at their hands, if that is what you mean,” Amastri answered.  She took a moment to sip her coffee, and for some reason Kari noted that the woman didn’t leave lipstick prints on the cup.  “Does this inquiry have something to do with the death of the turncoat Se’ceria, or her daughter who remains in Sekassus’ clutches?”

      Kari held her tongue for most of a minute.  Amastri already knew what had happened on the campus, and she knew why Kari was here.  She may have learned of Se’ceria from King Koursturaux, but that Amastri knew about the syrinthian infiltrators and that Kari was planning to rescue Se’sasha was troubling.  If Amastri knew, it was unlikely she was the only one.  If most of the underworld knew, trying to rescue Se’sasha could leave Kari beset on all sides by demons, their kings, or who-knew-what, because they’d already know where she was going and why.

      Maybe Allerius was right about it being a trap within a trap.

      Realization hit Kari after a moment, brushing the other thoughts aside: Amastri had said “in Sekassus’ clutches”.  It could have just been an odd choice of words, but Kari got the feeling it meant that Amastri—or at least, her king—was not pleased with the situation.

      “Eli, Danilynn, and their friends made a promise to rescue Se’ceria’s daughter from the underworld,” Kari said casually, and she marked well Amastri’s reaction to the word underworld.  Something had passed behind those green, cat-like eyes, and Kari didn’t miss it.  All those nights playing poker with Aeligos and his siblings had taught her something after all.  “Right now, I’m interested in seeing how much reliable information I can get on going there and coming back alive.”

      “Mmm, a demonhunter in the underworld,” Amastri returned, a hair shy of a purr.  “Not since the days of Turik Jalar has my homeworld hosted such an exciting guest.  Be honest with me, Lady Vanador: Is retrieving Se’sasha your goal, or a feint to cover up your true intentions?”

      She knows her name, too, Kari thought.  It was perhaps too early to think so, but Kari had the feeling Amastri had already tipped her hand.  It seemed that, by trickery or manipulation, King Koursturaux wanted Kari to rescue Se’sasha for whatever reason.  The most obvious reason would be that Koursturaux thought she could recruit or bend Se’sasha to her will once the girl was free of Sekassus, but Kari wasn’t ready to make any assumptions.

      “Rescuing her is my goal,” Kari said evenly.  “I’m not interested in getting wrapped up in the affairs of the kings.  If Sekassus is humiliated in the process, well, that’ll be a nice bonus but that’s not why I’m considering going there.”

      The woman nodded appreciatively again; was Amastri was able to read the truth of her words through emotions or otherwise, like Kyrie or Sonja?  “Tell me what you require of me to assist in this endeavor,” Amastri said.

      Kari hesitated a moment.  “First off, I need to know where Se’sasha is—whether she’s being held prisoner, or if she’s in hiding.  I need to know if there’s a safe place to cross over to your world, and if it’s even possible to get to wherever Se’sasha is without getting killed along the way.  If she’s being held by Sekassus and it’s possible he’ll negotiate for her release at all, then I need some idea of what he would be willing to trade for.  And, of course, I need some way to get back home safely.  I understand your king despises Sekassus, so I’m hoping the idea of him losing face over this will mean you can help us.”

      Amastri waved away the last comment.  “Whether or not I am at liberty to help you will not depend solely on whether it will frustrate the Cobra Lord.  However, you ask much of Her Majesty, and the price will accordingly be high.”

      Kari drew out the Celestial Token Eli had given her and slid it toward Amastri.  It was a specialized coin that allowed one to buy a weapon of incredible make from the same celestial smith who’d crafted Kari’s weapons.

      Amastri studied the coin and her lips curled up into a smile.  “Hard to believe this little thing caused such a commotion when we first met, is it not?” she commented to Eli and Danilynn, and Kari saw that the question irritated them.  “I believe Her Majesty was only interested in keeping this out of the hands of Sekassus and his minions.  I find it unlikely she actually wants it; as long as it is in your hands and not his, that may satisfy her.  If it turns out Her Majesty does still want it for her personal use, then I believe this may be sufficient to strike a bargain.”

      “Is this really worth that much, either to your king or one of the others?” Kari asked.

      Amastri tilted her head to the side.  “Would you part ways with those angel’s blades you carry for less than a king’s ransom?”

      Kari was surprised; Turillia had called them “angel's blades” when Kari fought her in Barcon.  Kari knew her weapons were exceptional, crafted by the celestial smith Terx, but she’d never really thought of them as “angel’s blades.”  Did the swords themselves strike fear into the hearts of the demons she fought?

      “No, I suppose not,” she admitted.

      “And well you should not,” the woman said approvingly.  “The works of the harmauth smith are rare and quite valuable, and probably more powerful than the people who carry them realize.  If you are ever afforded the opportunity to walk the hills of Celestial Arcadia, you would do well to visit with Terx and show him that you carry his works.  You may find he can give insight into the weapons and their capabilities, or perhaps even enhance or replace them for you—with or without this token.”

      Kari nodded, but talking to a harmauth—even one who served the Celestials—was far from the top of her agenda.  The swords killed demons, and that was good enough for Kari.  “So how long will it take you to find out if this payment is enough?” she asked, keeping on point.

      “I will have an answer for you by this time tomorrow.  I will either take this token as payment and give you the information then—or wherever it pleases you; certainly this inn is not the best place to review plans to enter the underworld—or I will name my king’s price, and you will either meet it or find another way to hash out your plan.”

      “Fair enough,” Kari said.  “So, tell me: I can see you’re part elf; what’s the rest of you?”

      The woman smiled again in that disconcerting way and something flashed in her eyes that Kari couldn’t quite read.  “You would not believe me if I told you,” she returned evenly, and then she gestured at Eli and Danilynn.  “I know they certainly did not.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” Kari countered.  “I fought a half-syrinthian, half-succubus just a few weeks ago, and I’ve spent the last three years unlearning a lot of what I spent my first thirty-five years learning.”

      Amastri glanced around the common room again, and when her eyes settled on Kari once more, she whispered, “Angel.”

      Eli started laughing.  Danilynn’s reaction was more subdued, but she still shook her head.  “This is where you tell Kari the same thing you told us?  That rubbish about how not all of you fell, but some were pushed?” the priestess asked, barely able to keep the civility in her voice.

      “Believe what you will,” Amastri countered with a shrug, her voice lacking emotion.  “Truth is not dependent on whether or not it is believed.”

      Kari wasn’t sure what to think; in all honesty, she knew less about angels and celestial beings than she did about underworld demons.  And when it came to underworld demons, she didn’t know much more than what they looked like, what powers they possessed, and how best to kill them.  The suggestion that an angel—or even a half-angel, as the case may be—would ever serve a demon king was unthinkable.  She didn’t know what to make of Danilynn’s words but guessed Amastri had explained her heritage to the priestess in a way Danilynn had found absurd.

      In the end, it doesn’t matter.  Nothing she can say will make me trust her fully.  Whether Amastri is half-demon, half-angel, or half-addled, I’m only interested in whether her information is accurate and reliable.

      “Before I go, there’s one other thing I want to tell you,” Kari said after a silent minute.  “I’m not sure if you’re aware that I was recently promoted again within the Order, and I’m now its grand commander.”

      “I had not heard that.  I assume congratulations are in order?” Amastri returned.  Again, she spoke in those near-emotionless tones, her face carefully controlled as though she were playing poker.

      Kari wasn’t sure if Amastri was being sincere or mocking her.  “That’s not the point.  The Order is under my control now, so whatever arrangement you may have had with Jason Bosimar, or anyone else, no longer applies,” Kari said, and Amastri perked up defensively.  “I’ve been living in this city for three years and I’ve never even heard your name before, let alone when there was trouble.  So, I’ll tell you what: If you want to stay in this city on my watch, then the information you come back with tomorrow had better be exactly what I need.”

      “Ah, Lady Vanador, tsk tsk,” Amastri returned, settling back down into her comfortable and calm demeanor.  “I thought we were getting along so well there for a few minutes.  Why the barely-veiled threats now?”

      “It’s not a threat,” Kari said with a dismissive wave.  “I just want to make sure you and I understand each other.  We’re not friends, but you don’t want me as an enemy.  I know what went on between your king and Eli and his friends before the War; I’m not sure I understand what your king wants, exactly, but if I can trust her and she’s willing to aid us in fighting Sekassus, then you and I can have a working relationship.  But that will start or end with what you tell me tomorrow night.”

      The appreciative nod came again.  “Lady Vanador, I assure you, if Her Majesty does not want you helped, I will simply tell you so.  If Her Majesty wants you helped, then I will give you the most reliable information I can to see to that end.  Either way, you will know exactly what her wishes are.  In short, Lady Vanador, I am an instrument of Her Majesty’s will, and my own wants and desires are of no consequence.”

      Amastri slid the Celestial Token back toward Kari, and she put it into her belt pouch.  “I have one question for you, perhaps related to our bargain,” Amastri said, and Kari gestured for her to ask.  “This half-syrinthian, half-succubus you fought and, I must assume, killed… was her name Turillia?”

      Kari nodded.  “That's right.”

      A look crossed Amastri’s face, and Kari recognized it well.  As much as Amastri seemed calm and in control, that had shaken her.  In light of how proficient a fighter Turillia had been and the fact that she’d belonged to some sort of underworld assassin’s guild, Amastri now saw Kari as an actual threat.

      If she’s smart, she does, Kari thought.

      “I suppose I’ll see you tomorrow night,” Kari said, breaking the short-lived silence.  “I’m guessing you’d rather not meet on the campus of my Order?”

      “I will come to your office if you wish,” Amastri said, the calm demeanor returned in an instant.  “However, I will not set foot in your deity’s temple.  Call it… professional courtesy.”

      She smiled again, and Kari laughed.  Amastri was something else; Kari imagined Aeligos could learn a trick or two from the woman.  Kari bid Amastri farewell, but she wasn’t surprised when Eli and Danilynn declined to ask Amastri any questions or bid her farewell.

      Kari invited her new friends to return to the campus with her before they headed to her home for dinner, and both agreed.
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      Kari didn’t stay long at the Order’s campus.  Since Amastri hadn’t told her anything yet, there wasn’t much to discuss with the council.  Instead, she went over her suspicions about an agent of Sekassus and the bounty she wanted placed on their capture or death.  She was completely open with the council, explaining that the Blood Order would be able to accomplish what they needed quickly and quietly.  The council wasn't happy with being tied to the guild, even just financially through a bounty, but they went along with Kari's wishes on the condition that it was kept out of the public eye.  Though she wasn't sure it would turn out to be true, she told the council that involving the guild would be a one-time thing.

      With the council updated on her orders, and the syrinthians still unwilling to talk, Kari invited her new friends to dinner at her home.  Kyrie’s home was large, but with several guests, it was a tight squeeze around the dinner table.  Grakin had prepared the meal in his mother’s absence, and Kari saw that all her in-laws were seated around the table waiting.  Aeligos and Eryn had come for dinner as well, apparently both interested in finding out just what it was Kari was planning.  Erik, Sonja, and Typhonix were there, and Sonja had Little Gray in her lap.  Of greatest interest to Kari, though, was her eldest brother-in-law Serenjols and the woman seated beside him.

      Damansha turned around when Kari entered the dining area, and she rose from her seat to approach.  Damansha was half-elite, large and burly, near to six and a half feet tall and muscular.  She was dressed in casual attire, meaning the captain of the guard either wasn’t scheduled for the night watch that evening or she had already worked earlier in the day.  The clothing didn’t cover her neck, and so Kari could see the thick creases of scar tissue that showed she’d nearly been killed just weeks before.

      Kari remembered the incident in frightening detail: it was the first time they’d seen Turillia.  She’d come out of the shadows—or perhaps out of thin air—and nearly decapitated Damansha.  Kari had fended the assassin off until help arrived and Turillia fled, and Aeligos and Kari had worked to keep Damansha stable until proper healers could see to her wounds.  Damansha had only narrowly avoided a date with Kaelariel, the god of death, and in light of her relationship with Serenjols, Kari couldn’t have been gladder for it.

      “Lady Vanador,” Damansha began.

      Kari held up a hand to cut her off.  “Just call me Kari.”

      The half-elite woman bowed her head.  She took Kari’s offered hand, but instead of shaking it, she pulled the shorter woman in for a bear hug.  “I didn’t get the chance to thank you for saving my life.  I feel I’ll be indebted to you for the rest of it.”

      Kari waved off the comment.  “I was the one who put you in that situation, knowingly or not.  So, you’re not indebted to me at all.”

      She took off her weapons and laid them against the wall but didn’t bother going upstairs to get changed before supper.  She introduced Eli and Danilynn to her in-laws.  Kyrie remembered them and welcomed them to her home.

      Sonja rose and gave Kari a big hug when she reached the table.  Kari hadn’t seen her sister-in-law since before her trip to Barcon.  Sonja handed Little Gray off to his mother, and Kari sat at the table between Serenjols and Sonja with her son in her lap.  Little Gray turned so he could cling to Kari, and she hugged him just tightly enough that her armor wouldn’t chafe against him.

      Grakin began putting dishes in the center of the table, but no one reached for the food while they waited for everyone to be seated.  While they waited, Kari couldn’t help but notice Damansha and Eryn were sitting across from each other.  It was odd; was there tension between the two?  The Blood Order’s existence and activities were a sore point with the city watch and particularly its officers, so Kari was sure Damansha wouldn’t be fond of Eryn.  If Damansha hated Eryn, she was covering it up well.  Kari wasn’t anywhere near familiar enough with the Blood Order or its ties to the political structure of DarkWind to know the finer details, but that a watch captain and an assassin could sit and be civil to each other at the dinner table was strange.

      About as strange as me becoming friends with a brys, she thought, but she kept her mirth on the inside.

      “I’m told you killed the assassin who attacked me,” Damansha said.

      “Well, I captured her; someone that was helping me killed her,” Kari said.  She glanced across to Eli, who had taken a seat next to Aeligos, and he half-smiled.  “Her name was Turillia.  She was a hell of a fighter; gave me this scar to remember her by.”

      “What scar?” Erik asked.

      Kari rubbed her finger up her chin where the succubus had nearly cut her snout in two.  She could barely feel the thickened scar tissue where the cut had been; had it managed to heal over somehow in the weeks since the battle?  Her in-laws and friends looked at her curiously, all except for Eli, who’d seen the wound first-hand.

      “Maybe you just can’t see it in this light,” she said, recalling how Grakin had looked at it when she’d gotten home.  “She cut through my lower jaw; I’m not even sure how I kept going after that.  Must have been because of the Blood Oath.”

      Grakin regarded her with a worried look as he set down the last of the plates and took his seat, squeezing between Kyrie and Damansha.  Normally he sat beside Kari, but with two extra guests, the table was crowded and they had to make do.  Kari could understand his worries; how badly would he react to the idea of her going to the underworld?  On that note, Kari wondered if the subject was one that would be wise to bring up while Eryn and Damansha were present.

      I can trust my in-laws to keep quiet on the subject, but a captain of the city watch and an assassin might accidentally spread rumors.

      The meal was passed around the table like a bucket brigade, and once everyone had a suitable plate of food, Kyrie said a prayer to Kaelariel.  Though Kari and Danilynn served different deities, Kaelariel had become head of the pantheon, so a prayer to him was now a prayer all of his allies as well.  Even Eryn, who Kari doubted served any deity at all, waited patiently while the prayer was said and even intoned Amen at its conclusion.

      That’s odd, she thought.  Then again, I don’t know enough about Eryn to assume she doesn’t serve a deity.  I just wonder which one accepts assassins as followers.

      Famished, Kari dug into her roast beef and helped her son nibble on some of it as well.  Conversation around the dinner table was light, and the subjects of Kari’s hunt in Barcon and everything since were kept quiet while everyone ate.  Once dinner was finished, Kari helped Grakin and Kyrie clean up and wash the dishes, then Kyrie and Grakin brought a number of fancy glasses for an after-dinner drink.

      Kari looked quizzically at the bottle her mother-in-law placed in the center of the table, its label in a language Kari had never seen before and could scarcely make heads or tails of.  “What’s this?” she asked.

      “A gift Erik brought back from Ceritopolonis,” Kyrie said.  “It’s called ouzo.  Be careful, it’s got quite a kick.”

      Kari chuckled; she’d been drinking double-godhammers for most of her adult life, and those were by far the most potent drinks she’d ever heard of.  She graciously accepted a glass of ouzo from Kyrie but had to tell Little Gray that he was not getting to try a sip.  Her son pouted in her lap and the others laughed.  She tasted it, then looked at the glass with raised brows and swirled the liquor around.  Kyrie hadn’t been kidding; it definitely had a kick to it, but Kari was sure she could drink it down in one swig if she wanted to.  Instead, she enjoyed it slowly as a dessert, as was intended.

      “So, I spoke with Kaelariel, but he wasn’t able to tell me much more than the council already knew,” Kyrie said, surprising Kari only a little as she began discussing business with relative strangers present at the table.  “He assured me, however, that it’s not because he can’t tell us, but rather because he doesn’t know.  He said his father told him only that the mystery of the Temple would resolve itself in due time without the pantheon’s involvement.  Kaelariel is quite dissatisfied with this himself, but there is little he can do about it.”

      “Gori Sensullu sure liked his secrets,” Kari said.

      “Aye.  So, this Amastri, she wasn’t able to tell you anything specific yet?” Kyrie prodded.

      Kari shook her head.  “Apparently, she has to ask her king for permission before she can tell us anything.”

      “Her king?  Who and what are you talking about?” Erik interrupted.

      “A… woman named Amastri living here in DarkWind.  She’s been here since Jason Bosimar was the Avatar of Vengeance.  She serves Koursturaux, but apparently Jason knew that and let her stay so he could use her for information.  Eli and Danilynn have dealt with her before; she’s not really a threat, but she’s a spy.”

      The confusion and concern around the table were plain to see.  Kari wasn't comfortable talking about these things in front of Damansha but decided to trust that the captain of the guard would use discretion.

      “So, what were you talking to her about?  This Turillia you killed, or the syrinthians on the campus?” Erik prodded.

      Kari waved her hand dismissively, started to speak, but stopped.  She took in a deep breath and let it forth in a long sigh.  She took a sip of her drink before she spoke.  “Turillia was only a part of what happened in Barcon.  I don’t want to get into messy details, but I ran into Emma down there; the same Emma that was behind the Tsalbrin incident.”

      “Mallasti, reddish-brown fur, glowing orange eyes…?” Aeligos prompted, referring to one of the hyena demons.  Eryn regarded him only briefly; the assassin had seen the mallasti female a few times on Tsalbrin.

      Kari nodded.  “Yes.  She’s found Salvation’s Dawn,” she said, letting that declaration hang in the air for a few moments.  “But so have we… because it’s me.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Typhonix blurted, and he hardly noticed when his mother slapped him on the end of his snout.

      Aeligos and Eryn exchanged a glance, and Kari wondered if the two of them had figured that out a while before.  “Is that why Turillia drew you down to Barcon?” Aeligos asked, but his expression voice said he already knew the answer.

      “Not exactly,” she replied.  “She needed me to flush out Emma.  Emma was Turillia’s actual target, for reasons I won’t get into now.  Emma came to protect me because she knows I’m Salvation’s Dawn, and she needs me for whatever she’s planning with the Temple.”

      “So why did you talk to Amastri?” Erik asked, his arms folded across his chest.  “Surely you didn’t ask a demon about Salvation’s Dawn or the Temple…?”

      Kari glanced at Damansha; she was interested in the conversation but looked as confused as anything.  “No, my conversation with her had nothing to do with that.  It was about… ugh, there's no easy way to tell you all this.  I’m going to need your help,” Kari said, looking around at her in-laws.  “You are not going to like what I’m about to suggest, but at least hear me out before you tie me up and lock me in Little Gray’s bedroom.”

      There were chuckles around the table, but Grakin’s was conspicuously absent.  Kari had her in-laws’ full attention, so she began to tell them Eli and Danilynn’s tale.  She filled them in on Se’ceria’s sacrifice, the implications surrounding Koursturaux’ involvement—though she left out the demon king’s arrival on Citaria for the time being—and the unfulfilled promise to rescue Se’sasha from the depths of the underworld.  From the expressions on her mate’s and her in-laws’ faces, they understood what was coming.  That didn’t make it any easier to say aloud…

      “Assuming the information Amastri gives us is reliable, and rescuing Se'sasha is possible, we’re looking at a short, subtle trip to the underworld to see if we can free this girl,” Kari said.

      Surprisingly, Typhonix got in the first word.  “How subtle?  Who did you plan to take with you if you actually go through with it?”

      “As many as are willing to come,” Kari said, glancing at each of her friends, her mate, and her in-laws.  “And I stress willing. I don’t want anyone coming if they really, truly don’t want to go.  I know what I’m asking of you, and I know what’s at stake, so don’t bother telling me it’s crazy or suicide or that I don’t know what I’m walking into.  I’m well aware of that already.”

      “No,” Grakin said with a shake of his head, the reaction Kari was expecting.  “Whatever this Se’sasha can tell you, it is not worth the risk.  There are other ways to get this information, and other people who can get it.  Certainly, there are other hunters equally as capable who do not have a family to consider.”

      “Like Erik and Typhonix?” Kari countered.  “Or maybe I should send someone who has no mate, no children, no parents, no family at all?  That describes me three years ago, Grakin.  I won’t drop this in someone else’s lap.  I may not be the Avatar of Vengeance, but I’m the head of the Order now, and something this important would only be entrusted to someone of my rank if we did have an Avatar.”

      “You’re the head of the Order now?” Ty interjected.  “Son of a…”

      Kyrie slapped the end of his snout before he could finish this time.  The others laughed, but it was uneasy, the weight of Kari’s intentions hanging over them.

      “What did the council have to say about this?” he finished.

      Kari shrugged and took another sip of her drink.  “They don’t like it, but they also don’t want to, uh, contradict my first decision as head of the Order.  I think on the one hand, they’re happy to see me take the… initiative, trying to get some information so we know what we’re dealing with when these underworld demons come here.  On the other hand, though, they’re just as afraid as all of you that walking into the underworld is suicide.”

      “Kari, you cannot seriously be considering this,” Grakin said, making an obvious effort to not grow too upset in front of the others.  Kari and Grakin rarely disagreed, let alone fought, in front of the rest of the family.  “It would be foolish enough to walk into the underworld, but to do so at the advice and direction of demons… is madness.”

      “None of the people I’m getting information from are actually demons.  As Eli and Danilynn explained, syrinthians aren’t demons… they’re mortals native to the underworld that are stuck there serving Sekassus.  And whatever Amastri is, she’s part elf and part something else, but it’s not demon.  She said angel, but my gut tells me that’s not true.”

      Erik picked up his drink and swirled it around in his glass, and the others waited for him to speak his mind.  He was Kari’s subordinate in the Order, but amongst his siblings and friends—The Silver Blades—he was the leader.  He could be headstrong and resistant to change, but Erik was probably the most objective of all the siblings.  If there was reason that overrode sentiment or desire, Erik would point it out.

      “Well, we obviously have to consider that Kari’s learned a lot since she left for Barcon, and the rest of us haven’t been briefed on that by her or the Order,” he said.  “I don’t think we should jump to any conclusions until she’s had time to get some information from Amastri.”

      “Well, I’ll go with you,” Aeligos said.  “If you’re going for subtlety, you’ll want to only bring a few people with you, and it seems there’s already three of you going.  I don’t know what we’ll be dealing with down there, but if there’s a chance we can talk our way through situations, then I should be able to help with that.”

      Kari nodded.  “We have little to go on right now.  We'll see how much that changes after I meet with Amastri again tomorrow night.  But Turik Jalar went there and came back to tell the tale—whether he laid a list of demands at the Overking's feet or not—so there’s got to be something to the claims.  Everything, though, is going to hinge on where Se'sasha is, if Sekassus has her in custody, and whether we can negotiate for her release if she's in prison.  If Sekassus won’t negotiate, there’s no point to going at all.”

      “Let me find out if my arcane spells will work the same way in the underworld,” Sonja offered.  “I’m still not having much luck advancing under Master Maelstrom, but if my spells can be of some use, I’d be willing to help you, too.”

      “Mother, please talk some sense into them,” Grakin said.

      Kyrie sighed lightly.  “Grakin, right now there’s nothing to talk them out of; at this point, it can’t hurt to ask questions and gather information.  Even if Kari decides against going, she will have learned something.”

      Serenjols began, “I would–”

      Kari cut him off.  “Oh, no.  I’ve already almost come between you and Damansha once, I’m not going to make that mistake again.  You’re staying put no matter what.”

      Serenjols leaned his head back, but unlike his headstrong younger brothers, he nodded in acceptance of her decision.  Jol was protective of his siblings and friends, but if Kari she took him to the underworld, she’d be putting Damansha through the same thing he’d gone through after Turillia’s attack.  Kari understood his half-guardian nature and would normally welcome his help, but she wanted to see him develop his courtship of Damansha more.  Aeligos wasn’t in the same situation; Eryn was an assassin, and with the skill sets those two possessed, each knew the risks and possible fates that awaited them.  Jol had a gentle heart, and Kari felt inclined to push him away from a life of danger if she could.

      Damansha was smiling, and Kari knew well what the woman was thinking: She was happy to have been so readily accepted into Serenjols’ family.  Kari had felt much the same once her in-laws had accepted that she truly was the resurrected hero from two centuries before.  Kari didn’t know what sort of family life Damansha had aside from her relationship with Serenjols, but if she had no family to speak of, being accepted by Jol’s family would mean so much more.

      Grakin was staring at Kari, and though his expression was far from a scowl, he wasn’t pleased.  She was going to hear about it once they retired to bed, but Kari and Grakin were careful about arguing in front of the rest of the family, particularly their son.  The rest of the family seemed to take that to mean the two never fought, but they were a mated pair and they had disagreements just the same as any other couple.

      “I’ll be meeting with Amastri again tomorrow night,” Kari said, breaking the silence.  “She’s either going to tell me that her king forbids her from telling me anything, or she’ll be giving me what will hopefully be some useful information.  I'm also waiting to hear from Eliza Chinchala about whether she can tran… eh, send people to the underworld with spells.  If we have no way to get there, then the entire idea is wasted.  But the whole thing is dependent on what Amastri can tell us about a safe landing point; I’m not interested in being captured the minute we set foot there.  And, again, Se'sasha has to either be free and in hiding, or else Sekassus has to be willing to negotiate for her release.”

      Aeligos nodded.  “Do you want me to come to the meeting with Amastri?  Maybe I can get more out of her than her king would like.”

      “That would be nice.  You keep up with helping me and I’m going to have to deputize you.  Did you find anything in Bosimar’s journal?”

      He nodded again.  “I did, but most of what I found were things your friends here were able to expand upon already.  Like I’d said before you left, he kept just enough notes to look complete while leaving out all the major details that would’ve pointed to what he was up to.  There was something between him and Ciceria that he left out and your friends are unaware of, but I’m not sure what it was.  Nothing romantic, obviously, but like I said before, she told him something that made him trust her, and I don’t know what that was yet.”

      “Romance, with a syrinthian?  That’s gross,” Ty interjected, and there were chuckles around the table.

      “I don’t know, there’s definitely something exotic about them,” Eli said.  “Not that I’d go asking one for a date, but they’re not all that different than humans, and those eyes…”

      Danilynn shrugged.  “I think they’re an attractive people.”

      Kari glanced around and sighed.  “Aeligos, when you were going through Jason's journal, did you ever get the impression he had a family he was trying to keep a secret?”

      That pride flashed in his eyes as he smiled.  “You recognized it too?”

      “It's the only thing I could think of that would make him keep everything a secret.  I realized maybe he wasn't hiding everything from the Order so much as from its enemies, so they wouldn't go after his family if his plan with Se’ceria failed.”

      He nodded.  “Makes sense.  Do you want me to look into that, maybe try to find out who and where they are?”

      Kari saw that the topic had drawn an interested look from Danilynn, but the demonhunter shook her head.  “Not right now.  That's something we can look into when we don't have so many demons and their servants nosing into our business.”

      There was a silent accord, and then Kyrie spoke up.  “Do you two need a place to stay?” she asked her new guests.  “I have a guest room down here, but it has only a single bed.”

      “Single bed’s fine,” Eli said, looking to Danilynn with a smile, and it quickly dawned on Kyrie what he meant.  Eli and Danilynn had kept their relationship to one of kissing and holding hands while they travelled with Kari, but it was no mystery that they’d been looking forward to exploring intimacy.  It wouldn’t have bothered Kari if they’d done so while the three travelled together, but she knew her point of view on that was one most people didn’t share.

      “We would very much appreciate that, Ms. Kyleah,” Danilynn added.

      “All right, kiddo, time for night-nights,” Kari said in the rir tongue to Little Gray, and she scooped him up and rose.  “If you’ll all excuse me.”

      “Nite-nite everybody!” Little Gray said over Kari’s shoulder as she carried him toward the stairs.  Laughter and wishes good night followed them, and Kari took her son up to his bedroom.

      At least they’re not tying me up to put me there, too…
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        * * *

      

      Entering Little Gray’s bedroom, Kari first checked the position of his reading chair.  It was where it was supposed to be; there was no indication the mysterious Wraith was sitting there or had been recently.

      She slowed as she crossed to her son’s bed, her heartbeat speeding as she recalled nearly being murdered in that exact spot several hours before.  There was still a stain on the floor where the syrinthian assassin’s body had lain; neither Kyrie nor her children had gotten around to cleaning it up yet.  Irressa’s body had been taken to Kaelariel’s temple for last rites to ensure it didn’t rise under necromantic power, though.

      Little Gray seemed to pay no mind to the bloodstain or the harrowing events from earlier in the day.  “Little Gray, is the Fuzzy Man here?” Kari asked, referring to the elestram assassin that had saved Kari from Irressa for some unknown reason.

      “No, Mama, no Fuzzy Man,” he replied.

      Kari sighed, unsure if it was one of relief or disappointment.  She had encountered elestram in her previous life and fought a few of them to the death.  The jackal demons were tall and graceful, their intellects staggering, and they made excellent assassins, spies, or wizards.  The Wraith, or “The Fuzzy Man” as Little Gray had dubbed him, was an assassin sent on a counter-mission to stop the syrinthians from killing Kari.

      But why?  What was he up to? she wondered.  Who did he serve?  And what are their goals?  It must tie into the fact that I’m Salvation’s Dawn.

      She sighed again; there might be more than one king in the underworld that knew she was Salvation’s Dawn…

      Kari tucked Little Gray into bed and knelt beside him.  She folded her hands before her when he sat up to say his prayers.  Little Gray was serilian-rir by all rights, and his father was a healer of Kaelariel, the unofficial patron of serilis-rir and serilian-rir alike.  Kari was fine with her son learning to worship the god of freedom and death, and she prayed along with him as he recited his prayers to Kaelariel.

      When he was finished, Kari kissed Little Gray on the side of his snout affectionately and tucked him back in.  “Nite-nite, Mama,” he said as he closed his eyes.

      “Little Gray… do you know why Mama goes away?” Kari asked, trying to keep from sobbing.

      He opened his eyes again and smiled.  “To fight monsters!  You beat up the bad monsters, right Mama?”

      “Yes, but are you sad when Mama goes away?”

      “I miss you, Mama,” he replied a little less exuberantly, but then he smiled again.  “But we play when you get back!  Grandma makes cookies when Mama is away.”

      “I love you,” Kari said and kissed him again.  She went to close the curtains and then left his bedroom.

      Grakin was waiting before the door to their bedroom, and Kari entered to get out of her armor and change her clothes.  She wasn’t sure if Grakin wanted to make love or not, but she had planned to go back downstairs and spend a little more time with her in-laws and friends.  When she started removing her armor, she glanced at him over her shoulder and saw that making love wasn’t what was on his mind.

      He was silent for a minute; that meant he was upset.  She took off her armor and padded clothes and gave her undergarments an appraising sniff.  They certainly smelled like they belonged to someone who’d been on the road for a couple of weeks, but thankfully they hadn’t rubbed their scent off on her too much after her shower.  She dropped them into the laundry bin and turned to face Grakin, naked.

      He still stared at her in a way that said even being apart for several weeks wasn’t overriding how upset he was over Kari’s plans.  “Obviously, I cannot forbid you to go through with this,” he said at last.  “But as your mate, I am begging you to reconsider.”

      “Grakin, when I was considering chasing Turillia down to Barcon, you told me to trust my instincts.  That’s what I’m doing now,” she replied, but he cut her off.

      “This is different!” he snapped, as close to yelling at her as he’d ever come.  “When you went to Barcon, you were going to hunt a demon in a dangerous city, but you were still on our world.  You were going to a city of our people to hunt an outsider.  If you go to the underworld, you will be the stranger in their land… you will stand out, an obvious target and a demonhunter, no less!  Imagine a demon coming to the campus of your Order; what you are planning is essentially the same insanity!”

      Kari held her tongue for a minute and made no move to get dressed.  She blew a light sigh through her nose and said, “Grakin, the council of the Order—and I assume most of the priesthoods of the pantheon—think the Temple of Archons holds the means to become a god.  If the demons get their hands on that, we’re all in big trouble.  And I’m apparently the final key to opening the Temple, and some of them know that already.  The days of my Order being re… reactionary when it comes to underworld demons are over.  I have to get us the information to be able to fight back, and I think this is the only way.”

      “But the risk–”

      “Will be as small as possible,” she finished for him, and she closed the distance between them and laid her hand on his chest.  She met his eyes and used her facial expression and body language to try to ease his worries as much as she could, or at least more than she knew her words would.  “I’m not going anywhere until I know exactly where I’ll be landing, what I can expect there, and whether or not I can safely get where I need to go and home again.  Again, I’m not going to do what Turik Jalar did.  I’d rather the history books don’t even mention this if I end up going.”

      Grakin pulled her into his embrace, and Kari let out a content sigh.  “You are too brave to be my mate,” he whispered, but she knew what he meant.  “I will say this and no more: I am worried about you.  I do not want you to go, and I am begging you not to.  But should you go, I will pray ceaselessly for your safe return, for it will be the only thing I can do to keep myself together.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, at a loss.  Kari never wanted to hurt her mate or her child, and she knew that leaving them again so soon would hurt them.  But there were implications to what she’d learned and stood to learn, and she didn’t feel comfortable with her first act as head of the Order being to send someone else to their death.

      A time will come when I have to do exactly that, but in this situation, I’m going to lead by example.  Turik Jalar may have laid a list of demands at the Overking’s feet, but I’m going to do one better: I’m going to come back with someone who can give us the information we need to cripple the demons going forward.  That’s worth the risk.

      “Do not be,” he said after a few moments.  “I love you for who you are, Kari, and I would not change a thing about you, even were I able.  I fear for your safety, but your valor leaves me in awe, and I am proud to be your mate.”

      They shared a passionate kiss, and then Kari led Grakin over to the bed.  He undressed when they reached its edge.  They made love quietly, mindful of noises and voices carrying in the large house full of people.  It wasn’t simply sex; Grakin made love to her despite his fears and his desire for her to stay home with him and their son.  He was upset and scared, but it didn’t carry over into the way he made love to her.  They cuddled close when they were done, and Kari fell asleep in the warm quiet of her mate’s loving arms.
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        * * *

      

      Kari was never one for a lot of fanfare.  The Council of the Order, however, had other plans.

      When she arrived at work the following morning, she found nearly the entire Order on the grounds in formations, awaiting the arrival of their new commander.  Kari had hoped, in the back of her mind, that being promoted directly by Master Attir Surallis and simply informing Lord Allerius face-to-face would allow her to dodge the publicity.  Instead, she found the Order waiting to perform the ceremony that would appoint her as its new head, the first person to be promoted to the rank of Hand of Zalkar since Jason Bosimar had accomplished the feat almost twenty years earlier.

      The sight of everyone in formation put Kari in a somber mood.  She’d never seen a change of command, either when she’d attended the academy or when she’d worked as an administrator.  The only time she’d seen the entire Order gather this way was for funerals, and though that wasn’t why they were assembled now, the thought stuck with her.  The gravity of the situation and the possible self-imposed mission before her weighed heavily on her thoughts.

      If even the slightest thing goes wrong or Amastri tells even the smallest lie, the Order just might be gathering this way for a funeral in a few weeks—possibly several.

      Lord Allerius was standing before the gathered headmasters, hunters, and cadets, dressed in shining steel plate mail.  Kari had never seen Allerius dressed for a mission, and the sight of him in his armor with his polished greatsword strapped across his back was impressive.  She often had trouble thinking of him as a highly decorated officer and hunter because he’d served as an administrator for so long.  It left a sour taste in his mouth, but Kari didn’t see his administrative position as a weakness.  Instead, she saw it as one of the ultimate signs of strength; it was as though Zalkar was saying: “Not only is this one fit to be my champion, but he is fit to lead my other champions as well.”

      I guess that applies to me now as well, she thought.

      It was strange to think that just three short years before, she had wondered what her place was in Zalkar’s plans and why she had been resurrected.  The thing she had chafed at and seethed against for the entire eight years of the Apocalypse, she now viewed as a blessing.  She’d been given a second chance at the life she’d missed out on after dying young.  Now she had a mate, a child… and the entire Demonhunter Order at her command.  Or at least, she would in a little while, officially.

      “You seem pensive, my friend,” Allerius said when Kari approached.

      “You know, I’ve dreamed of this for most of my life, but I don’t think it occurred to me that it would ever be more than a dream,” Kari said.  “I’m not sure if that’s because I knew my days were numbered, or if the… enormity of it seemed too much.  I’ve wanted to reach the position of Avatar all my days as a hunter, but I never imagined I’d actually become head of the Order.  It’s… a little intimidating.”

      Allerius clapped her on the shoulder.  “As I said yesterday, it is a position you will fill well, and the men and women under your command already respect you as a hero.  From what I’ve seen and heard in the last few weeks, you’re already well on your way to a long and successful tenure.”

      Kari smiled and looked over the gathering.  Her eyes caught Typhonix with his class of cadets.  Kari was nervous about taking command, but she considered Ty and his attitude, and the fact that he had settled well into the role of drill instructor.  The ability to lead wasn’t always something people could see in themselves until it was called upon.  She looked from face to face among the headmasters; had any of them dreamed they would spend most of their careers teaching?  Had they, too, dreamed of one day becoming Avatar and leading the Order?

      “Attention!” Lord Allerius bellowed, shocking Kari.

      The council arrived in the square with a terra-rir she didn’t recognize.  The council rarely made appearances before the cadets; since they were there to guide and aid the Avatar or other head, they didn’t typically interact with the hunters or cadets.  Normally, if a hunter was called before the council, it was for disciplinary reasons, and most of the hunters were intimidated by the priests.  Kari, too, had been a little intimidated when she stood before them to be promoted to the rank of Sword of the Heavens three years before.

      But who is their guest? she wondered.

      “At ease,” Master Perez directed the gathering.  Master Bennet was head of the council, but Master Perez was the most highly decorated military officer among the clergy, so he was in command of these types of proceedings.  “Lord Allerius, step forward.”

      Allerius approached and saluted Master Perez, touching his fist over his heart and bowing his head.

      “Lord Albrecht Allerius, Lady Vanador has been promoted and is now the highest-ranking member of Zalkar’s Demonhunter Order,” Master Perez announced in a loud, clear voice that carried across the campus like it was a battlefield.  “You stand relieved of your duties as Commander of the Order but shall remain Lady Vanador’s second-in-command.  You are hereby assigned the office of Lieutenant Commander of the Order, to be Lady Vanador’s right hand and carry out her wishes in her absence.”

      “I accept this office and the duties and responsibilities that come with it, for as long as the Unyielding deems me fit,” Lord Allerius returned formally with another salute.

      “Lady Vanador, step forward,” Master Perez ordered, and Kari stood before him and saluted.  “Before your promotion is made official, His Grace, Duke Krycyd Jalar of Sutherland and Lord of the Avenger Order, would like a word with you in the presence of our entire Order.”

      “Your Grace,” Kari said formally with a bow, mindful of her lapse of decorum, though unintentional.

      Thankfully, his expression said he didn’t mind.  Krycyd Jalar was a handsome man, and Kari couldn’t help but notice the similarities between him and Kris Jir’tana, her commander during the Apocalypse.  They had the same blue eyes, though the duke’s hair was a stark white as was common among terra-rir, combed back and gathered into a tail so that he could wear it long in the tradition of warriors without seeming unkempt.  He was handsome, but there was a hardness that lay just below the surface that betrayed his position as a paladin and the Lord of the Avenger Order.  His attire was practical but stylish: a set of armor that was part hardened leather with plates upon it, inlaid with the mark of the Avenger Order and a golden eagle that denoted his position as its head.

      “Lady,” the Duke of Sutherland returned with a polite nod.  “It was brought to my attention several weeks ago that you aided the Earl of Southwick with a rather serious demon infestation.  Lord Black and my agent, Marshal Saracht, both spoke highly not only of your efforts, but of the way you held yourself and the respect you showed their positions.  The marshal indicated I should give you a commendation for valor, but to be honest, Lady Vanador, I think such a thing to be rather trivial given your position and history.  You do not need me or anyone else hanging a medal from your breastplate to let everyone know of your deeds.”

      He paused a moment, so Kari took advantage.  “It was an honor to be of service, Your Grace,” she said formally with another bow.

      The Duke of Sutherland chuckled, but Kari sensed he wasn’t laughing at her.  “I have spoken at length with the Duke of Brunswick regarding this, and we have come to an agreement.  As I have no authority to bestow land or titles upon his citizenry, I had to first negotiate a way to do so with him.  I will not go into details; they should be of little concern to you.  What you should be concerned with, however, is the estate now in your legal possession, and the title of baroness he has agreed to bestow upon you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kari said.  Why had this come to pass?  Kari had never considered herself anything close to noble, and in fact hadn’t been entirely pleased with being bestowed the title of Lady when she reached the rank of Sword of the Heavens.  She’d grown up a street rat, trash from the bustling city of Solaris, and while she’d cleaned up and made something of herself over time, she still had a hard time seeing herself as a noble.  In all honesty, she preferred being part of the common rabble.

      “As I said, I will not go into too much detail,” he said with a wave of his hand.  “At this point, it is simply another feather in a cap that has quite a few of them.  The Duke of Brunswick will no doubt bring you to his court to explain this matter in due time.  And though I will not bore you or this gathering of fine hunters with the details, I wanted you to know that this is a gift from me, as recognition and thanks for what you have done on behalf of my people.”

      “Thank you, my… er, Your Grace,” Kari said, catching her error.  “I’m not sure I’ll fit in among the nobles, but I’ll try not to disappoint you.”

      “Pfffft,” the Duke of Sutherland sounded with a dramatic gesture that sent muffled chuckles through the gathering.  “Lady Vanador, it is most of the nobles who will have trouble fitting in with you.  You are a woman of strength and character, one who puts the welfare and the defense of god, kingdom, and commoner alike ahead of all else.  That is what nobility is about, not dressing in fancy clothes and strutting about like peacocks at balls and social gatherings.  The nobility was established to lead and defend our people, and those are two things you do better than almost anyone I can think of.  In the end, the title of baroness is just that: a title.  It is what you do that makes you noble, Lady Vanador, not this title.  I hope you always remember that.”

      Kari wasn’t sure what to say, and the hundreds of eyes watching her did little to help with her speechlessness.  She stared at the duke for several long moments, but then she saw him not as a duke, but the head of the Avenger Order and a descendant of Turik Jalar, her contemporary in her previous life.  “In honor, strength,” she began the salute of the Avengers.

      “And in strength, victory,” he finished, and he straightened up and graced her with a crisp military salute.  The entire Order—including Lord Allerius and even the priests of the council—echoed his salute in the demonhunter way.  Kari knew there was significance to being saluted by the head of a fellow order—and a duke at that—and she touched her fist over her heart and bowed her head.  He added, “Love justice, but do mercy, Lady Vanador.  And should you need the aid of the Avenger Order in anything, you have only to ask, and you shall receive.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said.  Krycyd nodded again and then took a place off to the side to watch the rest of the proceedings.

      I hope I can keep my head on straight for the rest of the ceremony, Kari thought.  She was now a baroness, but she didn’t know what to make of that other than she was a step up from whatever her previous Lady title had meant.  The duke had mentioned an estate and land, and Kari wondered where that might be located.  She had felt somewhat ashamed for living off Grakin’s mother for the previous three years, and she looked forward to either being able to stand on her own or maybe return the favor and let Kyrie live with her and Grakin.

      She pushed the thoughts aside as best she could; Krycyd had said the Duke of Brunswick would explain it to her in due time.

      Master Perez stepped forward once more.  “Now then, Lady Vanador, the Council of the Order recognizes the promotion given to you by High Priest Attir Surallis.  As the only hunter of the rank of Hand of Zalkar or above, you are now the highest-ranking demonhunter in the Order.  The command of the Order is now yours, should you accept this position.  What say you?”

      “I accept the position and the duties that come with it, until I am either unfit to lead or outranked by another hunter,” Kari said, trying to mimic what Lord Allerius had said.  She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say, if there was anything specific expected of her.  “By the grace of the Unyielding, I accept this command.”

      “Then by his grace, as his priests, the council recognizes you as the Grand Commander of the Demonhunter Order.  Though you do not hold the position of Avatar of Vengeance, you will henceforth command the Order as though you do, until such time as you relinquish your command, are surpassed by another hunter, or are otherwise relieved of your duties by age, deity, or death.  Grand Commander and Baroness Karian Vanador, stand and be recognized.”

      Kari turned and faced the gathered members of the Order and stood at attention, and the sound of them all snapping to attention and hitting their fists over their hearts echoed through the square and Kari’s soul.  “Ma’am!” they shouted in unison, and again the booming sound echoed through her.  Kari returned the salute.

      When she looked to her left, the Duke of Sutherland was standing at attention and saluting her again.  Kari’s career had been almost exclusive to the continent of Terrassia in her previous life, and very little of her work since her resurrection had involved the Avenger Order.  What was the relationship between the two orders like?  Did she need to work to bring them closer?  Krycyd already held a great deal of respect for her—no doubt being a descendant of Turik Jalar had a lot to do with that—and Kari couldn’t help but imagine what the two orders working in tandem could accomplish.  That made her wonder what, if anything, the Avenger Order might know about Emma or the underworld.

      Headmaster John Campbell, a middle-aged human in charge of physical training, stepped forward and addressed Kari for the first time as Grand Commander.  “Ma’am, what is your first order as our new head?”

      Kari glanced over her shoulder at Lord Allerius, who gave her a muted smile; he’d be of no help to her.  She turned to the headmaster and said, “Get back to work.  We don’t get paid to stand around looking pretty.”

      There was muffled laughter from among the cadets and hunters.  Headmaster Campbell saluted her and said, “Yes, ma’am!” before turning to the rest of the gathering and bellowing, “You heard the Commander!  Cadets, back to your training!”

      “Your Grace, could I talk to you in the meeting room for a while?” Kari asked the duke.

      “Certainly, but first, Lady Vanador, let me just say that should you come to visit me in my court, there you should refer to me as His Grace, the Duke of Sutherland.  When I come to visit you here on your campus and in the Duchy of Brunswick, you may simply call me Krycyd,” he said with a disarming smile.

      Kari could see the same charm Kris Jir’tana had in Krycyd’s smile and in those intense blue eyes.  “And you can call me Kari; that’s what my friends call me,” she said, extending her hand.  The two shook and then Kari addressed her superiors and new lieutenant commander.  “Lord Allerius, Masters, I think it’s best if we all speak together.”
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      They retired from the campus’ main square while the cadets resumed their training.  In the back chamber of the temple, the council took their seats behind their long table, and Kari, Albrecht, and Krycyd stood before them.

      May as well see what Krycyd knows about Emma or the underworld while I have him here, Kari thought.  Then I might have something else to use for leverage when I meet with Amastri.  He might even know something about the underworld that can lessen the risk.

      Everyone sat patiently waiting for Kari to address them.  “Krycyd, I was wondering if you know anything about a mallasti named Emma?”

      “Emma?  Oh yes, quite an elusive creature, that one.  Our paladins have encountered her on several occasions over the last decade and a half, and several have been gravely injured trying to apprehend or kill her.”

      “Have you ever figured out what she’s up to?”

      Krycyd shook his head.  “No, Kari.  As I am sure you can understand, it may just be even more difficult for members of my Order to get information from demons than it is for your own.  These underworld demons are sensitive to the auras our paladins possess and can sense us coming from some distance away.  Emma has long been wary of members of my Order, and though it is surprising that she has not killed any of my men, she has disabled several, some more permanently than others.”

      “And does your Order know anything about the Temple of Archons?” she asked, though she was pretty sure she already knew the answer.  If the priesthoods of the pantheon collectively couldn’t tell her much, she doubted an order of paladins would know more.  Can’t hurt to ask and make them aware of the issue, though, she thought.

      “I know only the most basic of things about it: the language upon its face is unreadable, the locking mechanism requires seven jade seals to open, and there is doubtless something valuable inside.  I take it you are suggesting that Emma is interested in the Temple somehow.  That she seeks to open it and steal whatever secrets or power lie inside?”

      “For herself or her master; either way, it’s a problem,” Kari said with a nod.  Krycyd seemed to give it some thought, but there were other members of Kari’s Order that could fill him in on the details, not the least of whom were in the room with them.  She decided to keep going with her questions rather than review things again.  “What about the underworld, does your Order know anything about its workings or how to get to and from there?”

      “Good heavens, no,” he said.  “As I said, these underworld demons can sense our auras from a fair distance.  One of my Order going to the underworld would be suicide.”

      “So, if I told you I might be going there, you’d tell me I was crazy?”

      Krycyd beheld her curiously; was it was because he found her intention alarming or amazing?

      Probably a combination of the two.

      “You can at least hide the fact that you are a demonhunter,” he said after a few moments.  “Unless under the effects of a Blood Oath or if you are an Avatar of Vengeance as Turik Jalar was when he travelled there, the demons likely could not tell you apart from any other adventurer marooned there.  I would tell you that such a plan is risky and unwise, but depending on why you go and how you conduct yourself, it may not be suicide.  What do you seek in the underworld?”

      “Information, in a sense,” Kari said.  “I was just hoping you might be able to tell me something about it so I can get in and out without drawing everyone’s attention.”

      “I regret that I cannot,” he said.  “I would offer you the services of my paladins, but they would only accomplish what you are trying to avoid.  Have you spoken with Lord Chinchala at all?  He may be able to tell you things that would help, being a demon king himself.”

      Kari put a hand to her chin.  I hadn’t considered that.  I’m leery about asking a demon king how to stir up trouble in his homeland, whether he’s allied himself with the pantheon or not, though.  All it would take is one wrong word said to the wrong person or demon and I could find myself the target of a lot of interest.  On the other hand, if he’s willing to talk, he would know a lot more about the underworld and its workings than anyone on Citaria.

      That made her wonder again why no one had ever just asked him in the first place.  Or had they, and he hadn’t liked being questioned about it?  After all, he still had family in the underworld, and his alliance with the pantheon was probably already seen as a betrayal.

      “Maybe I should,” Kari muttered.  “I can ask my mate or mother-in-law to have Kaelariel contact him.”

      “Is there anything else I can do for you, Kari?” Krycyd asked.  “I am expected back at Duke Bosimar’s court shortly.”

      Kari shook her head, then the duke’s hand, and said, “Just one personal question, if you don't mind.  I'm wondering how you manage to run your Order and act as duke.  How do you find the time?”

      “Dereliction of duty, mostly,” Krycyd said dryly, drawing chuckles from some of the councilors.  Kari cocked her head, but then the duke cracked a smile and added, “I jest.  I delegate a lot of my authority, honestly.  My sister, Rosetta, handles much of the day-to-day requirements of the duchy, leaving me to concentrate on my order, as small as it may be.  You would do well to remember that Lord Allerius has run your order impeccably since the loss of your Avatar, and you should take full advantage of that when you feel stretched thin.  You have many capable headmasters serving you as well; utilize them to full effect.”

      Kari bowed her head.  “You're right.  Thanks for the advice and the gift, Your Grace.”

      Krycyd smiled.  “Thank you for giving me a reason to give it.  It was a pleasure to meet you, Lady Vanador.  May the gods watch over you and keep you from harm, especially if you walk the land of our enemies.”

      With that, he bid the council and Lord Allerius farewell and left.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to see if my mother-in-law can get in contact with Lord Chinchala through Kaelariel,” Kari said, and she made her way hastily to the temple of Kaelariel.

      With luck, I might even get an answer back from Lord Chinchala across the distances through Kyrie’s prayer to Kaelariel, she thought.  The more she considered it, the more interested Kari was to hear what the old demon king would have to say…
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      Kari sat at her desk waiting for Amastri.  Aeligos sat across from her.  There was enough room for guests now that Jason Bosimar’s things had been cleared out of her office.  With her promotion to Grand Commander, the tedious task of going through them was assigned to someone else.  Kari was still interested in poking through Jason’s things and finding out more about him, but that wasn’t the most pressing task before her.

      Amastri would be arriving any minute, but Kari was preoccupied by King Celigus Chinchala’s reply, passed along through Kaelariel.  It would be as music to Grakin’s ears, along with those of pretty much all the family.  When asked how to get to the underworld, where the safest points of entry were, and whether it was wise to negotiate with King Sekassus, Chinchala had answered with only a single word: Don’t.

      No explanation had followed, no further words of discouragement or otherwise; the demon king had left it at that.  It wasn’t surprising, but Kari was disappointed in the old demon king’s unwillingness to help.  She glanced at Aeligos, who was skimming through another of Bosimar’s journals.  Kari remembered Aeligos once saying “everyone has something to hide,” and she wondered what sort of things a demon king like Celigus Chinchala might be trying to hide.

      Does he not want me to go to the underworld to protect me from harm, or for a more selfish reason?  Maybe to protect his reputation—to avoid being viewed as more of a traitor than he likely already is—or perhaps to hide something he did before becoming an ally to the pantheon?  Or is there something simpler, like protecting the family that still lives in his realm of Sansrigar?

      Again, her thoughts drifted back to whether she could trust the demon king at all.  Chinchala was close to two millennia old, if Kari recalled correctly, and if he was anywhere near as deceptive as Aeligos, he could have been—and might still be—deceiving everyone.  She was inclined to believe otherwise, though; outside of helping in the Apocalypse, he seemed happy to be away from the underworld and whatever went on in its depths.

      But what if he’s just the first pawn across the board?

      There was a knock at the door, so Kari called for whoever it was to enter.  One of the assistants leaned in and announced Amastri, and the “demoness” entered Kari’s office.  Amastri ignored the look the secretary gave her, keeping her attention focused on Kari as she crossed the few steps to the nearest chair.  She was dressed in a similar outfit to the night before, but this one was augmented by traveling shoes and a purse.

      Amastri gracefully took a seat and gave Kari the barest of smiles before she turned and studied Aeligos.  She and the rogue held each other’s stares for well over a minute, and Kari remained quiet to see who would say something first.

      “Ah, the gambler,” Amastri said at last.  That smile came again, all at once lovely but disconcerting.  “Very wise.  Unnecessary, but wise nonetheless.”

      Kari raised a brow.  It wasn’t shocking that Amastri knew Aeligos and his poker-playing habit considering how long she’d lived here; she likely knew many of the higher-profile citizens.  Aeligos was one of the best poker players in the city—perhaps the duchy—and most knew to avoid playing high stakes games with him.  The two must have seen each other numerous times before at the Silver Chalice, whether they knew each other personally or not.

      “So, you don’t mind if he stays and asks questions?” Kari queried.

      Amastri made a dismissive gesture.  “Her Majesty has given me permission to tell you what you want to know, and so there is nothing for me to hide.  If having your brother-in-law here to aid you makes you feel more secure, it is of little consequence to me.”

      Kari put her feet up on the edge of her desk and leaned back in her chair, trying to give the impression she was at ease.  Her stomach was in a knot; was a mission to the underworld even possible?  How risky would it be?  And that was to say nothing of the fact that Amastri knew Aeligos was Kari's brother-in-law; just how much did the half-elven woman know about them?

      She didn’t go off topic.  “Good.  You can start by telling me if the Celestial Token is good enough payment for your king, or what she wants as payment if it’s not.”

      “It is not,” Amastri said, her gaze locked with Kari’s, all but ignoring Aeligos while she spoke.  “What Her Majesty asks of you is something I do not comprehend, so tell me if it means anything to you.  Her Majesty said: Tell Lady Vanador that I want his sword.”

      Kari sat up straight and scowled at the demoness, half-elf, or whatever it was before her.  “How does she even know about that?”

      Amastri held her hands up defensively, and Aeligos cocked an eyebrow at Kari's reaction.  “Lady Vanador, I do not even know what it is Her Majesty has asked for.  She did warn me that your reaction might be… volatile.  Whatever it is she has asked for, it is the only payment she considered suitable for what you ask in return.”

      Kari glared at Amastri, her fury not soothed by the plea of innocence.  “I don’t have it with me, and it would take me weeks to get it for you if I was willing.”  She waved a hand.  “Which I don't think I am.”

      “What is she asking for?” Aeligos pried.

      Kari sighed; this wasn’t the time to spin a tale, but if that was the only payment Koursturaux would accept, it was unavoidable.  “Taesenus’ vorpal sword,” she said, realization sprouting on Amastri’s face.

      Aeligos looked more confused than enlightened.  “Taesenus?  You mean Seril’s son?  You have one of his swords?”

      Kari nodded and sighed again.  “He came after me in the early years of the Apocalypse.  He was hunting down heroes his mother considered a threat and bringing their heads back to her.  You likely know of some of his victims: Ellen Morrigan, Torrie Cantabler, even Jason Bosimar.”

      Aeligos’ brows both rose; everyone knew Bosimar had been killed during the Apocalypse, but it wasn’t common knowledge that Taesenus had killed him.  Kari wasn’t sure it was wise to say so in front of Amastri, but she shrugged it off, adding, “I took off his left arm and he fled, leaving one of his vorpal swords behind.  I held onto it throughout the War, hoping he’d come back for it and I could finish the job.  He never did, and then I’d heard he was killed by Kaelariel not long before his mother was.”

      “Damn,” Aeligos muttered.  “I’m still stuck on you beating the Demon Prince in a fight, though honestly, I don’t know why.”

      “I understand now,” Amastri interjected.  “A vorpal sword is a highly prized weapon, and I have little doubt the weapon was crafted by Terx, just as yours were.  It seems Her Majesty would prefer to obtain a weapon already crafted rather than a token that would require a trip to the Arcadian Highlands to use.”

      “Like I said, it would take weeks to get it for you, if I was willing, and either way, I don’t have that kind of time,” Kari said.  “So, unless there’s something else your king will take as payment, I guess we’re done here.”

      “Tsk, tsk, such impatience,” Amastri chided, flashing that disconcerting smile again.  “You are a woman of your word and the head of the Demonhunter Order.  If you will but promise to obtain this weapon for Her Majesty when time permits, I will hold the token as collateral.”

      Kari wasn’t sure what collateral meant but puzzled it out.  She didn’t want to hand Taesenus’ sword over to King Koursturaux, but she had to admit it was probably just collecting dust in Captain Machall’s attic.  It was worth a lot of money, sure, but otherwise had little more than sentimental value for Kari, and not much of that either.

      The information I can buy with it should be worth the price, and a weapon that hasn’t seen use in years isn’t all that high a price anyway, she thought, then nodded.  “I accept your terms.  Just keep in mind that if your information is bad and you get me killed, nobody else knows where that sword is hidden.”

      “Then it is fortunate that I will be giving you the correct information,” Amastri said with a glance at Aeligos.  “Much research went into this: it is as up-to-date and accurate as possible, especially on only a day's notice.  That is not to say, however, that this information guarantees your safety or success.  It will give you the best chance of both but assure neither.  Surely it is no mystery to you that my king hates King Sekassus and is willing to go to great lengths to see him angered or humiliated.  Understand that this is the only reason Her Majesty is willing to help you.  She does this for her ends, not yours.”

      “I never doubted that would be the case,” Kari said evenly, and Aeligos half-smiled.

      Amastri nodded.  “Good.  Now, first things first: Have you already obtained some form of transportation to the underworld?”

      Kari shook her head.  “No.  Master Maelstrom doesn’t have the spells necessary to send us there.  I’m trying to get in contact with another archmage that can.”

      “Very good.  Of course, I can take you there myself, but I thought you might trust one of your own kind more.  You may still… I would hardly blame you if that was the case.”

      Kari tilted her head, eyes narrowed.  “So, you can summon people here, too?”

      Amastri waved off the question.  “No, and that was part of why your predecessor allowed me to stay here.  I can send things from one place to another, but I cannot call them the same way.  It would take a while to explain fully, but I cannot perform the type of summoning that would bring my people across your world’s barriers.  However, as I said, I can take or send things from your world to mine, and I can do that for you.”

      “We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Kari interrupted.  “It doesn’t matter where I’m going or how I’m getting there if we can't find Se’sasha or Sekassus isn’t willing to negotiate.  I need to know where she is, whether Sekassus can be negotiated with if he’s holding her, and what he’s going to want before I think about going down there to meet him.”

      Again, there was that muted, amused expression when Kari referred to the underworld or going down there.  Amastri chuckled.  “Yes, you are correct, Lady Vanador.  Let me start from the beginning, then.  Se’sasha is being held in the palace of King Sekassus, in his capital city of Sorelizar.  This is established fact.  Normally, I would tell you that your chances of negotiating her release—particularly as a demonhunter who has slain one of King Sekassus’ sons—are slim; however, my king believes she knows of something that will force his hand, even if you go to him personally.  Shall I continue?”

      Kari nodded, and Amastri crossed one ankle over the other, getting comfortable.  “This plan of Her Majesty’s is fairly complicated, so feel free to interrupt should you not understand.  The catch to all of this is that the thing you will need to negotiate Se’sasha’s release is not in Her Majesty’s possession.  It is in the possession of King Morduri Irrasitus, and so Her Majesty has opted to include him in this plan.”

      Amastri paused, so Kari took the cue to interrupt.  “What can you tell me about him, and what price is he going to ask for his help?”

      “Ah, you have much to learn when it comes to underworld barter,” she returned.  “You need not provide anything to secure King Morduri’s help.  Acquiring his help is part of the price you have agreed to pay Her Majesty, and again: she does this for her ends and not yours, so you need not concern yourself with the why of things.”

      Kari glanced at Aeligos; he was suspicious as well.  Now the value of the sword seemed much higher than Kari had anticipated.  More than that, though, she understood that a demon—or whatever Amastri really was—insisting Kari didn’t need to know the why of things meant she absolutely did need to know.  She let the matter pass for now.  “So, tell me about Morduri, then.”

      Amastri didn’t answer right away, staring at Kari as though she’d said something offensive.  “Lady Vanador, allow me to give you a warning: Should you refer to any of the kings so casually in their presence, the consequences will be dire.  Whether you respect them or not, you would do well to always address them as King.”  Kari acceded to the point with a nod rather than argue.  “King Morduri is one of the youngest of the kings, but he is still quite powerful and influential, and he holds a high rank despite his youth.  I know little of him personally, other than that he was a hunter and a wanderer, and since ascending to the throne, apparently neither of those things has changed.”

      “Can I trust him, though?”

      “You may trust Her Majesty’s judgment, and that King Morduri would be foolish to go against her wishes in this matter.”

      That’s hardly comforting, Kari thought.  She decided to just take things at face value for now.  If everything being presented to her was a trap, Aeligos would sniff it out.  If it turned out it wasn’t a trap, Kari would learn who she could trust—relatively speaking, anyway—among the kings of the underworld.  Kari had no reason whatsoever to trust King Koursturaux, but if the demon king was willing to aid in Kari’s plans simply to humiliate and harass King Sekassus, she could at least take advantage of that.  I’m just left to wonder whether King Koursturaux has any real goal other than embarrassing or aggravating King Sekassus and their peers…

      “I guess that’s as much as I can expect from the kings,” Kari mused.

      Amastri chuckled.  “Now then, whether you secure your own transportation to my world or ask me to take you there, you will want to arrive there in exactly eleven days.  All visitors to our world are funneled to the grand city of Anthraxis, the seat of the Overking’s power, to prevent spies and invaders from coming and going as they please.  Do not be alarmed, Lady Vanador; your arrival will coincide with the summer gathering of the council, so it will not seem at all out of place or garner much in the way of attention.  Once you have arrived in the city, you should request a meeting with King Morduri.  It may be necessary for him to ignore your request for a few days, depending on how the council session progresses, but eventually he will meet with you.  From there, he will direct you where and from whom you who will acquire the barter.”

      “So, you don’t even know where we’ll be going?” Kari asked.  “Or will we be heading straight to Sorelizar from Anthraxis?”

      “I am not certain,” Amastri admitted, but she held up a hand to stave off any protest.  “As I said earlier, Lady Vanador, all this information has been put together on less than a day’s notice.  The plan will not be fully realized until Her Majesty has had time to speak directly to King Morduri at the Overking’s palace.  You may rest assured that the pieces will fall into place before you meet with King Morduri, for if they do not, then you will be freed from your end of this bargain without debt.  So, I cannot tell you exactly where King Morduri will take you, or even what it is he will be giving you to barter with King Sekassus.  I can, however, tell you what to expect once you have crossed out of Pataria and–”

      “Pataria is King Morduri’s realm?” Kari interrupted.

      “Correct.  Pataria, the Eastern Meadows, is the realm of King Morduri Irrasitus, the tenth of the Council of Anthraxis and the last of the Major Kings,” the part-elven woman explained, though Kari really only understood in the most basic sense.  “Pataria is what your kind might go so far as to describe as free country when compared to the other realms.  King Morduri rules over his people, but he is not a tyrant like King Sekassus or most of the other kings.  If you are cautious and do not draw attention to yourselves, you should be able to pass through Pataria with little notice, especially if no one knows you are coming—which I will get to shortly.  You will not want to let on that you are a hunter, but even if they find out that you are, they should leave you be unless you give them reason not to.”

      Amastri reversed the crossing of her ankles and got comfortable in her seat.  “Pataria is a week from the border of Sorelizar by foot.  You will need to cross the realm of Tess’Vorg to reach Sorelizar.  Tess’Vorg, also called the Fields of Gold, is the realm of King Emanitar Te’Mordrin, who in many respects is like King Morduri.  King Emanitar is the eleventh of the council but is one of the oldest of the kings; do not mistake his rank for weakness.  As with Pataria, if you do not cause trouble within King Emanitar’s realm, he is likely to ignore your presence, so your travel from Pataria to Sorelizar should be relatively free of danger.”

      “Relatively?” Kari repeated.  “What kind of trouble should we expect?”

      Amastri shrugged and gestured lightly with her hands.  “Well, Lady Vanador, our world has its dangers, just as yours does: inclement weather, banditry, wild animals.  Fortunately for you, things are quiet in the underworld these days, so you will not cross through battlefields or encounter armies in your travels.  You will, however, need to be on guard and well prepared, just as though you were travelling across your own lands here.  The people of my homeworld may be different than yours, but the world itself is full of many of the same dangers.

      “Now, that said, the realm of Sorelizar is quite different than either Pataria or Tess’Vorg.  King Sekassus affords citizens and visitors to his realm few, if any, of the freedoms they might enjoy in the neighboring kingdoms.  Accordingly, you will need to be on your best behavior while crossing Sorelizar; if you offend or break its laws in any way, your life will be forfeit.  Fortunately, the simple act of traveling through Sorelizar should not result in the breaking of its laws unless you do something extraordinarily foolish, such as hunting or nosing around in the business of others, particularly the king.”

      Kari nodded and Amastri bobbed her head appreciatively.  “So, let us get to the heart of the matter: Once you have crossed Tess’Vorg, you will arrive at the city of Saristor, on the border of Sorelizar and Tess’Vorg.  There, you may meet with either the resident prince, Vassiras, or one of his servants to announce that you are taking tribute to the king to negotiate an exchange.  Once you have done this, then by the Overking’s Law you will be protected for some time—it is referred to as the Seven Days’ Grace—allowing you to reach King Sekassus and make the offer.  Vassiras is King Sekassus’ youngest son, calculating just like his father, but he is a politician, and does his fighting with words more often than with violence.”

      “So, he can be negotiated with, too,” Kari said, and Amastri nodded.  “I take it your king will also arrange something with him?”

      “Not necessary,” Amastri returned with a wave of her delicate hand.  “You may speak with the prince all you like, but if you go to negotiate with his father, there will be little he can do about it.  Even detaining you for too long will draw the ire of his father, so it is unlikely he will waste your time when you pass through his city.  From Saristor, there is a long but straight road to the capital city, Sorelizar, wherein King Sekassus makes his home.”

      “So, what is this thing I’d be offering him, anyhow?” Kari asked.

      “That, Lady Vanador, I do not know.  Whatever it is, you may assume it is of great value, and that its procurement is well worth the price you have agreed to.  Her Majesty said King Morduri has it and will hand it over willingly once bartered with, and that is all you need concern yourself with.”

      Kari shook her head lightly; again, Amastri was suggesting she shouldn’t ask the why of a situation, which clearly told Kari that she should, though she held her tongue.  In the case of bringing barter before King Sekassus, if it was demons harming demons, that was a small price to pay for Se’sasha’s freedom.  Amastri was being thorough; Kari had to give her that.  Still, there was one big question that nagged at Kari.

      “What’s to stop Sekassus from killing me after I give him what he wants?” she asked.  “I have to know I’m not going to hand him something and be tossed into his dungeon or killed.”

      Amastri nodded, following and understanding Kari’s concerns.  “This may sound absurd to you, demonhunter, but there are rules for living under the Overking,” she said.  “Such is the basis of the Seven Days’ Grace I told you of.  Most of the kings may be at war with each other on some level, but there are rules to ambassadorships and how emissaries must be treated.  If you go there to negotiate in good faith, you are supposed to be protected by those same laws.  To be completely honest, the fact that you are an outsider—and a demonhunter at that—means virtually no one would mourn your death or rush to hold King Sekassus responsible if he did decide to take your life.”

      Kari’s mouth tightened into a line as she stared at the woman.

      Amastri continued, “Consider, however, that this is why your Turik Jalar was able to do what he did and not lose his head in moments.  There is no other way to put this, Lady Vanador: Either you trust in those same laws to some degree, or do not set foot upon my world.  It will not, cannot be your strength of arms that keeps you safe while on the Overking’s world.”

      Kari grunted.  It was a lot to swallow, but she had to admit that going to the underworld was dangerous whether there were laws to protect her or not.  Just finding out there were such laws was an improvement from what she expected, so distrusting those laws didn’t make things any worse in the end.  Kari was never one for politics, so the laws of the Overking made little sense to her on the surface.  She was sure Aeligos could probably give her a good indication of why the Overking might have such laws, but she resolved to ask him later.

      “If Sekassus releases Se’sasha, would he be willing to let her leave his realm, given she’s his high priestess?” Kari asked.  “Is there any way we can negotiate to make sure she’s released to our custody?”

      “With the amount of interest I am told this barter will garner from him, you may negotiate whatever terms you wish,” Amastri answered.  “If you wish her released to your custody, then you must be certain to negotiate that exactly.  Do not assume anything.  Spell out every detail of what you expect in trade from King Sekassus, else he will fill in the gaps for you, and you may leave with a corpse, or even the wrong person.”

      Kari nodded.  That was a relief; simply getting Se’sasha released wouldn’t serve any use whatsoever except to make Danilynn and Eli feel better.  As much as Kari wanted to help them fulfill their promise, it wasn’t her priority.  She needed information and saving the life of a syrinthian priestess seemed like a good way to get it, whether from Se’sasha or from the prisoners once Se’sasha was rescued.

      “How do we get home?” Kari asked, wanting to make sure she got the full picture from Amastri.

      “Once your dealings with King Sekassus are finished, you will head south and into the Overking’s realm, to the city of Anthraxis,” Amastri said.  “There you can either meet with this archmage who will be providing your transport, or some other means can be arranged to bring you home.”

      Gods, I must be out of my mind, Kari thought, trying to keep a straight face.  The information was thorough and almost what she’d hoped for, and yet now the plan seemed foolhardier than when she knew nothing.  She was going to walk into Sorelizar and announce her presence to a demon king who wanted her dead, and then probably anger him even more by dangling some mystery item before him.  Worse, she was expected to trust not one, two, or three, but four different demon kings to not strike her down the minute she was on their world.  She thought perhaps Celigus was right, and the entire idea of going to the underworld was foolish.

      “You may, at your discretion, take a less direct route to Sorelizar,” Amastri offered.  “If you follow the southern borders of Pataria and Tess’Vorg, they both border the Overking’s realm.  If, at any time, you feel you are in danger, out of your element, or even just homesick, you can head to Anthraxis and find your way home.  As strange as this may sound, you will be completely and perfectly safe within the Overking’s realm and the city of Anthraxis, unless he specifically has a reason to want you dead.  Despite your accomplishments and reputation, Lady Vanador, I sincerely doubt the Overking even knows who you are.  You are a hero to your people, no question, but you are of little consequence to him.”

      Kari glanced at Aeligos.  “How many of us should go?”

      Amastri cocked her head.  “How many of you planned to go?  I was under the impression it would be you and perhaps Danilynn.”

      Kari shook her head.  “No, I was planning to take Eli and Aeligos with me as well, and perhaps my sister-in-law and one or two others.”

      “No, Lady Vanador, that is neither possible nor advisable,” Amastri said.  She sat up straighter in her chair, and surprisingly looked genuinely concerned by what Kari had said.  “Ketava, I forget how little you and your Order actually know of my home.  I would suggest you take as few people with you as possible, to avoid drawing attention–”

      “Well, I had figured that, but I thought–”

      “…and that you do not bring males with you at all,” Amastri finished.  She glanced from Kari to Aeligos and back again, then let out a subdued sigh.  “To keep this brief, Lady Vanador, the Overking finds females to be weak, and this viewpoint is shared by most of the other kings.  In many of the kingdoms, you will find that women are closer to being property than people.  Considering this, I suggest that a small group of women traveling uninvited across the land would draw much less attention, since it is most likely others will assume that you may be the property of a noble or even the king.  If you bring men with you, however, they may be mistaken for your owners or mates and be the target of violence aimed at claiming you as property.”

      Kari blinked.  “Did you catch all of that?” she asked Aeligos.

      “She’s basically saying it’s safer not to travel with males,” he said.  “If you travel with just women, anyone looking at you will assume you’re probably the property of someone more powerful than themselves.  Is that about right?”

      “Yes,” Amastri answered.  “If you wish to bring others with you, I would advise you to take only Danilynn and perhaps your sister-in-law.  But bring no males with you, and do not bring more than two or three others along, or you will be too conspicuous.  As it stands, rir travelling through the realms will be a curious enough thing.”

      Kari shook her head; this was a bad development.  Danilynn and Sonja were capable, but Kari wanted Aeligos along for his espionage expertise.  She thought she could ask Eryn to go with things being quiet for her right now, but even with Eryn, four women traversing the underworld to meet a powerful demon king sounded like a recipe for disaster.  She’d have to consider scrapping the entire plan.

      “So, no men?” she asked.

      “I do not recommend it,” Amastri said, but then she shrugged.  “On the other hand, you may bring them with you to Anthraxis and simply leave them there should Her Majesty and King Morduri agree with my assessment.  That is up to you, Lady Vanador.  I am only telling you what I think will be the best course of action.  Clearly, Her Majesty and King Morduri will be better able to advise you on that matter.”

      Kari nodded; that seemed less a threat than a warning.  “Where is your king’s realm?”

      “Mas’tolinor lies to the west of Sorelizar, on the far side from Tess’Vorg,” Amastri said.  “At no time are you to enter Her Majesty’s realm.  As I explained, she aids you for her benefit, not yours.  While it will be little mystery to King Sekassus who has aided you in frustrating him, you are not to directly interact with or implicate Her Majesty in this matter.  You will not be welcome to enter Mas’tolinor, certainly not immediately after infuriating the Cobra Lord, and so you are advised to return to Anthraxis when your exchange is complete.”

      “Why does King Koursturaux care?  She’s more powerful than Sekassus, no?”

      Amastri shook her head and said, “Ketava; you do not understand the laws of the Overking.  No king of higher station may attack or besiege those below them in any way unless first attacked.  This is how the balance is maintained among the council, so the entirety of the Overking’s domain does not fall solely under the control of the Ancient Ones.  It is easier for the Overking to control his subordinates if their power and influence is more widely divided, and so his rules protect the weaker from those above them in rank and power.  Her Majesty wants no direct part of your plans to maintain her… innocence, I suppose you would say, in this matter.”

      So, the Overking plays the kings against each other with his own rules, Kari thought.  The underworld is a lot more complicated than I’d guessed.

      She realized just how important her plan was: If she could rescue Se’sasha and the girl was willing to talk, this sea of information upon which Kari and her Order floated adrift would become a much more familiar place.  It required that Se’sasha would talk, but that was a more acceptable risk than going to get her in the first place.  And then rescuing Se’sasha might also make the syrinthians Kari held prisoner more willing to talk.

      “But the same won’t be a problem if we were to go into Sorelizar from Tess’Vorg and cause trouble?” Kari asked.  “Couldn’t King Sekassus attack King Emanitar if we do that?”

      “In theory, yes,” Amastri said.  “You are missing the subtle point: King Emanitar can legally invade Sorelizar; King Koursturaux cannot.  King Sekassus would not fare well in a war against either of them, but if Her Majesty attacked unlawfully, then it would be the Overking who would enact the penalty, not King Sekassus.  Understand?”

      “I think so,” Kari said.  It sounded like the troublesome types who provoked people to punch them in order to get their enemies in trouble.  Sekassus wasn’t strong enough to stand against either Emanitar or Koursturaux, but only Koursturaux would get punished if she attacked first.  And so, in what was likely typical demon king political fashion, Koursturaux was all too happy to shift the blame onto Emanitar or Morduri and let them deal with any repercussions.

      “Whose realm borders Sorelizar to the north?” Aeligos asked.

      “To the north lies Si’Dorra, the Weeping Woodlands, realm of King Arku Chinchala,” Amastri answered.  “It is not a place your kind should visit, considering the defeat you handed King Arku just scant years ago.”

      “That’s a fact.  Is there anything else you can tell me?” Kari asked; was Amastri’s claim that she would tell everything freely an honest one?

      “Just one thing with regard to logistics: you will not be able to spend your gold while you walk through the realms of my home,” the woman said.  “While gold does hold value, one of the Overking’s more archaic laws makes it illegal for commoners or even nobles to possess it.  Only the kings and the Overking may possess actual wealth.  Therefore, I have taken the liberty of acquiring a sack of marks for you to do business while in… the underworld.”  From her purse she produced a pouch of something that clattered and placed it on Kari’s desk.  “Consider this a part of what you have bartered for with my king.”

      Kari nodded her thanks, but she had a hard time putting it into words.  “Aeligos, anything else you want to ask?”

      “Where is King Celigus’ realm compared to Sorelizar?” he asked.

      Good thinking; if all else fails, we can flee to Sansrigar to evade capture.

      “Southwest of Sorelizar, along the southern border of Mas’tolinor,” Amastri answered, but she shook her head as she did so.  “There is no direct way to get there from Sorelizar or the Overking’s realm; you would have to pass through Mas’tolinor or, worse yet, through Vistarra, the realm of King Abaddon.  You are not welcome to pass through my king’s realm for the reasons I have already told you, and your life would be in great danger if you set foot within King Abaddon’s realm.  You are advised to do as I told you and stay far from the realms of the other kings.  You will not be afforded the same courtesies of King Emanitar and King Morduri should you venture into the wrong realm.”

      “I have only one last question, then, if you’ll allow my curiosity,” Kari said, and Amastri tilted her head and nodded.  “Since you mentioned Turik Jalar, I wanted to ask: Were you in the Overking’s palace when he supposedly laid his list of demands before the Overking?”

      Amastri laughed, but it was jovial, if Kari’s ears didn’t deceive her.  “No, I am not that old.  I have heard Her Majesty mention it from time to time; it is always an interesting tale to hear.  Perhaps someday, should Her Majesty find you of use again and grant you the honor of a face-to-face meeting, she will be willing to share the tale with you.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I say I hope that never happens,” Kari said evenly, and the woman laughed again.  “I think we’re done here.  I’ll let you know what I decide–”

      “There is no need for that unless you require me to transport you to Anthraxis myself,” Amastri interrupted.  “Rest assured that King Morduri will be waiting for you to make contact, and if you do not, then it will be assumed that you backed out of the deal.  In that case, there will be no debt or duty between us.  If you decide to go, do so quietly, so that as few people will know as possible.”

      Kari tilted her head.  “So Sekassus’ spies don’t alert him ahead of time,” she ventured.  Amastri didn’t answer, but the set of her eyes did that well enough.  “Do you know who his spies here in the city are?”

      “You already captured most of them,” Amastri said, but then she shook her head.  “If there are others, they keep themselves well hidden.”

      Amastri rose and bowed her head slightly to Kari.  She drew out a stack of folded papers from her purse and laid them on Kari’s desk.  “It has been a pleasure doing business with you, Hand of Zalkar,” she said in what sounded like sincere tones.  “These pages contain a written explanation of what we have discussed thus far.  Bear in mind that Her Majesty would not have involved herself in this plot of yours if she did not feel you had a good chance of success.”

      Kari nodded to that and put the Celestial Token on her desk for Amastri to take.  When the woman picked it up, Kari said, “I’m honestly curious how she even knows enough about me to think so, if the Overking doesn’t know who I am.”

      Again, that smile crossed Amastri’s face.  “You have a mutual friend who has told Her Majesty much about you.  Do what you think is best, Lady Vanador, and should you choose to go, I shall look forward to seeing you safely returned.”

      I’ll bet you will, Kari thought.  The thought that she and Koursturaux had any kind of mutual “friend” left a bad taste in Kari’s mouth, but she didn’t say anything about it.  Such might have pointed to yet another plant among the Order; after all, Jason Bosimar had let Amastri stay in the city for however many years, and Lord Allerius hadn’t seen fit to remove her even after Bosimar’s death.  If the syrinthians could plant spies in the Order and a servant of King Koursturaux could live in the city free from harm or trouble, what other parasites did the Order have that Kari and her superiors weren’t aware of?

      “Farewell,” Kari said dismissively, and Amastri left the office.

      Kari glanced at Aeligos.  She was surprised he’d had so little to add, but she took it to mean Amastri had been thorough in her disclosure.  He was concerned, no doubt thinking about Amastri’s suggestion to not bring any men, and he wasn’t happy about it.  Kari was glad for his protective nature, but it meant she was going to get resistance from her other brothers-in-law, from Grakin, and from Eli if she followed Amastri’s advice.  None of them would be content letting the women go separately into such a dangerous realm.

      “Aeligos, am I crazy to even be considering this?  Be honest.”

      “I’d be a hypocrite if I told you that you were,” he answered with a shrug.  “After all the times I’ve snuck into castles full of enemies and demons and whatever else all by myself… no, I don’t think you’re crazy.  Very brave, probably a little foolish, but I know what you’re trying to do and why.  It just aggravates me that I might not be able to help.”

      Kari nodded.  “But her information sounded good?  To be honest, it was a lot more detailed and open than I was expecting.”

      “Her info was good, and what she said about King Koursturaux putting effort into your plan… there’s something to that,” he answered.  “If you’re killed, Koursturaux doesn’t get her payment, and they know that now.  It’s possible she’s not interested in it and she wants to get you killed, but if that was her goal, I’m sure she has better resources at her disposal that don’t require elaborate schemes.  So yes, I think Amastri’s information was good and you can trust it, as much as you can trust anything the demons tell you.  The question that remains is whether it was enough.”

      “And did you make anything of the Overking’s rules?”

      “Sounds like he’s a smart king,” Aeligos said with another shrug.  “It doesn’t matter how powerful he is, if he has all those other demon kings under his rule, he’s got to use more than strength to keep them in line.  Sounds like he has a system of rules and laws that keep them fighting and undermining each other so they can’t undermine him.”

      Kari rose from her seat with a sigh.  “Subtle demons,” she muttered.  “Well, I guess there’s no avoiding it.  Let’s go tell the others what we’ve found out.”
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        * * *

      

      The family gathered for dinner again with all the same guests except for Eryn.  The half-brys assassin had flat-out refused to set foot in the underworld, and though neither Kari nor Aeligos had taken offense, Eryn ducked out of joining them for dinner, probably out of embarrassment.  She insisted it was because she had to hunt down the agent of Sekassus, but it was precisely the type of reaction Kari had hoped to avoid getting from her friends and family.  She knew what she was planning was dangerous and, despite what Aeligos had said, crazy to some extent, and she didn’t want anyone to feel ashamed for not wanting to go with her.

      Everyone ate quickly, eager to hear what Kari had to share after her second meeting with Amastri.  It was late; Kari had stayed longer than anticipated at the campus to let the council know what she’d found and get their input.  It seemed Amastri had been honest with her, and yet it didn’t ease Kari’s suspicions all that much, let alone those of the council.  She knew on top of being vicious and evil, the demon kings were cunning and could be subtle when they wanted; the council had warned her to take great care before jumping into the situation.

      Fortunately, I’ve got eleven days to reach a decision and figure out if I’m being baited into a trap by Koursturaux.  But what could I have done to draw her attention…?

      Once the dinner plates were cleared away and everyone was enjoying an after-dinner glass of wine—the ouzo hadn’t lasted beyond the first night it was open—Kari pulled out the stack of notes.  “So, we met with Amastri, and the information she gave us was thorough,” she said.  “I wouldn’t say it was good, though.  The first thing you should know is she advised against me taking any men to the underworld.  She said that would increase our chances of being attacked for whatever reason.”

      Erik bristled at those words but held his tongue for the time being, so Sonja took the opportunity to speak.  “But she said you can take other women with you?”

      “Yes, but she suggested only taking a couple,” Kari said.  She nodded toward Danilynn but kept her eyes on Sonja.  “Danilynn already wants to go; I know that.  Are you comfortable going?  I already asked Eryn, but she said she was busy with something else.  I mean, Amastri suggested I only take women, but that’s not an absolute.  I can take whoever is willing to go, but she insisted a small group of women would draw less attention.”

      Aeligos’ expression barely changed as Kari hid Eryn’s reasoning behind a polite fib.  “Don’t feel pressured to go, Sonja.  This isn’t a hunt or a fight Kari’s walking into, just a negotiation.  Might be that you could help her with that, but if you’re leery about your spells not working or anything else, just keep in mind this is supposed to be small and subtle.”

      Kari nodded in response to Aeligos’ words, but Sonja waved them off.  “No, I want to help.  If I can get a good look around at some of the cities or towns, I’ll probably be able to take us there in the future if I ever master transportation spells.  I’ve also been studying the infernal language—spoken and written—in my spare time, so it might do me a world of good to go there and actually encounter it in use firsthand.”

      Danilynn smiled.  “That’s helpful.  I’m quite well-versed in the infernal tongue myself, but multiple ears may hear different messages in the same words.”

      “So, after you finally get me to agree to go, I guess I’m not expected to help,” Eli said to Danilynn.  She stroked his jawline but said nothing.

      Erik gestured toward Danilynn.  “That’s a good point.  You’re certain this isn’t going to turn into a fight?” he asked Kari.  “I’d honestly rather send enough muscle with you to make any demons you come across in your travels think twice about coming after you.”

      Kari understood the sentiment, misplaced as it was.  “More muscle would make it more likely we were attacked, from what Amastri said.  She suggested if it’s just a few women, the demons would be afraid to do anything on the off chance we belonged to a king.  If there’s men with us, they’d probably assume we belonged to the men, and that wouldn’t end well.”

      “Sounds like a swell place,” Jol muttered, the only bit of sarcasm Kari could ever recall hearing from her eldest brother-in-law.

      “What’s your plan?  And how long will you be there?” Erik asked.

      “From what Amastri told us, we wouldn’t be heading there until eleven days from now,” Kari answered.  “We won’t know exactly where we’re headed—aside from Sorelizar, that is—until we arrive in Anthraxis and speak with King Morduri.  It seems King Koursturaux wants to pin all this on him if something goes wrong, so he’s our contact once we get there.  If I talk to him and it seems like a poor plan or a trap, we’ll have the option of coming home and forgetting the entire deal.  So, some of you can come to Anthraxis with us, and then we can see what King Morduri has to say about you going with us to see King Sekassus.”

      “But you don’t know how long you’d be gone?” Erik reiterated.

      “Well, from the way Amastri described the travel, about six to eight weeks or so,” Kari answered.  Grakin stiffened up at those words, and Kari bit her lip; she knew he was already anxious about her going, but if she was going to be gone that long, it was so much worse.  She had only been home from her hunt in Barcon for a day, and that hunt had taken her away for over a month as well.  “On the positive side, if everything she said was true, there really won’t be too much danger involved.  There shouldn’t be any fighting, and she said the most likely dangers would be natural ones—weather, animals, stuff like that.”

      “How do you plan to get back home?” he pressed.

      “The same way I plan to go there: with help from Eliza Chinchala,” Kari said.  Everyone perked up at her mention of Celigus’ daughter, especially Sonja.  “I’m assuming she’ll be able to take us there, and if she’s willing, I’ll ask her to bring us home, too.”

      “And you got all this from a succubus?” Ty balked.

      “She’s not a succubus,” Kari said, confident in her conclusions from her first meeting with Amastri.  “She’s part elf; I think she may be a mixture of races that are stuck in the underworld.  But she’s definitely not a succubus.  She doesn’t have the teeth.”

      That piqued Eli’s interest, and the half-corlyps warrior reached up absently to touch the side of his neck where Turillia had bitten him.  Kari didn’t miss the gesture, and she wondered if he and his companions had any idea when they’d dealt with Amastri.  While a succubus often hid her fangs through illusion or shapeshifting, Kari found they were usually easy to spot because they never quite got the teeth right.  Also, in their efforts to seduce and tempt mortals, they typically made themselves too attractive.  Amastri was a beautiful woman, but the way she used makeup, hair-styling, and fancy clothes to accentuate that beauty tipped Kari off.  Had Amastri been a succubus, she’d likely have just made herself a “perfect specimen” and then used those gifts she possessed as a demon to do the rest.  And even if Kari was wrong, it was still irrelevant; Amastri didn’t use the gifts even if she had them.

      Erik sighed.  “Well, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just say it: I don’t want you to go.  I think it’s a bad idea, I don’t think you can really trust Amastri, it’s probably all some elaborate trap to get you down there after they failed to get you in Barcon.  All that said, you’re the head of the Order now, and I trust you’ll make the right decision.  Just tell me that if you go, it’s going to be because you want to, and not because you have to live up to Turik Jalar’s reputation.”

      Kari bristled somewhat at that insinuation, but she didn’t get the chance to voice her thoughts right away.  “Lord Chinchala said not to go,” Kyrie added quietly, as was her way.  “You should consider that he may know something he doesn’t want to share, but which would convince you not to go if he did.”

      Kari waved her hand and the conversation came to an abrupt halt.  “I haven’t made my decision yet.  I have a lot to think about before I make up my mind.  On the one hand, we’re stumbling around in the dark when it comes to these underworld demons, and yet when they come here, they seem to know exactly what they’re after and how to get it.  None of us are safe as long as they know more about the Temple of Archons than we do, and we can only react to their efforts for so long before they simply overwhelm us.  What I have here is an opportunity to go down there and find out what we need to know to smash them in the mouth for a change, and with as little risk as anyone could expect.  But on the other hand, the plan hinges too much on avoiding notice and trusting in demons to follow some laws made to protect them, not us.  My only consolation right now is that we have an escape plan if we do go and things turn against us.  And this has nothing to do with Turik Jalar.”

      Erik bowed his head apologetically.  “When do you think you’ll make your decision?”

      “I’m going to wait to talk to Eliza, if she comes to see me,” Kari answered.  “Like I said, Amastri told us eleven days from now will be the perfect time to go, so there’s no rush to come to a decision.  The rest of you can make up your own minds… I’m not asking anyone to go with me, but if you want to come, the choice is yours.  Just remember, it may only be us girls leaving the city, if that’s what King Koursturaux and King Morduri think will best keep this all a secret.”

      “I’m in,” Aeligos said.

      “Same here,” Eli added.

      Erik stared at Kari for a minute, but then shook his head.  “I think I’ll stay behind with Jol.  One thing that’s bothering me about this plan is that this whole thing may be a trick to get us to leave Grakin and Little Gray unprotected.  I think Jol and I can handle things, and maybe Damansha can convince her commandant to assign some watchmen to keeping an eye on the house while you’re gone.”

      “I’d be happy to,” Damansha said.  “I’m certain the commandant will be glad to assist the head of the Demonhunter Order.”

      “Where do you want me, sis?” Ty asked.  “If you’re going for subtle, that’s not my strong point, obviously.  Do you want me to stay here and help Erik and Jol keep an eye on things?”

      Kari nodded.  “I think that would be best.  Aeligos and Eli both have more experience in moving around unseen and avoiding notice.  Even if they get stuck in Anthraxis, I can have them nose around and see how much they can find out about, well, everything.  Just everyone keep in mind, I haven’t made a decision yet, but this needs to be kept quiet until we’ve already gone.  Damansha, that means you’ll want to wait until after we leave to mention extra guards around our house.”

      Damansha agreed, and with the conversation over, most of the others got up and left the table, some to go to bed, others to read by the fire.  Damansha and Serenjols headed upstairs to Jol’s bedroom, and Kari smiled.  She’d noticed earlier in the morning that Serenjols had slept on the floor the night before.  Damansha had stayed the night as a guest, but she and Jol still hadn’t shared a bed so far as Kari knew; they were taking their relationship slowly.  It was a pleasant thing for Kari to see, since she understood they were basing their relationship on something other than sex.  In her experience, those were the relationships that lasted a long time.

      Funny coming from me considering how quickly Grakin and I went about it, she thought.  Maybe I’m not the best person to be passing judgments on the quality or strength of others’ relationships, but I think my instincts are pretty good where family is concerned.

      The only relationship Kari still knew little about was Kyrie’s: her mother-in-law had never divorced her mate, but she never spoke of him and neither did her children.  Kari knew he was a demonhunter; she wondered how rude it would be to find out who he was.  At the least, she thought she could find out where he was stationed and for what reason.

      “You know I love you and I trust you,” Kyrie said, and she reached her hand toward Kari.  Kari met her halfway and she gave Kari’s hand a squeeze.  “I have tried to find out as much as I can about the underworld from Kaelariel.  Since he grew up there, he knows a little of its layout, but not much of its politics.  One thing he mentioned that goes with what Amastri has told you: The city of Anthraxis is completely neutral territory.  None of the kings may hunt you or harm you while you are within the city, except for the Overking.  As long as you avoid his attention, you should be somewhat safe while you’re there.  I am worried for your safety, of course, but if there is one person on Citaria I believe could accomplish this task of yours, it is you.”

      “I can’t give you any real reason I would trust any of these demons or so-called demons,” Kari said.  “But this seems too complicated to be a trap; they’ve had so many opportunities to kill me, and they haven’t.  If anything keeps me safe, it may just be the fact that I’m Salvation’s Dawn.  That doesn’t mean they won’t capture me, but they may be afraid to kill me if they know I’m needed for whatever their real goal is.  That’s the only reason I’m considering this.”

      Kyrie glanced at Grakin, the only person at the table with them other than Little Gray, and she glanced around to make sure all her other children and guests had left the area.  “I didn’t want to say this in front of the others, because it’s not something that can be common knowledge,” she said when she turned back to Kari.  “If you decide to go, if something happens and this turns out to be a giant trap, wherever you are, call upon Kaelariel.”

      “He’d come for me?” Kari asked, shocked.  It was an intriguing thought: if the gods could enter the underworld, why were there still demon kings?

      “No, the gods are prevented from entering the underworld by whatever mechanism or trick of divine power keeps the demon kings and their subjects from Citaria,” Kyrie said.  “But the god of freedom can pull strings among those he knew in his younger days, and at the request of his high priestess, will do so gladly.  Understand, this doesn’t mean we want you to go or think it’s a good idea, but if you go, my lord’s aid will go with you.”

      Kari turned and looked at Grakin, and he smiled.  Did he know that was true all along, and he was simply trying to talk her out of going anyway?  And was that the real reason Celigus had advised her not to go: he was afraid Kaelariel might overstep his bounds and upset things in Celigus’ homeland?

      Well, whatever the case, if I go, I’ll be as safe as is possible in the underworld.  There’s the risk of being attacked, killed, or imprisoned, but we’ve minimized that risk as much as possible.

      “Well, I’d better get some sleep.  I have a lot to consider,” Kari said, and she hoisted up her son as she rose.

      She took Little Gray to his room, tucked him in, and said his prayers with him.  Once he lay down and closed his eyes, Kari shut the curtains, glanced around for any trace of “the Fuzzy Man,” and then joined Grakin in their bedroom.  He didn’t bother saying anything to try to sway her decision, and they made love in the quiet of the deepening night.  Given the anxiety of the decision before her, it was exactly the comfort Kari needed to get her thoughts straight and look at things objectively.
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      It wasn’t often that a full-blooded demon set foot on the campus of the Demonhunter Order.  In fact, to Kari’s knowledge, it had never happened.  It was possible Celigus had once walked the campus grounds, and perhaps some other demon had done so through guile—it seemed the Wraith could go anywhere without attracting attention.  Whatever the case, when Kari reached the campus for work the next morning, not only was there a full-blooded demon standing in the campus’ central square, but she remained completely unmolested by the hunters.

      The last time Kari had seen Eliza Chinchala was in her prior life.  She had met the girl once on a visit to the stronghold of her father, which at the time was in the Badlands of southeastern Terrassia.  Eliza had barely seen eighteen summers then, but she was bright and beautiful, with a strong grasp of the arcane that was only enhanced by the power she had inherited from her father.  Kari had met Eliza only briefly before leaving Celigus’ fortress, and that had been mere weeks before Kari had perished from Dracon’s Bane.

      Looking at her now, Eliza had blossomed into a striking woman.  She was voluptuous and curvy, sporting the beautiful figure of her succubus mother.  What intensified that, however, was the woman’s stately dress and the way she held herself.  She had her long, brown hair up in a high tail the same way Amastri seemed to prefer, exposing her long, pointed ears and the milky-white skin of her neck.  While Eliza didn’t serve in her father’s court, she seemed to have all the dignity and grace to suggest she could if she wanted to.  Dressed in a gorgeous robe of red, black, and white, she showed all the seductive charm of her mother along with the poise and strength of character her father was known for.

      Eliza recognized Kari and approached.  Kari assumed the woman had heard all about her resurrection.  It was still strange that an underworld demon stood on the campus of the Order without reservation or being under threat of arrest or harm.  Most of the recruits and virtually all the established hunters and teachers on campus knew who Eliza was and recognized that she was an ally regardless of her heritage.  Despite fighting a half-succubus just weeks before, Kari trusted Eliza more than her father.  Eliza not only served Kaelariel, but she was a member of the High Council of Wizardry—which meant a group of the world’s strongest archmages not only knew who she was, but had welcomed her into their circle.  That alone spoke volumes to Kari, despite how little she knew of that council or its workings.

      The half-succubus’ smile was disarming and genuine as she stepped before Kari and offered one of her delicate hands for a shake.  “Lady Vanador, it is so good to meet you… again,” she quipped, her lips curling up and showing the succubus fangs Kari had been musing about just the night before.  The laughter spread even to her pink eyes, unlike Amastri’s smile.

      “Thank you for coming, but please, call me Kari,” she answered.  She gestured toward the administrative building and then began walking toward it, and Eliza fell into step beside her.  “Did you just arrive?  Would you like to get something to eat?”

      “No, thank you,” Eliza replied.  “It’s the middle of the night where I’ve come from, but I wanted to make certain I arrived here at a proper hour for you.  Master Maelstrom passed along word of your intentions, so I wanted to come speak to you regarding your preparations for the journey, and to see if you had any concerns I might be able to assuage.”

      Kari led Eliza to her office but didn’t miss the looks of the administrative workers when she passed.  People may have trusted Eliza and her father to some extent, but there was no getting around the fact that they were demons.  It didn’t matter that Eliza was considered an ally.

      Should I be nervous, too?  A little bit, at least? Kari wondered, thinking back to her previous life, when people started to trust Kaelariel and some of the serilis-rir.

      They reached Kari’s office and the demonhunter sat behind her desk.  Eliza took the same seat Amastri had, and Kari juxtaposed the women in her mind.  Even though Amastri was completely mortal—or half-angel, if she was to be believed—Kari didn’t trust her at all.  Yet Eliza was fully demon—her mother a succubus and her father a demon king—and Kari trusted her completely.  It was so strange, and Kari found she had a hard time qualifying her viewpoint.  The word demon bounced around the walls of her mind for a couple of minutes, and she wondered how much the word really meant in the end.

      If “demons” like Eliza can align with the gods and “half-angels” can align with the forces of evil, how much do the labels of angel and demon really mean in the end?

      Kari decided to stop wasting Eliza’s time being philosophical.  “Let me start by asking you this: Do you know Amastri D’al’cinyiore?”

      “I know of her, but we haven’t met,” Eliza answered.  “She’s a minor sorceress, so we keep an eye on her for activity, but I otherwise have little to do with her.  I know she’s a spy for King Koursturaux; I assume you’ve been using her for information about this trip to my homeworld you’re considering?”

      Kari nodded.  “Yes, but I’m not sure how much I can really trust her.  I’m nervous that this could all just be a trap.  I was hoping you could confirm some of what she’s told me, and that you could take me and several others to the underworld if we decide to go.”

      The half-succubus chuckled.  “Mehr’Durillia,” she said, and Kari tilted her head.  “Our world is called Mehr’Durillia, and despite everything you may have heard, it is far from being the underworld.”

      Kari sat forward in her seat.  “How much can you tell me about your world and its demons?”

      “If I wasn’t interested in ever returning there, I suppose I could tell you everything,” Eliza said.  She twisted her lips to the side and scratched absently at her cheek.  “In all honesty, I shouldn’t need to tell you much.  Everything you want and need to know, you’re going to find out rather quickly once you’ve gone there and interacted with some of its people.  Your people have never gone there in numbers or spent any significant time there—not even your hero Turik Jalar—so you’re fairly ignorant to what’s blatant once you’ve spent some time on Mehr’Durillia.  Perhaps you should start by telling me why you’re going there, and I’ll tell you if what Amastri said can be trusted.”

      Kari nodded and began laying out the tale of Se’ceria and her daughter Se’sasha.  She only left out the part about Koursturaux setting foot on Citaria, but otherwise tried to include every detail she could.  She relayed the tale all the way up to and including the attempted assassination in her home, the fact that the Wraith had saved her life, and everything she could remember of Amastri’s plan.  Eliza was intrigued by the story, but she never once interrupted, taking in everything with only a change in expression here and there to indicate surprise or understanding.

      “This is more complicated than I expected,” the half-succubus said at length.  “At the very least, I can tell you that if King Koursturaux has an opportunity to aggravate or humiliate King Sekassus in some way, then you can trust that her involvement is genuine to see to that end.  That doesn’t mean, however, that King Koursturaux cares one whit about you or whether you survive.  To her, you’re just a tool to be used to barb one of her foes.  By extension, though, you can trust that if she’s chosen to involve King Morduri, she will have cowed him into doing exactly what she wants by some form of threat.  That means King Morduri may not be pleased with helping you, though, so you may need to tread very lightly around him—more so than you already should around a king.

      “If your travels across Mehr’Durillia are going to last for a month or more as you think, then you’re going to learn a great deal about our world and its peoples.  I won’t lie to you, Kari: You’re going to be surprised by much of what you learn.  My father, siblings, and I have been unable to tell you much of anything because of the threat of retaliation and banishment, but the information isn’t exactly a secret.  If I may suggest something, do your best to befriend as many people as you can while there, and learn everything they can tell you.  Then, when you come home, not only will you have this priestess to draw from, but first-hand experience dealing with the people of Mehr’Durillia.  And then you will better know how its kings operate, and how to counter them.”

      “So, your father is already considered a traitor to the Overking?” Kari prodded.

      “To an extent, yes,” Eliza answered.  “For the time being, he’s maintained a strict neutrality between our worlds, so the Overking views him as a potential pawn.  But if we were to betray the Overking’s secrets or make it plain that we were feeding you information to foil the kings’ plans, that would carry much more dire consequences.  Banishment from our home world would be the best scenario; at worst, we might be hunted down by the very creature who saved your life only days ago.”

      “You mean the elestram, the Wraith?” Kari asked, sitting up a little straighter.

      “Aye,” the half-succubus said.  “I wouldn’t be too sure he’s an elestram; you’re the first person I’ve ever heard confirm just what he is.  He didn’t earn the nickname the Wraith by being seen often or in his true form.  But when he’s sent to execute someone by the Overking’s orders, their death is all but assured.”

      Kari considered that.  “So, he works for the Overking?”

      “No, he’s a mercenary,” Eliza corrected.  “He works for whoever pays him.  Doubtless only the kings can afford his services, though.”

      “So, can you take us to the… um, Mehr’Durillia and back?” Kari asked.

      Eliza nodded.  “Yes, I can do that.  And I can remain in Anthraxis until you return and bring you home.  Just make sure you understand that I am Celigus’ daughter, and I cannot legally enter another king’s domain without their permission—which I’m unlikely to receive.  So, I’ll be useless to you with your overall rescue mission.  I can, however, show you around some of the city and introduce you to both King Koursturaux and King Morduri.”

      Kari shook her head.  “Amastri said we’re not to talk to or im… implicate?” she stuttered, and Eliza nodded.  “We’re not to talk to or implicate King Koursturaux in any way.”

      Eliza put her hand over her mouth, and she blew out a long sigh through her nose.  “That means it’s going to make King Sekassus furious.  I’m sure it already goes without saying but make certain you’re out of Sorelizar before the Seven Days’ Grace expires.”

      Kari snorted.  “There’s one other thing I hope you can tell me about, something you and Amastri haven’t really explained.  From what Amastri’s told me of this plan, we have to cross the realm of… Tess’Vorg, home of King Emanitar?  Is there anything you can tell me about him, and whether or not crossing his realm is going to be a mistake?”

      Eliza took in a deep breath, thinking to herself.  Kari figured she had to be careful how much she said, but that she knew a lot about the subject.  Kari hated to put Eliza in such a position, risking betrayal and its consequences, but she trusted Eliza to know how to toe the line to keep herself safe while helping as much as possible.  Again, there was that strange feeling of trusting a demon to verify information given by a mortal, but Kari brushed it aside.  She tried to simply look at Eliza as an ally, and not worry about what other labels one could put on the woman.

      “King Emanitar presents an interesting range of possibilities,” Eliza said at last.  “No one is quite sure if King Emanitar is exceptionally cunning or if he simply has no ambition.  You must understand that despite his relatively low station on the council—he is eleventh amongst the kings, just outside those considered the major kings—he is possibly the oldest and certainly one of the most powerful.  Some believe he is allowing the Overking to demote him again and again so that he can destroy as many kings as he likes.  Others, including the Overking, believe he is defeated in spirit, and that King Emanitar no longer has the ambition to advance his station.

      “Personally, I don’t know King Emanitar well, but I have spoken with him from time to time when I accompany Father to a council session.  I believe both sides may be wrong, and that King Emanitar is simply content with where he is and what he has, and so his rank means as little to him as invading or cowing his neighbors.  My instincts tell me that the biggest danger King Emanitar will pose to you is in the realm of curiosity: You may, if you cross his realm, pique his interest enough that he may detain you, for lack of a better term, to sate that curiosity.  He may take a great interest in you as a hunter, but then again, perhaps not.”

      “You don’t think he’d harm us, though?  Or make us go around his realm to avoid any sort of… implication in this plot?” Kari asked.

      “Not likely,” Eliza answered.  “Especially if he knows you’re going to do something that will make King Sekassus angry.  I’m not sure of the details, but something happened between King Emanitar and King Sekassus many years ago, and neither makes any effort to hide their animosity.  King Emanitar typically shows little in the way of emotion toward any of the other kings except for King Koursturaux and King Morduri, but his hatred of King Sekassus is no mystery to anyone.”

      Kari tilted her head.  “So, they might involve King Emanitar in this plan…?”

      Eliza thought about it but ultimately shrugged.  “I’m not certain.  King Koursturaux was once kast’wa to King Emanitar… she was his mate, you might say, though the bond was not like what your people call being mated.  A kast’wa is something unique among the kings; it is more a political mating, you might say, aimed at creating princes of power but with otherwise no ties between the pair.  As for King Morduri, his father and King Emanitar were friends for many centuries, and as I have heard it, King Emanitar was as an uncle to King Morduri—a rare thing amongst the kings and nobles of my homeland.”

      Kari blinked.  It eased her tensions about crossing Tess’Vorg and whether Emanitar could be trusted, at least.  She wasn’t sure what to make of the trio of kings, but the fact that they were all interconnected posed another possible issue for Kari.  Were all three of them involved in this plot?  And how had Koursturaux and Emanitar become lovers?  Eliza said it was a political thing, but that didn’t explain why a creature fitting Koursturaux’s description would be in any way attractive or attracted to a mallasti.  That the kings might be able to produce children when they looked so vastly different was a shock, and the thought of what such children might look like or how powerful they might be was staggering.

      “So, you think this might work?  This plan of ours?” Kari asked, curious for an outside opinion.

      “I see no immediate concerns that would lead me to say no,” Eliza said.  “My homeland can be dangerous, Kari, but it’s not as though you’ll arrive there and be killed on sight.  As much as you want to learn about the kings and their capabilities, they want to learn about you and yours.  That’s why they work so hard to plant spies among your people, and why they’re eager to entangle you in their plots and schemes.  If this world is one the Overking is interested in conquering, then every trip you make to Mehr’Durillia gives him that much more information about you, your Order, and how you do things.  It is like a delicate game of chess played with living pieces.”

      Kari nodded.  That was about as positive an answer as she was likely to get.  The best and safest option, she knew, was to simply leave Se’sasha to her fate and remain home.  It might make Danilynn and Eli unhappy, but it would also keep them alive—not to mention Kari.  More than that, though, it meant the Order would still be blind to what was going on in the lands and the minds of their… Mehr’Durillian adversaries.  With the increased interest in the Temple of Archons, being blind or ignorant were things they could ill afford anymore.  In the grand scheme of things, Kari understood, as much as she didn’t like it, that three lives weighed in the balance against the millions that could be saved were inconsequential.

      “Let me ask you a couple more questions,” Kari said at length, and Eliza nodded.  “What can you tell me about a mallasti sorceress named Emma, or… Emmalikas, if I remember right?”

      “She’s one of the Overking’s slaves, but slave casts a shadow over the importance of her position,” Eliza said.  “She is his closest and most highly regarded servant.  No doubt you will see her when you visit Anthraxis, considering the council will be in session at the time.  I know your Order has been trying to find out about or capture her for some time, but that will be more easily imagined than accomplished.  She is the Overking’s eyes and ears, and with the amount of time she’s spent on Citaria, I imagine she has also been acting as his hands, making certain those under him do not lay claim to anything here before he does.”

      “That’s what we were starting to suspect,” Kari agreed.  “She seems to show up whenever some king or other tries to invade or work some trouble here and puts a stop to it one way or another.”  Eliza nodded again.  “So, what can you tell me as far as how powerful she is?  I heard a wizard say that calling her an archmage would be an understatement.  I don’t know a lot about the arcane; how many different ranks are there, especially above archmage?”

      Eliza put her hand to her chin and cocked her head.  “Honestly, Kari, how detailed an answer are you looking for?  The nuances of the arcane are many and varied; understanding them is one of the fundamental building blocks of learning to wield it.  If I were to explain it all to you, it would be the equivalent of an apprentice learning the basics from a master.  You’re not interested in learning to be a wizard, are you?”

      “Gods, no,” Kari said, and the half-succubus chuckled.  “I don’t think I have the mind for that sort of thing.  Education has never exactly been my strength.”

      “I think you sell yourself short in that regard,” Eliza countered, “but no matter.  To give you a short answer, the term archmage is a title given to recognize mastery of the arcane; it does not necessarily denote strength or power.  An archmage is simply one who has mastered the varied theories of the arcane and can adeptly call upon any and all of them.  The assumption that it has to do with power is a common misconception, even among practitioners of the arcane.”

      “Are you an archmage yet?” Kari interjected.

      The half-succubus nodded.  “Yes, I’ve been considered an archmage for some years now.  We of the High Council of Wizardry are all archmages, most of us with scores, if not hundreds of years of experience and mastery in the arts.  Much of my power came from my father, but I was tutored by Archmage Percival Cintalas of SouthWind, though my mastery took many more years than it should have because of my decision to marry and have children.  I suppose to help answer your question, I could point out that Emmalikas is far, far more practiced and powerful than I am.  There are only a couple of my fellow archmages on the High Council who could stand against her in a contest of arcane might, but that would not be a pretty sight.”

      “So, she’s a weapon,” Kari mused.

      “Very much so, but one the Overking has not used to full effect yet,” Eliza confirmed.  “Don’t make the mistake of thinking she is friendly or harmless because she stays in the shadows and works through manipulation.  She is exceedingly dangerous, due in no small part to the misconception that she is simply a spy or observer.”

      Kari thought of how Eli always insisted Emma was just an observer and that he considered her a friend.  It was a dangerous trap to fall into, and Emma’s abilities as a manipulator seemed much more potent in light of having fooled Eli and his companions.  True, there was the mitigating factor of their companion, Tormaar, being Emma’s child, but that was something they hadn’t found out until after their dealings with Emma were complete.  The more Kari was exposed to the schemes of the underworld—Mehr’Durillian, whatever the case may be—kings, the more she understood how easy and how dangerous it was to get wrapped up in them.

      It was a lot for Kari to think about, but Eliza’s words and her willingness to take Kari and her friends to Mehr’Durillia eased some of her tensions.  Kari thought of one other thing that urged her toward going: a trip to Mehr’Durillia, during which she learned a lot and from which she returned safely, might make the kings worry about Kari and her Order for a change.  All she had to do was give them the impression that she was learning their secrets as quickly as they were learning those of Citaria, and with that thought, Turik Jalar’s own seemingly brash actions made a lot more sense.  It almost didn’t matter what demands he had laid before the Overking—the mere fact that he had done so must have made the kings leery about crossing him.

      “Thanks so much for coming and agreeing to help,” Kari said, to which Eliza simply bowed her head politely.  “You mentioned you were married; how are your husband and kids?”

      A strange expression crossed Eliza’s face momentarily, and Kari got the impression she had misspoken.  “I married a human,” the half-succubus said, no trace of being upset in her even voice.  “He died many years ago.  My descendants live mainly in and around the city of Solaris on Terrassia, but none of my children or descendants inherited my longevity.  It’s a strange thing to have gone through… to watch your loved ones die while you remain young.”

      “I can believe that,” Kari said quietly, and though Eliza seemed to pick up on what she meant, the half-succubus was too polite to get inquisitive.  “Well, I’m sure I’ve already taken up too much of your time.  For the moment, I’ve made the decision to go.  So, if you could return ten days from now and take some of us to… Mehr’Durillia, I’d appreciate that.  Even if your father did think it would be a bad idea.”

      “Father is concerned about doing anything to upset the fragile state of his relationship with the Overking, since some of our family still reside in Sansrigar,” Eliza said.  “Try to think of his refusal to help and his advice not to go as a formality, and not his true feelings on the matter.  Accordingly, while I’m certain he will not ignore you if you see him in Anthraxis, do not expect to spend time in his presence; he will want to keep up appearances.”

      “Understood; thank you,” Kari said.  She rose to escort Eliza to the front door, but once they had said their farewells, the archmage rose to her feet and, with a gesture, vanished with a pop.
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      Kari took the time to relay her conversation with Eliza and her decision to the Council of the Order, as well as most of her family.  When she returned to the administrative building, everyone was on their feet.  It took her only moments to realize why when she saw the handsome but weathered face of Duke Christopher Bosimar amongst them.

      The duke had once been an attractive man, and Kari could remember, even from her brief encounter, that his son, Jason, had inherited those handsome features.  The duke had his black hair cut short with the top in spikey rows.  He’d once been a soldier—a general in his father’s army—but he’d cut his hair short when he ascended to the position of duke.  He still had well-defined muscles and only a few age-lines across his snout and cheeks, and his shrewd black eyes took in Kari as she approached.

      “Your Grace,” Kari greeted him formally with a respectful bow.  She’d never paid much attention to the nobility or etiquette, but now that she was a baroness and landowner, she knew she might be called to the duke’s court from time to time.  She didn’t expect to become a true “lady” of the court, but at the same time, she was well-respected on account of her position as head of the Demonhunter Order and a hero from the past.

      “Lady Vanador,” the duke returned in warm, even tones.  “I had hoped to discuss this new title being afforded to you on account of the Duke of Sutherland.  If you have the time…?”

      Despite the phrasing and the inflection that made it sound like a question, Kari knew it wasn’t a request.  The duke was a busy man, and if he was affording Kari his time, then she was expected to drop everything and attend to his agenda.  “Yes, of course, Your Grace,” she said, but she considered her attire.  “Should I get changed into something more presentable?”

      The duke waved off her concerns.  “Not at all.  In fact, as we will be traveling to see your property, it might be best if you come as you are.”

      He smiled, and Kari could see where Jason had gotten his charisma.  Many people disliked or distrusted the duke because he was unable to get rid of the Blood Order—the assassin’s guild that ran the city’s illegal activities.  The majority, on the other hand, felt he did an excellent job keeping the Blood Order relatively under control and also keeping the city prosperous despite the guild’s illicit activities.  Kari fell somewhere in the middle.  She respected the duke’s position and the fact that he was Jason Bosimar’s father, but she certainly felt he could try harder to eliminate the guild.  She kept her opinions to herself, though; he was the duke, his position was worthy and demanding of respect, and as the head of a world-wide law enforcement agency, Kari gave it to him implicitly.

      “Please let Lord Allerius know I’ll be back on campus in a while,” Kari said to Virginia, one of the secretaries, and the human woman nodded.  Kari gestured toward the door and preceded the duke outside.

      “I understand you fought quite a battle in Barcon that drew the attention of the Duke of Sutherland,” he commented as they walked leisurely toward the campus’ main gate.  “As a former soldier and general, I have ever been a student of history, Lady Vanador, and your story has always fascinated me.  Most are awe-struck by the work of Turik Jalar, and indeed, the Avatar was a fantastic fighter and leader by all accounts.  However, I was always more intrigued by your own accomplishments, for what you did, you did in half a lifetime, and without the backing of the entire Order.”

      “Turik Jalar threw a list of demands at the feet of the Overking of the underworld, Your Grace,” Kari said with a gentle shake of her head, not bothering to call it by its correct name.  “I don’t think I’ll ever manage to do something quite like that.”

      The duke looked around to see if anyone else was in the vicinity, then lowered his voice.  “Yet if what I have heard whispered is true, you are planning to go to the Overking’s very world and pluck something that the demon kings surely do not wish taken from them, no?” he asked with that warm smile again.

      Kari couldn’t smile in return, her blood simmering that word had already spread to the duke himself of her plans.  Damansha seemed the most likely guilty party if word had reached the duke so quickly, but Kari tried not to get too worked up about it, particularly in his presence.  People finding out about her plans didn’t put her in any more danger, though it did make it more likely the families of her prisoners would be executed by Sekassus.  It was something she was trying to avoid, but in all honesty, she wasn’t even sure why.

      She smiled after a few moments, not because she was glad he knew of her plans or even because of how awestruck he was with her accomplishments, but because of the way he spoke and treated her.  He was a well-mannered and practiced speaker, and Kari wondered if that had molded him to become duke, or if becoming duke had molded those qualities in him.  If he’d been a general under his father, she imagined the former was probably the truth.

      “Well, I’m not sure how that’s going to go, Your Grace,” Kari said.  “It’d probably make my friends choke to hear me say it, but I think it sounds too easy.  I’m suspicious about it all.”

      The smile disappeared as he nodded.  “You are a wise leader, Lady Vanador.  That is why you are suspicious when things seem too easy.  Your friends may not see it this way, simply being happy with the prospect of surviving and making it home, without considering the possibility they may be allowed to do so to serve some other end.  Believe me when I say I understand what you think and feel regarding this.  Any time I manage to negotiate something with one of my earls, or one of my fellow dukes, and things go too easily, my first assumption is always that I missed something.  It is this diligence that will keep you and, consequently, your Order, safe from the machinations of the demon kings.”

      “I certainly hope so,” Kari said, then quickly added, “Your Grace.”

      The duke smiled again, and once they passed through the main gate of the campus, he gestured toward a stately carriage.  There was a young rir male sitting in the driver’s seat dressed in a formal garment akin to a tuxedo.  His hair was cut meticulously short and brushed into a neat and formal style.  He hardly turned to look at what went on around him, but when Kari and the duke approached, he hopped down quickly, opened the door, and offered his hand to assist Kari in getting up into the back.  He bowed low while the duke climbed up into the carriage, and Duke Bosimar ordered him to take them northward to the DeSales Estate.  The duke took a seat with his back to the driver so he could speak face-to-face with Kari.

      “You will, of course, be allowed to change the name of the estate to whatever you wish,” he said once the driver got the carriage underway.

      “What happened to the previous occupants?” Kari asked, and again she had to amend her question by adding Your Grace to the end of it.

      “Sadly, the DeSales family has been wiped out,” he returned.  “I understand there was some incident several years back, and those who survived it were unfortunately slain in the War.  I have since been running the vineyards and groves as property of the duchy, so the land did not go to waste, but now it will be yours to do with as you please.  If you wish to keep the vineyards and groves producing, I will assign my workers to you at no charge, assuming you pay them a fair wage.”

      Kari nodded but didn’t want to think about trying to run a vineyard or an estate.  It was enough work being a mother and the head of the Demonhunter Order; the last thing she needed was a household and land to run.  Workers, wages, income, expenses—it was too much for her to consider.  She supposed it might be something for Aeligos to do while things were quiet; he was shrewd, intelligent, and good with numbers.  That also brought Typhonix to mind, as he was—strangely—a student of economics and might have pointers on how to run things.  She almost laughed as she considered she’d have to pay them a fair wage, too, to run her household.

      They passed out of the north end of DarkWind and along the wide road that circled the city.  The roads were still being repaired from all the damage and neglect they’d suffered during and shortly after the War, and the walls around the northern estates were also in need of repair.  Still, the land was recovering, being managed diligently by the landlords and the workers who tended the fields.  Even before they entered the DeSales Estate, Kari could see it would be a prosperous holding for her.  Its vineyards stretched in rows for what seemed like miles, and only the pocked road leading up to the house gave pause to the endless march of vines.

      It said something that the duke was taking money out of the estate but not putting any back into it, but she kept that thought tucked away.  What troubled her was knowing she’d have to do the same until she had the funds to have the road repaired.  As it stood, she had almost no money to her name: what wages she earned as a demonhunter, she gave to her mother-in-law to help with the upkeep of the house and its pantries.  If she was now the baroness of this estate, she would have to find some money somewhere to make sure its workers weren’t just paid, but also taken care of in terms of having a safe and efficient environment in which to work.  It seemed running an estate might be similar to commanding the Order in some regards.

      “Your Grace, what are my duties as one of your baronesses?” Kari asked.  The carriage was approaching the house at a fair pace, but they had time to chat and she didn’t want the duke to think she was ignoring him.

      Duke Bosimar waved a hand dismissively.  “Normally, a baroness would be expected to keep a standing militia to defend not only her land, but that of the duchy when called upon,” he explained.  “However, the baronies here are protected by my own army, which is funded by taxes due and paid by the baronies each year after harvest.  You have my ear as a baroness: since this county has no earl, you may access my court at your leisure to express concerns, or else hear those of your neighbors.  To be honest, Lady Vanador, the title is more one to distinguish you from non-landowners.  Your mother may own a beautiful home in my city, but you are now a landowner, and will be afforded a good amount of respect on account of it.  Of course, you likely will not notice this respect because of that your position already commands.”

      Kari chuckled and bowed her head as the carriage pulled up in front of the house.  Like the road, the house was in need of repair: painting, new shutters, and some shingles that were missing.  Kari wasn’t a carpenter, but missing shingles meant there was probably a number of leaks in the roof, and if that was the case, the floors were probably damaged.  She tried not to get overwhelmed by how much the repairs might cost, again reminding herself that she had time and, more importantly, somewhere else to live until those repairs could be realized.

      The duke took the time to show Kari around the inside of the house, and just as she’d expected, the floors and ceilings were damaged by water in many places.  The ground floor was comprised of a grand, open foyer with a dual staircase leading to the second floor—not unlike the keep of Markus Garant in Lajere.  There were two sitting rooms; a library; a long, open dining room; and a kitchen big enough to prepare feasts for the dining room when full.  There was a short hallway that led to an attached outhouse, which would be nice during the cold winters.  All six of the bedrooms were located on the second floor, along with a second library and reading room.  All in all, it was a grand, stately house, damaged as it was, though the books were mostly molded over or rotting, and the curtains and tapestries had been stolen for fuel, blanketing, or other needs.

      He showed Kari out to the master bedroom’s balcony, which faced north to overlook the fields.  While the southern half of the property was a vineyard, the northern half was an olive grove that climbed up into the distant hills.  Kari was impressed; a vineyard would be profitable enough, but both grapes and olives would pull in a small fortune every year.  She’d never worked a farm in her life, but she knew this much: wine and olive oil were high-demand items, and with the size of the land she had just inherited, she stood to make an awful lot of money from them.  All that remained was to find the coin to keep the place going until the money started flowing in the right direction.

      “How far out does my property extend, Your Grace?” Kari asked quietly, surveying her land with a discerning eye.

      “Out to those hills in the north,” he said.  “Beyond that is generally considered no man’s land, so if you can extend your crops a bit farther and keep your lands safe and under control, I certainly will not complain.  Although I imagine if the DeSales family opted not to expand in that direction, the land is either unsuitable or simply too much to control.”

      “That’s not exactly what I had in mind, Your Grace,” Kari said.  “I was more interested in whether or not I could build a temple on my land.”

      “A temple?  To whom?”

      “To the god of the czarikk, called Sakkrass,” Kari answered.  The duke was equal parts surprised and confused, waiting for Kari to elaborate.  “I’ve grown close to their people in the years since the Apocalypse, and I have a rather unique relationship with their god.”

      “And you hope to attract some of the lizard-folk to your land by building this temple?”

      “Maybe,” Kari said.  She shrugged.  “I guess I’m not sure what I expect.  I just feel like it’s something I should do.”

      He regarded her for a silent minute.  “You realize I must refuse on principle, if nothing else.  This Sakkrass is completely unknown to me or any of our people, with the exception of yourself and perhaps a few others.  I do not wish to insult you or this deity whom I do not know, but erecting a temple to some unknown god outside of my city… this is something my citizens would not likely tolerate.  So, I will lay this stipulation upon the both of you: if you wish to build a temple to the czarikk god, then you must first convince me that he is worthy of my trust.  Tell him to give me some sign that I can trust him, and I will consider your request.  Until such time, the answer is no.  Understand that being a landowner will not allow you to circumvent my word on this matter.”

      “I wouldn’t even try, Your Grace,” Kari returned with a respectful bow of her head.  “I may be the head of the Demonhunter Order, but I’m still a woman under authority, and I will always respect that authority.”

      That made him smile genuinely.  “I see I should be thankful to the Duke of Sutherland for negotiating this bargain with me,” he said, but then he put his finger before the end of his snout.  “Not that I shall ever tell him that, you understand.”

      He let out a hearty chuckle and Kari joined him, glad her relationship with the duke was off to a healthy start.  With her doubts about the Blood Order, she hadn’t been sure how she’d deal with him when they finally met.  She followed him down and out of the house, and soon they were in the carriage again, headed back to the campus of the Demonhunter Order.  They made small talk along the way, and the duke gave Kari some advice on raising the funds to have her land and home repaired.  He assured her that the upcoming harvest’s profits would be hers to keep, but that the harvest was still some time away, so she would need to take care of things in the meantime.  His first suggestion was that she try to borrow it from her own Order, since she could return the money threefold if she wished.

      Well, it’s an idea, at least, she thought.

      Once back at the gates to the campus, Kari thanked the duke for his gracious gift, even though it was from the Duke of Sutherland, and for his suggestions about raising capital to get the estate in order.   He left her with a cordial goodbye, and Kari walked back onto the campus, trying to ignore the wide-eyed stares of the guards at the gate.  Considering the previous Avatar had been the duke’s son and probably never received such treatment, Kari could understand the guards’ shock.  Then again, she thought perhaps their wide-eyed stares were more in line with seeing something scandalous.  She rolled her eyes at herself and tried not to dwell on it: hunters were trained not to partake of gossip, for all the good it did in the end.

      Kari returned to the administrative building, but before she could even head to her office, there was a bustle of activity.  She suppressed a sigh; this was what being in charge was going to mean for the better part of the next decade or so of her life.  She waited while the other hunters and secretaries chatted excitedly amongst themselves, but it wasn’t long before they noted their commander’s presence and saluted her respectfully.  It was only then that Damansha approached from among the hunters, and Kari wondered if someone had already come to collect on the bounty she’d placed on Sekassus’ agent.

      “Lady Vanador,” Damansha began, maintaining decorum in front of Kari’s Order, “the commandant asked me to come and make your Order aware of the reports that a werewolf has been spotted in the city.”

      Lovely timing, Gil, Kari thought.

      “A werewolf?” she echoed.  “When did this happen, last night?”

      “Some of the reports came in last night, yes, but they were mostly dismissed as foolish,” the watch captain answered.  “But other reports filtered in just this morning, under daylight, and a pair of our watchmen witnessed the creature’s presence.  No injuries have been reported; the beast fled when confronted, and our watchmen had little luck trying to track it.  So, the commandant has formally requested the help of your Order in tracking down and killing the beast, since our watchmen are not trained to deal with such a creature.”

      “I don’t suppose it was silver or gray, and female?” Kari asked.  Damansha’s shock answered the question well enough.  Kari sighed and held a hand up, expecting protest before she even began to explain.  “I know this is going to sound crazy, but go tell the commandant there’s nothing to worry about.  To try to keep this short, I know who this werewolf is, and she’s not a danger to the city.  I asked her to come here so I could introduce her to the council.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?” Damansha asked.  “With all due respect, Lady.”

      “She helped me kill the assassin down in Barcon,” Kari said, and Damansha’s jaw dropped open along with those of several of the hunters present.  “Like I said, she’s not here to hurt anyone.  I don’t know what she’s thinking, prowling around scaring people, but she’s here at my request.  I’m not sure you’ll have any luck trying to catch her, but she should make her way here to the campus eventually.  And then I’ll have some words for her.”

      “I’ll have some myself,” Damansha said quietly.  “Lady Vanador, are you certain this is the same one you… worked with?”

      “I asked her to come up for midsummer, but it seems she’s a little early,” Kari said.  “I’ll tell you what: tell the commandant what I said, but that if she hurts anyone, my hunters will be at his disposal to capture or kill her.  I’ll pass along the orders through the ranks here.  And tell your watchmen if they see her again, to call her by the name Gil, and to tell her to get her ass here to the campus before we come looking for her.”

      Damansha saluted Kari respectfully, as did the hunters listening to the conversation.  “As you wish, Lady Vanador,” the half-elite watch captain said.  “If you’ll forgive my saying so, my lady, I sure hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “So do I,” Kari said, dismissing the watch captain and her hunters with a gesture.  She made her way back to her office before anyone else could waylay her with bad news.
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      The days passed slowly, and though she didn’t say as much to her family, Kari had already made the decision to go.  Eliza’s assurances that visiting Anthraxis would be safe was what tipped her in favor of going.  There, she could get information on her enemies safely even if she decided not to leave the city.  With the council of the kings set to meet when Kari arrived, she figured she could put faces to the names she knew—after all, it seemed at least some of the kings knew who she was, and that she was Salvation’s Dawn.

      She meandered toward the southeast district, the rougher part of the city south of the docks not far from Charlie’s Boarding House, where she’d had her first encounter with Turillia.  The latest report of a werewolf sighting had come from this area, and after six days of reports coming in, Kari wondered what Gil was doing and why she hadn’t come to the campus.  Was it, in fact, Gil, or might it be one of her pack or a random werewolf?  The witness reports that the creature frequently talked to itself only made things more confusing.

      Kari had given a description of Gil to Damansha and the city watch, that they might find the girl staying at an inn in her human form.  Thus far, they’d had no luck, even questioning citizens around the city about any woman fitting the description.  While those who kept late hours on the city streets typically wouldn’t speak to the city watch, the presence of a werewolf would loosen tongues.  Still, the watch had uncovered little besides eyewitness accounts of the creature.

      What if it is a different werewolf? she mused as she walked.  No one had been attacked or killed—despite some rather ridiculous statements from “witnesses”—and that kept hysteria from taking root, letting the watch proceed on Kari’s word.  If it wasn’t Gil, though, Kari had no idea who it might be or why they were in the city drawing attention.  She’d also had no contact with Eryn of late, so she wasn’t sure if the Blood Order was looking for the creature, or how that might affect the search for Sekassus’ agent.  It’s possible they’re the same person, though that doesn’t seem likely… the agent should be keeping a low profile, not prowling about as a half-wolf creature.

      The late spring day was warm, but Kari’s eyes were drawn eastward over the water as thunder rumbled in the distance.  A storm was brewing over the ocean and threatening to make landfall within a few hours.  Summer was coming on fast this year, and the rapid changes in temperature were hitting DarkWind and the eastern coast with powerful thunderstorms.  Kari quickened her pace, determined to look around the latest werewolf sighting scene and get back home before the storm landed.

      Now I can’t help but wonder what the weather on Mehr’Durillia might be like.  Is summer coming there, too?  I just hope it’s not cold…

      The first thing she noticed when she arrived was Charlie’s Boarding House.  Was Turillia’s scent still lingering here from their fight?  Sharyn had spoken of werewolves being attracted to otherworldly things; might that have drawn it here?  It seemed the most plausible explanation, but then there were the reports that the werewolf talked to itself.  It was shocking enough to find that the creatures could speak when in their hybrid wolf-man form, but that this one either talked to itself or heard voices from hallucinations was troubling.  A werewolf was a dangerous enough thing without being crazy.  Gil had seemed about as normal as could be expected for a woman who was also a werewolf, but Kari had only met the girl in passing, and even Sharyn and the rest of the pack didn’t know her well.

      There was a watchman on duty in the area, as there was in all the places the beast had been seen.  Its appearances seemed random, scattered all over the city from rich to poor districts, trade to housing, docks to inland.  The only constants seemed to be that it liked to prowl about in its hybrid form, and no one—not even the city watch—was intent on tangling with it, not even the staunchest of adventurers.  The watchmen had, as Kari suggested, tried calling to the creature by name, but that hadn’t gotten them any closer to apprehending or interacting with it.

      Damansha had mentioned using dogs to try to track the creature, but the dogs’ keen noses only ever led to a dead end where the trail went cold.  The beast was covering its tracks and its scent in remarkable fashion, and even the scent left behind when it changed forms left the dogs confused.  Every avenue the watch had thought of to track the beast had come up empty, and Kari wondered if a brys might have better luck.  That, though, was a moot point: no brys lived in the city, and the duke and the watch wouldn’t be keen on inviting one.

      Kari looked around but there wasn’t much to see.  The proximity to Charlie’s Boarding House was the only clue, pointing to Turillia’s scent being what had drawn the werewolf here.  That left questions about why it had gone to all the other places it was spotted in the city; had Turillia visited those places?  Might there have been murders that were never connected to Turillia, but that the half-succubus had committed before confronting Kari?  It was possible, but those bodies were long since interred or cremated, and Kari wasn’t going to dig into peoples’ grief to satisfy a curiosity.  Not yet, anyway.

      She sighed.  This was precisely the sort of frustration and distraction she didn’t want to deal with when her impending trip to Mehr’Durillia weighed so heavily upon her.  She had only a few days to resolve this situation before she’d be off to try to rescue Se’sasha, and she wasn’t sure how the watch or her Order might handle things in her absence.  The last thing she needed was Gil killing someone in the city, or someone in the city killing Gil.  The werewolves might make fine allies, but the was little doubt they would make terrible enemies if one of their number was killed and flayed in the city—particularly after being invited here by Kari.

      Kari turned north and began making her way home.  Lightning tore through the skies to the east, followed by a thunderclap that rattled the nearby windows.  The storm was coming faster than she’d anticipated, so she hastened her footsteps.  The sun was past its high point, the land still bathed in its light while the black clouds approached from the east.  The wind hit Kari, though, carrying with it the scent of the salty ocean and heavy rain.  She hoped she’d watch the powerful display from the comfort of her covered porch with Little Gray.

      Any hope of that fled at the sight of Eryn approaching from her left.  The half-brys assassin hardly seemed to pay any mind to the watchmen nearby, falling into step with Kari.  That probably left a sour taste in the mouths of the watch or confused them at least.  As the head of a law enforcement agency, Kari was a little uncomfortable being seen with Eryn in public, but if she came in broad daylight, it had to be important.

      “Looking for our werewolf tourist?” Eryn said in her deadpan tone.

      Kari sighed.  “Yeah.  I think it’s someone I met down in Barcon, but if it’s who I think it is, I’m not sure why she’s scaring the commoners, and hasn’t just come to see me.”

      “She’s looking for someone or something,” Eryn said.  She glared at a couple of people watching from a nearby porch, and the commoners found something else to do.  “I’m sure you’ve heard she talks to herself sometimes, but that you’ve figured out that’s not exactly true.  She’s talking to someone, probably through an arcane enchantment.  Our people have caught bits and pieces of what she’s saying, and it’s usually about ‘not finding it yet.’”

      “Are your people trying to kill her?” Kari asked.

      Eryn shook her head.  “Not yet.  Word’s gotten around that you want her caught or driven to the campus of your Order, and the Guildmaster seems content with that for now.  She doesn’t seem to be a threat to us or our network, so for now, orders are to respect your wishes.”

      “Any word on the bounty yet?”

      She shook her head again.  “We’ve eliminated a lot of possibilities, but there’s still a lot of people in the city we have yet to look at closely.  Sorry, Kari, but this is going to take longer than I thought.  You have what, five days before you decide?  I don’t think we’ll find whoever it is in that time, but on the other hand, I imagine they’ve heard of your plans in the past six days.  Our guild and even some of the duke’s court know about it.  And most of the duke’s court is piss poor at keeping secrets, as I’m sure you’ve discovered already.”

      Kari grunted.  “I was wondering if Damansha accidentally let it slip among some of the watch commanders or to the commandant,” she said, but Eryn shook her head.  “Otherwise I’m not sure how everyone manages to find out what’s supposed to be a secret so easily.”

      “I’m not sure, but Damansha wasn’t the one who leaked the information,” Eryn said.  “I know that for a fact.  It came down to my guild through a contact who monitors the duke’s court, and I can assure you those fops have nothing to do with the city watch or commoners.”  Kari nodded.  “You’re going to go, aren’t you?”

      Kari glanced around to make sure no one conspicuous was following them or listening in on their conversation.  “Yes,” she said; they had as much privacy as could be expected on a city street.  Before she could elaborate, the air was split by a concussive blast as the storm drew ever nearer, and the first drops of light rain began to fall.  “I know you’re busy with other things, but I really wish I could take you with me.”

      The half-brys woman grimaced.  “Kari, I kill people.  That’s not the sort of help you’ll need down there.  I can’t pull off a shape-shifting or an infiltration among the demons the way I did on Tsalbrin.  I don’t think I’d be much use to you, otherwise I’d make the time.”

      Kari patted her friend on the shoulder.  “Thanks.  In the meantime, keep Aeligos up to date on anything your people find, and he can relay it to me or Lord Allerius.  Once I’ve left, you might need to use Typhonix to deliver messages, since Aeligos said he’s going with me.”

      “Will do.  You’d better get home, this storm looks like it’s going to be nasty,” Eryn said, and she bid Kari farewell and cut down an alleyway to disappear from sight.

      Kari picked up her pace, for all the good it did.  The rain started coming down in sheets, and she jogged under a canopy of lightning to a thunderous symphony.  It reminded her of the storm during her battle with Turillia, but this one was warmer, though more severe.  Aeligos, Grakin, and Little Gray were sitting on the porch rockers watching the lightning when Kari finally reached home, and after shedding her cloak, she picked up her son and took a seat beside her mate.  Any attempt at conversation was delayed by another lightning strike that was soon followed by a rolling thunder that echoed down the streets like some spectral stampede of horses.

      “How’s the werewolf hunt going?” Aeligos asked once the thunder had dissipated.

      “I have to say, Aeligos, this werewolf girl may be better at infiltration than you and Eryn,” Kari said, and though it was meant as a joke, she realized it was also true.

      “Yeah, I’d heard they were trying to use dogs to track her, but she knows how to throw the dogs when she changes forms or something,” he agreed.  “I guess we should be glad she’s not up to no good, since she’s quite adept at evasion.”

      Again, the lightning struck, followed slightly later by another peal of thunder that echoed in the opposite direction, suggesting the front of the storm had passed.  “I’m just at a loss to what she’s here for,” Kari said.  “I invited her here so I could introduce her to the council and show them that her kind might make good allies.  But this… this isn’t what I had in mind.  I hope she’s not damaging any chance we had of getting the council to accept them.”

      “But that assumes it’s the one you invited,” Aeligos commented, and Kari had to concede the point with a nod.  “Maybe it is, and she’s trying to prove how valuable she could be to your Order.  I mean, she’s walking around the city in this hybrid form, scaring the wits out of the commoners, and yet there’s no evidence she’s killed anyone, slaughtered anyone’s animals to eat, or stolen food of any kind, and your Order, the Blood Order, and the city watch haven’t even come close to catching her.  This girl… well, she’s amazing, honestly.”

      Kari chuckled; that was high praise coming from someone as talented at infiltration as her brother-in-law.  “Maybe I ought to take her with us to Anthraxis,” she joked.  Grakin grumbled lightly but didn’t say anything.

      “That might not be a bad idea,” Aeligos said.  “It could turn out we find werewolves are some sort of curse from the underworld—or Mehr’Durillia, whatever you want to call it.  The humans brought legends with them when they came to our world, but history suggests that’s all it was.  Actual encounters with them didn’t start happening until at least a thousand years after the humans’ arrival, according to Ty’s books.  Might be she could find out something of her origins, or being part wolf might make those demons more willing to talk to us.”

      “All dependent on whether we can even catch her, or she comes to us before then,” Kari mused aloud, and Aeligos agreed with a silent nod.

      Little Gray stood and walked to the top of the porch steps to put his hand under the water pouring from the downspout.  The rain was getting a little lighter but was still heavy, and the streets were already muddy and pocked by puddles here and there.  Kyrie’s fruit trees were surely glad for the watering, and the flowers and the well-tended grass around the yard would probably be a bit perkier tomorrow from their drink.  The lightning continued to light up the sky now and then, followed by a fading thunder, but the rain stayed persistent, and it was as if the entire city was taking the opportunity to rest.

      Kari wondered where the werewolf stayed during the storm.  On that note, where was the girl shedding her clothes to change forms?  There had to be a spot she left her belongings while she prowled the city streets in the hybrid form.  Might the watch have better luck looking for that, perhaps on the rooftops or in alleyways that had hiding places?  Or had they already thought of that long before Kari?

      “I’m going to go,” she blurted, drawing her mate and her brother-in-law’s attention.  She met Grakin’s eyes and added, “To Anthraxis, that is.”

      Grakin nodded slightly.  “I expected as much.  As I said, I will respect your decision, but I beg of you, do not do anything extraordinarily risky.  Make every effort to stay safe in your attempt to rescue this girl, and come home to your family.”

      “That’s always been my plan,” Kari said, then she blew out a calming sigh.  “The more I think about all this, I’m convinced Koursturaux’ help is for more than just embarrassing Sekassus.  I think she knows Se’sasha is going to be able to help us cripple Sekassus’ efforts in the future.  If he’s been holding this girl since she was little, she may know a lot about him—things we can use to tip the fight in our favor.”

      “That assumes she will even speak to you, though,” Grakin said.  “Bear in mind she may not be interested in helping you do anything that brings harm to her people, and the fact that the Order has a number of her kind in prison may exacerbate those feelings.”

      Kari furrowed her brow, but Aeligos cut in.  “Even if she does refuse to talk, though, Sekassus won’t know that.  He’ll have to assume she’s willing to tell us everything.  All of his plans will have to be changed or discarded outright to take that into account.”

      “Does the Order have any good information about the kings you are relying upon for this foray into the underworld?” Grakin asked.

      Kari shook her head.  “I went through the Anthraxis Council Codex, but a lot of it is old, out-of-date information.  I didn’t find out much more than I already knew: Koursturaux is third among the council, around ten thousand years old, and extremely dangerous.  Morduri was listed as a prince in the Codex, which means he took his father’s throne since the days of Turik Jalar.  It didn’t have much about him, either, besides what I already knew: he’s an elestram and spends a lot of his time wandering and hunting.”  She cracked a smile and laughed, then added, “Though Jalar did put some humor into the Codex and mentioned Morduri was ‘considered one of the underworld’s most eligible bachelors, according to a number of mallasti and elestram females.’”

      Even Grakin got a chuckle out of that.  “I suppose that may have changed since then.”

      “For all we know, it could be part of the reason Koursturaux is involving him in her plans,” Aeligos said with a shrug.  “You have to keep in mind, we don’t know what goes on between these kings and their realms.  Marriage and child-bearing have been part of strengthening the nobility in our society for ages; chances are, it’s the same with them.”

      Kari thought back to what Eliza had said about King Koursturaux once being kast’wa to King Emanitar.  There was something more to the trio of Kings Koursturaux, Emanitar, and Morduri than what Kari had heard, and it was possible it was some sort of “underworld” love triangle.  Even as the words played in her head, though, Kari mused that the word love was probably inaccurate, considering the subjects.  Still, was there some relationship between Morduri and Koursturaux along the same lines as between Koursturaux and Emanitar?   It could mean Morduri was more trustworthy than Kari was initially willing to believe.

      Only so far as the success of this scheme is concerned, though, she reminded herself.

      “So… I have some interesting news,” Kari said, changing the subject.  “I’ve been made a baroness by the duke.  It’s really a gift from the Duke of Sutherland, but he negotiated with Duke Bosimar to give me land and a title as thanks for what I did in Barcon.  It’s a nice vineyard north of the city, but the house is a mess and needs to be fixed up.”

      “The DeSales estate?” Aeligos guessed.

      Kari wondered how her brother-in-law seemed to know everything before she did.  “Yeah, that one.  From what the duke told me, they’ve been keeping the vineyards running—oh, and it has olive groves, too.  But the house was wrecked during the Apocalypse, and since the whole DeSales family is dead, nobody’s taken care of it since.”

      Grakin turned to Aeligos, who elaborated, “It’s a big place, lots of profitable land to it.  If you fix it up, it’ll be a nice place for you to raise your family.”  Aeligos folded his arms across his chest and cocked his head.  “You might want to think about getting married, though; titles of nobility don’t pass or extend between mated pairs.  You two would have to be married for the duke to recognize Grakin as a baron, or Little Gray as your heir.”

      That was a surprise.  Little Gray ran to his uncle when he heard his name.  Many rir were satisfied with their peoples’ tradition of mated pairs, and so were Kari and Grakin.  While neither of them was against the human tradition of a marriage ceremony and exchanging of promissory tokens, they hadn’t felt it necessary.  Now, though, the prospect of holding real noble titles—again, Kari didn’t know what her initial Lady title had meant when she ascended to the rank of Sword of the Heavens—and passing them down to their children meant they needed to consider a wedding.

      Grakin looked up at Kari, smiling.  “Our relationship has always been fine the way we have it, but I would certainly not be opposed to marriage, if it is what you want.”

      Kari didn’t answer right away.  It was what she wanted; there was no denying that.  After her illness had sabotaged any hope of a long-term relationship with Suler Tumureldi in her prior life, and the realization that she had unwittingly turned away Kris Jir’tana in this one, Kari had leapt at the chance to become Grakin’s mate once she recognized her attraction to him was real.  She was satisfied being Grakin’s mate, but the thought of a wedding, of being legally—as far as the nobility was concerned, anyway—part of his family, and of bonding their souls even further warmed Kari’s blood.

      It didn’t take long to realize what it was: the feeling of belonging to a family, something she had only fleeting experiences with during her prior life.  Her thoughts wandered to her old friend Trigonh, the one directly responsible for her resurrection, and she realized how much more she had to be thankful to him for.  Thinking about her biological family and prior life, though, brought with it another, stranger emotion—one she had difficulty putting into words because she couldn’t quantify it even to herself.

      “I’d love that, too,” she said quietly after the few moments’ introspection.  Thankfully, her hesitation hadn’t alarmed Grakin.  Little Gray came and tugged on Kari’s scabbard, and she picked him up to hold him.  “The only thing is… I know it might sound really strange, but… I’d want to keep my surname if we got married.”

      That caught them by surprise, but Grakin shrugged.  “If that is what you wish, I see no cause to argue.”

      “If you’ll forgive my saying so, I figured you’d want to shed it,” Aeligos offered.

      Kari shook her head.  “I know I should feel that way, but… I don’t.  It’s hard to put into words.”

      Grakin waved off any attempt.  “Then do not bother.  It is your wish, and I am happy to oblige.  You did not take my name when we were mated; it matters little to me if you do when we are married.”

      Kari nodded silently, and Aeligos tapped Grakin lightly on the shoulder.  “And now she has even more reason to come home safely,” he said, half in jest and half to reassure his brother.

      Grakin nodded.  “Indeed.  I suppose the details of a wedding will provide plenty to keep me occupied while you are away, then.”

      “And you can see if Typhonix is interested in helping us figure out how to keep track of the money from the estate,” Kari said.  “He likes all those eco… economics books he has.  He should have a better idea of how to run an estate than I would, at least.  We can fill him in over dinner, which we should probably get started.  As soon as the rain lets up, I imagine we’re going to have a bunch of hungry mouths to feed.”
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        * * *

      

      Sleep evaded Kari for the better part of the night.  There was too much on her mind, from the inheritance she’d been granted by the duke to her coming trip to Mehr’Durillia.  Typhonix’ assurance that he’d show Kari and Grakin how to run their estate helped, but with land ownership would come further responsibility over the lives and livelihoods of those who worked the fields.  Being a baroness meant Kari would have to start paying attention to the politics of the duchy—and indeed, the kingdom as a whole—and take an active part in them, both within the bounds of her role as head of the Order and outside of them.

      Her impending trip to Mehr’Durillia, growing closer by the hour, dominated her thoughts.  There was no denying she was afraid; one wrong piece of information or inadvertent false move on her part might mean never coming home.  Death would be the best outcome she could hope for.  To be enslaved, imprisoned, tortured, or worse by any of the demon kings terrified her far more, but at the same time, she drew conviction from her fear, knowing Se’sasha was going through those very things.  She didn’t owe the syrinthian woman anything, but that would make saving her so much more a mercy, and possibly impress the snake-woman enough to make her spill secrets to Kari and the Order.

      But it’s going to be unlike anything I’ve ever been through in my career.  Even having met Seril in person several times pales in comparison to the dangers of Mehr’Durillia.

      And that was to say nothing of the anxiety over a wedding.  Kari had only ever attended elven weddings in her past life; she wasn’t sure what to expect from or want in her own.  She assumed Kyrie would perform the ceremony, but she wasn’t sure where to hold a reception or who to invite.  There was the campus of the Order, and she could invite her entire Order by extension; that would only leave the question of how many nobles and commoners to invite.  Kari, being private, didn’t know many people around the city, county, or duchy aside from the members of her Order; she would need Grakin and the rest of her family to give input.

      Her constant tossing and turning was disturbing Grakin, so Kari got up, put on some clothes, took up her cloak, and went down and out to the front porch.  The city was shrouded in darkness, but the air was comfortably warm.  She sat in one of the swings and curled up on it, wrapping the cloak around her.  The rocking motion of the swing and the retained heat from her cloak lulled her into a light sleep, but she kept having strange dreams that jolted her awake.  When she dreamed about a wedding in the underworld with all the demon kings attending, she got up and went back inside to make some tea.

      When she returned to the porch swing, Kari got the feeling that she was no longer alone, and she turned instinctively to the north.  There was hardly anyone about at this late hour, the streets quiet and nearly deserted under the sparse light of the lamps.  Still, Kari could sense something nearby, her hackles prickling with a sense of danger, and she watched the far end of the porch.  Her instincts didn’t deceive her, and she wished had her blades when the intruder swung down off the overhang and landed lightly at the end of the porch.  Kari made no move to go back inside, but kept quiet, waiting to see what her “guest” would do.

      The great werewolf crouched low and took account of the streets from behind the porch’s railing.  Under its arm was a tight bundle, and even in the low light of the lamps, Kari’s night vision was strong enough to see it was carrying clothes.  Once satisfied that no one had seen it or was giving chase, the werewolf glanced at Kari and held her stare for a few moments.  Kari held her ground, making no move of either fear or aggression, and then the werewolf turned its back on her and began one of its awe-inspiring transformations.

      Kari gritted her teeth just listening to it, never mind the partial view she had.  The sound of bones popping and the accompanying snaps as the werewolf’s legs changed shape was excruciating even to the ears.  Kari could barely see the girl’s head change shape as well, though she watched the long, lupine ears disappear shortly before the creature’s grey, salt-and-pepper coat shrank into skin that became smooth and youthful-looking.  It felt like it took minutes, yet the entire process lasted only a few seconds, and soon there was a naked young woman where a beast had stood only moments before.  With the incredible change complete, the young woman got dressed hastily and then approached Kari.

      “Do you have any idea how much I’d like to slap you?” Kari asked quietly.

      The silver-haired young woman’s shoulders shook in a silent chuckle, but the mirth didn’t spread to her face.  “That’s a big part of the reason I’m only coming to see you just now,” Gil said.  She still had that light sweetness to her voice that betrayed her age, but there was an edge to it now, something that indicated a hardness to her that lay beneath.  It could have just been the fact that she was a werewolf, but Kari had to wonder.  “Sorry, Lady Vanador, but coming to see you was too risky.  I’m sure you’re aware there’s an assassin’s guild and black market here in the city; I can assure you that werewolf parts and pelts fetch a high price in the right circles.”

      Kari shook her head.  “So why are you sneaking around advertising the fact that you’re a werewolf?”

      “Had to make sure I could trust you,” the young woman responded without hesitation.  “Last thing I needed was to reveal myself to your Order and then end up getting skinned alive before I left town.  So, I was making sure you really could keep all these superstitious gits and all the bloodthirsty ones under control.  Strange way to test whether I’d be safe, I know, but as I’m sure the city watch has told you, I’m difficult to catch when I’m expecting pursuit.”

      Kari gestured toward one of the other rockers, and the girl took a seat.  “I’m still confused.  If you’d just come to see the council, if it turned out they weren’t willing to trust you, you could’ve left the city without anyone knowing you were a werewolf.”

      “And what would they have had as evidence I could be trusted, aside from your word?” Gil returned.  “Now you’ve had a werewolf prowling your streets for nearly a week, and not only have I not killed anyone, stolen anything, or done more to your citizens than make a few of them wet their pants, but I’ve even broken up a few robberies and showed the assassin’s guild they’re not the scariest thing that prowls the night.”

      Kari considered Gil’s words.  It still struck her as reckless and even stupid, but the girl did have a point of a sort.  “You broke up a few robberies?  I didn’t hear anything about that.”

      Gil’s mouth twisted to the side briefly.  “I should’ve guessed the watch wasn’t going to give me credit for it, but yeah, this city can be pretty rough south of the docks,” she answered.  “So, is it true what I’ve been hearing?  Are you really planning to go into the underworld?”

      “Where did you hear that?” Kari asked, alarmed.

      “Overheard a few of those Blood Order clowns talking about it,” Gil said, and she sat forward in her seat.  “From what I gather, they’re nervous about you going: they like you being head of the Demonhunter Order, because they think Eryn Olgaryn has you in her pocket.”

      “Good,” Kari said to the girl’s unspoken question.  “They’re in for a rude surprise in the future, then.  But anyway, yes, I am planning to visit the underworld for a short time.  Maybe you’d like to go with me?  You seem–”

      “Screw that,” Gil blurted.  “There’s no way in hell you’d ever get me to go there.  Things are dangerous enough on this world, especially for someone like me.  Besides, coming to see you wasn’t the only reason I came to DarkWind, and I have other work I need to get done.”

      “Like what?  Is there another necromancer or demon in the city?”

      Gil waved off the question.  “Nothing you need to worry about.  You’ve got enough on your plate right now.  It’s got nothing to do with hurting or killing anyone in the city, though.  I plan to keep a low profile once I’ve spoken with your council.  I may even have to cut and dye my hair, since you apparently gave everyone my description.”

      Kari stared at Gil for a couple of minutes.  Something seemed terribly off about the girl, but it wasn’t that she was a werewolf.  It was something in her behavior, from the gruff way she spoke—not unlike Eli in tone and vernacular—to the secretive and underhanded nature of what she did and didn’t say.  It clicked after a minute.

      Might she be a member of an assassin’s guild…?

      If that was the case, Kari had no idea which it might be.  As far as she knew, the Blood Order had two rivals: The Five Clans of Oge, and the Black Dragon Society based in Barcon.  The Five Clans had fallen during the Apocalypse, due in no small part to the betrayal of Eryn Olgaryn.  The Black Dragon Society was supposed to be dismantled by Marshal Everett Saracht and the city militia of Barcon under the command of Earl Kaelin Black after Kari had left, but that didn’t mean it had happened.  Still, the thought of Gil being a member of the Black Dragon Society while living in the wilds as a werewolf seemed unlikely.

      Was it possible there was a new guild, or an old one that did a better job of staying out of the public eye than either of the big three Kari knew of?  Was there one among the werewolves themselves?  Or could Gil possibly—and it almost made Kari laugh to consider it—be a member of whatever underworld assassins’ guild Turillia had belonged to?

      Finally, Kari sighed.  “You know, the thought of leaving you behind in the city is just the kind of stress I don’t need when I’m going to Mehr’Durillia.”

      “Mare what?” Gil returned.

      “Mehr’Durillia; it’s the proper name for the ‘underworld,’” Kari said.

      “Probably just means ‘underworld’ in their language,” Gil muttered.

      “So, are you going to come to the campus tomorrow and let me introduce you to the council?” Kari asked.

      Gil shook her head, then tucked her hair behind her ears.  “Nope.  You said midsummer, so that’s when I’ll meet with them.  Until then, like I said, I’ve got other things I need to look into.  But I’ll probably be leaving the city until midsummer, so all the commotion should die down a bit by then.”

      “I really wish you’d tell me what you’re up to.”

      “I really wish I could,” Gil returned.  “You’re just going to have to trust me on this, Lady Vanador.  If not… I’m not sure why you invited me here in the first place.  And if you’re really going to the underworld, you should probably get used to people not telling you everything—or anything, even.  But whatever happens, you can trust me.  If you don’t now, you’ll see why you should have, eventually.”

      “You’re giving me a headache,” Kari said, taking a sip of her rapidly-cooling tea.

      “Yeah, I have that effect on people,” Gil said with a chuckle.  She seemed to consider making another wisecrack, but then simply added, “I know my commander feels the same way.”

      Kari started to repeat the word commander but held her tongue.  That was a calculated thing for Gil to say; it was a way of giving Kari something to ease her tensions without saying too much.  Kari knew she shouldn’t press for more details, because there was no chance she’d get any.  But perhaps it meant Gil was a member of an army; was it possible she was an agent of the duke’s, tasked with digging up information about the Blood Order and black market?

      Maybe I shouldn’t have given her description to the entire city—including the Blood Order.

      “Is there any way I can help you with your work?” Kari asked tentatively, unsure if the question would sound like she was fishing for information.

      “Come home alive,” Gil answered.  “Other than that, the best way you can help is to not try to help.  Keep the watch and your Order off my tail, let me do what I need to, and try not to ask questions.  As for me, I’ll try not to be any more of a headache than I have to be.”

      The girl cracked a grin at that, and Kari chuckled lightly through her nose before taking a sip of tea.  “How were things with your pack after I left?”

      Gil shrugged.  “I left them not long after you met with us, to head up here and start my work.  I can tell you this much: Jared likes you, and he trusts you.  Sharyn’s much less trusting, but she usually follows his lead on things, and so do the others, for what little I know of them.  Jared’s a good leader, one who holds power out of respect, not fear.  I think the pack will be very helpful to you if your council will allow it.”

      “If any of them are half as sneaky as you are, I don’t doubt it,” Kari said, drawing a chuckle from the werewolf.  “Do you need a place to stay for the night?”

      Gil shook her head.  “Nope.  In fact, I need to go leave another false trail for the watch and their dogs to follow.  Like I said, try not to worry about me; you’ve got enough to worry about as it is.  Come home safely, and I’ll see you at midsummer.”

      Kari nodded and waved casually, and the girl trotted to the end of the porch and looked around the area suspiciously.  Once she was satisfied the area was deserted, she shed her clothes and shifted back to that hulking, bestial hybrid form, grabbed up her things, and bounded away into the night.  Kari stared after her and let out a long sigh, then finished her tea.

      She had only days before she’d be going to Mehr’Durillia, and the fact that a lot of the city knew about it made it even more nerve-wracking.  If the Blood Order knew, and Gil was able to overhear them talking about it, there was little doubt that Sekassus’ agent had found out and passed along word.  The element of surprise was almost surely lost, and Kari would have to rely on the laws of the Overking to keep her safe and allow her to negotiate with Sekassus.  While Kari was fairly confident she could trust Gil, the things the werewolf had told her did little to relieve the stress.

      Kari gathered up her empty teacup and headed inside, only slightly surprised to find Danilynn sitting at the dark dining table.  The fures-rir priestess was wearing a long night-shirt that extended to mid-thigh, and her glowing blue eyes followed Kari as she entered the kitchen.  Kari wasn’t sure how long Danilynn had been there or how much of the conversation with Gil she might’ve overheard.  She refilled her teacup and silently offered one to Danilynn, who nodded.  Kari set the teacups on the table and sat, and the priestess finally spoke.

      “Trouble sleeping?” she asked rhetorically.

      Kari shook her head, but not out of disagreement.  “There’s just so much going on right now.  Even if we weren’t planning to go to Mehr’Durillia, I think I’d still be overwhelmed by everything.  Things were so quiet for a while after the Apocalypse and our work on Tsalbrin, but now… there’s a storm coming, Danilynn; I can feel it in my blood.  Those couple of years I had to relax and raise my son… that was the quiet before the storm.  I have this feeling like I’m never going to be able to sit still again and going to Mehr’Durillia is kicking a hornets’ nest.”

      Danilynn took a sip of tea and pursed her lips.  “We’ve been through this before, though.  When the Apocalypse started, and our brigade crossed the Ceritan Mountains in our march toward Atrice… it was like we were on Seril’s world instead of our own.  You remember how high morale was when we left the staging grounds in the north, but once we started to see the effects of the occupation, and the enormity of what we faced sank in, most of the troops started to lose courage and even faith.  But do you remember what the Warlord said?”

      “One day at a time, one step at a time, one swing of the blade at a time,” Kari recited.

      The priestess laid her hand on top of Kari’s.  “One step at a time,” she repeated.  “We’re not going to the underworld to find out everything, defeat the demon kings, or try to forge any kinds of alliances.  We’re going there to set one woman free, and we’re going to do it by the rules, so our enemies have to either help us or make a lot of trouble for themselves to try to stop us.  We have the advantage here, Kari: the law and time are on our side.”

      Kari considered Danilynn’s words; she had a point.  Kari was looking at things the wrong way.  Koursturaux, whatever her personal goals may have been, wanted Kari to succeed; Sekassus couldn’t harm or try to waylay Kari and her companions without violating the law; and Koursturaux would be sure to take her enemy to task before the Overking if he did so.  The prospect of time being on their side was a little tougher for Kari to puzzle out, but she assumed Danilynn meant that while the demon kings looked to the long-term to accomplish their goals, Kari and her friends sought to affect things in the short-term, and perhaps in such a way that the kings wouldn’t anticipate.

      “Are you ready for this?” Kari asked after a silent minute.

      “We are as ready as we could reasonably be,” Danilynn affirmed.  “Say your prayers, find strength in your faith, and rest knowing that what we do, and whatever the outcome, our cause is a just one.  And the gods favor the just, even on the Overking’s world; remember Turik Jalar.”

      Kari finished her tea and patted her friend’s hand.  “Thanks, Danilynn.  I think I may be able to sleep now.”

      The priestess rose in tandem with Kari, and the two shared a short hug.  Kari headed for the staircase, and Danilynn went back to the guest bedroom.  Before she returned to her own bed, Kari walked down the hall and stood at the end of her son’s bed, where she watched his peaceful sleeping form.  She glanced briefly at the reading chair, but it was in its correct place, so she looked from corner to corner, trying to will her senses to detect some trace of the elestram who’d been there a week before.  She sensed nothing of his presence, but a part of him remained with her for some reason.

      Of course, she thought.  He was sent by some demon king to protect me.  Will he do so again when I venture to his world?

      With the prospect of an added layer of protection on her mind, Kari returned to bed and was able to fall asleep at last.
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      The next few days went by in a blur.  Nothing Kari did seemed to slow the passage of time.  Playing with Little Gray in his grandmother’s gardens seemed to speed things up, and even when Kari passed time in front of the fireplace reading one of Jason Bosimar’s journals, or at her office doing paperwork, the sand passed through the glass with alarming speed.  In the back of her mind, Kari grumbled that paperwork and tedium had never made the time go by so quickly on those days when she wanted nothing more than to get home to her child.

      Tensions mounted as the days went by, and it soon became apparent that a good deal of the city’s more important and influential people knew where Kari was going, if not why.  No word had come from Eryn or her associates in the Blood Order regarding Sekassus’ agent, but Kari tried not to dwell on it.  Whether or not he received advanced word, it wouldn’t take long before Sekassus was aware of Kari’s presence on Mehr’Durillia, once she met with Morduri.  She resigned herself to trusting in Eliza and Amastri’s assurances that the law would be on her side if she did things correctly.

      Erik, Typhonix, and Damansha had worked tirelessly over the last few days making sure the house and Kari’s son would be well-protected in her absence.  Kari put extra security in place around the syrinthian spies the Order was holding to make sure no word could get to Sekassus’ agent or anyone else that Kari’s family wasn’t as well-protected as usual.  Once Kari was safely on Mehr’Durillia, the city watch would increase patrols around Kyrie’s house, with Damansha likely in charge of the details.

      At the very least, Kari was satisfied that those she left behind would be safe during her foray into the home of the enemy.

      Aeligos, Sonja, Danilynn, and Eli were as ready as Kari could expect.  Sonja seemed the least prepared for what was to come, but her protective nature would rush to the surface when the situation demanded it.  Aeligos, not surprisingly, was excited by the prospect of a trip behind enemy lines, as it were, and was looking forward to seeing how much information he could dredge up while in Anthraxis and beyond.  Though Eli had long avoided a trip to the underworld, Aeligos’ enthusiasm seemed to catch on with the half-corlyps, and as the time drew closer, he accepted that he had a job to do and didn’t want to fail Kari or Danilynn.

      The priestess, by contrast, seemed possessed.  There was a quiet fire burning within her, as if she was staring at an opportunity to accomplish her entire life’s work.  Rescuing Se’sasha was clearly something Danilynn had thought long and hard about over the last twelve or more years, and there was little the priestess wanted more than to fulfill her obligation.  She made comments now and then about exploring a strange new world, too, but her focus was on the rescue.

      Little Gray, surprisingly, was taking everything better than anyone else.  He wasn’t happy that his mother was going away again, but the prospect of her beating up monsters excited him.  Kari promised him that she’d be back as soon as she could, and that she would stay home with him for a while once she returned.  When he asked her to bring him back a toy from wherever she went, it lightened her spirits a bit.

      Eliza arrived again the night before they were to leave.  She was happy to spend a few hours around the dinner table in Kyrie’s house detailing the risks as well as the precautions that would be in place for the trip.  The rest of the family took comfort from the half-succubus’ words, and Kari worked to make it clear that ultimately, she wasn’t in much more danger than she normally was undertaking missions for the Order.

      For Kari, the most comforting part of Eliza’s visit wasn’t anything the wizard said, but the fact that she hadn’t been able to approach Kyrie’s house until the priestess gave permission.  The strength of the ward around the house kept Eliza away, her good nature and allegiance to the gods of no consequence when weighed against her half-succubus nature.

      And the same was true of the Wraith.  I don’t think the family can be much safer from the demons, at least.

      Sleep evaded Kari again for the better part of the night before her departure, even after the usual lulling effect of intimacy with Grakin.  She tried a hot cup of tea, and sat for a while under their bedroom window, her eyes closed in a state of meditative prayer.  Though she enjoyed precious little true sleep, by keeping her thoughts on Zalkar, she was able to relax, and when she thought of Zalkar and Sakkrass both keeping watch over her, she found the emotional release she needed to finally get to sleep.  It was well past midnight when she finally crawled into bed and fall asleep by her mate’s side.
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      The morning for departure brought a bustle of activity, but Kari was able to pull Eliza aside.  “I don’t want a lengthy farewell,” she said, and the half-succubus nodded.  “We’re going to the campus, and we’ll leave from there under supervision of the council.”

      “Agreed,” Eliza said.

      If people had their way, Kari would be stuck giving hugs and handshakes for half the day before they could get underway, and that was the last thing she wanted.  The longer the goodbyes went on, the more it would feel like Kari was marching to her death instead of doing her job, and the effect of that would probably be even worse for everyone else.

      They made their way to the campus in separate, smaller groups to avoid drawing attention.  Once they arrived, the council came to see Kari and her friends off.  They gave their blessing, as did Kyrie, and Kari kissed Grakin and Little Gray, promising she’d be back as soon as possible.

      “You take care of her,” Erik told Aeligos with a gesture toward Kari.

      The rogue snorted a laugh.  “It’ll probably be the other way around where we’re going.”

      “All of you, be safe,” Erik said.  “Good luck.  We’ll see you soon.”

      Sensing the cue, Eliza pulled Kari and her companions between worlds with no warning.

      The sensation was jarring, like being ushered through a tunnel full of warm water.  It lasted only an instant before Kari’s feet touched down on warm stone.  Once her eyes readjusted and she was able to take in her surroundings, she found herself inside a building.  Everything was made from black stone that had the consistency of glass, and her first impression was that she was inside a treasury house or bank.  Eliza gave the place a cursory glance before she turned to the others, waiting for them to get their wits about them.  When she met Kari’s gaze, she gestured toward a row of windows like those of a treasury house.

      “This is what your people might call a customs house,” Eliza said.  “All off-world arrivals are funneled here and must declare themselves to the Overking’s agents before they’re allowed to walk the city or the lands beyond.  Go on up to the counter and tell them your name, and that you’re here to see Lord Morduri Irrasitus; all of them should understand your tongue.”

      “Lord Morduri?  Won’t they complain that we don’t call him king?” Kari mused, still taking in the details of the building.  While the floors, walls, and ceiling all appeared to be made of that black glass-stone, there was wooden furniture and décor to offset the dreary nature of the base material.  Sunshine streamed in through high windows, but it had an angry red tint to it, and Kari wondered what the sky would look like.

      “There is only one king in Anthraxis,” Eliza answered.  “While here in the city, the others are referred to as Lord and Lady, and you will not be disciplined for calling them such.”

      Kari nodded absently and approached the counter, Aeligos behind her.  He was studying the people in this strange building carefully but masking it behind a façade of curiosity and wonder.  Kari took in the creature at the window she approached.  It was a light tan elestram female with corrective lenses mounted on her snout.  Her long, pointed ears perked in Kari’s direction when she approached, and the creature’s yellow eyes bored into Kari with a questioning intensity that made her skin feel warm.

      “Identification?” the creature said in a barely accented Citarian common tongue, and in a tone that suggested whatever impression her eyes gave, she was bored working this post.

      “Karian Vanador,” she answered, leaving off her titles.  The last thing she wanted to do was create more questions for the elestram to ask.

      “Citarian,” the elestram female muttered, but then her brow knitted.  Her finger came up and traced a short pattern in the air, and before Kari could ask what she was doing, her dog tags came up and floated before her.  “A Citarian hunter?  What is your business on the Overking’s world?”

      “I’m here to meet… Lord Morduri, by his request,” Kari answered, only hesitating when she almost called him king.

      The elestram continued to hold Kari under that penetrating gaze, but her facial expression gave little clue to her thoughts.  With a gesture, she let Kari’s tags fall down onto her breastplate again, and Kari tucked them inside self-consciously.  She tried to keep from fidgeting under the yellow-eyed stare of the jackal demon, until at last the elestram spoke again.  “Lord Irrasitus only just arrived in the city this morning; he will likely be unavailable to you for a few days.  Since Lord Irrasitus has no personal servants with him, you are advised to make your intentions known to the Overking’s servants and allow them to arrange a meeting.”

      Eliza stepped forward then and spoke quickly with the elestram.  The infernal language was harsh-sounding and imperious, but the elestram reacted well to Eliza’s words.  She probably knew Eliza, at least professionally.  As they spoke, the elestram female looked to Eli, Aeligos, Sonja, and Danilynn, and eventually nodded and began speaking quickly.

      Soon their hurried conversation was complete and the elestram turned back to Kari, pulling up five small tokens from under the counter.  She handed them to Kari and said, “Each of you must take one of these and keep it on your person while visiting the city.  I must warn you that should you lose them, you may be detained by the Overking’s guards and held for questioning.  You are advised to seek accommodations in the Mortal Quarter and await your meeting with Lord Irrasitus there.”

      “Not going to tell us to enjoy our stay?” Eli muttered.

      The sharp ears of the elestram apparently heard him.  “Whether or not you enjoy your stay is entirely up to you,” she said curtly.

      With no farewell coming, Kari and her companions made their way outside behind Eliza.  Stepping out onto the street, their gazes were all drawn up to a massive ebon tower that stretched hundreds, if not thousands of feet into the air.  It was easily the tallest structure Kari had ever seen in her life, but she broke free of the astonishment and began looking around the city.  The tower sat in the middle of a circular plaza, and foot traffic into the tower was quite heavy.

      Gods, I’m at the heart of the world of demons, she thought, looking over the creatures flowing into the tower.  Elestram and mallasti made up the bulk of those entering the tower, but there was the occasional erestram towering above its smaller kin, a vulture-headed valiras here and there, and two harmauth guards were stationed beside the tower’s double doors.  Sylinths seemed to be the only race missing at first glance, though there were syrinthians.  How odd that we’re not drawing as much attention from them as they are from us.

      Their rir forms did draw a curious glance now and then, but that seemed to be the extent of it; the demons went about their business as if Kari and her friends were a common sight.  The importance of the council session had to weigh more heavily on their minds, but Kari assumed that many of these demons were servants to the kings.  Shouldn’t they have been on the lookout for anything unusual, like a band of rir in the city?

      “Come, I’ll point you to an inn in the Mortal Quarter,” Eliza said, and Kari beheld her with interest.  “I can’t enter the Mortal Quarter, Kari; I’m not even half mortal.  The Overking’s laws are specific and strict.  The only time one of my kind can enter the Mortal Quarter is to make an arrest.  It even has its own mortal guards.  Come.”

      Well, that’s interesting, Kari thought.  If the Overking goes to so much trouble to give mortals safe quarter in his city, is it a stretch to believe the kings will think twice about violating the Seven Days’ Grace?

      It let her put a little more confidence in the strength of the Overking’s laws and allowed for the possibility of hiding in the Mortal Quarter should trouble arise.  So far, Amastri and Eliza were correct: they’d arrived unmolested in the city and were going to be shown to safe quarters that the demons weren’t allowed to enter.  It was a promising start.

      Kari and her companions followed Eliza southwest if the position of the bloated, angry red sun burning high above was any indication.  The air was dusty and dry, heavy with a strange stagnancy, though it didn’t smell like waste or rot.  It was only when Kari checked the sun’s position that Kari realized how alien this world was.  Halfway between apex and horizon, glaring down like the angry, bloodshot orb of an enraged god or titan, was a red sun that set the sky around it ablaze in shades of crimson.  No traces of blue or of any puffy white clouds were to be found amongst the heavens, shrouded instead in a scorching haze.

      She looked down at the streets, made of the same black, glass-like stone as everything else.  How does the sun not make this impossible to walk upon…?

      Reaching the Mortal Quarter took minutes, its borders reaching the edge of the circular plaza of the Overking’s palace.  The half-succubus pointed the group just down a road that stretched into the heart of the quarter, toward a modest inn that was within a stone’s throw of the palatial plaza.  “I’ll meet you at the Overking’s Keep when you get settled in,” she assured them, and gestured for them to go to the inn.  As soon as Kari and her companions left the circular plaza, Eliza turned and headed up the steps to the tower.

      Kari watched Eliza walk away, but then steeled herself and led her companions toward the inn.  All too soon, she and her companions would be on their own without Eliza to guide them; she had to get used to moving amongst the demons and their cities without a layer of protection.  Some of that resolve crumbled the minute she laid eyes on the inn’s little sign, though: written there in the Citarian common tongue, as well as three other languages she couldn’t read, was the name Hope’s End.

      Eli started chuckling when he saw the sign.  Kari glanced at Aeligos, and he smirked and shrugged.  Sonja and Danilynn studied the sign, but neither said anything about the other strange languages inscribed upon it.  Kari pushed open the door and ushered her friends through despite Eli’s and Aeligos’ attempts to hold it for her.  Danilynn pointed at one of the other languages on the sign as she stepped inside, but whatever she wanted to say had to wait.  Once all four of her companions were in, Kari entered behind them and her brows rose in surprise.

      The inside of Hope’s End was designed and decorated so it looked like any tavern back home.  Its walls were covered with plaster and wood, with beams added to the ceiling to give the impression the place wasn’t crafted from black glass like the rest of the city.  Bright, cheery chandeliers dispelled the deep shadows that tried to claim supremacy in the absence of windows, and streamers, mounted taxidermy, and other homey effects gave the inn a bit of charm.  Its name lingered, but Kari had to admit this was more than she had expected.

      Only a few people glanced at the newest guests, so Kari gestured her friends to one of the larger tables.  She noted the races of the other customers: a pair of syrinthians having a quick but quiet conversation in their sibilant language; a couple of kwarrasti enjoying a meal of long, stringy meats; and trio of humans playing cards at a circular gaming table.  The only other people were the apparent hostess and the bartender, a couple of humans with wide-set eyes, dark hair, and rounded features.  The man behind the bar bowed his head politely to Kari when their gazes met, and then the woman came over toward the table.

      The human woman tried a couple of languages before speaking the Citarian common tongue, and she smiled when she found the appropriate words.  “Welcome to Hope’s End,” she greeted her guests.  “Are you here for food, lodgings, or both?”

      “How large are your rooms?” Aeligos asked before Kari could say anything.

      “Large enough for three, should one sleep on the floor.”

      Aeligos nodded to Kari, then turned back to the human woman.  “Two rooms should do, then.  We’ll be in the city for at least a couple of days but, depending on how things go with the council session, we could be here for a while.  Can you spare two rooms and food to go with them for a few weeks?”

      “Very good sir, yes,” the hostess replied.  “Once the council completes its session, we are typically light on guests until trade season.  We will prepare two rooms for you with spare blankets in one; shall I go and get you some food now?”

      “We’re expected at the palace,” Kari said, waving off the offer.  “If you can just hold the rooms for us, we should be back in a little while.”

      “Very good, my lady.  I am Qin Lixiao, and will be happy to be of service when you return.”

      Kari couldn’t help being put on guard by the unexpected pleasantness so soon after their arrival, but she smiled and nodded thankfully.  She worked to not get anxious, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that all the pleasantness of the inn and possibly the entire Mortal Quarter was meant to put her off-guard.  Just when she thought she could relax for a minute, she expected the Overking’s all-powerful arm could swoop in and pluck her right out of the “safe” area and cast her headlong into a dungeon or worse.  It’d be nice to have a pleasant place to stay the nights, but Kari remained alert.

      Traffic into the tower had slowed to a trickle when they returned to the central plaza, and the two harmauth guards opened the double doors for Kari and her companions.  She did her best to not look like a tourist or act bewildered every time something occurred and hoped her friends had the same presence of mind.  They filed into the tower, overwhelmed by conversations on every side, almost all in the infernal tongue.  Danilynn and Sonja may have been able to understand the infernal tongue, but Kari doubted they’d be able to pick out any single one amongst the cacophony.

      The interior of the tower was an assault on the senses.  In addition to the conversations, there was the sound of a piano being played somewhere nearby.  Kari’s eyes were drawn here and there, taking in elestram, erestram, mallasti, syrinthian, and other retainers, servants, and visitors crowding the entry floor.  The level was bright, the walls of the tower enchanted somehow to let in light from outside without being transparent.  Of greater interest to Kari was a wide, circular opening to the level below, lined with a railing short enough for guests to watch over.  Two wide spiral staircases led up to the next level, from which the distant piano playing seemed to come.  Kari couldn’t see any of the kings—at least none that stood out, or that she recognized—and she wondered where to go first.

      The circular opening to the level below piqued her interest most, so she glanced at her companions and then made her way to the railing.  The demons in the way cast only cursory glances at her and her companions as they edged past, and soon Kari laid her hands on the railing and looked over the side.  The level below was dominated in the center by a sprawling table that could seat close to fifty people or, based on the size of the chairs that accompanied it, nearly a dozen and a half demon kings.  The floor, like everything else in the tower and the city, was made of the black glass, which made the wooden table stand out.

      The table was set for dinner, fancy plates, silverware, and golden goblets across its polished surface.  Around the perimeter were seventeen chairs, with one at the head and eight per side.  Each of these impressive chairs appeared to be unique to the king who sat in them, from the gilded black throne at the head of the table—doubtless for the Overking—to the simple one of wood and furs that sat at the far-right corner from the Overking’s seat.  A few of the seats appeared to be made from bones, while others were crafted from granite, obsidian like the Overking’s, or gilded wood.

      Only one of the seats was currently occupied, and Kari studied the form of the demon king while its attention was elsewhere.  She was fairly certain she’d already located Morduri Irrasitus, the tall, lean elestram covered in tan fur that was highlighted in places by darker browns or even black.  Most curious were his eyes, a glowing shade of violet that Kari had only ever seen among the seterra-rir of the Salkorum Islands.  She’d seen elestram with orange, golden, green, or brown eyes before, but never one with the shade Morduri had.  He was dressed in a smart but well-worn set of hunter’s garb, suggesting he hadn’t changed upon arriving in the city.  Leaning to the side in his high-backed wooden throne with one leg crossed atop the other, he was balancing a sheet of metal covered with paper between his lap and the edge of the table, and appeared to be drawing something.

      “That’s him,” came the low voice of Eliza as she drew up beside Kari.  The others were all watching the elestram king with interest as well, but Kari turned to face the half-succubus.  “I’ve already let the Overking’s servants know that he’s requested a meeting with you, so when he is available to the public, you should be contacted with all due haste.”

      Kari glanced back down at the elestram king, in his own little world while he worked at whatever he was doing, with the entire lower level to himself.  “I don’t suppose we could go down and just speak to him now?” she asked, expecting the obvious answer.

      “Ah, no,” Eliza said.  “No one but the kings or summoned servants may set foot upon the floor of their meeting hall.  Violations carry an instant and irrevocable death sentence.  As far as I have heard, only one person has ever set foot upon that floor without permission and survived, and he was a member of your Order.”

      “Turik Jalar,” Kari muttered, but she thought better of asking more when surrounded by so many large, sensitive, canine-like ears.  “What’s Lord Morduri drawing?  Is he an artist?”

      “Oh yes, and a fantastic one at that.  Largely considered one of the best on Mehr’Durillia, though great artistry seems to come naturally to the elestram.  Come, let me show you,” Eliza said, and she gestured for Kari and her companions to follow.  The half-succubus led them to one of the spiral staircases leading up, but before she started to ascend, she turned back to them.  “I suppose I should give you a brief description of the layout of the tower, so you can avoid any mishaps.  The lower level, as you saw, is the Royal Meeting Hall.  The entry level here is for servants and retainers to keep watch over the sessions, and for the ushers to meet and guide visitors to the appropriate destinations.  The second floor is the library, where we’re headed now.  The third floor is the Royal Throne Room; you only go there by summons from the Overking himself, so if you’re lucky, you won’t see it.  The fourth floor, I am told, is the harem.  The fifth through ninth floors are guest quarters for those here by the Overking’s invitation.  The tenth through thirty-ninth floors are reserved for the kings, though many of them have been empty for centuries.  And the top floor, naturally, belongs to the Overking himself.”

      Forty floors? Kari thought, but she kept her feelings silent and instead followed Eliza up to the library.  The piano playing was louder here, but Kari couldn’t see where it was coming from with all of the bookshelves set at intervals throughout the cavernous room.  The entire outer wall was free of shelves to allow sunlight to stream through the enchanted black glass, and the intervening shelves were set up such that sunlight managed to find its way to most of the room.  What areas couldn’t be illuminated this way instead had chandeliers alight by means of magic.  Seated in deep, high-armed, and soft-looking chairs around the room were elestram and mallasti perusing the library’s many works, which all appeared to be written in infernal.

      Eliza led Kari and her companions to the back wall.  Stretched across the wall there, backlit perfectly by the translucence, were numerous pencil drawings of incredible beauty.  Some of them appeared to be of elestram or mallasti, but Kari’s eyes—along with the rest of her friends’—were drawn to the center, to a painstakingly detailed drawing of a horned woman.  Morduri seemed to capture every nuance of the woman’s expression, from the barely-noticeable dimples to the soft folds of her lips; from the high cheekbones to the slender, delicate nose; from the intricate earrings that hung from pointed lobes to the thin eyebrows that arched gracefully over pools of solid black.  The woman was gorgeous, and yet under that beauty was the quiet confidence of great power, and Kari knew instinctively who she was looking at.

      “That’s her,” Eli answered in confirmation of Kari’s thoughts.  “King Koursturaux.”

      “Lady Koursturaux, or Lady S’Bakthra,” Eliza corrected quietly.  “But only while in this city.  Remember that.”

      “Lord Morduri drew this?” Kari asked, stunned that something so beautiful was crafted by a demon.

      “Oh yes,” the half-succubus answered.  “He presented it to her as a gift, but she opted to have it displayed here for all to see.”

      “Who are all these others?  Anyone in particular?”

      “I’m not certain about most of them,” Eliza said, “though that one there is Emmalikas.  She is often called to stand beside the Overking during meetings, and I believe Lord Morduri finds her a pleasant break from drawing his peers on the council.”

      Kari chuckled.  “I see there’s no drawings of your father.”

      Eliza made a face, then gave a light shrug.  “My father and Lord Morduri do not get on well.  Father thinks Lord Irrasitus is a little queer.”

      There was a brief silence.  “Queer like strange, or as in he likes other men?” Eli prodded.

      “Both,” the half-succubus answered.  “I can’t speak to either, myself.  Many of the other kings think Lord Morduri is a little strange, too.  Mostly it is the fact that he ascended his father’s throne but still chooses to wander rather than actively sit as king, and because he has no mate, kast’wa, or harem of his own.”

      “That hardly proves anything,” Aeligos said quietly, which drew nods of agreement from Eliza, Sonja, and Danilynn.

      “Considering how many unmated brothers I have, there must be more to it,” Eliza agreed.

      “Where is your father?” Kari asked.

      Eliza gave that slight shrug again.  “Most likely up in his chambers, preparing for the dinner feast and the later evening’s activities.  If things go as they usually do, a brilliant game of chess between my father and Lady Koursturaux will follow the dinner hour, and you’ll be hard-pressed to get close enough to the railing to watch.

      “Now, all that being said, this library is open to any and all, so feel free to begin your research here while you wait for your meeting with Lord Morduri.  All of the tomes are in the infernal script, but there’s several thousand years of history here for your perusal, and you’d do well to take in as much as you can.  Those of you who can’t read the infernal script may come with me, and I’ll give you a tour of the city.”

      Kari glanced at Sonja and Danilynn, who both silently agreed to begin the studying, but when Kari’s gaze swept over Aeligos, his brow was furrowed.  “Do you know infernal at all?”

      Aeligos shook his head.  “No, but if I help my sister and Danilynn, I can probably pick up a lot of it quickly.  I just don’t want to slow them down by pestering them.  What do you think?”

      Danilynn beheld Aeligos skeptically.  “Do you really think you can pick up enough of it in a few days to let you read any of these books on your own?”

      “He’ll be reading them himself by the end of the night if we help him,” Sonja commented with a proud little smile.  “Kari, you and Eli go take in some of the city; you can tell us all about it over dinner back at the inn.  We’ll see if we can locate any relevant tomes and get a feel for how the library is laid out.”

      Eliza looked around and pointed down one of the aisles.  “The incubi here are ushers and servants of the Overking; if you need any help, don’t hesitate to ask them.  Outside of this place, even I wouldn’t trust them, but the ones here are under command of the Overking and will help if you ask.”

      With everyone agreed upon their roles, Kari and Eli followed Eliza downstairs and out of the tower.
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        * * *

      

      The day was passing quickly, the velocity of sands accelerated by the time here in Anthraxis being several hours ahead of DarkWind.  The sun was dipping toward the horizon; Eliza wouldn’t have much time to show them around before darkness fell.  Kari saw nothing along the streets resembling lamps and wondered how dark a city of black glass got at night.  She kept her questions quiet for now, all the better to seem less like a tourist to those demons that were still out and about.

      Eliza headed toward the northeast of the city, opposite the Mortal Quarter.  As if she’d read Kari’s mind, she said, “Curfew is one hour after sundown.  I’ll be able to show you a couple of things here in the Trade Quarter before we have to get off the streets.  The Trade Quarter is the only other area you’ll probably be interested in looking around outside the Mortal Quarter; the other two are the housing and military districts, and as an outsider, you would be watched very closely if you walked the streets of either.”

      The half-succubus went quiet again as she led Kari and Eli along, so Kari took in as much of her surroundings as she could.  High obsidian buildings lined the streets on both sides once they passed out of the palatial plaza and into the Trade Quarter proper, and a few of them looked like hotels to Kari’s discerning eye.  The city likely saw hundreds or thousands of demons come to attend the council sessions, either retainers and servants of the kings or else curious spectators, keeping the hotels busy then.  The hostess at the inn mentioned a trade season, which would probably have the same effect.  It made sense, but it still struck Kari as odd when she considered that she was on a world of demons acting somewhat like mortals.

      They passed taverns and eateries, fascinating in a city full of demons, though again, it made sense to Kari.  What had she really expected Mehr’Durillia to be like?  The demons had to eat, they mated and bred like any mortal race, and their needs and desires had to be met by services much the way they would on Citaria.  It ultimately came down to perceptions, and Kari bounced the word demon around her mind for a few minutes.  For as long as their people had existed, the rir had considered the serilis-rir demons, and yet they weren’t, despite their differences.  And here were demons on their own world acting more like mortals than the serilis-rir did.

      This is so unlike I expected, Kari thought.

      As the sun began to touch the false horizon of the city’s circular outer wall, Kari and her companions reached Eliza’s destination.  At first it looked like a theatre stage, a long, raised wooden platform with a high-roofed, single-story building connected to it.  When Kari noticed the poles set into the stage at intervals, adorned with chains and manacles, she began to see what it truly was.  The wide-open area before the stage saw a lot of traffic based on the dusty footprints and tracks near it, about the only dirt Kari had seen thus far within the city.

      “As you may have already deduced, this is the slave market,” Eliza said with a gesture toward the stage.  “I thought you should see it for two reasons: firstly, you should let your Order know that if it plans to keep anyone in Anthraxis on a permanent basis, this is where they might find people from Citaria—and other worlds—who go missing in the wake of an incursion.  And secondly, if you break the law while you are in the Overking’s city—with the exception capital crimes, that is—this is where you are likely to end up.  Believe me, you’d be better off getting thirty-nine lashes or such back home than being sold to one of the kings or nobles.”

      “No doubt about that,” Kari said, and she turned to Eli.  “You and Aeligos had better behave yourselves if we have to leave you in the city.”

      Eli grunted.  “Well, let’s just hope that’s not the case.”

      “You said Amastri gave you a sack of marks?” Eliza asked, and Kari nodded.  “Good, then I won’t bother taking you to the Exchanges and Taxation House.  I can show you more of the city tomorrow, if you like, while your friends are gathering information in the library.  For now, we’d best head back so you are safely in the Mortal Quarter by curfew.”

      Kari and Eli followed the half-succubus to the tower, where they met Aeligos, Sonja, and Danilynn.  The companions returned to Hope’s End and left Eliza at the palace.  At the inn, the companions accepted the hostess’ offer of food and drinks.  The fare was unlike anything Kari had ever eaten, with some strange meats that had the consistency of beef and yet tasted like seafood.  The vegetables were odd, but sampling them let Kari divide them up by tastes she already knew like broccoli, spinach, parsnips, and even squiggly little tubers that, oddly enough, tasted like cucumbers.  The drinks, by comparison, were like those back home, and she indulged in a glass of wine rather than test the limits of the liquor stock in this strange place.

      “How’s the research going?  I know you didn’t have much time,” Kari said, and Aeligos responded in infernal.  Kari’s jaw dropped.  “Don’t tell me you can speak and read it already?”

      The rogue chuckled.  “No, but I know the alphabet now, and Danilynn showed me how you conjugate verbs by changing their position in the sentence, and not by changing the words themselves.  Seems like a pretty fascinating language, so far.”

      “Conju-what?”

      “When you change verbs, like run becomes ran or running,” Aeligos pointed out politely.

      “Oh,” Kari said, and she laughed at herself.  “I didn’t know there was a word for that.”

      The others laughed with her.  “I can tell he’s going to be a big help,” Danilynn said.  “He can already go through titles and find us promising selections, and he’s picking up words and phrases faster than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      “If Sonja will forgive me saying so, he’s the smartest person I know,” Kari said.

      Sonja grunted a laugh and shook her head.  “No apology needed there; it’s true.”

      Aeligos blushed but didn’t argue.  “What exactly do you want us to focus on, Kari?  I was thinking atlases and maps to learn the lay of the land, and then maybe some history so we can get an idea of how the kings all view each other politically.”

      Kari nodded.  “That’s exactly what we need.  If you can copy it, great, but we need to get this information back to the Order.  Eli and I will find out as much about the city as we can by looking around with Eliza, so if I decide to station a few hunters here, they’ll know how the city is laid out and operates before they get here.  Oh, Danilynn, I meant to ask why you pointed at the sign on this inn earlier?”

      “Just pointing out the syrinthian language, but I figured you’d know that once you saw the syrinthians that were here.  Just to be safe, we should be cautious what we say around them.  They may be mortal, but we have no idea if they’re loyal to Sekassus, or where they live.  The same holds true even for the humans and the kwarrasti we saw earlier.”

      “Agreed,” Kari said.  “Well, anyway, we’re probably going to have a long day of reading and exploring ahead of us tomorrow, so let’s pretend Erik is here to yell at all of us and go get a good night’s sleep.”

      Again, there was laughter, but everyone did as ordered.
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      Kari was awakened by a knock at her bedroom door the next morning.  She felt terribly groggy.  As someone who usually got up around dawn, it was weird to feel so tired unless it was still early, which she couldn’t tell for the lack of windows.  Sonja and Danilynn had also perked up at the knock, and Kari got up and moved to answer the door.  She took one of her scimitars in hand before she opened the door but hid it behind her back.

      Qin Lixiao was standing there, and she bowed her head politely to Kari’s bleary-eyed gaze.  “I apologize for waking you, but a messenger has brought word you are expected at the palace.”

      “Is it dawn yet?” Kari asked around a yawn.

      “Yes, my lady, the sun is just now rising.”

      The change in the hours weighed upon her.  She acknowledged the message and closed the door to get dressed.  Her roommates got ready with her, both as discombobulated by the time difference as Kari.  Kari washed her face in the provided basin, and then rinsed out her mouth before she belted on her swords.  Once Sonja and Danilynn were ready, they left their room and joined Eli and Aeligos, who’d apparently overheard and gotten dressed themselves.

      Without pausing for breakfast or even a drink, Kari and her friends headed to the tower of the Overking.  The entry level was nearly deserted but for a few of the handsome, elf-like incubi positioned around to assist visitors.  Kari started to head toward the nearest incubus to ask where she was supposed to go, but she froze in her tracks at the approach of a mallasti female.

      Emma looked larger than Kari remembered, no longer the humble looking mallasti in the worn and mildly tattered gray robe.  She was slightly taller than Kari, a tad over six feet, but she was stocky and thick, as seemed to be common with her people.  Her eyes, the glowing orange orbs that held so much intelligence and yet traces of coldness, flicked ever so briefly over Kari’s companions before settling back on the demonhunter.  Now, Emma wore a beautiful garment not unlike Eliza’s, an intricate robe webbed with colors of red, white, and black.  The way she moved suggested the wound Turillia had dealt her just weeks before was nearly healed.  The mallasti female came to a stop before Kari and folded her hands in front of herself.

      “You are expected upstairs to see Lord Morduri,” she said in that interestingly-accented voice.  “This one is tasked with showing you the way to Lord Morduri’s personal chambers.”

      “How’s your side?” Kari asked.

      The question caught Emma off-guard, and she tilted her head before answering.  “This one has healed well despite the grievous nature of the wound.”

      “How have you been, Emma?  It’s been ages,” Danilynn said quietly, as if afraid the incubi might take exception to their conversation.

      “This one is not here to exchange pleasantries, but to deliver Lady Vanador into Lord Morduri’s presence.  As it stands, you are wasting his time, and what time he has afforded you.”

      “Lead on, then,” Kari said.

      Emma turned to go, but then whirled back to face them all.  “Lady Vanador is the only one invited to see Lord Morduri.  The rest of you would do well to find other places to be.”

      Kari nodded to the silent questions of her friends.  “Go get some breakfast, then get back to what you were doing.  I’ll go meet with Lord Morduri and see where we stand.”

      Once the others left, Emma met Kari’s eyes and then turned to lead her around the back of the entry level.  Kari had to remind herself she was standing on the demons’ home world, in the palace of their Overking, to keep from wanting to grab two fistfuls of the mallasti girl’s robe and start shaking answers out of her.  Might that very urge be the reason Emma was chosen to show Kari to Morduri’s chambers?  It would mean the Overking, amongst others, was privy to Kari’s intentions.

      Just like Eliza said, she thought.  The kings are just as interested in me as I am in them.  They’re already taking advantage of this opportunity; I need to do the same.

      Around the back was an intricate stone dais with an odd glyph carved into its surface.  Kari thought it might be infernal, but Aeligos had mentioned an alphabet.  Did the infernal language also have one-symbol calligraphy like the rir and some of the human languages?  Emma watched as Kari hesitated, and the mallasti stepped up onto the dais first and gestured for Kari to join her.  As soon as Kari stepped up next to the mallasti, they were whisked away through the distance to arrive on a similar pad in an enclosed, circular room.  Kari was pretty sure her stomach was still on the entry level.

      “The Overking’s servant, Emmalikas, bringing a guest by Lord Morduri’s order,” Emma said, and one of the walls slid aside to allow access to a sprawling, semi-circular bedroom.

      Kari stepped into the bedroom behind Emma, and it barely registered that she’d just entered the bedroom of a demon king, overwhelmed as she was by the décor.  A bed large enough for three or four stood against the left-side wall, flanked by nightstands and bookshelves stacked deep with literature.  There was no sign of the demon king, and Kari’s eyes were drawn to the bright morning sun streaming in through a broad glass balcony door.  The sunlight spilled onto the straight right-hand wall, where it drew attention to the numerous portraits and drawings.  These, Kari saw, were far more personal to the demon king: some of these were nudes, while others were pictures of his parents or close family.

      Whatever Celigus thinks of him, he certainly admires the female form, she thought, taking in the various nude drawings.

      Emma didn’t pause, walking toward a back doorway on the inner wall.  Once Kari caught up, the mallasti knocked on the door, waited until told to enter, then ushered Kari through.  This room was a bath chamber, though the bath was more like an indoor pool.  At the end near Kari and Emma was a gurgling whirlpool sucking the water down into the floor, while at the far end, the pool was fed by a waterfall cascading from an unseen source in the ceiling.  Kari glanced from source to drain and wondered if the water was coming from someone else’s bath chamber above.  Such would certainly remind the kings of who was above them, to Kari’s thinking.

      From out of the cascading water stepped the purple-eyed elestram king, and Emma bowed low when he made his appearance.  Kari wasn’t sure how deep the water was, but Morduri was submerged to mid-belly, and he had to be seven feet tall, not counting those long, pointed ears.  Standing before her, clothed only in the modest waters, Morduri was lean but muscular, an obvious hunter and athlete as he was reputed to be.  He wore no jewelry—at least not in the bath—and had no distinctive marks, such as tattoos or brands, upon his person.  Despite Kari’s prejudices against demons, he was a fine-looking elestram male.

      “You are dismissed,” he said evenly to Emma in the Citarian trade language, and the mallasti female bowed without a word and departed the chamber.  Once he and Kari were alone, Morduri gestured toward Kari and then the water.  When she hesitated, he blew a wispy chuckle through his nose and said, “Worry not, Lady Vanador, I have no intentions of taking advantage of you.  This bath chamber is one of the only places in this city where you and I can talk without being overheard by anyone.  Join me and enjoy a bath while we speak; it may be your only opportunity to do so while visiting Anthraxis.”

      Kari thought of the wash basin at the inn and the fact that she and her friends hadn’t been offered a bath.  Was water a precious commodity here, flaunted by the kings while the rest of the population languished?  Wary of hesitating too long and insulting her host, Kari removed her armor and clothes and slipped easily into the water.  The floor of the pool was graded in steps to accommodate the short and the tall alike, and Kari stepped out into the center, so she was submerged above the breasts, maintaining some semblance of modesty.

      Morduri beheld her with those purple eyes, a hair shy of glowing even in the bath chamber, flooded with light by the enchanted ceiling.  He seemed neither amused nor desirous, as though the only thing on his mind was their pending agreement.  After studying her for what felt like a solid minute, the elestram king moved over to the side, retrieved a bar of soap, and tossed it casually to Kari.  She caught it and smelled it; it lacked any of the typical fruity scents the soaps back home had, but she figured demons probably didn’t like smelling like fruit.  Its scent was neutral, but soap was soap, so Kari began to wash herself while she waited for Morduri to speak.

      “I spoke with Lady Koursturaux last night regarding what you want, what she wants, and what I can expect to receive in return,” he said.  He lacked the accents Emma and the Wraith had; he didn’t speak like a Citarian, but his voice came across as neutral and that of a practiced speaker.  “I have to say I am not satisfied with this arrangement at all.  I am asked to give up something and receive little in return but the pleasure of seeing Lady Koursturaux enjoy the fruits of my sacrifice and your labor?  Ketava, to think I already have a reputation for being this much of a pushover.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say something like that,” Kari muttered.  His brow came low and she wondered if she’d spoken out of turn or too casually to the king.  She started to apologize, but he gestured for her to speak freely.  “With all due respect, Your Majesty… Your Lordship… I’m not sure what I’m supposed to call you here… I have no reason to trust Lady Koursturaux, or you, or Lord Emanitar, whose realm I might have to cross to accomplish this task of ours.  I don’t imagine you have any more reason than I do to trust your fellow kings.”

      He chuckled, but it sounded only partially amused.  “You may well understand the way of our world better than I was led to believe.  To answer your question, while we are here in this chamber, you may simply call me Morduri; we will save worrying about Lord and King when we are outside among others.  In this city, Lord Irrasitus or Your Lordship will suffice; among my people, you should call me Your Majesty to maintain decorum.  I have not been a king for long, Lady Vanador–”

      “Kari,” she interrupted, then gave an apologetic nod.

      “Kari, then… as I was saying, I don’t generally stand on ceremony except when I must to maintain decorum.  And you are quite right, I have no more reason to put my trust in Lady Koursturaux than you do, or to go out of my way to make her happy.  I am far too lowly in rank for her to get her hands dirty trying to murder me, and our lands do not border each other, so she has little means to harass me.  I fail to see any reason I should do as she has demanded, but for one: you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You are a demonhunter, and one of a rather high rank,” he said, putting emphasis on her profession.  “I may have use for you in the future, but at the same time, I think I know what reaction I can expect for suggesting you put yourself in my debt.  As I already said, I am not satisfied with the terms presented by Lady Koursturaux and will not aid either of you in this endeavor under those terms.  If, however, you will agree to perform a service for me in the future, I will do as you ask.”

      “What kind of service?” Kari asked suspiciously.  That semi-amused expression crossed his face again, but Kari tried to deflect whatever offense she may have caused before he could reply.  “I can’t be in your debt if you’re going to end up asking me to kill people on my world, or help you come across to kill people yourself.”

      Morduri seemed surprised by her addendum, and his ears angled outward sharply with his brow coming low as he considered her.  “Please don’t pretend to understand my wants or my motivations,” he said evenly, and Kari bowed her head deferentially.  “All I will say about it is that it will not be something that goes against your nature.  If I know your kind at all, I doubt the word of a demon king is going to ease your tension, but if you consider what it is you came here for, you’ll realize you’re already taking several of us at our word.”

      Kari nodded.  “Why, though?  Why do you need me to do something for you?  You’re a high-ranking king, you must have people better suited to doing your bidding than me.”

      Morduri scoffed.  “High-ranking,” he muttered.  “Ketava, you have no idea what it’s like to be a Middling.  Too low in rank to stand up to the Ancient Ones, too high in rank to rest easy around the Minor Kings.  I thought I made it rather clear that all the benefits of this plan of Lady Koursturaux’ go to her and to you.  I would get nothing out of this deal except the opportunity to wedge my nose under her tail in exchange for her good will.”

      Kari had to try not to laugh; it reminded her of something Ty or Eli would say, if a little less crudely.  “But if I promise you a service…?”

      “I will still hate this deal, but I will honor it,” he said with a sigh.

      She tilted her head to the side; there was still one thing odd about all this, and she wondered if she should give voice to it.  “With all due respect, I can hardly believe I’m standing here negotiating with a demon king as if I’m his equal,” she dared.

      He let out a short, grunting laugh.  “As I’ve said, I don’t typically stand on ceremony,” he returned.  “The kings and nobles you expected—indeed, that you’re probably accustomed to on your own world—for everything they gain in power, they lose in control.  Oh, certainly, Lady Koursturaux and Lord Baal have iron-fisted control over their realms, but they don’t hold the hearts and minds of their people, only their lives.  I’m sure you have already heard many things about me… that I am a cowardly wanderer, afraid to sit the throne; perhaps that I am queer; that in over a thousand years I still haven’t matured enough to understand my role or my possible destiny; or that I am only a shadow of my father.

      “Only the last of those things is true, Kari: I am not the man my father was.  He was a great king, a proud and fearless leader that built up a small realm into a kingdom of prosperity and security.  As his sole heir and prince, I traveled the lands of Pataria, keeping track of and watch over my father’s people.  In those many, long years, I learned that what I just said about my peers on the council was true for my father as well.  While he had the lives of the people in his hands, their hearts and minds belonged to me.

      “I have traveled among the people of Pataria for centuries.  I have seen them give birth and take each other in marriage; I have seen them at war and at peace; I have seen them in times of famine and in times of abundance; in times of joy and in times of sorrow; I have seen them cremate an elder of four eras, and seen them welcome a child with limitless potential.  Their hearts and their minds belong to me now, Kari; they will fight for me, and they will die for me, not because I am their king or they are afraid of me, but because I am one of them.”

      Kari stared at him, fascinated.  His words added depth not just to his own character, but his people’s as well.  Even Kris Jir’tana, who was the prince of Askies in title if not in practice, who had fought so hard and so long during the War for the freedom and prosperity of his people, would be hard-pressed to make such a claim.  But she also understood there was a deeper point the demon king had yet to make.  “Why are you telling me this?” she prompted him.

      “You and Lady Koursturaux have asked me to take something from my people and offer it freely to you,” he said.  “I want you to understand that I do not do so lightly, and the reason why I ask something of you in return.  I will give you the thing you have asked of me, but what you give in return will be something for my people, not just for me.”

      I get no sense he’s lying, she thought.  I’d assume he is… I shouldn’t take him or any of his peers at their word.  But could it all be true?

      Was it possible to find grace, honesty, loyalty, and even love in the heart of a demon, let alone a demon king?  Hadn’t Citaria already, to an extent, in Celigus Chinchala?  If Morduri’s words were true, she’d feel better about performing a nameless service for him in the future—not completely satisfied, but curious what he would ask on behalf of his people.

      Curiosity got the better of her.  “When would you call upon me for this service?”

      “When you become the Avatar of Vengeance,” Morduri answered immediately.  Kari’s brows rose, and the demon king chuckled and added, “So you see, even I will have a vested interest in your success, if you should agree to my terms.”

      “Are you going to get in trouble with Lady Koursturaux for changing the agreement, though?” Kari pressed.

      Morduri turned and waded back toward the waterfall, where he rinsed off again and stared out at Kari from beneath the cascade with those purple eyes.  “Undoubtedly, but the Lady’s anger waxes and wanes, and in time she will understand and, presumably, accept the reasoning for my addendum.  In any case, that is not for you to concern yourself with.  What you have been offered gives you the means to accomplish your goals in relative safety, with only a small price to be paid overall.”

      Kari nodded; Morduri’s demand only changed things slightly.  Considering how wary she was of getting caught up in Koursturaux’ schemes, she had to give Morduri credit for making it clear he wanted something ahead of time.  “Will you take offense if I ask for some time to consider your terms?”

      “You may take the next seven days to do so,” he answered, coming back out from under the water and shaking his head vigorously.  The effect on the fur of his ears was amusing, but Kari made sure to keep her mirth in check.  “When I leave the city at the end of this council session, you will either accompany me, or I will assume you’ve turned down my offer.”

      Kari bowed her head politely.  “Thank you,” she said, and she made her way to the edge of the pool and started to climb out.  She didn’t see any towels nearby, and when she turned to ask the demon king where she might find one, he was taking in her naked form.  Normally, being naked wouldn’t faze her as a rir, but her observer being a demon king changed her perceptions.  Still, his gaze, while intrusive, seemed more curious than lusty.  “Erm, where are the towels?”

      One of his cheeks twitched in amusement, and he made his way to the edge of the bath and climbed out himself.  Kari’s instincts about his size were accurate: he was at least as tall as her brother-in-law Serenjols, even before taking the long ears into account.  His shoulders were broad and muscular, testament to his athletics and hunting, but the rest of him was lean.  He had no marks, brands, tattoos, or shaved areas anywhere else upon him now that she could see his entire body, and his genitals were tucked away in an efficient and fairly modest sheath.

      He took her naked form in more carefully up close, but only for a few moments before his gaze came back up to hers.  “I usually sit out on the balcony to dry off.”

      “Where everyone can see you?”

      Morduri chuckled aloud this time.  “The only people who would see us this high up are nosey valirasi, and I keep my bow out on the balcony for just such an occasion,” he said, and though he had laughed before he said it, his expression and tone told Kari it was no joke.

      He gestured toward the door exiting back to the bedroom, but Kari pointed at another door directly across the way.  “Where does that door go?” she asked.

      “To Lord Emanitar’s room,” he answered.  He nodded to Kari’s unspoken question and added, “We share floors, usually with another king we can get along with.  That’s a difficult thing to manage when it comes to some of my peers.”

      “And Emanitar is sort of like an uncle to you?” Kari prodded.

      “Lord Emanitar, and yes,” he said.  “Take care that our casual conversation does not lead you to insult one of the other kings, Kari.”

      “Of course.  Sorry,” she said.

      He hardly acknowledged her apology but followed her into his bedroom and across to the balcony.  Kari stepped out onto the sun-soaked terrace, bright and hot under the risen, blazing sun.  Anthraxis was arid, and within moments of stepping out on the balcony, Kari the water began to evaporate from her skin, cooling her down a bit even in the sun.  She stepped to the railing and looked over, and her hands gripped the edge in surprise.  Morduri’s floor had to be almost two-thirds of the way up the tower, the ground far below them.  Kari had looked out from such heights during the War, when her unit was stationed up in the Barrier Mountains, but to be so high up on a tower was different.  The diminutive forms walking below was surreal.

      Morduri sat in a carved stone chair and gestured for Kari to do likewise if she wished.  She was dry after only minutes, but it looked as though his fur might take a while.  He leaned back and put his feet up on the railing, showing off his long, lean, muscular legs.  Kari got the impression he could run for hours, making any hope of escaping the hunter slim at best.  In the back of her mind, she wondered if it was only animals and game that he hunted, but despite the openness of their conversation thus far, Kari didn’t dare give voice to that curiosity.

      “What’s your home like… Pataria, did you say it was?” Kari ventured after a few silent minutes passed.  She was nervous in the presence of a demon king, but only a little now that she felt Morduri wasn’t psychotic.  Still, the longer and deeper the silence grew between them, the more Kari suspected she was overstaying her welcome.

      The elestram turned his purple gaze to her after a moment, flicking his head to the side as if trying to figure out if she was really interested or just asking to have something to say.  “As realms go, it’s fairly small; one can cross its length or breadth in little more than one of your weeks.  Still, its terrain varies from corner to corner, from hilly pine forest to flat plains to grassy hills to farmland.”

      Farmland? Kari thought, stifling a laugh.  Again, it made sense that they’d have to raise crops; if not for their own consumption, then for that of their food animals.  Still, she tried to imagine the demons she’d fought over the course of her career being farmers, and the corner of her mouth curled up in a laugh despite her efforts.  Already she was learning so much, and with the new knowledge came a change in perspective: though they might be demons, these creatures had many of the same weaknesses and dependencies the people of Citaria had.  And all of that could one day prove useful, as negligible as it might be to the “people” of Mehr’Durillia.

      “Are there any big cities in your realm?” she prodded, hiding her interest behind a light tone.

      “Only the capital city of Ruceria, where my father’s castle is,” Morduri answered with an airy gesture, as though he didn’t want to get into too many details.  “I have not visited there since I inherited his throne some years ago.  My mother does a sufficient job running the day to day affairs of the throne, leaving me to be a king amongst the people, rather than over the people.”

      “Your mother’s still alive?” Kari asked.  “But wouldn’t that mean–”

      “There are no demon queens, Kari.  Lady Koursturaux and,” he paused and coughed, “Lady Darkstorm did not inherit their thrones, or acquire them through marriage.  They are kings, and you would do well to always remember that when you address or speak of either of them.  If Lady Koursturaux takes a liking to you, you may be allowed to refer to her as The Crimson Queen, but if you make the mistake of referring to her as a queen in any other way or circumstance… well, let’s just say it’s a mistake you’ll likely only make once, and certainly not more than twice.”

      Kari made a mental note of the warning.  “So, your mother serves you?”

      Morduri rose, and Kari figured she’d asked one question too many.  “Yes.  Despite being my mother, she is my subject and serves my court the same way she served my father’s.  Now, I must ask you to leave so I may get ready for the day’s session.  Touch the wall of the lift, and it will admit you.  You needn’t do or say anything; it will take you to the foyer on its own.”

      Kari bowed politely.  “Thank you for your time, Your Lordship,” she said formally, trying to end their meeting on the best possible terms.

      Morduri didn’t extend any of the same niceties, but there was a graciousness in the way he bowed his head.  Kari got dressed quickly and returned to the lift.  Just as he’d instructed, she opened it, and had no sooner stepped on the glyphed pad than she found herself in the foyer.
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        * * *

      

      Kari glanced toward the staircases, intending to find her friends and get something to eat, but nearly-glowing orange eyes caught her attention from across the opening in the floor.

      Emma was across the way, speaking with what appeared to be an elf, but Kari knew it was an incubus.  Emma didn’t look directly at Kari but clearly saw her.  Kari wondered if the mallasti slave girl would try to avoid her.  Despite her hunger and desire to go over what she’d learned with her friends, Kari circled the open floor and made her way to Emma.  As Kari drew near, the mallasti finally looked up, and the incubus took his leave.

      Kari stepped before Emma, and her mind worked to reconcile the fact that Emma was taller.  Whenever Kari thought of the mallasti girl, she thought of her being small and insignificant in some way that was difficult to define.  Emma was incredibly powerful, so the strange perception she left in peoples’ minds had to be some trick to conceal that power.  Whatever the case, the mallasti girl stood straight when Kari faced her, folding her clawed, furry hands before her and then bowing her head ever so slightly.

      “How may the Overking’s servant be of service?” Emma asked.

      You know damned well how you can be of service, Kari thought, but she didn’t put it into those words.  Emma was telepathic to a degree, but there was no change in the stoic demeanor of the mallasti girl, so Kari wasn’t sure if Emma heard her thoughts.  She decided to be tactful, and asked, “Why did you run away when I wanted to talk to you?”

      Is this a conversation you want to have here and now? came the soft but still oddly-accented voice of the mallasti girl into Kari’s thoughts.

      Just answer the question, Kari thought back, unsure if Emma would even “hear” her.

      “This one is here to serve visitors to the Overking’s palace, not to answer questions,” Emma answered evenly.  “Is there somewhere this one may guide or direct you to, or would you like to request a personal audience with His Majesty?”

      “Is Lord Chinchala around?” Kari asked, suppressing a sigh.

      Emma blinked slowly, though her facial expression didn’t change.  “You will find it impossible to gain the attention of any of the kings so close to the start of the day’s session,” she said.  “This one is otherwise unaware of the schedules or desires of the kings; she can arrange an audience only with her own master.”

      You’re beginning to really aggravate me, Kari thought.

      Only just now? came Emma’s silent reply, and it was all Kari could do to not chortle and give away their private conversation.

      “Well, what time does the session end?” Kari asked, trying to mask their telepathic chat from anyone paying attention.  The foyer had been clear when Kari had returned from Morduri’s chambers, but now, the various retainers and scribes of the kings were filtering in, preparing to watch the meeting from above.  And when and where can you and I talk?

      “The session typically is brought to a close when the kings share the evening meal,” Emma answered in polite tones.  “Many of them retire to their personal quarters after supper, but sometimes one can request a private meeting if the kings remain behind to play chess, to speak among themselves, or otherwise choose to stay on the meeting hall floor.”

      Kari turned and walked over to the railing to look down.  Morduri had made his way to the grand table in the short time since Kari had left his chambers, though he was the only king there so far.  Kari’s thoughts were interrupted when Emma turned and walked away, but her reply finally came in typically silent fashion.

      Lady Vanador, this one is not certain what you expect should we talk.  The Master’s wants and desires are not things this one can or will share with you, and the answer to your initial question should be more than obvious.  This one has a task to complete, and your own task is to stop her at all costs.  The prospect of being captured means this one will do anything she must to remain free from you and your Order, just as you should be willing to do the same to remain free from the kings.

      You know what I am? Kari prodded before the mallasti girl could get too far away.

      This one knows that you are Salvation’s Dawn, came Emma’s reply.  The question, Lady Vanador, is whether you truly understand what that means.

      What do you mean? Kari asked, but this time there was no response.  Emma disappeared around the far side of the foyer, and soon reappeared down below on the meeting hall floor, alongside a creature that made Kari’s breath catch.

      In Kari’s mind, he immediately registered as a male version of King Koursturaux, but at the same time, she understood he was so much more.  This was undoubtedly the Overking, Emma’s master and the undisputed ruler of all of Mehr’Durillia.  An imposing, stalwart figure of about eight feet in height, he was similar to Koursturaux, though his features were more angular, his horns rose upward instead of curving back, and his face was long and comprised of striking lines and deep-set golden eyes, not black pools like those of his female counterpart.  In the sureness and evenness of his stride, there was a majesty and a confidence that demanded Kari’s respect, and for some odd reason, she found herself nearly hypnotized by the sway of his ebon robe.  It was all she could do to not drop to a knee just looking at him from a distance, and from the corner of her eye, she saw many around the perimeter genuflect toward him; apparently, it wasn’t just her.

      If he was at all aware of Kari’s presence, he gave no indication, speaking tersely to the mallasti servant that followed him one pace behind and to his left.  Kari could barely tell that they were speaking, let alone hear what they were saying, but she assumed they were speaking in infernal anyway.  Kari simply hoped Emma wasn’t telling him that she was there, what they had spoken about, or—worse yet—that Kari had gone to see Morduri.  Then again, if Emma had been sent to escort Kari to Morduri’s chamber, it was more than likely she had done so by the Overking’s order.  Kari was about to leave to go find the others when her sponsor made their appearance on the meeting hall floor.

      Just as Kari had thought only moments before, Koursturaux was the same species as the Overking, and far more impressive to behold in person than either Eli’s description or Morduri’s drawing suggested.  She was at once softer and yet harder than her male counterpart, all graceful curves and barely-restrained sexual allure, and yet the modesty of her ebon clothing and the sheer beauty of the greatsword across her back said that this was no consort to be trifled with.  Her eight-foot frame made her appear lanky, but there was a lean strength there that the long muscles belied.  Her horns curved gracefully back from her brow just as in Morduri’s astonishing rendition and she had long raven hair set back in four braids.  In the back of Kari’s mind, the image of a tigress manifested itself: a beautiful yet powerful killer.

      Kari was surprised when the female demon king drew up beside the Overking and, after saying something to him, kissed him on the cheek.  Several other kings filtered into the meeting hall from the teleportation dais, and it wasn’t lost on Kari when Koursturaux turned to watch them file past her without taking her seat.  First among them was a golden-eyed mallasti male that had to be King Emanitar.  He was rather nondescript for a king, a fairly typical member of his species, if perhaps a bit taller.  His robe was casual, and he greeted Koursturaux politely before passing by to seat himself in the fifth seat on Koursturaux’ side.

      Next came a sight that nearly made Kari’s head spin: Celigus and another king who was so perfectly identical to him that only their attire and the black sword across Celigus’ back let Kari tell them apart.  The other, Kari according to the Anthraxis Council Codex, had to be King Arlerase Chinchala, who was either Celigus’ cousin or his son, depending on who one asked.  Even the Codex wasn’t sure which was the truth of it, but staring at them walking side by side and speaking quietly, Kari got the impression they must be father and son.  Even still, how Celigus had sired a child that looked identical to him was a mystery, unless he had a mistress or kast’wa somewhere that also looked just like him.  Celigus and Arlerase both greeted the Overking and Koursturaux respectfully, and then Celigus took the third seat on Koursturaux’ side while Arlerase continued to the last on that same side.

      The next king to make an appearance set Kari’s feet in motion.  The nine-foot, green and gold cobra-like creature could be none other than Sekassus the Calculating, the very king Kari had come to negotiate with.  She turned away quickly before he could notice her distinctive, winged terra-dracon form at the railing, but the image of his scaled and scowling countenance stuck with her regardless.  His face was so potently reminiscent of what she had seen when she dreamed about Sakkrass; had Turillia twisted her dreams to try to blur her perceptions of the deity and the demon king?

      Kari hurried to the library and found her companions after only a couple of minutes.  Danilynn and Aeligos had their heads together, the priestess going through some writing on a map they studied.  Sonja was seated in a deep chair that made her seem small even at six-foot-seven.  Eli was chatting lightly with Eliza.  All of them looked up when Kari reached them, but Kari motioned back toward the stairs.  “We should all go get some breakfast, and I can tell you what I’ve learned so far.  And you can let me know if you’ve found anything worthwhile yet.”

      The others gathered their books and returned them to their places, and then everyone but Eliza filed out of the tower, giving the circular opening to the lower level a wide berth.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the inn, they were able to order food and drinks.  Kari spent the time in between visits from their hostess filling the others in on what Morduri had told and asked of her.  No one seemed keen on Kari accepting such a vague, open-ended proposal from the demon king, but Kari made it clear they were headed nowhere but home if she didn’t.  She promised to think on it for as long as she could, but then shifted her focus to what the others had learned.

      Aeligos checked to see where their hostess was before he began, “Mostly, we’re just getting a feel for how the library is laid out.  Unlike back home, history books and such don’t just get tossed away when they’re updated.  We’ve found Codices of the Kings dating back a few thousand years, to when there were over fifty of them.”

      “Fifty?” Kari repeated, and she thought to herself.  “I guess that explains why there’s so many floors to the Overking’s palace.”

      “Aeligos is picking up the infernal language as fast as I can teach it,” Danilynn put in.  “As you saw when you found us, we’ve been going through maps to get a rough idea of the sizes of the realms and how long a journey we’re actually considering.”  She paused for a minute when Qin Lixiao brought over some of their meals.  “I thought Pataria and Tess’Vorg sounded like fairly large realms based on estimates of how long it would take to cross them, but…”

      She trailed off and shook her head, so Aeligos spoke up again.  “But compared to some of the larger realms, they’re tiny,” he said.  “King Koursturaux’ realm of Mas’tolinor looks like it would take months to cross.  King Baal’s realm of Antumorgh is nearly the same size, and between them is King Abaddon’s realm of Horturris which, while not as large, is still much, much larger than Pataria or Tess’Vorg.”

      “How big is Sorelizar?” Kari asked, but they waited while their hostess delivered the rest of their meals.  Kari took a moment to pray along with Danilynn, and the others did so as well.

      “It’s about twice as big as Tess’Vorg or Pataria,” Aeligos answered.  “Based on what you told me, it seems like Sorelizar is set up to take advantage of the Seven Days’ Grace law.  From what I can tell, it will take you almost seven days to reach its capital—also called Sorelizar—from any of its borders.  I doubt that’s a coincidence.”

      Kari nodded and turned to Sonja.  “Have you found anything interesting in the books?”

      “Interesting, yes.  Useful, no,” Sonja said quietly.  “Like Aeligos said, some of these books are older, and either irrelevant or simply wrong now.  I found a book called The War of Seven Fronts, and it’s about Celigus’ rise to power, so I’m getting closer to the present-day tomes we’re looking for.  But aside from finding out that Celigus had a twin brother named Sherkenn, I haven’t found anything of worth.”

      “Secretive old bastard, isn’t he?” Kari muttered, and the others chuckled.

      “Not surprising, considering where he lives and how he likely came to power,” Eli said.

      “True,” Kari said.  “Well, keep up the good work.  I’m going to avoid the palace until the session is done; I don’t want Sekassus to see me, even if he does know I’m here and planning to meet with him.  See if you can find a list of the current kings, their princes, and anything else about their realms, people, and allies or enemies.  I don’t need to know about their mistresses or bathing habits, but try to get me as much information as you can about who’s in charge, who’s next in line behind them, and what they think of their fellows on the council.  That’ll give me a place to start when we get back home and try to make sense of all of this.”

      Aeligos agreed in infernal, which prompted Danilynn to correct him on something to do with his grammar.  They both chuckled, and Kari couldn’t help but smile at how fast Aeligos picked things up.  With everyone in agreement, the friends began to enjoy their breakfast.
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      The days felt fruitless.  While the others found the tomes they were looking for after a few days, Kari had no opportunities to speak with any of the kings.  It seemed impossible, with the number of commoners and rivals’ retainers that requested their attention on a daily basis—which was to say nothing of the fact that the council sessions took all day.  Kari wanted one of her friends to listen in on the sessions—many of the city’s residents did so—but she was leery about being too conspicuous, so she had them research instead.  Eliza showed Kari around those parts of the city she had any business visiting, but that had taken only a single day.

      The days still felt like they passed too quickly despite Kari having little to do.  She considered spending time with Danilynn and Aeligos to learn the infernal tongue, but Aeligos’ concerns about slowing everyone down rang much truer for Kari.  They’d probably all end up frustrated trying to get her acquainted with a completely alien tongue.  Eli found ways to be of help, but that was likely more out of desire to be close to Danilynn in a dangerous place than due to his work ethic.

      Kari went to the palace on the fourth day of the council’s session to speak with Celigus.  He wasn’t involved in the plan, so she didn’t think it would be suspicious if anyone saw them talking.  She didn’t know if he’d be willing or able to tell her anything, and he might even give her a verbal lashing for ignoring his advice, but he was the one king Kari believed she could put an ounce of trust in.

      Padding through the foyer, Kari made her way to the teleportation dais.  It was still early; once Kari had gotten used to the change in time, she’d begun rising with the dawn here in Anthraxis.  She’d gotten ready and come to the palace before any of her companions had risen.  The meeting hall floor below was deserted, and there were only a couple of incubi here and there on the main level.  Kari took advantage of the deserted foyer and strode with confidence toward the rear dais.

      Kari came to a stop when she beheld the scene before her.  At the base of the dais stood King Morduri, speaking with Emma in hushed tones.  The mallasti was dressed in that beautiful, intricate robe again, while Morduri wore only his trousers and a bow across his shoulders.  Kari wondered if he had gone out hunting, but she knew little of the lay of the land beyond Anthraxis’ walls.  She could see little from the city—even when she’d been on Morduri’s balcony—that suggested there might be good hunting nearby.

      Then again, maybe I’m thinking of the wrong kind of hunting, she mused.

      The elestram king and mallasti slave shared a long and—so far as Kari could tell, given the differences between their species and her own—passionate kiss that nearly stopped Kari’s heart.  She backed out of sight, hoping neither of them had seen her while their attention was on each other.  A relationship between Morduri and Emma could mean a number of things, none of them good.  Her immediate reaction was to feel betrayed; was Emma a part of this plot now, too?  Did this all have to do with Kari being Salvation’s Dawn, and nothing to do with humiliating Sekassus?  Was it all, in fact, a trap—perhaps of the Overking’s design—meant to lure Kari out to a place where she had no defenses whatsoever?

      Anger welled up in Kari’s chest, and though she reminded herself not to do anything rash when dealing with a demon king, she turned the corner and strode toward them.  She would let her presence act as all the confrontation she needed, hopefully without her having to say a word.  When she passed the dividing wall and into sight of the teleportation dais, Morduri had taken Emma by the hand and was leading her up onto the pad.  “Your Lordship,” Kari called.

      Morduri turned toward Kari and blinked slowly.  He said nothing, but there was barely a trace of patience in the depths of those amethyst eyes.  He turned and glanced at Emma, whose gaze had fallen to the floor.  When the elestram turned back to Kari, he sighed and asked, “Yes?  What is it?”

      “I was hoping to speak with you, if you have the time,” Kari said.  She had little to say to him, but seeing these two together aggravated her far more than it probably should have.  If she had to go up to his bedroom and babble at him for an hour to keep him away from Emma, Kari felt like it would be more than worth her time to do so.

      “I don’t,” he said.  “And frankly, I have nothing more to say to you than I already have.  Now, I have but scant hours before the day’s session begins, and plan to spend that the way I see fit.  I suggest, if you still haven’t managed to reach a decision, that you spend more time with your friends, and less pestering me.”

      His change in manners shocked her, but she wasn’t sure why.  He was a demon king, after all.  She watched him step onto the dais with Emma, and there was a brief moment where the mallasti met Kari’s gaze.  She expected smugness or a triumphant gleam in the girl’s glowing orange orbs, but thereat wasn’t.  Kari didn’t know the mannerisms of her demonic enemies, but she was pretty sure what she saw in Emma’s eyes was shame.

      Is she upset that I know? she wondered.  Or is she… is she more a slave than I thought?

      In the blink of an eye, the demon king and the mallasti slave disappeared, whisked away to his personal chambers above.  Kari briefly considered following them and interrupting, but she that could lead only to disaster.  Whether Lord Morduri took offense enough to kill Kari on the spot, or simply refused to help her, it wasn’t the smart thing to do.  As angry as she was, Kari kept in mind the semblance of trustworthiness and “goodwill” she’d found in him.  She decided not to do anything to jeopardize that unless she had more than a hunch to go on.

      Kari stepped up onto the dais herself, but nothing happened immediately.  She thought of Celigus, and almost as soon as the image of him crossed her mind, she found herself in a dimly-lit cylindrical room, exactly like when Emma took her to see Morduri.  The door didn’t open, so Kari cleared her throat and said, “Karian Vanador, requesting to see Lord Chinchala.”

      There was a long delay, but then the door slid aside, and Kari stepped into a bedroom that was much more lavishly decorated than Morduri’s.  The elestram king had only a bed with a couple of nightstands and shelves of books, while Celigus’ chamber more closely resembled that of an emperor.  Everything—from the intricately carved, mahogany four-poster bed that was large enough for probably half a dozen or more people of Kari’s size, to the triple mirror-adorned dresser that said he frequently had female visitors, to the maps covered in tick-marks and arrows that covered the flat wall that separated bed and bath chambers—said that this was the personal chamber of someone powerful and important.

      Celigus wasn’t anywhere to be seen, and Kari wondered if she was going to end up in a bath with a demon king for the second time in a week.  She started forward slowly, as if the eight-foot, muscular demon king might be hiding behind one of the narrow posts of his bed.  Once she made it several paces into the room, she could see him standing out on the balcony in the light of the sunrise.  Kari hesitated a moment, not sure if she should approach without his permission, but then if he’d let her into his chamber, he must’ve wanted her to come speak to him.

      Kari hardly reached the open glass doors to the balcony before the demon king, leaning out against the railing, said, “I’m curious what it is about people from Citaria that they simply do not listen to me.”  Kari balked, stuttering for a second, and Celigus straightened out and turned to face her.  “Didn’t I tell you not to come here?”

      “Did you really think a one-word answer was going to sway me?” Kari managed.

      The demon king looked toward the door to the bath chamber for a few drawn-out seconds before turning his attention back to her.  “No, I suppose I didn’t.  You’re stubborn and bull-headed, just like your boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend?” Kari repeated, but then it dawned on her.  “Kris?  He’s not my boyfriend, and never has been, and I am not bull-headed and stubborn.  I don’t think he is, either.”

      “Right,” Celigus said with a sarcastic nod.  “He asked that you be assigned to his brigade because he needed your tactical advice, and wanted one of the best demonhunters in the world to be stationed up in the mountains, away from the bulk of the fighting.  You can’t possibly be so dense that you would believe that.”

      “Don’t call me stupid,” Kari spat.

      “I didn’t call you stupid, I called you bull-headed and stubborn,” he returned.  “If you were stupid, you wouldn’t realize what I said was true.  The fact that you simply try to pretend it’s not means you’re stubborn.”  He chuckled lightly through his nose when Kari folded her arms across her chest.  “Now, what did you come up here for?”

      “Advice, though now I don’t think I want it,” she said, wanting to walk away from him, but a little afraid to, regardless of his alliance with her world’s pantheon.

      “Bull-headed and stubborn,” he said again, and he let forth something between a sigh and a laugh.  “I told you not to come here because I knew this was exactly what was going to happen.  Let me guess: you’re confused, you’re not sure who you can trust or how much, and now you’re not sure this whole thing isn’t just a trap, yes?”  Kari nodded grudgingly.  “They’ve got their hooks in you, Kari.  And now it’s too late to turn back.  Even if you leave and go back home, they know what entices you, and how to manipulate you into walking into their clutches.”

      “Why are you so damned secretive?” Kari barked.  “If you had just talked to me ahead of time, I might have avoided this mess in the first place.”

      “I told you not to come,” Celigus said, hiking up his short trousers a bit before he took a seat in a metal chair on the balcony.  “As far as being secretive, as I’m sure Eliza explained, there are things I can tell you and things I can’t.  There’s a vast difference between living on your world and striking a truce with your gods and your people and giving away the secrets of my peers and people.  The former makes me a potential pawn; the latter makes me a traitor.  Quite frankly, Kari, you and your friends are not worth dying for.”

      Kari was about to mutter a sarcastic Oh thanks, but she bit it back.  “When I met with Lord Morduri, he said the bath chambers were the only places in the city where no one could overhear our conversation.  Is that true?”

      “Lady Koursturaux is in the bath chamber; we will not be using it any time soon,” the demon king returned.  He looked up toward the higher balconies, but there weren’t any other kings in sight on this side of the tower.  “We have about as much privacy here as we can expect outside of my personal palace or the bath chamber, so speak your mind.”

      Recognition hit Kari as squarely as a backhand.  “Lady Koursturaux shares a floor with you?  I thought Lord Morduri said you all share floors with someone you get on well with?”

      Celigus turned so that their eyes met.  “Eliza explained to you what a kast’wa is, yes?” he asked, and Kari nodded.  “Lady Koursturaux is my kast’wa.”

      Kari balked again.  “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that?” she barked.

      He gestured toward her gruffly.  “For exactly this reason. She’s not my wife, Kari.  I have no control over her, and no say in how she conducts her affairs.  If she wants to have a child, I’ll probably be the one she has it with, and we tend to entertain each other when we come here for the council sessions, and sometimes in between.  But we are not lovers or spouses; politically, we have nothing to do with each other.  If I’d told you that she was my kast’wa up front, whether you understood the meaning of the word or not, you would’ve asked me to ‘put in a good word’ or some such nonsense.  In that regard, she wouldn’t listen to me any more than you have.”

      Kari turned and looked over the balcony railing.  This was precisely the sort of thing that made her hate politics and being considered a noble.  How much nastier it was in this realm, and so much trickier for her to try to grasp.  Political marriages, as Aeligos had mentioned before they came, were nothing new or strange to Citaria; but what these demon kings considered a “political mating” was just baffling.  It sounded like the sort of thing that would cause more wars and strife than it ever solved, but then, Kari surmised, maybe that was the point.

      Turning back to the demon king, Kari asked, “But you could tell me about her, couldn’t you?  Or about Lord Morduri, or Lord Emanitar, or even Lord Sekassus?”

      Celigus turned toward the door to the bath chamber again for a few moments before he sat back and answered.  “I will tell you this and no more: you can trust their plan to get you this syrinthian girl you’re trying to rescue, but that’s where the plan ends.  From the moment she’s in your possession, you’re on your own.  No one is going to come rescue you if you’re not out of Sorelizar in less than seven days.”

      Kari nodded.  “And is there any reason to believe I won’t be?”

      “They don’t call him Sekassus the Calculating because he plays with numbers,” Celigus answered.  “If you think escaping his realm will be as straightforward as walking to the border of the Overking’s realm, you’ve sold yourself quite short.  My peers who’ve decided to help you put a lot of work into getting you to Sorelizar and negotiating the release of this syrinthian girl; if you haven’t put a similar amount of work into getting out of Sorelizar, you’re probably going to die.  Sorry if you expected me to say otherwise.”

      “But it won’t be impossible?”

      “Improbable, but not impossible,” Celigus agreed.  “You’ve been through a lot in your two lifetimes, Kari, but nothing like this.  These next few weeks will be the longest of your dual lives.  Take care that they are not also the last.”

      “I just hope this girl is worth the trouble,” Kari said in preparation to leave.

      “Don’t count on that,” the demon king said.  “She’s been imprisoned since she was just a child; don’t expect that she’s going to be able to tell you anything, much less secrets about Lord Sekassus or his plans.”

      That wasn’t what Kari wanted to hear, but she had resolved to see to Se’sasha’s rescue regardless of whether the girl could—or would—tell her Order anything.  When the conversation halted, the demon king glanced at Kari sideways and dismissed her with a casual wave of his hand.  She made sure to thank him for his time, not even really considering how nice it was to have a demon king she could talk to casually.  Morduri had allowed her to speak to him so, but even still, Kari hadn’t been free to speak her mind.

      She made her way back to the lift and returned to the foyer.  Then she went back to the inn and roused her companions who weren’t up yet.  After breakfast, she went to the library with them to go over the maps and other reference materials, desperate to find alternate routes out of Sorelizar if it turned out Sekassus pulled some trickery to delay or otherwise entrap her.

      There were only two real options aside from heading south toward the Overking’s realm: to head east, back to Emanitar’s realm of Tess’Vorg; or to go north into Arku’s realm, Si’Dorra.  Si’Dorra was a terrible alternative but was better than the prospect of being captured.  Going west to Mas’tolinor was out of the question per Koursturaux’ orders, so going back east seemed like the best option.

      Which, Kari knew—even before Aeligos pointed it out—was precisely the reason Sekassus would make that the most difficult path, aside from the one to the Overking’s realm.

      Despite all the warning signs, her best option, should Sekassus attempt some trickery, was to go to the worst option: Si’Dorra.  Kari stewed over the prospect for the last couple of days of the council session.  She’d made the decision to go forward with the plan, in some small part due to Celigus’ suggestion, but more because Danilynn and Eli had made an oath and Kari wanted to help them see it through.  She let Eliza and her friends know of her decision, and had her companions prepare to meet King Morduri after the final day of the council session.
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      The council session ended after seven days.  Most of the kings left immediately, creating an incredible scene as nearly a quarter of those in the city left at the same time.  Entourages made their way to the gates behind the generally tall and majestic kings, and Kari made a cursory headcount of fourteen kings from a safe enough distance.  That left the Overking and one other, not including Morduri, whom Kari hadn’t seen yet.  She waited another half-hour before she got antsy and went to inquire about Morduri at the palace.

      The inside of the palace was as silent as a tomb, most of those who had occupied its vaunted halls having cleared out in the last hour.  Even the incubi who served as porters and ushers were nowhere to be seen, so Kari made her way to the railing to glance down upon the meeting hall floor.  The Overking sat at the long table with another king standing nearby, though the other didn’t dare sit in a seat that didn’t belong to him.  Kari took note of him, for he looked like a duplicate of the Overking; could he be anything other than the son of the Overking and Koursturaux?  That chilled Kari to the bone more than anything she’d learned to date.  Certainly, King Koursturaux served the Overking as one of his vassals, but if she was also his lover—in full or in part—then Kari was treading a razor’s edge trusting her.

      Kari backed away from the railing before her presence drew attention, and she turned and looked at her friends.  “Go find Eliza; we may be heading home if this bastard left us here,” she said.  “I’ll meet you at the customs house as soon as I can find out if or when he left.”

      “Be careful,” Danilynn said, echoed by Sonja, and the others departed.

      Kari made her way up to the library to see if she could find any of the incubi.  There were a couple of them returning books to the proper places on the many shelves, but Kari found something even better: Emma.  The mallasti was assisting the incubi with tidying the library and didn’t notice Kari arrive.  Kari was going to ask whether Morduri had left, but she was leery about doing so in front of the Overking’s other servants.  On a hunch, Kari grabbed a book off one of the tables and sat down in a deep chair.  She pretended to read while she concentrated hard on the mallasti girl’s back, and thought, I need to talk to you.

      Ketava, you need not shout, came the reply of the mallasti, who kept on going about her business despite the telepathic conversation.

      Do you know where Lord… King Morduri is? Kari asked.

      Emma continued putting books away, her replies coming as easily as if she was speaking aloud.  This one suspects King Morduri is outside the city, preparing to leave for his home in Pataria, whether you join him or not.

      Why didn’t he just meet us here? Kari prodded.

      Ketava, you can honestly be quite dense sometimes, Lady Vanador.  You two are clearly up to something, and King Morduri is making every effort to keep whatever it is concealed.  To meet you here, in the presence of all the other kings, would have been about as subtle as one of King Baal’s belches.

      Kari had to stifle a chuckle despite the insult.  Is he waiting for us, then?

      This one imagines not for much longer.

      And is he your kast’wa? Kari ventured, hoping to catch the mallasti girl off-guard.

      Emma straightened up and sighed, though if the incubi in the area knew why, they gave no indication.  Lady Vanador, this one is a slave.  She no more has a kast’wa than a kingdom.  None of His Majesty’s other servants were pleasing to the eye of the elestram king, so the Overking made this one available for Lord Morduri’s pleasure.

      And yet you know he and I are planning something, Kari insisted.

      The Overking is no fool, Lady Vanador.  Very little escapes His Majesty’s notice, no matter how much he may appear distracted by other things.

      And he knows I’m Salvation’s Dawn, too? Kari pressed.

      Virtually all of the kings know this now, Emma answered.  Most of them do not know what it means, or not the full extent of it, anyway.  And with the exception of the Ancient Ones, none of them has the means to use that knowledge fully to their advantage.  This does not mean, however, that they cannot use you—only that they do not know how to use Salvation’s Dawn.  But you are a great prize to the kings, and you are in danger of being manipulated, used, or killed by every single one of them.

      Kari had to suppress a grunt.  And the Overking doesn’t mind you telling me this?

      Ketava, is it not obvious by now?  This one is tasked with keeping you alive and ready to be used for the Overking’s purposes.  His Majesty will not object to this one telling you enough so that you make fewer foolhardy decisions that put your life in danger, the mallasti answered in condescending tones.

      So, His Majesty will take a personal interest in what I’m doing with King Morduri? Kari asked.  She had to get some feel for what kind of danger she was truly going to be in, and if the Overking valued her life—or more pointedly, her use as Salvation’s Dawn—that might mean she had a much better chance of escaping this expedition unharmed.

      To an extent, Emma answered.  Whether you live or die is completely in your own hands, Lady Vanador.  Just bear in mind that should you die, another Salvation’s Dawn will take your place.  And this one will find them, just as she found you.  Now, this one has told you as much as she is able and expected to; you must go and meet with King Morduri before he leaves without you.  You do not want to travel the realms of Mehr’Durillia unaccompanied.

      Well, thank you for talking to me, at least, Kari said as she got up hastily.

      You may thank this one by surviving whatever foolishness you are about, so that her efforts are not wasted, Emma returned.

      Kari took the comment in stride and left the palace.  Within minutes she had collected her companions, and they hurried to the north gate.  The gates were open, a pair of burly erestram guards standing outside vigilantly despite the lack of traffic now that the kings had left.  The plain outside the city was dusty and devoid of any noticeable life: the ground was parched, punctuated by long, dead grass that swayed in a stifling breeze that blew in from the west.  Everything was cast in a red hue by that angry, swollen sun that bathed the sky in a crimson flood.  A well-worn dirt road led toward the northwest, and as Kari took in the scene, she saw a tall figure standing by the side of the road a short distance from the gates.

      The others followed in Kari’s wake as she made her way toward Morduri.  The demon king was dressed in the same hunting outfit as the first time Kari saw him, adorned with knives and other tools of the trade.  His bow was strung and across his shoulders, complemented by a hand-and-a-half sword.  His purple eyes glowed slightly in the odd light of the Overking’s realm, and his brow arched when he saw the entourage in Kari’s wake.  He folded his arms across his chest and fixed her with an impatient gaze when the party reached him.

      “Is this your idea of inconspicuous?” the elestram king asked dryly.

      Kari glanced at her friends briefly, almost hoping Aeligos might take over the talking in this situation, but though the rogue nodded, it was more one of encouragement.  Kari turned back to Morduri and said, “I was told bringing men might be an issue, but these two are the best at gathering information, so I brought them along.  Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Quite,” Morduri said.  “Women draw a lot less attention than men do, even when they are of your species.  If you travel solely with women, you’re less likely to draw the wrong kind of attention or be apprehended by overzealous servants of the kings whose realms you cross.  As it stands, four women traveling without escort will be a curiosity; you would have been better served with only one other.”

      “Four women?” Kari repeated.

      “I will not be sending you forth on your own,” the demon king continued in answer.  “I will have one of my people escort you to Sorelizar.  When you stand in front of King Sekassus, you need to deal with him from a position of strength, and if you have men with you, that will be impossible: King Sekassus will expect the men to do the talking, and your reputation and history as a hunter will be worthless.  He may think little of you for being a woman, but you killed one of his sons, and you can rest assured that every one of his servants knows that and, to a degree, respects your power.”

      “All right, Your Majesty, so you’re suggesting Eli and I stay behind in the city and just keep nosing around in books?” Aeligos asked.

      “As to you two, I make no suggestions other than that you do not attempt to accompany Kari and these other two women,” he countered.  “If you choose to spend your time scouting the Overking, be wary that you are not in turn being scouted.”

      “Damnit,” Kari muttered.

      “Well, this was what we were expecting from the start,” Aeligos said.  “Eli and I will go nose around in the city some more, see what we can figure out when there isn’t a demonhunter with us.  If things get hectic, we’ll have Eliza take us back home.  You worry about the three of you, and getting back here safely.  We’ll be fine.”

      “I had just hoped Amastri might be wrong on this,” Kari said with a sigh.

      “As irritating as she is, you’ll find she is very rarely mistaken on anything,” Morduri said.  “In any case, I have lingered here long enough waiting for you.  Say your farewells so we can leave.  The more you delay, the longer it will take to return home.”

      Kari, Sonja, and Danilynn bid Aeligos and Eli farewell, and Danilynn made an obvious effort not to show too much emotion in front of the demon king.  Aeligos promised they’d keep working on gathering information, and that if his grasp of infernal fell short, they’d find other ways to be useful.  Satisfied the boys would do their best to stay out of trouble, Kari dismissed them back into the city.  Then she turned back to Morduri.

      The elestram king watched the two depart and then, without a word, set off northeast toward the horizon.  Kari and her friends followed after him, but even in their athletic conditions, they found it taxing to keep up with the long strides of the elestram.  He stopped every so often to let them catch up, and even after several hours of travel, he showed little sign of fatigue.  He pushed them onward until the bloated sun collapsed wearily to the horizon as though struggling simply to remain above the edge of the world.

      “We will camp here for the night, and should arrive in Moskarre tomorrow morning,” the demon king said, the first words he’d uttered since they left the gates of Anthraxis.

      “You keep a fast pace,” Kari said.  She’d always considered herself a fast walker, making trips between the major cities quicker than most travelers, but his pace put her to shame.

      Morduri considered her for a minute while he took off his cloak and laid it out as a bedroll.  “I’ve been walking so you can keep pace with me,” he said.  “You will find that my kind and our erestram kin are difficult to outpace or outlast.  Under normal circumstances, I’d have been into Pataria by now.”

      Kari glanced over her shoulder.  “The Overking’s realm isn’t very big then, is it?”

      Morduri chuckled humorlessly.  “The entire world is his.  Anthraxis and the land around it represent only a neutral ground where the rest of us are not allowed to fight.”  He watched the women start to unpack their things, and added, “You needn’t bother with tents.  It never rains here, and there’s nothing that will bother you within the Overking’s territory.”

      Kari looked to Sonja and Danilynn, and each of them shrugged in turn; it wouldn’t hurt to sleep under the stars.  The world seemed to lack a moon from what they’d seen in Anthraxis, but the nights were gloriously starry, even under the hazy skies of the city.  It hadn’t really occurred to Kari that a lack of rain was strange, since they’d only stayed in the city for a week, but if what Morduri said was true, it explained the parched ground and the grass that looked as though it had been dead for some time.  It left her to wonder if the other realms were the same, though Morduri had described his own realm as being part farmland, so it seemed unlikely.

      “What should we do in terms of watches, Your Majesty?” Danilynn asked.

      Morduri made a dismissive gesture.  “There are no wild creatures here, as I said.  No one is stupid enough to attack a traveler, much less a king, when in the shadow of Anthraxis.  You may keep watches if it makes you feel safer, but you would be better served getting a good night’s rest; I’m not certain how long you will remain in Moskarre, if at all.”

      “Is that where we’re picking up this thing for Sekassus?” Kari asked.  “And what exactly are we going to be bringing him, anyway?”

      “King Sekassus,” the elestram corrected.  “If you make that mistake in his presence, you will have fewer teeth the next time we meet.  In any case, you’ll be bringing him something you wouldn’t understand, so it should be of little importance to you.  But it is something valuable to my people, and I do not give it to you lightly.  Accordingly, I will send forth one of my people with you, both to act as a guide and to safeguard what you are to bring.”

      “It’s not something King Sekassus can use as a weapon, though, is it?” Kari pressed.

      Morduri sighed through his nose.  “No, nothing like that,” he said, then shook his head.  He lay down on his cloak, folded his hands behind his head, and stared up at the starry sky.

      “You miss Emma already, don’t you?” Kari asked, all too familiar with his mannerisms.  Danilynn and Sonja both beheld Kari incredulously, but their gazes turned as one to the reclining elestram king.

      “That conversation is far beyond the bounds of our relationship,” he said in much lower tones than he typically used.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Kari said, laying out her bedroll and blanket.  She turned to find the elestram scowling at her.  As alien as Morduri and his people were, there were still some things that were the same.  Morduri was longing for a bedmate, and whether Emma was his lover or just a plaything, Kari had little doubt she was what he was thinking about.  “Despite how many times I’ve been called stupid in the last week, I’m really not.”

      “Kari, don’t taunt the demon king,” Danilynn said.

      “I’m not taunting him,” Kari replied, not breaking eye contact with Morduri.  “I’m just letting him know I’ve been in that situation before, so I know from experience what it’s like to be in love with someone you can’t be with.”

      Morduri snorted, but his gaze softened and he turned it back up toward the stars.  “You have quite a heart, Kari, but you are far off the mark in this circumstance.  In any case, as I said, it is not a conversation I want or intend to have with you.”

      Suit yourself, Kari thought.  Against her instincts, it came out more tactfully, and she said, “Then I apologize, Your Majesty.”

      Sonja was staring at Kari when she turned back toward her friends.  “Are you talking about Suler, or…?” her sister-in-law asked.

      “Yeah,” Kari said, though it was only part of the truth.  She had no intention of telling Sonja she sometimes still thought about Kris Jir’tana and what life might have been like if she had accepted his advances during the War.  Kari was happy with her life: she loved Grakin, she was thrilled to have had a child with him, and Little Gray was the light of her life.  She loved being a part of the Tesconis family.  She still thought about Kris at times, but she didn’t ever want to bring that up in front of her family and make them wonder; there was nothing to wonder about.  “Anyway, let’s get some sleep while that’s a luxury we can afford.”

      “That would be best,” Morduri said quietly.

      “Unless you want to tell me why you think King Koursturaux decided to help me…”

      The elestram king laughed.  “I could speculate, Kari, but King Koursturaux’ deviousness makes me feel like a pup.  Had it occurred to you that when you deal with her, you’re dealing with a being over twelve thousand years old?  Whatever it is she’s after, and whatever plans you’ve become entangled in, rest assured they’re probably older than your race.”

      “She’s twelve thousand years old?” Danilynn echoed.

      “At least,” the demon king returned.  “Now, get some sleep.  Your questions all seem to revolve around subjects I have no desire to discuss with you.”

      Kari lay down with her friends, and they started to chatter lightly.  A barked order to be quiet from the demon king put an end to all talk for the night.  Kari stared at the stars above, and her mind wandered back to tales about how humans had come to Citaria from amongst the stars.  She wondered, staring out at all the tiny specks of light in the sky, if their world was in front of her.  And then an even stranger thought occurred to her: was Citaria somewhere in front of her?
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      They passed from the Overking’s land into Pataria the next morning, and it was like crossing between two worlds again.  They forded a narrow river, barely more than a stream that came around one of Pataria’s hills and, according to the demon king, formed much of his realm’s southern border.  Crossing the river, the air lost the crimson haziness to it, and the way the sun illuminated the golden grasses on the side of the hill before them led Kari to look up at the source of light.  The sky, too, had lost its crimson hue, replaced by a blue expanse dotted by the occasional harmless, fluffy cloud, and what had appeared as an angry red sun over Anthraxis became a warm, golden sphere.

      Sonja and Danilynn were taking in the spectacular change in scenery with the same awe.  Morduri stopped after several paces and turned back to watch the three women, but he said nothing.  Kari decided treating him like a tour guide might not sit well with him, so she kept her questions to herself and nodded up the hill after him.  Once Sonja and Danilynn fell into step behind Morduri again, Kari followed the demon king.

      There was laughter farther up, and Kari raised her brows when a leather ball came over the crest of the hill and bounded down toward them.  It was the size of a football—or soccer ball, depending who you spoke to.  Kari scooped it up and continued the ascent alongside Morduri, Sonja and Danilynn close behind her.  She held the ball out toward the demon king, and though the corner of his mouth twitched in amusement, he didn’t take it from her.

      A mallasti appeared at the top of the hill, and for a moment, Kari thought the hill was higher than it had appeared.  Then she realized it was a child.  Silhouetted against that bright blue sky, Kari could make out a lot of detail in moments: the child was about half her height; its fur was a reddish-brown not unlike Emma’s; and there was a decorative bone and bead piece over its chest as the only clothing it wore.  The child skidded to a stop when it beheld the three rir women, and after only a slight delay, it called something over the hill.

      “Uh oh, what did it just say?” Kari asked over her shoulder.

      Danilynn’s brow knitted in confusion.  “I don’t know,” she answered, and Sonja shook her head negatively as well.  “Whatever language that was, it wasn’t infernal.”

      “He is calling the adults, just as expected when he sees a band of strangers approaching,” Morduri answered before the women could get too anxious.  “Bear in mind that my people rarely see rir, if they have ever seen them at all.”

      An adult appeared beside the child and its reaction was immediate.  It yelled something else over the hill in that other language, then scooped the child up and ran back over the hilltop.  Kari regarded Sonja and Danilynn, but Morduri continued forward.  Regardless of the response, Kari didn’t want to dally and make it seem like she was there for—or expecting—trouble.  The hill was steep and her steps were slow, and Sonja and Danilynn kept pace behind her.

      Two more adult mallasti appeared at the top of the hill: one was armed with a spear, the other carried no visible weapons.  Each of these wore chest pieces like the child’s, and their coats were highlighted in places by bright, colorful painted markings.  They reminded Kari somewhat of the czarikk, but that thought fled quickly when the unarmed mallasti’s hands began to crackle with lightning.  Despite the reaction, the lightning-wielder didn’t strike, instead calling down the hill in that unfamiliar language.

      Morduri called back in the same tongue, and among his words was his surname Irrasitus.  The mallasti reaction turned excited, and both mallasti called over the hill in rapid chatter.  Kari and her companions continued the steep ascent behind the demon king.  The two mallasti watched her and her companions skeptically, but they seemed much more concerned with the arrival of their king.  When Morduri reached the hilltop, the mallasti guardians bowed low to him and spoke what sounded like a royal greeting in respectful tones.  Morduri said something to them casually, and they stood up straight and took stock of the king’s guests.

      When Kari reached the hilltop, she met the golden and orange-eyed stares of the defenders.  Both were a little taller than Kari, just over six feet.  And just like Emma, their stares were impassive: if they were angry, curious, distrustful, or any combination thereof, they kept it from their countenances well.  Their scents were musky, more common among the furred demons, though it wasn’t unpleasant.  They wore no clothing but the decorative chest pieces, but their heavy coats hid their gender well aside from the lack of breasts.  The one holding the tasseled and feather-adorned spear gestured down the far side of the hill, and it was only then that Kari took in the village.

      It was smaller than she’d expected.  Moskarre was a collection of roughly two dozen large, animal-skin teepees and huts, arranged around an open central area with a fire pit.  She studied it, comparing it to the czarikk village on Tsalbrin.  These homes were decorated with colorful painted designs and calligraphy, though all of it was lost on Kari.  The area was tidy, and the village was ringed on its outer edge by totem poles, something Kari hadn’t seen before.  She knew of their use among shamanic practitioners, but just what they did, she had no idea.

      The most curious thing about the village, however, was the flat-grassed area to its east, wherein a couple dozen mallasti children and a number of adults stood watching the strangers with great interest.  The field was arranged with markers and paint in some areas, and there were wide woven nets at each end.  It took Kari only moments to realize it was a football—soccer?—field, but she couldn’t quite process having found one on the world of demons.

      She hesitated a moment but got her wits about her and kicked the ball toward the field.  It had been some time since Kari had played a sport of any kind, but her drop-kick was good and accurate, and sent the ball nearly the entire way to the children waiting for it.  The two males standing beside her regarded her with interest, while Morduri laughed outright and gestured for Kari and her friends to follow.

      They descended the backside of the hill, Pataria a breathtaking landscape of rolling hills and grassy valleys.  To the west was a deep vale with a sparkling lake that fed the narrow river they’d crossed.  The air was warm, as though in early summer, and a persistent but gentle breeze blew from west to east.  Kari couldn’t see any other settlements from her vantage point, and she wondered why Moskarre was perched on a hillside so close to the Overking’s realm.

      Considering what his realm is like, does this mean they want to be far from other people?  Do demons avoid each other in their own realms like our people sometimes do? she wondered.

      Pataria held a certain charm, and Kari had to mask the defensiveness that charm sparked.  It was best not to give the mallasti the impression she was expecting trouble in their home.  While the beauty of the realm and its similarities to her own home put Kari on guard, at the same time, she allowed a part of herself to hope most of her travels with Sonja and Danilynn would be through terrain such as this.  The Overking’s realm was desolate and sterile, but hopefully the next time they saw it, their mission would be virtually complete, so they could look forward to getting home.

      They passed the outer edge of the village, and Kari got a brief but close-up view of one of the totem poles.  It appeared to be four animal faces carved directly into a tree trunk.  It was incredibly detailed, and from bottom to top Kari saw a bear, an elk, a snake, and a hawk—or whatever the underworld counterparts of those animals were called.  She supposed it was all the same regardless, and she wondered what the totem represented.  The carvings were painted with an almost life-like quality; Kari was impressed with the artistic prowess involved.

      More beauty crafted by demons, she thought.  Strange.

      Kari looked to Sonja and Danilynn; they were similarly curious about the village and the realm.  Danilynn gave a confused shrug when her eyes met Kari’s.  Sonja seemed aloof, but she was likely using her empathic sensitivity to get a feel for the reactions of the mallasti.  After being stared at a few moments, Sonja finally met Kari’s eyes and gave the barest of nods; it seemed all was well for the time being.

      There were a few mallasti in the village, most appearing to be females.  These, too, wore nothing in the way of clothes, but several had woven pup carriers wrapped about them, and most of these had one or two pups riding inside.  Others sat in the doorways of their teepees nursing young, as many as three or four at a time in some cases, thanks to several smaller nipples along their bellies.  Kari was astounded; she’d had enough trouble with nursing Little Gray.  The females paid little heed to the visitors but to stare curiously, but they all dipped their heads reverently when they saw their king.

      Eventually, Kari and her friends were brought before the largest of the teepees, the village elder’s home if the decorations were any indication.  The guard with the spear called out, and the gathering didn’t have to wait long before another male emerged from the tent.  This one had white-gray fur on his muzzle and cheeks, and he walked with a gait that suggested his legs had carried him through many, many summers.  His yellow eyes took in the visitors quickly, but then he bowed as low as his aged legs and back would allow to greet his monarch.

      The elder and Morduri had a brief conversation, during which Morduri gestured toward Kari and her friends several times.  Their reactions were unmistakable: Morduri clearly asked them for something they did not want to give up.  After a couple of minutes of this, he said something to the elder and the guards, and they all turned and fixed Kari with those stares, though now they weren’t so impassive: they were afraid.

      “I thought we were going to be of more help to you,” Danilynn said to Kari when there was a lull in the discussion.  “Whatever language they’re speaking, I can’t understand a word.  And frankly, that makes me nervous.”  Morduri regarded the fures-rir priestess and said something to her in the imperious, gruff-toned language Kari had heard almost exclusively in Anthraxis.  “Yes, I would feel better if Sonja and I could at least understand what you were talking about, Your Majesty.”

      The elestram king turned to Kari.  “You don’t speak the infernal tongue, do you?”

      “No, Your Majesty,” she answered.  “I don’t speak any of the languages of Mehr’Durillia.”

      Morduri nodded and turned back to the elder.  He spoke in that other language again, but soon the conversation switched to infernal.  The elder said something to the guards and gestured them away.  The males left Kari and her friends in the presence of the king and the elder, who continued to study them with that same impassive look and an obviously discerning eye.

      “So, you are a hunter,” the elder said, surprising Kari when he spoke in the Citarian common tongue.  His voice was clear and strong, but there was a tiredness behind it that Kari couldn’t quite understand, unless it was simply a product of his age.

      Kari started to introduce herself by her Lady title but thought it would be best if she was as unassuming as possible.  “Karian Vanador,” she introduced herself, and then she gestured toward her friends.  “These are my friends, Danilynn Stahlorr and Sonja Tesconis.”

      The elder mallasti studied Danilynn and Sonja for a minute before he turned his gaze back toward Kari.  “You may stay here for two nights, hunter, just as His Majesty has ordered, and we will aid you as His Majesty has decreed.  Understand, however, that you are not welcome here, and we do this for His Majesty’s sake, and not yours.”

      Kari bowed her head.  She hadn’t expected a warm welcome and wasn’t getting one; there was little surprise there.  “You have what we’re supposed to deliver to King Sekassus?”

      “We do,” the elder responded with the barest of nods.  “It will be provided to you, just as His Majesty has decreed.  We will speak more on this later.  For now, go and sit by our people on the field; let them get used to seeing you amongst them.”

      Kari wasn’t pleased with that idea, but if they’d be staying in the village for a couple of nights, she had to get used to the hyena demons.  She turned to Morduri, who nodded but made no protest or complaint about how the elder had addressed Kari.  The guards returned at a gesture from the elder, and Kari glanced at Danilynn and Sonja again.  Before either could ask a question, one of the guards spat on the ground and then spoke to them in the infernal tongue.

      There was an exchange between Sonja, Danilynn, and the guides—complete with spitting—and then Danilynn turned to Kari.  “What’s with all the spitting?” Kari asked.  “Not that I was expecting a warm welcome, but…”

      “It’s the language,” Sonja said.  “Every time we speak to them in the infernal tongue, I can feel them get offended.  It’s not what we’re saying; it’s the language we’re using to say it.”

      “Correct,” Morduri said.  “They consider the infernal tongue to be the language of evil, and accordingly, they don’t like to speak it unless they have to.”

      “Well, that’s certainly… surprising,” Kari muttered.  Exactly what sort of language do they consider their own tongue to be?

      Morduri gestured the women to follow their guides to the east side of town, and Kari and her friends fell into step behind the mallasti males.
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      Most of the villagers were watching a football contest among the youngsters.  Kari could scarcely believe her eyes—an actual football match… in the underworld.  Eleven youngsters wearing the wood-and-bone chest pieces were playing against eleven others who wore nothing.  The mallasti didn’t seem to bother with clothing, even for modesty’s sake.  It was an interesting contrast to the elestram, amongst whom Kari had only ever seen Morduri in the nude.

      The match continued for some time, and Kari studied the mallasti rather than paying any real attention to the score or play.  The majority of these mallasti had the deep, reddish-brown coats with the dark spots, and had black hands, feet, and snouts.  A few had light tan or brown coats with more of a charcoal gray coloration to their extremities.  Interestingly, the color of their ears seemed to have little to do with the coloration of the rest of their coats: some had tan ears, others black, and others gray.  Most had yellow eyes, but some had brown or even green eyes, and a rare few had that fascinating orange color Emma possessed.  All of them had short, furry tails, and most stood between six and six-and-a-half feet tall.

      Kari listened to the barked instructions of the coaches, the calls from the adults watching, and even the banter of the players as the match wore on.  She tried to place the language, hoping there might be some memory of it from Sakkrass buried deep in her subconscious.  Nothing came to mind, and Kari became increasingly glad the mallasti could at least speak infernal, no matter how much they might have disliked it, and that the elder spoke the common trade tongue of Citaria.  How many others besides the elder could?

      She hardly noticed when the match ended.  She sat in the short grass at the side of the field, ignoring the adults and their children as they made their way back to the village.  The mallasti seemed just as happy to ignore the rir women, and Kari was having a hard time understanding what was going on around her.  She knew the demons reproduced the same way mortals did, but that their children partook of sports seemed out of place.  Her hackles rose; she felt herself being lulled into a state of complacency, and she glanced around suspiciously, taking in the faces of her companions to gauge their thoughts.

      Before she could even establish eye contact with either Sonja or Danilynn, one of the young mallasti came up and handed Kari the leather ball.  He said something to her, but it wasn’t in infernal, so neither Kari nor her friends had any idea what he was saying.  The youngster left Kari with the ball and ran to catch up with the other mallasti heading to the village.  Kari looked at the sun, past the apex and retreating towards the distant hills to the west, and then she spared her two friends a glance.  They seemed just as bemused by the entire ordeal, so with a shrug, Kari got to her feet and followed the mallasti back to the center of the village.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked no one in particular.  Many of the families were gathered around the center of the village, where Morduri stood chatting with the elder in that other tongue.  Morduri was clearly perturbed by the topic at hand, so when the three women reached his side, Kari repeated her question.

      “My favorite part of every visit to one of my peoples’ towns or villages,” he answered sarcastically.  “When I have to explain to them that I’m not interested in marrying any of their young, unwed daughters.  Or older, married ones, for that matter.”

      Kari had to stifle a laugh, and the way Danilynn and Sonja suddenly took an interest in the villagers told her they felt the same.  Still, as amusing as the situation was—not to mention the elestram king’s perturbed reaction—it had to be frustrating to constantly have people trying to marry you.  Suddenly, the way her brothers-in-law were treated on a regular basis made her feel uncomfortable; did the continued pestering from their mother and others have anything to do with their resistance to settling down?

      And these people probably have no idea how he feels about Emma, she thought, and she found she almost pitied him.

      Several anxious, young-looking mallasti girls were being prodded before the demon king by their overzealous family members, and Morduri went back to trying to delicately explain why he wasn’t interested.  It went on for some time, but once it became apparent he wasn’t going to change his mind, they gradually gave up, allowing the embarrassed young women to retreat to other parts of the village.  There they congregated and talked amongst themselves, though whether they were glad for his lack of attention or disappointed that they had missed an opportunity to marry the king, Kari couldn’t tell.

      She expected a large communal gathering around the bonfire, but the families each retired to their teepees for supper, leaving the three rir females alone near the fire pit.  Morduri bid Kari and her companions stay there while he went with the elder’s family.  No fire was burning yet, so Kari sat down and pulled her pack between her knees, and she began to dig through it for the rations she’d brought.  The smells of roasting meat filled the village before long, and Kari was strangely disappointed that the mallasti didn’t offer her any food.  She and her friends began to eat quietly, and Kari wondered when the elder would come out to speak with them again.

      Raised voices drew Kari’s attention to the elder’s teepee, but it didn’t sound like a fight so much as powerful speakers engaged in debate.  She glanced at Sonja and Danilynn to see if they could make out what was being said.

      “They’re speaking that other language again, but I can feel fear,” Sonja said.  “They’re not afraid of us, but they’re afraid of us being here, it seems.  If I could get closer, I might be able to hear what some of them are thinking, but I don’t think that would be polite or well received.”

      “Quite right,” came the oddly-accented voice of a female mallasti.  The accent was a bit like Emma’s, but it spoke more of a lack of consistent practice than a regional dialect.  “You will find that my people are open and forthright, if you but ask what is on your mind.  If you seek to steal our thoughts, what little tolerance and trust you have found will be lost.”

      Kari rose as the mallasti female stepped before her.  The girl had that same reddish-brown coat with black highlights as seemed common among her people.  Her eyes were that golden-yellow color, and she stared at Kari intensely rather than with the impassiveness that marked most of her people.  Like the other females Kari had seen, this mallasti wore no clothing, but other than the curve of her hips and the protrusion of her breasts, her furry coat was heavy in all the right places to hide her gender-specific features.  Kari held out her hand and started to introduce herself, but the girl interrupted her.

      “You are Karian Vanador, a Hand of Zalkar,” she said, making no move to shake Kari’s hand.  “Yes, I know.  You have been the subject of much debate and discussion since our king brought you to our village.  I am called Uldriana; who are your companions?”

      Kari introduced Sonja and Danilynn, and the young mallasti woman took each of them under her scrutiny in turn.  She seemed to find Sonja the more interesting of the two, holding Kari’s sister-in-law under that intense gaze for several long minutes.  Could Uldriana sense the divine and arcane power in her friends?  What might it mean to the mallasti girl?  Ultimately, Uldriana turned her attention back to Kari without saying a word to the others.

      After a delay, Uldriana said, “Your presence has already spread alarm through our village.  Were it not for the orders of the king, you would have been sent away, or perhaps worse.”

      “Has your king told you what we intend to do with Sekassus?” Kari asked.

      The impassive gaze of the mallasti gave way to one of disbelief before she spoke again in quiet tones.  “You would do well not to refer to any of the kings so casually,” she warned.  “If you call King Sekassus by name without his proper title while in his presence, it will most likely be the last thing you say.”  Kari nodded apologetically; she did need to stop making that mistake, whether on purpose or not.  The mallasti girl made no gesture of approval in return.  “I am aware of your intent; as I am one of the few members of our village who can speak your tongue, I am likely to be the one sent along as your guide.”

      That got everyone’s attention more fully, but before Kari could ask anything, Sonja cut in to ask, “Are you a practitioner of the arcane?”

      Uldriana regarded Sonja with an odd expression, likely translating everything in her mind.  From the sound of her voice and the fact that rir were rare on Mehr’Durillia, it was amazing enough that Uldriana had the time or opportunity to learn the Citarian trade tongue.  “Virtually all of my people are,” she said.  “You wish me to teach you, perhaps?”

      “If we’re going to be traveling together,” Sonja agreed hopefully.  “I’m quite familiar with the arcane arts, but I have trouble with it at times, and thought maybe someone with such an innate grasp of it might be able to help me figure out why.”

      “I will ask if that is acceptable to my elders,” Uldriana answered.  “Remain here; I will go and ask, and see what else is being discussed that you have been tempted to eavesdrop upon.”

      The young mallasti woman entered the elder’s tent, and Kari looked to her companions.  She felt like they’d said something wrong or perhaps just too much of the right thing, but Sonja and Danilynn didn’t say anything.  Sonja kept looking at the tent, likely tempted to try to pick up surface thoughts.

      Can she do that if they speak a different language?  Do they think in a different language as well?  I’ve never really thought about it before.

      Danilynn was looking at the tent too, but once Uldriana disappeared inside, the priestess turned to Kari.  “With King Morduri having demanded a service from you, I have to wonder if they’re discussing what you’ll owe this village for whatever it is they’re going to give up,” she said.  “Did he give you no indication of what he’d want?”

      “Nothing specific, other than to promise it wouldn’t be anything against my nature, and that it would be for his people, and not just him,” Kari said.  “Amastri said my payment to King Koursturaux would cover any bargains made with other kings, but that’s not the case, and I don’t know if King Morduri is going to regret going against her word.  As far as I’m concerned, though, I’m going to give her what I agreed to give her and let her figure out the rest.”

      “One thing I can tell you,” Sonja said, turning her attention away from the elder’s tent, “is that when I’ve heard people mention King Koursturaux, they speak of her in terms of fear.  But when these people speak of or to King Morduri, it’s in terms of respect.  They seem content to serve him.  There’s a stark difference here; when anyone spoke of King Koursturaux—I could almost taste their fear.  Not so with King Morduri.”

      “Eli talked about her a little,” Kari said.  “He seemed hesitant to go into detail about her, outside of the way she looked and the fact that she was terrifying.”

      “Not just terrifying,” Danilynn added.  “I just remember… when those black eyes look at you, it’s like… like time stops around you.  It’s hard to describe, but being in the presence of something so ancient, so powerful, and so malevolent, you feel as though your heart is going to stop and your blood’s going to freeze.  Like all hope leaves you, and the prospect of even fighting back is an impossibility.”

      Kari sighed quietly, wondering if the same would hold true when they stood before King Sekassus.  She wanted to negotiate from a position of strength or at least on even terms, not be frozen in terrified awe.  Koursturaux was of higher station than Sekassus on the council, but how much more powerful was the female demon king?  If Kari could stand strong in the presence of King Sekassus, he might lose face with his subjects and his peers, and that might make King Koursturaux more likely to help Kari in the future, at least when Sekassus was involved.

      She turned her attention to the tent, the voices within were quieter now, but there was still an urgency in those foreign words that Kari didn’t have to be fluent to pick up on.  With the underworld constantly in a “subtle” state of war, the subjects of one king probably despised being embroiled in schemes involving another.  Even if ordered by King Morduri, the people would be the ones who paid the price if the Crimson Huntress’ plan angered Sekassus or one of the other kings.

      That’s generally how war works, even where I’m from: the nobility declares it, and the commoners pay for it.

      A mallasti male emerged from one of the other tents as the light began to fail, and he said something in that other language.  He gestured toward the fire pit, but then waved off his own words and approached.  With a gesture, he sent a brief jet of blue flame into the remains of the prior night’s pile of wood, and what was left caught fire.  The mallasti nodded curtly to the women and then made his way back to his teepee, where his mate watched the exchange with that impassive expression.  Both of them disappeared inside without another word.

      Kari was thankful for the source of light and warmth.  The evening turned cool up on the hillside, but with a decent fire going, the night air was kept at bay.

      “Did you see that?” Sonja asked incredulously.  “He just… he just did that with a gesture!  How do these people have such a grasp on the arcane?”

      “It’s in their blood,” Kari said.  Sonja was insecure enough about her arcane prowess; to see the mallasti use it so casually wouldn’t help.  “That was one of the things I learned hunting Turillia in Barcon.  The mallasti have arcane power in their blood.  I gather it doesn’t take them much to learn to use it, whereas someone like you, or me, or even Master Maelstrom takes years or decades to learn it.”

      Sonja twisted her draconic lips to the side for a moment, not pleased with that answer.  “True enough,” she said in contradiction to her expression.  “Maelstrom has told me a number of times that he didn’t master the arcane until his seventh decade.  He seems to find it amusing, in a sense, that I expect to have it mastered before thirty, or to be able to do the things he does when he’s at least two hundred years older than I am.”

      “Nobody graduates from the Academy as an Avatar of Vengeance,” Kari said, one of the jokes cadets often told to keep their feet grounded.  The most “dangerous” demonhunters were the rookies, the first- and second-year initiates swollen with newly learned knowledge but none of the wisdom or experience.  It was why the Order had its new graduates work as local law enforcement for a time before they were sent out to begin hunting their enemies.

      “It’s not even that,” Sonja said with a sigh.  “Master Maelstrom says I’m doing things the right way, but for whatever reason, the power isn’t responding correctly.  You’ve seen it before, Kari: I have no problem conjuring shields and using things like masking spells to keep us hidden when traveling.  Occasionally I can even call down or discharge lightning, but I’m so afraid it won’t work in combat that I haven’t tried it in the heat of battle.  But the other portions of the arcane… transport, conjurations, summoning, transmutations… none of them work.  It’s like I’m cut off from those arcane sciences for whatever reason.”

      “But then Maelstrom just tells you to be patient, right?” Kari guessed.

      Sonja nodded, and she turned her attention to Danilynn.  “Did you ever have problems calling upon your deity’s power?”

      The fures-rir priestess shook her head.  “Divine spell-casting is a completely different thing.  I don’t cast spells the way you do; I channel my deity’s power through myself.  It acts like a spell, but if you tried to do the same thing, nothing would happen.  You’re not a conduit for Garra Ktarra’s power, or anyone else’s, as far as I know.  What you manipulate as a wizard is a natural power that I believe was put here by the gods, but isn’t in the possession of the gods, if that makes any sense.”

      Sonja nodded, but Kari had a hard time following it.  When she needed to call upon Zalkar’s power to heal wounds after battle, she just did so; she didn’t go through prayer or meditation or make any gestures or chant.  Was her divine power different from Danilynn’s or Grakin’s?  Kari had never thought about trying to learn the arcane; she had a poor education growing up, and many people thought she was stupid based on her vocabulary.  Living amongst the well-educated Tesconis family was changing that, but Kari felt no inclination to try to learn arcane magic.

      Their attention was drawn to the elder’s tent when Uldriana reemerged.  The mallasti girl came and stood before them, but she didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes.  She stared at the trio with that expressionless gaze, finally asking, “Would you prefer to sleep out here under the stars?  Otherwise, you may take your rest amongst my family in our home.”

      Kari looked to her friends; which option would be considered less rude by the mallasti?  “Is it going to bother your family if we sleep among them?” she asked.

      “We have extended the invitation to please the king and our elders, with whom we will speak come the morning,” Uldriana answered.  “I must warn you, however: our families share these tents for a few generations, so it will be a bit crowded within.  Try to keep your eyes and your thoughts to yourselves and get some sleep.”

      “All right, thank you,” Kari said as she rose.  Uldriana fixed her with a withering gaze, but it lasted only a moment before the impassive expression returned to her face.  She said and did nothing in acknowledgement of Kari’s thanks; had it been foolish to thank a demon?  Sonja and Danilynn seemed put on guard by the sudden viciousness of the mallasti girl’s expression, too, but they stayed silent and followed Uldriana to her home.
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      The night in Uldriana’s home was physically comfortable, but unnerving.  Kari didn’t get to sleep near her friends, and the reassurance of Morduri’s wishes didn’t let her enjoy the night of sleep.  She’d expected to bed down near Uldriana, but instead she was put near the outer wall of the tent, a middle-aged mallasti couple beside her.  They seemed to take an interest in Kari, but they never spoke to her, whether because of the language or otherwise.

      Kari woke shortly before dawn and tiptoed her way outside, mindful of stepping on anyone.  The rest of the village was still asleep; only a few sentries stood on a nearby hilltop or near the north end of the village to keep watch.  As Kari exited her tent, she saw King Morduri emerge from the elder’s home.  The demon king already had his sword and his bow across his back, and he seemed amused to see anyone else up pre-dawn.  He nodded toward the hill to the north and walked off, so Kari followed him.

      He led her to the mallasti privy area, then they got fresh drinks and washed their faces in the nearby lake.  Kari started to head back to the village once they were finished, but Morduri lagged behind for a minute.  “I will not be returning to the village,” he said, and Kari’s hackles rose.  “I have other places I need to visit, and these people know what I expect of them.  Try to be courteous, no matter how they treat you, and you should be on your way by tomorrow.”

      “Can I ask you something, honestly?” Kari said, and the demon king nodded after only a brief hesitation.  “Do you think this is going to work?”

      Morduri snorted.  “That depends upon you, of course.  As to whether or not King Sekassus is going to agree to your terms?  Yes, he will.”

      “Do you think he’ll honor the Seven Days’ Grace law, though?” Kari asked.  “King Celigus seemed to suggest he might not.”

      The elestram king’s ears perked up at that, and he looked away to the west in thought.  “I suppose that depends on how badly he wants to kill you.  Normally, a violation of the Seven Days’ Grace would mean either summary execution or the loss of one’s three eldest children.  With you being from off-world, though, I suppose it would depend–”

      “On how angry the Overking got that Salvation’s Dawn was killed or captured?” Kari interrupted, surprising him again.  “Tell me, Your Majesty, why you’re not interested in the fact that I’m Salvation’s Dawn.”

      Morduri snorted and began to ascend the hill.  “That’s a myth older than Koursturaux’s tits,” he spat, but then he spun on Kari.  “Eh, please don’t ever repeat that to her.”

      Kari was stunned but managed a chuckle.  “Somehow I don’t think I’d ever repeat it, even to tell her someone else said it.”

      “Hmph,” he muttered.  “Anyway, from what I’ve heard over the years, it’s a running joke among the older kings: an excuse to send their servants out to die, looking for some mystical keys to a temple that will grant them divinity.  You cannot become a deity; deity is something you either are or aren’t.  Personally, I believe all of this Salvation’s Dawn and mystical temple nonsense is just a giant game to the Overking, something he uses to keep the rest of us too caught up in to try taking his crown from him.”

      “But my peoples’ gods were once mortal,” Kari protested.

      Morduri made a dismissive gesture.  “And I would wager that they still are.  They may have been called to a higher purpose and power, but if you ran them through with your swords, I think you would find they’re still far from being gods.”  He met Kari’s gaze, but no words would come forth from her throat.  “Then again, Kari, this is all just the ramblings of a king who is barely old enough to not be considered a whelp anymore.”

      “But if what you’ve said is true…”

      “We’re all caught up in a deadly game,” he finished.  “You consider me and my peers to be your enemies, but we’re as much pawns to the Overking’s machinations as you and your people.  To get back to your question, know that if King Sekassus attempts to capture or kill you after your meeting, he will have considered every possible ramification, and the odds of each coming to pass.  Do not expect the fact that you are Salvation’s Dawn—whatever that truly means—to keep you safe.  You will live by your wits and your wiles.”

      “That’s not exactly reassuring,” Kari muttered.

      “Have a little more faith in yourself,” Morduri countered.  “You’ve made it this far, and managed to get one of the most powerful kings to put considerable resources toward helping you.  I think there may be more to you than I suspected.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ll try to make sure I survive, but not for the sake of the favor I owe you,” Kari joked, surprised when the demon king laughed.

      “Well, I look forward to the news of your success,” he said rather amicably.  “And I will contact you when the time is right for you to return your favor.”

      Kari bowed respectfully, and the elestram king took up a jog and headed away along the side of the hill.  She wondered where he was off to, and marveled at how quickly his long strides took him away toward the far edge of the hills and out of sight.  For a moment, she wished she could do the same: run for the hills, or rather back to Anthraxis, and safely home to her family.  She envied Morduri his free-spirited lifestyle to a degree, wishing she could wander around like she’d done in her prior life, solving problems wherever she went but never tied down to any one place.  It would be an odd thing with a mate and child in tow, which confirmed the foolishness of the thoughts.  But she still found a certain charm in the wanderer’s ways.

      She walked to the top of the hill where the sentries stood, and the two mallasti males stared at her with those impassive gazes.  Without Morduri nearby, Kari felt exposed, but malice and viciousness were just as lacking in their stolid gazes as any kind of empathy or grace.  They turned back to their vigilant watch after a few moments, and Kari took the opportunity to look over the sleepy village of Moskarre under the light of dawn.  Only a few mallasti had emerged from their tents so far, some of them relief for the night sentries, others bringing out the remnants of the prior night’s meals to add to the fire pit in the village center.

      Kari headed back down to the village and studied the mallasti who went about their morning tasks.  There was so much more to them as a people than Kari had expected, though as she thought about it, she realized it was because she’d had no idea what to expect.  What had she really thought about the underworld before setting foot here?  That it was full of demons, sitting around in fortresses or rubbing their hands together in dark corners, plotting and scheming?  To find that they lived and worked—and even played—in much the same way as the societies on Kari’s own world was a strange twist, but then she wondered how else it could be.  They weren’t demons in the mythical sense: they had to eat and sleep, they reproduced, and thus they had a working society not all that unlike Kari’s.  It was strange, but it also made a certain sense.

      Kari suppressed a smile; she didn’t want the people of the village to think she found them amusing or was trying to insult them.  This was what she was looking for on this journey: not just to find and rescue Se’sasha, but to learn the nature of her enemies and the world they came from, all the better to learn to fight and counteract them.  And if some time came when her Order and the armies of her world were strong enough to strike here, in the home of the demons, then what she learned would be invaluable.  It was a long-term goal, but Turik Jalar had laid the groundwork; Kari was proud to be able to add to it.

      She ate her fill of breakfast while the rest of the village was waking up, and had just finished eating when Sonja, Danilynn, and Uldriana joined her near the fire pit.  Kari glanced around at all the naked mallasti, but with their heavy coats, she didn’t see them as naked.  As a rir, nudity didn’t faze her anyway; she had a habit of walking around naked when she could do so without upsetting humans or serilian-rir.

      “Your people don’t wear clothes?” she asked Uldriana.

      The mallasti girl shook her head.  “We do when we go to the cities, but here in our village, it is not a concern.  Our people are not sensitive to it, but the elestram, erestram, and syrinthian people are more prudish on such matters, so we do as they do when among them.”

      Kari hadn’t considered societal differences between mallasti, elestram, erestram, valirasi, syrinthians, sylinths, and harmauths; she and her Order were quite naïve and ignorant where the demons were concerned.  That reinforced her reasons for coming, as she was tired of these creatures just being threats to kill when they came to Citaria.  Kari wanted to know what made them such vicious invaders, but now she wanted to know what made their societies work.

      There was little time to pursue the subject, however, as the entire village gathered in the central circle.  The elder sat with four other elder-looking males who weren’t quite as grayed.  The elder began to speak, and the mallasti all sat and went quiet, as though he had called a meeting to order.  Uldriana gestured for Kari and her friends to stay seated and wait while she moved to stand before the gathered elders.

      They spoke for several minutes, and every so often Sonja would quietly say anger, fear, or anxiety.  Kari wished the mallasti would converse in the infernal tongue; at least Danilynn and Sonja would be able to translate those words.  “Do either of you know an enchantment that lets everyone hear everyone else’s words in their own language?” Kari asked her companions quietly.  “I remember Sakkrass using one when–”

      She shut up, fixed by nearly every pair of mallasti eyes in the village.  There was a long, uncomfortably silent stretch as the hyena-demons stared at Kari, and she realized she’d offended them.  Whether it was by speaking out of turn or because of her mentioning Sakkrass, she wasn’t sure.  “Tell them I’m sorry,” Kari said to Uldriana.  “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      Uldriana sighed, and she continued speaking to the elders.  Kari caught the word ketava amongst what Uldriana said; did Amastri speak the mallasti language?  Whatever Uldriana told the elders seemed to appease them and, by extension, the rest of the mallasti.  They went back to their conversation, and Kari looked to Sonja and Danilynn for an answer.

      Sonja simply shook her head, and Danilynn tried to whisper, “Not my normal area of expertise.  I might be able to ask for such a power…”

      The priestess closed her mouth, too, as the mallasti all went silent again.  Danilynn stood up and bowed her head apologetically toward the elders, and then she spoke slowly and calmly to them in the infernal tongue.  The impatience of the elders wasn’t placated at all by the infernal dialect, but the eldest nodded grudgingly when Danilynn finished speaking.

      “What did you say?” Kari asked, seizing the opportunity when no one was speaking.

      “I told them that if they expect us to sit here and stay silent, then they should speak in a language we can understand,” the priestess said as she sat back down.

      “I will explain what is being said when we are done here,” Uldriana said to Kari and her friends.  “For now, simply be patient; we are not discussing whether or not we will help you, but rather how we shall fulfill the wishes of the king.”

      “Do you mind if we move to the field in the east, then?” Kari asked.  “I’d rather not keep aggravating your elders.”

      Uldriana posed Kari’s question to the elder in their tongue, and he nodded and waved for the three rir women to take their leave.  Kari led her two friends to the football field before they could irritate their hosts further.
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      There were a handful of older youths on the field when the women arrived.  These looked to be adolescents, and they wielded long sticks with curved baskets on the end, hurling a small, hard-looking ball between them.  Kari had heard of a similar sport before, but the name of it eluded her; it had been some time since she’d seen it played.

      “What do you two make of all this?” Kari asked.  “Is this all a mirage, or is there more to the mallasti than we’ve always suspected?”

      “It’s not a mirage,” Sonja said.  “Not in either a figurative or literal sense.  If these people were acting or putting on a show to deceive us, I’d sense it.  They couldn’t all fool my empathic senses, especially the children.  Maybe this is an aberration among the mallasti—we do seem to be far from ‘civilization’ as we know it, so maybe these are simply a different breed than the ones you’ve hunted in the past?”

      Danilynn folded her arms across her chest.  “Don’t forget, Amastri said the realms of Kings Morduri and Emanitar are different from the others; we may be in a place where these demons are less… barbaric than is typical.  Things could change quickly once we reach Sorelizar, or even Tess’Vorg, or perhaps even when we leave this village.”

      Kari nodded.  “I guess you’re right.  I had a hard time believing Amastri when she told me some of the kingdoms aren’t as bad as others.  I assumed they were all terrible, and that the ones they considered bad were a living nightmare.  To find this place so beautiful and its people, well, not friendly but at least not hostile… I wasn’t expecting this.  Makes me wonder what they think of King Morduri and how he rules them.”

      “Well, they respect him, but I’m not sure what that amounts to, given what they are,” Sonja said.  “I can sense they want to do as he asked, but they’re anxious about giving up whatever the king ordered them to give us.”

      “I still can’t guess what it could be,” Kari agreed.  She went quiet when there was a loud, vicious collision between two of the teenaged mallasti practicing.  Kari had heard her brothers-in-law, who were muscular and bulky, throw each other around wrestling.  The two mallasti colliding sounded like that, but they were nowhere near as large or bulky as Kari’s in-laws.

      One of them lay on the ground for a minute, but eventually he rose to his feet, shook his head, and patted the one who’d hit him on the shoulder, exchanging a brief but not unkind word.  They went back to their game as if nothing had happened.  Kari half-expected a magical duel to break out, or at least a fistfight, but if there were any hard feelings for the walloping the one had received, it didn’t show.  If it had been Typhonix or even Erik on the receiving end of such a hit in a game of sport, they’d have come up swinging, Kari was sure.

      They watched the practice session for a while.  Kari felt like she was wasting precious time, but without the help of the mallasti, the only place she and her friends could go was back home.  To have to stay in the village for even one more night seemed like a prison sentence, but Kari had to trust that King Morduri’s and King Koursturaux’ plan took everything into account.  And Uldriana said the people were willing to help, they were just trying to figure out how to do so, and Sonja had confirmed that.

      After a while, Uldriana came and joined the women on the edge of the ball field.  She sat on a large rock and watched the practice session for a couple of minutes before she finally spoke.  “It is decided; the elders have decreed that we will honor the wishes of our king wholly, as is right.  I will accompany you to see King Sekassus, and I alone will be in possession of the offering until it is time to give it up.”

      “You’re coming with us?” Kari blurted.

      Uldriana beheld her curiously for a moment.  It was apparent the nuances of the common trade tongue of Citaria were different from those of the mallasti language, and Uldriana was trying to keep that in mind when speaking with them.  “Yes; the elders do not trust that this thing they give up by order of the king will be properly handled by you and your friends.  So, I will accompany you to Sorelizar, and to your meeting with King Sekassus.”

      “Is that what all the arguing was about with your elders?  Did they not want you to go with us, or did they not want to give up whatever it is King Sekassus wants?”

      Uldriana shook her head.  “There was no argument; the king spoke, and though the elders tried to determine how best to honor his wishes, King Morduri’s word will be heeded and carried out.  They simply, as you say, do not want me to accompany you.  Sorelizar is a dangerous place, the land of our king’s enemies, and my people fear for my safety.”

      “Well, you can tell them as long as you’re helping us, you’ll be under my protection.  It may not mean much, given we’re going to talk to a demon king, but–”

      “Your protection?” Uldriana scoffed.  “You hunt and kill our kind!  No, I will not speak such foolishness to the elders.  They will either think you are a fool or that you seek to murder me the moment we are away from the village.  If you want our help, I advise you to keep your tongue stilled and your mouth closed.  Do and say nothing in this turning of the sun that will make my people reconsider the help they have agreed to provide you.”

      Kari had to concede the point; could a demonhunter telling a demon that its child was under her protection come across in any way other than as an insult?  She thought of her mission on Tsalbrin, when she’d promised the brys, Makauric, that he would be safe under her protection.  She had led him to his death, and though he hadn’t blamed her for it, Kari had always held it as the truth.  How could she pretend she could protect a mallasti from the wrath of a demon king?

      And for that matter, why would I? she mused.

      She followed Uldriana silently into the village, and Sonja touched Kari’s shoulder in a comforting gesture.  Her emotions must’ve been setting off Sonja’s empathic sensitivity like a gong.  She hadn’t even known Sonja was empathic for a long time, and now she hoped her sister-in-law wouldn’t read her thoughts without permission.  Kari looked at Sonja, and her sister-in-law gave a subdued but sincere smile to try to comfort her.

      “How many of your people speak our language?” Kari asked the mallasti girl.

      “Not many,” Uldriana answered over her shoulder.  Her mood already seemed better, or at the very least, she had returned to that impassiveness.  “I take a great interest in languages, so I understand yours, though I am not accustomed to actually speaking it.  Other than the elders, you will find few others in the village who can understand your words.”

      Not sure I mind that at all, Kari thought.

      If a few of the mallasti could speak with her, Kari was just as glad not all of them could eavesdrop on her.  The women took seats near the fire pit, and though the mallasti people cast their appraising stares over Kari and her friends every so often, they didn’t impose or make any hostile gestures or remarks.  How much could the mallasti tell her about their world, their people, and their kings?  She didn’t want to be too inquisitive, but at the same time, if she was going to spend time here and travelling with one, it was pointless to avoid interaction.

      “What can you tell us about your king?” Kari prompted.  She hoped it didn’t seem like she was taking notes, but she was curious what the mallasti thought of Morduri.  If his realm was close to what Kari and her friends might call free country and the demons respected rather than feared him, it made him much more interesting.

      Uldriana seemed surprised by the direct questioning, but with how broad a subject it was, she didn’t get defensive.  She shrugged.  “King Morduri Irrasitus is lord of this realm, Pataria, also called The Eastern Meadows,” she began.  “He is nicknamed The Reluctant Prince amongst his peers on the Council of Anthraxis.”

      “The Reluctant Prince?  Why’s he called that?” Kari prodded.

      The mallasti girl raised her eyes skyward and muttered something; Kari was pretty sure it was that word ketava again.  “You outsiders, do you always talk over and interrupt everyone who speaks?  When I am finished speaking, then you may speak.  Do you wish to know about King Morduri, or do you wish to continue interrupting me with questions you have not given me opportunity to answer?”

      Sonja held her hand up, drawing Uldriana’s attention for a moment.  “We come from a large family where it can be tough to get a word in around the supper table,” Sonja piped in.  “Kari didn’t mean to be rude.  Please, tell us more about your king.”

      Uldriana accepted the explanation with a nod.  “Unlike most other nobles of Mehr’Durillia, Prince Morduri never wanted to be king.  He is a hunter and a sportsman, and he was more content to be a spokesman and ambassador for his father amongst the neighboring kingdoms.  Not many years ago, his father, King Ansular Irrasitus, had a dispute with King Baphomet, our neighbor in the kingdom of Teradda to the east.  The dispute led to a fight in which King Ansular was killed, but the blame for the conflict fell upon him, so King Baphomet was held free of consequence amongst his peers on the council.”

      She paused for a few moments, and Kari spoke.  “So, King Baphomet outranked King Ansular on the council?  That was why it was important that King Ansular attacked first?”

      The mallasti girl nodded.  “It was a falsehood; we all know this.  King Baphomet murdered King Ansular, and Prince Morduri was forced to ascend to the throne he never wanted.  Thus, he is now King Morduri Irrasitus, the Reluctant Prince, though sometimes he is called The Cunning Jackal in honor of his father.  He descended several ranks down the council, for he is neither as powerful nor as influential as his father was.  However, thanks to his duties as an ambassador for his father, he is… well-liked by many of the other kings, if that word is appropriate.”

      Kari waited to make sure Uldriana had stopped.  “Do your people have any idea why King Baphomet murdered King Ansular, other than the fact that he’s a demon king?”

      Uldriana looked at Kari sideways, but she answered, “It is assumed King Baphomet hoped forcing the weaker King Morduri to the throne might encourage one of his lower-ranked neighbors to invade in order to rise up the ranks of the council.  If so, it was a foolish thing to do, for King Morduri and King Emanitar get on well, and have since the day Morduri became the heir apparent, and none of his other neighbors has the necessary resources to attack without exposing themselves to their own neighbors.  I suspect it was more because the Ancient Ones simply want to hoard power, and the fewer kings there are on the council, the more powerful they become.”

      “How do you mean?” Danilynn asked while Kari sorted through what they’d been told.  “The power of the kings is based on how many of them there are?”

      “No, that is not what I meant,” the mallasti woman countered.  “While kings grow in power every turning of the era—I believe you call such a ‘millennium’ in your language—I meant more their influence grows as there are fewer of them remaining.  There were once fifty-four kings on the council; now there are only seventeen.  The kings now have more influence than they did when there were fifty-four of them.  Also, since many of those called Middlings—those too young to be Ancient Ones, but stronger than Minor Kings—have been killed off, the difference in power between the least of the Ancient Ones—Abaddon—and the next king on the council—Sekassus—is considerable.  If King Abaddon and King Sekassus ever faced each other in a duel or a full-scale war, the Lord of Destruction would crush the Cobra Lord easily.  Thus, the Ancient Ones continue to be nigh untouchable, while they encourage the lower-ranked kings to fight and kill each other off.”

      Kari tried to keep track of the names, realms, and nicknames as Uldriana went through her history lesson.  Was everyone in the underworld—Mehr’Durillia—as well-versed in the politics of the realms?  The mallasti girl might be able to tell Kari much of what she hoped to learn from Se’sasha; the fact that Uldriana was so open gave Kari hope that Se’sasha might be as well.

      “How often do your people actually see or hear from your king?” Sonja asked.  “I can sense that you think of your king with respect; it seems he is a good king to you.”

      “As I said, King Morduri never wanted the throne, so he wields his power as sparingly as possible,” Uldriana answered.  She pointed to the western valley, where the lake was.  “If you were to follow the river that feeds the lake northward for near to a week, you would find the king’s home city of Ruceria, though the likelihood of actually finding the king there, even when the council is not in session, is small.  King Morduri likes to travel his lands and keep abreast of the goings-on amongst his people, and when he is not doing so, he is just as often found in Tess’Vorg visiting King Emanitar.”

      “Is he married?” Kari prodded, though she knew the answer.  Uldriana seemed willing to speak of just about anything, so Kari wanted to take full advantage and learn as much as she could.  She had an idea of who King Morduri Irrasitus was; if she could get a similar impression of some of the other demon kings, it would be a lot more than the Order knew now.

      “Which, King Morduri or King Emanitar?”

      “Both,” Kari said with a shrug.

      “Hmph, well, I shall speak of King Emanitar another time.  King Morduri is not married; he is whispered to have a love interest, but he does not keep a harem or mistress as is common among the other kings.  There are rumors that he does not partake of women, but despite his hesitance to take a wife, he does dally with the older women of the villages he visits.  Some suggest he has a relationship with King Emanitar, but that is foolishness; they have been friends from the time King Morduri was a boy, and King Emanitar not only has several mistresses, but was once the kast’wa of King Koursturaux.”

      Kari tried to keep her thoughts straight through the newest revelations.  She wondered sarcastically if there was anyone who hadn’t been a kast’wa to King Koursturaux at some point but kept that thought shut away.  “So, he sleeps around when he’s in the villages?” Kari asked, and her wording surprised the mallasti girl.  “Does he have any children, then?”

      Uldriana thought to herself for a minute.  “King Morduri has no children; it is believed he is awaiting the proper time to announce who his kast’wa is, or else take her as his wife,” she continued.  “It leaves him in a dangerous position, for if he were to fall at the hands of another king, they could absorb this realm into their own; King Morduri has no heir.”

      “But he’s bordered on the south by the Overking, the west by his… friend King Emanitar, and on the east by King Baphomet, who’s too high in rank to attack him,” Kari reasoned.  “That only leaves King Arku to the north, right?  Is King Arku strong enough to challenge your king, or be a threat to him in terms of military strength?”

      Uldriana considered it.  “That is hard to say; since King Morduri ascended the throne at a young age, he is not much older than King Arku despite the wide gap in their ranks.  Pataria is also bordered in the northeast by mountains called the Peaks of Sorrow; there King Lestanaek the Blademaster makes his home in Ekkristis, the Deep Stronghold.  He is not a direct threat to King Morduri, but the Reluctant Prince is wary of the Blademaster.  King Lestanaek is an erestram noble who rose to a throne several of your millennia ago, so while he is older than King Morduri, he is not a ‘true born’ king, and thus not as powerful.”

      Gods, I wish I had a scribe with me, Kari thought.  She had already learned far more about the kings from Uldriana than in her years at the Academy or commissioned as a demonhunter.  Part of her wondered if everything Uldriana was telling them was true, but she almost laughed at the thought: if not, the girl was the best storyteller Kari had ever met.  “Is there anything else interesting about your king that you care to share?”

      Uldriana shrugged.  “Well, he is considered handsome, well-endowed, and quite wealthy as well, but I did not believe you would be interested in such things,” she said, and she cracked a toothy smile when the three rir women laughed.

      “You’re not going to get in trouble for telling us all this, are you?” Kari asked.

      Uldriana cast her gaze to the west but shook her head.  “Nothing I have told you is a secret; this is common knowledge to all the peoples of Mehr’Durillia.  I suppose I should not ramble so much in front of a hunter, but it is not as though I am telling you anything you could not learn from the library in Anthraxis, given time.”

      Kari glanced at Sonja and Danilynn; they were as pleased with how much they’d been told.  Kari was glad for their presence.  She was sure they’d remember anything she couldn’t from these conversations.  “Tess’Vorg is a strange-sounding name,” Kari said, and Uldriana made a gesture of partial agreement.  “Does it have some meaning?  Or is it just a name?”

      “The closest thing I can think of in your tongue would be ‘the birthplace,’” she explained.  “It is where our people are believed to have been created at the dawn of time.  Once, in an era long past, Tess’Vorg is said to have encompassed nearly the entirety of this land mass, this… continent, I believe you would say.  As the kings have staked their claims to the land, they have given their realms names of their own choosing.”

      Does that mean King Emanitar had once ruled over nearly all of Mehr’Durillia?

      Kari wanted to ask the mallasti girl a slew of questions, but she was mindful of wearing out their welcome in Moskarre or irritating Uldriana before they began their journey.  “I suppose helping with your hunting and such is out of the question,” she said instead, and Uldriana didn’t disagree.  “What can we do to stay out from under foot but make ourselves useful?”

      The mallasti girl looked around at her people for a minute before she met Kari’s eyes with that nearly unblinking, impassive gaze.  “My people do not trust you, and though you may stay among us, you are not truly welcome here.  They will not trust you to aid them with anything, so you are advised to simply take your meals and stay away from the females with pups.  None will protest you watching the youths participate in their games on the eastern field but bear in mind that if you try to touch them, their parents may see you as a threat and react accordingly.”

      Kari nodded.  She was disappointed, but as she thought about it, she realized it was the same treatment a mallasti “guest” would receive in her own home or city.

      “Perhaps… again, if it’s not too much to ask, perhaps you can show me some things about the arcane,” Sonja ventured.  “I know you said you had to speak with the elders first; did you ask them whether that would be acceptable?”

      Uldriana thought about it.  “I will show you what I may after sundown.”

      Sonja smiled and nodded her thanks, as excited as Kari had ever seen her.  That was a more positive development; if the mallasti were willing to help correct some of Sonja’s issues, that might make their impending trip even safer.  And what was more, Sonja would be confident in her magic in the future, and an even greater help to the Silver Blades than she already was.

      Kari smiled; already some good was coming from this risky situation.
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        * * *

      

      Kari and her friends spent most of the day watching the mallasti children play football, followed by a much rougher game of lacrosse involving the adolescents.  While the younger children’s football match involved only mild pushing and shoving when they competed for the ball, the adolescents’ game was more high-impact and violent.  The teens seemed to have no rules against laying vicious hits on each other, and in fact seemed to take a lot of sporting pleasure out of knocking each other to the ground.  It was still a game with rules, and scoring was the goal, but the lacrosse game was much more brutal.

      Was this the beginning of the mallasti youth “graduating” to a more violent lifestyle that might one day culminate with going to Citaria to cause trouble?  Mallasti were typically spell-casters and shied away from physical combat as often as not despite their bulky bodies, sharp claws, and bone-crushing jaws.  But there was something about the hyena demons Kari had yet to see: some facet of their society that led these sport-playing youths to become vicious soldiers of the kings.

      Sonja could hardly contain herself, fidgeting and biting her lip every so often, excited that Uldriana or the other mallasti might teach her something.  As little as Kari trusted them, they were masters of the arcane, and if anyone could teach Sonja what was wrong with her power, it might be them.  Failing that, perhaps the elestram, also very strong in the ways of wizardry, might be able to do so.  At what price, Kari couldn’t say; since they were staying among the mallasti, it didn’t seem like much of an imposition for them to teach Sonja.

      With the afternoon sun retreating toward the horizon, Kari and her friends followed the mallasti youths and their instructors back into the village.  Uldriana met them near the entrance of her family’s teepee, but she gestured toward the central fire pit and accompanied them.  “Take your meal out here near the fire,” she said, igniting the wood with a gesture.  “You will not be permitted to sit amongst my family while we share our meal.  Make yourselves comfortable and take your supper, and I will come speak with you when I am finished.”

      Kari was disappointed but didn’t offer argument, and neither did her friends.  Uldriana seemed to be the youngest of her family, so it wasn’t likely she had any input in the decision-making.  Kari started to dig through her pack for her rations, but after Uldriana had disappeared into her family tent, a mallasti male came and left a large wooden bowl of cooked meat near the fire.  He gestured toward it and then left without a word, and Kari regarded her friends before they began to divvy up the gift.

      They began to share their dinner, glad to have something hot and fresh, but their ears perked up as singing echoed from the many tents around them.  It was in that other language the mallasti used, so neither Kari nor her friends could make out any of it.  It was yet another surprise from the hyena demons, who seemed so full of them, and Kari wondered how her Order had stayed ignorant about their enemies for so long.  She glanced to her friends to see what they thought, but just as quickly as the singing had come up from all around, it ended.

      “That sounded like a hymn of blessing,” Danilynn commented when Kari’s eyes met hers.  “I couldn’t understand a word of it, but that’s the closest thing I can think of.”

      “Would make a certain sense before supper, but that demons would do so…,” Kari said, trailing off and shaking her head.

      The meat provided was fowl, and the women ate their fill.  It was greasy but tasty dark meat, and compared to the dried fruits, breads, and nuts of their trail rations, it tasted like a feast.  Kari was glad the hyena demons shared their food considering how unwelcome she and her friends were.  She mixed in some of her rations with the hot meat but considered whether she’d brought enough food for their journey; she had figured it would take no more than six weeks to get back home.  If they got stranded somewhere or the trip took longer than expected, their food supply might not be enough, and she had no idea if they could resupply in any of the demon cities.

      “Thinking about our food supply?” Danilynn asked.  Kari realized she must have been staring off into nothingness for a few minutes, and she nodded.  “Don’t worry about it too much; I can conjure something up if it comes to that.  The ‘food from the gods’ isn’t exactly the most appetizing thing you’ll ever eat, but it’s sufficient to keep you alive and energetic.”

      Kari nodded again; having logistics covered was always a plus when traveling.  It made her remember her time under Kris Jir’tana’s command in the Great War, and the way he’d handled logistics.  Traveling through the mountains for years meant supply lines were hard to maintain and using wagons or carts to haul supplies wasn’t efficient or, in many cases, even feasible.  Supplies had been rationed out with incredibly strict guidelines, and soldiers caught violating orders were punished rather severely.  It was part of what had kept Kari on such a tight military schedule when it came to eating and other needs, even well after the War was over.

      “Knowing we have something to eat means one less thing to worry about,” Kari said.  She glanced to the west, the direction they’d presumably leave the village.  “There doesn’t seem to be any lack of running water here, so as long as we can trust it to not be poisonous, that should cover our most basic needs.”

      “I can conjure water, too, should the need arise,” Danilynn added.  “The last thing the gods need is their warrior-priests expiring from starvation when out in the field.”

      Kari chuckled.  “I’m so used to being on the road all the time, that even living in my mother-in-law’s house and enjoying her cooking hasn’t changed the way I feel about trail rations,” she joked.  “They may be on the bland and stale side, but they stay down nicely in a fight.”

      Her friends chuckled, and Uldriana came out and sat on the dusty ground with them.  She didn’t say anything, taking in the rir women with that impassive gaze.  One of the other females from her tent called to her after half a minute, and they spoke back and forth rapidly.  Uldriana huffed and gestured while they spoke, and then she finally waved off the elder female’s words.  The mallasti woman growled low but then went back inside the tent, and Kari beheld Uldriana curiously.

      Seems teenagers are the same among any species, she thought.

      Before Kari could voice her thoughts, Uldriana turned to Sonja.  “The elders have agreed that I may show you what I know of arcane power.  Understand that I am still young, so my mastery is far from complete.  However, I believe there will be much I can show you.”

      “Anything you could show me would be helpful,” Sonja said.  She pulled her thick spell book out of her pack and laid it on the ground before her.  She opened it and flipped through a few pages, but just when she found the page she was looking for, she glanced around the village suspiciously.  “I’m not going to attract the attention of your king or one of your enemies if I start weaving spells, am I?”

      “If you are having difficulties with your ‘weaving,’ then I doubt anything you could do would attract attention,” Uldriana said with a wave of her clawed hand.  “However, I will give you warning now that using arcane transportation to cross the borders between realms or doing other things such as defacing the land or killing people, will surely attract more attention than you would like.”

      Sonja nodded.  She glanced at the spell scribed in her book for scant moments before she began a low, mumbling incantation and wove a pattern in the air with her finger.  Kari had seen this spell before and, just as she expected, Sonja’s two-handed sword appeared in her hands.  “That’s about as complicated a spell as I can manage,” Sonja said.  She laid the sword down beside her and flipped a few more pages.  “I’m fairly proficient with wards and shields and can use abjurations to mask our movements, but most of these spells elude my grasp.”

      Uldriana looked bewildered, and she stared at the scarlet-haired woman curiously.  “May I see that book?” she asked.

      Sonja hesitated, but after a glance at Kari and then Danilynn, she handed the book over to the mallasti girl.  Sonja was hesitant to let anyone other than her teacher touch her spell book; it held the accumulated knowledge of years of study under the arch-mage’s tutelage, and if it were lost or damaged, she’d have to start all over again.  Kari didn’t understand much about learning arcane magic, but she knew wizards penned their spells in a unique way, so trying to memorize spells from another’s book was difficult.  It seemed odd to Kari, but that was how Sonja had explained things.

      Uldriana flipped through the tome casually, her brows rising and her eyes widening from time to time as she passed over some of the more complicated-looking diagrams.  She ended up on what looked like the same page Sonja had cast her summoning spell from, and the mallasti girl’s clawed fingers slid carefully over the page.  After a moment, her eyes began to glow a light blue.  She looked about herself and let forth a hmmmm.  She began gesticulating, and it looked to Kari as though Uldriana was plucking the strings of some upright musical instrument.  After a minute, she shook her head, and the blue glow dissipated from her eyes.

      “You wish me to help you master the arcane?” Uldriana asked, and Sonja nodded eagerly.  The mallasti girl turned and tossed the spell book into the fire pit, and it quickly caught fire and began to char in moments.

      Sonja gasped and then screamed, and she dove into the fire to grab the book before it was consumed.  Serilian-rir as she was, the heat of the fire didn’t even faze Sonja, but though she got the book out without harm to herself, the book was ruined.  The demonhunter let her hands fall to the hilts of her swords and wondered how many of the mallasti she could kill if they came to Uldriana’s defense.

      “What have you done?!” Sonja screamed in fury, and furry heads began to appear at the doorways of the surrounding tents.

      Uldriana looked at Kari as though expecting her to draw her swords.  “I have taken the first step in helping you learn to master the arcane,” the mallasti girl said.  She turned back to Sonja and gestured toward the ruined tome.  “I do not know who you have been learning from, but they have been crippling your progress with misguided efforts.”

      Sonja held up the book and most of it fell between her fingers as crisp ash.  She closed her eyes and blew out a long sigh, as angry as Kari could ever remember seeing her.  Kari waited to see what Uldriana meant before she got defensive on her sister-in-law’s behalf.

      “What are you talking about?” Sonja asked with obviously forced civility.  “You just destroyed years of my life.  Without this book, I can’t do anything!”

      “Nonsense,” the mallasti girl said in a chiding tone.  Kari suddenly found her impassive expression annoying and imagined Sonja must feel the same way.  Still, the girl continued, “You have been unable to do most of what you have tried because of that book.  You should find that without its limitations, the power responds to your call much more easily.”

      Sonja looked off to the side, sighed, but then growled.  “You’re going to need to do a better job of explaining than that,” she spat.

      “You know that arcane power flows through the blood of my people?” Uldriana asked, and Sonja nodded tentatively.  “Such is the case for you, though not quite to the same extent; I could sense that the moment I met you.  Your master… whoever has been teaching you, they have not been teaching you to master the arcane, but to be mastered by it.”  Her eyes glowed blue again and she tugged at those unseen strands in the air; Kari half-expected to hear music.  “Your teacher has taught you to tug on these strands of power that drape over our worlds but has not taught you properly.  You seek to master the arcane through ritual and borrowing power, rather than using the power that is your birthright to manipulate the world according to your will.”

      “Is she making any sense to you?” Kari asked, a stunned expression on Sonja’s face

      “Yes, she is,” Sonja said, holding up a hand to stave off interruptions.  “Go on, please.”

      Uldriana gestured casually.  “The power of the arcane has many names attributed to it: magic, power, sorcery, and others more specific to the effects it creates.  We prefer to call it force, for like any force, the use of the arcane creates both an action and a reaction.  Every action you enact by means of arcane force creates a reaction in the world around you: as you manipulate, so are you in turn manipulated, and you cannot harm or heal without sending ripples across the waters.”

      Kari sat quietly and listened.  What Uldriana said made some sense, but it sounded too theoretical, too much like science or philosophy, things Kari had never grasped easily due to her poor education.  She released the hilts of her swords and sat cross-legged with her hands in her lap.  If Sonja was satisfied with Uldriana’s explanation and lesson, Kari wouldn’t get in the way.  She was out of her element when it came to arcane magic, and by the look on Danilynn’s face, the priestess felt the same way.  Kari looked around and saw that nearly all the mallasti who’d responded to Sonja’s outburst had retreated inside their homes.

      “Consider the fire,” Uldriana continued, and Sonja stared into the flames.  “Do not simply look at the fire; feel it.  You have expressed the ability to sense the thoughts of others; try to do the same thing with the fire and tell me what it is you sense.”

      “Consumption,” Sonja said after a few moments, and her brow scrunched up.  “I can sense the wood being turned to ash as it releases light, water, and heat.”

      “The very basics of transmutation and wielding fire,” the mallasti girl said with a nod.  “Feel the way the fire tears the wood apart into these separate elements; know that when you summon a torrent of fire, you are doing a similar thing, only with different fuel.  Many believe we ‘create’ fire, but fire is not a thing that is created, it is a reaction to the application of arcane force, or power.  Do you understand?”

      “Gods, I think I do,” Sonja said.  Kari couldn’t remember seeing Sonja look so enlightened.  “But one thing I don’t understand: Why was my spell book holding me back?”

      “I suspect your mind was fighting against itself in such matters,” Uldriana said.  “On the one hand, your mind was calling upon your innate power, but then you were trying to force things to happen by manipulating the arcane strands.  I suppose you were trying to do twice as much work as was necessary to accomplish one end.”

      Sonja scoffed.  “All this time I thought I wasn’t trying hard enough, and it turns out I was trying too hard?  So, if I don’t manipulate the strands, how do I cast spells now?”

      Uldriana shook her head.  “Do not think of it as ‘casting a spell’; think of it as causing an action and a reaction,” she said, and with a gesture, she snuffed out the fire.  “Look upon the wood in the fire pit and think of what you want it to do.  Do not simply think about setting it on fire; tell the wood what you want.  Manipulate it to your will, and trust that the power in your blood will accomplish what your heart and mind seek.”

      Sonja stared at the smoking pile of wood, and moments later a short flame appeared in the center.  Slowly it grew, until the fire pit was fully alight once again.  It wasn’t quite the display Uldriana and the others had put on, but then they’d had years of practice.  For Sonja to set a fire without any chants or gestures was a start.  Kari was pleased that such a shock had turned into a good lesson; perhaps the loss of the spell book was a minor thing.

      “Very good.  Let us move on to another practical application,” Uldriana said.  “Close your eyes and open your senses, just as you normally do when trying to hear the thoughts of others.  Instead of opening your second sense of hearing, instead open your mind and your heart, and take in the pulse of life around you.  Sense my life-force, and that of your friends.  Then move farther out and feel the families around you in their tents, the bonds that they share, the feel of their bodies pressed together in intimacy, the spark of life in the bellies of the pregnant females, the fire of youth in the little ones…”

      Sonja opened her eyes and turned to Kari, shock on her features.  “Is it coming to you a little easier now?” Kari asked.

      “Kari, you… did you know… you’re pregnant?” Sonja managed slowly.

      “What?” Kari blurted, stunned nearly speechless.

      How could I have gotten pregnant? she thought, but then realized it was a silly thing to wonder.  She and Grakin had made love several times without the use of protection before and after her trip to Barcon.  Perhaps that was the real reason she was so tired and sore after her work there; maybe the fight with Turillia had little to do with it.  She touched her hand to her lower belly.  Life had kept her so busy the last few weeks that she’d failed to realize she was pregnant.  While the strength of her focus impressed her, it also worried her.

      “I really am?  Can you tell how far along?” Kari asked.  Had it happened before or after she’d left for Barcon?

      Sonja shook her head.  “I’m not sure,” she said.  “I can’t tell.”

      “I believe a couple of months, though our kinds are different, so I may be mistaken in either direction,” Uldriana said.  She turned back to Sonja.  “This is a good sign; already you can sense the flame of life when it is barely more than a spark.  If your senses are this finely tuned already, it will be much easier for me to teach you to take stock of the world around you and manipulate it to your will.  However, we will take things slowly; should your application of force exceed your knowledge of your power, you may become a danger to yourself and those around you.”

      Kari lost track of their lesson, concentrating more on the news that she was pregnant.  Now she felt even more foolish for having come to the underworld.  Had she even suspected she was pregnant, she wouldn’t have thought about setting foot here.  Nevertheless, she was ecstatic that she and Grakin had managed to conceive a second child despite his illness.  She tried not to dwell on that, instead holding onto the dreams she’d had in Barcon, the visions of a beautiful little girl.  Had those dreams been prophetic?

      Danilynn came over and laid her hand on Kari’s shoulder with a smile.  “Would you like me to examine you?”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were a healer,” Kari said.  “Sure, go ahead.”

      “I’m not a healer in the same capacity Grakin is,” Danilynn said, laying her warm hand on Kari’s lower belly.  “Being trained in the temple, though, we’re all expected to be able to assist with whatever needs the people may bring before us, including a woman who is with child.”  She closed her eyes and concentrated for a short time, maintaining her hand’s warm perch on Kari’s belly.  “Hmmm, I think Uldriana is right: it’s still early in the pregnancy, but everything seems just fine.  Is there any pain you’d like me to analyze or calm?”

      Kari shook her head.  “I’m just sore everywhere; I guess having hunted a half-succubus assassin while pregnant has a lot to do with it.”

      Uldriana glanced over when Kari mentioned Turillia, but she went back to her lessons with Sonja.  Danilynn examined Kari’s privates with her consent, and the priestess seemed satisfied that all was well.  Kari hoped she’ be able to escape Mehr’Durillia without harm and have her baby safely and in good health back home.  Danilynn placed a hand on her shoulder again, and she felt a surge of warm power flow through her.  All the aches and pains that had dogged her since the trip to Barcon numbed at the healing touch.

      “Thank you,” Kari breathed in relief.  She turned to Sonja and Uldriana, their lessons finished for the night, and asked, “Uldriana, do you have children?  I didn’t see any little ones in your family’s tent.”

      “Nay, Karian; I have seen only nineteen summers,” Uldriana answered.  “My people are not permitted to take a mate or produce children until we have seen at least thirty.”

      “That seems like a long time, but then I guess you are immortal,” Kari said.

      “Immortal?  No, we are not immortal,” the mallasti girl said.  “My people live for as many as four and a half eras… millennia, I forget, in your tongue.  It is a long time compared to your people, but we are not immortal.”

      I thought demons didn’t age once they reached maturity, Kari thought.  The Order taught that despite being born the way mortals were, demons lived on until slain by misfortune or in combat.  Kari asked, “Do the others live for the same amount of time?  The other peoples of Mehr’Durillia, I mean.”

      “Some, yes, but it is not true for all,” Uldriana answered with a yawn.  Kari had seen the teeth of mallasti before but seeing them all at once in a wide yawn was intimidating.  The girl looked like she could deliver a vicious bite.  “The elestram and erestram have the same lifespans as my people; the valirasi only live for about as long as your people, as do syrinthians. Sylinths and harmauths live as long as five millennia, but most about as long as one of my people.”

      “But the kings are immortal?” Kari pressed.

      “The kings are immortal in the sense that they do not age, but they can be killed, as I have explained, for they sometimes murder each other,” Uldriana answered, her mood becoming somewhat somber.  “They seem to grow younger and stronger every turning of an era; any hope that they might grow old and die is a foolish one.  It is getting late.  We should return to my family’s tent and get some rest.”

      Kari and her friends followed the girl without question.  It was a nice development that she was talkative, and an even better one that she would teach Sonja.  The mission was starting to pay off already, and they had yet to even see to Se’sasha’s rescue.
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      The next morning passed slowly, a tense time for Kari and her friends while they watched Uldriana bid her people and family farewell.  The villagers were neither open nor warm with the rir women, except for the younger children, who took a great interest in their off-world guests.   Kari heeded Uldriana’s advice about keeping her distance and not trying to touch the children without invitation, though the children didn’t seem afraid of the strangers amongst them.

      The interest of the youngsters culminated around midmorning with Kari being shocked in the backside by one of the mallasti children, something that spread laughter among the village’s youths.  Kari wasn’t sure whether to laugh or get angry; it hadn’t hurt all that much but being shocked in the rump by a demon child was quite a surprise.  Before the adults could even take the children aside to discipline them, Uldriana explained that her people were immune to their own static-shock wiles, and thus it was a game to the children.  Still, the child was sternly chastised by his mother, so Kari made sure to let them know she wasn’t angry.

      The morning was slow, but it did eventually pass, Uldriana ready to depart the village.  When Kari went to retrieve her pack from Uldriana’s home, the girl’s mother came out and began yelling at Kari.  She didn’t need Sonja’s help to decode what the woman was saying or feeling; she was angry and terrified at the same time.  She’d made no secret that she despised having Kari and her friends in her home, and her mood had pervaded the tent over the two nights they slept there.  Now, on top of Uldriana walking into danger for total strangers, she was going with a demonhunter, and her mother was fearful that Kari would murder her child.

      Kari thought of her promise to protect Uldriana the day before, and she wondered if there was anything she could say to soothe the mallasti mother’s anxiety.  She wasn’t sure why she even cared, but Kari was a mother, too, so she could understand the feelings, she just didn’t understand a demon having those feelings.  Uldriana guided her mother away and spoke soothingly in their tongue, but the woman didn’t seem any less upset, and in fact began to cry after a few minutes.

      Kari stood by, completely speechless.  Sonja and Danilynn moved past somberly into the teepee to get their belongings, so Kari approached Uldriana and her mother.  “Tell her I’ll bring you home,” she said, and Uldriana’s eyes came up, narrowed again in an uncharacteristic scowl.  “Tell her.  I’m a mother myself.  I promise I’ll bring you home; I won’t leave you in Sorelizar when my work there is done.  I’ll bring you home to her before we leave.”

      “You promise?” Uldriana repeated, and her eyes wandered as she tried to place what the word meant.  “An oath?”

      Kari nodded, and Uldriana spoke to her mother soothingly in their language once again.  Her mother still seemed to take little comfort in those words, and after another couple of minutes of holding her daughter, she turned and spat on Kari.  She barked something angrily in their language and then disappeared into their teepee.

      It had been a long time since anyone spat on Kari, aside from a sylinth in combat.  She walled up her anger and refused to retaliate.  If the situation was reversed, she might have done the same.  It was hard for her to assign any value to the life of a demon, but Uldriana was loved by her mother; that was undeniable.  Only once, in all the times Kari had hunted underworld demons, had she ever thought about their families or what their mothers might think: in her previous hunt, after she killed Turillia.  To see the relationship between Uldriana and her mother gave Kari pause, and reminded her of what Erik had said about Makauric on Tsalbrin.  He’d been afraid to befriend the brys, fearful that liking the brys would’ve made him hesitant to do his job properly.

      Now I know what he meant, she thought.

      Sonja and Danilynn emerged from the tent, and they watched Kari wipe the spit from her face and breastplate curiously.  Kari took her pack from Sonja and slung it over her shoulder, but she ignored their questioning glances while Uldriana went inside.  Kari looked around the village and found that none of the mallasti people would even look at her.  Never had she felt ashamed to be a demonhunter; she didn’t now, but there was something in the pit of her stomach she couldn’t explain.  How had demons made her feel like the bad guy?

      Uldriana emerged after a couple of minutes dressed in a light tan traveling robe.  It was obviously hand-made by her people, and it had belts and straps and pouches here and there for gathering things on a journey.  It was also an appropriate color for traveling the golden grassy lands of her home realm, suited to help her camouflage a little better.  She carried no obvious weapons, but between the claws, those powerful jaws, and the arcane power that flowed through her blood, Uldriana was far from defenseless, armed or not.

      The last farewell of her people was brief, but when the women left the village and Kari looked back over her shoulder, the people were all watching them depart.  I don’t care if they’re demons, Kari thought.  They’re afraid for their daughter and friend… I can understand that.

      Uldriana didn’t seem happy to be leaving her people, but her expression was that neutral, almost disinterested one that was so common in the village.  She seemed to sense eyes on her, and she turned to look at Kari while they walked.  Distraction seemed a good course of action.

      “What are these totem poles for?” Kari asked, and she gestured to the decoratively carved pieces as they passed the outer boundary of the village.

      “It is the symbol of our people,” Uldriana answered with no trace of impatience or sarcasm.  She stopped and gestured toward the nearest totem pole.  “Note there are four distinct animals carved into the wood: the bear, the elk, the snake, and the hawk.  The hawk sits atop the pole because he is our… how to say it… he is the symbol of our village.  We are the ‘People of the Hawk.’  The three other animals represent our neighboring villages: The People of the Bear, the People of the Elk, and the People of the Snake.”

      Kari found that interesting but didn’t press their guide about it.  Instead, she looked at Sonja over her shoulder.  “When are you going to put up your masking spell?”

      “Already done,” Sonja said, glancing to the north.

      “This masking enchantment of yours… how does it work?” Uldriana asked, and she began to walk side by side with Sonja.

      “From a distance, it will make us transparent,” Sonja explained.  “It doesn’t cover the other signs of our passing like the grass moving or any tracks we leave, but it’ll still be hard to spot them from a distance.  I also have it dampening the sound of our voices, so only those who get close will be able to hear us, even on the plains.”

      Uldriana nodded.  “And you have done this without your book or the arcane strands around us.  Your confidence grows as you unlock the power in your blood; this is good.”

      “I still don’t understand why I was able to do some things and not others, even when I was using my book,” Sonja said.  “I mean, you said it was because I was doing twice the work to produce the effects, but why did some things like wards and shields work, but others didn’t?”

      The mallasti girl stopped and turned to face Sonja, and placed her hand over the larger woman’s heart.  “This is where your strength lies,” she said.  “You are very intelligent, but there is a strength and a purity in your heart we do not often see.  Your heart seeks first to love and to defend, and the arcane power in your blood responds to your call in those situations because your heart is stronger than your mind.  Unlike your hunter companion, whose heart and mind have been trained only to kill.”

      Kari bristled at that, but Sonja answered the challenge before she could.  “That’s not true,” her sister-in-law said.  “Kari’s spent her entire life defending others, whether from your kind, or my forebears, or whoever.  You’re wrong about her; she has a purer heart than I do.”

      “Is that so?” Uldriana asked.

      Kari paused before rising to the challenge.  The girl was staring at her with that impassive expression, and in light of that, the question sounded less like a challenge than an honest desire for confirmation.  “I know my kind are called demonhunters,” Kari said, “but we hunt problems, we don’t go out looking to cause them.”

      “How many of my kind have you killed, hunter?” she pressed, arms folded over her chest.

      “Six,” Kari answered.  “I’ve only ever fought and killed six of your kind, and every time it was because they came to Citaria to kill my people.  It’s not like your kings send your people to my world to look at the scenery, Uldriana.  You can get upset with me if you want, but those six of your people that I killed… they killed a lot more of my people before I got rid of them.”

      The mallasti girl looked back and forth between Sonja and Kari a couple of times.  “So you, too, are a defender?” she asked Kari, though she did not wait for an answer.  “I find this strange; there is a dangerous air about you, much more so than your companion.”

      Kari considered what she could or should tell the mallasti girl.  Perhaps if she was honest, Uldriana would return the courtesy and tell Kari things before they even rescued Se’sasha.  “I’m the highest-ranking hunter in my Order,” she admitted quietly.  “I’ve been at this a long time, but that hasn’t changed why I do what I do.”

      Uldriana shook her head.  “Still, I do not get the same sense from you that I do from your companion; there is something dangerous and vengeful within you, so much so that I can sense it just standing before you.  We shall see if what your companion says is true,” she said, and then she turned to Danilynn.  “This one I understand: She is a priestess, and she carries the strength and the convictions of her deity with her.  She, too, seems dangerous, and perhaps vengeful, but there is a serenity to her sense of purpose that pervades her, more so than you, hunter.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Kari said, drawing Uldriana’s gaze back to her own.  “Just call me Kari.  I’m not a hunter while I’m here, I’m just a traveler and, hopefully, a negotiator.”

      “Yes, you are correct,” Uldriana returned with a bow of her head.  “Let us not dally; it will be some distance to reach the city of Saristor, on the border of Tess’Vorg and Sorelizar.”
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        * * *

      

      Morning transitioned into afternoon.  Kari found Pataria beautiful, but its terrain was a pain to cross while sore and pregnant.  It was hilly and half the time was spent ascending, and yet the downhill portions were no less strenuous on Kari’s back or legs.  The sun was strong and the air warm, but there was a persistent breeze that kept things bearable.  Kari had no idea how the mallasti tolerated the heat with their heavy coats, but Uldriana was too embroiled in her lessons with Sonja for Kari to bother her about it.

      The demonhunter spent a lot of time speaking with Danilynn, asking the priestess what had occupied her time since the Great War’s end.  As Kari had expected, it turned out Danilynn had traveled to the holy city of Sarchelete after the War, where she took up working in the temple.  She’d been waiting for years for Eli to come find her and had all but given up when Kari showed up with him at the temple that fateful afternoon.  Above all, Danilynn said it was good to be out and seeing the world again instead of serving in one place.

      I wonder what it’s like to live and work in a temple, Kari mused.  Grakin and Kyrie lived outside the temple, so priests and priestesses working and living in one seemed foreign.  Did they go out after their prayers and meditations to socialize?  Were they barred from romance with their fellow priests and priestesses, or were they expected to find mates among the clergy?  It had to be nice, on the one hand, to never have to worry about finding a “job,” or about feeding, clothing, or housing one’s self, but on the other hand, she wondered how sheltered the priests ended up because of it.

      Danilynn seemed a worldly woman, but then she hadn’t lived her whole life in the temple, just the few years since the War’s end.  She’d been an adventurer before then, one who ended up embroiled in a plot to bring a demon king to Citaria.  She’d no doubt gone through a lot in foiling that plan, and Kari wondered how much Danilynn might be willing to talk about it when Eli wasn’t around.  More to the point, Kari wondered how much Danilynn might be willing to talk about Tor and his relationship with Emma.  Glancing at Uldriana, though, Kari recognized this was neither the time nor the place for such topics.

      “So how are things between you and Eli?” she asked the priestess while they walked.

      Danilynn smiled, but her gaze stayed out over the grassy hills.  “He seems more mature than I remember,” she said quietly.  “I’ve gotten older, but he’s grown up in that same time.  He seems less concerned with his lineage than when we traveled together.  Having helped you in Barcon apparently reawakened that old, adventurous flame in him.”

      “Do you think you two will become mates?” Kari prodded, perhaps a bit too personally.

      The priestess shrugged.  “I think we will, in time.  Right now, there’s so much to consider, and I’m hesitant to think about settling down with everything that’s come up in the last couple of weeks.”  She glanced at Sonja and Uldriana, engrossed in their lesson.  “We had a rather lengthy discussion about… making love, and what he expects, and what I expect.  I assume you had a similar conversation with Grakin when the two of you became involved?”

      Kari nodded.  “Yes.  At first, I didn’t think I’d be receptive to his advances all the time, either, but I think you’ll find that if Eli treats you well, and you really love being with him, your body will adjust.  I know serilian-rir are supposed to be different, but I’ve found that’s not really the case.  Not for me and Grakin, anyway.”

      Danilynn smiled again.  “Thank you, that’s something to think about.  You and Grakin share a special bond; I could see that even in the short time I’ve seen you two together.  Even when he’s angry with you, it’s tempered by love respect, and that says a lot about both of you, and the two of you as a couple.”

      “The best advice I can give you is to be honest about everything,” Kari said.  “No matter what the issue: how often you have sex, how he speaks to you, who makes the decisions, whether or not you want children.  Always make sure he knows where you stand, because I think half the arguments other couples have come from neither knowing where the other stands on the issues between them.”

      “That’s very insightful,” Danilynn said, looking off into the distance again.  “He’s eager to make love, but I’ve told him that’s not going to happen until I’m sure it’s what I want—what we both want, that is.  So, in sharing a bed with him in your mother-in-law’s home, I found I can trust him absolutely.”

      “So why the hesitation?” Kari prodded.  “It’s not because he’s half-corlyps, right?”

      The priestess shook her head.  “Not exactly.  I suppose it is, in a way.  It’s the issue of how long he’ll live, and the fact that he’ll still be young when I’m old and gray and dying.  I’m still a little uncomfortable putting either of us in that position.”

      “It won’t matter,” Kari said, her thoughts turning to her erestram friend, Trigonh.  “If he loves you, he’ll always be there, and a part of you will stay with him for all of his days, even if he finds another love.”

      Danilynn looked at Kari sideways and chuckled.  “I forget sometimes that you’ve died and been resurrected,” she said quietly so Uldriana wouldn’t overhear and ask questions.  “It gives even more credibility to your words when you speak of these things.”

      Kari patted her friend’s shoulder.  “Do you think you two will get married?  Grakin and I never really talked about that step; being mated has been good enough for us, but I’ve always appreciated the ceremony when I’ve seen humans or elves perform one.  Now that I’ve been granted a noble title, it’s something we’ll be discussing more.  I know Eli doesn’t have any family, but if you’re from the Tenari Kingdom like I suspect, you might be able to invite your family to the ceremony to meet your new husband.”

      “Something else to think about,” Danilynn said with a nod.  “It has been some time since I’ve seen my family.”

      The sun retreated toward the horizon, soon to be blocked off by the distant hills until Kari and her friends ascended another.  “Uldriana, we should make camp soon,” she commented, hoping she didn’t interrupt Sonja’s lesson.  The mallasti glanced over and nodded, then returned to her conversation without complaint, so Kari turned back to Danilynn.  “So, what drove you away from home, anyway?  Askies Island is a long way from the Tenari Kingdom.”

      “Wanderlust,” Danilynn answered, as if expecting Kari would suggest it was trouble at home.  “Garra Ktarra is the god of explorers, so it seemed I would learn and embrace little of his teachings if I stayed home and served there.  So, I thought to take in a bit of the world, and it was by blind luck that I met Tor, Jori-an, Rhiannon, and the others.”

      “Not Eli?” Kari asked curiously.

      The priestess shook her head.  “No, he joined our group after a year or so,” she answered.  “Anyway, I felt to deny the calling of exploration would be to deny the calling of Garra Ktarra, so I left home and came to Askies.  I keep in contact with my family when possible, but they understand: a priestess cannot deny the calling of her deity, and she must have faith to follow wherever it leads, even if it is away from family.  She must always trust that her deity leads her to where she needs to be.”

      Kari chewed on that for a minute, trying to put Kyrie’s past into that perspective.  Kari didn’t understand why Kaelariel would’ve called Kyrie away from her family just to move from one large city to another—and not even the holy city, at that.  Kari trusted Zalkar, but she didn’t think her faith would be strong enough to walk away from Grakin and Little Gray if that was what he demanded of her.  Was that what Kaelariel had done at all, though?  And why would he have done so?  She resolved to try to find out as unobtrusively as she could when she returned home; Kyrie’s mate was still a demonhunter, and now under Kari’s command.

      The conversation trailed off, but Kari met Danilynn’s eyes and the two smiled to each other as if to say, “We’ll talk more later.”  They paused halfway up a hillside, and Kari pointed out a good spot to camp, sheltered on all sides by other hills with no signs of civilization near.  Even with Sonja’s masking spell, it was better to keep their camp hidden.  They set up their bedrolls and dug out a fire pit so Uldriana could cook some meat she’d brought.

      They shared a quiet but mostly cheery dinner, and Kari had a lot of things on her mind.  Foremost, naturally, was her pregnancy.  She hadn’t told Grakin she was going to stop taking the herb that served as a contraceptive, but after their efforts had yielded nothing for over a year, she had given up hope they would conceive again.  When she was a young woman, Dracon’s Bane had destroyed her ability to have children before she’d ever matured, so that Grakin had been able to sire children at all had been a miracle.  Now, if what Uldriana said was accurate, they had conceived again not long before Kari went to Barcon, and she couldn’t help but wonder if the dreams of a little girl had been somewhat prophetic.  Either way, it was another miracle.

      Kari lay back on her bedroll when she finished eating and laid her hand on her lower belly.  The gesture wouldn’t be lost on any of her companions, she was sure.  A strange thought entered her mind as she relaxed, and a smile curled her draconic lips as she passed along her mirth silently.

      You’re going to be a grandfather again, Sakkrass, she thought happily.
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        * * *

      

      After a couple of days, they approached the road that served as border between Pataria and Tess’Vorg.  Uldriana continued her lessons with Sonja, and Kari’s sister-in-law seemed to pick up something new every day.  Sonja was cautious about exploring her powers, though, only practicing the things Uldriana showed her to avoid overextending herself or tapping into things she couldn’t properly control.  Both of them were satisfied with Sonja’s pace, and Kari was glad to see her sister learning power and control in equal measure.  Considering her teacher was a mallasti, it wasn’t what Kari expected.

      Danilynn requested that Kari spar with her when time allowed, and despite some teasing about beating up a pregnant woman, Kari agreed.  Danilynn’s skill was impressive, her style a peculiar one Kari hadn’t encountered before.  Among Garra Ktarra’s areas of control was skill at arms, as he was one of the greatest fighters as a mortal and as a deity.  His adventuring priests, by extension, sought mastery of melee combat, and Danilynn’s adventuring and experiences in the War showed through in her proficiency.

      Her preferred weapon, in honor of her deity, was the axe.  She had a great two-handed decapitator she kept on her back, but most often she used a pair of wicked twin-bladed axes.  Her style reminded Kari of her own: primarily defensive, utilizing offensive flurries timed to counter or react to her opponent’s mistakes.  Danilynn would often hook one axe back on her belt and concentrate on parrying blows with the other, but then she would explode offensively, pulling the second axe off her belt and unleashing a flurry.  Kari adapted to it quickly, but she was left with little doubt as to how useful Danilynn would be in melee.

      Kari gauged how busy the road ahead was.  It seemed deserted; did it ever see considerable traffic?  Despite being a dirt road, it was well-tended, no overgrowth encroaching upon its expanse.  Pataria had turned to flatter, open land near its border with Tess’Vorg, and the neighboring kingdom looked to be golden plains as far as the eye could see.  Even masked, Kari was nervous about walking through open land like this.

      They crossed the road and into Tess’Vorg, and Kari asked, “So Tess’Vorg is ruled by King Emanitar Te’Mordrin, right?”  It was small talk, but she wanted to get any information she could from their mallasti guide.  If it turned out Se’sasha was unwilling to talk, Kari could still bring back good information.  With what little the Order knew about the demons and their kings, anything would be helpful.

      “That is correct.  What do you know of King Emanitar, hun… Kari?” Uldriana returned, catching her error.

      “Not all that much,” Kari admitted.  “Hmmm, he’s a mallasti, he’s the eleventh on the council, and from what I’ve heard, he’s friends with King Morduri.”

      Uldriana’s brows rose momentarily, and she shook her head lightly.  “Ketava, you know even less than I suspected.  Where to begin…?  I suppose I should expand on what you already know.  Do not mistake King Emanitar’s low position on the council for weakness; he is one of the oldest kings and nearly a god in terms of power.  His low position on the council is due to the Overking’s belief that he lacks ambition; the fact that he will not attack the higher-ranked kings around him is the so-called evidence of that.  In truth, we believe it is because he has seen his land ravaged by war for far too long as it is, and he knows that invasion will visit far more suffering on his people than on whatever king he seeks to depose.”

      That opened up so many questions for Kari, but she remembered Uldriana’s indignant reaction when interrupted.  She stayed quiet and let the mallasti girl continue.

      “Tess’Vorg is also called the Fields of Gold, flat plains of golden grass throughout the realm save for the more northern portion, where the pine forests of Si’Dorra encroach.  Since King Emanitar is himself one of my kind, as you know, our people are the most populous of the races within his realm.  Most of the settlements are like my village of Moskarre, but there are cities built by the elestram.  The most prominent of these is Rulaj, where King Emanitar’s palace is.

      “Like King Morduri, King Emanitar does not wield his power any more than is required to keep order and make certain his population—and thus his army—thrives,” Uldriana continued.  “Tess’Vorg is bordered almost entirely by the realms of kings who cannot legally invade: King Sekassus to the west, King Morduri to the east, and the Overking to the south.  Only King Arku to the north can legally invade, but as I said, King Emanitar is one of the oldest kings and could crush King Arku in battle with little trouble, whether that battle be single combat or a full-scale war.  King Emanitar does not get on well with any of his neighbors save King Morduri.

      “You recall the manner in which I told you King Morduri gained his throne?” the mallasti girl asked, and Kari nodded.  “King Emanitar was nearly murdered by King Sekassus in a similar incident some time ago.  It was believed that he had been murdered, and that King Sekassus was going to claim Tess’Vorg as his own at the next council session, but King Emanitar arrived at that session alive and well, putting to rest rumors of his death.  Since then, relations between King Sekassus and King Emanitar have understandably been volatile, but Prince Vassiras, in the city of Saristor, has been working to patch things between the two to at least keep the peace.  Before you ask, it is because Vassiras’ holding lies on the border between Sorelizar and Tess’Vorg, and not because of any love of peace.”

      Uldriana stopped speaking, and Kari took the opportunity to pose a question.  “I’m just curious: why don’t your people live in Tess’Vorg if King Emanitar is one of your kind?”  She was more than curious: she wanted to know how the kings viewed the various types of demons, and whether the demons had any tendency to gravitate toward kings of their own species.  Sekassus seemed to have the greatest number of sylinths and syrinthians—whether they were demons or not—so Kari wondered if Morduri attracted more elestram, Emanitar attracted more mallasti, and so on.

      “It is our ancestral home,” Uldriana answered as though it was a strange question.  “As you may have inferred, the elder of my village is older than your race.  If my people are not mistaken, the rir were first created a little more than three millennia ago?  The eldest of our village is approaching the fourth millennial anniversary of his birth.  Our people, those who sired the bloodlines of my village, have lived in that place since before Morduri’s great-grandfather claimed it as his own.”

      Kari’s head nearly swam trying to put such long years into perspective.  Standing before the elder of Moskarre, she hadn’t gotten even the slightest feeling that he might be nearly four thousand years old.  She could only imagine the knowledge and the wisdom that came with such age, and as she thought about it, it made her realize why the demon kings were so dangerous.  On top of the knowledge and wisdom that came with thousands of years of rule was the power they amassed during that time.  There was simply no way for a mortal to compare.

      “Would you rather live under King Emanitar’s rule, though?” Kari pressed.

      The mallasti girl considered the question with a slightly furrowed brow.  “Personally, I would not be opposed to it, but I find little difference between them.  Certainly, they are more gracious to their people than any of their neighbors, or any of the other kings in general, from what is said amongst my people.  Pataria and Tess’Vorg are both fairly peaceful, prosperous realms that rarely see war or famine visit them.  Were it not for the laws against migration, I am certain their populations would swell accordingly.”

      “Laws against migration?” Danilynn echoed.  “You mean the kings don’t allow their people to move to other realms?  Probably to avoid espionage or the bolstering of enemy armies, I assume?”

      Uldriana nodded but didn’t elaborate.

      “So, what does ketava mean?” Kari asked.

      “It does not translate specifically into your tongue,” the mallasti said with a shrug.  “That is why we say it in ours, even when we speak your language.  I think the best way to explain it is to say that our language contains no expletives.  Your people say curse words to express surprise, anger, or dismay; our language has no such words.  We say ketava instead; it is a meaningless word, but is considered proper enough for social situations, even with a noble or a king.”

      “No shit,” Kari said jokingly, and Uldriana snickered in response: a rapid, cackling chuckle that sounded a bit like that odd sound hyenas made.  It made Kari laugh openly along with Sonja and Danilynn.  Kari composed herself and added, “Honestly, I try to stay away from talking like that, especially since my mother-in-law took me and my mate into her home.”

      Sonja leaned over and half-hugged Kari, and Uldriana took in the exchange.  “You two are sisters by marriage?” she guessed.  It wasn’t exactly accurate, but Kari nodded, and Sonja didn’t correct her.  “I should have sensed that sooner.  How is this other one related to you?”

      “Good friend,” Kari said, and Danilynn gave a warm smile in response.

      The mallasti girl nodded.  “Well, if I have explained enough about King Emanitar, I will continue with teaching your sister-in-law.”

      Kari spent some time thinking about Koursturaux and whether—or rather, how much—she should worry about being drawn further into the demon king’s service.  If someone as crafty as Amastri served the female demon king, then Kari had to assume Koursturaux was skilled in the ways of words and wiles.  Kari had no delusions she could hold her own in a contest of wit or will against something as powerful or ancient as a demon king, but she was fairly certain the demon king couldn’t trap her into further service.

      She thought about Taesenus’ sword and why Koursturaux wanted it.  It was a vorpal sword, a blade reputed to be honed so fine that it could cut through virtually anything, including incorporeal spirits.  It was the kind of weapon warriors and soldiers alike dreamed about, but what would a demon king would want with such a weapon, aside from equipping a champion with it?  That thought gave her pause.

      Is another warrior like Taesenus going to rise and began decapitating people with it?  If that happens, it’ll be my fault.

      Kari’s mood turned somber and she glanced at her companions to try to take her mind off it.  Kari wondered if Uldriana or her people had any idea what their kin did on Citaria; the village seemed passive, even docile.  They didn’t seem like the type of mallasti Kari had hunted and killed in the past, those a king would send to do their dirty work.  It could’ve been a deception, but could they all put up such a charade, or care enough about what Kari thought to do so?  Perhaps they were only soldiers when the situation demanded it, much like Kari’s people.  If that was true, it was quite a revelation.

      I’m not sure what to make of Uldriana or her people, she thought.  Demons that weren’t rotten was baffling, but then Kari considered Celigus Chinchala.  If it was possible for a demon king to turn coat and ally himself with the gods of another world, who was Kari to say it wasn’t possible for the rank-and-file demons to do so?  The idea of cultivating insurgents among the demons to help the Order combat the schemes of the kings now seemed less far-fetched.  If Uldriana was what she appeared to be, and there were more like her beyond her village, then there was hope Kari and her Order could find allies among their enemies.

      Kari was mindful of such thoughts; Uldriana knew Sonja was empathic and partially telepathic, so Kari was suspicious the mallasti girl might be as well.  Kari pushed aside her musing and turned her attention to her friends.  Sonja took in Uldriana’s lesson eagerly, and Danilynn scanned from horizon to horizon while they walked.

      I’ll have to get Danilynn to teach me the infernal language, Kari thought.  Might Uldriana be willing to teach us some of the mallasti dialect?

      It might help in the future, should she need to visit the underworld again, or else converse with demons that showed up on Citaria.  She already knew the Citarian trade tongue, rir, elvish, and czarikk, but none of those were much use when dealing with demons.

      “I was thinking maybe you could teach me the infernal language,” Kari said to Danilynn, and the priestess wasn’t the only one to give their attention to her.  Uldriana looked at Kari, too, so she added, “Maybe you can teach all of us some of your own language, whatever it’s called.”

      “It is called beshathan,” the mallasti girl said.  “I can teach you some of it if you like, but I doubt this journey will be long enough for me to teach you enough to make much use of.”

      “Why’s it called beshathan?” Kari prodded.

      “That is what our people are called,” Uldriana answered.  “We are mallasti, elestram, and erestram, but all together we are called beshathans.  Accordingly, our races share this tongue we likewise call beshathan.”

      “But what does the name mean?  Where did it come from?” Kari pressed.

      Uldriana made a dismissive gesture.  “That is a topic for another time, perhaps.  I would rather not speak of such things with you.  Not at this time, anyway.”

      She went back to speaking with Sonja, so Kari and Danilynn exchanged a glance and shrugged.  “Infernal can be a pretty tedious language to learn, but I’ll do my best to teach you,” the priestess said.  “It’s much easier to teach when one can learn to read and speak it at the same time, but we can start with the alphabet, common words and phrases, and how to at least express that you’re not fluent in it, for practical applications.  Gods know Aeligos picked most of that up in a few hours.”

      Kari chuckled.  Fat chance I will, she thought.

      The women walked on into the later afternoon.  Kari was adept at detecting trailing parties, and she was pretty sure there wasn’t anyone on their tail.  Sonja confirmed it when they made camp for the night, she and Uldriana using their life-detection enchantment to explore the plains around them.  They seemed to still be safe and undetected, and though she kept her guard up, Kari was satisfied with that.
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      Early the next morning, two large creatures appeared on the horizon as the women got underway.  It didn’t take long to make out enough detail to recognize the pair of harmauths, the massive, muscular ram demons quite distinctive even at a distance.  She pointed out their approach to the others, but Uldriana didn’t seem concerned.

      “Do not be alarmed, harmauth patrols are common near the borders of Tess’Vorg,” the mallasti girl said.  “If you run, they will take you into custody.  Better we take a leisurely pace and allow them to stop us if they choose to.  Sonja, you may drop your masking enchantment; they will not be fooled by it anyway.”

      Kari looked to Sonja, who nodded; Uldriana wasn’t trying to deceive them.  Kari had never seen a harmauth before and wasn’t looking forward to doing so for the first time in “hostile” territory.  Uldriana’s lack of concern was a minor comfort.  Doubt crossed Sonja’s face, and Kari guessed her sister-in-law didn’t know how to summon her greatsword just yet.  Danilynn seemed to sense Sonja’s trepidation, too, and she tried to subtly hand Sonja the decapitator she had strapped to her back.

      Uldriana watched the exchange of weapons with a furrowed brow.  “Be at ease; they are not coming to harm us.  Even if they were, your weapons would do little more than annoy them.”

      Kari rested her hands on her belt just in front of the hilts of her blades.  The two ram demons called out in infernal as they closed the distance, and Uldriana answered.  Kari waited, the odd one out when infernal was spoken, but she tried to keep those feelings inside.

      The harmauths were just over ten feet tall when their long strides straightened out their bent legs, and they were absurdly muscular, such that they made Kari’s in-laws look normal.  Their hides were a dull brown that faded to a lighter shade across their bellies, their horns pearly-white.  Kari couldn’t tell if they were male or female at a glance; they had long tufts of hair in various places to hide gender and accent their forms.  They didn’t have breasts, but Kari knew so little about them that it told her nothing.  Their red eyes blazed, but they didn’t appear angry when they drew closer.  One blew out a loud snort that startled Kari.

      Uldriana had a brief conversation with the harmauth sentries, and though their dark hooves scraped the ground impatiently every so often, the guards seemed satisfied.  For that matter, so did Sonja and Danilynn, which Kari found a lot more comforting.  She watched the swinging tails of the ram demons, which looked more like those of a lion with a hairy tuft on the end.  Kari wondered how expressive the tails were.  It was only then that she realized they carried no weapons.  Was a harmauth that powerful that they didn’t even need weapons or armor to deal with unruly members of the other demon races?

      The conversation lasted only a couple of minutes before the harmauths made dismissive gestures and continued on their way.  Uldriana motioned for the others to follow her, but Sonja spoke up.  “Is it true?  Are you taking us to Rulaj, and possibly to see King Emanitar?”

      “That was not my intention,” Uldriana said with a shake of her head, “though if you wish to see an elestram city or meet with one of the eldest kings on all of Mehr’Durillia before we go to Saristor, we can do so.  My intention was to travel towards Rulaj but go around it.”

      “What did the harmauths have to say?” Kari asked.

      “They just asked where we were headed, not much more,” Danilynn answered.  “It’s strange that they took Uldriana at her word, but they did.”

      Kari considered it might be part of a trap, but if Sonja didn’t sense it, the guards might just have not been nosey.  “Will it be dangerous for us to go to Rulaj?” she asked the mallasti girl.  “Or will it delay us for too long?”

      “King Emanitar may find you to be a curiosity,” she answered.  “I am not sure how he would react to finding that you are a hunter.  I would assume he may believe you are in his realm to cause trouble and ask you to depart, but he would not likely cause you harm unless you gave him reason to do so.”

      “But Rulaj would be safe to, say, get a bath and resupply?”

      An odd look crossed Uldriana’s face.  “Yes.  Provided we do not announce ourselves or draw attention, King Emanitar will not likely take enough of an interest in three rir females to come see to us himself.  We should be able to indulge ourselves in a bath and take a night’s rest in a hostel without impacting the speed of our travels.”

      “How far is it to Rulaj?”

      “Three or four days’ travel,” the mallasti said, glancing northwest.  “If you have never seen an elestram city before, it may be quite a tale to tell your friends when you return home.”

      Kari nodded.   “So, the elestram prefer cities over the open country of your kind?”

      Uldriana began walking again.  “Yes, the elestram are a more urban people, preferring their impressive architecture to the simple beauty of living in tandem with nature.  They are the most intelligent of our peoples, and they build cities of not only impressive design and décor, but also of wonders that are not found in the other parts of Mehr’Durillia.  It is hard for me to put into words; you will see for yourself.”

      Must be difficult to describe if she’s never really left home before, Kari thought.  Might be she’s not much less clueless about these lands than we are.
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      They continued for a few more days, crossing the golden fields of Tess’Vorg.  The realm was beautiful.  They passed travelers, villages of mallasti, and the occasional harmauth patrol.  None of the patrols stopped or even stared at the four women after the first time, and other than a curious glance here or there, the rir women didn’t attract much attention.  The more Kari thought about it, it seemed Uldriana drew more attention, perhaps because she was leading the rir women on their journey?

      True to form, Uldriana interspersed some more lore and knowledge about Emanitar and his realm in between her lessons with Sonja.  She mentioned that despite having three mistresses and once being kast’wa to King Koursturaux, he had yet to sire an heir of either gender.  Kari hadn’t considered it at first, but it was an issue in light of King Sekassus’ attempt at murdering the mallasti king.  In the back of her mind, Kari began to wonder if King Emanitar might be unable to sire a child.

      Kari was amazed that the journey had proven as worry-free as Amastri had suggested thus far.  True, things were bound to change for the worse when they reached Sorelizar, but Kari became more curious about King Emanitar and, to a lesser extent, King Morduri.  She wondered what the two neighboring kings wanted from their positions, and whether they were involved in any plots against Citaria.  While civilized and seemingly benevolent on the surface, Kari doubted they were that way to anyone outside their own people, and that in terms of their threat to Citaria, they were still Kari’s enemies.

      Not long after lunch on that fourth day, the city of Rulaj came into sight.  It was conspicuous on the open plains, a lot of its detail readily apparent even at a fair distance.  Obelisks, sandstone statues, and walls inlaid with colored mosaics or bas relief artwork became identifiable even a mile from the city’s edge.

      “This place looks beautiful,” Sonja commented.

      “It certainly does,” Danilynn agreed.  “Rather reminds me of the ice temples back home, or the terraced temple district of Dira Ch’Tori.”

      The closer they got, the more detail they could see: an aqueduct, several windmills of some sort, a grand coliseum, and, not the least, a fortress-palace with high, pointed towers topped by flying flags.  The flags, oddly enough, depicted a lion with the spots of a hyena all over it.

      “Wow,” was all Kari could manage as they continued toward the city.  Uldriana glanced at her with a slightly subdued smile.

      They began to follow a wide, dusty road, and traffic picked up as they got closer.  Just as Kari had suspected a lot of the stares here were directed at Uldriana.  Kari and her friends, by comparison, didn’t draw much more than the curious glances of people unused to seeing rir.

      They must be suspicious of Uldriana traveling with us, Kari thought.

      The people here were all clothed, just as Uldriana had mentioned back in Moskarre.  The mallasti tended to wear hand-woven, light garments made more for modesty than protection, though occasionally they included leather bits.  Their garments were colorful and artistic by design, and many of the females wore pup carriers.  Most of these had only a single pup in them, compared to the females in Moskarre who’d carried or nursed two to four pups at a time.  Kari wasn’t sure if it meant high infant mortality, or if Moskarre raised their pups communally.

      Thinking of the mallasti children as pups made Kari smile, and she had to remind herself not to become enthralled with the demons.  Strange and new, she found them interesting, but she couldn’t afford to fall for their charms as a people and forget what they truly were.  Kari still had yet to see the absolute truth of this underworld, but everything from the stars at night, to the docility of the people of Moskarre, to the tolerance the people as a whole showed Kari and her friends pointed to something being off with her Order’s perceptions.

      Elestram replaced the mallasti as the most prominent race when the friends reached the outer limits of the city.  They were not unlike “The Wraith,” the elestram who’d saved Kari and acted as a not-so-imaginary friend for Little Gray.  The jackal demons were taller and slenderer than the mallasti, most standing close to seven feet tall—or more when one took their high, pointed ears into account.  They were lithe and graceful, and though they lacked bulky muscle like the harmauths or even the mallasti, their long, lean muscles had deceptive strength.  Their faces were expressive, but most had the same impassive expression the mallasti wore.  Their eyes were fascinatingly bright in color, ringed by either black flesh or short black fur that had the same effect as eyeliner.

      Many of the laborers’ clothing had more leather bits, allowing holsters and hooks for tools to be built into their attire.  The others wore stylish pieces that were aesthetically pleasing and accentuated the alien beauty of their people: both males and females preferred chest coverings, but females left their bellies exposed and wore garments that drew attention to their hips.  It was odd that they covered their breasts but not the nipples on their bellies, even though they were neither prominent nor easy to see through their fur.

      The other details about the elestram that drew her attention were the different types of body art.  Facial decorations seemed common: threaded beads or tasseled jewels between the brows of the females, lovely drawn or tattooed patterns under the eyes and across the cheeks, or sometimes they had shaved patterns on the arms that were underscored by tattoos.  Earrings were common on both males and females alike, and with their long, pointed ears, some had dozens of them.  Kari saw one or two with an eyebrow or even navel piercing, and since Kari had no navel as a rir, she found them interesting.

      Uldriana walked slowly to allow Kari and her friends to take in the sights, so Kari took full advantage of it.  The windmills were tall and narrow, with fans that were as decorative as practical.  Kari was no architect, but the layout of the windmills said the elestram had put a lot of research and effort into honing their crafts.  The aqueduct’s source was a tower—how and from where did it produce water?

      These people might be able to teach us some things back home, she thought.  There’s a lot more to them than magic and murder.

      The city smelled like its people, but it wasn’t unpleasant.  The people had a slightly musky scent, as was common to those with fur, but the elestram apparently bathed more than their mallasti neighbors.  There was no sign of sanitation or sewers, but the city didn’t smell like garbage, waste, or rot.  It was quite the civilization here, and Kari turned to glance at the coliseum, wondering what sort of gladiatorial combat or games might take place therein.

      She didn’t get the chance to ask.

      “These glyphs… do the elestram inscribe them into the sides of the buildings?” Sonja asked as they continued into the heart of the city.

      Kari studied the calligraphy Sonja indicated, like that on the tents of the czarikk or mallasti.  If Sonja referred to them as glyphs, though, such meant they had some arcane purpose on top of their aesthetic design.  Elestram wizards were among the most feared of underworld demons, and the presence of so many glyphs put Kari on edge.

      “That they do,” Uldriana answered with a nod.  “Are you familiar with these signs?”

      Sonja started to respond, but closed her mouth and shook her head.  Danilynn, on the other hand, swiveled her head side to side, taking in the many glyphs around them.  “My word,” she said, and she walked over to inspect the closest one.

      Kari marked the sudden interest of a nearby elestram laborer, but under Kari’s gaze, the demon turned and went back to his work.  “What do you make of it?” she asked.

      Danilynn glanced at Uldriana.  “Not here,” the priestess said.

      The mallasti girl smiled and gestured for them to follow her again.  She was as new to the city as they were, but she had the advantage of being able to speak and read the local language.  “Are you impressed with what you have seen so far?” she asked.

      “Very impressed.  It’s not all that different from some of the cities back home, except for the style of architecture,” Sonja answered.

      “That and all the demons,” Kari muttered, and Sonja nudged her with an elbow.

      Uldriana glanced at Kari over her shoulder, then she looked around across the open streets.  “I have yet to see even a single succubus or incubus since we entered the city.  Why would you…”  She stopped and turned slowly to face Kari.  “Wait, you believe…?  Oh my; that explains much.”  She suddenly looked embarrassed and hastened her steps.

      Kari looked to Sonja and Danilynn, both as surprised by Uldriana’s reaction.  They followed her for several more minutes until she located a hostel near the center of the city.  It was a simple, efficient structure with open archways and windows.  The lobby was empty but for a lone elestram reading a book in a corner by the open front windows.  He put down his book and rose when he saw the visitors, and Kari saw that while he appeared to be an elestram, he had the heavier coat and coloration of a mallasti.

      “I assume you have never seen a mallestrem before,” Uldriana said quietly.  “My people can breed with the elestram and the erestram, though an erestram breeding outside of its own kind at all is unheard of.  Mallestrem are uncommon, but you will tend to see more of them in the cities, where our folk intermingle.”

      She began to speak with the mallestrem proprietor in that other language, but when Uldriana reached for her coin purse, Kari offered hers instead.  The mallasti woman bowed her head in thanks and took an appropriate number of the metal marks.  Once their rooms were paid for, the mallestrem led them upstairs to a large, open sitting room with two smaller dormitories attached.  The windows up here were open, but there were panes of glass that could be shut for privacy.

      There was an impressive bath chamber, two of its four walls comprised entirely of mirrors, and in addition to the bathtub, there was a commode and two wash basins.  The wash basins had drains in the bottom of them, something Kari saw only in the most luxurious of nobles’ houses, and they also had spigots that were like automated hand-pumps.  She found a commode inside and on an upper floor odd, but it, too, drained out through the bottom to who-knew-where.  The bathtub was the same; Uldriana’s praise of elestram advances was not an idle comment.

      The mallestrem proprietor had left by the time Kari and her friends finished gawking at the lavatory, and Kari was curious what he’d spoken to Uldriana about for so long.  “Was he asking about us?”

      “In a sense, he was asking about all of us,” the mallasti girl returned, and there was the faintest hint of a smile on her features.  “He was offering his… services, should we require them.  Tempting though it was, I declined, and took the liberty of doing so on your behalf.”

      “He was interested in us?” Kari blurted.  Kari knew exotic women sometimes drew interest from men who normally wouldn’t look outside their own race, but it still struck her as odd.  On some level it made sense that a demon would want to sample women of all kinds, but then there was Uldriana’s reaction to calling them demons in the first place…

      “He would not be a good or gracious host if he offered entertainment to only one of his four guests,” Uldriana returned, and she walked over to secure the door to their spacious abode.  Once the door and windows were closed and latched, the mallasti girl gestured toward the deep cushioned chairs about the area.  “Does it surprise you that a demon would offer you sexual pleasure?  You will find your kind are not at all unattractive to our peoples; you are alien and exotic, but there is an aesthetic pleasure to your forms that even… demons can plainly see.”

      “You seemed surprised when I called your people demons,” Kari said evenly, keeping her eye contact with the mallasti girl strong.  “My kind aren’t called demonhunters for nothing.”

      “Yes, I suppose it makes sense now… the name of your Order, the constant references to Mehr’Durillia as the underworld, your inherent distrust of my kind.  You think we are demons,” Uldriana said, trailing off with a shake of her head.  She scoffed after a short stretch of silence and continued, “We have long believed that your kind are called demonhunters because of the way you viewed the creations of your Seril, and that your zeal against our own kind was, as you explained, due to the work of the kings and their servants on your world.  Ketava, you are blind, ignorant, if you think we are demons.  Our people long believed your kind are demons.”

      There was a certain reciprocal amusing quality to that, but Kari shook her head.  “Why would your people think we’re demons?”

      “Oh, we do not think that anymore, but when your race was young…,” Uldriana began.  “Well, how else to put it?  You have silver blood and the nature of your gestation is completely magical.  How many species have you ever encountered that have silver blood, or do not either attach to their young during gestation, or else encase them within the safety of an egg?”

      “Huh,” Kari muttered, dumbstruck.  When the mallasti girl put it like that, it was hard to come up with a sensible defense on cue.

      “Think of how we reacted to the seterra-rir,” Sonja put in, though she didn’t elaborate.

      Uldriana folded her arms across her chest as though a chill had just gone through her.  “My people are not demons, Karian Vanador: we were conquered by them!  Pray you never see the face or form of a true demon, for if you do, it will likely be the last thing you see.”

      “Uldriana, you can hardly expect Kari—or me, for that matter—to take your word for it on this,” Danilynn said with a gesture that was half placating and half dismissive.  The fures-rir priestess reclined in a wide, deep chair and got to work with a brush she’d taken from her pack.  “You’ve been very open with us about your people, your homeland, the kings, and some of the politics between them, and we’re grateful.  But there are deeper questions you’ll have to answer, otherwise we’ll feel like you’re leading us on with enough information to satisfy our curiosity without actually telling us anything.”

      Kari suppressed a smile; she didn’t want to aggravate Uldriana or make the girl feel ganged up on.  Instead, she simply nodded thankfully that Danilynn had put her own thoughts into such a concise and civil package.  Kari wasn’t sure how long she could hang onto her civility in the face of Uldriana’s assertions; to suggest her people even thought the rir were demons was insulting, doubly so if one considered they were never the aggressors against the people of Mehr’Durillia.

      Unless…

      The mallasti girl made a clear effort not to get defensive, sighing lightly through her nose before she spoke.  “What else would you have me tell you?  As I said the night we met, my people are open and forthright if you ask what you wish to know.  Have I not been honest with you on everything?  What more can I tell you that will lead you to trust me?”

      “Tell me who the title Great Mother refers to,” Danilynn said.  “And if you have any idea why a syrinthian priestess may have served her.”

      Kari punctuated the question by drawing out the pendant she’d found among Bosimar’s things.  Uldriana’s reaction was immediate and undeniable: she put her hand to the end of her snout, her eyes wide, and she reached out toward the pendant before drawing her hand away.  She cast her gaze to the floor and folded her hands before her, almost as if she was praying.  Her breathing was slightly unsteady; if Kari wasn’t mistaken, the girl was trying not to cry.

      “Uldriana…?” Kari prompted softly, leaning forward in her seat.

      The mallasti girl gasped.  “If I am to share this with you, then you must swear to me, before your deities, that you will not repeat this to anyone while you are here on Mehr’Durillia.  The gravity of what I am about to tell you is such that the mere mention of it is enough to get one arrested and executed.  This is no idle threat; I have seen it happen myself.  If you wish me to speak of these things, then you must swear to me that you will not repeat any of it until you have left Mehr’Durillia, else it may cost us all our lives.”

      Kari glanced around the room nervously.  “Sonja, Danilynn, see if you can make sure none of those glyphs outside were for eavesdropping, please.”

      Danilynn shook her head.  “Quite the opposite.  Many of those glyphs were put there to prevent eavesdropping.  Based on how nervous our mallasti guide is, I’m going to guess they’re there to prevent the Overking and his agents from spying on the people constantly.”

      Uldriana nodded appreciatively in recognition of the priestess’s acumen.  “To an extent, you are correct.  The elestram mask their enchantments well, but the protection they provide is not absolute, else their function and prevalence would be too readily apparent.”

      Kari once again held out the pendant that mixed elements of a hawk, snake, and hyena, all superimposed over a strange symbol, and handed it to Uldriana.  The mallasti girl accepted it tentatively this time, and Kari gestured toward it while the mallasti rubbed her thumb across its surface.  “Why don’t you start by telling us what that is?” Kari suggested.

      The mallasti girl rose to her feet and took off her robe.  Kari wasn’t surprised; it was hot on the upper floor, and the girl had a heavy coat of fur.  Uldriana sat in the center of the floor cross-legged, and she looked around at Kari and her friends for a few minutes before she spoke.  “I can only relate to you the traditions and stories of my people, as they are told around the evening fire, or by my forebears over supper,” she explained.  “These stories have been passed down from generation to generation by word of mouth, the only form of history we are able to keep that cannot be destroyed or altered by the Overking.”

      Uldriana held up the pendant and something passed behind her eyes.  “This is the symbol of the First Three, the Holy Siblings who formed the Great Circle.  On the right is the hawk-like countenance of Huirelius, the Welcome Rain, Prince of the Skies, principal deity of the world of Hrastiria,” the girl recited from memory.  “On the left is the great cobra-like face of Ashakku, the Eternal Sun, Lord of the Green, principal deity of the world of Irrathmor.  And in the center is the mallasti goddess Be’shatha, the Lifegiver, Great Mother, creator of Mehr’Durillia—meaning ‘her breath’—and the mother of our peoples: mallasti, elestram, and erestram.”

      Beshathans…, Kari thought.  She glanced to her right.  Danilynn had stopped brushing, transfixed by the mallasti girl in the wake of her words.  Uldriana had paused for a moment, and Kari remembered the dream of Sakkrass she’d had in the castle of Lord Lajere; Sakkrass had been speaking to a hawk-man of some kind and had turned into a hooded cobra just before Kari woke up.  She’d assumed it was a trick, some ploy by either Turillia or Sekassus—or both—to make her believe that Sakkrass was a fake, or an alter-ego of Sekassus.  Now that she considered Uldriana’s words, Kari understood a chilling truth: Sakkrass had shown his true face to her, and she had turned away in terror.  Now she wondered if she had offended him.

      “Does Ashakku go by the name Sakkrass as well?” Kari asked.

      “I have not heard that name before,” Uldriana answered.  “Ashakku is the deity of the syrinthian people, though his worship has been banned by King Sekassus and the Overking; they do not even speak of him, but there are still the remnants in our oral traditions.”

      Kari debated sharing her own secrets.  “I had a dream of Sakkrass not so long ago, and in it he turned from a czarikk to a… a cobra-man of some kind.  Maybe he was trying to show me and I just didn’t want to see.”

      The mallasti girl looked confused.  “Perhaps.”

      “Where is the Great Mother, or Beh-SHAHTH-uh?” Danilynn asked, sounding out the name of the mallasti deity.

      Uldriana looked toward the floor again, took a deep breath, and let out a long sigh.  “She is dead, slain by the Overking and his lieutenants: Baal, Koursturaux, Baphomet, and Abaddon.  At that point in history, King Koursturaux was the Overking’s mate, though their relationship soured over the long millennia after they conquered this world.  Those five, they are the Ancient Ones, the five most powerful of the kings, and the true demon kings.  They killed Be’shatha, and her sibling deities retreated to fortify their worlds against invaders from…” She paused and titled her head, trying to avoid a chuckle as her eyes met Kari’s.  “…the underworld.”

      Kari looked at her friends, puzzling out what Uldriana was saying.  “So, the Overking is a demon—a demon king, and he killed your goddess?”  The mallasti girl nodded, subdued.  “But there are others?  Other gods that fight against the Overking?  Ashakku and Whir-rell-ee-us?”

      Uldriana shrugged.  “How much they fight against him, we cannot say.  Our traditions speak of them being siblings to Be’shatha, but any influence they once had here is gone.  Now the Overking rules this world, and even mentioning these deities is punishable by death.”

      “Who is the Overking, though?” Kari asked.  “And what sort of demons does he actually have in his army?  Are they succubi and incubi?”

      “No,” Uldriana answered, glancing about nervously.  “It is dangerous to speak his name. It is considered an offense to address him by name, even when one puts Overking or Your Majesty or other such titles of respect before it.  I suppose that with how much I have already told you, there will be little harm in committing one more crime; if any have been listening to us, we will surely be killed anyway.”

      Uldriana sighed.  “His name is Asmodeus, as we know it.  Whether this is his true name or simply an assumed one, our traditions do not say.  When the Great Mother fell, it was at the hands of Asmodeus and his lieutenants:”

      Sonja and Danilynn were just as floored as Kari.  Turning back to the mallasti girl, Kari asked, “And the demons?”

      “My people rarely tell tales of them; they are terrifying to imagine, let alone to see with one’s own eyes.  They are without true form or substance: black, shadowy masses that drain the very heat of life from around them.  They are possessors, and at the Overking’s command, they sometimes take the bodies of my people and our kin to use in their war against the gods.”

      “Shadow demons?” Kari muttered.  “I’ve seen… well, not seen, but I fought one when I was in Barcon.  Katarina and Eli saw it; Sakkrass helped drive it away, but we didn’t kill it.”

      Uldriana shook her head.  “There is no need to add the word shadow to their name; those are demons.  Those are true demons, the likes of which your Order is powerless to hunt.”

      “Crap,” Kari blurted.  “All this time we’ve been focusing on the serilis-rir and your people, and you’re not even the problem?  No wonder I’ve had the feeling we’re flying blind.”

      “You now know a great deal of the oral traditions of my people,” Uldriana said.  “It is my hope that when you leave this world and arrive safely back home, you will take this information and use it.  Use it, Karian, to protect your world and, if possible, to help Be’shatha’s siblings to protect theirs.”

      Of course, Kari thought.  That’s why Sakkrass has those scars, and showed me those scenes of battle against the… mallasti, elestram, and erestram.  She looked up.  “In my dream, Sakkrass showed me that his people fight yours; I think he is the same deity as Ashakku.  Are your people used as infantry in the Overking’s army?  They are?  Damn.  Do you two have any questions?”

      “Of course,” Danilynn said.  “If we can get back to that pendant for a minute, what is the symbol behind the masks?  Does it hold some meaning?”

      “It is the traditional symbol for life, and is synonymous with Be’shatha herself,” the mallasti girl explained.  “It is unusual that a syrinthian priestess, let alone their high priestess, would bend knee to the Great Mother.  It is even more unusual when you consider that Be’shatha is dead—or asleep, as my people would say.  They say that a god never truly dies, their essence only goes into sleep until the faith of the people is strong enough to re-awaken them.  Thus far, this has not happened for our goddess.  What syrinthian priestess do you speak of when you say she served Be’shatha?”

      “The mother of the girl we’re going to try to release,” Danilynn answered.

      “Now I understand,” Uldriana said.  “So, it is your hope that this girl, this priestess that King Sekassus holds prisoner, will tell you more of what I have already told you?”

      “That’s our hope, yes,” Kari said.  “Although with all due respect to your mother, I’m half-tempted to simply kidnap you and take you back home with us.”

      The mallasti’s eyes went wide, but then she let out a tense chuckle.  “That might be safer than remaining here, after everything I have told you.  What else can I share with you, or are you satisfied that I am not keeping things from you?”

      “I don’t understand how Se’ceria ended up serving Be’shatha if, as you say, Be’shatha is your goddess and dead.  Why wouldn’t she have served Ashakku?” Danilynn asked.

      “I cannot say,” Uldriana answered.  “Though our deities are considered siblings, it is most typical for our kinds to worship our own.  I wish I could tell you more.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kari said.  “Take a rest.  We can ask you more questions later, or you might remember other things to tell us.  In the meantime, why don’t you show Sonja some more about her arcane power?”

      Uldriana nodded, and Sonja thanked Kari for thinking of her.  Kari moved to sit beside Danilynn, and they slid their chairs closer together.  “Does this all mean what I think it does?”

      Danilynn pursed her lips, but there was a lot going on in the priestess’ mind.  “You mean regarding you and the Temple?” she asked quietly.  “It probably does.  If these demon kings can kill a god, then there’s no telling what it will take to stop them.  Our gods are powerful, but even the greatest among them is dead now; if the Overking and his lieutenants can kill elder gods, our entire pantheon could be insufficient to stop them, as blasphemous as that sounds.”

      “It doesn’t sound blasphemous, it sounds practical,” Kari said, putting her finger to her chin.  “And if peoples’ suspicions about the Temple holding the power to make one a god are true, then the prospect of these ‘Ancient Ones’ getting their hands on that is terrifying.”

      “But there is hope, if what Uldriana’s people think is true,” Danilynn offered.  “If there’s a way to reawaken Be’shatha, then all together, when they know what to expect, the gods may be able to turn the tide against the Overking.”

      “And we’re about to try to snatch Sakkrass’ high priestess from the clutches of the kings,” Kari offered.  She tapped a black claw on the arm of her chair absently.  “Do you suppose, if what Uldriana says is true, that it’s possible we could reawaken Gori Sensullu?”

      The priestess’ blue eyes almost seemed to glow, so full of determination.  “That was the first thing I thought,” she answered.  “But if the strength of the peoples’ faith is the key, it’s hard to know just how to accomplish such a thing.”

      “It probably has to do with the Temple,” Kari said.  “But I think this is something we’re better off waiting until we get home to go over in detail.  Just don’t let me forget.”

      “Believe me, I won’t,” Danilynn chuckled.

      They took advantage of Sonja’s lesson to make use of the bath chamber, washing their armor and clothes.  Kari briefly interrupted the arcanists’ lesson to ask about restocking food and supplies in the city, but Uldriana asked them to wait until she could go with them in the morning.  With a short-term plan in place, Kari and Danilynn spent the evening practicing the infernal tongue, and Kari managed to make fair progress learning the basics.
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      Kari expected she’d sleep well.  The golden plains of Tess’Vorg cooled off at night but didn’t get chilly.  It felt like early summer, but Kari wondered if this realm’s weather was like this year-round.  The upper floor of the hostel was warmer, but with the windows open, the dormitory Kari shared with Uldriana stayed comfortable, the air fresh.  The city was quiet at night; other than the soft sound of the wind past the windows and the barely noticeable drone of Uldriana breathing, the room was nearly silent.

      Kari started to nod off, but as her mind raced through everything Uldriana had told her, she found it hard to cross the threshold into the land of dreams.  The information was invaluable, but Kari wondered how much she could trust it.  It had been enough of a shock to find the serilis-rir weren’t demons; the Order had been founded on hunting them.  To find the underworld wasn’t the underworld and its demons weren’t demons left Kari feeling adrift, helpless and clueless.  If she and her fellow hunters had failed to recognize the true nature of their “enemies” for this long, how many other things had they misunderstood?

      Finding that King Koursturaux was not only a “true” demon king but also involved in the murder of this world’s creator left Kari more fearful of being involved with her.  It could leave the entire Order exposed to the demon king’s machinations.  If Koursturaux and her fellow demon kings had managed to kill a goddess at least as powerful as Gori Sensullu, how much of a chance did Kaelariel and his allies stand against them?  If the demon kings could kill gods, what chance did any of her people stand?

      The best option she could think of was to play the demon kings against each other; after all, that was how the Overking kept them in line.  But who was sharp enough to play the political games that would keep the demon kings fighting each other?  Right now, they were in a subtle state of war, but that didn’t stop them from waging war on other gods and, to some extent, Citaria.  It seemed they used their shadow demons to fight their war on other worlds and their gods, but used the mallasti, elestram, and other races of Mehr’Durillia to entertain themselves here and on Citaria.

      It was a disheartening thing to consider.  Several sources had mentioned King Emanitar and King Koursturaux were once lovers; combined with the knowledge that Koursturaux had helped kill the mallasti deity, Kari could only conclude that Emanitar had betrayed his own deity.  Everything Kari had heard about Emanitar painted him as almost benevolent, but if he had helped kill his own goddess for power, it could only mean he was no better than his master.

      Kari sighed and tried to drift off to sleep.  The weightless feeling that preceded it started to take hold, and Kari whispered a silent prayer to Sakkrass.  She wanted to speak to him in her dreams if she could; she felt guilty for the way she’d reacted to seeing his true face, and wanted to make sure things were still right between them.  Kari had distrusted “snakes” throughout her lives, and if that prejudice—justified or not—had insulted her adoptive father, it stung.

      She slept peacefully and dreamed of her son, but she didn’t relive any memories or transcend into any sort of out-of-body experience.  Sakkrass was still quiet towards her, and that thought clung to her when she opened her eyes in the deep gloom of the pre-dawn morning.  The room she shared with Uldriana was nearly lightless, and even with her strong rir night vision, Kari could barely see anything.  Once her eyes adjusted to the pitch dark, she saw Uldriana was no longer alone: the mallestrem proprietor was snuggled up with her.

      Kari left the room silently and checked in on her friends.  Sonja and Danilynn were still asleep.  She briefly considered taking a bath while she had the place to herself, but she decided against running the automated water pumps and disturbing her roommates.  Instead, she dressed, belted on her swords, and decided to take a stroll on the nearby streets while they were deserted in the early morning.  She descended the stairs with the practiced steps of someone who’d been a rogue in her earlier days but found an elestram in the commons.

      The beige-furred jackal “demon” glanced up at Kari with emerald eyes, and he asked her something in that other language.  Kari shrugged her shoulders slightly and shook her head.  The elestram tried again in the infernal tongue, but Kari repeated her gesture.  His third attempt was in a heavily accented dialect of rir, far from fluent, but he managed, “Where do you go?”

      “I was going to take a walk, and look around at your city a bit,” Kari answered.

      There was only the briefest hesitation as he translated her words in his mind.  He spoke again in halting, broken rir, and Kari made out, “Take care that the watch does not mistake you for a prowler at this hour.”

      Kari nodded and stepped out through the open archway into the streets.
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        * * *

      

      The streets were lit by arcane sources, but they were dim, lighting only the immediate area.  Kari had made her way toward the coliseum, wondering if she could get a better look at it when no one was about.  Curiosity had the better of her: she wondered if prisoners or slaves were thrown into it to fight for their lives, or if perhaps it was a stadium for playing those games the mallasti youngsters had participated in.

      The deeper darkness of the streets away from the hostel’s lighted entryway led Kari to cast her glance skyward.  The night sky was once again a brilliant tapestry of shining stars and what looked like celestial clouds, and now Kari could see the sliver of a crescent moon barely above the horizon.  Mehr’Durillia, as Uldriana had insisted, was no “underworld” realm at all: it was a planet not unlike Citaria, but that did little to ease Kari’s tensions.

      If this world of Mehr’Durillia had been invaded by what Kari and her Order called “shadow demons,” she could well understand how the world’s collective peoples had been conquered.  Kari had only succeeded in “fighting” the demon because it was in possession of a mortal form, and she had only driven it away, not killed it, and then only thanks to Sakkrass.  If faced with an army of such entities, Kari had to wonder if any world could stand against them.

      Kari brought her thoughts back to her current trek and scanned the darkness around her for any sign of trouble.  There wasn’t a soul on the streets with her.  It was eerily quiet, so much so that she could hear the trickle of the aqueduct running high above, delivering water to different parts of the city.  DarkWind seemed to have people on its streets at all hours of the night for one reason or another, so Kari found it interesting that the city of Rulaj, home of supposed “demons,” was by contrast lifeless in the dark, pre-dawn hours.

      She reached the coliseum and found that it, too, had open archways that welcomed her to enter without a key or permission.  She climbed up the stone steps, wide and well-spaced to allow for a comfortable ascent—there was that elestram architecture again—and eventually reached an intersection where paths led to seats.  Kari’s jaw dropped in amazement as she beheld the design of the interior.  The seats were stone but were carved into comfortable-looking shapes rather than flat stone benches, and their backs were designed to take the different tails of the Mehr’Durillian races into account.  The stadium looked to accommodate several thousand spectators, and Kari took in the green field in the center.  As she had suspected, it seemed to be a field for their football or lacrosse matches.  She could even see that there were irrigation ducts that fed from the aqueduct to keep the field well-watered and green.

      She began to pace around the path she’d arrived at from the stairs, and came across what looked to be a chalkboard behind a table.  If her instincts were right, it was for keeping track of odds and bets, and it meant the games weren’t just for sport.  There was a throne farther along, suggesting the king took in matches and games himself.  She continued along toward the throne, looking out over the field and the rest of the coliseum, impressed with it even though it wasn’t as large as the one back home in DarkWind.

      Kari looked to the far end of the arena and saw there was someone else standing near one of the arching exits.  At first, she didn’t make anything of it, but once her eyes focused in the darkness, she could tell it was a succubus.  The lithe demoness had glowing golden eyes, but Kari couldn’t make out much more detail at that distance.  Kari continued around the inner row of seats, but the succubus made no move to either get closer or farther away.

      When the demonhunter finally reached the base of the stairs to the succubus, she could make out more detail with her night vision, and her blood nearly froze.  Even in the murky gloom of pre-dawn, Kari’s night vision was strong enough to make out the pale white skin, the slitted nostrils, and the golden, snake-like eyes.  She took in the woman’s armor, the weapons sheathed at her hips and on the sides of her thighs, and the cloak that wasn’t even covering her blue-black, leathery wings.  It had been several weeks, but Kari knew exactly who she was looking at.

      Turillia…

      There was a silent, motionless few seconds, but then the half-succubus turned and walked out down the stairs.  Kari hesitated, trying to decide whether to draw her swords, but she ruled against it unless she ended up in combat.  It would be strange enough for her to have to explain why she was chasing a half-succubus assassin down the streets of Rulaj, but worse if she was brandishing weapons.  She charged up the steps, but rounded each corner warily, giving a wide berth to assure she wasn’t ambushed.

      By the time she reached the streets, Turillia had a sizeable lead, though the half-succubus continued to walk, all the better to remain inconspicuous.  Kari slowed to a brisk walk, hoping she could gain ground on her enemy without drawing the attention of any wandering guards or sentries.  Turillia looked back at her every so often, but she didn’t stop and gave no sign she was interested in fighting—at least not here and now.

      Is she leading me somewhere to duel again where no one will interfere?  Kari wondered.  If she’s smart, that’s not what she’s thinking.

      Her mind whirled while she had the luxury of thinking.  Turillia had been killed, she was sure of it; her throat was torn out, her eyes glazed over and lifeless, and she’d been given last rites and then burned by the priests of the god of death.  Unless she had, by some demonic trickery, managed to be reborn here on Mehr’Durillia, there was no explanation but that it wasn’t Turillia at all.  How common was a half-syrinthian, half-succubus?  Were they a tightly knit group?  Might this be a member of whatever assassin’s guild Turillia had belonged to?

      If it wasn’t Turillia—or even if it was—Kari could be walking into an ambush.  She stopped following the half-succubus; there were no good outcomes to be had by chasing her.  Even in the realms of Kings Emanitar and Morduri, Kari was an outsider and possibly seen as an enemy, and their protections might not extend to her.  She had to be smart about things, and if it turned out this was Turillia, or someone else looking for revenge, she had to force them to come to her.

      Kari looked around.  She was on the far side of the arena from the hostel, so she began to retrace her steps to the coliseum.  She walked at the ready, prepared for Turillia to strike from the shadows at any moment, but her hypervigilance caught the eye of an erestram guard approaching from a side street.  The ten-foot wolf demon—person, Kari thought to herself—stared at her coldly, and then it fell into step behind her and began to follow her.  Kari was glad for the escort, though; it seemed unlikely she would be attacked when she had an erestram following her.

      The erestram followed her all the way back to the arena, and from there, Kari was able to get her bearings and find her way to the hostel again.  Her lupine escort stayed with her the entire way, but didn’t speak to her or follow her into the hostel once she arrived.  He continued on his patrol, and Kari met the gaze of the elestram night manager when she entered the foyer.  He was sitting on a stool behind the counter with a book in hand, but his emerald gaze stayed upon Kari as if he suspected she’d been up to no good.

      Kari wasn’t sure if she should say anything, but ultimately, she decided against it.  She simply nodded and then made her way toward the stairs, slightly unnerved by the way the jackal demon’s head turned very slowly so his gaze followed her until she was out of sight.  She tried to remind herself that Uldriana’s people weren’t demons, but she still had doubts about that, and she was a stranger on their world regardless.  The impassiveness or coldness of the canine-folk’s expressions was nerve-wracking, giving little hint to what they were thinking.  Kari typically got the impression they were looking at her like uncooked meat.

      Danilynn was coming out of the bath chamber when Kari returned to their room, and the priestess didn’t even bother to ask questions when Kari began closing and latching the windows.  She simply fell in with helping, and Kari was glad to have brought people she could trust to just go with her gut instincts and not argue everything.  Once the windows were closed and locked and the door secured, the two women sat in the deep chairs.  Kari took the offered brush from Danilynn and began untangling her hair.

      “Everything all right?” the fures-rir priestess asked while Kari brushed.

      “I just went for a little walk, and saw someone that spooked me a bit,” Kari said.  “We’ve been lucky not to draw any attention here, so when I ran into someone waiting for me, I figured I’d better get back to someplace safe.”

      “That’s alarming,” Danilynn said.  “Did you get a good look at them?”

      Kari sighed, pausing in her brushing for a moment.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was Turillia.”

      “Turillia?  The half-succubus you hunted in Barcon?”

      “Yeah,” Kari answered.  “She was dead, I know that, but I don’t know if she was maybe ‘reborn,’ or whatever you want to call it, here in the… on Mehr’Durillia.  She had built up a lot of power, and she was trying to become a demon king—maybe she came closer than we thought.  Unless half-syrinthian, half-succubi are common, I don’t know what else to think.”

      Danilynn thought to herself for a minute, so Kari finished brushing her hair.  She grasped the shorter strands that usually arched over her brow and found they were getting too long and unruly.  “I don’t suppose you have scissors with you?” Kari asked.

      Danilynn went and got her pack, and sat to go through it, coming up with a pair of scissors after only a few moments.  “One of the many things I learned from Tor: always be prepared,” she said with a smile.  Kari took the scissors, but when Danilynn saw what she was trying to do, the priestess took them back and offered to cut Kari’s hair for her.  “We’re going to have to be especially alert for this potential assassin of yours when we leave the city, though I think Sonja’s masking spell will help a lot with that.”

      Kari started to nod but stayed still while Danilynn measured out and began cutting her hair.  “It just makes me nervous because Turillia had denied serving Sekassus, and we never really got a clear picture of what she was supposed to be doing before she stumbled onto the become-a-demon-king scheme.  So, whether it’s her or someone else, I don’t know what they want, or whose orders they’re under.”

      “Right; the wisest course of action will be to treat them as an enemy and stay on guard at all times,” Danilynn said.

      Kari nodded once the priestess finished trimming her front hairs.  “So, Eli said you were always defensive of Tor; you two were close?”

      The priestess blinked at the abrupt change of subject.  “Tor was one of the best friends I’ve ever had,” she replied at length.  “I found him an oddity when we first met, but over the months and years, I grew to admire him.  He was brave and selfless, willing to put himself in harm’s way to protect the rest of us—just like Eli when he joined us.”

      “And that didn’t change when you found out who and what he is?” Kari asked.

      Danilynn shook her head.  “If anything, it made me admire and respect him all the more.  He had every reason, right down to his parentage, to be selfish and destructive and to only look out for himself.  When I found out what he was, I began to appreciate how special he was so much more.  I guess as a demonhunter, you’d have to become really close to a serilian demon to have an idea of what I mean.”

      That hit Kari right in the heart.  “I know exactly what you mean,” she said, her thoughts lingering on her slain friend Makauric.  “What about Jori-an?  Were you friends with her?  Eli said she was ‘colder than a fures-rir icebox.’”

      The priestess’ brow creased.  “What does that even mean?  Jori-an… well, you’d have to meet her to understand, but she doesn’t make friends easily.  She’s private, doesn’t like to let people into her life or confide in them.  But as far as traveling with her, she’s trustworthy: I trusted her with my life, and I would again.  Jori-an lives by her own code; you can trust she’ll almost always do the right thing, just not necessarily for the right reasons.”

      “I actually have met her,” Kari interjected.  “She was first mate on a ship that took us to Tsalbrin about three years ago.”

      “First mate?” Danilynn queried.  “What ship were you on?”

      They paused in their conversation when Sonja emerged from her bedroom and waved before heading into the bath chamber.   “Karmi’s Sword,” Kari answered.

      “First mate…,” the priestess repeated.  “That’s odd.  She owned that ship, last I’d heard.  I lost track of her, Eli, and Tor when the Apocalypse came upon us, but I suspect she probably tried to stay close to Gnarr.  I guess she went back to sailing after Jason Bosimar was killed.”  Kari tilted her head curiously, and Danilynn added, “I never saw for myself, and they never said as much, but I always suspected there was something between Jori-an and Jason.  They were a little too formal around each other whenever we went to meet with him, and when he found out she was seterra-rir, he was more excited than shocked.  Maybe they were close because he was curious about her people, but my heart and my gut say otherwise.”

      “I had started to suspect Jason’s journals about your group’s work left out a lot of details because he was trying to protect family.  If he and Jori-an were close, or mates, or maybe even had a child together, that would explain a lot,” Kari said, and Danilynn nodded.  “So that just leaves Rhiannon for people who traveled with your group?”

      “There were others, but Rhiannon was the only other mainstay,” the priestess said.  She chuckled to herself, then added, “Kwarrasti are… strange.  It’s like half their brain is in another place most of the time.  Sometimes you stand there talking to them, and it’s like they’re not even paying attention to a word you say.  Then, ten minutes later, they answer or respond.  Like I said, strange people, but loyal to a fault, and about the best trackers I’ve ever seen besides the brys.  I can’t even tell you how many times we only managed to get our objectives completed because Rhiannon was able to find who or whatever we were looking for.”

      Kari chuckled; she’d seen kwarrasti on rare occasions in her prior life, but she never got the chance to interact with them as a people.  “Did she leave before the Apocalypse?”

      “I think so.  I think she went home to her people in case the fighting spread to Terrassia.  I haven’t heard from her for about twelve years now.”

      Sonja emerged from the bath chamber, and once she went back into her bedroom, their mallasti companion made her way to the lavatory.  Their mallestrem host left without a word, so once Uldriana finished with her bath, the four got ready to leave.
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        * * *

      

      They’d left the hostel with little attention from Uldriana’s bedmate.  Kari resolved to have a good meal in the city before they departed for Saristor.  Uldriana agreed to find them a little place to have a hot breakfast, and then to find a store where they could resupply.

      The mallasti girl led them along the streets, which weren’t crowded but had a good number of people of the various Mehr’Durillian races.  Rulaj was a fair size even compared to DarkWind or Solaris, but it lacked the feeling of overcrowding that so often typified the larger cities back home.  The architecture and inlaid artwork continued to impress Kari, and Uldriana was happy to point out some of the finer details that the elestram craftsmen put into their work.

      Kari looked at the “demons” differently now.  It was still hard to believe her Order—and everyone else—could be so wrong about the peoples of Mehr’Durillia.  To view them as enemies because of their invasive behavior was one thing, but to see them as demons?  It was disturbing.  How many times had Zalkar loaned Kari his power to defeat these people, and yet they might not even truly be demons?  If the serilis-rir weren’t demons and the people of Mehr’Durillia weren’t demons, then Kari’s Order was poorly named.

      If everything Uldriana had told them was true, then it seemed like a cruel trick: that these people had been conquered by demons, and yet they were treated like aggressors rather than victims.  At least the Mehr’Durillians Kari had hunted across her lives had been trouble.  She’d never hunted a mallasti, valiras, elestram, or erestram that hadn’t been causing trouble or taking lives.  Those she found on Citaria were agents of the demon kings, sent to kill or try to find some way to summon their evil lords to conquer.  It wasn’t as though Kari had ever just kicked down the door of some beshathan’s dwelling and killed it without cause.

      But then how many of the supposed “demon kings” were demons at all?  Uldriana had all but confirmed that Asmodeus, Baal, Koursturaux, Baphomet, and Abaddon were actual demons, but what about the others?  Emanitar may have literally gotten into bed with one Be’shatha’s killers, but he didn’t seem like a demon.  What was the truth in the cases of Morduri, Sekassus, and especially Celigus Chinchala?  Was the old demon king who helped the Light forces win the Apocalypse a demon at all?

      Kari blew out a sigh.  Life just got a lot more complicated, she thought.

      She settled her gaze on the city around her, trying to distract herself.  The elestram architecture was unlike anything Kari had ever seen, but there was a wonder and majesty to their artistic prowess that she couldn’t help but appreciate.  For most of her life, Kari had thought of elestram as little more than bothersome wizards and assassins who made their way to Citaria to cause havoc.  Now, she could see that like the mallasti of Moskarre, there was more to the jackal-folk than Kari had ever suspected.  Their artistic and architectural prowess was complemented by the ability to create advances in plumbing and machinery.  True, Kari had seen indoor plumbing from time to time in various places around Citaria—most commonly the palaces of monarchs and nobles—but not to the extent she’d experienced at the hostel.

      Kari glanced at their guide, expecting the girl to have an extra spring in her step, or at least a smile on her face rather than that impassive expression.  If her intimacy with the mallestrem innkeeper the night before had any such effect, though, it didn’t show.  She seemed almost ashamed when she let any emotion escape that impassiveness, and Kari didn’t miss it.  While Uldriana was distracted looking at something, Kari glanced over her shoulder at Sonja and nodded toward the mallasti girl.  Sonja made a face that seemed to indicate Uldriana wasn’t happy, just as Kari suspected.

      “Did you enjoy yourself last night?” Kari asked while they walked along the bright, sunny streets.  The smells of cooking breakfasts wafted out from many of the homes they passed, and Kari was glad Uldriana was leading them to a morning meal.  The hostel they’d stayed at had no kitchen or food service at all.

      Uldriana regarded Kari for a few moments before she replied.  “I suppose I did,” she said with an uncharacteristic shrug.  “In all honesty, it was more painful than I expected.  I enjoyed it very little on account of that.  You are a mother; did you find it painful your first time?”

      Kari snorted.  “More than you’ll ever know.”

      Sonja’s jaw had dropped open.  “Oh gods, Kari…”

      “It’s all right, Sonja, she doesn’t know,” Kari said, walking away.  She could practically feel the women behind her exchanging glances, but so long as she didn’t have to go into details, she thought she’d be all right.

      “I have misspoken; please forgive me,” the mallasti girl said.

      Kari turned back and waved a hand.  “Not your fault.  Come on, let’s find some food.”

      They continued, and Uldriana blew a long sigh from her canine nose.  “I hope I have not shamed my family; our people are not allowed to take a mate or consummate our love until we have reached thirty summers.  Though, given where we are headed and the risk of death, I thought perhaps I might not find another chance to experience it.”

      That explained things a little better; Uldriana didn’t seem impulsive.  Her behavior the night before had seemed out of character.  “All I can say is if you go home with a pup in your belly, don’t let your mother blame me,” Kari said, which finally drew laughs from her friends and the mallasti girl.  “I know you didn’t believe me when I said so, but I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe.  I made a promise to you and your mother, and I keep my promises.”

      Uldriana stopped and met Kari’s gaze evenly, but she didn’t scowl the way she had the first time.  “I think I understand that now,” the girl said.  “You are deep in a situation you still do not fully grasp, but I understand and appreciate your protective nature.  When we met, I thought you were merely a heartless killer who targets my kind.”

      “And I pretty much thought the same thing about your people,” Kari said.  “I’ve already learned a lot since we got here, and I promise you, I not only won’t forget it, but I’ll make sure everyone else learns it, too.”

      “We must concentrate first on surviving this encounter with King Sekassus, and making it safely back home,” Uldriana said evenly, her impassiveness returning to her features.

      “Why are you so concerned about that?  I thought the Overking’s laws were supposed to keep us safe,” Sonja said.

      “King Sekassus is not trustworthy,” Uldriana said.  “He may give us seven days to leave his realm, but that does not mean he will not place obstacles in our way that hinder us for eight.”

      “That’s what Celigus said,” Kari returned, and Uldriana looked as though she were about to chastise her.  “Don’t worry, Celigus is casual with the people of our world.  Anyway, I’ve been coming up with a plan to get us out safely since the minute he told me that.”

      Uldriana nodded, satisfied, and they continued through the city.  Uldriana found both an eatery and a dry goods store, and they were able to stock up on rations and supplies and have a quick but fresh breakfast.  Once their tasks were done, they approached the outskirts of the city on its western side, where Kari saw an elestram sitting beside the door of his house.

      There was a wonderful painting of an elestram hanging on the front door, and when Uldriana saw it, she moved over toward the seated jackal-man.  He rose and said something in that flowing language of theirs, and Uldriana bowed her head and said something in return.  Both turned and looked at the painting, and there was some continued conversation before they bowed their heads to each other again and Uldriana moved on.

      “What was that about?” Kari inquired when they were a fair distance away.

      “The portrait you saw on the door was his grandfather,” the mallasti girl answered.  “The elestram paint portraits, or have portraits painted of loved ones who return to the embrace of the Great Mother, and place them on the door of their home.  It is to remind the community that they have lost a friend, a loved one, and a valuable member of their society.  My people memorialize our dead differently, but I appreciate the way the elestram present their grief.”

      “Are you a priestess?” Danilynn asked, and Uldriana stopped to face her squarely.

      “All females of my kind are considered reflections of the Great Mother, but I am not a priestess in the same capacity you are, no,” the mallasti girl said.  “I am but a simple girl, born to simple villagers, not blessed or special in any way.”

      “Yes, you are,” Kari said.  “You’re a brave young woman, willing to walk into the home of a demon king to help strangers.  That’s pretty special.  I wouldn’t have had the guts to do that when I was nineteen.”

      Sonja nodded.  “That’s right.  It’s not what you are that makes you special, it’s what you do.  Something I’m finding to be more and more true every passing day.”

      “We have a tendency to see what’s special about others, without seeing those same qualities in ourselves,” Danilynn said.  “So, when others say they see something special in you, you’re best served to be gracious and accept that it’s probably true.”

      Uldriana’s snout dipped toward the street, almost like an apologetic gesture.  “You three are most kind; thank you,” she said quietly.

      “So, what can you tell us about Saristor?” Kari asked.  “That’s our next stop, right?  Or do we plan to avoid the city?”

      “No, we will go and make our intentions to visit King Sekassus known, so there is no trickery assumed, and no reason for them to deny or violate the Seven Days’ Grace,” Uldriana said.  “As for the city itself, it is a place of constant business, where the people of Tess’Vorg and the syrinthians of Sorelizar may meet and trade goods.  At this time of year, it may not be crowded, but even if it is, we should have little issue alerting Prince Vassiras of our intentions.”

      Kari nodded, satisfied with the explanation and logic.  I just wonder if we’ll be whisked into the presence of Sekassus’ son, and whether he’ll bring up the fact that I killed his brother…
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      They reached Saristor after several days.  Uldriana spent most of the journey teaching Sonja.  The girl no longer spoke about the kings or Be’shatha, wary of being overheard or spied upon.  Sonja used her masking spell to keep them out of sight as much as possible, and there’d been no indication they were followed by Turillia, or whoever it was.  They’d managed to leave Tess’Vorg without any drama or attention from King Emanitar.

      Saristor rose up on the far bank of a river that split Tess’Vorg and Sorelizar.  The harmauth sentries were more common along the border here.  There was a cabin near a wide bridge that crossed the river, and it looked as though there was an erestram family in charge of keeping watch over the span.  A massive erestram male sat on the porch with his war scythe standing beside him, his vigilance aimed primarily at the river and bridge while a pair of pups that barely reached Kari’s waist played in the yard.  The erestram regarded the party of women briefly as they passed, nodding curtly to Uldriana, though he said nothing.

      The city was impressive, encircled by a wall with no buildings outside the fortifications.  It wasn’t expansive or open like Rulaj, suggesting a smaller population and tighter security.  It did have open archways, but even from a distance, Kari could see the sylinth guards.  That gave her pause; as terrifying as an erestram was, sylinths were deadlier, no matter how “easily” people thought Kari had killed Prince Ressallk.  The sylinth guards didn’t bother travelers, but Kari was sure their presence probably kept away anyone looking for trouble.

      Except for us, she thought grimly as she and her companions approached.

      That thought was confirmed almost immediately.  One of the sylinths slithered before the group of women and held its long-bladed spear before it, though not exactly in a threatening manner.  It hissed something to Uldriana, but Kari didn’t have to look at Sonja and Danilynn to recognize it wasn’t infernal.  The conversation lasted less than half a minute before Uldriana gestured for the others to follow her into the city.

      “We have been ordered to go to the customs officials,” she said as they passed through the archway.  “We will declare our destination to them, and then see if the prince wants to meet us before we go.  We should only spend the night here if detained by the prince; otherwise, our Seven Days’ Grace begins the moment we are approved to make our way to the capital.”

      “Agreed,” Kari said, following her mallasti escort into the city.

      The interior was no less impressive than the outer wall had suggested.  The streets were wide, cobbled expanses with room enough for carts and travelers.  The buildings were generally two or three stories, and the only one that rose higher than that was the stately yet modest palace up the main north thoroughfare.  It was a stone mansion, but its size said it was built to accommodate the needs of the rest of the city, not just its prince’s greed.  In a minor way, that made Kari respect Prince Vassiras a little bit.

      The open plaza inside was a market square, numerous mallasti and elestram merchants behind carts or stalls, some selling chicken or fowl, while others sold various fruits, vegetables, nuts, or even cheeses in some cases.  It still seemed strange to Kari; she’d always assumed the beshathans, as Uldriana called them, were all carnivorous.  Uldriana had brought mostly salted meats and jerky with her as rations, but perhaps that was just a product of where she lived.

      More prominent here, as expected, were the syrinthians.  The snake people dressed in light, flowing garments in vibrant colors, and they made their way here and there with a grace of movement.  Kari’s most prominent meeting with one had been with a half-syrinthian, half-succubus, so she took in the differences between Turillia and these pure-blooded snake-folk.

      Unlike Turillia, their scaly skin was light tan like a human’s, with a greenish hue to it, though in some cases she saw those with golden or coppery scales with black highlights.  Their eyes were wide and golden, the slitted pupils narrow in the strong, early morning sun.  Their hair was long, silky, and almost exclusively black, males tending to wear theirs shaved on the sides and shoulder-length on the top and back, while females seemed to not cut theirs at all until it reached waist-level.  Lastly, and most curiously, were their tails, which resembled the body of a snake but weren’t long enough to reach the ground.

      The syrinthian people stared at Kari and her friends, likely because rir were never seen in these parts.  It would be one thing for a rir to be marooned on Mehr’Durillia and seek refuge in Anthraxis, but Kari doubted anyone in their right mind would spend extended time in the realms of the kings, particularly the vicious and unpredictable ones.  Still, despite their curiosity, the snake-folk didn’t impose or try to make conversation with either the rir women or their mallasti guide, so Kari and her friends passed by them silently.

      Uldriana led them up the main road, and at the far end near the palace was a squat, sterile-looking customs office.  Like Hope’s End, the sign here was multi-lingual, spelling out the building’s use in infernal, syrinthian, and beshathan.  Kari couldn’t read any of it, but now she recognized the alphabet for each, and could at least transliterate the one in infernal.  Despite its drab nature, the building was decoratively crafted, the obvious work of elestram hands.

      The inside was bright white and quiet, with only a couple of elestram clerks seated behind a stone counter, like the customs house in Anthraxis.  One of the jackal-folk beckoned for the new arrivals to approach, and Uldriana led her friends over.  They started their conversation in beshathan, but soon switched to infernal, and Sonja and Danilynn flanked the mallasti girl and listened with great interest.  Kari waited as patiently as she could for someone to tell her what was being said.  The elestram clerk called out, and a young syrinthian came out of one of the back rooms.  After brief instructions, the young man left the building.

      “They’re checking to see if the prince wants to speak with us before we proceed,” Sonja said.  “If he does, we’ll have to stay in the city for the night, at least.”

      “Will they pull some trickery to delay us so we can’t get to the palace in time?” Kari asked.

      Uldriana shook her head.  “No.  If the prince wishes to see us, then our Seven Days’ Grace will not begin until he has released us on our way.”

      “But if he keeps us here, it gives his father more time to arrange something to waylay us,” Danilynn mused.  “Let’s hope we’re simply approved to proceed.”

      They took seats and waited for the syrinthian courier to return.  Kari was surprised to see Uldriana fidgeting while they waited, either drumming claws on her thighs, or else tapping her feet.  She stopped when she noticed Kari’s stare.  “What’s the matter?” Kari asked.

      The mallasti girl made a dismissive gesture.  “We are simply in the land of our enemies,” she said.  “This is the first time I have left my village, let alone traveled outside of my king’s realm and into that of an enemy.”

      Kari nodded; she could understand the girl’s trepidation.  Kari was nervous too, but she’d been in so many life-or-death situations that she was able to keep her emotions and body under control until it was time to act.  There was also an underlying trust that she would emerge safely from this venture, built upon the belief that there were many factions and resources dedicated to her success.  Still, she had to keep that quiet in front of the mallasti girl, all the better to avoid implicating King Koursturaux and drawing the volatile demon king’s ire.

      They only had to wait half an hour before the prince’s response came back and the elestram clerk sent them on their way.  She explained only that the king would want to see them as soon as possible and the Prince had no desire to delay them.  Uldriana led her companions back to the market square, where they resupplied with water and rations, and then they returned to the main road toward the city of Sorelizar—the heart of enemy territory.
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      There were no incidents on the way to the capital, though that wasn’t surprising.  Along the way, they passed several hamlets and roadside inns, and even stayed at a few of the latter when there was room.  During these times, Kari could plainly see that much of what she’d heard was true.  There was no sense of contentment or security among these people; they looked like they lived in fear, or at least with little hope of ever being free.  Even the people in Saristor seemed cheery and liberated compared to those they passed on the road.  That, too, made Kari respect Prince Vassiras just a little more.

      They made it almost the entire way to Sorelizar before anyone took notice of them.  The land graded downward at a subtle angle, the center of the realm near Sorelizar a depressed, open, arid plain.  That made it easier to see the great black pyramid in the city’s—and realm’s—center, the home of King Sekassus the Calculating.  Everything else in the city was made of sandstone, much of it painted white in the arid heart, so the pyramid stood over the city like the very shadow of death, and Kari had no doubt that was the intent.

      Uldriana’s anxiousness was a little better on the road, but got stronger when they made the final approach to the city.  Once they were within a short walk of the city’s edge, Sonja picked a good spot to dispel her masking spell, so no one was looking at them.  There was light traffic around the city, mostly syrinthians with some of the beshathan people.  The rir women did draw curious stares, but that seemed to be the extent of it.  They passed into the city proper and found most of the signs and other markings were written in the flowing script of the syrinthians.

      “Uldriana, can you read any of these signs?” Kari asked.  When the girl nodded silently, Kari added, “Why don’t you get us to an inn?  We’ll get ourselves fed and washed up so we’re presentable, and then hopefully we can get in to see King Sekassus as soon as possible.”

      The mention of the demon king’s name drew more stares from the people of Sorelizar.  No one moved to intercept or question the strangers, but Kari wanted to get off the streets.  The longer they were exposed, the faster word would get to King Sekassus, and the more likely they’d end up in trouble before they could see him.  Uldriana was frazzled, but she obediently led the group to the nearest reputable-looking hostel.  After a short conversation with the innkeeper, Uldriana led her companions upstairs and to a large, open suite.

      Their suite had a private bathtub with levers and a spigot that came out of the wall and hung over the tub’s outer edge.  Uldriana gave the barest hint of a smile and approached the tub, and she turned the levers to distinct angles, producing a column of water from the spigot that turned steamy in short order.  It was nice to have another room with indoor plumbing, and Kari motioned for her friends to get ready to bathe quickly so they would be ready for a meeting with Sekassus whenever they were summoned.

      Uldriana didn’t bother waiting to be ordered to bathe, and instead shed her robe and climbed into the tub.  She began to wash herself quickly, and with the tub only large enough for one, Kari took in the rest of the room.  It was spacious, large, and luxurious because guests were expected to stay for an extended period at the hostel.  It made Kari wonder how long it might take to get an audience with King Sekassus.  If he made them wait for days, it might count against the Seven Days’ Grace visitors normally received.  That could be a trap in itself, but Kari had to trust that the laws would take such trickery into account.

      Uldriana finished her bath, and Kari turned when she heard her friends gasp.  She followed their stares and beheld Uldriana standing beside the tub, her fur no longer the reddish-brown so common to her people.  She now had an ivory coat, highlighted in all the same places by black spots, and with the charcoal gray hands, feet, ears, and snout.

      She acknowledged the shock of her companions and began drying her fur using her arcane power.  “I will explain shortly.”

      Kari regarded her friends, but they didn’t have any answers either.  They took their turns getting washed up, Danilynn first, then Sonja, and so Kari was in the tub when a knock came at the door.  The rir women exchanged glances, but after taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, their mallasti guide simply walked over and opened the door.

      Outside was a syrinthian dressed in regal finery colored in golds and greens.  There seemed to be a lot more than the usual amount of snake in him, his serpentine features more pronounced than any syrinthian Kari had seen.  He was surely from Sekassus’ court, and the two armored erestram flanking him left little to the imagination about the price of crossing him.  Still, there was no apparent hostility in his stance or expression.

      He looked Uldriana up and down for a moment and his eyes narrowed momentarily, but then he looked past her at the rir women.  Despite nudity not usually bothering Kari, she wasn’t sure what the syrinthian reaction would be, so she kept her wings fanned and her back turned while she dried off.  She kept her eyes over her shoulder, though, gauging the intentions of the syrinthian and his erestram guards.

      Turning back to Uldriana, he finally spoke.  His voice sounded imperious despite the soft, flowing accent that overrode the typical beshathan one.  They held a short, tense dialogue back and forth, and then switched to the common trade tongue.  The syrinthian’s accent was even more pronounced as they changed languages, but he said in smooth, supple tones, “His Majesty has demanded that you come to his court and declare your intentions before him, outsiders.”

      Uldriana looked over her shoulder at Kari, and the demonhunter nodded: it was time to throw their cards on the table.  The mallasti girl turned back to the syrinthian courtier and said, “Tell His Majesty that Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, has come to negotiate with him, and that she has brought a vulkinastra with her.”

      The syrinthian was clearly no politician or poker-player, his eyes going wide, his mouth agape.  Was it Kari’s title or whatever a vulkinastra was?  Kari had no idea what a vulkinastra was, only assuming it was their bartering offer.

      “Give us half an hour’s time to prepare, and we will come with you to the king’s palace,” Uldriana added, and the syrinthian gave it only a few moments’ consideration before he nodded.  He left, but one of the erestram guards stayed by the door to make certain the women didn’t try to escape.  The other left with the syrinthian courtier, and Uldriana closed and latched the door.  She turned and put her back to it, her hand to the end of her snout as though fighting down the urge to cry or be sick.  She was terrified, all that impassiveness she’d learned from her people cracking completely.  Finally, she managed, “We must go over some things before we stand before King Sekassus, so you are fully prepared.”

      Kari wasn’t thrilled with the idea of standing before Sekassus, but she didn’t feel anxious or afraid like she’d expected.  Danilynn and Sonja were nervous, but they were war veterans and masked it better.  Uldriana had no such training or experience, and her trepidation was almost palpable.  “Are you going to tell us what a vulkinastra is?” Kari asked her.

      “I suppose I must, or what I tell you will make little sense,” Uldriana returned.  She gestured toward her now-ivory coat.  “A vulkinastra is one of my kind: a mallasti born with a white coat.  When we have agreed to the prisoner swap, you must–”

      “Prisoner swap?!” Kari interrupted, spinning around while she got dressed.  “Wait a minute, what the hell are you talking about?”

      “Oh, gods,” Sonja gasped.  “Kari, she’s–”

      “I did not come with you to safeguard barter from my people,” Uldriana said, her arms folded across her chest, hugging herself.  “I am the barter my people had that Sekassus wants.  As I was saying, once he has agreed to the prisoner swap, you must take Se’sasha and be out of this realm within six days.  You must get out of Sorelizar as quickly as possible, and get off of Mehr’Durillia at all costs.”

      “Screw that,” Kari barked.  “I didn’t come all this way to trade one girl’s life for another.  If that’s the deal Morduri came up with, then his payment is forfeit, because there’s no way I’m leaving you here.  Gather your things; we’re getting out of Sorelizar now.”

      Uldriana sighed through her canine nose.  “Kari, think about this rationally.  We have already exhausted nearly the entire Seven Days’ Grace.  We would not have sufficient time left to escape the realm in any direction, and if we tried, we likely would not even make it out of the city.  If you try to leave now, you are fair game to be hunted and captured, or killed.”

      “I’ll take that chance,” Kari returned, ignoring the uncertainty on her friends’ faces.  “I made a promise to your mother that I’d bring you home safely, and I intend to keep that promise.”

      “You cannot,” Uldriana said somberly.  “Kari, that is why she spat on you when you made the promise!  We were told to keep this from you, because King Morduri understood this would be your reaction.  I have been offered up as a prisoner in trade, and at this time there is nothing you can do to change that.  You must accept it, and please, please see to it that this sacrifice I make is not in vain.”

      Kari wanted to hit something, and she gave in to the temptation.  Her fist knocked some flakes of paint and dust free from the sandstone wall, but it hurt her a lot more than the stone.  “I don’t understand; why?  Why does Sekassus want you more than the syrinthian priestess he already has?”

      “I am told that some centuries ago, King Sekassus received a portent that a vulkinastra would start a rebellion against him and bring about his deposition,” Uldriana answered, pacing back and forth, working hard to resume the impassive demeanor she’d nearly mastered, but she was having little luck while staring imprisonment in the face.  “He captures or kills the ones he is able to find, though if we are offered to him freely, we may at least live out our lives: bound to his will and control, but alive.  This is why my fur was dyed, why my people tried to hide me.”

      Kari growled low in her throat.  “Gods, am I ever going to have choice words for Morduri when I see him again, and for Koursturaux if I ever have the displeasure of meeting her.”

      “Not just you,” Danilynn grumbled.

      “King Koursturaux?” the mallasti girl repeated.  “What has she to do with this?”

      “Your king only agreed to this entire scheme because Koursturaux forced him into it,” Kari said.  “That’s why he wasn’t happy about asking your people to give us… well, you.  But now I owe him a favor, and I still owe Koursturaux her payment, and frankly, I’m tempted to tell both of them to kiss my ass.”

      “Worry about that another time,” Uldriana said, though it was clear the involvement of the Crimson Huntress perturbed her more than her current predicament.  “Remember what you have been instructed to do, and all that I have told you.  The moment the trade is made, your Seven Days’ Grace begins, and it is measured by days, not by hours.  You must be out of this city immediately, for it will take you close to that long to escape the realm.  Do not dally: get Se’sasha to Anthraxis as quickly as you can, and get home.  Staying here or trying to find a way release me will only serve to ensnare you in some other plot or be captured yourselves.”

      “I could slap you for this,” Kari said gruffly, and Uldriana tilted her head curiously.

      “You hate my people; why the concern for me?” she asked, no venom in her tone.

      “I told you, she’s a defender,” Sonja said, walking over to collapse on the edge of the bed.  She sighed, and let her head drop into her hands.

      Uldriana continued to stare at Kari curiously, and the demonhunter approached.  She wanted to slap the girl for being part of such a deception, but then Uldriana probably wasn’t given a choice.  The girl was making a noble sacrifice, willingly or not, and the mother in Kari was sad to see a young life threatened with going to waste.  The two held their gazes locked for several long moments, but then Kari pulled her in for a hug.  Uldriana accepted it tentatively, but Kari held her tight and fought the tears that threatened to roll free.

      What’s wrong with me? she wondered.  It’s like with Makauric, caring for something I’ve been trained to kill.  Everything keeps getting thrown into chaos and doubt, but… is it because I’m only just starting to see the truth of things?

      It didn’t help that Uldriana was young, her mother had cared for her, and Kari’s maternal instincts were getting the better of her.  Her heart argued, however, that it was the fact the girl had come willingly, ready to give up her freedom not just to secure that of a stranger, but one who could cause significant damage to her people and their kings.  Even if Uldriana did it solely for her king, there was merit in it, and Kari couldn’t easily dismiss that fact.

      “Come, it is time,” Uldriana said, and she gestured toward the door.

      They gathered their things and left the room, and the erestram guard led them outside.
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      The syrinthian courtier was waiting for them, and he nodded vaguely when they approached.  Soon, he and his guards led Kari and her friends south toward the massive black pyramid that draped much of the city in shadow.  Sorelizar was an interesting city with a flowing, angular architecture unlike the other parts of Mehr’Durillia Kari had seen.  Like the features and the language of the snake people, everything flowed and there was a stateliness to all of it.

      The people were no different: the syrinthians dressed in light, flowing garments that ensured modesty while remaining stylish and accentuating their forms.  Sylinths were still uncommon, though here and there Kari and her friends caught glimpses of the massive serpent-men slithering through the city.  Beshathans seemed rare, and of those Kari saw, most were elestram; the jackal-folk appreciated these warmer, arid climates.  Still, the fact that they shared a city with the snake-people under the shadow of King Sekassus still seemed odd to Kari, even taking the ban on migration into account.

      Uldriana’s white coat, no longer masked by the dyes, drew far more interest than the rir women.  The syrinthian people seemed to understand just by looking at the passing, snowy-white mallasti girl that her fate was sealed.  No one got in the way of the courtier or, more pointedly, his erestram escorts.  There was an occasional comment to Uldriana in beshathan, but Kari couldn’t understand any of it; Uldriana had barely taught them any of her language.

      Closer to the pyramid, Kari could feel the arcane power that roiled off it like waves rippling through the air.  At each corner was a spire that curved over that edge, glowing with a dark and sinister purple light.  It dawned on Kari that it was going to be hot inside the pyramid, just as the snake-folk preferred it, thanks to its black surface and the strong sunshine of Sorelizar’s arid center.  She tapped Uldriana’s shoulder and gestured toward the spires.

      The mallasti girl thought to herself.  “I believe you would call them anti-magic wards.  Only the king and his servants will be properly attuned with them to allow the use of arcane power within the palace.  It is an extra layer of protection for the king and his family and servants, and also to help ensure prisoners cannot escape or be extracted through arcane means.”

      “What of the divine?” Danilynn asked.

      “It should hold true of divine power as well; your gods hold little, if any, power here,” she returned.  Uldriana sighed and shrugged her shoulders.  “You would not want to risk using either in the presence of the king, regardless.”

      “Quite right,” the syrinthian courtier said in warning tones, glaring over his shoulder.

      He said nothing more, and led the women to the entrance, a wide archway that opened to a ramp ascending into the structure.  Two massive sylinths guarded the archway, one to either side, their bladed spears serrated and deadly looking.  They wore white tunics and skirts embroidered with the heraldry of palace guards.  They were disciplined enough that they didn’t even turn their heads or eyes to look at the white-coated mallasti or the three rir women.

      The courtier led the women up the ramp, and within minutes, Kari’s legs started to cramp.  The pyramid was huge, and though it was easy to keep her footing on the ramps, they were steep.  The courtier and his erestram guards led the way up, the ramps doubling back again and again leading higher toward the pyramid’s summit.  It seemed Sekassus’ throne room was at the top, and the figurative and literal meanings of that weren’t lost on Kari.

      The final ramp to the throne room was shorter, and Kari worked to keep her breathing steady as she approached the throne of a demon king.  Sonja and Danilynn looked determined, and Kari was glad to see their veteran status holding.  Uldriana was doing all right, but Kari reached over and laid her hand on the girl’s shoulder anyway.  The mallasti turned and met Kari’s gaze, and she gave a thankful nod for the demonhunter’s attempt to lend her comfort.

      The inside of the throne room looked like a clearing in a rainforest.  Its edges were lined with plants and stunted trees that reached toward the peak of the pyramid, which was transparent from the inside to allow strong, steady sunshine to enter.  Under the shade of the trees, on benches and lounge chairs, sat other courtiers of syrinthian and sylinthian varieties, and to either side of the door, just as at the entrance, stood a pair of the large, disciplined sylinth guards.  A harmauth stood with its arms folded across its chest to the left of the doorway, and the ram demon snorted when the women entered.  The erestram took up positions beside the sylinth guards while the syrinthian courtier approached the throne.

      And so, we’re trapped, Kari thought soberly.  She had to trust in the laws that supposedly kept them safe.  If Sekassus did anything to violate those laws, it would cost him in the end; Koursturaux and Morduri would make sure of that.  It would be little consolation to Kari and her friends, and even less to their families, but that was the risk they’d taken.  Of course, that was to say nothing of the body count Kari would try to amass before she was killed.  She stepped forward with her companions at the direction of the courtier, and soon they stood but scant yards from King Sekassus the Calculating.

      The demon king was imposing.  Even seated, he was nearly as tall as Kari.  He had to be close to nine feet tall, or perhaps more than that standing.  He had legs, unlike the sylinths that served him, and in a haunting way, he resembled the cobra-man Kari had seen in her dreams in Lajere.  When she compared his appearance to Sakkrass, she wondered if they were somehow related.  Despite all the animosity she felt toward him and the fact that he was a vicious demon king, he was handsome in a serpentine fashion.  His features and his grass-green scales were smooth, his golden eyes intense and discerning, and he held himself with the dignity and poise that was the trademark of royalty.  Perched on the right arm of his throne, clenched between two clawed fingers, was a glass of wine, and only then did Kari notice there was another man standing beside him.

      The other was nearly the image of his father but for the darker hue of his scales and the scowl upon his features.  In that scowl, Kari could see the murderous nature of the demon king unmasked.  This had to be Amnastru, if she recalled his name correctly.  He may have been his father’s firstborn, but whatever he had in power, he lacked the poise and the calculating look of his sire.  There was no subtlety to his evil.

      “Karian Vanador,” Sekassus said, his voice strong but oddly unaccented.  The courtier beckoned Kari forward.  She moved to stand before the demon king, and her mind and heart debated only briefly on whether she should bow.  She did so graciously, if not genuinely, and the demon king turned his head slightly to the side in surprise.  “I must say, I never expected I would meet you here, in my own home, after you dispatched one of my sons.”

      There it is, Kari thought.  She had no delusions Sekassus would forgive or forget, but she’d held out a sliver of hope that it might not be brought up now.

      “That makes two of us… Your Majesty,” she said, amending her blunt humor with his title of respect.  There was no point to provoking him; in his realm and especially his court and throne room, Sekassus was the king, and Kari had to treat him with the respect due that position.

      There were scant chuckles among his courtiers, and the serpentine demon king glanced at them with what seemed to be the barest of smiles.  “Indeed,” he agreed, opening his mouth just enough to show his fangs, the centerpiece of his serpentine grin.  “So then, Lady Vanador, you have brought a vulkinastra to negotiate something in good faith; as is the law of the Overking, I grant to you the rights and privileges of an ambassador.  So, tell me: what is it you ask in trade for this vulkinastra?  Or is this your apology for the slaying of my son?”

      Kari had to make a conscious effort not to scoff or laugh at that, and instead she folded her arms across her chest.  “With all due respect, Your Majesty, your son got what was coming to him,” she dared.  She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or unnerved when he smiled; it was possible he felt the same way, given Ressallk’s failure, but that didn’t mean he was thankful.  “We come to offer this… vulkinastra, Uldriana, in exchange for the release and unconditional freedom of Se’sasha Solaristis.  She’ll be accompanying us out of your realm and your service, should you agree to this bargain.”

      The prince at the arm of the king’s throne scoffed so hard he nearly spat.  “No bargains will be struck with you, bitch,” Amnastru hissed.  He unfolded his arms and clenched his fists as if ready to rush forward and assault the demonhunter.

      “Mind your place, young prince,” Sekassus said with hardly a change in tone.  “These are our guests, and we will afford them that distinction as long as required by the Overking’s laws.”

      Kari didn’t like the sound of that; she and her friends were going to be in danger six days after they left the palace.  Still, there was something to be learned from the exchange between father and son.  Amnastru was volatile and lacked whatever grace and poise Sekassus possessed.  It was pleasing to find the kings and their princes weren’t necessarily alike or in agreement on things; any dissent among the royals and nobles could only work in Kari’s favor in the future.  She kept her thoughts to herself, though, and waited on the demon king’s attention.

      Sekassus held the women under a stern gaze for several long, silent minutes before he said, “This offer makes me think perhaps Aesiasi is more valuable to me than I had imagined.  For what purpose do you seek her release?”

      “If I may?” Danilynn offered from several paces behind Kari.

      King Sekassus turned his attention to the fures-rir woman and waved her forward casually.  There was no missing how relaxed he was, not surprising in his own throne room, but it spoke of how content he was with his power.  Where kings like Arku were vicious and had to lash out at those around them to demonstrate their power, a king like Sekassus demonstrated it by treating others as if they were of little threat or concern to him.  He took a sip of wine while Danilynn approached, and the king settled that unblinking, yellow-eyed stare on the priestess.

      Danilynn said, “Lady Vanador was kind enough to accompany me here, Your Majesty, but it is I who seek Se’sasha’s release, to fulfill a promise made… to her mother.”

      Oh gods, that was a stupid thing to say, Kari thought.  She resisted the temptation to close her eyes and sigh or put her hand to her head in exasperation.  It was already an issue that Kari had killed one of Sekassus’ sons; for Danilynn to admit to ruining one of his plans and causing the deaths of possibly a hundred or more of his servants was not going to help.

      “Who are you, little woman?” he asked Danilynn evenly, his expression barely betraying the anger Kari was pretty sure had just flared up below the surface.  His Calculating title seemed fitting: where his son seemed full of rage before anyone had spoken, the king kept his emotions and even his power carefully in check.

      “My name is Danilynn Stahlorr, a priestess of Garra Ktarra,” she returned proudly.  “Your Majesty, before you ask or make any assumptions, I assure you that I am not, nor have I ever been a servant of your enemy, King Koursturaux.  What I did, I did of my own accord to defend my people—from yours and hers.”

      Sekassus turned his head to the side slightly again.  “Impressive,” he returned with hardly a pause.  He glanced off to the side, perhaps at one of the courtiers to his left, or perhaps simply into the foliage beyond them.  “Nearly all who stand before me to barter or plead for their lives do so without knowing the enchantments on this palace prevent any from lying to me while they are within its walls.  It takes a great deal of courage to stand before one such as myself and freely admit to ruining decades of planning out of some sense of nobility or heroism.  I admire that courage, young woman, but understand that I care little about whether you serve my crimson bitch of a neighbor.  You have stood to be counted among my enemies, something I assure you is quite foolish.”

      “Be that as it may, Your Majesty, you asked why we wanted Se’sasha released, and I’ve told you, completely and honestly,” Danilynn returned.

      Kari was impressed by her bravery but also remembered the woman had stood before Koursturaux and come out unscathed.  Kari didn’t imagine the Cobra Lord was anywhere near as scary as the Crimson Huntress.

      Sekassus leaned on the arm of his throne and considered the outsiders before him, but not surprisingly, it didn’t take his son long to reach a decision.  “Refuse their offer, father,” Prince Amnastru said.  “Let them try to escape your realm, and I will drag them back here screaming for their lives, and then you will have all of them to do with as you please.”

      Sekassus chuckled, and that unsettled Kari; the entire plan hinged on him honoring the laws of the Overking.  “And if they manage to escape?” the demon king asked.

      “They won’t,” Amnastru said with no emotion, and Sekassus chuckled again.

      Damnit, Kari thought.  His idiot son is going to come after us, the Seven Days’ Grace be damned.  I need to do something to make them think twice about it.

      A ploy occurred to Kari and she turned to Sonja, smiled, and nodded.  Her sister-in-law, nervous but determined, met Kari’s gaze and simply nodded in return.  It was what Kari was hoping for, if not a smile in response: anything to keep Sekassus and his son guessing.

      “Well, if you think that’s wise, Your Majesty, I suppose you could do that,” Kari said casually.  She prayed to the gods that her poker face and voice would hold up.

      Sekassus narrowed his eyes, sniffing the bait.  He was suspicious of his higher-ranking neighbors, and Kari and her friends showing up uninvited had to have alarmed him.  If he suspected she might be there at the behest of Koursturaux or even Emanitar or Morduri, it might give him pause.  It was all Kari had to try to get him to keep his son in check.

      Sekassus hesitated, so Kari pounced on the opportunity.  “Honestly, Your Majesty, I’m not happy with this trade to begin with, so if you refused, you’d actually be doing me a service.”

      “Enough of this,” Uldriana hissed.  There was fury in her face and her voice; her fear had finally cracked, giving way to anger.  She stepped up beside Kari, her face set in that uncharacteristic scowl.  “We did not come here to play games with you and your son.  Either accept this bargain, Your Majesty, or I will return to my people and organize the rebellion you are so afraid of.”

      Amnastru started forward but his father held him in check with an upraised hand.  The Cobra Lord kept his anger well controlled, but it was obvious in his eyes.  He gestured to one of the other courtiers in the room and commanded, “Go and bring up the priestess.”

      The courtier left quickly, and Kari and her companions waited in silence, held in what felt like the crushing grip of the king’s and prince’s stares.  The nearly unblinking vigilance of the Cobra Lord and his eldest son was nerve-wracking in a way Kari had never experienced before, but she tried to imagine that they were just members of her Order’s council.  The priests gave her that stern, just-shy-of-telling-her-no gaze often enough, and she was honestly more concerned with what they thought than what Sekassus and his son might think.

      Uldriana looked at Kari now and again, and each time the demonhunter nodded, trying to keep the girl upright and strong as long as she could.  The fury was still there below the surface, but as the moments went by, it threatened to give way to the fear again.

      After a short wait that still managed to feel interminable, an erestram guard appeared and roughly shoved a syrinthian woman to the floor beside Kari and Uldriana.  Se’sasha was gaunt and unkempt, someone who’d obviously spent years in a dungeon.  She worked her way to her feet shakily but kept her gaze to the floor, not even glancing at the other people in the room.  She probably expected to be executed or tortured in some way.  Se’sasha smelled like she’d been in a dungeon for a while, too, and the filthy rags she was dressed in did little to help.  It was an undignified position for a priestess to be in, let alone a syrinthian priestess, and Kari understood it was as much to hurt and humiliate the rest of the syrinthian populace as Se’sasha herself.

      “I accept your terms,” Sekassus said with little fanfare.  “Our bargain is struck, then?”

      “One moment, Your Majesty,” Uldriana said, and she turned and gestured for Kari, Sonja, and Danilynn to come close.  The mallasti girl closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and blew out a long sigh.  When she opened her eyes again, she fixed them on Kari.  “When this deal is struck, take this girl and flee as fast as you can.  You must be out of Sorelizar by the seventh day including today, or you they will apprehend you.  I already said my good-byes to my family and my people, so now I say good-bye to you.  For an outsider, you have been gracious to me; there is far more to you than simply a hunter.  Sonja, you show promise; keep at your study and trials, and you will master the arcane in short order.  Danilynn, I did not get to know you all that well, but I can judge you by the company you keep; farewell.  Do not mourn me.  Take this girl and do what you must.”

      “Wait, what?” Kari blurted.  She tried to grab Uldriana’s shoulder as she turned away, but the mallasti evaded her grip.

      “The deal is struck.  Do as you will,” Uldriana said.

      “Don’t you even–” Kari began, but she didn’t get to finish.

      Sekassus never moved, but there was a surge of power in the room.  Kari felt it behind her eyes like a building pressure that would relieve itself by causing a nosebleed, if not worse.  Her hair began to stand on end from the power, and then it did so when Uldriana let out a blood-curdling scream.  The flesh of the mallasti girl’s belly split open from the crotch to her neck in an explosion of blood that splattered the demon king and his son.  Uldriana was dead before her innards even began to spill out on the floor of the king’s throne room, and her body fell to the ground with a wet thud.

      Kari’s instincts nearly got the better of her, and her hands dropped to the hilts of her swords.  Then Danilynn was in front of her, one hand grabbing Kari’s upper arm while she put the other firmly on Kari’s chest.  “Don’t!” the priestess barked.  “Kari, this is what he wants!  If you draw your swords, he can kill you.  Stand down, Kari!  Stand down!”

      Sonja screamed and fell to her knees beside Uldriana’s body, and her hands shook in grief and fury.  “What is wrong with you?!” she shouted at the demon king, tears streaking her cheeks.

      Sekassus didn’t even bother to correct her for addressing him so casually.  “It seems the prophecy was wrong yet again,” he said evenly, and his son and the others began laughing.

      Kari still hadn’t moved, but the laughter died abruptly when a blue glow bathed the demon king and his son’s blood-spattered forms.  Zalkar’s symbol drew itself upon Kari’s chest, shining through her clothes and breastplate, and there it stayed, pulsing hungrily.  Kari approached Sonja and put her hand to her sister-in-law’s shoulder to try to make sure none of them made a fatal mistake or said anything provocative.  The various sylinth and erestram guards around the room brought their weapons to bear, though Kari wondered why they would bother if the demon king could tear someone apart with willpower alone.  Whatever the case, she knew she had to be rational about the situation.  She took her other hand off the hilt of her scimitar.

      If we’re not out of Sorelizar in six days, we’ll get the same, if not worse, she thought.

      Danilynn swallowed hard but then gripped Kari’s upper arm again.  “Kari, we need to get out of here, now.  There’s nothing we can do for her, and time is wasting.”

      Kari nodded, but looking at Sonja kneeling beside the body, her promise to Uldriana’s mother rang in her ears.  “Can we take her body with us, Your Majesty?” Kari asked, unusually calm given the situation.  She straightened out and worked to keep her emotions in check, as breaking down or lashing out now wouldn’t do any good.  Uldriana had said not to mourn her; now Kari understood why.  She patted Sonja’s shoulder, and her sister-in-law stood up, awaiting the demon king’s decision.

      “By all means,” he said sarcastically with a sweeping gesture toward the ruined mess of the mallasti girl.  “Amnastru would like nothing more than to see you leave with even more dead weight in hand.  You will find that with this crippled syrinthian girl and a mallasti corpse on your hands, you have little hope of escaping my realm.  By law, I must afford you Seven Days’ Grace, but today—the first day—is nearly over.  When the sun sets on the seventh day, your lives are forfeit regardless of who may have sent you here.”

      Kari took her cloak out of her pack and used it to wrap Uldriana’s body.

      “Are you sure you want to take her with us?” Danilynn asked.  “We’re probably not going to make it if we have to carry her.”

      Kari glanced at the priestess and reminded herself that clergy was more interested in souls than bodies.  Still, Kari had made a promise and wanted to try to keep it any way she could.  “We’re not leaving her here,” Kari said.  “I made a promise.  We’ll get home if I have to kill half of this realm and his idiot son to escape.”

      Amnastru stepped forward and backhanded Kari across the snout, throwing her sideways to the floor.  The prince’s strength was incredible, and the blow left a ringing in Kari’s ears for several seconds; her snout ached and blood trickled from one of her nostrils.  She’d be feeling that blow for several days.  Sekassus found the exchange amusing, but Kari got back to her feet, straightened out before the cobra prince, and narrowed her eyes.  “I hope you turn out to be a better challenge than your brother.”

      Amnastru brought his hand back to slap Kari again, but his face contorted and he fixed his gaze on his hand as if it wouldn’t obey him.  All eyes soon turned to Sonja, whose ruby eyes were glowing with unmasked power.  “Keep your hands to yourself, monster,” Sonja growled.  Kari moved closer and laid her hand on Sonja’s shoulder again; if she went too far and violated the law, Sekassus might be within his rights to kill her.

      “She uses the power, here?  How is this possible, Father?”  Amnastru asked.

      “Intriguing,” was all Sekassus had to say on the matter before he turned to Kari.  “Take your prize and your discarded payment, and remove yourself from my palace.  If you are not out of my realm by six days from now, your Order will have to send people to try to negotiate your release.  I assure you, there is nothing on this world or yours that will secure that.”

      Now I know where Ressallk got his bravado, she thought, but she kept it to herself.  If Sekassus thought he was strong enough to fight Zalkar, that was a delusion Kari was happy to let the demon king revel in.

      “Sonja, can you take Uldriana?” Kari asked, and her sister-in-law hefted the wrapped body of their friend without a word.  Kari approached Se’sasha and touched her shoulder, and the tired, defeated golden eyes of the syrinthian priestess at last came up.  “Come on, Se’sasha, we’re here to take you home.”

      The girl didn’t seem to understand a word Kari said, but neither did she offer argument.  She wrapped an arm around Kari’s shoulder and began the descent down the ramps to leave the palace.  Danilynn brought up the rear, keeping her eyes cast over her shoulder for any trickery from the throne room.  Kari led them out of the palace and gauged which way was south based on the sun.  She led her friends out of the city, but Sonja moved up beside her.

      “I can carry her for a while, but Sekassus is right: we’ll never make it out of the realm if we have to take turns carrying her and supporting Se’sasha,” Sonja said.  “I can try to carry her aloft on a conjured force, but I won’t be able to keep us masked at the same time, and I don’t know how long I can keep up with that sort of strain.”

      “I don’t think you’ll need to bother with the masking spell anymore,” Kari said.  “If they want to find us, they will.  Sonja… how did you use your magic in there?”

      “I don’t really know,” her sister-in-law answered with a shrug.  “It’s not important right now; our speed is what we need to concentrate on.”

      Sonja was burying her grief; Kari had seen enough people do it in her lifetimes.  Sonja had been much closer to Uldriana than Kari or Danilynn, and it was more than just a student-and-teacher relationship.  They had become friends, and Kari was almost positive Sonja had never witnessed the death of a close friend or loved one before.  She had to be hurting, but there would be time to mourn later.  At that moment, Sonja and Danilynn were right, and Uldriana’s body was going to slow them down.

      “We’ll burn her when we break to camp,” Kari said.  “A hunter’s funeral is about the best we can do for her here.  Can you conjure up an urn or something to carry her ashes?  I think… I still want to bring her back home like I promised.”

      “We need to reach the Overking’s realm first,” Danilynn said, coming up beside Kari.  “We can head to Moskarre from there, but we need to be smart about this if that’s what you want to do.  If we don’t make it out of this realm, there’s going to be five bodies to cremate.”

      “No, you’re right, that’s what we’ll do,” Kari agreed.  “I can’t… Gods above, I can’t even believe what just happened… but I’m honestly not sure why it surprised me.”  She sighed, shook her head, and glanced at Se’sasha.  “Gods, girl, I hope you were worth it.”

      Se’sasha didn’t say anything; she was out of it.  The four women managed to get a couple of miles outside the city before the sun set, and Kari figured there was little reason to make camp far from the road.  If anyone was looking for them, it wouldn’t be all hard to find them once they began to cremate Uldriana’s remains, regardless of where they camped, so they set up off the side of the road.  Kari and Danilynn were only able to find enough wood for a campfire, but Sonja assured them she could enhance it with her newfound arcane strength.

      They set up a pyre for Uldriana, and Kari spent a minute running her hand down the side of the dead girl’s furry snout.  How did she keep ending up in this position, finding herself not only befriending, but mourning what she’d initially thought were enemies?

      “Sonja, would you like to say a few words?” Kari asked.

      Sonja folded her knees up to her chest, put her head down between them, and started to weep.  Kari looked at the ground, sorry she had asked; she could imagine how much worse the girl’s mother’s reaction would be.  She turned her gaze to Danilynn, but the priestess shrugged.  She must have felt the same way Kari did: at a loss for words.

      Kari started the fire, stepped back from it, and sighed.  “I promised your mother I’d bring you home.  I’m going to keep that promise,” she said, and Zalkar’s symbol began to glow on her chest again.  “And you will be avenged, one way or another, Uldriana.  That’s a promise.”

      The fire was sputtering, but Sonja ignited it fully with a thought, then she conjured a simple urn and put it near the fire.  No further words were spoken around the pyre, the four women watching the flames consume Uldriana’s body.  Kari sighed.  It was going to take some time to escape Sorelizar if they had to help Se’sasha along, but it was unavoidable: the girl was severely undernourished and weak.

      Perhaps Sonja can summon something to help the girl walk or float along, like she offered to do with Uldriana’s body.  I’ll ask tomorrow, Kari thought.

      Kari looked back north in the direction of the city of Sorelizar, half-expecting Amnastru to come for them without delay.  She set up watches with Sonja and Danilynn, and the priestess came up beside her near the pyre.  “Are we going to head straight south and hope nobody stops us?” she asked.

      Kari shook her head.  “Just far enough to make them think that’s our plan.  Then I want to swing around west and then northwest, and we’re going to try to get into Si’Dorra.  Arku’s realm is mostly pine forest, and we may be able to lose any pursuit when we get there, then sneak our way through it.  I don’t imagine Sekassus is going to tell his friend Arku that he lost track of a handful of mortals.”

      “No, I suppose he won’t, at that,” Danilynn said.  “Sounds like a good plan.  Do you want me to take first watch?”

      “No.  Get some rest, I’ll wake one of you in a while.  I have a lot of thinking to do.”

      Danilynn helped get Se’sasha bedded down, and then she and Sonja tried to get some sleep.  Kari stared back at the city and the silhouette of the black pyramid against the twilight sky.  Her snout ached, she was still sore everywhere due to the pregnancy, and she had a headache a hair shy of a full-on concussion, but she felt strangely focused.  They had only six days to escape Sorelizar, they were nearly that distance from any of its borders, and they were sure to encounter pursuit or trickery on the way.

      It’s going to be a long road home…
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      Danilynn had taken the pre-dawn watch, and she used the time to gather up the ashes of their slain friend.  Kari woke up well before dawn, and she began rousing Sonja and Se’sasha.  She had little doubt they’d be followed the minute the sun came up, so her plan was to leave the campfire burning and flee westward before the day began.  Se’sasha was groggy and weak, but Sonja concentrated on her masking spell and hefted the lithe syrinthian across her shoulders.

      “Gods, she weighs less than a sack of potatoes,” Sonja whispered.

      Kari grimaced and the women left the road.  There was forest to the west, not terribly deep or dark, but good enough to mask their egress.  They had put a couple of miles behind them by the time the sun crested the horizon, and Sonja let Se’sasha down to do some walking.  The syrinthian girl didn’t speak a word of the Citarian common tongue, elvish, rir, infernal, or even czarikk, so there was no way to speak with her.  Se’sasha walked for as long as she could before she found a shady spot, sat down to rest, and gestured for food and drink.

      “My summoned sustenance might suit her better than what we have,” Danilynn said.  “It’s supposed to suit the user regardless of their preferences.”

      Once Danilynn produced some breakfast, Se’sasha bowed her head thankfully and began to eat and drink.  She was ravenous, as expected from someone who’d been in a dungeon for years.  Kari stared at the syrinthian priestess while she ate, and with the filthy rags the girl was wearing, it was obvious how badly malnourished she was.  Like Triela when Kari rescued her on Tsalbrin, Se’sasha’s ribs were showing, and though her belly wasn’t swollen with starvation, instead it was incredibly thin, more so than looked proper even for the lithe snake-folk.  Kari glanced at Danilynn and saw her concerns reflected.

      “Sonja can’t carry Se’sasha all day,” Kari commented, and Danilynn nodded.  “And she’s too weak to walk for more than an hour or so.  We’re going to need to find a horse or some other mount to carry her or it’s going to take us far too long to escape.”

      “Agreed, but stopping in a town may just advertise where we are and make it easier for them to catch us,” the priestess returned.  “Maybe we can find someone outside the cities and towns who’ll lend us a horse?  This is supposed to be their high priestess.”

      “These people are all terrified of King Sekassus, though,” Sonja said, staring off into the distance.  “They may want to help us, but they’ll be afraid to.”

      “Yeah, the ones we have back on the campus said their families would be killed if they betrayed him,” Kari agreed.  “Anyone who helps won’t just be risking their own life.”

      Once she finished eating, Se’sasha curled up and started to drift off to sleep.  Kari was going to rouse her or ask Sonja to carry her, but Danilynn drew one of her axes and handed the other to Kari.  The demonhunter nodded silently, understanding the priestess’ intentions.  They went out together and found suitable branches on nearby trees to make the frame of a litter.  When they returned to camp, Kari and Sonja started tying the frame together while Danilynn shredded one of their tents to craft a bed.  Kari smiled at Danilynn while they worked, though the priestess didn’t see; Kari was so thankful to have someone with her who was adept at so many small but important tasks.  And that was to say nothing of Danilynn’s divine magic or combat prowess, which had yet to really be called upon.

      Once the litter was complete, they set off through the forest again.  The woods opened up after a couple of hours onto open farmland, and Kari cursed their luck.  The last thing she wanted to do was move among the syrinthian people, many of whom might turn them in just to try to gain the favor of their king.  A road wound through the farmland from south to north, and Kari figured they might be best served shadowing the road but avoiding it, depending on Sonja’s masking spell to keep them hidden while they towed Se’sasha on the litter.

      Kari’s heart nearly stopped when a figure emerged from the woods just yards away from them and stopped close enough to Kari to touch.  All three of the rir women froze, staring at the half-syrinthian, half-succubus woman—Danilynn and Sonja for the first time.  Kari had no doubts anymore: it was Turillia, right down to the hair, the armor, the weapons, and the cloak.  She had no idea how the half-succubus had survived or been reborn, only wondering why she hadn’t attacked in Rulaj.

      She must’ve been afraid to attack someone in Emanitar’s city, Kari thought.

      Turillia looked around, then sniffed a few times with those thin, slitted nostrils.  Kari hoped the woman didn’t come closer and notice the tracks from the litter.  Almost as if she’d read Kari’s mind, Turillia turned and stared right at her, but it was as though she was looking through Kari, Sonja’s masking spell holding.  After a pause, the half-succubus sniffed again before she turned and walked south.  Kari let out the breath she’d been holding in a nearly-silent hiss.  With luck, Turillia’s decision to head south meant people pursuing them, would assume their party was heading toward Anthraxis, not north.

      Once Turillia was well away, Kari motioned northward and they began to follow the edge of the woods.  They were able to cover a good amount of ground over the next couple of hours, but they ran out of woods to follow.  They began traveling through the fields, but once they were hedged in on all sides by farmland, Kari decided they’d have to risk walking the road.  It would require vigilance to make sure they didn’t drag the litter past other travelers, but Kari couldn’t see any other choice besides dragging Se’sasha through crops and past farm hands.  Danilynn and Sonja agreed, and they made their way along a fence toward the road.

      They didn’t see Turillia again, thankfully.  Kari hoped Sekassus and Amnastru would aim their efforts to the south and east, leaving Kari’s planned escape route relatively unguarded.  Walking into Arku’s realm would be a risk, but a more calculated one than trying to slip past Amnastru and whatever else Sekassus tried to put in their way.  If they could skirt the border between Si’Dorra and Sorelizar, using the pine forest to their advantage, they might be able to reach Tess’Vorg or even Pataria without trouble.  Emanitar and Morduri might take exception to their return, but it would be preferable to being captured by Sekassus or Arku.

      If either of them captures us, none of us are going home, she thought.

      Traffic along the road was light, and when another party passed, the companions had only to get off the road to avoid notice.  Occasionally, the tracks of the litter got the attention of another traveler, but only for a few moments while they continued on their way.  No one left the road to look for Kari and her friends, and there was no sign of Turillia or any other pursuit from King Sekassus.  Se’sasha’s frail form turned out to be a blessing, as by taking turns dragging the litter, the three women were able to transport their syrinthian guest a good distance before twilight and fatigue arrived together.

      “We need to be careful about choosing a campsite,” Sonja said when Kari decided to stop for the night.  “I can’t maintain my masking spell when I’m asleep, and I need to make sure I get good rest so I don’t lose my grip on the power.”

      “Danilynn and I will take care of it in shifts, then,” Kari said.  “You get as much rest as you need.  Let’s see if we can find some trees to hide among while we’re going to be exposed.  I guess a campfire is out of the question.  We’d better give Se’sasha some extra blankets to make sure she stays warm.”

      “She can have my cloak and blanket; it’s not like I get cold,” Danilynn said.  That drew Sonja’s interest, and the half-guardian woman actually managed a bit of a smile at the fures-rir priestess’ joke.  Kari was glad to see something lift Sonja’s spirits, even just a little.

      They continued along a fence leading from the road to more forested hills to the west.  Sonja carried Se’sasha, and Danilynn strapped the folded litter to her pack, allowing Kari to cover their tracks.  They went just far enough that the trees formed a sufficient wall between them and any passers-by.  Se’sasha had woken up finally, and Danilynn fed her with more of the divinely provided food and drink.

      It was always amazing to Kari to see things conjured; she had always wondered where the things came from, especially in the case of food and drink.  She and her companions took their fill of trail rations, but taking stock of what they had, it was obvious they’d be eating Danilynn’s conjurings before they got anywhere near Anthraxis.  There’d been no opportunity to resupply in Sorelizar, but it was just as well: she wouldn’t have trusted anything there.

      There might be a place in Si’Dorra where we can resupply, but it’ll be just as risky.

      “Why don’t you let me take the first watch?” Danilynn asked.  “You seem to like being up before dawn anyway.”

      Kari nodded and bedded down near Sonja and Se’sasha.  Sorelizar stayed warm at night, but not as much here as in the center.  Here, the humidity was higher but still pleasant, the air was full of the calls of night insects, and for the briefest moment, Kari was almost able to trick herself into thinking she was camping out back home.  She thought about her mate and her son, and how much she’d like to get back to them.  Despite the feelings of longing, she lulled herself to sleep.

      She was shocked awake by a sharp scream, and had pulled her scimitars from their sheaths beside her before she was even conscious of what was happening.  Danilynn was holding Sonja, who was sitting up and crying.  Kari moved to put her hand on her sister-in-law’s shoulder, merely lending a touch of comfort until Sonja got herself back under control.

      “What was it?” Danilynn asked.

      Sonja rocked back and forth, her breathing coming in short, quick gasps.  “I’m empathic,” she answered after a couple of silent minutes.  Kari and Danilynn exchanged a glance, and Sonja added, “I… I felt Uldriana’s terror when she was killed.  It feels like it’s burned into my mind, along with her scream and the image of her being torn apart.  I don’t know if I’m ever going to sleep well again.”

      Se’sasha watched the exchange with those wide, golden eyes, but she couldn’t understand a word being said and offered none herself.  Kari motioned for her to go back to sleep, and the syrinthian girl was able to do just that.  Kari patted Sonja’s shoulder, at a loss for words.  She rose and walked to the edge of the woods, scanning the farmland to the east with her night vision under the light of the moon, trying to gauge if anyone had heard Sonja’s scream and was coming to investigate.  After nearly a quarter of an hour, Kari was satisfied they’d attracted no attention, and she returned to the camp.

      Sonja was already asleep again, and Danilynn gestured toward Kari’s bedroll.  “You’ve still got a couple of hours before your watch,” she said.

      “She feeling better?” Kari asked, staring at Sonja with concern.  Sonja wasn’t just her sister and friend, but the only thing keeping them hidden while they walked.  If Sonja couldn’t get enough sleep and couldn’t maintain the masking spell, they would have to stay off the farms and open fields, and their trip would take much longer.

      “Not really, but I soothed her with a subtle bit of divine power from the Night Runner,” the priestess said.  “She settled down right quick, and hopefully her sleep will stay dreamless until it’s time to get up anyway.  How are you feeling?”

      “Hurt.  Angry.  Scared.”

      “Well, if it helps you sleep at all, you can consider Sekassus feels the same way about now,” Danilynn said.  Kari was surprised, but the priestess managed a half-smile and went back to watching and listening to the woods around them.

      It felt as though Kari had barely closed her eyes before Danilynn woke her up to take watch.  Kari yawned, stretched, and moved to sit where Danilynn had kept vigil.  Her endurance was being tested to its limits between the constant walking, carrying Se’sasha now and then, dragging the litter, and staying up half the night on watch—all while pregnant.  When she considered eating rations was only enough to sustain herself, Kari hoped she was taking enough care of the little child growing inside of her.

      Dawn came quietly, but it didn’t stay that way for long.  Danilynn ended up rousing herself, and she came to join Kari near the edge of the woods.  Sonja followed soon after, and the two stiffened up when they saw what Kari was watching.  Two armored erestram were questioning the syrinthian farmers nearby roughly, and before long, one of them grew frustrated and struck a syrinthian with the haft of its war scythe.  The other syrinthian fell over the prone form, but the erestram split up, approaching the woods where Kari and her companions took cover.

      “You really did beat one of those in combat, right?” Danilynn asked, half-jokingly.

      “Yeah, but not quite the way everyone thinks,” Kari returned.  “We do not want to get into a fight with two of them.  Let’s get packed up and move; we don’t want them to smell us and find us even through Sonja’s masking spell.”

      “Gods, I hadn’t even considered that,” Sonja said.  “Did Turillia not smell us, then?  I’ll see if I can modify my spell to keep scents from escaping it.”

      “Get packed up, and fast,” Kari said.  They returned to the campsite, and after gathering up their things, Kari hefted Se’sasha across her shoulders and headed back east.  Danilynn and Sonja both hesitated.  “We’re not going to outpace them; you remember what walking with King Morduri was like.  Our best bet is to go past them the other way and hope it’s a while before they realize we doubled back, or we run into more of them.”

      There was little time for debate, so Danilynn and Sonja followed Kari.  They made their way cautiously out of the forest, and Kari picked along a path that would avoid taking them right past the erestram or otherwise give away their position.  They skirted the erestram at a good distance and stayed downwind.  The two massive wolf-demons—or wolf-people, whatever the case may have been—passed quickly and made their way into the woods.

      “Should we stop and help the syrinthians?” Danilynn whispered.

      “Better not,” Sonja answered before Kari could.  “He’s alive, just hurt, and not too badly.  If we try to help them, the erestram might come back and decide to finish the job.”

      “This is bad,” Kari said.  “We’re still days away from the border, and they’re already getting close to finding us.  The next time Sonja has to sleep, we might be out of luck.”

      “Worry about that when I have to bed down,” Sonja said evenly, and she strode past with grim determination.

      I hope this doesn’t change her permanently, Kari thought with a sigh.  She called after Sonja quietly and then passed off the syrinthian girl.

      They made their way to the road, but things looked clear for a couple of miles in either direction, so they chanced using the litter again.  Instead, Se’sasha stood on her own and waved away the offer to ride.  Her steps were slow but surer now, and she kept up a halfway decent pace.  She set their speed throughout the morning, which wasn’t optimal, but thankfully, they didn’t run into any more erestram patrols before lunch.

      They found a grassy spot to have a quick meal and let Se’sasha stretch her legs.  Once finished, Kari gestured toward the litter again, and though she was obviously ashamed, Se’sasha nodded and climbed on.  Danilynn and Sonja took the bulk of the time dragging their syrinthian companion, but Kari took turns now and then to stretch out their stamina and traveling time.  They saw another erestram patrol, but Sonja’s modifications to the masking spell worked well: the erestram looked around when they found the litter’s tracks, but they headed westward toward farmhouses, and Kari and her friends were long past them by then.

      When twilight came, there were no forested areas nearby to hide in.  Traffic had remained light along the road, few travelers out besides the erestram patrols.  Still, Kari was sure their enemies had figured out they were headed north; things were bound to get much more difficult in these last few days.  Would they assault or accost Kari and her friends in some way, or just try to delay them?  It was hard for Kari to know what to expect from Sekassus.

      Other than the worst, that is, she grumbled internally.

      The most important thing was finding a spot where Sonja could get enough sleep.  With no hope of reaching a forested area, Kari turned to the next best option: a barn or stable.  Most of the farmland consisted of crops, but there was the occasional one with livestock, so Kari pushed her friends into the deepening twilight until they found another of those.

      They crept to a fair-sized barn under Sonja’s masking spell, waiting tensely while the syrinthian farmers did the last of their evening chores feeding and bedding down the animals.  Once the snake-folk left, Kari helped Se’sasha climb into a cramped hay loft, followed by Sonja and Danilynn.  It was confusing to find syrinthians raising cows and goats, but then the snake-folk might be carnivorous.  The chickens and geese lent a false sense of normalcy to the farm, but Kari had a hard time forgetting that it was run by syrinthians and in Sorelizar.

      There was little conversation: the women ate their fill of Danilynn’s divine sustenance, and then Se’sasha and Sonja went to sleep without delay.  Danilynn took first watch again, but Kari had slept what could only have been a couple of hours before the priestess shook her to rouse her.  Kari glanced at Danilynn, who was peeking through her fingers to keep her glowing blue eyes from giving away her position.

      Crap, Kari thought.

      The priestess gestured down toward the farmhouse, and Kari’s breath caught in her throat.  There, illuminated by pale moonlight and a lantern hung outside the front door was the syrinthian farmer, speaking with another of the armored erestram.  It could’ve been coincidence that the erestram had arrived at this farm, but Kari never put a lot of faith in coincidence.  There were no gestures from either the farmer or the erestram toward the barn or its hay loft, and they also didn’t look in Kari’s direction.

      Kari’s mind raced through their options.  They could try to run preemptively, but that might give their position away more noticeably, especially with geese nearby.  They’d also have no chance of outpacing an erestram while they were fully rested, let alone while tired.  They could stay put and hope the incident was just a coincidence.  The worst option, of course, was to kill the giant wolf-creature and hope the syrinthians neither interfered nor told anyone of the fight.

      “We may have to kill it,” Kari whispered.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Danilynn answered.  “We’re not going to get away from it, so if it comes this way, we’d better kill it.  If not, we need to be well away from this farm by the time dawn comes.  We may need to head farther west before we turn north again.”

      Both women gasped when the erestram ducked and entered the farmhouse; was it just asking for a place to stay for the night?  It was a good thing it hadn’t requested nor been referred to stay in the barn or hay loft.  After waiting for nearly a quarter of an hour to see if the erestram came back out, Kari allowed herself to fall back asleep, and she slept well despite her tension.  She was still tired when Danilynn woke her up for her watch, but at least she was going to have the luxury of laying down while she watched the farmhouse and the road beyond it.

      Kari woke everyone up nearly an hour before dawn, and the women got underway.  Se’sasha was walking again, and her pace was a little better than the day before.  The divine food was clearly helping, reinvigorating even the malnourished syrinthian girl.  The sun came up, bright and hot again, and Kari wondered when the farmlands saw rain.  The companions pushed onward, but had to avoid another erestram patrol before midmorning, this one coming from behind them, headed north.  The friends were getting pinched, and it would only be a matter of time before Sonja’s masking spell was discovered and pierced.

      Kari’s hackles rose when they saw an overturned wagon on the road before lunch.  A pair of draft animals stood indifferently while a syrinthian man tried to pull a woman from under the vehicle.  Kari’s first instinct was to help, of course, but with the victims being syrinthian, the wagon being covered, and Kari and her friends being hunted, there was no reasonable way to do the right thing.  “Stay on the far side of the road and keep walking,” she whispered.

      Danilynn was the first to stop, and while part of Kari was glad, the rest of her said it was foolish nobility.  “Danilynn, we have to get away from here.  If this smelled any more of a trap, we’d be able to taste it, too,” she whispered.

      “I don’t want to go back home wondering if we left someone to die,” Danilynn said.  “I’m sure you don’t, either.  We’re getting slowly revealed by all these patrols; they know we didn’t go south, and it’s clear we may have to fight our way out at some point.  But they’re still not supposed to touch us for four more days, even if they find us.  I’d rather do the right thing and take our chances now, than do the wrong thing and take our chances in a few days anyway.”

      Kari sighed, but the corners of her mouth turned up in a smile anyway.  She couldn’t have hoped for a better argument, and Sonja was eager to follow the lead.  Kari nodded to her sister-in-law, who let their masking spell fall after checking the road north and south, and they approached as slowly and non-threateningly as they could.  Then, something fortuitous finally happened: Se’sasha found someone she could speak to.

      There was a short and hasty discussion, and then Se’sasha turned to her companions, eyes wide.  Before Kari could ask what was wrong, the wagon righted itself, rising off the prone form of the female syrinthian, who rose and dusted herself off.  From around the other side of the wagon came the ten-foot form of an armored erestram.  Kari blew out a sigh, drew both of her swords, and got ready for yet another fight-of-her-life.

      The erestram didn’t pull forth the weapon on its back, though.  It spoke with Se’sasha, who shook her head.  The wolf-creature then turned to Kari and her companions and addressed them in infernal.  Danilynn and Sonja’s eyes went wide, and the priestess turned to Kari.  “He wants us to follow him!  He says he’ll lead us between the patrols and get us to the northern border without getting caught.”

      “How long?” Kari asked.

      After hesitating to figure out what she meant, Danilynn put the question to the erestram.  “He says a few days, but the king’s hunters won’t be able to track us,” she relayed.

      “But if they do, they’ll be free to capture or kill us,” Kari argued, hating to have an argument through an intermediary.

      After speaking with the erestram again, Danilynn said, “He knows that.  He says his people have been looking for us for two days, but we kept evading them along with the king’s hunters.  There’s going to be a patrol coming down this road soon, so we don’t have much time to get out of sight.  They know we’re using a masking spell, and they’re close to shattering it.”

      Kari looked at Sonja, who nodded.  “We have to go to ground,” Sonja said.  “It’s what Aeligos would do.  We’re not going to lose anything by trusting him, at least not for four days.”

      “What about these two?” Kari asked, gesturing toward the syrinthians, who watched the exchange curiously but remained silent.

      “They’re helping their high priestess’ daughter escape,” Danilynn answered.  “That’s the only reason I believe a word any of them have said.  It’s your decision, Kari, but I think this is the smart thing to do.”

      “I think I’ll trust your instincts on that.  All right, tell them to get us moving,” Kari said.

      The erestram barked a command, and Sonja put her masking spell back up.  The wolf-man began making his way west through the grazelands of another farm, the women behind him.  When Kari looked north, she saw two more armored erestram on the road, headed toward the wagon and the syrinthians.  Their erestram guide strode purposefully as if following a lead, and Kari worked to keep pace with him, Se’sasha stumbling along as best she could.

      Once they were safely out of sight, the erestram picked Se’sasha up as easily as if she were a blanket and slung her over his shoulder to ride on his back.  He held tightly to her thighs to give her more support, and he lengthened his strides to put more ground behind him.  Kari, Sonja, and Danilynn had to jog to keep up with him, his intent fast distance and not a marathon.  That intent became clearer a few minutes later when two screams came from back by the road.  Kari paused, but the erestram barked an obvious order to keep running, and Kari did so regretfully.

      The erestram said something else over his shoulder once they were all running again, and Danilynn relayed, “He says they knew what would happen and chose to help anyway.  They just gave their lives to get Se’sasha to freedom, so the best thing we can do for them is to see to that and not waste their sacrifice.”

      “I swear I’m going to kill one of his sons for every person he hurts,” Kari growled.  “And right now, I think I owe him another four dead children.”

      “I’ll be more than happy to see to that with you,” Danilynn said.

      Their erestram guide led them to another of the sparse farmhouses.  Before they reached it, the syrinthians came out and opened a hidden hatchway to the cellar.  Kari, Danilynn, Sonja, and Se’sasha were ushered in without discussion, and they could hear the hatchway being covered back up.  The cellar was dark and cramped, and Kari slapped three spiders off her arms within the first minute.  She tried not to dwell on it, keeping her ears open for any approach.

      Another hatch opened farther in, and a syrinthian woman handed down a hooded lantern, a pitcher of water, a few cups, and some soft, freshly baked bread.  Sonja, being the tallest, took the offered items from their silent host and thanked her in infernal before the hatchway closed and was covered up as well.  Sonja set the lantern on a hook near the center of the root cellar, but one that saw infrequent, if any, use.  Se’sasha took the pitcher and sniffed its contents, and she said something in her sibilant language before pouring some into a glass.

      It was milk, and Kari was shocked at how quickly Se’sasha drank it.  The syrinthian helped herself to a second glass, then gestured for everyone else to have some.  Kari had to admit it sounded good to be offered a drink with fat to it instead of just water, and she helped herself to a glass.  It wasn’t processed like the milk she had or Kyrie cooked with back home, but it was full-bodied and thick, and Kari sat down while she ate and drank to regain some strength.  Only once she was seated did she realize just how tired she was after several weeks of walking, and the last several nights of sleep being broken and inadequate.

      Voices outside got her attention before she could begin to relax, but they were muffled and speaking in syrinthian.  The only person in the cellar who could understand what was being said had no way to relay it to them.  Just to be safe, Kari drew her weapons and stood near the hatch from the outside, and she gestured for Danilynn to take up position near the hatchway from the inside.  Se’sasha watched them curiously, but then she whispered in her sibilant language and gestured for the two to put their weapons away.

      The sound of wood hitting bone and a startled cry from outside overrode Se’sasha’s gestures, and Kari waited by the hatch, her heartbeat doubling up the long seconds while she waited for trouble to find its way in.  She heard footsteps depart in opposite directions; three sets if her ears didn’t deceive her.  Muffled as it was by the dirt that had been replaced over the hatch, Kari could hear the soothing words of a syrinthian woman and the pained groans of a man.

      She stood by the hidden exit for several more minutes but didn’t hear the erestram return.  Where had their guide run off to?  Would he return, either to keep his word or bring back more of his kin to harass them?  Or would he take them into custody in violation of the law?

      The syrinthians entered their house, and soon the sound of light furnishings and a rug being moved preceded the reopening of the interior hatchway.  The syrinthian woman looked down and asked something of Se’sasha.  The young priestess responded and bowed her head in thanks, but Danilynn asked something of their benefactor.  The woman shook her head vigorously, but Danilynn repeated her question insistently.  After a minute, the syrinthian man climbed down into the root cellar.

      “What’s going on?” Kari asked, maintaining her position near the outer hatch to listen for the return of trouble.

      Danilynn didn’t even have to answer.  As soon as the syrinthian man got near the lantern, Kari could see his face was a swollen mess.  Blood was drying on his cheek, down to his jawline, sourced by an oozing tear in his finely-scaled skin up near the temple.  The side of his head there was swollen and, Kari imagined, bruised, whether she could tell on a syrinthian or not.  He turned his head to the side while Danilynn examined him, and he took the opportunity to say something to Se’sasha and make a welcoming gesture without moving his head too much.

      Danilynn drew out a knife but made assurances she wasn’t going to hurt him, though in infernal, they didn’t sound soothing.  She sliced open the growing welt on the side of his head, letting some of the blood run, but she was soon issuing a low chant and running her finger over the wounds.  Within minutes, Danilynn had sealed the wound, the pain gone as surely as the wounds, evidenced by the way the man touched the side of his head and beheld Danilynn with a mixture of gratitude and curiosity.

      The syrinthian woman, who didn’t come down into the cellar, brought blankets and pillows to pass down to their guests.  She began speaking to Danilynn and Sonja, and after only a short conversation, she turned to Se’sasha and spoke to her as well.  The male syrinthian returned up the ladder, and the hatchway was closed and covered over once more.  Sonja handed blankets and pillows out to everyone, and they tried to find relatively spider-free spots to set up some bedding, Sonja and Se’sasha bedding down right away.

      “Our hosts said to get some sleep now.  Our erestram guide will return after nightfall,” Danilynn said.  “We’re going to have to start traveling by night.  Apparently, the patrols are going to figure that out soon, but our guide seems to think the masking spell is going to get pierced, so we should stop using it.”

      “I really hate not being able to talk to or understand these people,” Kari grumbled, but she lay down and tried to get comfortable.

      “Ah, be patient,” Danilynn said with a slightly apologetic gesture.  “You’ll probably be able to speak infernal and syrinthian by the end of the year.”

      Se’sasha looked over when she heard the word syrinthian, but she said nothing.

      Kari wondered how she’d fall asleep during the day surrounded by such uncertainty, but her body figured out what her mind couldn’t.  She was exhausted, running on only hours of sleep while her body was giving up its energy to the magical process of growing a child in her womb.  Her body shut down and took her mind with it, and she felt like she managed to get nearly a whole night’s worth of sleep by the time their hosts awakened them after dusk.
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        * * *

      

      They were helped from the outer hatchway by the erestram.  Their syrinthian hosts didn’t show themselves, wary of anyone else watching.  Sonja set up her masking spell but was scolded by their erestram guide, and she let it dissipate.  He spoke with Danilynn and Sonja for a minute, then picked Se’sasha up to carry on his back again and set off northwest.  His pace was slow for an erestram, but still brisk to the shorter women, who tried to keep up.  Hunger prodded Kari in her gut, but she ignored it, desperate to put as many miles behind them as she could before she worried about breakfast.

      Their erestram escort was silent for hours, guiding them unerringly across the moon-draped farms and forested hills of Sorelizar.  He seemed confident there would be little in the way of pursuit or casual observers in the deepening night and made no effort to conceal their path.  He paused after nearly three hours by Kari’s estimation, and allowed the women to take a short rest for food and tending to their other needs.  He partook of breakfast as well, eating some salted jerky before he went and marked a stand of trees with his scent.

      “Ask him what the hell he’s doing,” Kari grumbled while he relieved himself.

      Danilynn put the question to him when he returned, and Kari’s concern dawned on him.  “He says if he doesn’t leave a trail, the others will get suspicious,” Danilynn explained.  “He’s supposed to be tracking us down for the king, so he has to keep up appearances.  That’s why he leaves during the day: he’s throwing the others off our trail by ‘aiding’ them in the hunt, but at the same time, he says he’s not getting any sleep.”

      “How long is he going to be able to keep that up?” Kari pressed.  An exhausted guide would be of little use to them.

      There was a short exchange.  “Long enough to get us to the border, he reckons.”

      “If he says so,” Kari muttered, unconvinced.  “Where are we headed tonight?”

      Danilynn had no time to relay the question before their erestram guide turned and grabbed a handful of Sonja’s long, crimson hair and yanked hard.  Sonja squealed, and Kari dropped her hands to her weapons, but the erestram began scolding the sorceress in a low growl.  Kari waited to see what was said.  Sonja made an apologetic gesture and the erestram let her go.  After the exchange, Danilynn asked the erestram Kari’s question, and he answered before beckoning to Se’sasha and then hoisting her onto his back in preparation to run.

      “Our next stop is a hunter’s cabin deep in the woods to the northwest, about a day and a half from the border of Si’Dorra if we can keep up a good, steady pace like we have been.”

      “Why’d he grab you?” Kari asked Sonja.  “Were you trying to use your arcane magic?”

      Sonja nodded but didn’t say anything, so they set off again across the dimly-lit landscape.  Their erestram guide seemed to have no worries about the tracks they left behind, likely assuming anyone following would infer he was chasing Kari and her friends.  They kept a relentless pace, made easier by the divine sustenance Danilynn provided and the fact that they no longer had to drag or wait on Se’sasha.  Kari followed in the wake of the erestram, all the while drawing comparisons to how quickly and surely the elves moved among their homeland.  He was a hunter here, and the entire realm was his home.

      They failed to reach the hunter’s cabin by sunrise, but they had entered deepening woods.  Even this far into Sorelizar, the coniferous forests of Si’Dorra encroached, claiming the hills from the deciduous and fruit-bearing trees that were more common farther south.  Their erestram guide wove through the trees with practiced grace, shuffling deeper into the cover of the boles, until at last he brought them to a log cabin nestled tightly between several ancient, dark pines.

      A thin wisp of smoke came from the cabin’s chimney.  Even at a glance, Kari could tell it was the home of another erestram, or perhaps their guide’s home.  Before they reached it, the soft crunch of old needles and forest debris under their feet drew the attention of the cabin’s occupant.  A single erestram came out armed with the same type of long war-scythe as their guide, though this one didn’t wear armor, dressed instead in a hunter’s outfit.  It was a female, and their erestram guide put down Se’sasha and went to embrace the cabin owner.

      Well, I’ll be damned, Kari thought.

      The greeting was short and cordial after that, and Kari and her companions were led inside and up into a concealed attic space.  It was tight and cramped, the crawlspace disguised to hide it from below.  How often did the people of Sorelizar hide refugees this way?  The heat and the closeness would be annoying, but that was minor when they were fleeing for their lives.  The women got as comfortable as they could, ate a short meal in silence, and then got some sleep.

      Kari was awakened by a strange noise and she glanced around.  The others were still asleep, and she realized the sound was coming from down below.  Clearly, their erestram guide and the cabin’s occupant were making love.  Was love the right word?  Dare she hope so?  There was still so much for her to learn.  Kari let out a long, drawn-out sigh, wanting little more than to escape from Sorelizar and get back to the arms of her own mate.  She closed her eyes and tried to imagine him wrapping her up lovingly, and she drifted off to sleep again.

      When they were awakened after nightfall, Kari was sweaty and didn’t feel like she’d slept well.  This time, they were able to take advantage of breakfast and a privy break before they set off with their erestram guide.  The forest made the night blacker than usual, next to no moonlight filtering through the pine canopy above, but their escort set off as though his route was mapped out exactly.  Kari was leery about the sound of their footsteps through the needle-encrusted and somewhat-crunchy soil, but at the same time, their destination was nearly within reach.

      They had hardly gotten out of sight of the cabin when they heard a pained cry, followed by a deafening silence.  Their guide looked back toward the cabin, his eyes wide and his ears perked up, but after a moment, he growled an order and roughly shoved Kari ahead.  He threw Se’sasha onto his back and dashed off toward the north, and within moments, Kari could hear movement among the trees.  She, Danilynn, and Sonja ran off in the wake of the erestram.

      The crashing through the trees became more pronounced after a short distance, and Kari glanced over her shoulder.  A harmauth had taken up pursuit, its long strides steady but not quick enough to close the gap.  The ram demon carried a heavy mace that looked wet with blood when the moonlight managed to hit it; the erestram female at the cabin had to be dead.  The thought vanished from her mind, flooded out by blinding pain as Kari’s foot caught on something and she slammed face-first into the hard ground.

      Kari dashed forward to grab Little Gray and his sister, and they giggled in her arms.  She had a headache, but nothing could distract her from playing with her children.  There were shouts from down one of the roads, and she glanced into the shadowy streets of DarkWind, wondering why her children were even up and outside playing at this hour.

      Danilynn pulled Kari roughly to her feet, and she got her wits back about her.  She started to run again, doing her best to ignore the pain in her head and the blind spot in the center of her vision.  She kept putting one foot in front of the other with as much speed as she could manage.  The harmauth was still chasing but wasn’t gaining ground, and Kari silently thanked the gods it wasn’t an erestram or elestram chasing them.  Still, the harmauth didn’t have to harm them, it could just kill their erestram guide and leave them unable to find or reach the border in time.

      They ran until Danilynn had to stop and catch her breath.  Sonja was winded as well, but despite being pregnant and sore, Kari felt a well of strength within her that she was tapped into.  Their erestram guide hefted Danilynn over his shoulder and began again at a hustled walk.  Kari fell into step with him easily, and Sonja was at least able to keep up with them.  The night seemed to drag on forever, but they lost their harmauth pursuer eventually, their erestram guide taking them west for several hours before turning north again.

      The following day found them hiding in a cave to get what sleep they could.  It was far from optimal, but Kari had to trust their guide had taken them as far from pursuit as he could.  He left them alone, so Kari and Danilynn alternated watches so they could keep an eye and ear out for trouble.  The day passed quietly, the cave refreshingly cool with no sunlight coming in and its backside nestled against a rocky hill.  Kari spent the hours of her watch waiting for trouble to finally find them, but nothing ever came.

      The erestram returned well before sunset, and he collapsed into a seated position across from Kari.  He was exhausted, and Kari marveled at the incredible stamina that let the wolf-demon –wolf-man—travel for days on end with little or no rest.  Then again, her friends must’ve been wondering the same thing about her, keeping up a marathon pace while pregnant and not eating or resting well.  Before Kari was even conscious of what she was doing, she reached partway across and laid her hand on the erestram’s knee, and when his eyes came up to meet hers, she nodded.

      He returned the nod, but there was an unmistakable sadness in his eyes that left a knot in Kari’s stomach.  He held up one finger and said something in infernal she assumed was “one more night’s travel.”  He drifted off to sleep after only a couple of minutes, and Kari finished the end of her watch and then roused Danilynn.

      The priestess beheld the sleeping erestram curiously, and there was no need for Kari to explain the extra danger he represented.  Danilynn pulled an axe from her belt and took up a position close enough to the cave mouth to see out while staying in the shadows.  Satisfied with the priestess’ vigilance as always, Kari got her final short turn of rest.

      Almost as soon as night fell, their erestram guide was up and about.  Breakfast was fast and silent as always, and once everyone was ready to travel, the erestram scooped up Se’sasha and set off.  The terrain here was rockier, still dotted or covered with pine trees, but then it started to ascend as well.  Even under the sparse moonlight, Kari could see they were approaching a high bluff, and she wondered how far off it was, unable to judge under the low light.

      The erestram picked up his pace, driving the women to their limits.  Soon enough, he stopped, put down Se’sasha, and turned to face the group.  He spoke to Danilynn and Sonja in infernal, gesturing several times toward the bluff and then toward the west.  He waited on them to translate his words to Kari.

      Danilynn relayed, “He says we should make our way up the bluff; that’s the border between Sorelizar and Si’Dorra.  Once we get to the top, we’re safe… well, from King Sekassus and his people, anyway.  King Arku is another matter.  Anyway, he’s going to head west; he says they know who he is, so he’s going to head to the realm of King Koursturaux and surrender himself to her.  It’s better than the alternatives.”

      I wouldn’t be too sure of that, Kari thought.

      “Why?” she asked instead, her words technically directed at Danilynn or Sonja, but she kept her eyes locked with his.  “Why is he helping us?  What does a syrinthian priestess mean to him or his people?”

      Danilynn posed the question to the erestram, and he cocked his head before answering.  “He says he’s returning a favor?”

      Seeing their confusion, the erestram loosened the straps of his left wrist and pulled off the adjoined bracer and gauntlet.  He was missing two fingers and a fair portion of his left hand, and realization hit Kari even before he reached down to his left greave.  He took off the armored boot to reveal part of his left foot and a couple of toes were likewise missing.  He let the women get a good look before he put the armor back on.

      “Etolivor,” Kari said, and the erestram nodded.  She elaborated, “This is the erestram everyone thinks I killed.  I keep trying to tell people: I beat him, but I didn’t kill him.”

      “Why not?” Danilynn asked.

      “That’s a story for another time,” Kari said.  “Tell him any debts between us are paid, and thank him for his help.  And… apologize for the death of his mate.”

      The priestess hesitated a moment but then relayed Kari’s words.  The erestram bowed his head and then he drew the war scythe from his back, holding it up in salute to Kari before replacing it.  He spoke to Danilynn and Sonja quickly, and this time, he didn’t wait for them to translate his words.  He broke into a run to the west and didn’t look back.

      Danilynn turned back to Kari.  “He says we need to be swift; we’re not safe here, and won’t be until we get back home.”

      “Let’s move, then,” Kari said.  “This is the last day of our Seven Days’ Grace.  We need to get into Si’Dorra quickly.”

      Sekassus’ scouts and soldiers were patrolling the base of the bluff.  Sonja risked using her masking spell again; they had little other choice in the face of imminent capture.  While they had until sundown to escape Sorelizar, all the soldiers had to do was delay them until twilight and then they could take the women into custody.  Even if the masking spell gave away their position to those sensitive to the arcane, it would hopefully allow them to slip past the patrols.

      They found a place to creep between some of the sentries, but the going was difficult.  The ascension was steep and rocky, but they managed.  It took nearly two hours before they found a goat trail to facilitate their climb.  When they reached the top, they peered around suspiciously, and Kari stared down at the gathering sentries, obviously frustrated that they hadn’t captured their quarry.

      Now we just need some of Arku’s sentries to jump out and apprehend us after all the trouble we’ve gone through to escape Sekassus, Kari thought sarcastically.  Nothing moved among the trees, though, and they all breathed a sigh of relief.  They had escaped Sorelizar.

      “What’s that–” Sonja began, but she didn’t get to finish.

      Kari was thrown violently to the side by a lightning strike that sapped all the energy from her body.  Unlike the ones she had suffered at the hands of Emma, this one tore through her like the fires of hell, setting her nerves aflame and wracking her muscles with painful spasms.  She hardly had the mental wherewithal or the energy to push up onto her side and try to get a glimpse of her attacker, but as she thought about it, she realized she didn’t need to: It had to be Turillia.

      “Get Se’sasha out of here!  Go!” Kari yelled at her companions.

      She was only vaguely aware, in her shattered state, that her friends paid her instructions no mind.  Kari turned to get a glimpse of the half-succubus, but when her eyes re-focused and she saw her attacker, something wasn’t right.  It wasn’t Turillia standing there as she expected; it was a full-blooded succubus, beautiful and yet deadly, with a fang-filled scowl that screamed of bloodlust.  Was this simply one of Sekassus’ minions, violating not just the Seven Days’ Grace, but the very border between Sorelizar and Si’Dorra?

      The succubus was all pale beauty and seductive, deadly charm.  Her skin shone milky white in the light of the rising moon, her hair long and lustrous, hanging in wavy, raven locks.  Her eyes glowed a malicious red, full of a fury Kari didn’t understand.  She wore a leather tunic and breeches, which may have constituted armor if she was as graceful as Turillia but seemed to offer little protection.  Her legs and arms were tattooed with twisting designs of black dragons, though the actual detail was hard to make out in the dim light.  She brought one hand up before her and it began to crackle with arcane power again.

      “You will pay for killing my daughter, you bitch,” she hissed in the Citarian trade tongue, though in an accented, otherworldly voice.  She threw her hands forward and the cliff beneath Kari shattered.

      It turned into a landslide in moments, and Kari had to spread her wings and glide… right back down among the waiting agents of Sekassus.
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      Kari angled her descent to try to land on the goat trail.  Lightning strikes from above and below missed her but shattered the walkway, leaving no good avenue of escape.  Zalkar’s symbol began glowing on her chest, pulsing as frantically as her heart.  If she ended up down below, she would almost surely be captured or killed.  Getting back to the top was her safest option, but with the succubus raining down arcane fury, it was also the toughest.

      Sonja stepped between Kari and the succubus, her silhouette large and imposing under the moonlight.  “Stay back!” Kari heard her sister-in-law yell.  “You’re out of the safety of Sorelizar; you have no business attacking us here!”

      The succubus tried to throw Sonja away with a burst of arcane power, but Sonja absorbed it and stood unharmed.  Kari straightened out at that; her sister-in-law had learned quickly from Uldriana, and her confidence showed through in her calm, posture, and the silent command she now had over arcane power.  The succubus tried another attack, but Sonja’s shield held and she gave their enemy no ground.  Still, she held a hand up, apparently to caution Danilynn against charging the succubus with her axes at the ready.

      “I care nothing for what realm I kill you in!” the succubus shouted back.  “You may die with your friend, or you may stand aside and allow my revenge to unfold.  Either way, this murderer will pay for taking my daughter!”

      Kari scoffed but turned her attention the other way.  Several elestram were climbing the rockslide to get to her.  The arcanists among them had stopped throwing spells her way; no doubt they were afraid of crushing Kari with a rockslide or otherwise inadvertently killing her.  They had to be under orders to bring her back alive, all the better for Sekassus to toy with her.  She drew her blades, holding her ground, her legs still a little wobbly from the effects of the lightning strike.  She was at her limits, but then she remembered.

      Kari blew out a calming sigh and mentally held her hand out to Zalkar.  His strength came flooding into her, a surge of energy and power that pushed away her fatigue and let her feel her legs more solidly beneath her.  Two of the elestram had climbed up to flank her, one on each side, and Kari stared out over the cliff so she could see both of them from the corners of her eyes.  Her one-time lover and mentor, Suler Tumureldi, had trained her extensively to fight two opponents at once, such that she often mimicked the motions even when fighting one enemy.  It usually confused or distracted them, allowing her to claim an advantage when she brought both her weapons to bear.

      The elestram looked at each other, then down over the cliff at their comrades who were likewise approaching.  “Go!” one of them shouted, and Kari tensed, readying for their attack.  She didn’t notice they’d spoken the Citarian trade tongue until they added, “Get up the cliff, quickly!  Go!”

      That got Kari’s attention, but she hesitated, unsure if it was a trick to get her weapons out of her hands.  She received her answer a moment later when the speaker was struck by a lightning bolt from one of its comrades down below.  The heat of the flash and the smell of the burnt fur of the elestram washed over Kari, threatening to nauseate her, but she grimaced and held her ground.  She pushed out the aura of Zalkar’s power and approached the other elestram.  When he moved between her and danger, she risked putting her swords away and started to climb.  Her aura deflected another lightning strike, and she barked for him to follow.

      Kari got most of the way up the cliff and could hear Sonja and the succubus continuing to exchange arcane pleasantries.  Kari’s elestram benefactor was caught by the foot and dragged down.  She jumped back down without thinking, drawing her blades during her controlled fall.  Her sudden landing was the only thing that kept the elestram from being put to the sword by its “companions.”  She engaged one of their enemies, and managed to disable it in short order, cutting the tendons on the insides of both of its knees.  A lightning strike deflected off her aura again, causing another rockslide to the west.

      She dashed over and helped her elestram benefactor dispatch his opponent, and then they started scaling the cliff again.  With no more lightning strikes coming from below and the rest of the pursuers too far behind, they made it to the top of the cliff.  Kari had no sooner gotten both feet below her than the cliff shattered again, part of it falling away.  This time, Kari was able to glide to safety at the top, ready for the world to fall away beneath her.  Her companion, though, was not so lucky.  Kari saw his head slam against stone, and then his body rolled lifelessly down the bluff with the rubble.  Kari gritted her teeth, and the symbol of Zalkar glowed so furiously on her skin she could swear it was burning her now.

      “Murderer now, is it?” Kari growled at the succubus, bringing her weapons to bear as she approached.  Kari felt Zalkar’s strength flowing through her veins.  She hoped no harm had come to her baby in all the excitement, but she couldn’t worry about it at the moment.  She had a succubus to deal with; she could worry about the repercussions after surviving.  “Your daughter was a rabid dog, and she was put down like a rabid dog.”

      The succubus screamed in fury and unleashed some attack that made Kari’s hair stand on end even from the distance between them.  This time, Sonja protected Kari, and the arcane attack bounced off Sonja’s shield to shear off part of the bluff’s rocky face.  Another small avalanche and hail of shattered stones rained down the cliffs, and Kari wondered if those down below had retreated to safety.  There was also the issue of the succubus defacing the land, which was one of Uldriana’s warnings that Kari could remember.  They had to end this quickly and get away from the bluff before the arcane displays attracted the attention of Si’Dorra’s hunters and guards.

      “Take Se’sasha and go,” Sonja called over her shoulder.  “I can handle this.”

      “Are you sure?” Kari and Danilynn asked in unison.

      “She’s powerful, but I can hold her off until she burns herself out, at least,” Sonja said.  “Head into the woods.  I’ll find you, one way or another.  She won’t dare chase us into the realm of another king, so once we’re out of sight, we should be safe.”

      “You assume much!” the succubus growled.  She unleashed her power, but this was of a different nature.  Rather than directly attack Sonja, she shattered the ground between the serilian-rir woman and the cliff face, and the newly crushed rocks slid swiftly toward the edge.  Sonja leapt up and took wing until she found solid purchase again.

      She knows how to get around arcane shields a little too well, Kari thought.

      Kari winced as Sonja threw forth her power and bright sparks exploded on the succubus’ invisible shield.  The two exchanged arcane strikes for half a minute before Sonja yelled for Kari and Danilynn to take Se’sasha and go.  This time, they took her advice, and when Kari glanced back over her shoulder, she could see Sonja working to stop the succubus from harrying them.  Soon, there was a substantial wall of trees between the groups, and Kari concentrated on pushing Se’sasha farther into the woods.

      They were on their own again; no erestram would be coming to give them a tour through Si’Dorra or get them safely to Pataria or Tess’Vorg.  Now, Kari had to use what she knew of the movement of sun, stars, and moon to get her friends home.  They paused in a thick stand of trees that may have grown from the same root bundle, and Kari bent over and put her hands on her knees to catch her breath.  Zalkar’s symbol had stopped glowing, and the weariness and rubbery feeling in her arms and legs returned, so she sat down heavily.

      Danilynn checked on Se’sasha, who made gestures of assurance that she was fine.  The girl was still badly malnourished but eating Danilynn’s conjured food was keeping her energetic.  Satisfied the syrinthian girl was fine, Danilynn came and checked on Kari.  She didn’t even ask how Kari felt, she just put her warm hand on Kari’s lower belly and closed her eyes.  It wasn’t lost on the priestess that an electrical shock to the baby was foremost on Kari’s mind.

      Danilynn breathed a sigh of relief and sat back on her heels.  “Everything’s fine,” she said.  “However you absorbed that shock, it doesn’t seem to have affected your baby.”  She rose to her feet and patted Kari’s shoulder.  “Did you swear a Blood Oath and not tell us?  That was the third time I’ve seen Zalkar’s symbol show up on you.”

      “Third time?” Kari breathed hoarsely.  Her baby may have been fine, but the rest of her was paying the price.  Too many days of not enough sleep, food, or even simple things like a proper bed or bath were taking their toll.  Had she felt this way in wartime, she’d have taken it as a sign of personal weakness, but her maternal instincts cut her slack under the circumstances.

      “You didn’t notice it happen when we were in front of King Sekassus?” Danilynn asked.

      Kari thought about it; it seemed like months ago.  The urn hanging from Danilynn’s pack brought the memories back fully, but Kari didn’t remember Zalkar’s symbol appearing during the meeting.  It had flashed when she made the promise to avenge Uldriana, but if that counted as swearing a Blood Oath, she’d done so without conscious thought.  Had Zalkar taken it upon himself to simply grant her one?

      I’ve never heard of such a thing; I’ll have to ask the council when I get home, she thought.

      “I don’t remember,” she finally answered.  “I didn’t swear an Oath, though, so I’m not sure what it means.  Might just be Zalkar warning our enemies?”

      “As if they’re smart enough to take heed,” Danilynn spat.  She knelt to pray, and when she was finished, she conjured more of their divine food and drink.  She passed it out, set aside some for Sonja, and then started to take her fill.  Around bites of the tasteless, spongy food, she asked, “How long should we wait before we go back and look for Sonja?”

      “No need,” came the sorceress’ voice as she appeared.  “It should be fine if I use my masking spell here; no one in Si’Dorra is looking for it.”

      “Are you all right?” Kari asked, and Danilynn echoed her sentiments a second later.

      “Fine,” Sonja said, though she didn’t sound like it.  “I drove her off, half with arcane power, half by telling her she’d be crazy to follow us into Si’Dorra after damaging its border.  But that doesn’t mean she won’t be waiting for us… maybe even in Tess’Vorg or Pataria.”

      “She may just be angry enough to try in Anthraxis,” Danilynn muttered.  “That woman was furious.”

      Kari straightened out and sighed.  “Not sure I understand why; Turillia didn’t seem to feel anything for her parents when I heard her mention them.  Well, nothing good, anyway, and she really only mentioned her father’s people, but still….”

      “The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree, as they say,” Danilynn said.

      Kari thought on that.  Is that why the school had that name when I was a child…?

      She shook the thoughts away, afraid of getting embroiled in old, bad memories.  Instead, she focused on her sister-in-law.  “You were able to drive her off?  She wasn’t too powerful?”

      “Oh, she’s powerful, but one of the things…,” Sonja paused for a second, her breath caught.  She frowned, took a deep breath, and sighed.  “One of the things Uldriana taught me was that someone completely focused on hurting you is easy to repulse, compared to someone who’s interested in besting you.”

      “You mean like when she tried collapsing the cliff instead of just killing us outright?” Danilynn asked, and Sonja nodded.  The fures-rir priestess turned to Kari.  “Remember when the Warlord had us collapse the mountainside to clear out the brys archers perched behind us?  And it wiped out a few columns of enemy infantry, too.”

      Kari nodded absently.  She was glad Sonja was able to repel the succubus, but even with Danilynn’s assurances, Kari was nervous for her child.  They may have gotten lucky this time, but she wasn’t looking forward to fending off attacks from the succubus or anyone else the entire way to Anthraxis.  She stood up and looked west, her eyes seeing only pines before her, but her memory showing her the high peaks of mountains beyond the forest.  That way, she knew, lay Mas’tolinor, the one realm she was forbidden to enter.

      She turned east, then, and gestured into the forest.  “Near as I can figure, it’s going to take us about ten or eleven days to get back to the edge of Tess’Vorg if we follow the border here,” she said.  “I have no idea how dangerous Si’Dorra will be, but honestly, I don’t imagine it can be any worse than Sorelizar.  But we’re going to want to be far from here in case anyone comes looking to see who did all the arcane damage.”

      “Well, let’s finish eating, and we’ll put some distance behind us,” Danilynn said.  “Se’sasha may need to rest before we can travel again; that climb was tough even on me.”

      “Got too used to working in a temple, did you?” Kari teased.  The fures-rir priestess laughed and waved away the joke.

      Se’sasha watched them after hearing her name but offered no words.  When she finished eating and drinking, though, she rose and gestured eagerly to the east.  Kari glanced at Sonja and Danilynn, and they agreed with the girl’s unspoken sentiments.  Kari got up and her friends followed suit, and they set off for as long as their weary legs would take them.

      “Should we get back to traveling during the day?” Kari asked.  “Without Etolivor or any places to hide, I’m not sure sleeping during the day would be smart.”

      “No, I agree,” Sonja replied.  “Let’s push ourselves through the morning and afternoon, even if we take frequent breaks, then we can get back to a regular schedule.”
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      The first day was rough but they found the forested edge of Si’Dorra’s cliffs was mostly devoid of life.  Only the hooting of the owls at night and the screech of high-circling birds of prey during the day broke up the muted monotony of the wind and the crunch of pine needles.  The smell of the forest was pleasant, reminding Kari of the wooded northern portions of Terrassia, and at times it was hard to believe they were in the middle of “the underworld.”

      Se’sasha’s strength started to wane again after a couple of days, and she tried to mime what the problem was to Kari and her friends.  It seemed that though the divine sustenance Danilynn was conjuring kept Se’sasha energetic, she needed meat.  At the end of the third day in Si’Dorra, Kari got the folding bow off the side of her pack and went out to hunt.  Even a wild turkey or similar game animal would probably do the syrinthian girl wonders, and they could let her have as much as she needed.  The divine food was of no issue to the rir women, even Sonja.

      Kari crept through the old pine needles and managed to bite down a choice expletive when she stepped on a dried, sharp pinecone.  “Ketava,” she hissed, nearly laughing at herself.

      Animals seemed to stay far from the bluff, and Kari wondered if it was natural or if there were other hunters on the edges of Si’Dorra.  Certainly, any erestram or mallasti living out in the wilds would be hunting to keep their families fed.  After nearly an hour of looking, Kari had found neither game nor tracks nor signs of any having been in the area.

      What she did find before she turned back to camp made her hackles rise.  She approached a pine tree slowly, staring wide-eyed at the delicate image carved carefully into a single piece of bark.  That she had even noticed it before testament that her hunters’ eyes were still sharp from her lessons among the elves.  That very training was doubly important here: the marking she saw, unless it was an incredible coincidence, had been left by a ranger from Laeranore, the elven woodlands of Terrassia.

      Kari ran her fingers over the piece of bark softly; it looked to have been carved in the last few days, based on the fresh edges of the cuts.  She glanced around for a couple of minutes, then up, but if there was an elven ranger nearby, they were keeping hidden for now.  Kari reached up and snapped a short, brittle branch, then drew a knife from the back of her belt and spent a few minutes carving a message of her own below the elven mark.

      Kari returned to the camp and made an apologetic gesture toward Se’sasha, who bowed her head in thanks for the effort.  Kari sat and accepted some conjured food, but she pulled out the remains of her trail mix and offered some of it to Se’sasha.  The syrinthian girl ate some of the berries and nuts, then she took some food from Danilynn and sat down to eat.  Kari stared at Se’sasha for a minute, wishing they had some means to communicate.  Still, it was unlikely the girl could tell them about anything, least of all the lay of the land in Si’Dorra.

      “Just so you know, I found something strange out in the woods while I was hunting,” Kari said.  “Unless it’s just a coincidence, I found the mark of a hunter, like it was left by an elven ranger from Laeranore.”

      “Laeranore?” Danilynn repeated with a gasp.

      “What would an elven ranger be doing here?” Sonja wondered aloud.

      “He could have been brought here against his will after the battle with Arku on Terrassia during the War,” Danilynn said.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Kari said.  “It’s possible something else left it, but that their marks would be so close to an elf’s seems unlikely.  So, I left a return message: ‘Join us by sunset, we head east.’  If it’s an elf, we might see them in the next few days.  If not, whoever left that mark will probably have no idea what I was saying.”

      They slept in shifts, Sonja getting enough rest first so she could take the morning watch and let Kari get more sleep.  The nights were tense without Sonja’s masking spell, and Kari felt as exposed as she had when they slept outside Braxus Gaswell’s fortress some three years before.  At least then, they weren’t being hunted, they weren’t in enemy lands to this extent, and they’d had more people to keep watch—many of them half-guardians, who could forgo sleep.  Still, the night remained quiet but for the sounds of nocturnal nature.

      The next day passed quietly, just as the ones before.  There were no sightings of anyone living in Si’Dorra, no attacks by the succubus, and no sign that anyone knew they were travelling the border between Si’Dorra and Sorelizar.  They chanced coming out of the woods now and then to look down the bluff into Sorelizar and get their bearings.  Kari was sure they’d passed the center of Sorelizar, and the way the land graded down toward that arid center of King Sekassus’ domain made it easy to confirm.  They still had nearly a week’s worth of travel ahead of them to reach Tess’Vorg, but if things continued as they had, it wouldn’t be bad at all.

      Kari kept alert, her hands near her blades as they made camp that evening.  Sonja kept her masking spell up despite expecting company, reasoning that should the elf show themselves, she could dispel her magic.  Kari gave their potential elf visitor some time but eventually she took out her bow and decided to try hunting again.  Sonja and Danilynn bid her be careful, and she acknowledged their warnings with a nod before she headed farther into the woods.

      The scent of a wood fire blew past her when she got a decent distance from the camp, and Kari scanned the forest, trying to determine which way it was blowing from.  There had to be a cabin nearby, but despite her changing views of the beshathan people, as Uldriana had called them, she was still leery about meeting any—especially in Arku’s realm.  Of more interest were the tracks of a flock of large ground birds.

      Turkeys, she thought, no matter what the people of Mehr’Durillia might call them.  Or close enough, anyway.

      She briefly considered the birds might “belong” to whoever owned the cabin, but it was a reasonable risk to take.  If worse came to worst, she and her friends would probably be long gone by the time the farmer or woodsman realized they’d lost a bird.  Kari walked high on her toes and tried to crunch as few needles as possible while she stalked her prey.  After several minutes, she saw movement and heard the strange, high-pitched sounds of the birds ahead.

      Kari wasted no time.  She got into position and let an arrow fly, dropping one of the birds.  The rest of the flock scattered, but Kari wasn’t as worried as she might’ve been if she had to take more of them in the future.  Instead, she made sure her felled quarry was dead, picked it up, and hastened back to camp.  It felt as though the forest had eyes, and the turkeys that marked her retreat weren’t the ones that bothered her.  She wanted to be back at the camp before any inquisitive beshathans decided to see who was hunting in their territory.

      The others looked up when Kari returned, a strange expression on Se’sasha’s face when she beheld the dead bird.  It seemed to be a mixture of shock and gratitude.  Kari put away her bow and the arrow, which she was thankfully able to salvage; she carried only two, so losing one was always aggravating.  She sat down and began preparing the bird, and Danilynn used one of her axes to dig a hole to bury the feathers, guts, and blood once Kari was ready to butcher it.

      Preoccupied with the prospect of a hot, meaty dinner, none of them noticed their visitor until he spoke.  “By the gods, it really is you,” he blurted, though his voice remained light and even-toned, even through his shock.

      Kari reached for one of her swords instinctively, but when she got a good look at the speaker, she froze, stunned.  She took in the light skin contrasted by the short, dark hair, and the way his golden eyes were wider and narrower than a human’s.  He was dressed in hunter’s garb that appeared to be handmade, a far cry from the intricate armor she’d normally expect on an elf.  There was that hazy dividing line between her past and current lives that made memories come a little more slowly.  Looking at the elf’s face, though, the memories of her days among his people clogged up only briefly before coming back in a flood.  She remembered their woodland home, their beautiful cities, their rigid militarism that masked and safeguarded a prosperous and loyal people.  And finally, she recalled the name of the man who stood before her.

      “Shefter!” Kari barked suddenly, shocking her friends and the elf.  He recovered quickly, though, and made no move to dodge Kari’s hug.  Despite her desire to cling to someone familiar, Kari kept the hug cordial and brief.  After sorting through the wave of emotions that continued to rebound between her heart and her memories, she turned to her friends and gestured toward the elf.  “This is Shefter Dragonseek, Outrider of Laeranore.”

      Shefter bowed politely to Kari’s friends, who introduced themselves in turn.  He turned back to Kari.  “What are you doing here, old friend?” he asked, but he didn’t even give her a moment to answer.  “I had heard rumors when the War began… that you had been returned to Citaria somehow, but I could scarcely believe it.  I have so many questions… but please, tell me what you and your companions are doing here, with a syrinthian among you?”

      Kari laid out the story for him with some input from Danilynn and Sonja.  The mention of Uldriana’s death made Sonja’s breath catch again, and Shefter didn’t miss it.  He took in the story eagerly and tried to speak to Se’sasha in infernal before Danilynn could explain.  The ranger couldn’t understand the tongue of the snake-folk, so Se’sasha was still cut off from the rest of them for now.

      Soon, though, Kari turned the question around.  “So, what are you doing here?”

      “I was part of the legion chosen to follow King Kalamaris Talvorus into battle during the War,” he answered, but that only created more questions.  Shefter could apparently see as much, so he sat down and silently offered to dress and prepare the bird.  His nimble hands made quick work of it, putting it on a spit before he ever started explaining his marooning.

      Once the bird was cooking, Shefter began to tell his tale in full.  “Kalamaris Talvorus was king of the nation of the luranar, considered a tenth-order paladin by our people,” he said, once again considering the women’s confusion.  “Our people identify paladins by various orders.  A first-order paladin is one who never recognizes that they have been called, but they have the moral urge to serve and protect others.  They typically end up in positions you might call a policeman or city watchman.  A second-order paladin is also one who never recognizes their calling, but these follow a slightly higher call to serve and protect.  These you find among the military, serving as battle clerics or commanders, protecting and serving their entire nation through service to the military.

      “A tenth-order paladin, by contrast, is one who has not only received and followed their calling but risen to a position where the strength of the gods flows through them in a completely overt manner.  The first time King Kalamaris stood among our people before our queen, he drew out this incredible sword that appeared to be carved from ice, and by force of will he made it sprout the blue flame of the pantheon.  You may have seen such blue flames on the porches of your deities’ temples: the eternal flames that judge the hearts of those who touch them.”

      Kari recalled all the times she’d run her hand through the light blue eternal flames of the deities in front of Zalkar’s churches.  She remembered how Eli had hesitated, afraid his lack of faith or trust in the pantheon might cause him to be burned.  Kari hadn’t been surprised when he wasn’t; obedience to the will of the gods came in many forms, and though Eli may not have bent knee to any of them, he did their work, even if unwittingly.  Kari could only imagine what it would feel like to be a force of evil and be struck not just by a sword, but by one shrouded in the judgment of the gods.

      “King Kalamaris asked our queen to send her fiercest fighters to aid in stopping a demon king from crossing over onto Citaria from here, what we commonly call the underworld.  I still have little idea how he knew of Arku’s coming, but the queen had no reason to distrust or refuse a tenth-order paladin.  She immediately committed her strongest legions to aiding the luranar king: the Arborean Guard, who were our most skilled archers and hunters; and the Spearguard of Laeranore, our vanguard warriors for combating threats to the kingdom.”

      “You were a member of the Arborean Guard, I remember that much,” Kari said.  “But you were still just an initiate when I first met your queen.”

      “Aye, well, that was nearly two centuries ago, old friend,” Shefter said with a chuckle.  “I will be happy to tell you details of the battle if you like, but for now, I will try to keep this tale short.  When Arku was defeated, it opened some arcane maelstrom that pulled many, many corpses and survivors through to this realm, Si’Dorra.  King Kalamaris and his friend and fellow paladin, Galadon Turcullen, were both killed in combat with Arku, and I believe they were also pulled through.  Several others and I, who were close enough to witness Galadon return a fatal blow at the same time he suffered one, were likewise brought through.

      “Here we have remained for the last several years, trying to find some way home, but to no avail.  Arku’s minions hunted us down, and were it not for my skills in tracking, hunting, and keeping out of sight, I would not be the last survivor.”  He went silent, tending to the cooking bird busily, though it hardly needed maintenance.  When he looked back up, he added, “Now, we have more important issues to see to.  You are being tracked by servants of Arku.”

      I’m not surprised, Kari thought.  “How did you find us?”

      Shefter beheld her curiously.  “I followed the mark you left on the tree.  Breaking the branch to attract my attention was clever; you learned the ways of my people well.”

      “No, I mean, what were you doing in this area?” she pressed.  “Is it just coincidence that we crossed paths, or did someone tell you to look for us here?”

      “The border has been the safest place for me to live,” he said.  “The people here, they do not respect their king very much.  I am usually able to find some small measure of hospitality from the people of Si’Dorra in exchange for hunted meats, pelts, or other products from my foraging and ranging.  When Arku’s hunters come into the area, I can cross the border into Sorelizar, so long as I do not remain there long.  If I do, King Sekassus has a habit of trying to have me captured as well.  Arku has put quite a price on my head.”

      “But none of his people try to collect it?” Danilynn asked.

      “As I said, most of them here do not respect him.  He is not a good king to his people by any stretch of the imagination.”

      “Why haven’t you just gone to Anthraxis and tried to find a way home?” Kari asked.

      “I have been to Anthraxis before, but no one has been willing to help me get back home,” he answered.  “The Overking watches those who can go between worlds closely, so those who try to help our kind escape Mehr’Durillia are typically rooted out and killed.  I spent some time in Anthraxis, but it is not a pleasant place to live, so I returned here in the hopes I might find some of my kin still stuck here, as I am.”

      “But no luck so far?” Danilynn asked rhetorically.

      “You are the first familiar faces I have seen in years,” he said.  “I have searched this realm from one end to the other, listening for rumors or gossip about elven prisoners or slaves, but I have heard nothing of my kin.  I believe I am the last.  Which brings me back to why you are here, and how you plan to get home if you came by choice?”

      “We have a contact in Anthraxis that’s going to take us home to Citaria,” Kari said, meeting Shefter’s eyes.  “If you can get us there safely, she can take you home, too.”

      “We are but scant days from the border of Tess’Vorg,” he mused aloud.  “King Emanitar is one of the more trustworthy kings, if you have not already learned that yourself.  We should be able to cross his realm and reach Anthraxis easily, so long as we avoid notice here—which is where my specialties should serve you well.  I have already put considerable work into hiding your tracks and setting false ones.  Now that we have a lead on your pursuers, we must make our way to Tess’Vorg and Anthraxis with all due haste.”

      “We need to make a stop in Pataria on the way, though,” Kari said, drawing interested looks.  “I made a promise to a woman there, and I intend to keep it.”

      Sonja began to cry silently but got herself under control quickly, especially once Danilynn put her hand on the sorceress’ shoulder.  Kari told Shefter she’d explain later, and with the bird fully cooked, they prepared to have a hot meal, Se’sasha eager to get real meat into her belly.  Shefter started serving, and while he handed out the food, he told Kari and her friends a little bit about the travel ahead.  It sounded straightforward, and he even suggested they could stop in a small town in southeastern Si’Dorra without worry.  He was certain the trackers wouldn’t expect them to go there, and the people weren’t loyal to Arku.

      Dinner passed with some quiet introductory chatter amongst the rir women and their new elven companion.  Kari had met Shefter in her prior life, and the elven ranger had been one of several to teach her the ways of the elven people.  His primary contribution to Kari’s education had been tracking and hunting, naturally, and they had shared a mutual respect as teacher and student.  In return for his tutelage in the ways of the elves, Kari had taught him some of her swordplay expertise, which, he explained, eventually led to him being named to the Arborean Guard’s highest order.

      They took turns keeping watch, and with the rising of the sun, Shefter set out east.  He seemed unconcerned by the prospects of discovery or capture, even right along the bluff that marked the border between realms, leaving false trails.  Kari deferred to his judgment, given that he had survived more than three years in Si’Dorra and Mehr’Durillia in general.  That proved a wise decision, as he led them around obstacles and the occasional dwelling without issue, and several days passed free of incident.  He checked often for signs of pursuit, but he was doing a more than adequate job of throwing their trackers off the trail, and he led them onward toward the town he’d mentioned.
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      The weeks on the road were beginning to grind on Kari well beyond the soreness of pregnancy and travel, and she had to laugh at herself.  There’d been a time when being on the road for weeks was her normal routine, traveling across Terrassia again and again in her prior life.  Now she was so accustomed to bathing all the time and sharing a warm bed with her mate every night that traveling felt alien.  She shook off the feelings and tried to keep her focus on aiding Shefter in scouting the forest and getting home safely.

      Shefter halted the group in the late afternoon of their fourth day traveling with him, and Kari understood why before he even said anything.  Kari wrinkled her nose and Shefter nodded, but Sonja and Danilynn still didn’t seem to understand.  “We’re getting close to a town,” Kari said, glancing northeast into the wind.   “You can smell the sewage and the garbage… not far off that way.  Shefter, is this the town you said it might be safe to stop in?”

      “The additional risk would seem minimal,” he said with the barest of nods.  “The people are less and less loyal the farther you get from Arku’s stronghold.  They have little reason to believe we would be wanted by King Arku, and even if they thought so, I find it unlikely they would do anything to aid him.  With this town’s proximity to Tess’Vorg, I would assume they are not particularly fond of their king.”

      Sonja grimaced.  “Are we anywhere near Curlamanx’ holdings?”

      “We are in Curlamanx’ holding,” Shefter answered.   “How do you know the duke?”

      “My siblings and I bested him during the Apocalypse, and forced him to flee back here,” Sonja answered.  “If this is his duchy, we should probably just keep moving.”

      “It would seem unlikely that he would be looking for you here,” Shefter returned.  “If anything, King Arku is looking for Kari, and possibly this syrinthian girl, though I suspect it is possible he is sparring with King Sekassus over the incident when you crossed the border.”

      Sonja shrugged away her anxiousness.  “If you think it’s safe, I’ll trust your instincts.”

      “Frankly, my back is telling me sleeping in a bed will be a welcome change,” Danilynn said, and she turned a wry smile toward Kari.  “It’s been too many years since we camped out in the mountains, it would seem.”

      Kari chuckled but didn’t bother explaining what Danilynn meant to their elven guide.  She followed Shefter, thinking about the possibilities of a bath and a drink to warm her blood.  Just a bed, as Danilynn said, would be welcome.  It was possible they might be refused service by the townsfolk, but Kari had the sack of marks from Amastri; she had to hope the currency would be enough to overrule the fact that they were outsiders.

      The biggest risk is getting ratted out to Arku, and that seems unlikely, Kari thought.

      They agreed to take the risk, and Shefter led them to the village.  It didn’t smell bad, but the presence of concentrated waste made it easily identifiable among the more natural scents of the woodlands.  The town was barely that: more of a central market and meeting place for those who lived in the nearby woods.  From her initial glance, Kari could see a general goods store, an open marketplace, an inn, a blacksmith, and a meeting hall.  The wide street was dry but had the ruts and track-marks that said it was often muddy, and there was a dredged-out ditch that served as a gutter running down the slope toward the south.

      There were a fair number of beshathans, mostly elestram and mallasti.  Kari wondered what realms the valirasi, harmauths, and sylinths were more prominent in, other than Sorelizar for the last of those.  There were a few erestram here and there, the ten-foot-tall wolf creatures standing out among their shorter peers.  A couple wore armor and carried the long war scythes common to them, probably town guards.  The blacksmith was also erestram, busily hammering away at tools and other metal bits.

      “We should not dally here,” Shefter said.  “Let us find rooms at the inn, then restock our rations and travel supplies.  The less time we spend on the streets, the better.”

      “Agreed,” Kari said, and she turned to her friends.  “Why don’t you two take Se’sasha, head to the inn, and see if you can get us two rooms?  You two can pair up, and Se’sasha, Shefter, and I can share the other room.  Or he can get his own, if he prefers.”  The elf nodded to this last suggestion, probably out of modesty.  “Better that no one’s sleeping alone, but if you don’t mind, Shefter, that’s up to you.  In the meantime, we’ll head to the market and get some fresh meat and some other hard rations for the road.”

      Sonja and Danilynn agreed, so Kari split off a fair portion of the marks to let them go with Se’sasha to secure rooms for the night.  The market wasn’t far from the inn.  Kari gave Shefter the sack of marks since he knew the infernal tongue, and she wasn’t sure whether the people here spoke any of her languages.  He took the coins and headed straight for one of the stands with fresh game.  Kari looked the selection over: it was mostly birds, but there was venison as well, and a fair amount of jerky.  Shefter began to haggle with the merchant, a narrow-eyed elestram who looked like a shrewd businessman.

      It’s still so odd to think of them that way, Kari thought, turning away to look over the town.

      There were a fair number of people walking the streets, particularly near the market.  She wondered where the farms were, noting the fruit and vegetable stands amongst the stalls.  Kari had always assumed the demons were carnivores, but again, here they were buying and selling fruits and vegetables, so that wasn’t the case.  Somewhere nearby, there had to be farms to keep their kind fed; hunting alone couldn’t sustain their populations for long, and the myth that they went to Citaria to capture people as food wasn’t exactly supported by evidence—or logic.

      A flash of yellow caught Kari’s eye as she scanned the marketplace, and she saw the slit-pupiled golden eyes of a syrinthian through the throng.  It was the one thing she dreaded seeing here, and she tried to peer through or around the crowd to gauge if the syrinthian was looking her way.  She almost growled in agitation: the people kept walking into her line of sight, and the syrinthian—if they were watching her—was wisely standing on the far side of the road, using the cover as best they could.  And then Kari’s eyes went wide and her ears angled back when she got her first good glimpse of the snake-person.

      It was Turillia again.

      Only sheer willpower kept Kari’s hands from the hilts of her swords, and she straightened out to get a better view of the half-succubus assassin.  The eyes, the hair, the wings, even the armor were an exact match of the woman Kari had killed just a couple of months before in Barcon.  How the half-demon woman was still alive—even her mother thought she was dead, it seemed—or had tracked Kari to this place, she wasn’t sure.  What she was sure of, however, was that Turillia’s presence meant nothing good, and whether they stayed in town or took back to the woods, she and her companions were in danger.

      “What alarms you?” Shefter asked.

      Kari turned her head only briefly, but that was all it took for the assassin to disappear, even amongst the somewhat meager gathering of people in the marketplace.  Kari started to reply, but then she cast a glance over her shoulder at the elestram merchant.  She wasn’t sure he’d understand her, but she didn’t want to take the chance and say something that might be repeated.  Ultimately, she shook her head and gestured to the inn.  With a nod, Shefter finished up their purchases and walked with Kari toward the building.

      The inside was dim and quiet, only a few beshathans seated here and there throughout the tiny common room.  Kari looked from face to face, the people all elestram.  Sonja appeared at the top of a rickety wooden staircase and gestured for Kari and Shefter to come up.  If Turillia had come into the inn, she’d done so quietly and found a spot to hide.  Kari gestured for Shefter to go up first, and she followed behind with her hands low near the hilts of her swords.  She wasn’t looking forward to the prospect of fighting a half-demon in an inn in the underworld.

      I’ve beaten her once, and I’ll do it again if I have to, our location be damned, she mused.

      Sonja led them to a large room with a bathtub on the upper floor.  Danilynn was in the tub, and Shefter balked when he saw the priestess splashing around in the water.  The elf immediately took a seat facing away from the bathtub, next to Se’sasha, who was doing the same.

      Kari closed and latched the door behind her.  She went to the wide windows on the far side of the room.  They didn’t open, but that didn’t ease her spirits: they could always be smashed.  If they opened, they would at least have shutters.  Kari stood at the window and tried to get a glimpse of the market square and any sign of Turillia, but it was no use from here.

      “Everything all right?” Sonja asked.

      “Yes, something alarmed you when we were in the marketplace; what was it, my friend?” Shefter added.

      “I saw Turillia again, down in the marketplace,” Kari said.

      “Didn’t her mother come after you because she thought Turillia was dead?” Danilynn asked.  She hung her arms over the edge of the tub and stretched her back in the steamy water, but she kept her curious blue-eyed gaze upon Kari.

      “Yes, but… I don’t know how she’s still alive, but unless she has a twin, it’s her.  Right down to the eyes, the hair, the armor, the swords… I swear, it’s her,” Kari said, looking down toward the market again.  “She looked right at me across the marketplace, and when I looked away for a second, she was gone.”

      “You were looking at her across a street full of people, in the waning afternoon, with no clear line of sight,” Shefter said.  “It is possible you simply saw a syrinthian; they are not all that uncommon this close to the border.  Perhaps you are looking for trouble where it does not exist.  We will remain vigilant, but come, take off your clothes and get in the tub with your friend.  A hot bath will help relieve some of the stress you are under.”

      Kari chuckled at him telling her to get naked when he wouldn’t even look in their direction, but she couldn’t argue with his logic.  She stripped down and piled her armor, padded clothes, and undergarments near the wardrobe.  She resolved to wash everything once her companions were bathed.  Kari climbed into the tub with Danilynn, and there was plenty of room since it was large enough for erestram.  Sonja took a brush and began washing Kari’s wings from outside, and Kari in turn washed Danilynn’s back and hair.

      “You know, we have to do this some time when we’re not in mortal danger,” Sonja said, the first trace of humor Kari had heard from her since Uldriana’s death.

      Kari started laughing, as did Danilynn.  It was weird to share a bath in the underworld.  Kari looked to see what Shefter thought of the situation, but he still kept his back turned to them, busying himself with taking in the pictures on the wall and the pattern of the wooden planks.  Kari tried not to waste too much time having fun in the tub with others waiting.  She helped Danilynn get washed, Sonja helped her, and then they both helped Sonja to speed things up.

      Kari stepped from the tub and Shefter handed her a towel without looking.  She smelled good again, and she could hardly wait to wash her undergarments and padded clothes so she’d stay that way for a little while, at least.  She sat on the edge of the bed to let the air finish drying her off.  Danilynn soon joined her, and then Sonja not long after that.

      Shefter, unsurprisingly, declined to take a bath in a room full of women.  Se’sasha seemed hesitant, but at last, she took off her robe and stepped into the tub.  Kari got her first glimpse of a nude syrinthian, and based on Se’sasha’s hesitation, it must’ve been taboo among the snake-folk, as it was with humans.  She tried not to stare, but her curiosity got the better of her at first.  It seemed syrinthians were close in form to humans despite their serpentine nature, evidenced by nipples and pubic hair.  It was a pleasant surprise, all things considered, and a stark contrast to the lizardfolk back home.  When Se’sasha emerged and wrapped herself in a long, thick towel, Kari gave her some privacy.  Her body looked horrible; it was clear she’d been fed just enough to keep her alive.

      Kari turned and asked Danilynn, “How did Sekassus expect her to have a baby when she looks like she’s barely eaten enough to survive?”

      “Couldn’t tell you,” Danilynn answered with a shrug.  “Remember that everything we think we know about King Sekassus’ plans was gained secondhand.”

      “Good point.”

      Kari washed her clothes and armor, and her companions did the same.  They shared a chicken and garlic stew from the common room once they were all washed and dressed, the food savory and quite thick.  The stay at the inn proved a welcome and much-needed break from the rigors of the road, and the women enjoyed it as much as they could without letting their guard down.  Sonja and Danilynn retired to their room before the night got too old, Shefter went to his, and Se’sasha and Kari went to theirs in turn.

      Se’sasha stared at Kari for a long while before they drifted off to sleep, and once again Kari wished she could speak with the syrinthian girl.  All in due time, she reminded herself.  For the time being, she was simply glad the girl was willing to trust them and hadn’t run off or tried to get them captured or killed.  Kari was growing more and more confident the girl would talk to them when they got her safely to Citaria.  For the most part, it seemed a simple matter of having the right person speak to her in her own language.

      Kari had a nightmare of Turillia staring at her from the windows, but she rose and checked through the shutters and found only a lifeless, moonlit town down below.

      In the morning, they left town without any trouble or sign of Turillia, stopping only to get Se’sasha a proper travel garment.  Their travels continued uninterrupted for a couple more days.  Before they’d left the confines of the pine forest, Shefter said they’d successfully crossed the border into Tess’Vorg.

      Home was that much closer, and Kari nearly felt like kissing the ground.
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      Tess’Vorg offered no more trouble on the way back than it had when they first crossed it.  They declined to go to Rulaj and risk being delayed, either by King Emanitar or by Turillia.  The nights were long and restful, devoid of the relentless pursuit that had dogged them for nearly two weeks.  Shefter kept their pace steady and straight, and they reached the border of Pataria and crossed it after less than a week.  Moskarre was close to the border between Pataria and the Overking’s realm near a stream, so it was easy for Kari to find again.

      The companions ascended the hill, Kari as steadily as she could, her soreness getting more pronounced every day.  When they reached the top of the hill, she drew the attention of some of the mallasti down below rather than just walking into their village uninvited.  There was alarm at first, but when the mallasti saw that it was three rir women again, a couple of the warrior-guards came and escorted them into the village.  Shefter and Se’sasha were given a thorough once-over by the mallasti guards, but Shefter gave them assurances in the infernal tongue, and though they didn’t appreciate the language, they nodded to his words.

      The mood in the village was somber, and Kari didn’t have any trouble understanding why.  They would never see Uldriana again, and had probably hoped they’d never see Kari again, either.  Despite the guards trying to lead her to the elder’s tent, Kari instead made her way to Uldriana’s family.  With the commotion spreading throughout the camp, it wasn’t long before some of Uldriana’s family came out to see what the fuss was about, and the girl’s mother balked when she beheld Kari.

      Kari took the urn from Sonja and held it out to the mallasti woman, who took it after some hesitation.  She opened it and looked within, then quickly closed it and handed it off to her mate while she put her clawed hand to her chest.  After a few moments, she looked back up with fury in her eyes, but before she could spit on Kari again, the demonhunter slapped the mallasti woman hard across the snout.  Kari held her ground as growls sounded all around her and Uldriana’s father got between Kari and his mate.

      “Kari, what are you doing?” Sonja asked incredulously.

      “Tell her I’d like to kick her ass for letting us lead her daughter to her death,” Kari growled.

      Sonja balked, but Danilynn stepped between Kari and the mallasti family, thinking to herself for a few moments before she began to speak.  Kari was pretty sure the priestess wasn’t going to translate exactly what she said, but at her words, the mallasti’s expressions turned from anger and hostility to confusion, and they spoke rapidly back and forth with the fures-rir woman.  Danilynn continued speaking with them, and she pointed at Kari a couple of times, then Sonja, and then to Se’sasha.  Based on the tears in Sonja’s eyes and the shock on the faces of the mallasti, Kari guessed the priestess was saying the right things.

      Kari’s heart was pounding, and a light blue glow began to emanate from her chest.  The mallasti backed away a couple of steps as Zalkar’s symbol appeared through Kari’s breastplate; they apparently knew what it was and what it meant.  Kari had no idea what was making the symbol appear, but she touched her hand to it and sighed.

      “Love justice, but do mercy,” she said.  “That’s what I live by.  There’s no justice or mercy in leading a young girl to her death, not for any reason.  If you’d told me your daughter was the price being paid, I would’ve told King Morduri to forget it and found another way.  Uldriana’s death is not my fault, but you’ve made me a party to it, and now I have to live with that.”

      Danilynn’s mouth tightened into a line, but she continued speaking in infernal after a brief hesitation.  Kari’s words seemed to confuse and surprise the mallasti even more, and they offered no words in return.

      “Tell her I’m sorry,” Kari said, her emotions finally getting the best of her and spilling down her cheeks.  She had to make an effort not to double over as her stomach wrenched itself into a knot.  “I never wanted this… I never would’ve let Uldriana come if I thought she was going to die.  I’m a mother, too, and I’d never ask anyone to make that sacrifice.”

      Kari waited while Danilynn translated, but she turned to the village elder standing a few paces away.  He nodded respectfully, and Kari returned the gesture.  Sonja turned away in tears, and Shefter put his hand to the larger woman’s shoulder.  Se’sasha stood by, anxiously watching the proceedings.  Kari wanted to be sure the mallasti knew she was sincere in what she said, and she turned back to Uldriana’s mother and saw the woman had hung her head, crying.  Her mate comforted her as best he could.

      “You returned to fulfill your promise?” the elder asked, and Kari nodded solemnly.  The elder said something to Uldriana’s mother, and the hyena woman’s eyes opened and fixed, wide with surprise, on the demonhunter.  Kari stepped forward and touched the side of the woman’s face tenderly.  There was a connection when their eyes met, mother to mother, and to the surprise of every person standing there—Kari not the least of them—the two embraced.

      Kari held Uldriana’s mother tightly, extending with the courtesy the heartfelt condolences she’d expressed to every mate, parent, sibling, and child of every demonhunter who’d ever been killed in the line of duty.  Kari understood she walked a dangerous road surrounded by death, and that she would be losing friends and acquaintances for as long as she did so, but now she also understood that comforting the survivors was a sacred duty that came with it.  Uldriana and her people may have been her enemies—although Kari was beginning to wonder about that now—but if Kari ever wanted to bring them over to the cause of the pantheons, then even a small gesture like this would help.

      The mallasti woman drew away at last and spoke quietly and respectfully to Kari, though still in her own language.  The village elder nodded to the woman’s words and then translated, “She thanks you for honoring your promise and her daughter’s remains.  She only hopes that the sacrifice was worth it to our king.”

      Kari turned and looked into Se’sasha’s eyes.  “That’s going to depend on you,” she said, though neither the mallasti nor the syrinthian girl understood.  Kari turned back to the elder and added, “Your king demanded a service from me, and he said it’ll be something that benefits you, not just him.  I’m going to hold him to that, and I promise you, when he tells me how I can repay you for this, I’ll do so—willingly, and gladly.”

      The village elder bowed his head but said nothing, so Kari said, “Farewell to you and your people.  We won’t impose on you by staying here; you’re going to need time to heal, and we need to get home before anyone comes looking for us.  I know this was an awful sacrifice for your people to make, and that you only did it because the king ordered you to, but thank you all the same.”

      “We must trust that the king did this for a good reason, whether we can see that now or not,” he said.  “You have acted with honor and integrity, and we are appreciative of that, despite our inability to show it at this time.  Go quickly now, hunter, and return to the safety of your own home, before any misfortune befalls you as well.”

      Kari started to lead her friends toward Anthraxis, but Sonja approached Uldriana’s mother.  Kari expected them to hug, but instead, Sonja made a casual gesture and an image appeared, shimmering in the air.  It was a perfect likeness of Uldriana, her white coat shining under the sun.  She smiled, and her parents held tight to each other as they shared one last ethereal moment with their daughter.  Sonja sniffled and walked away without a word.

      Kari hugged her sister-in-law, and despite the slight satisfaction they’d gotten from bringing Uldriana home, the companions walked toward Anthraxis in silence.
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        * * *

      

      They passed through the Overking’s lands over the course of a day and a half.  Finally, they approached the wall that ringed the city, stymieing any attempts by its residents to expand and reclaim the burned-out land around it.  Kari glanced at Se’sasha now and then, but the syrinthian priestess didn’t seem to have any trepidation about entering the city.  She didn’t look eager to enter its confines, but at the same time, she didn’t act as though she was afraid of what might happen within its walls.  Kari wasn’t sure if that was confidence or ignorance: the girl had grown up in a dungeon for most of her life, after all.  It was possible she didn’t know better.

      “So, I had meant to ask, the name Anthraxis… is it the obvious reference it seems to be?” Kari asked, breaking the silence among the companions.  “I mean, is it named after anthrax?”

      Danilynn shook her head.  “Anthraxis is a rather specific term in the infernal tongue; it’s not exactly straightforward to translate to ours.”

      “Any idea?” Kari asked Shefter, but the elven ranger shrugged his answer.

      “Ground zero,” Sonja said, drawing interested stares.  Kari looked at her sister-in-law; Sonja had hardly spoken since they’d left Moskarre.  What she said left little doubt why the Overking’s realm and city were where they were or looked the way they looked.  This had been where his conquest of Mehr’Durillia had begun.

      “So Tess’Vorg was the birthplace, and this was the beginning of the end,” Kari said more to herself than anyone else, but Danilynn and Sonja both nodded.

      “Indeed, though this is a subject best reserved for when we’re far from this place,” Sonja said, and there were no arguments raised.

      They had hardly taken ten steps into the city before a cloaked figure emerged from a side street in the mortal quarter.  Those golden, slit-pupiled eyes fixed on Kari, and the half-succubus swept her cloak back to show the hilts of her blades, but she made no actual threatening move toward Kari or her friends.  Turillia simply stared at Kari with an unblinking gaze, and it was all Kari could do to not draw her own swords.

      “Ignore her; she can’t touch us here,” Danilynn said, prodding Kari’s shoulder.

      The others passed them by, and once her friends were all on the other side of her from the half-succubus, Kari began walking toward the Overking’s palace again.  They made it halfway to the obsidian tower before Eliza found them.  She gestured for them to follow her wordlessly, and the companions quickened their pace as they felt their escape looming so close now.  Kari looked over her shoulder a couple of times, but there was no indication Turillia was following.  Kari checked the skies to see if the woman had taken wing, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      Eliza brought them to a hotel room in the northeast quarter, and ushered everyone inside quickly.  Kari expected to find Aeligos and Eli waiting there for them, but there was no sign of the boys.  “I had to take your companions home not long after you left the city,” Eliza answered before anyone could ask.  “They were drawing a lot of attention from the Overking’s servants—through no fault of their own, I might add.  Now, there’s no time to waste.  Gather in a circle, join hands, and let’s get you lot home.”

      There was no argument or hesitation from anyone, even Se’sasha, who didn’t understand their words but understood their mannerisms.  They joined hands, and when Eliza completed the circle, she tore a hole in the fabric of reality and brought the companions from one world to the other in the span of a heartbeat.  In just a moment, the nightmare had come to its close, dispelled by the light of day that graced them as they landed upon the safety of Citaria.
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        * * *

      

      Never before had Kari been so glad to smell the dank scent of a city mixed with the tang of sea salt.  Even DarkWind’s lower east side, the city’s rougher part, was like the pristine grounds of a grand temple compared to where she had come from.  Her senses were thrown into disarray: the sun was still hanging in the sky at mid-afternoon height, whereas they had left under twilight in Anthraxis.  It was a welcome contrast to where they’d come from, though, and Kari nearly fell to her knees in thankful relief.

      Several townspeople scattered when the group landed in the middle of the street, and the presence of a half-succubus only exacerbated the issue.  City watch responded quickly to the growing commotion, but when they saw Kari among the arrivals, they took the situation under control and worked to calm the townspeople.  Kari pulled out her dog tags despite the guards already recognizing her, and she looked around cautiously to see if anyone made a move toward either Se’sasha or Eliza.  The people kept their distance, and many went back to their business, so Kari turned to Eliza.

      “I must go,” Eliza said.  “The Overking’s eyes will settle upon me, so if I am away from you, then your escape might avoid his notice for a while.  We have no time for lengthy farewells; take care of yourselves.  We will speak again in due time.”

      Kari waved a simple farewell and her friends sputtered quick thank yous, and then the half-succubus sorceress was gone with a short pop.  Only Se’sasha had failed to say something to acknowledge Eliza’s help, but that was just the language issue.  Kari turned to the syrinthian priestess.  Se’sasha had her face tilted up toward the sun, drinking in its warmth with her eyes closed.  They had walked under the sun of Mehr’Durillia for many days and then the bloated, angry sun of the Overking’s realm for a couple more, yet Se’sasha had never reacted to the sun’s warmth in this way.  And then what happened made Kari’s jaw drop.

      Se’sasha’s finely scaled skin, whitish-tan with a green undertone, began to glow.  She let her robe fall to the creases of her elbows, much to Kari’s surprise, but Se’sasha still wore the prison garment as a slip underneath.  With more of her flesh bared, tattoos began to show where they hadn’t been before: tribal designs and markings depicting the sun on her arms, shoulders, and even around her navel, glowing so that they showed through the slip.  After basking in the warmth of the sun and the glow of her own scales for a couple of minutes, Se’sasha began to speak quietly in the syrinthian tongue.

      Kari wanted to get Se’sasha off the streets quickly, but she was intrigued.  “What are you doing?” she asked, though she neither expected nor received an answer.

      “She’s praying,” Danilynn said and motioned for everyone to be patient.  Kari wasn’t sure how her fures-rir friend knew that, since Se’sasha was speaking in syrinthian, but she figured one priestess would know another, regardless of language barriers.

      Finally, Se’sasha opened her eyes and shrugged her robe back onto her shoulders.  She looked at Kari, gestured to the side, and said what had to be “lead on” in syrinthian.  The group was a bit of a spectacle in the middle of the street, but they fell into step with Kari as she started toward home.  She resolved to send word to the campus once they were home, but she wanted to get Se’sasha settled in and let her family know they were all alive and well.

      Along the way, they were approached from time to time by some of the townsfolk.  Kari was suspicious, but as it turned out, the people were coming to the priestess to be healed.  Se’sasha laid her hands upon them and spoke in the syrinthian tongue, and the people were thanking her and walking away overjoyed.

      Why don’t these people just go to Tigron’s temple, or to see Grakin at Kaelariel’s temple if they need healing? Kari wondered.  Why would they avoid their own peoples’ priests for healing but go looking for it from a syrinthian?  It was inspiring that the people trusted a syrinthian; was it the golden aura the woman was giving off?  Or did it have something to do with the prayer and the power of whoever might have answered it, drawing converts to the girl’s side?

      Kari decided not to get ahead of herself.  Se’sasha was healing people, and there wasn’t any good reason to be suspicious of that.  Instead, she concentrated on keeping them all moving toward home and protecting Se’sasha whenever the priestess stopped to heal.  It seemed every time she healed someone, it took some of the sheen off her aura, and by the time they reached Kyrie’s home, it had dissipated completely.

      Kyrie was in the garden pulling up weeds when the group arrived, Grakin and Aeligos were sitting side by side in rocking chairs on the porch, and Little Gray was playing on the lawn by his grandmother.  Kari’s son was the first to look up and exclaim “Mama!”  Aeligos and Grakin both started at that declaration, and they came down off the porch with surprising speed, especially for Grakin.  Kyrie straightened up and turned to the new arrivals, and she only just got her wits about her and took off her gardening gloves before putting her hands to her snout.

      Grakin wrapped Kari in a tight hug, and Aeligos welcomed his sister home in similar fashion.  Kyrie came and joined them, and when Kari glanced back at Danilynn and Se’sasha, it was clear both appreciated the reunion.  Aeligos went over and welcomed Danilynn home too, and to Kari’s surprise, he took the time to introduce himself to Shefter and Se’sasha.  The elf was cordial and polite, and the syrinthian priestess bowed her head despite the language barrier.  Se’sasha’s attention seemed focused more on Kyrie, and soon the two priestesses faced each other amidst the rest of the gathering.

      Se’sasha said something to Kyrie and bowed respectfully to the serilian-rir priestess.  Kyrie nodded politely, and Se’sasha held her hands out, palms up, toward Kyrie.

      Kari’s mother-in-law took the syrinthian girl’s hands in her own.  “I welcome you to my home, priestess of the sun,” she said; Kari wondered how she knew.  “Come inside; let’s get you settled so you may relax.  The next few weeks will be quite tumultuous for you, I’m sure.”

      Se’sasha bowed her head again, and Kyrie turned to Shefter.  “Welcome, friend.  I am Kyrie Kyleah, High Priestess of Kaelariel, Sonja’s mother, and Kari’s mother-in-law.”

      Shefter bowed stiffly before the priestess and greeted her in elvish.  He translated a moment later, though, saying, “It is my honor to make your acquaintance, Your Excellency.  I am Shefter Dragonseek of the Arborean Guard of Laeranore.”

      While introductions were made, Kari picked Little Gray up and held him a little tighter and a little longer than when she’d returned from Barcon.  Somewhere on Mehr’Durillia, a mallasti mother was grieving the loss of her daughter, and a part of Kari’s heart remained with her.  Kari’s child—children, she reminded herself—were safe, and there weren’t enough thanks to be given to all those who looked out for her in return for that.  She pulled Grakin in and their little family held tightly to each other in the warm bonds of love.

      Danilynn touched Kari’s shoulder briefly as she passed, and she, Se’sasha, and Shefter followed Kyrie up to the house.  Kari looked over at Aeligos and Sonja and saw that Aeligos was already working to comfort his sister, even though he had no idea what had happened.  Aeligos may not have had the same empathic ability as his sister, but he was extremely sharp and didn’t miss much.  It took him no time to see the hurt in Sonja, and his half-guardian protectiveness and love for his siblings went into action without hesitation.

      Kari looked up the street and saw a courier leaning against a lamp post, waiting for work.  She whistled to get his attention and beckoned the young human over.  She gave him instructions to deliver the news of her return to the Order’s campus, and to have them send Erik, Typhonix, and Lord Allerius to Kyrie’s home as quickly as possible.  She gave him a gold piece, well more than the service cost, and sent him on his way.  Well-paid and with an important job on his shoulders, the courier ran off without delay.

      “Words cannot express how glad I am that you have returned safely,” Grakin said, and he wrapped an arm around Kari as they walked toward the house beside Aeligos and Sonja.  “Were you able to avoid notice or violence?”

      “We had some close calls, and quite a few people who helped us were killed,” Kari said, trailing off for a moment.  Grakin gave her a comforting squeeze.  “It’s a really long story, so if you don’t mind, we’ll save it until Erik, Ty, and Albrecht get here.”

      “Of course,” Grakin said.

      Aeligos opened the door and they filed into the house to find Se’sasha and Kyrie sitting by the fireplace with Shefter and Danilynn.  The elf was sitting quietly, almost cat-like, while the two priestesses engaged in light banter.  They were turned toward Se’sasha, speaking about her but trying to be polite about it.  What had Kyrie and the syrinthian girl already found in common?  It was obviously the relationship between their respective faiths: though Kaelariel wasn’t a sun god, he was called “The Ascending Dawn,” and the sun-themed tattoos on Se’sasha pointed to her following Ashakku—who might also go by Sakkrass.

      Kari reached into her belt pouch and approached Se’sasha.  She drew forth Se’ceria’s holy symbol, the mark of the Great Mother and her holy siblings, and held it out to the syrinthian girl.  Se’sasha took it with reverence, and no one needed a translator to understand her sibilant words of thanks.  She asked a question after that, though Kari didn’t understand until Se’sasha uttered her mother’s name and gestured toward the floor.

      Kari looked to Danilynn, and the priestess said, “The valley near Atrice; we buried her among the remains of the czarikk village when all was said and done.  I don’t imagine it’d be all that difficult to get to, but…”  Kari figured she almost said with you in your condition, but caught herself.  “If she wants to go there, it’s a long trip, to be sure.”

      Kari had hoped Se’sasha might be able to start filling in the holes in their knowledge right away through a syrinthian translator from the prison on campus, at least.  A trip to a gravesite, even on the other side of the continent, wasn’t much of an additional price to be paid for all they stood to gain, but Kari was thinking the same thing Danilynn was.  She was a few months along in her pregnancy, which would last around forty weeks in total, if all went well.  To undertake a trip now would be foolish, but at the same time, if Se’sasha wanted to visit her mother’s grave, that was something Kari wanted to see and understand for herself.

      “How do you feel about taking us there?” Kari asked Sonja after some thought.

      Sonja seemed to break free of her melancholy at the question, and she perked up a little.  “I didn’t give transportation any practice while we were in dangerous territory, but I think I can manage.  If you give me a couple of days to explore the power, I’ll have an answer for you.”

      Kari smiled when she saw all the interest Sonja’s confident words drew from her siblings and mother.  Uldriana’s death was a tragedy, but her life had been a blessing to Kari, Sonja, Danilynn, and especially Se’sasha.  Sonja would need time to mourn—Kari was going to have to do so in her own way—but she hoped she could gently guide Sonja toward looking at the positives of having met the mallasti girl.  If Sonja became an archmage, it would be a testament to Uldriana’s power and tutoring, and a legacy for the slain mallasti girl.

      With her mind back on the positive side of things, Sonja made a face at Kari, and the demonhunter had to stifle a laugh.  The others looked to Kari for an explanation, and she kissed Little Gray and then Grakin before she spoke.  “Little Gray is going to be a big brother,” she said, keeping her attention on Grakin for his reaction.

      His eyes went wide and he stammered a few times, and he shook his head lightly when he finally found his voice.  “You are… with child?  I had no idea you were not taking the herb…”

      “I wanted it to be a surprise,” Kari said, stifling tears as best she could.

      “Oh, that it is,” Grakin returned with a hearty chuckle, which only grew louder when Aeligos patted him on the shoulder.  “An amazing, wonderful surprise, my love.”

      “I didn’t know,” Kari said, anticipating her family’s concern.  “If I’d known before I went, I would’ve stayed home and found another way to get Se’sasha.  Right now, I’m at four months or so, I think.”

      Grakin wrapped Kari in a tight hug and Little Gray giggled happily, though he didn’t know what they were saying.  Kyrie came and hugged them both as well, offering them her congratulations.  When everyone had hugged Kari and Grakin and expressed their joy, Kari met the slit-pupiled, golden-eyed stare of the syrinthian priestess.  Se’sasha rose and faced Kari squarely, and even with her features gaunt from having been starved and imprisoned for so long, she managed a beautiful smile.  She said something in syrinthian and bowed her head.  Knowing no one could understand her words yet, she made a gesture for patience.

      “All right, well, let’s wait to get into details until we have some demonhunters and scribes to take it all down,” Aeligos suggested.  “This young lady looks like she’s been through hell—literally—and the rest of you honestly don’t look much better.”

      “Aeligos is right,” Kyrie said, and she gestured toward Grakin.  “Let us cook a nice, hot meal; this syrinthian girl doesn’t look like she’s eaten a proper meal in ages.”

      Se’sasha sat watching all the activity curiously, so Kari took the time to show the syrinthian girl around the house.  She assumed Se’sasha would be transferred to the Order’s campus once Lord Allerius and Kari’s in-laws arrived, so she would have a safe, comfortable place to stay.  Even with all its rooms, Kyrie’s house was getting crowded; even Shefter was going to have to find someplace to stay on the campus until he decided whether to return to Laeranore.

      Kari showed Se’sasha to the room she shared with Grakin and let the syrinthian girl brush her hair and tend to her reflection in the mirror.  When Se’sasha saw herself in the looking glass, she was horrified by what she saw.  But Kari was confident the girl could and would recover: after all, she’d survived twelve years or more in the dungeons of a demon king, and her faith was strong.  Kari stepped behind the syrinthian priestess and used Se’sasha’s long, silky black hair to frame her face so it hid some of the gauntness of her features.  Se’sasha reached up and lightly grasped Kari’s wrist with her weak, delicate grip, and smiled at the demonhunter in the mirror.  Kari smiled back automatically, reminding herself that what she was staring at in the mirror was quite possibly one of her adoptive father’s priestesses.

      They returned to the main floor and Erik, Typhonix, and Lord Allerius had arrived.  Kari’s two brothers-in-law welcomed her home with hugs, and Kari introduced them to Shefter and the syrinthian priestess.  Not surprisingly, Erik and Ty both seemed suspicious, but they kept their feelings and any accompanying words to themselves and were cordial to Se’sasha.  Lord Allerius welcomed Kari home only slightly less warmly than her siblings, but his greeting of the syrinthian priestess was much more professional.

      “I understand quite a price was paid for the young lady’s freedom,” Allerius remarked to Kari, keeping his eyes on the syrinthian priestess.  “Let’s hope it all proves to have been worth the risk and the cost.”

      “It will,” Kari assured him.  “Albrecht, we’re going to need to convene the council and have a meeting with the heads of the Order.  This goes a lot deeper than Se’sasha sharing secrets with us; there’s other implications to this plan that came up while we were on Mehr’Durillia that we need to discuss.”

      “Should I go do that now?” he asked.  “I understand you just got home, and I can smell something wonderful cooking.”

      Kari laughed.  “Why don’t you stay for supper, and we can head over to the campus when we’ve all had something to eat?”

      Lord Allerius was agreeable to that, and joined the large gathering of family and friends around Kyrie’s dining table.  Kari didn’t let on to her subcommander that she was pregnant yet, and she tried to stay away from discussing business at all while they ate.  Eli, Serenjols, and Damansha were the only ones who didn’t come join them for the impromptu dinner.

      Kari asked for updates on everyone and was glad to hear that not much had happened while she was gone; everyone was in good health and spirits.  Instead, she introduced Shefter and spoke about when they first met.  Everyone knew Kari had been resurrected, but it was still surreal when Kari and Shefter spoke of meeting almost two hundred years before.

      When dinner was done, Kari headed for the Order’s campus along with most of her family and friends.  The syrinthian priestess didn’t seem nervous at all, which Kari took as a good sign.  She wondered if the same would hold true for the syrinthian prisoners still being held on the campus, and whether that would change when they saw Se’sasha.
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      The council’s chamber was abuzz with chatter, filled with many of the Order’s heads of staff, right down to drill sergeants, along with Kari, Se’sasha, Danilynn, Aeligos, Lord Allerius, and the council.  Even the priests of the council were chatting amongst themselves with the syrinthian priestess standing before them, and Kari stood beside Se’sasha, waiting for the meeting to come to order.  It took her a couple of minutes to realize the others might be waiting for her to call it to order.

      Kari glanced at Aeligos, who was seated near the gallery, casually flipping through one of Jason Bosimar’s journals while he waited.  Now was the time to tell the council what Danilynn and her friends had accomplished and how that scenario led to Se’sasha standing before them all.  She continued to wait, though: she wanted Eli to corroborate everything Aeligos and Danilynn had to say, and she wanted Liria there to translate for Se’sasha.  She had dispatched hunters to go retrieve the two.

      I wonder if Erik’s upset that his brothers are allowed here for this meeting when he isn’t, Kari thought.  Aeligos wasn’t even a member of the Order, and Ty was of much lower rank than Erik.  The council appreciated Aeligos’ help, though, and Ty got in by virtue of being a drill instructor and therefore, technically, an officer.  Kari had tried to get Erik to focus on what was important, asking him to gather up and summarize the findings of the search for more syrinthians hiding among hunters on assignment.

      Liria arrived under guard, and then Eli arrived with his hunter escort, and the half-corlyps wasted no time rushing to Danilynn to welcome her home.  He extended the courtesy to Kari, but then he turned his attention to the syrinthian priestess.  He took in Se’sasha for what seemed an eternity, and the priestess stood firm and poised under his scrutiny.  Eli extended his hand and introduced himself, and though she didn’t understand him, Se’sasha offered her hand delicately.

      “Gods, she looks just like Se’ceria,” Eli commented to Danilynn, who smiled.  Se’sasha bowed her head graciously with a faint smile.

      Kari called the meeting to order, but it felt strange when the council reacted as though she really was in charge.  She was the head of the Order now, but they were in charge of her.  Kari introduced Danilynn and Eli to the council, and then introduced Se’sasha to the entire gathering.  Everyone was polite and cordial with the syrinthian priestess, but Kari could sense the undertones of anxiety: they wanted to find out what Se’sasha knew and could tell them, but at the same time, they didn’t trust her.

      Kari took the center of the floor and spoke up.  “First things first: The Order is granting sanctuary to Se’sasha, and I’m going to put the other syrinthian prisoners under her authority,” she said, and she glanced sidelong at Se’sasha.  “They’re to remain under arrest here on the campus, but I’m giving Se’sasha the right to speak with them and spend time among them to see if she can sway their loyalties.  Since she’s supposed to be a priestess of their people, they may defer to her now that she’s here and they’re all cut off from Sekassus.”

      “Agreed,” Master Bennet said formally, but he didn’t interrupt beyond that.

      Liria was staring at Kari curiously, but Kari ignored her for the time being, and gestured toward Aeligos.  “I brought my brother-in-law here to give everyone—our officers included—a summary of everything that happened with the syrinthian invasion during Jason Bosimar’s tenure,” she said, and the mumbling and excited whispers that followed made her pause for a few seconds.  When she had everyone’s attention again, she continued, “I think we’re going to find that this young woman standing here before us is either the biggest coincidence in the history of the Order, or it’s some work of the gods coming to fru… fruition.”

      “A syrinthian invasion?” Master Perez echoed, and he turned his stern gaze to Se’sasha.  “What does this young lady know of this?”

      “Would you please ask her for us?” Kari asked Liria, the syrinthian girl surprised to be asked to do anything.

      Liria hesitated only briefly before speaking in the rapid, sibilant language of the snake-folk, and Se’sasha shook her head and responded.  Liria turned back to Kari and translated, “The priestess says she knows only that her mother came here to Citaria when she was but a little girl, and that she never returned.  The priestess was put into Sekassus’ dungeon not long after and held there until you bartered her release.”

      Liria took stock of what she’d said and turned back to Se’sasha, asking her something else.  Se’sasha nodded, and Liria dropped to her knees at Se’sasha’s feet.  They spoke back and forth, and then Liria stood up and addressed Kari.  “I had… I had no idea this was Se’sasha Solaristis!” she gasped.  “You… you went and rescued our high priestess from King Sekassus?  Why?”

      Kari held her hand up, deflecting the question.  “I know she can’t tell us much just yet, that’s why I brought Danilynn, Eli, and Aeligos along,” she said to the council.  “Se’sasha is a victim of all this; it was her mother who asked Danilynn and her friends to go to Mehr’Durillia and rescue her.  But we’re getting ahead of the story here, so I’m going to turn the floor over to Aeligos so he can fill everyone in.”

      The council acknowledged Aeligos’ right to speak, so he stood and approached the center of the floor.  He smiled at Kari and then waved the journal around for emphasis.  “I’ve gone through Jason’s records for the better part of two months now,” he said.  “The first thing I have to tell you is that there is a vast difference between the way most of his journals are written, and the way this one detailing the syrinthian incident was written.  Jason was a well-educated man and he was exceedingly thorough in his record-keeping… except when he was writing this particular journal.”

      “After Eli, Danilynn, and their friends brought Se’ceria to Gnarr to meet with Jason, he apparently spoke with her at length in private,” Aeligos said, glancing to Danilynn and Eli for confirmation.  They nodded, so he continued, “Something happened in that private meeting that made Jason let Se’ceria go, to return to her people and continue with the plan to bring Sekassus to Citaria.”  There was more muttering and whispering among the gallery, but Aeligos ignored it as best he could.  “Initially, when I talked to Kari about it, I’d come to the conclusion that she must have told Jason who her real deity was, that he knew of that deity, and chose to trust her.  The more I’ve thought about that, though, I don’t think Jason knew who the Great Mother was, or that worshipping her made Se’ceria trustworthy.  But something else I read made more sense.

      “In going through Jason’s other journals, the ones that followed the syrinthian incident, I kept coming across this saying that he’d never used before, either in the syrinthian journal or any of the ones from before.  It states: We must sell the future to pay for the sins of the past.  Now, I’ll admit I have no solid proof of this, but I think that’s what Se’ceria told him when they met in private.  Kari says Se’sasha standing here before us right now is either the biggest coincidence in the history of the Order, or… it’s exactly the end result Se’ceria planned toward when this entire incident began.”

      Kari put her hand on Se’sasha’s shoulder.  The girl reacted every time she heard her mother’s name, and she was trying to hold firm without Liria’s translation.  Kari returned her attention to Aeligos; she was impressed with his conclusions.  He just seemed to be able to read what was hidden between and beyond the words in Jason’s journals.  If he was correct, and Jason had trusted Se’ceria based on those words, then there was only one logical conclusion to be reached from all that.

      “Prophecy?” Master Bennet asked before Kari could.

      Aeligos half-nodded, half-shrugged.  “We have to keep in mind, we’re now dealing with completely alien deities, or even pantheons… even more so than the Koryon deities who joined our own pantheon before the Fifth Demon War.  We now have to consider that the god or gods of the syrinthians and the demons may have prophecies of their own that go back thousands of years, before our race was even born upon this world.”

      Kari coughed delicately to interrupt.  “Um, not to sidetrack this discussion, but let’s stop referring to Mehr’Durillia as the underworld, or its people as demons.  Just trust me on this for now; I’ll explain more later.”

      Silence fell in the council chamber, the trepidation and confusion of the hunters and Zalkar’s priests nearly palpable as their world was turned upside down again.  To find that the serilis-rir weren’t demons had come as enough of a shock to Kari and her Order.  To now find that the people of Mehr’Durillia weren’t demons set the wheel spinning out of control yet again.  On the one hand, it meant the hope of finding insurgents to fight against the demon kings might be easier, but it also meant steps would have to be taken to gauge the intentions of beshathans and other “demons” who showed up on Citaria, much like they’d done with the serilis-rir.

      Kari gestured for Se’sasha’s pendant, and the priestess took it off and handed it to her.  Kari ran her thumb across it lightly, trying to put the pieces in place.  She thought of what she’d heard, what she’d seen in her dreams, and how the events of her life since being resurrected had played out.  She was Salvation’s Dawn, the lynchpin in some grand scheme of Gori Sensullu’s, and the involvement of demons, Mehr’Durillians, and alien gods all factored into it somehow.  The fact that Sakkrass had “adopted” her as his daughter now held infinitely more significance, and Kari’s breath nearly caught in her throat as she was struck by the enormity of it all.

      “All right, we’ll take your word on that for now,” Aeligos voiced the feelings of most of the gathering.  “We were talking about the possibility of some prophecy of Mehr’Durillia being in play here; I think we should focus on that.  We need to follow the road and not start jumping all over the place, or nobody’s going to figure this out.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Kari said.

      Se’sasha spoke, and Liria translated, “My lady says she wishes she was of more help.”

      Aeligos laid a hand on the priestess’ shoulder.  “Lady, your very presence is already a help in putting everything in perspective,” he said, then turned back to Kari and the council.  “We’ll get to the bottom of this, but keep in mind that Se’ceria sacrificed herself over a dozen years ago, so this has all been a long time in coming.  There’s no rush to figure this out in a day.”

      There were appreciative nods all around, and Kari was glad to have Aeligos with her.  He had such charisma and a calming influence even on large groups of people.  As much as he may have disliked being in charge or the center of attention, Kari had only ever met one man who held peoples’ attention and inspired them as well as, if not better, than Aeligos: Kris Jir’tana.  Of course, Aeligos didn’t have the advantage of being the son of a deity, so even that was more to his credit.

      Se’sasha said, through Liria, “If you will but bring me to the place where my mother was laid to rest, I believe many of the answers to your questions will be there.  If I can commune with my mother’s spirit, she may be able to tell me many of the details that have been lost.”

      Kari glanced at the council and saw the trepidation in their gazes.  “We’ll discuss that in a few minutes,” she said, gesturing for Liria to translate for Se’sasha.  The priestess nodded her agreement and went silent again.

      Aeligos suggested they let Danilynn and Eli fill in the details of everything they’d done for Jason Bosimar during his tenure.  They began with the innocuous mission to go speak with the Beast, and how it had led to finding Se’ceria imprisoned at the hands of dark elf marauders.  They then filled in details about bringing Se’ceria back to Gnarr, but how Jason then released the woman and sent their group to investigate the plundering of Turik Jalar’s tomb.  It was clear that with the story being put into chronological order and the proper context, even the council started to see that something else was at work behind Jason’s actions and orders.

      Eli went into detail about a battle outside DarkWind involving several syrinthian operatives.  That battle brought Amastri into the picture, and drew a clear line between Amastri and Se’ceria, which made sense since Kari already knew Koursturaux was behind the sabotage of Sekassus’ plan.  There was brief mention of the Celestial Token, which drew the interest of virtually every warrior in the room, but Eli and Danilynn brushed that aside as inconsequential.

      Danilynn took the center of the floor and painted a broad picture of Emma and the mallasti girl’s involvement.  Even Se’sasha appeared to know who Emma was, her ears perking up as the mallasti’s name was mentioned.  Danilynn spoke of how Emma had aided their group in small, indirect ways, and Eli brought up the fact that Emma had been involved in the foiling of other plans, as Kari had told him.  Thus, their tale now tied Bosimar, Amastri, Emma, and Se’ceria together—and it wasn’t even complete yet.

      Danilynn described rescuing the czarikk from being sacrificed by the syrinthians, and how Se’ceria had facilitated it all.  She spoke honestly but favorably of Se’ceria, and it nearly brought Se’sasha to tears when translated.  Kari kept her hand on Se’sasha’s shoulder while Danilynn spoke of her mother, and the fures-rir priestess made it clear that their entire countermeasure would’ve failed if not for Se’ceria’s aid.  In the end, she painted a picture of Se’ceria not just as a saboteur, but of someone who had laid down their life to protect others—even in the face of having summoned something as dangerous as King Koursturaux.

      Kari thought on that for a few moments but tried not to get lost in a daydream while the entire scenario was being so perfectly laid out.  Koursturaux was a demon king, one of the most dangerous of them, one of the Ancient Ones that killed Be’shatha, and an enemy to every living thing not already under the Overking’s control.  It didn’t make sense that the demon king didn’t try to conquer Citaria while she had the chance, unless she wasn’t powerful enough to do so.  If the gods or their avatars were stronger than Koursturaux, then she’d been wise to flee.  Kari had to take that as a good sign until she got the truth of the matter.

      Eli spoke briefly of the battle to take the temple, and how without Se’ceria sabotaging the summoning ceremony, it would’ve been a disaster.  Again, there was that verbal evidence that the syrinthian woman had saved lives at the cost of her own, and every time such a nuance to the story came up, Kari could see people look at Se’sasha with a new level of respect.

      Danilynn finished the story by speaking of the summoning of King Koursturaux, how Se’ceria had asked to be allowed to die to protect her daughter, and how the priestess had asked Danilynn and her friends to rescue Se’sasha from Mehr’Durillia.  And then Danilynn concluded the story with King Koursturaux leaving without further incident, of her own accord, though for reasons unknown.

      Aeligos piped in before the scribes had even finished taking down the tale or the council could begin asking questions.  “And that’s what worries me,” he said.  “There’s no denying that everything worked out, so to speak, but that Jason allowed a demon king to be summoned isn’t even the worst part.  I can’t wrap my head around why something as powerful as Koursturaux would set foot on Citaria, but then just leave without a fight.”

      “Maybe she was afraid of the gods and their avatars,” Kari ventured.  “It’s not like she brought her army, so if the gods took direct action, she might’ve been in for a lot of trouble.”

      Aeligos shook his head.  “I understand that, but I’m trying to put this all in context with Se’ceria’s sacrifice.  Think about it: Se’ceria agreed to work for Koursturaux in all this, but to what end?  Koursturaux is no fool; she has to have known Se’ceria had something in mind when she agreed to summon her here.  Se’ceria took a risk, and she probably knew she was going to get killed and it might cost Se’sasha her life, too.  That’s not something you do for a demon king, not just to stick it to Sekassus.  Se’ceria had some ulterior motive the whole time—this alleged prophecy we’re talking about—and Koursturaux has to have known that.  So that leaves two questions: did Koursturaux know about Se’ceria’s ulterior motive, and is it something she wanted to come to pass anyway?”

      “We ought to call him ‘the Calculating,’” Master Arinotte muttered to Master Perez, and the other councilors joined the two in a laugh.

      “Not to get off topic, but get in the habit of saying king before you say their names,” Kari said.  “Folk on Mehr’Durillia were thorough about that, and a slip of the tongue on such a matter can get us into a lot of trouble, even here, speaking to someone like Amastri.”

      Liria agreed with that, and the others all nodded silently.

      “I’m honestly curious where you all stand on what Jason did,” Aeligos said, folding his arms across his chest.  “I know he’s a hero and was a popular Avatar of Vengeance, but the man did allow a demon king to be summoned here on his watch.  That could’ve turned out to be a total disaster, especially so close to the Apocalypse.”

      “There’s little sense debating that or posthumously reprimanding Lord Bosimar,” Master Arinotte said.  “Do I agree with his methods?  No, certainly not, but it is hard to be angry at the results, given where we stand today.  I, for one, see little point in dragging the name of a good man through the mud after his death.”

      Aeligos shook his head.  “That’s not what I’m talking about,” he said, but he made an apologetic gesture with his hands to soften his tone.  “I meant was did he do what he did under orders, either from you or from Zalkar himself, possibly related to this prophecy?”

      “Not under orders from this council, no,” Master Bennet said.  “Whether he had some specific, covert orders from Zalkar we were not privy to, I cannot say.  Remember that though we think of the Avatar as being such only in title, they do share a direct connection with Zalkar, and his power flows through them.  I find it unlikely he did what he did to aid in some unknown prophecy, but with the connection he had to Zalkar, he may have seen things from a perspective that you and I and our companions simply cannot appreciate.”

      “I think it best if we concentrate on where we go from here, and don’t worry so much about how we got here,” Danilynn said.  “We’ll find out more details when Se’sasha has had time to commune with her mother’s spirit, and the rest we’ll learn in time.  What I would suggest is that we begin pooling the resources of our clergies and try to find out if there’s any prophecies out there that haven’t become common knowledge.  It’s possible that before Gori Sensullu—or even Seril, for that matter—met their ends, they gave a prophecy to someone, and it simply hasn’t been passed on to others yet.”

      Kari was glad for that suggestion; it would give people something to focus on rather than hand-wringing while they waited for Se’sasha to fill in details.  “Danilynn’s right; let’s get the clergy of all the churches talking, start gathering information from around the world, and see if there’s something out there that might help keep us from stumbling around blind.  In the meantime, I’m going to issue orders to all of our hunters: Mehr’Durillian demons are to be apprehended, not killed, whenever possible.  Let’s see if Master Maelstrom and some of the other resident wizards in the area can assist in creating more of those anti-magic shackles that were on Se’ceria so many years ago.  That should help with capturing them.”

      Kari turned to Se’sasha and Liria.  “I want her to talk to your people.  See what they’ll tell us and whether they’ll pledge loyalty to her as a priestess now that they’re out of King Sekassus’ clutches.  Hopefully Sonja will tell us whether or not she can take us where we need to go so Se’sasha can commune with her mother’s spirit.”

      Liria translated for Se’sasha, who nodded, so Kari turned to Lord Allerius.  “I’ll be putting you in charge again in the next few days.  We have to take Se’sasha to her mother’s grave so she’ll be able to tell us more,” she said.  “When I get back, though, I’ll be staying on campus for a while, because…” She paused and looked at the council.  “I’m having another baby.”

      “Lady Vanador, this is wonderful news!” Master Bennet exclaimed to the polite applause of the other councilors and officers in the chamber.

      “And you’re all right to travel?” Lord Allerius asked.  He may have been her subordinate, but he was once her commander, and often looked out for her like a friend or even brother.

      “Assuming we’re not gone for months, yes,” she answered.  “I think Sonja will be able to take us using arcane means, so that should save a lot of time.”

      “Well, you heard your commander,” Lord Allerius barked to the officers in the council chamber.  “You have new orders to issue to the recruits and our hunters, and those orders have to be passed on to those on assignment.  Let’s get moving!”

      There was a flurry of activity in the chamber, and Kari moved close to Se’sasha and Liria to keep her voice down.  “Tell her I’d like to be there when she speaks with your people,” she said, and there were no arguments from either after Liria translated Kari’s words.  “Let’s go take care of that.  I’m interested to hear what your people might have to say.”

      “As is she,” Liria answered.
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        * * *

      

      For all the work and preparation that went into its construction, the prison on the Order’s campus was typically empty.  The cages were made of cold-wrought iron infused with arcane and divine power to keep their occupants from escaping by any means.   The complex was also surrounded by enchantments to prevent any sort of magical breach, whether from the outside or the inside.  Still, not many “underworld demons” had been captured in recent years, and with the changes in policy regarding serilis-rir after the War, even they weren’t taken captive anymore.

      It made the prison a quiet place, so the sound of Kari’s, Liria’s, and Se’sasha’s soft footfalls seemed thunderous in the open, echoing halls.  The syrinthians were being held together in the large, general cell toward the back.  General holding was usually only used until the Order could determine how to separate its demon prisoners, but since the syrinthians were neither demons nor likely to attempt escape, Kari had let them stay together.

      There was quiet chatter coming from the general holding cell when Kari and Se’sasha turned down the final hall.  The syrinthians had been imprisoned now for roughly two months, and Kari imagined they must be tired of being crowded together in a room with no privacy from each other.  It was one thing to be held in prison, and quite another to be in a room full of people when you had to do your business and couldn’t bathe regularly.  Kari knew her enemies well, and was using that against her prisoners as much as possible.

      She regarded Se’sasha as they made the final approach.  If the prisoners regarded Se’sasha as their high priestess, they might swear fealty to her however their people normally would outside Sekassus’ rule.  If they did, and Kari could trust Se’sasha, then she’d not only have no prisoners to worry about, but she’d have a bunch of new allies at her disposal.  Se’sasha could put them to good use and get them out from underfoot on the campus.

      Conversation amongst the syrinthians came to a halt when they heard the approaching footsteps.  As soon as they saw Kari, they shied away fearfully, but then Liria approached the bars of the cage.  The eyes of her companions went wider when they saw Se’sasha beside Kari, and Liria gripped the bars of her cage.  “Lady Vanador has returned with our priestess,” she said, her voice still wispy with wonder.

      The others rose in the presence of another syrinthian lady.  Se’sasha gestured toward the door, so Kari unlocked it and followed Liria and Se’sasha inside.  She kept her hands as inconspicuously near the hilts of her scimitars as possible; if her hopes were poorly placed, she had to be ready to defend herself.  The syrinthians may have been dressed in plain clothes and unarmed, but there was still almost a dozen of them, and such a group of people could subdue Kari, weapons or no.

      Se’sasha greeted her people with a welcoming gesture and spoke her name—Se’sasha Aesiasi Solaristis—along with that name Ashakku.  There were gasps when she spoke Ashakku’s name, but the syrinthians hesitated as if it might be a trick.  Slowly, one after another beginning with Liria, the syrinthian people knelt before the priestess.  Once kneeling, they bowed their heads to her, but their eyes came back up quickly, staring and searching for some further proof that what they were witnessing was real.  Kari turned to the syrinthian priestess to see what she would do or say next.

      Se’sasha opened her robes and let them hang loosely from her arms so that those tattoos showed.  Only the belly tattoo was invisible, hidden by the slip, but the ones on her hands, upper arms, and shoulders were clearly visible.  The silent awe of the syrinthians turned to excited chatter in their quick, sibilant tongue.  Kari may not have understood their language, but there was no misunderstanding their tone and excitement.

      Se’sasha spoke with her people at length.  “I must be plain with you,” Liria translated.  “You have failed the Cobra Lord, and so one of two results holds true: either your families have been murdered in retribution, or they yet live but you can never return to our ancestral home.  So, you have this choice before you: return home to the Cobra Lord’s realm and accept the consequences of your failure or renounce your allegiance to him.  Swear fealty to me and to Ashakku, and we will build a new life for ourselves here and work to free our people from the grip of the Cobra Lord with the help of this hunter and her people.  But this decision must be made, and it must be made now; there is no time left for dallying.”

      The others had all offered what had to be their promise of fealty, and when Liria finished telling Kari what was happening, she followed suit.  “I have pledged myself to Se’sasha Aesiasi Solaristis, Daughter of Ashakku, and to whatever course she guides us to,” Liria said.  “As have my brothers and sisters.”

      Kari was still skeptical.  It wasn’t like the syrinthians had much of a choice.  It was easy for them to choose to “follow” Se’sasha and claim to follow Ashakku, but it would be quite another thing for them to prove it.  Kari was content to keep them under arrest on the campus until she felt she could trust them.  She was pretty sure she could trust Se’sasha, but these syrinthians had infiltrated the Order under Sekassus’ orders, and there was no telling if they’d betray Se’sasha to get back into Sekassus’ good graces.  Even Se’sasha had to understand it would take time for the syrinthians to be able to earn anyone’s trust.

      Se’sasha spoke again and all those syrinthian eyes went wide again.  Liria stared at Kari, and the gazes of the rest fell upon her as well.  Liria then translated, “This I tell you also: What you have done against Lady Vanador and her Order, you did at King Sekassus’ command and in ignorance; it will not be held against you.  In the future, however, you will defer to her just as though she was my sister, for it is so.”  Kari’s brow rose in confusion, but then Liria added, “I pledge obedience to you, Daughter of Ashakku, and sister of our high priestess.”

      Kari nodded; Ashakku had to be the same deity as Sakkrass.  It didn’t mean she believed the syrinthians, though.  It was still a little strange to find they were children of Sakkrass.  It wasn’t hard to believe, given they’d been enslaved to Sekassus for however many generations, but with the relations between czarikk and syrinthians, it was weird to think of them as siblings or cousins.  Why were the czarikk native to Citaria but not Mehr’Durillia, while the opposite was true for the syrinthians?  It was something to pester Sakkrass about when she spoke to him again, or something Se’sasha could explain after communing with her mother.

      “I am not truly a high priestess yet,” Se’sasha admitted, Liria translating when she finished.  “I have been in King Sekassus’ dungeon for years, so I have been cut off from our father and from the priesthood.  However, Lady Vanador and her companions have agreed to take me to my mother’s grave so I may commune with my mother’s spirit.  Once I have done that, I will return to you, and we will see about building a temple to Ashakku.”

      “Is there any way we can help, Your Eminence?” one of the males asked in their language.

      Se’sasha shook her head but deferred to Kari to answer once Liria had translated.  “The best way you can be of help is to just be as easily managed as possible while you’re here,” Kari said, and the syrinthians nodded, though they were disappointed.  “As I’m sure you know, our people don’t trust yours and never have, so it’s going to take time before you can walk the streets of this city without getting killed.  The more easily managed you are while you’re here on campus, the easier it’ll be to convince the duke that he can trust you to some extent.  I know you probably want to go out and do some things to try to prove your new loyalty, but that’s not going to happen.  As it stands, you’re here because you infiltrated my Order to cause harm, so accept that it’s going to be slow-going for a while.”

      That seemed to bring things back to reality for the syrinthians, and they agreed with Kari’s orders.  One of the other females spoke up, “May I be so bold as to ask a favor of you, Lady Vanador?”  Kari gestured for her to speak freely.  “May we take a bath?”

      Kari suppressed both a smile and a chuckle; she certainly did know her “enemies” well.  She called for the guards, who rushed to the cell in moments, assuming there was a problem.  Kari ordered them to take their syrinthian “guests” to the bathhouse and let them shower, and then to bring them to the council chamber for a meeting.  The thanks of the syrinthians were profuse, and all but Liria followed the guards out toward the campus.  Liria stood straight before Kari and hesitated a moment, but then she saluted Kari in the demonhunter way.

      “Thank you, ma’am, for not putting us to death,” she said.  “If it takes me the rest of my life, I will earn that from you.  I swear this in front of my high priestess and our deity.”  She then repeated her words to Se’sasha in their language, and the priestess nodded curtly.

      Kari returned the salute.  “Go get washed up,” she said.  “We’ll see you in the council chamber soon.”

      Liria looked to Se’sasha, who dismissed her with another nod, and then she followed her comrades out of the prison complex.

      Kari gestured toward Se’sasha’s necklace, and the priestess took it off and held it out to her.  Kari took it and gestured toward the cobra-like countenance.  “Ashakku?” she asked, and Se’sasha nodded and repeated the name, followed by something that sounded eloquent in the sibilant language of the snake-folk.  Kari then gestured toward the cobra-like countenance again and said, “Sakkrass,” followed by the word “Father.”

      There was no hesitation: Se’sasha smiled openly.  She touched Kari over her heart and said something, and Kari returned the gesture and said, “Sister.”

      Kari smiled and wrapped an arm around Se’sasha’s shoulders as they walked, and the priestess did the same.  The daughters of Sakkrass emerged from the prison complex together, all of the syrinthians watching as they came out.  For just an instant, the sun seemed to shine a little brighter on the campus of the Demonhunter Order.
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        * * *

      

      When the meetings were complete and the syrinthians had made it clear that their allegiance now lay with Se’sasha, Kari returned home.  They hadn’t told the council anything; Se’sasha asked that everyone be patient and let her explain when she could, so all blame would fall upon her alone.  People were anxious to hear the syrinthians’ story, but the council had agreed with Se’sasha’s request.

      The sun was hanging low in the west, shrouding the sky in pink and purple and the city in long shadows.  Kari was getting hungry and hoped there was food left over from supper.  When she approached the house, she found Sonja and Grakin on one of the wide porch swings, her sister-in-law lying so her head was on Grakin’s lap while he stroked her hair.

      Kari thought Grakin was comforting Sonja over Uldriana’s death, but when she saw the look on Grakin’s face, the truth came to her.  He must have told the family his secret, and Sonja would’ve been the only member of the family not present when he did.  In the wake of the loss of Uldriana, Kari could only imagine how much worse the news that Grakin was dying would’ve hit Sonja.  What had convinced Grakin to finally share his secret?  With the arrival of Se’sasha and Kari’s safe return, no one had mentioned it to her yet.

      Sonja sat up and wiped the tears from around her eyes when Kari approached.  Grakin rose from the swing and gave Kari a tight hug, and she kissed him and held him for a couple of minutes.  Kari backed away enough to meet his eyes and it was obvious in their depths that her instincts were right.  It was just as hard for him to share his secret with anyone, even his family, as it was for them to hear it.  Kari knew the feeling; she had kept her illness a secret in her prior life, even from her friends and lovers.

      Sonja rose and hugged Kari.  “You have to promise me: No more secrets!” Sonja said in a gentle but stern voice.  “I don’t think I can take another shock like this.  Not for a good, long while, anyway.”

      “It wasn’t my secret to tell,” Kari said quietly, trying not to argue.

      “Indeed; I did ask her not to tell anyone,” Grakin confirmed.

      “Where’s Se’sasha?” Sonja asked, looking around.

      Kari gestured back over her shoulder with a thumb.  “She’s going to be staying on the campus, where there’s room,” she said.  “She wants to stay close to her people.”

      They went inside, where the rest of the family and their friends were seated around the dining table sharing an after-dinner drink.  It looked as though they’d gotten another bottle of ouzo from somewhere, but Kari stopped in the kitchen to warm up something to eat before she took a seat with the others.  She found a covered plate with warm food already on it, so she took her dinner to the table and sat amongst her friends and family.  There were glances at Grakin, but the eyes of the family soon settled on Kari.

      “So, when are you due?” Erik asked.

      “About six months or so,” Kari returned with a smile.  She looked across at Little Gray, who was sitting on his grandmother’s lap, and tried to imagine another little one at the table.  It warmed her blood even more than the food—or the drink she was avoiding would have.

      “I’m surprised you and Grakin were able to conceive, if he has Dracon’s Bane,” Kyrie said.  “As I understand it, it usually kills before puberty, or at least sabotages puberty if you manage to live longer.  Sorry if it’s something you don’t want to talk about, sweetie.”

      Kari waved off the apology.  “Far as I could tell, I went through puberty.  I mean, I had breasts and hips, and I was definitely attracted to men, I just couldn’t ever seem to have a baby in my prior life… not that I ever really tried.”

      “Not even with Suler?” Ty asked, and Kari’s wasn’t the only curious stare he received.  “What?  I read those books, too.  I can put two and two together, you know.”

      The stares turned back to Kari, and she shook her head.  “I was on the herb when I was with him,” she said, and the surprised looks turned to gasps and shaking heads.  “The shakna-rir wouldn’t simply trust that I couldn’t have children; they had to be sure of it.  They didn’t want any children we had together to have a claim to the throne.”  She turned her own attention back to Grakin.  “Yes, it’s a surprise we’ve been able to conceive twice, but I just call it a blessing.”

      “Now I better understand your concerns about Little Gray having Dracon’s Bane when he was born,” Kyrie said.  “I suppose we have to test the new little one when they’re born as well.”

      “And as much as I hate to say this, Grakin’s adventuring days are over,” Erik said.  Kari didn’t bother to argue, only mildly surprised when no one else did, either.  Erik seemed to take that as a good sign, and added, “Your skills will be just as much in demand here at home in the temple, so I’d rather keep you away from conflict, if we can.”

      Grakin accepted it with a half-shrug.  “If you need me, you can always change your mind.  I suppose it makes sense that I avoid taking the field and possibly slowing you down or putting you in danger with my growing frailty.”

      Kari nearly choked on her dinner.  Grakin had hinted his health might be failing in ways she wasn’t seeing before she’d left for Mehr’Durillia.  He didn’t look much thinner or seem any weaker than when they’d become mates, but was she simply not seeing it being so close to him all the time?  Even having returned from the nearly six-week trip to Barcon and then a similarly long trip to Mehr’Durillia, she didn’t think he looked much different, but that didn’t mean he didn’t feel different.

      There was a serenity to him even as he spoke of it, though, and Kari saw the strength in her mother-in-law as well.  They served the god of death, so they had a vastly different view of death than the common man, just like Kari because she’d already been dead.  Death scared the wits out of most people, but though Kari couldn’t remember what heaven had been like, she remembered being safe and warm and having not a care in the world.  She trusted that awaited her once again, and that her loving, gentle mate would find a similar reward when he passed.  She didn’t want to lose him, obviously, but reminded herself that death wasn’t the end, just a new beginning.

      Aeligos put his hand atop Grakin’s and the two exchanged smiles.  They had a closer, more special relationship than any of the other siblings shared.  “I’m just amazed you would stay with him, even knowing he was sick,” the rogue said.  “Most people would’ve avoided that.”

      Something stirred in Danilynn; Kari figured the priestess recalled their conversation about Eli staying with her when she got old and gray.  “It’s like I told Erik when we were on Tsalbrin,” Kari said.  “I’ve been dead before, so I really only look at what’s right in front of me.  There’s no sense looking ahead to being fifty and not having Grakin around, when I might not live to see fifty, myself.”  That seemed to raise some of their hackles, so she continued, “Given the work I do, it’s possible Grakin will outlive me.  And that’s not even considering his half-guardian blood might fight off whatever Dracon’s Bane is… we really don’t know.”

      “She’s practical,” Erik said with a slight joking air in his voice.

      Between that and Kari’s amended words, everyone calmed down.  There was no easy way to talk about the subject, but Kari talking about their dangerous work in such a light seemed to make sense to everyone.  Fighting demons and demon kings and trying to unravel their plots was dangerous work; had all of them jumped into it without considering the outcomes?  Kari had known from the day she set foot on the campus of the Demonhunter Order as a hopeful applicant that she was more than likely going to get killed pursuing that line of work.  It had never stopped her.  It was what she wanted to do, something she thought was worth dying for.  She assumed her family and friends felt the same way, she just wasn’t sure they’d ever truly considered that they might die—especially the long-lived serilian-rir.

      They chatted for a while longer about the trip out west to help Se’sasha commune with her mother’s spirit.  Sonja said her initial trials of arcane transport had gone well and promised to keep practicing.  Soon, people started retiring to bed.  Kari put Little Gray down to sleep, took a bath, and then joined Grakin in bed despite the early hour.  It was dark, the bed was warm, and she wanted to be close to him the night he’d found out he was going to be a father again.

      They didn’t make love; Kari wasn’t in the mood.  Her body was changing, just as it had the first time, and her urges would come and go during the long months.  Grakin was a patient and loving mate, though, content to hold Kari and stroke her hair while they fell asleep in each other’s arms.  Kari had made it home safely, and before she fell asleep, she prayed silently to Sakkrass and Zalkar, thanking them for watching over her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

        

    

    







            Settlements

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kari strode across campus toward the administrative building.  If she wanted to take Se’sasha where her mother had nearly punched a hole through the dimensional barriers, there was paperwork that needed to be filled out first.  Kari needed to leave written details about what she was undertaking, what the possible consequences were, and what the Order should do in case of betrayal or mishap.  If it turned out something went wrong when Kari and her family and friends were in this mysterious valley, the Order had to know what to expect and what steps to undertake to safeguard the campus and the kingdom.

      The campus was still abuzz about having a syrinthian priestess staying on the grounds.  It was no mystery that no one else trusted Se’sasha, not even Erik or Ty.  Kari couldn’t fault them; the syrinthians had been enemies of Citaria for thousands of years, since their first attempted invasion on Terrassia during the Third Demon War.  To have one show up on campus now and claim to be a friend or ally wouldn’t convince anyone.  Se’sasha and her people had a lot of work to do to earn peoples’ trust.  Kari was confident they were willing to, and she hoped her faith in them wouldn’t prove foolish.

      Kari scouted the campus grounds until she found Se’sasha.  The syrinthian priestess had her people with her, and they were doing some stretching exercises on one of the less-used parks amongst the buildings.  Se’sasha was emaciated, even more apparent now that she was dressed in more traditional garb for her people.  Her upper body had a wrap that covered her chest but left her belly and arms exposed, and she wore a skirt like Sakkrass wore in Kari’s dream.  Se’sasha was even thinner than her companions, her breasts nearly non-existent and her hips protruding in a way that left little doubt she’d been near death.

      The syrinthians all turned to Kari at her approach and bowed respectfully.  She briefly considered saluting but nodded instead.  The snake-people were happy to be outside and getting exercise after being cramped in the prison for several weeks.  Some were still distrustful of Kari—which she found ironic—but several looked at her with respect.  She wasn’t sure if it was the training they’d received while posing as cadets, but it didn’t matter.

      Kari approached Se’sasha, and Liria came forward to translate without even being asked.  “Where does Lord Allerius have you staying?  Are you still holed up inside the prison?”

      “No, Lord Allerius was kind enough to have one of the barracks converted for us to stay in,” Liria said.  “It is under posted guards and the doors were kept locked from the outside during the night, but it is comfortable and secure.  We’re very appreciative of the favorable treatment we’re receiving, given what our people were sent here to do.  We give you our word: We will be no further trouble to you.”

      Kari waited for Liria to translate for the priestess, then said, “I’m going to see Amastri again.  I want to make sure there isn’t anyone looking for you already.  Is there anything you want me to ask or tell her?”

      Se’sasha thought on that for a minute but then shrugged.  “Tell her I said thank you,” she answered through Liria.  “She and her master may have done it for their own benefit, but their aid saved my life, and I should show proper gratitude.”

      Kari smiled and bid the syrinthians farewell, and though their return pleasantries were hesitant, they did say goodbye.  Kari made her way to the administrative office to find out if Erik had turned up any more syrinthians amongst hunters out on patrol.  Once she took care of that, she made her way to the Silver Chalice.  The thought of all the walking ahead of her made her wish she could lie down for a while.

      I’m definitely pregnant, she chuckled at herself.

      The Silver Chalice had only sparse clientele early in the afternoon.  Its common room was bright but quiet, and smelled of whatever stew they had served for lunch.  A couple of rir men were seated at the bar having a muffled conversation, and a human couple occupied one of the tables near the front windows.  The windows were open, letting in the ever-warming spring air and sunshine, and the couple’s conversation was lost on the breeze.  Kari turned her attention to the opposite far corner, where Amastri was predictably seated.

      The part-elven woman was drinking a cup of tea that offered its steamy heat to the air between her and the man seated across from her.  Amastri’s eyes flicked to Kari once and then again, but she never paused her discussion.  The man looked like an adventurer at best or a vagrant at worst, but his back was to Kari and he never bothered to stop and look at her.  Between his dusty overcoat and wide-brimmed hat, Kari couldn’t see much detail other than long brown hair.  She didn’t want to intrude on or interrupt their discussion, so she made her way to the bar instead, keeping her distance from the two rir men.

      It occurred to her that she and the Order weren’t the only ones who went to Amastri looking for information or aid from her master.  The thought of commoners making the mistake of striking deals with a demon king roiled Kari’s stomach.  Her thoughts shifted sideways, and she considered Erik’s summary confirming there were no more syrinthians among the Order.  That relieved Kari on more than one level: she didn’t have to worry about snake-folk infiltrators committing evil under the Order’s banner, and her investigators were free to look into other things—like Amastri and the elusive agent of Sekassus.

      She asked the barkeep for a glass of water while she waited, and Kari turned to watch the part-elven woman while she sipped the drink.  Had anyone been keeping an eye on Amastri since the death of Jason Bosimar, or did the woman have free rein to do whatever she wished?

      Not while I’m in charge, Kari thought.  As soon as she got back to the campus, she’d set investigators to keep tabs not just on Amastri, but everyone that went to see the woman.  Did the duke know about the not-quite-demoness living in his city?  Might he loan the Order some of his investigators and detectives to assist in keeping tabs on Amastri?  It was unlikely the Order’s investigators could catch the woman doing anything, but she might not know the duke’s men quite as well.

      The dusty traveler rose from his seat at last and left without so much as a respectful nod to Amastri, and Kari cocked her head.  Amastri seemed to bring out the best and most polite side of everyone she spoke to; the part-elven woman had to be flustered by the man’s rudeness.  When Amastri’s green, cat-like eyes turned Kari’s way, the demonhunter nodded and kept eye contact.  She wasn’t sure why she sought Amastri’s permission to go speak with her, but the woman ran her table at the Silver Chalice like a private office.  Strangely, Kari felt some odd sense of wanting to respect that, though she wasn’t sure the thought was her own.  It aroused her suspicions even more.

      Amastri gestured amicably for Kari to join her as if they were old friends.  Kari went and sat across the table from her.  “Lady Vanador, please, join me,” Amastri said.  “It may do wonders for my mood to speak with someone who has some grasp of etiquette and decorum.  Would you like some tea?  Never have I had mint tea like they serve here.”

      “No, thanks,” Kari said casually when the barkeep came to the table.  He filled Amastri’s cup again and moved off with a polite bow of his head.  Once he’d left, Kari got to the matter at hand.  “I’ll be going to retrieve your master’s payment soon, just like we bargained.  I have to say, I’m pleasantly surprised by how thorough your master’s information was, but make no mistake: I’m angry that a young girl was sacrificed and I wasn’t told beforehand.”

      Amastri nodded ever so slightly, her expression neutral.  “This was expected.  But consider that it is better you be angry in victory than defeat,” she said.  A slight smile curled her upper lip, and she added, “I must admit, I find your placing value on the life of a mallasti to be quite interesting, as does Her Majesty.”

      Kari tried to keep any emotion from her face or voice, but she tilted her head and tried to read what Amastri was thinking.  “Well, with Uldriana having told me that the mallasti aren’t demons, it’s even more aggravating than it would have been,” she said, willing to tip her hand a bit.  She wanted King Koursturaux to know what she thought and felt, but not in a way that would suggest Kari was looking to make friends with the people of Mehr’Durillia.  She imagined that might have been the point: that Koursturaux wanted the Order to overbalance and attract the attention of the kings.  Kari was wary of that, planning to take things slowly.

      “So, already your eyes are being opened,” Amastri said, the inflection in her voice making it difficult to tell if she was pleased or mocking.  “Perhaps in time, you will begin to understand that the price you paid for what you have received was quite small.”

      Kari shook her head.  “Not likely.  What does your master want with this sword, anyway?  It’s not like I can go back on our deal, and there’s nothing I can do to stop her, so what does she want with Taesenus’ sword, really?”

      Amastri shrugged while she took a sip of tea.  “I honestly have no idea, Lady Vanador.  You know I am a negotiator for Her Majesty, but aside from knowing what she wants and what she offers, I know little of her ultimate intentions.  And, of course, even if I did, that is not something I would share, particularly with… her enemies.”

      She let that disconcerting, beautiful smile spread fully across her face, and Kari found it a tad insulting.  She kept her feelings to herself, though, and shrugged off the woman’s words.  “So was your master pleased with the results of our work?” Kari asked.  “I’m curious to know if there’s been any reaction… like whether King Sekassus has sent anyone to try to hunt down and kill Se’sasha.  His people harried us all the way out of Sorelizar.”

      Kari left out the parts about Turillia, the succubus, or the fact that they’d crossed into Si’Dorra and been followed, curious if Amastri would mention any of it.  The part-elven woman tilted her own head to the side.  “Nothing that I have been made aware of.  I would wager that if someone were being sent to kill Se’sasha, I would be alerted to the danger it poses to me.  I understand you are keeping Se’sasha and her people on your Order’s campus; that is not exactly a good tactical place for King Sekassus to make a move against his former high priestess, is it?  No, for the time being, I would wager that Se’sasha is safe, and if that is to change, I will surely know before anything happens.”

      “And you’d tell me?”

      “I did not say that, Lady Vanador,” Amastri countered.  “If you wish Her Majesty to put resources toward keeping Se’sasha safe, that will require a separate bargain.  Her Majesty has given you what you wanted, and now you are to give her what she wanted.  There are no other benefits to this bargain for either of you.”

      Kari nodded; that didn’t surprise her at all.  “So, your master is satisfied?”

      “With the outcome of your work?  Yes,” Amastri answered.  She started to say more but stopped herself and sucked in her upper lip for a second.  She shrugged and took a sip of her tea.  After settling the cup in its saucer, Amastri met Kari’s eyes evenly.  “King Sekassus believes he can keep the syrinthian people under control by brute force, but the escape of their high priestess is going to cause ripples through their society for some time.  The more stress and strife that piles upon King Sekassus, the happier Her Majesty will be with your work.”

      Kari worked not to smile, and before she could say anything else, Amastri added, “Keep something in mind when you think to come deal with me, Lady Vanador: I strike deals for Her Majesty, but King Koursturaux is ancient even by our peoples’ standards.  She has dreams and goals that are older than your world, and given my relative youth, I have neither been nor am likely to be made privy to those dreams and goals.  And if I, being a member of Her Majesty’s court, am not kept abreast of such things, then the likelihood that you will ever have even the slightest inkling of what Her Majesty desires is next to nil.”

      “That sounds vaguely like a threat,” Kari said, though casually.

      “Not a threat, Lady Vanador, simply an observation.  You must understand that if you plan to deal with Her Majesty, then you must be prepared to lose.  Her Majesty has been long at this game and craft, and she knows all possible outcomes.  You have but a few decades of experience on which to draw, and your experience and wisdom, while quite considerable for one of your years, simply cannot compare to those of Her Majesty.”

      Kari knew she was at a disadvantage and Koursturaux was likely to get what she wanted in the end, so it was hard to fathom why releasing Se’sasha had satisfied the demon king’s goals.  How did a syrinthian priestess spilling the secrets of the kings and peoples of Mehr’Durillia serve anyone’s purposes but the Order’s?  It was possible Koursturaux sought to draw members of the Order to Mehr’Durillia to be trapped or, perhaps, taken hostage to spill the secrets of the Temple and Citaria.  If that was Koursturaux’s or anyone else’s goal, then Kari had to safeguard the lives of her hunters.

      “So, should I be surprised if some member of an assassin’s guild or other demon from your world shows up with Taesenus’ sword shortly after I give it to you, and tries to kill someone I love?” Kari asked evenly.  Amastri’s brows rose, a rare showing of shock.  “You have to admit, there’d be a certain… poetry to having me give her a sword, only to have her use it to kill me or one of my friends.”

      Amastri looked away while making a dismissive gesture.  “Lady Vanador, though I am not at liberty to discuss Her Majesty’s past or personality with you, I can and will tell you one thing,” she said when she turned her gaze back.  “If King Koursturaux wanted you or your friends dead, she would not be subtle about it.  Though it may pain you to hear me say as much, Her Majesty is pleased with your work and sees you as a resource; she has no reason to kill you as of this moment.”

      “What about King Sekassus?” Kari prodded.  “I’ve now killed one of his sons and, from what you say, embarrassed him in front of his syrinthians.”

      That disconcerting smile spread across Amastri’s face once again.  “Do you not have a dozen syrinthians on your Order’s campus?  King Sekassus is never going to stop trying to kill you and dismantle your Order.  Fortunately for you, this blow you have struck against him… while the killing of his son may have given the syrinthian people some momentary satisfaction or even hope, having rescued their high priestess from his clutches is going to have much more far-reaching results.  You may find, in the future, that any of the syrinthians sent to infiltrate your Order or otherwise bring harm to you may defect to Se’sasha’s service instead.”

      Kari cocked her head; she hadn’t thought about that, but it made sense.  “So that’s what your master was after?  More humiliation now that the syrinthians’ loyalties might be split?”

      Amastri held her hands out wide.  “That was simply my deduction on the matter,” she said innocently.  “As I have said before, what Her Majesty is truly after in this situation—as with all others—only she knows.”

      Kari gave up on trying to wrest any information about Koursturaux from the courtier.  She looked around briefly and folded her arms before her on the table.  “So, I’ve already been told the beshathans aren’t demons,” Kari said, and there was a subtle shift to the set of Amastri’s eyes.  Kari wasn’t sure what to make of that; perhaps Uldriana had lied and Amastri was pleased that the Order was being duped.  Kari tried to push the thoughts aside until she had a clearer picture.  “I was wondering what you might be able to tell me about that… where they came from, how they ended up enslaved to the kings, anything like that.”

      Amastri picked up her teacup and smiled at Kari over the rim while she took a sip.  “Ah, but that is why you rescued Se’sasha from King Sekassus, is it not?  Let her be the one to tell you such things.  Her Majesty would be… displeased, to say the least, were I to go wagging my tongue to her enemies.”

      Kari sighed; she simply wasn’t a skilled enough interrogator or negotiator to get more out of Amastri than she wanted to share.  She supposed she’d heard enough already: Koursturaux was pleased with their efforts; she was unlikely to kill Kari or her friends through subterfuge; and King Sekassus was angry, but no more so than he’d already been.

      Even if I can get more out of her, what’s the point?  She’s right, that’s part of why I rescued Se’sasha and plan to take her to her mother’s grave, Kari thought.  Though I wonder if Amastri or her king know Se’sasha needs to go there…

      As she recalled Danilynn’s story, Kari realized Koursturaux would know where that grave was.  If Amastri was lying—and Kari had little doubt she would if it suited her master’s purpose—then the distant valley would be a fantastic place to set an ambush to recapture or kill Se’sasha.  Amastri had said Koursturaux didn’t use subterfuge to kill her enemies, but she’d also said the demon king had been long at the “game” and “craft.”  Those words certainly suggested that all the violence and death surrounding the king was a giant game to her, and Kari and her friends were little more than pawns on the board.

      “So, tell me: that man that was talking to you when I arrived… what did he want from your master?” Kari asked.

      Amastri glanced toward the door and then back, and she chuckled, though she didn’t smile.  She whipped her high tail of long, lustrous red hair back and forth and purred, “He wanted nothing from Her Majesty.”

      Kari laughed after a briefest hesitation.  “Get that a lot, do you?”

      “Even your Order thought I was a succubus,” Amastri said with a shrug.  She sipped her tea and smiled at Kari over the rim, but this was a genuine smile that spoke of amusement, not the disconcerting smile that hid whatever she was thinking.  “Most are smart enough to know I do not mix business with pleasure.  And, of course, it is of little help to their cause when they have a basic lack of respect and manners.”

      “But you do strike deals with others, right?  I mean, my Order isn’t the only one that you make bargains with,” Kari stabbed while Amastri’s guard was down.

      The woman recovered quickly and set her teacup down gently.  “I am not at liberty to discuss that with you.  However, be satisfied knowing that Her Majesty does not strike bargains with anyone incapable of offering something she desires in return.”

      “Like their souls?” Kari asked through her teeth, her eyes narrowed.  She felt the sweet release of adrenaline as her body prepared to kill.

      Amastri’s face was expressionless for what felt like an hour, but then she threw her head back and began laughing hysterically.  It drew the attention of the few others in the inn, but she paid no mind to their reactions.  When her mirth had run its course, Amastri glanced to the barkeep and beckoned for him to refill her teacup.  While she waited, Amastri held Kari’s gaze, and though she didn’t laugh outright, the amusement still showed in her eyes.

      “Their souls… that is quaint, Lady Vanador,” Amastri said at last.  She snickered one last time with a shake of her head.  “You have either listened to the boasting of sorcerers for far too long, or you simply have little grasp of what the kings are and what they desire.  Her Majesty is not a collector of souls; the things she desires from those she makes bargains with are items of power, or else acquaintanceships with those who can provide her with such items or other means to power.  Take yourself, for example: in making a bargain with you, she has acquired both.  She will obtain Taesenus’ sword from you, yes, but now she also has a relationship with the head of the Demonhunter Order.  You may never trust her or wish to do business with her again, but there is always the possibility that you will want or need to; that is a part of her price.  But your soul, Lady Vanador?  Let us just say that a soul does not make a fitting mantlepiece.”

      Kari wasn’t sure what she believed, but she didn’t see any point in arguing with someone she wasn’t sure would be honest anyway.  “All the same, I don’t want you brokering deals with commoners who have no idea what they’re getting themselves into.  You can stay to provide and receive aid from the Order, but the common people are off limits, understand?”

      “As I said, the common people rarely have anything of worth to offer Her Majesty,” the woman returned.  She waved a hand around casually.  “Still, if they come to me, it is not my place to be concerned with whether they know what they are getting into, Lady Vanador.  I am a listener: they come to me with a problem, and they offer a price to pay for the solution to that problem.  If it suits Her Majesty, a bargain is struck.  Your concern seems to be that there will be people running about your city seeking to kill your hunters, members of the duke’s court, or what-have-you, at Her Majesty’s command.  Rest assured if anyone is asking for people to be killed, it is the people who come to me for Her Majesty’s aid, not the other way around.  And you may further rest assured that such requests do not even make it to Her Majesty’s ear.  If your people wish to kill each other, that is a purpose they can serve themselves all too well, as evidenced by the Blood Order that calls this city home.”

      “Touché,” Kari said.  “Be honest with me, because that’s part of the deal that will let you stay here in the city: What kinds of requests do make it to King Koursturaux’ ear?”

      Amastri shrugged.  “Honestly, the most basic of desires.  Adventurers looking for wealth or some magical trinket they think will solve their problems.  If they have some trinket of their own that interests Her Majesty and that they are willing to part with, then from time to time a deal is struck.  But Her Majesty is a difficult patron to satisfy, so most are turned away.  She has no interest in gold, family heirlooms, slaves, or even, as you said, souls.  Those who have something to offer usually do not even realize the value of the thing they wish to trade away.  You asked me for information and offered a Celestial Token in return; those are the types of deals I normally broker.  Primarily, Lady Vanador, I deal in information, and I have no better or more frequent customer than your Order.”

      Terrific, Kari thought.  Part of her burned with anger toward Jason Bosimar for ever letting the woman take up and keep residence in the city.  Kari wanted to get rid of Amastri one way or another, but she heeded the advice and orders of the council to leave the woman be for now.  At least the woman didn’t barter deals with the common people, and—assuming what she said was true—she wasn’t gathering souls for her master.  Kari had to give some credence to Amastri’s amusement: she hadn’t heard of souls being collected except in stories.  Her mind flashed to the story Tormaar had told her about Dryad’s Lake up near Atrice, but she didn’t dwell on it.

      Kari rose to her feet.  “Well, as I said, I’ll be leaving to gather the payment for your master soon.  I may be gone for a couple of weeks, but don’t be concerned: I just have some other things I have to look into while I’m gone.”

      “Such as taking Se’sasha to her mother’s grave,” Amastri said casually, though she kept the smile from her face.  “Yes, I know all about that.  I wish you and your friends good luck on your journey.  Oh, and congratulations on expecting your second child.”

      Kari tilted her head, her eyes narrowed.  It seemed like a genuine well-wishing, but how did Amastri find out such things so quickly?  Was there another mole in the Order, one of a kind not as “easily” discovered as the syrinthians?  How else did Amastri find out everything Kari planned and the things in her personal life?  It was unnerving to have a servant of a demon king with their finger on the pulse of her life.

      “Thank you,” Kari offered finally, not wanting to be rude.  “And please give my thanks and those of Se’sasha to your master.  We’re both grateful that your master was willing to help and that we both escaped King Sekassus’ realm unharmed.”

      Amastri nodded.  “You may, of course, thank her by upholding your end of the bargain.  Until then, good journeys to you.”

      Kari left the inn and headed back to the Order’s campus.  The spring day was lovely, the sunshine strong, and Kari’s blood was warmer than usual from being pregnant.  But she had a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach that none of those things could dispel.
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      Kari wasn’t pleased that Amastri—and consequently, Koursturaux—knew where she was going and what for.  Still, she had to trust that Koursturaux truly was interested in acquiring Taesenus’ vorpal sword, and that she knew what Se’sasha’s freedom represented to Kari and her Order.  Still, retrieving the sword before going to Se’ceria’s grave might be the only thing that kept them from being ambushed by servants of the demon king.  Koursturaux might send assassins to kill Kari and her friends and simply take the sword, but that scenario didn’t make any sense.  The sword was, effectively, already Koursturaux’s, and there was little point to fighting for it when Kari was going to hand it over willingly.

      Dealing with Koursturaux is just getting more and more frustrating, Kari thought.  While Amastri’s words were meant to soothe Kari’s anxiety—or maybe multiply it; it was hard to know when dealing with demon kings and their servants—all they did was raise more questions.  Kari refused to believe she’d struck a bargain with Koursturaux and come out ahead; there had to be more to what the demon king wanted.  A relationship with Kari didn’t seem to fit that theory well enough on its own.

      Kari had far too much time to think while sailing south along the coast.  Eli and Danilynn had come to see their dealings with Se’ceria completed.  Kari didn’t want to leave her mate and child behind yet again, so she brought them along, too.  The trip to Gavean and Captain Machall’s farm would be safe enough, as would travel to the hidden valley until they reached the city of Atrice.  Aeligos, Typhonix, and Sonja rounded out their group, while Erik stayed behind to keep an eye on Se’sasha’s people and Serenjols remained home with his girlfriend.

      Kari had wanted to bring Shefter, but the elf booked passage on a ship back to Terrassia.  He had shared a short but heartfelt farewell with Kari and promised to find some way to repay her.  First, though, he had to go let his queen know he was alive and get formal permission to pledge his services to Kari and her Order.  As a member of the Arborean Guard, there was no guarantee the queen would heed his wishes, but he promised to let her know either way.

      The trip along the coast was quick and safe, heavily patrolled by the Royal Navy, which dealt with pirates and raiders mercilessly.  As the sunny, windy, salty days passed, Kari spent most of her time with her son, watching the scenery go by and explaining over and over when his sibling would arrive.  His incessant questions helped keep her from thinking about Koursturaux too much, which was a welcome distraction: Kari didn’t want to spend her entire pregnancy stressed out over the machinations of a demon king.  It also kept Kari from paying too much attention to the trepidation of the crew, who weren’t happy about having a syrinthian priestess on their ship.

      After several days, the ship arrived in Port Kristofer, a harbor city that served as a go-between for ocean-faring vessels and the riverboats that would run supplies and trade inland to Lakeshore and Gnarr.  Gavean was a hub town among the farmlands south of the great lake, between the cities of Gnarr and Lajere.  Kari wasn’t sure if Gavean fell under the rule of her friend, the Earl of Lajere, or whether it was part of the duke’s county.  She knew only that it was a prosperous little town, and that her friend and former subordinate, Captain Lawrence Machall, owned a farm—orchards, if she remembered right—on its western side.

      Port Kristofer was a trade harbor, but it was also a fishing port and its piers were lined with fishing ships returned from their day’s work when Kari’s own ship pulled into port.  Little Gray was having fun saying pew or ewww every so often when the strong smells of fish blew past on the breeze, and the sailors of The Majestic Run chuckled every time he did so.  Once The Majestic Run docked and Kari and her friends disembarked, they spent the night and prepared to head farther south in the morning.

      Aeligos purchased several riding horses as well as a carriage with a draft team, a surprising amount of money for a one-way trip, but he was certain he could recoup the expenses in Gavean.  The trip proved much longer than Kari expected, and unfortunately, Sonja couldn’t use arcane power to transport the group anyplace she hadn’t already been.  A couple of weeks passed before they came within sight of Gavean, and Kari realized she’d missed the Summer’s Ball the Earl of Lajere had invited her and her friends to.

      It was a shame: Kari had been looking forward to attending an entertainment function, and she’d also wanted to see if any relationship had developed between Sharyn and Sherman.  While Kari was still a little upset with the werewolf for killing Turillia, she found Sharyn was, at her core, a good woman, and a fine possible match for Sherman.  She’d have to send an apology to her friend for her forgetful rudeness.

      Gavean was a one-road town with not much aside from the basic amenities: a general goods store, a larder, a tack and feed shop, a blacksmith, an inn and tavern, and a barber shop.  The sun was still well over the horizon when the group arrived in Gavean, so Kari led them through the town and out to the west.  Little Gray pointed at everything excitedly as they passed through, and the farmers and other workers on the streets waved politely to the strange band.  Like most farming towns, Gavean was predominantly a human settlement, but there was little hostility or distrust even considering the many sets of wings on the riders passing through—not to mention the presence of a snake-woman.

      They passed west out of town and, just as Kari had imagined, the wide and well-used road led through orchards.  Apple and cherry trees were the most common, and the workers looked up and waved to the travelers every so often.  Pale skin was predominant in the southlands, but some of these workers were of the darker varieties of human.  As Kari and her friends passed farther along, Kari got the feeling Captain Machall’s farm was even larger and more profitable than the land she’d inherited.

      The farmhouse road was tucked among the orchards, and Kari wasn’t even sure how many miles of rows of trees they had passed before they found it.  It warmed her heart: Like so many others, her friend had risked everything to join the army during the Great War, and he hadn’t even been able to defend his home, assigned to a company on the far side of the continent.  Kari was glad that his home and his prosperity had not only survived, but thrived.

      A couple of younger hands ran to the farmhouse when the band of winged strangers turned up the road.  By the time Kari and her friends reached the house, Captain Machall and his family had emerged to watch the arrivals.  Before Kari stopped her horse yards from the landowner and dismounted, he was laughing and gesturing for his family and employees to be at ease.  Once Kari dismounted and set Little Gray down safely, Captain Machall approached.

      Lawrence looked much like Kari remembered him, with that light brown skin and green eyes.  His hair was shaved down short with a bald spot on the top that suggested he wore hats—or helmets—far too often.  His face was wide and cheery, almost set into a permanent smile, something Kari recalled him having to work to “correct” when acting as a captain.  His features were accented by a short but well-tended beard and mustache that framed his face nicely and made his smile more fluid and friendly.

      “Colonel!” he said formally, snapping Kari a salute when they stood almost face to face.

      “Oh, knock that off,” Kari returned, reaching for a hug.  The two embraced, and Lawrence patted her back.  When they split apart, Kari laid her hand on his shoulder and met his eyes evenly.  “You look great.  It’s so good to see you again.”

      “I look great?” he echoed.  “Sweet Jesus, Kari, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you looked younger than the last time I saw you.”  He beckoned the woman and two young men on the porch to come down.  “This is my wife Gwerine, and these are my sons, Darius and Jamal.”

      “So, this is the woman you never shut up about?” his wife teased.  Gwerine looked one-part warrior woman, one-part lady of the house, one-part no-nonsense mother.  She had long hair bunched into a tail, and fair features, her skin a lighter tone than her husband’s but with dark eyes.  Her smile looked almost out of place, but it was warm and genuine, nonetheless.

      “Karian Vanador, Hand of Zalkar, by his grace,” Kari said, shaking the woman’s hand.  She shook with Darius and Jamal as well when they came up and introduced themselves politely.  They were in their late teens, and each looked like a combination of the best of their parents’ features.  Kari hefted up Little Gray and sat him on her hip.  “This is my son, Grakin junior.”

      “Haha, you had a kid!” Lawrence exclaimed, and though Little Gray didn’t understand what was being said, he high-fived the captain without delay.  “Who’s the lucky man?”

      Grakin introduced himself.  He was walking stiffly after being in the saddle for so long, clearly not a rider; Kari wasn’t sure if he’d ever been on a horse before.  He shook graciously with Lawrence, who congratulated him on his “fine catch.”  Grakin took the comment in stride; Lawrence was open and honest, but some people didn’t take his humor too well.

      “Oh my God, is that… is that a syrinthian?” Lawrence asked when Se’sasha stepped down out of the carriage.

      “Yes, but don’t be alarmed; she’s an ally,” Kari said, putting a hand back on her friend’s shoulder to keep him from getting worked up.  “She’s part of the reason I came to see you.”

      “Well, let’s not stand out on the walk gawking at each other,” Gwerine said.  “Come on inside, rest your legs, and have a drink.  We can put you up for the night, but you’ll have to stay up in the hay loft in the barn.  The house is a bit crowded these days with two teenaged boys.”

      Kari chuckled.  The rest of her companions came forward and she introduced everyone by name.  Se’sasha was the last to approach, and Kari introduced her by her full name.  Lawrence didn’t seem intent on shaking hands with the priestess, but he soon declared that if Kari trusted her, he would too.  He gestured for Kari and her friends to follow and led them all inside.

      The house was cramped but efficient, and Kari could tell from the ground floor that there would be little room upstairs for visitors.  Every chair, stool, and crate was brought around the supper table so everyone could have a seat.  Kari sat beside Grakin with their son on her lap, and across from her sat Gwerine with Lawrence standing beside her.  Kari’s friends waited for her to start the conversation back up, but amusingly enough, it was Jamal who spoke first.

      “Our dad says you killed fifteen demons single-handedly taking Atrice during the War,” he said.  “Is that true?  Dad says you were the best fighter they had in the whole brigade, even better than the Warlord himself.”

      Knowing smiles sprouted on all the faces around the table, and Kari chuckled.  “I’m not really sure,” she answered.  “I was busy fighting while your father was keeping a tally of how many things I killed, I guess.”  Lawrence stood up straight and folded his arms across his chest, which only made everyone laugh.  “I’m kidding.  Your father was the best captain I had under my command.  With him and his men following me, we were able to hold off what seemed like an entire battalion of the serilis-rir as a diversion at the south road.”

      “Serilis-rir, right,” Lawrence said.  “Guess we don’t call them demons anymore.  So, not that I’m not happy to see you again, my friend, but what brings you down this way?  You say it has something to do with this snake-girl?”

      Se’sasha gave the captain a strange look; had she understood the words snake-girl across the language barrier?  Kari said, “As part of the plan that set her free, I promised that sword you’re holding to someone.  That’s what I had to come here for.  I hope you still have it.”

      Lawrence nodded and patted Darius on the shoulder.  “Go get that forbidden sword out of the cellar, will you?  The one I always tell you boys not to touch.”  He turned back to Kari once his son ran downstairs.  “I’ve kept it hidden just like you asked.  Never even let my boys take it out of the scabbard I got for it.  Always seemed a bit of a shame to let such a fine weapon go to waste, but…”

      “But you don’t want to wield the sword that killed some of our friends and heroes,” Kari finished.  She could see her companions were interested to know what she was talking about, but she and Lawrence kept quiet until Darius returned with the scabbarded katana.  Once she held it in her hands, Kari slid it out of the scabbard just enough to see the marking at the base of the blade, near the crossbar.  It was the same marking her own swords carried: the symbol that marked it as a weapon crafted by Terx, the harmauth smith who served the celestials.

      “So that’s one of Taesenus’ swords,” Aeligos said, the mood around the table growing more somber at those words.  Not one person there—with the exception of Se’sasha, of course—was ignorant to the significance of the name or the weapon.  Dozens of heroes and champions of the Light Forces during the Apocalypse had been killed and decapitated by the sword Kari now held in her hands.  Even the death of its owner didn’t soften the weight of that blow.

      Kari nodded.  “I took it from his lifeless arm after I cut it off of him in battle,” she said.  She sat back with a sigh and bounced Little Gray on her thigh so he wouldn’t get antsy over a conversation he couldn’t understand.  “By the time he came after me, he’d already killed so many of our champions and heroes: Torrie Cantabler, Ellen Morrigan, Avatar Jason Bosimar, Troy Terkani, William Wagner… the list goes on and on.  All told, I think he was said to have killed over a hundred champions in single combat.  You have to figure this sword is responsible for a lot of that.”

      “How did you beat him?” Eli asked.  “I’d heard he was nearly unbeatable in combat, that only Kaelariel had finally bested him near the War’s end.”

      She shrugged.  “Suler Tumureldi was a very particular teacher.  His first rule of combat was simple: ‘Defense prevents defeat; if you cannot be defeated, there can be only one outcome.’  Taesenus was a phenomenal swordsman, vicious but predictable.  He enjoyed cutting peoples’ heads off in combat, not after, so I knew what to expect when he came after me.  So, I toyed with him… the man had a temper like you wouldn’t believe.  After heckling him for several minutes, he got reckless, and I cut his arm off with a fairly simple riposte.  People always expect me to describe this fantastic fight with lunges and jumping swings and whatever else.  It wasn’t like that.  We were both consummate professionals when it came to swordplay, and our duel was neat and clean.  He made a mistake, I took advantage, and he fled.  That’s all.”

      “I can’t believe you just used consummate in a sentence,” Ty joked, and though it drew annoyed glances from Sonja and Aeligos, Kari laughed.

      “I guess I did,” she said.  “And judging by your look, I guess I even used it right.”

      “Did you kill Sekassus’ son in similar fashion?” Eli asked.  Lawrence and his family looked at the half-corlyps curiously for a few moments, but then turned back to Kari.

      “More or less,” Kari said with another shrug.  “He had an even worse temper than Taesenus.  Every time I attacked him, I was really just baiting him into attacking me and, hopefully, making a mistake.  I had to toy with him and make sure he knew it.  The more frustrated you get in battle, the dumber you get.  You remember that well, don’t you, Lawrence?”

      He nodded.  “That’s why the Warlord was such a successful leader: he always kept a level head, even when our brigade was ambushed, cut off, outnumbered, whatever the case may have been.  If I may say so, he picked a great chain of command, and that’s what kept so many of us alive throughout the War.  So, what’re you actually going to do with this sword now?”

      “Don’t ask,” Kari muttered.  “I’ve been assured it’s going to someone who wants it as a curiosity, not someone who intends to use it.  I don’t like it, but that’s the bargain I made, and I have to trust it.”

      Everyone went quiet, so Gwerine stood up and clapped her hands together.  “Well, who’s hungry?” she asked, which roused everyone’s spirits.  “How about we cook up some supper, and maybe you and Lawrence can tell us about some of your victories during the War?”

      Grakin helped prepare the meal, and Lawrence showed Kari and her companions around the orchards a bit.  He explained that life had been quiet and calm since his return from the War, something he was thankful to his God for.  His wife and sons had managed to stay sheltered in Lajere through the darker years of the conflict, and the farm had been in good condition when they all returned.  Things were profitable and he was living happily and comfortably, which was all he ever wanted.

      I wonder if I’ll find the same peace on the estate the duke gave me, Kari thought.

      Dinner was delicious and filling, a nice break from the road rations Kari had been eating during the trip.  She and Lawrence traded their perspectives on key battles during the War, but the one point both always agreed on was the brilliance of Brigadier General Kris Jir’tana.  He was most often called the Warlord, something Lawrence adhered to more than Kari.  Their tales of his tactical brilliance impressed even Aeligos, who had a keen tactical mind despite his lack of experience in large-scale battles.

      While most of them prepared the hay loft to be used for sleeping quarters, Aeligos and Typhonix went into town and sold off the horses and the carriage.  They wouldn’t need the beasts or the carriage going forward; Sonja could transport them to Atrice, the closest she’d been to Se’ceria’s mysterious valley.

      The farewell from Lawrence and his family the next morning was warm, and the captain and Kari exchanged promises to see each other when opportunities presented themselves.  Kari did get one other thing from her talks with Lawrence: the names of several master tradesmen and exporters he worked with or sold his harvests to on the wholesale market.  Kari was glad to have some clue who to speak to when she took over her estate, and Typhonix also took an interest in Kari’s affairs as a landowner.

      Sonja took her companions to the clear area before the Machall farmhouse, and Kari was glad to see the confidence in her sister-in-law.  After a final farewell, Sonja cast forth her arcane power, and it felt to Kari like she was suddenly grabbed and yanked sideways through a tunnel of wind.  When her mind could focus again, she found herself on the road just east of Atrice.
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        * * *

      

      Atrice was beautiful.  Liberated early in the War, Earl Jacob Morrigan had wasted no time rebuilding and fortifying his city.  Where once it had been open and free to expand to its citizens’ desires, it now had a high wall and gates.  Despite this militant addition, it was still one of the most picturesque cities on Askies, bordered on one side by the majestic Barrier Mountains, and on a second side by the endless expanse of the Sandur Jungle.  Its eastern face, by comparison, looked out over the broad plains of the northern heartlands.  To the north was Dryad’s Lake and its waterfall, long a sight that tourists and adventurers alike went to see.

      Kari wondered how many members of her Order had been sent to investigate the lake and its reported ability to capture souls.  Amastri had said her master wasn’t a collector of souls, and it was a subject Kari was rather ignorant about.  She knew about possession and believed people had souls that were drawn to their deity’s realms when they passed.  Could sorcerers, demons, or demon kings steal those souls and hold them prisoner, though?

      I certainly hope not, she mused.  Hell, even Amastri seemed to hope not.

      Her belly gurgled, and Kari put her hand to it, concerned.  She wasn’t sure what sort of effects, if any, using arcane transportation had on an unborn child.  Her friends marked her discomfort, but her stomach settled after a minute and she assured them everything was fine.  Grakin came and touched the armor over her belly, and she fell lightly and happily into his embrace.  She was starting to show, and it wouldn’t be much longer before her armor would be too tight.  She could loosen the straps to accommodate, but it would widen the seams on the sides and, she mused, she shouldn’t be out adventuring when she was showing anyway.

      The group headed toward the city along with some light traffic coming in from the distant heartland farms or other cities.  The large, mixed group of rir and serilian-rir didn’t attract much attention, but people stopped or gave a wide berth when they saw Se’sasha.  The syrinthian priestess was mindful of their fearful or distrustful glances, but she kept her attention on the road ahead and stayed close to Kari.  Kari touched her shoulder lightly, and the syrinthian girl looked up and tried to manage a smile.

      The guards at the gate watched Se’sasha with wary-eyed stares, but the humans did nothing to impede the group when they saw Kari’s dog tags.  Once inside, the group was assailed by the sights, sounds, and smells of a populous and busy city.  Atrice wasn’t just a farming town, it was also a logging community, it had mines in the western mountains, and it was a stopping point for caravans coming through the mountain passes from the west coast.  Humans, rir, and even the occasional elf filled the streets, though these elves were of the darker variety.  Unlike their fair-skinned cousins of Laeranore, these had skin tones that resembled the bark of the ancient trees they lived amongst.

      Kari didn’t know much about the dark elves aside from their being as xenophobic as the elves of Laeranore.  They preferred to live among their own kind, though they occasionally came to the towns near the mountains.  Despite their reputation, they weren’t a marauding or hostile race, but they got antsy and had a tendency to go to war when people encroached on their lands.  The ones here in Atrice didn’t look friendly, but they also didn’t appear troublesome.

      At least until one of them saw Se’sasha.

      The dark elf didn’t attack, but he put his hand to the hilt of his blade and yelled at Se’sasha in elvish.  The dialect and accent were different than those Kari knew, but she could understand what he said well enough: The snakes shall not return to the summer valley.  Kari got between the elf and Se’sasha and held her hand up for calm.  Before she could speak a word, a couple of human watchmen jogged over and demanded to know what was going on.

      Kari introduced herself to the guards by name and rank, and after a shocked delay, they saluted her.  “I think our elven friend here is just surprised to see a syrinthian,” Kari explained, and the guards fixed Se’sasha with their own suspicious gazes.  “She is under my authority and protection, and we’re just passing through.  We want no trouble, not with your city or with the elf or his people.”

      “The snakes shall not return to the summer valley,” the elf warned again, in the common trade tongue this time.

      “I wonder if he’s one of the ones that attacked us when we found Se’ceria,” Eli mused, putting his hand menacingly on the head of his hammer.  The gesture drew warning glances from the guards, but the half-corlyps didn’t back down.

      “Calm down, everyone,” Danilynn said, stepping forward to meet the elf’s stare.  “This priestess is going to the summer valley to put an end to what happened there, not to cause any more harm or grief.  I’d consider it a favor if you went back to your people and let them know that.  We don’t want any part of trouble while we pass near your people’s lands.”

      “You are fools to trust these creatures,” the elf said, gesturing toward Se’sasha.  “If your leader is a hunter of the Order, we shall trust you for now.  But we will be watching you.  If she betrays your trust, her life will end swiftly and mercilessly.”

      You have no idea, Kari thought, but she brushed such thoughts aside as quickly as they’d come.  She had no reason thus far to not trust Se’sasha, and she didn’t want to start thinking about the likelihood of betrayal or having to put an end to the priestess’ life.  Instead, she simply nodded, and the elf moved off.  The guards continued to stare at the group before them, though, respectful of Kari’s position yet still unsure about the syrinthian’s presence.

      “Where is the baron’s home?” Kari asked, trying to get the guards’ minds off Se’sasha and get some useful information from them.

      “Which baron?  There are several,” one of them returned.

      “Lord Jacob Morrigan,” Kari said, and though there were several strange sounds from her friends, no one spoke up before the guards answered.

      “With all due respect, ma’am, Lord Morrigan is the Earl of Montgomery, not a baron.  You can find his state house up the north main road,” the guard answered.

      “My apologies,” Kari said, and after returning the stiff salutes of the guards, she led her friends farther into the city to try to find the Earl’s home.  She glanced over her shoulder at Ty and he chuckled at her.  Kari rolled her eyes.  Nobility and titles were things she was still trying to get a grip on.  She didn’t even know what her official title had been when she’d risen to the rank of Sword of the Heavens; she couldn’t keep track of any of it.

      Aeligos and Typhonix broke off from the group to pick up supplies for their trip into the mountains.  Kari led the rest of her friends up the north main road toward a stately house.  It wasn’t a mansion or palace by any stretch, but it was sizeable, and Kari recognized it from her time in Atrice during the War.  The city had changed, but the house looked as she remembered it.

      Why didn’t I know he was an earl, though? she wondered.  Had he never corrected me when I called him baron before?

      The steward was surprised to have such a group show up unannounced.  Kari introduced herself and asked to see the earl.  Danilynn asked him to mention that she and Eli were there, as they’d found the earl’s missing daughter before the War.  Once he knew who to announce, the steward had the butler lead the group to the fireplace room.  Kari sat beside Grakin, and the others took seats where they could, but no one sat in the grand chair near the fireplace.  Little Gray kept trying to go to the fire, but Kari yanked him back by the tail.  Serilian-rir or not, she didn’t want her son playing in it.

      “Oh my,” came a voice from the hallway after a couple of minutes.  The earl was in his sixties but in good physical shape.  He looked like he could pick up a sword and help defend his city and county again if he had to.  Pale-skinned with short white hair and bushy brows, he had a well-kept goatee that helped offset his pointed chin.  There was such fire and life in his green eyes still, and Kari got a full measure of it as his gaze swept from her to Danilynn and Eli and back.  “How it warms my heart to have such visitors, and without even inviting them.”

      Kari rose with the others.  “Your Lordship,” she greeted him formally with a salute.

      “Please, please,” he said, approaching to take Kari’s hand in a firm shake.  “The woman who helped liberate my city need not be so formal.  Call me Jacob—and that goes for the rest of you as well while you are my guests.  Lady Vanador, it is such an honor to have you in my city and household again.”

      “Well, if I get to call you Jacob, then I insist you call me Kari,” she returned.

      Jacob chuckled and turned to the others.  “Danilynn, Eli, it is good to see you again.”  Danilynn bowed to the earl but Eli went for the more casual handshake.  “The people who saved my daughter’s soul and the woman who secured my peoples’ freedom, in my home at the same time.  I should say, this is a blessed day, but such a group…”

      He paused as he met Se’sasha’s eyes, and the syrinthian priestess bowed politely.  “Your Lordship,” she said, echoing Kari’s greeting.

      Jacob nodded but turned back to Kari.  “I must assume you are here on business, to bring such a creature to my city and my home.”

      Kari held her hand up.  “Jacob, I know you’ve probably heard a lot about the syrinthians, but this priestess, Se’sasha, is a turncoat.  She’s come to Citaria at great personal risk to help us fight against their king.”

      “Is that so?” he asked, and Se’sasha bowed her head curtly under his gaze.  “Fortunately, our city was spared from whatever it was her people did up in the mountains.  I have Danilynn, Eli, and their friends to thank for that.  But if you ask me to trust any of her people, I am going to politely inform you that such is unlikely to ever happen.  I am an old man, quite set in my ways, and I have seen too much to change where I lay my trust.”

      Jacob walked over and uncorked a glass ewer of whiskey and poured himself a short glass.  “Help yourselves if you would like a drink,” he said, then went to sit by the fireplace with his spirit.  “So, tell me, Lady… Kari: Do you take this woman back to the valley where her people were causing such trouble before?”

      “Yes,” Kari answered.  “There’s one thing left to do to put that matter to rest, and Se’sasha is the only one who can do it.  While we’re there, we’ll look around and make sure there aren’t any stragglers that might still cause your county trouble.”

      Jacob chuckled.  “After this many years, if they have not already, it seems unlikely they will.  I do regret that the czarikk are no longer in the valley.  I always found them to be curious but fascinating neighbors and enjoyed those few times they came to the city to trade.”

      “The czarikk came here, to Atrice?” Kari balked.  Czarikk weren’t fond of outsiders; to visit the cities seemed well out of character for the reclusive lizardfolk.

      “Very rarely, but at times they would, yes,” the earl said.  “They knew we typically have an abundance of food and textiles, so in seasons where they had shortages of either, we would see them come to the city to trade.”  Little Gray walked up and tried to hop up on the earl’s lap while he spoke, and Jacob laughed.  “Whoa!  And who is this young man?”

      “This is our son, Grakin junior,” Kari said, placing her hand on Grakin’s.

      Jacob smiled, staring at Little Gray.  “It is good to see the War has not had a lasting hold, even on its fiercest fighters.  I think you, of all people, deserved a blessing like this.  So, anyway, getting back to our discussion, the czarikk would come to the city with trinkets and odds and ends made from wood and plant fibers.  Their works were curiosities to the people here, mostly, but they were always able to find buyers, and then use the coin to buy the things their people needed.  They never made any effort to establish diplomacy, but they were agreeable people, all things considered.”

      Kari smiled but didn’t bother talking about her experiences among the czarikk, or the fact that she was their deity’s adopted daughter.  Aeligos and Typhonix arrived and introductions were made.  As Ty stood in the doorway, Jacob saw the hilt of the katana across his back and it was obvious he knew whose it was.  The katana wasn’t a common weapon, and just the sight of one often reminded people of Seril’s murderous son.  Kari tried to gesture for Typhonix to put it out of sight, but it was too late.

      “That… that is Taesenus’ sword, is it not?” the earl stammered after a minute.  “I know you took it from him, Lady Vanador, but… why would you carry such a horrible thing with you, let alone bring it into my house?”

      “Jacob, I’m sorry,” Kari blurted.  “We’re taking it somewhere to get rid of it; it slipped my mind that we shouldn’t let you see it.  I’m sorry.”

      The earl stayed silent for a minute, his eyes unfocused.  Kari knew the look on his face: he was trying not to cry in front of his guests.  She wanted to kick herself for not even thinking about bringing the sword into his presence, and she wondered that neither Danilynn nor Eli had thought of it either.

      Jacob stood up.  “I have things I must see to,” he said.  “Please, show yourselves out.”

      He left without another word, and Kari sighed and shook her head.  Grakin laid his hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t bother feeling sorry for herself or the earl.  She got to her feet and gestured for her friends to follow, and they left the house solemnly.  They found a suitable inn and arranged for rooms; the day was still young, but Kari was happy to take a rest before any mountainous forays.  She wasn’t sure if she should return to the earl’s house the next morning and apologize again, but it would be on her mind for the rest of the day.

      After supper, Danilynn and Eli explained where they were headed.  It would likely take two or three days to reach their destination—four, if Kari needed to stop for rest.  Kari was nervous about taking Little Gray to the valley, but the others figured they should be safe in such a good-sized group.  The valley was southwest of Atrice, and there was a climb to reach the lip, but Danilynn assured them the travel wasn’t that difficult: she and her friends had gone there several times without the aid of climbing gear or pack animals.

      Kari sat in bed with Taesenus’ sword across her lap later that night, and Grakin watched her run her hand back and forth along the scabbard.  She’d held onto the sword all through the War in the hopes that Taesenus would return for it.  She wished she’d had the opportunity to kill him: to avenge the slaying of her Order’s Avatar and all the other people the Demon Prince had murdered before and during the War.  Now, as she looked at it, all she could see was a symbol of the pain the Demon Prince had caused, and the memory of Jacob Morrigan doing his best not to burst into tears in front of his guests flashed through her mind.

      “It was an honest mistake,” Grakin said.  “Do not concern yourself with it too much, my love.  The earl will see that it was an accident in time, and his anger will fade.”

      “I know,” Kari said.  “I’m just trying to imagine what the sight of this sword would do to me if I’d actually lost a loved one to its blade.”

      Grakin laid his hand on Kari’s wrist.  “No one else will ever have to worry about that, and that is due in part to you,” he said.  “Kaelariel may have killed the Demon Prince, but you were the one who weakened him enough that his murderous spree slowed to almost nothing.  It will be good to be rid of this sword, yes, but in the meantime, you should look at it for what it is to you: a trophy of your accomplishment.”

      Kari shook her head; her feelings wouldn’t be soothed so easily, even by her mate.  “Am I a fool to be giving this to King Koursturaux?  This is deadly, and it’s already got a horrid history.  If I give it to her, how much worse is that going to get?”

      “If you did not give her the sword, she would find some other way to accomplish her evil ends,” he assured her.  “If I am being completely honest with you, my love, then giving this sword to that demon king is not the wisest course of action.  What she does, though, is not your responsibility, and her bargaining this sword out of your hands may simply be a ploy to make you believe it is so.  Never let her convince you that her actions are your responsibility.”

      Kari leaned over to kiss him.  Soon Little Gray came and jumped in her lap, and she was all too happy to let her son take the place of the sword.  She laid it up against the wall, letting it slip from her mind as easily as from her hand.  With her mate beside her and their son in her lap, Kari began to sing a bedtime lullaby.  Little Gray was getting a little too old to fall asleep to such songs when she sang them, but she imagined the little one growing inside her being lulled to sleep by her singing and rocking.
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      The earl didn’t want to see Kari the next morning, but she took his reaction in stride.  Grakin was correct; one day, the earl would realize it had all been a simple mistake.  She swallowed the guilt and shame she felt over the error rather than waste any time feeling sorry about it, and Kari led her friends from the city, deferring to Danilynn and Eli once they reached the road into the mountains.

      Kari looked back over her shoulder once and found the city didn’t look the same as it had after she’d helped liberate it.  In her mind, it had always been the first and biggest victory of her time under Kris Jir’tana, one of the most telling victories in the entire War.  It was also the city where she and Kris had spoken of their feelings for each other, where she had very nearly made love to him.  The city of Atrice had long been a bittersweet memory, but now she found the memories stung a little bit.  Now, with the earl not wanting to see her and Kris Jir’tana all but a distant memory, she saw it as a place where friendships died.

      She tried to push away those thoughts.  She has happy with her life, and if Kris and Jacob chose to go their separate ways, that wasn’t something Kari could control.  She had to take the positives from her relationships and not dwell too long on the negatives.  One day, Jacob would realize he’d taken an honest mistake too personally, and hopefully he’d reach out to Kari.

      And one day, I’ll probably come face to face with Kris Jir’tana again, she mused.  When he sees my children, he’ll probably wonder why he walked away.

      Kari looked at Grakin and smiled; walking away had been Kris’ loss.  She’d found a man who loved her and treated her well, and in him she’d found the family she’d long desired.  She’d likely outlive Grakin, something she was trying to prepare herself for, and by then she’d be too old to interest Kris.  Did his being serilian-rir make him forget not everyone had the potential to live for hundreds or thousands of years?  Kari reminded herself one more time that in the end, it was his loss, and she turned her thoughts to the road ahead.

      The main mountain pass was a steady incline, so Kari didn’t have to rest too often along its gradual rise.  After several hours, Danilynn and Eli led the group south along a rocky path into the higher elevations.  It was little more than a goat trail, but it passed through rock instead of along cliffs, so it wasn’t as dangerous.  The going was steep in places, and Kari had to deal with fatigue and rest often, but they kept a decent pace and reached the lip of the valley in four days.  When they crested the final rise and looked over the misty valley below, they paused to take in the sight, Danilynn and Eli assailed by memories.

      “You can see the top of the temple from here,” Eli said, pointing off to the northwest.  It was hard to make out much detail, but there were the tips of statues and pyramidal buildings poking through the mist.  A heavy jungle showed through at the close end, but the mist obscured the rest of the valley.  “The czarikk village is in the northeast corner.  Follow me.”

      The sun was still overhead, but like in the pine forests of Si’Dorra, the light was cut off by the trees and mist.  The valley was balmy on its floor, and the dark, rich soil was warm under Kari’s feet as they walked.

      “Got to be some volcanic activity underground here,” Aeligos mused.  “There must be steam vents and hot springs throughout… that’s probably what kept it nice for czarikk and syrinthians even during the winter.”

      “You could have a farm here that grows food all year long if you could work it right,” Kari said, still considering her land.  How much work would it require, how much income would it generate, and, most important, how much of a headache would it all be?

      “Already thinking of expanding the one you were granted?” Ty joked, nudging Kari.

      “Gods, no,” she returned with a chuckle.  “I’m already overwhelmed with having to run the one I have.  I don’t know the first thing about farming or running an estate.  You read all those eco… economics books; any advice?”

      Ty half-shrugged.  “Well, a lot of it will depend on what sort of income you’re looking at bringing in, but I can tell you some basics that’ll help you avoid typical problems,” he said.  “You don’t strike me as interested in becoming rich, so I think a lot of this will be second-nature to you.  I’d suggest you keep a ledger of how many people you’ve got working for you, how much of your income is going to go to taxes, and, most importantly, how much money you need to live the way you want to live.”

      “Well, I’ll just end up with whatever’s left after I pay everyone, won’t I?” Kari asked.

      Typhonix shook his head.  “No, that’s the trap most landowners fall into.  The best advice I can give is to pay yourself the same way you’d pay anyone working for you, and base that on how you want to live.  Then pay your taxes and use the rest of the money for additional wages or to invest in improving your farm.  The better you pay your people, the more of your products they can buy—so the money comes right back to you in a cycle.  The other merchants in the city will sell more to your employees because they have more money to spend, and then those merchants can buy more of your products… you see?”

      Kari’s eyes widened.  “So, everything increases… exponentially, is that the right word?”

      He clapped her on the shoulder.  “You’ve got the idea.  I mean, this is the simple version.  But the key is to not get greedy.  That’s not who you are, so I don’t think you’ll need to worry about it, but since you’ll be a busy raising kids and running a household and the Order, you’ll probably have to hire someone to run the estate for you.  And that’s where you can run into trouble: if you hire someone to manage the estate, you’ll have to keep a close watch on them to make sure they’re not skimming or over-working your employees.”

      “I was hoping you and Aeligos would help me, at least at first,” Kari said.  “You two both have good heads on your shoulders, and I figured you could at least help me take over control of things from the duke.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Ty said, and Aeligos agreed with a nod.

      That eased Kari’s mind bit.  She knew little about running a household, farm, or business.  To have her two smarter brothers-in-law help would take a lot of the burden from her shoulders and let her concentrate on Se’sasha.  She still had to ask for a loan to repair the estate house and upgrade her employees’ living and working quarters.  While the duke seemed sure the Order would aid her, Kari didn’t want to take church funds to pay for a private business, whether she paid it back with interest or not.

      The valley proved to be easy travel, not quite as big as it seemed from the rim high above.  The group reached the czarikk village before the sun retreated over the distant peaks.  The sunlight was muted, lending a haunted air to the still and silent remains of the lizardfolk homes.  The huts were well-preserved, hardly disturbed in the long years since the czarikk fled the valley.  From the droppings and tracks throughout the village, though, Kari could see that many woodland creatures had decided to commandeer the homes.

      Sonja paused at the village’s edge and her eyes went wide, so Kari called for the rest of the group to stop.  Sonja let out a long, subdued sigh after a minute, but she swiveled her head back and forth, ruby eyes taking in the ruins suspiciously.

      “Anything wrong?” Kari asked her at last.

      “Nothing recent,” Sonja answered, starting forward again.  “I just got the feeling of pain and misery; my empathic senses were open, and I could feel the sorrow of the czarikk as they abandoned their homes.  Now I’m getting vague senses of fear and terror, the remnants of some battle or battles that took place here.”

      Eli nodded.  “Yeah, the syrinthians from the temple attacked the czarikk from time to time to capture them for sacrifices.  We got into a vicious fight here one night, after we rescued a bunch of czarikk from the temple.  They sent a squad of syrinthian guards and warriors, but also an elestram wizard that was an unholy terror to deal with.”

      Danilynn nodded but gestured for everyone to follow her before she spoke.  They walked to the center of the village to its fire pit, and the priestess dropped her pack and set out her things.  The others followed suit, and after they worked quietly in tandem for a while, they had a nice fire going with some freshly caught game roasting over it.  Kari was glad to rest her weary haunches and sat cross-legged on her bedroll, massaging her thighs with Little Gray sitting in her lap.

      Once everyone was comfortable, Danilynn continued the story.  “When the syrinthians realized there were czarikk in the valley, they started capturing their hunters and gatherers to use as sacrifices to power the portal.  With the telepathic connection I had with Se’ceria, she asked me to come put a stop to it.  It seemed like it could’ve been a trap or, at best, a suicide mission, but when we got close enough to scout the temple, she called everyone to prayer at the pinnacle, which left only a handful of guards between us and the czarikk prisoners.”

      “But you didn’t get them all out?” Kari asked, remembering some of the story.

      “No.  When the syrinthians and sylinths realized what was happening, they rushed to defend the temple,” Danilynn confirmed.  “Several of the czarikk stayed behind and bought us time with their lives, and we were able to get the rest to safety.  Rhiannon thought she’d killed one of the sylinths with a lucky head-shot from her bow, but whatever the case, none of the guards followed us right away… not until that band with the wizard came.”

      “We killed most of the syrinthians and drove off the elestram eventually,” Eli said.  “The czarikk got better at defending themselves once they knew what to expect from the syrinthians and sylinths at the temple.  Se’ceria never forgave herself for what she had to order her people to do.  When she died, she told us, ‘I deserve this.’  She died willingly to protect Se’sasha, but also because she felt she deserved it after everything she did.  She didn’t accept that she hadn’t really had any choice in the matter; she took full responsibility for it.”

      Se’sasha sighed and closed her eyes.  Kari said, “We can find her grave in the morning, when we’ll be able to see better.”

      The others nodded to that, and Aeligos spoke up, asking, “So who exactly is Sakkrass?  I know you met his avatar on Tsalbrin, but I’d never heard of him before then.  You said he also goes by Ashakku to the syrinthians?  Is he specific to the syrinthians and czarikk?”

      “As far as I know,” Kari said.  “Se’sasha will hopefully be able to tell us more once she’s had time to commune with her mother’s spirit.  The only other thing I can say is Sakkrass’ world is under attack by the Overking and his armies.  Right now, I’m not really supposed to speak of this, so what you hear, if you haven’t heard it before, should stay between us for the time being, until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      There were nods of agreement from everyone, so Kari continued, “The beshathans—the mallasti, elestram, erestram—and the other peoples of Mehr’Durillia aren’t demons, they’re just people who’ve been conquered by the Overking.  Some of them have been pressed into his army to attack the world of Irrathmor, but his primary soldiers—the real demons—are what we used to call shadow demons.  In fact, I just fought one when I was in Barcon.”

      “That is why rescuing Se’sasha was so important,” Grakin mused.

      “Irrathmor?  That’s the name of Sakkrass’ homeworld?” Ty asked.

      Kari nodded.  “We’ve been chasing our tails for way too long; first with the serilis-rir, and then with the people of Mehr’Durillia.  Now that the demon kings are taking an interest in the Temple, we can’t just react to their schemes anymore.  We had to find out what they’re up to and if they plan to attack Citaria the way they did Mehr’Durillia and Irrathmor.  We’re completely unprepared for them, and Se’sasha is the only one that can help change that.”

      “I must admit that I am confused on one thing,” Grakin said.  “If the various peoples of Mehr’Durillia are not demons, how many of the kings themselves are actually demons?”

      Kari glanced at Se’sasha, and the syrinthian girl stared at her, oblivious to what was being said.  “It’s hard to put an exact number to them, but from what our mallasti guide said, there are at least five: the Overking, Baal, Koursturaux, Baphomet, and Abaddon.  Even she wasn’t sure if Celigus, Arku, and Arlerase are demons; no one seems sure what species they are.”

      “But what of the others?” Grakin asked.

      “Many are powerful nobles and royals who rose up from among the people,” Kari said.  “At the moment, I’m still calling them demon kings, because whether or not they’re actually demons, they’re as twisted and evil as the real demon kings.”

      “Some are not as bad as others, but that doesn’t really affect your assessment,” Danilynn said.  “Regardless of who and what they are, one basic truth holds: they cannot be trusted.  If we want to defend Citaria against them, then we must treat them as enemies.”

      Kari shook her head.  “Not just them, but everyone: We have to treat all the people from Mehr’Durillia as enemies until we’re sure who isn’t,” she said, turning her attention to Se’sasha.  “Even Se’sasha’s people are still our enemies in a basic sense, as long as they’re under Sekassus’ rule.  Any we can rescue or bring back here we can try turning to her service, but as long as they’re under Sekassus’ rule, they’re enemies.”

      Ty tossed a stick into the fire.  “You’re not planning to invade Mehr’Durillia, are you?”

      “Gods, no,” Kari answered.  “Not for a very, very long time at least.  Right now, my highest priority is to gather as much intelligence as we can.  Se’sasha will be our primary help in that, but any Mehr’Durillian demons we can capture who’ll talk can also help.  We need to find out everything we can about Mehr’Durillia before we think about doing anything there.  The demon kings are enough of a problem with just the mortal races of Mehr’Durillia under their control.  The things we’ve dealt with… those aren’t even the real demons.  The demons and their leaders are on Irrathmor making war on Sakkrass and his people.”

      “You know, you’re already growing into this leadership role well,” Aeligos said, and the rest of the companions agreed.  “I know you’re pregnant and would like to get back to DarkWind, but it might be a good idea to continue west to the coast and take a boat over to Morikk.  It might help to actually get a look at the Temple; by then, Se’sasha will have communed with her mother and found out about the Temple one way or another.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Kari said.  “I’d just be concerned about going there since… well, you know.”

      “True, I suppose if there’s one place Emma might look for you, it might be there.”

      Kari still hadn’t told anyone that the kings knew she was Salvation’s Dawn; it was the sort of thing that would get her tethered to a desk or hidden in a cellar.  If they knew about that, it was likely they knew about the Temple to some degree.  Not that it mattered much: the Overking alone knowing about the Temple and being interested in it was enough of a problem.  Aeligos’ suggestion to look at the Temple made more sense in light of Emma’s involvement.  Unless the mallasti girl had collected the other six seals required to open the locking mechanism, Kari’s presence as Salvation’s Dawn wouldn’t help her at all.

      Kari looked around at her companions.  Even if Emma was there and did have the other six seals, Kari was pretty sure the mallasti girl could be subdued or killed by the people around her.  If not, she wasn’t sure it would matter: if a single mallasti girl could take out so many trained defenders, the Temple was in more danger than anyone could do anything about.

      “All right, that settles it,” Kari said at last.  “If the Temple is that important, we’ll take a short trip over there to see it ourselves.”  Grakin wasn’t pleased, but he nodded in deference.  “I hope Little Gray takes to traveling on a ship well.  For that matter, I hope Se’sasha does, too.”

      The syrinthian priestess glanced at Kari but didn’t say anything.  After sharing a meal, the group set up watches and started to sleep in shifts.
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      The valley was still populated by wild animals, but nothing bothered the camp during the night.  Kari and Se’sasha were allowed to sleep through the night because of their different health conditions, though Kari woke before dawn as usual.  Everyone else except for Ty was asleep in the pre-dawn hours, and the blonde was leaning against a hut, his glowing green eyes sweeping side to side, watching for trouble.

      Kari began her morning routine but found she couldn’t do her stretches and exercises the way she normally would.  When she looked at her naked belly, the reason why was obvious.  This would be her last foray away from DarkWind for some time.  She only hoped she would have a little girl so she and Grakin would have one of each.  She already had a name picked out if it was a girl, but she hadn’t given much thought to boys’ names just yet.

      Little Gray woke up to her stretching and the grunts that were now part of it, and his excited morning chatter woke many of the others up.  Se’sasha and Grakin were the first to rise, walking to the brightest section of the lightening village to greet the dawn together.

      Should I be doing the same as a daughter of Sakkrass? Kari wondered.  Does he expect anything from me on such matters?  She usually felt his presence in her mind, but she wasn’t in the habit of doing much to keep their relationship close.  As it was, she hadn’t “spoken” to him in her dreams for some time.  When she saw Danilynn beginning her morning prayers, Kari moved over by Se’sasha and Grakin and knelt beside them to pray.

      Kari closed her eyes, but her mind was torn about to whom she should be praying.  On the one hand, Sakkrass was her father, but Zalkar was her deity, the one she served directly as the head of his Demonhunter Order.  Prayer was something she only did every so often, usually when she needed the strength of the gods or wanted to give them thanks for receiving it.  There was no denying she didn’t feel the same way about the gods as her mate or any other priests or priestesses she knew.

      Is that a problem?

      She brushed the thoughts aside; Zalkar was happy to lend her his strength and had never protested her rise through the Order.  Similarly, Sakkrass spoke to her when he needed to, and he never said or even suggested she wasn’t keeping close enough contact with him.  She was here now, thinking of both, and she hoped that was enough.  Sakkrass was like her father, and Zalkar was like her boss; she trusted both with her life and her soul.  Which would lay claim to the latter when she passed, she couldn’t say.

      A short way behind her, Kari could hear Little Gray playing with his aunt and uncle.  Ty and Sonja gladly watched him when Kari and Grakin were busy.  The sound of her son’s laughter set Kari’s heart aflutter as it usually did, and she gently touched her hand to her lower belly while she continued to think of Zalkar and Sakkrass.  There were no tingles in her mind, no reliving of memories as she’d experienced before, and neither of the deities “spoke” to her in any sense.  Still, she felt better for having shared a morning moment with them, expressing her thanks and her happiness.

      Kari returned to the rest of her friends before the priests had finished their prayers, so she helped cook.  She took a seat by the fire and fed her son, and Typhonix made a sweep of the village to be sure nothing was lurking amongst the huts.  Sonja’s life-sense detected only animals in the vicinity, which helped satisfy Ty’s suspicious nature, so the group took their morning meal together.  While they ate, Kari noticed Se’sasha’s skin was beginning to look better, though it would take some time before the girl’s flesh filled back in.

      Once breakfast was finished, Eli and Danilynn led the group through the village.  They had a hard time pinpointing Se’ceria’s grave; it had been about a dozen years since they buried the syrinthian priestess.  With the czarikk village abandoned, though, they were eventually able to get their bearings, and they found the gravesite at the northwest edge.  Several dozen graves were arranged in neat rows there.  Though the czarikk typically didn’t bury their dead, they had to take the simpler method of honoring their peoples’ remains when they were forced to flee.

      While the czarikk graves were designated only by a stony covering to dissuade animals from digging, Se’ceria’s grave had a marker.  A wood plank was stuck in the ground, carved with the syrinthian priestess’ name and the year of her death: 3049.  It was covered in stones just as the others were and didn’t appear to have been disturbed.  Most curiously of all, it was in the center of the many czarikk graves.

      Se’sasha didn’t approach right away.  She watched Eli and Danilynn crouch by the grave’s stony cover and offer their respects.  Kari had wondered how close Eli and Se’ceria were when he’d told her the tale, but there was no doubt now.  Between the way he described holding the woman in his arms while she died and the way he paid his respects to what was, by all common knowledge, an enemy, Kari could see the truth of the matter.

      Danilynn paid her respects as well, but there was something different there: Danilynn had spoken with Se’ceria several times and knew the priestess’ hopes and dreams better than Eli did.  And Danilynn was a priestess: if anyone had a clear perspective of whether reward or retribution awaited Se’ceria’s spirit, it would be Danilynn.

      The fures-rir priestess stood and turned to Se’sasha.  Se’sasha tilted her head back and let forth a long sigh, but when she looked back to her companions, she smiled.  Everyone moved to give her room, and Kari tried to keep Little Gray’s tide of questions quiet and quickly answered.  He was curious about the grave, why Se’sasha’s mother had died, what Se’sasha was doing, what they were going to have for lunch, and a million other things.  The syrinthian priestess seemed to block it out, though, and she began to pray aloud in her peoples’ tongue.  Kari picked up her son and held him close, and Grakin wrapped an arm around them while they watched.

      Se’sasha opened her robe and let it fall to the valley floor, still modestly covered by the slip she wore.  Suddenly, the sun managed to penetrate the canopy and the valley mist, lightening the area.  Se’sasha’s tattoos began to glow, and her scaly skin along with them.  The priestess’ prayer reached a frenetic pace, though Kari assumed it might be the normal speed of syrinthian speech.  When she’d heard their excited chatter in the prison, they spoke with a similar speed and sense of urgency in everything they said.

      A tingle passed through Kari’s mind that she recognized immediately.  She whipped her gaze around the immediate area, expecting to find Sakkrass’ avatar among them, but he wasn’t there—not physically, anyway.  She could feel his presence, and any doubts she’d had about Se’sasha’s loyalty were wiped away.  The priestess was praying to their mutual father, and his spirit was passing among them.  Most curiously of all, the symbol of Zalkar began to glow on Kari’s chest through her breastplate—something only Se’sasha missed.

      Ty looked around suspiciously.  “Kari, did you swear a Blood Oath?”

      She shook her head.  “No, not since the one in Barcon,” she said, trying not to distract Se’sasha.  She recalled Uldriana’s indignant reaction when interrupted; she was doing the same thing now, even though Se’sasha wasn’t talking to any tangible being.  “This happened when I was on Mehr’Durillia, too; not sure why.  We’ll talk more when Se’sasha is finished.”

      He nodded and the others agreed silently.  Everyone continued to watch Se’sasha, and Kari could feel Sakkrass’ presence more potently.  The symbol of Zalkar flashed in bright tones.  Kari attracted Sonja’s attention and gestured to use her life-sense again.  Sonja concentrated for a few moments but then shook her head; there was nothing dangerous in the area unless it was something Sonja couldn’t detect.

      Everyone’s attention was drawn back to the grave as a brilliant flash of light came from the air above it.  The light was intense, like a miniature sun that didn’t hurt to look at.  It slowly coalesced into a humanoid shape, and then, over several long minutes, it took the shape of a syrinthian woman in pure white garments who looked astonishingly like Se’sasha.  There was no doubt it was the spirit of Se’ceria Sasha Solaristis.

      Se’sasha smiled, as did Kari unconsciously.  As much as the sight of the syrinthian priestess’ spirit lifted Kari’s own, it was the sense of Sakkrass standing beside Kari that truly set her soul at ease.  It was as though he lifted all Kari’s burdens from her mind and body with his presence, and for a moment, all the aches, pains, and worries of her life melted away into bliss.  He was with them, in spirit at least, watching a former high priestess pass her gift to her daughter, who would now be his high priestess.

      “My friends, please be aware that my mother cannot see or hear you in this state; she will see and hear only me,” Se’sasha said.  Everyone exchanged glances, shocked that they could suddenly understand her.  “For your sake, I will speak aloud, so that you are not ignorant to what is said, but you will not be able to hear her speak.  Also, most of the passing of her memories and her power will be done silently.”

      “How is it you can suddenly speak our language?” Aeligos asked suspiciously.

      “She can’t,” Kari said, remembering the experience on Tsalbrin years before, when she’d met Sakkrass’ avatar.  “Sakkrass’ spirit is among us; he’s translating our words.”

      The others were astounded, but no one interrupted further.  Se’sasha spoke to her mother’s spirit, telling her that Danilynn and Eli were there, and passed along a greeting at their request.  “She is thankful to know that you both have survived and prospered in the wake of everything that happened,” Se’sasha told them.  “She further says to avoid the Crimson Huntress, for without my mother’s intervention, there is nothing to protect you from her wrath.”

      There was a long silence while Se’ceria spoke to her daughter, and Kari waited anxiously to hear what was being said.  Se’sasha’s mood nearly soured, but the syrinthian girl nodded at last.  “The others who are with me are thankful for your efforts,” she told the shimmering spirit.  “They have brought me here and treated me with a great deal of respect on account of what you did.  I am told that the czarikk, too, are thankful for your efforts to free and evacuate them.”

      Danilynn sniffled and Eli wrapped an arm around her.  It seemed Danilynn hadn’t expected the events of nearly a dozen years before to still affect her.  Se’sasha closed her eyes, smiled broadly, and turned to her companions after another minute.  “My mother says that she is safe, warm, and happy with Ashakku, who does indeed go by the name of Sakkrass among our czarikk kin.  While with him, she is free of the burdens of guilt or regret, but here she is mindful enough of it to pass along her apologies.  Is there anything else anyone would like me to tell her or ask of her before we commune?”

      “Nothing you won’t know once you’ve communed,” Kari answered for the group.  “Should we move away and give you some space?”

      “This may take some time, so you may do as you wish,” Se’sasha said.  “Though I would be grateful if your blonde sibling would stay and keep watch over me.”

      Ty’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but he agreed without too much delay.  The others returned to the camp, but as they walked away, Kari watched the shimmering spirit and the syrinthian girl merge into one.  Se’sasha began to glow golden-white while infused with her mother’s spirit, and for a moment, Kari thought that must be what an angel looks like.  There was a warm feeling in her mind and heart, and she realized Sakkrass was agreeing with her.

      I understand now… I can trust Se’sasha wholly.  She is my sister.

      Kari played with Little Gray and listened to Eli, Danilynn, and Aeligos discuss how to get to the west coast from the valley.  Kari had heard quite a bit about the Temple of Archons in recent years, but she’d never laid eyes on the holy structure and had little idea what to expect.  She assumed it would be grand and stately, possibly made of marble like the temples in the holy city of Sarchelete.  She knew its front door had a strange locking mechanism that required six jade seals and some interaction from her as Salvation’s Dawn to open.  Other than that, she wasn’t sure what the writing on it might look like or what any of it would mean.

      She supposed it was possible she’d be able to read the inscriptions on the Temple’s face, since she was Salvation’s Dawn and a part of the key to opening it.  Would there be any repercussions to touching the locking mechanism?  Might that unlock some of the writing or other secrets to the mechanism itself?

      I’d better talk to Aeligos and Sonja about it first, but not until we get to the island, Kari thought.  Little sense causing a commotion before we reach our destination…

      After a while, Se’sasha returned with Typhonix.  She wasn’t glowing anymore, but there was a shiny golden sheen to her skin that hadn’t faded.  Her tattoos now appeared permanent, standing out from her flesh in fully saturated red and orange hues, more clearly depicting images of the sun and the flowing script of the syrinthians.  Se’sasha touched Ty’s shoulder in thanks and the blonde warrior smiled.  Just what did the priestess see in him, considering she had no way of understanding anything Ty had said along the way?

      “I understand now,” Se’sasha said as she stood before the others.  Sakkrass’ spirit was no longer among them, and though it was shocking, it was clear that communing with her mother had allowed Se’sasha to learn the Citarian common tongue.  “When we return to your Order, I will tell you everything I can.  For now, though, I must ask your help with one more issue.  My mother’s spirit has asked that we tear down the temple to Sekassus.  Though it was damaged in the final battle there, it still stands, a danger if anyone knows how to repair its portal.  We do not have to completely destroy it, simply enough so that it can never again be used toward the Cobra Lord’s purposes.”

      “I’m strangely comfortable with that,” Kari returned, drawing laughs from her friends.  “But speaking of temples, did your mother tell you anything about the Temple of Archons?”

      Se’sasha shook her head.  “No, the only temple my mother was aware of was this one she had overseen the construction of and run herself.  You can explain the significance of this other temple of yours when we reach it, I suppose.  I am guessing it is not something your Order wants to be common knowledge, so I am content to remain in the dark on it for now.”

      “What was the significance of this place?” Aeligos asked.  “Did your mother give any indication why this valley was chosen?  I understand Sekassus wanted to be summoned here to Citaria, but when we dealt with one of his schemes a few years ago, it was to be summoned on Tsalbrin.  During the Third Demon War, your kind invaded Terrassia.  I’m curious why his plans don’t all focus on the same place.”

      The syrinthian priestess thought to herself.  “I believe it was the proximity to the great forest and the elves who live within it,” she offered.  “Sekassus believed that by taking this valley and then allying himself with the elves, he could take the great forest without too much notice.  He then planned to sire a child with my mother to give him an anchor here on Citaria and use the ever-growing populations of my people and the elves to bring war to this land.”

      “That seems rather un-Sekassus-like,” Aeligos muttered.

      “No, it makes sense,” Sonja said.  “Think about it: If there had been fighting here on Askies between our people and the combined syrinthians and elves, we would’ve never been sent to Tsalbrin.  His son and Emma would’ve been completely unopposed there, and he might’ve been able to capture that other portal he was interested in.”

      “Oh, you’re right,” Aeligos said.  “Good point.”

      “We have to keep in mind that the kings—most of them, anyway—look at everything in the long-term,” Kari said.  “Whatever it is Emma’s up to, she’s been at it since Eli, Danilynn, and their friends worked with Se’ceria.  Who knows how long she’s been skulking around Askies and wherever else, laying the Overking’s plans?”

      “All right, so let’s go destroy a temple,” Ty said, and everyone got to their feet, excited.

      They searched the village for hammers, mauls, or anything serviceable for such use and found some simple czarikk tools.  Between the three priests and Sonja, Kari was sure they’d manage whether the tools were sufficient or not.  And she was curious to see what sort of arcane damage her sister-in-law could cause now.

      They trekked to the west but lost the sunlight before they reached the temple.  They camped in the forest to stay out of sight of anything that had claimed the temple ruins.  Danilynn and Eli mentioned seeing a white dragon from time to time while near the valley, but there weren’t any obvious signs it was living here, if it was still in the area.  They kept their dinner fire small to stay on the safe side and kept watches throughout the night.

      When the sun rose, they reached the former temple of Sekassus.  It was vaguely pyramidal like Sakkrass’ from Kari’s dream.  Did that suggest some relationship between Sekassus and Sakkrass?  Would either ever tell her?  She stared at the statues of the snake-men at the pyramid’s flat top, their tips poking above the mists and catching the first rays of the sun.  With a grim smile, Kari approached to destroy the temple of her enemy.
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      The temple was well-constructed and quite impressive to behold, designed as a single, large pyramid with multiple levels.  Archways led inside at each level, with several smaller pyramidal buildings at the top.  Down the center of the long, steep stairway to the pinnacle was a waterway, once fed by a fountain at the top.  Even from the base, Kari could see the snake-man statues at the top, and the very upper portion of the circular stone-arch portal.

      Marring the architectural beauty of the pyramid were the many skeletons on its stairs, half-buried in the soil at the base, or laying along the steps or walkways at each level.  Eli and Danilynn hadn’t given much detail about the final battle, but Kari could see dozens of skeletons just from the base of the stairs.  There had to be three score or more dead lying about the area, but she remembered them saying Koursturaux had “torn the souls” out of those who hadn’t died in the conflict itself.

      Most of the skeletons were dressed in rags, all that remained of their stylish clothing, though some seemed out of place.  The naked skeletons of the sylinths drew the most attention, as did the occasional canine skull of an elestram.  Some showed the trauma of the wounds that had felled them, but most appeared unmarred, either slain by flesh wounds alone or having their life-force snuffed out.  Unsurprisingly, not a shred of flesh or even hair clung to a single one.

      Se’sasha gestured up the wide main stairway and Typhonix took the lead, using the broad blade of his axe to sweep the remains away.  The temple showed no signs of disturbance, its steps and walkways covered with a fine layer of silt or soil and weeds.  Just for safety’s sake, Sonja used her life-sense, but didn’t come across anything in or near the temple aside from rodents and other small creatures.  The companions ignored the walkways and the doors into the temple itself and made their way to the pinnacle.

      The top was a flat, broad space with pyramidal buildings in the corners, the twin statues, the arching portal, and an altar.  The four corner pyramids appeared to be preparatory rooms, or else single-person dormitories.  The statues were nearly fifteen feet tall, depicting two syrinthians but with the cobra-like heads of their king, their arms outstretched so their fingertips touched.  In their collected palms sat a wide bowl for burning offerings.  If there had been a ladder to reach the brazier, it had long since been stolen or rotted away.

      The portal was masterfully constructed, cut from a single mass of granite so far as Kari could tell.  It had a shiny surface with mottled undertones and stretched neatly into an ohm-like shape.  The center was circular and hollow, the outer ring engraved with writing in the infernal tongue.  Danilynn moved closer to read the inscriptions and Sonja joined her.  Se’sasha ignored the portal for the most part, her attention drawn elsewhere.

      Kari followed her gaze to the altar.  The “waterway” down the central stairs was nothing so beautiful.  It was for the flow of blood from sacrifices made upon the altar, which was wide and flat, large enough for an erestram to be stretched out and slaughtered upon.  Even though the rains had long since washed away any evidence of blood in the stone channel, Kari could imagine it running red with the blood of sacrifices, and a shiver coursed through her.

      “My people were not always like this,” Se’sasha said to Kari’s reaction.  “After millennia of being under the rule of Sekassus and his forebears, we have become twisted and cruel, and lost our way.  I am loath to admit such to you, but this was not an anomaly among my people, Kari.  My mother was an anomaly.  Scenes like this are all too common where I come from, and my people have lost not just their hope, but their innocence.”

      Kari nodded, but before she spoke, she saw Eli crouched across the way at the other end of the altar.  He looked up under Kari and Se’sasha’s scrutiny and got to his feet.  “Your mother wanted to change that,” he said.  “She was willing to die to see that happen, and Kari bringing you here to us means she succeeded, to some degree.”

      “You are very kind,” Se’sasha replied with a bow of her head.  “Unfortunately, restoring the hope and will of my people will take more than a single priestess free from the rule of Sekassus.  To truly free them, we would have to strike some blow against Sekassus—perhaps even kill him.  Such a feat is far beyond our capabilities at this point, but I will not lose hope or faith.  I will help you in any way I can, and if that means we anger, hurt, or humiliate Sekassus in some way, then so much the better.”

      “I can still see those two harmauths stepping through the portal,” Danilynn said with a gesture toward the archway.  “I remember thinking that was bad enough, and then Koursturaux came through.  I don’t think I’ve ever had to try so hard not to wet my pants.”

      “She brought harmauths with her?” Kari asked.  She glanced over her shoulder at Grakin showing Little Gray around, trying to keep the boy away from the altar and the remains.

      “Two females,” Eli answered.  “From what we’ve heard, they’re her ‘bodyguards,’ and accompany her virtually everywhere.”

      “Why would a demon king need bodyguards?” Kari mused.

      “More for show than usefulness,” Se’sasha said.  “Just as Sekassus has a harmauth and many sylinths and erestram to guard and protect his throne room.  Frankly, anyone or anything capable of threatening Sekassus himself would not be intimidated by mere harmauths, sylinths, or erestram.”

      “What’s this say around the arch?” Ty asked.  He tapped the head of his axe against the edge of the stone but reconsidered hitting the dense rock with his prized weapon.

      Danilynn and Sonja both looked to Se’sasha, and the syrinthian girl obliged; apparently, her mother’s spirit had imbued her with the knowledge of several languages.  “And in those days, destruction shall come forth from the inner circle.  As death consumes life, so does the darkness consume the light, bringing forth the despair of men.  Look upon the face of death and cower, all you mortals.”

      “Charming,” the blonde warrior muttered.

      “It is part of an ancient prophecy,” Se’sasha said.  “I believe it dates back some eleven thousand years and is thought to have been the catalyst for the Overking’s invasion of our home world.  You will note, however, that in this place, evil was defeated by evil.  Prophecy is a strange creature, for whether one works for or against it, they usually force it to come to pass.”

      “You think maybe that’s the prophecy you were talking about with the council?” Kari asked.

      Aeligos shrugged.  “Hard to say.  Aside from Kaelariel’s birth, our people have never really had or put much stock in prophecy.  Like Se’sasha said, when it comes to prophecy, you generally have people who work to make it come to pass and those who try to stop it from coming to pass.  Thing is, if you believe what prophecy says is real, then whether you work for or against it, the prophecy must have taken that into account, right?  If a prophecy is true, it will come to pass, and the work of mortals or demon kings alike won’t do a thing to stop it.  The very nature of prophecy assumes it’s coming from the omniscient viewpoint of a deity, and that it considers past, present, and future events.”

      “You just completely lost me,” Kari muttered, and several of the others laughed.  They weren’t laughing at her, she could tell; Aeligos’ words had confused them, too.

      “Basically, he’s saying if you try to make it come to pass, you will, but if you try to stop it from coming to pass, that might be what makes it happen,” Ty explained.  “It makes a certain bit of sense, and a lot more when you consider the source is an omniscient being.”

      Kari looked at Sonja.  “All-knowing,” her sister-in-law explained.

      “Ah.  Do your people have any prophecies that you know of?” Kari asked Se’sasha.

      “No, nothing that my mother was aware of,” the syrinthian priestess answered.  “Too long have we been cut off from Ashakku and Be’shatha: thousands and thousands of years.  Even if there was some ancient prophecy, I doubt any of us would remember it, or have any written record of it.  Frankly, I am much happier to go my own way and serve the whims of Ashakku now, rather than follow something prophesied in ancient times.  To me, prophecy rather suggests the absence of free will.”

      Kari had never really considered that, but in large part it was because, as Aeligos had said, her people had never really had much in the way of prophecy.  The senses of duty and responsibility impressed upon cadets of the Order were built upon the foundation of free will: that people were born neither good nor evil but had to choose to act as such.  They were taught that nobody was born a demonhunter, but it was a life they chose because they had a desire to do what was right and to protect others.  It was true nobility, and that reminded her of what the Duke of Sutherland had said.

      Kari hefted one of the makeshift mauls they’d brought, drawing immediate protest from most of her companions.  She waved off their concern and approached the portal archway, and she swung the massive stone weapon sideways to strike the inner part of the ring.  It crashed against the granite with a crunch but seemed to inflict no damage to the archway.  The infernal lettering around its perimeter began to glow a ghastly shade of red, and Kari grunted and staggered backwards.

      There were calls of concern from her mate and friends, but before they could even reach her, Kari straightened out and the glowing blue symbol of Zalkar appeared through her breastplate.

      “Do not strike it again; the portal is protected,” Se’sasha warned, approaching.  “I could sense it the moment you swung the weapon.”

      “Me, too,” Sonja said.  “It has some arcane protection to keep it from being destroyed by manual means.  There must be something in the temple that powers the shield, or it would’ve long since collapsed.”

      “Hang on, let me give it a try,” Ty said.  He gripped the maul, swung it back and over his shoulder, then slammed the ring with tremendous force.  It struck with a resounding thud and the head of the makeshift czarikk maul shattered, though it didn’t so much as scratch the ring itself.  The writing around the portal’s edge reacted the same way, though Ty showed no signs of injury or being otherwise affected like Kari.  Sonja smirked at him, so Ty shrugged.  “Hey, Kari swung it all wrong; I was just making sure she actually hit it hard enough.”

      “Well, excuse me, I don’t normally go around swinging big two-handed things,” Kari shot back jokingly.

      Without missing a beat, Ty turned to Grakin.  “Sorry to hear that,” he ribbed his brother.

      Kari’s eyes went wide, and Sonja gasped, but Grakin was the first to start laughing.  Eli and Aeligos both laughed aloud too, though Sonja was blushing and Danilynn kept shaking her head.  Se’sasha figured out what they meant after a few moments and tried to hide a smile, but she didn’t have much success.  Kari simply put her hands on her hips and tapped her foot while she stared at her blonde brother-in-law.

      “Maybe we should poke around and find the source of power before I lose my tongue,” Ty laughed, turning to Eli and Danilynn to avoid Kari’s playful glare.  “You two have been here before, do you know where we should start looking?”

      “I’d suggest the interior, obviously,” Danilynn said.  “I believe the first level down from the top was Se’ceria’s personal quarters and study, and I know the bottom level was the prison and general quarters.  I’m not sure what’s on the second and third levels.  Se’sasha, any idea?”

      The syrinthian priestess shook her head.  “Either my mother’s spirit did not know, or she simply did not spend enough time in those other levels to remember properly.  I think that simply doing enough damage to the pyramid itself might weaken the protection.  There is nothing in my mother’s memories that suggests an actual source to this arcane shield you describe.”

      “Let’s try this,” Ty said, hefting one of the other unbroken mauls.  He approached the altar, and everyone cleared away so he could try smashing one of its suspended corners.  He reared back and let forth with another mighty swing, but it had no more effect on the altar than on the portal.  It did, however, cause the writing around the portal to begin to glow again.

      Aeligos approached and studied the portal and then the altar, and then he went back to the writing on the portal’s ring.  He didn’t give voice to whatever he was thinking, so the others left him be for the moment.

      Kari turned to Sonja.  “Anything you can do to destroy some of this place with your magic?”

      Sonja glanced around.  “Not that I’d be comfortable trying.  I’ve got to consider I could hurt your son or anyone else with exploding bits of stone and metal.  It’s probably best we do this the old-fashioned way, if everyone wants to join in.  If not, and you all want to go back down by the forest, I’ll see what I can manage.”

      “That sounds better than spending a week breaking stone blocks,” Ty said.  “As much fun as smashing things may be, better we get it done and move on.  I’ll stay here with Sonja while she works, though.”

      Kari nodded, and the others started to head to the edge of the forest to hopefully be safe from flying debris.  Down near the forest, Kari sat and began to play with Little Gray.  Soon, there were the sounds of stone cracking and breaking apart, though Kari couldn’t see any obvious damage being done.  It reminded her of the arcane and divine magic used by the priests and wizards of Jir’tana’s brigade during the taking of Atrice.

      “Could you help with an earthquake or something?” she asked Danilynn.

      “Bad idea,” the priestess said with a shake of her head.  “I’d thought about it myself, but then I remembered Aeligos saying there was probably volcanic activity below.  I don’t want to risk breaking into something like that and destroying this valley—not to mention us.”

      “Oh, good point,” Kari said, but then she went quiet and looked back in the direction of the temple.  The sounds of breaking stone had ceased, and she could’ve sworn she heard Sonja yell for help.  She wasn’t the only one.  After a brief pause, the call came again, loudly and more panicked.  Kari jumped to her feet and barked, “Grakin, stay here with Little Gray!”

      The priest picked up their son and stepped back under cover of the trees while Kari and the others ran for the temple.  Even with the aches and soreness she’d been dealing with, Kari found her legs carried her swiftly to and up the stairway of the pyramid when she heard Sonja calling for help.  Something must’ve happened to Typhonix, she thought, and though Grakin was the most skilled healer among them, she had Danilynn and Se’sasha with her, and it was best not to make any assumptions.

      Aeligos was the fastest and reached the top of the pyramid first.  Kari heard a gasp of surprise, then a grunt and a cry of pain from her brother-in-law, and once again she heard Sonja scream for help.  Eli and Danilynn reached the summit next, and Eli let out a long, drawn-out swear, Danilynn pulling both axes off her belt.  It had been no accident.

      Kari finally reached the top, her scimitars in hand before she even had a moment to take in the scene.  Typhonix lay in a growing pool of blood, and at first glance, he looked dead.  Sonja’s two-handed sword lay shattered not far away, and she was holding her hands up to keep a sheet of arcane force before her as a shield.  Aeligos hobbled around the altar, his leg lacerated badly, and kept the stone table between him and the other who stood in the center of the summit grounds while Danilynn, Eli, and Kari formed a triangle around them.

      It can’t be, Kari thought, then defiantly shouted, “You’re supposed to be dead!”

      Taesenus turned his head slowly and fixed Kari with a withering glare.  “So are you,” he spat.  He was five-foot-eleven like Kari, nearly perfectly built.  His hair was long in the tradition among rir warriors, and the black and red hellfire-like tattoo that crossed his shoulders and throat showed on his unarmored neck.  He wore paluric armor, but it wasn’t a complete set: parts of his arms and legs were unprotected, as was his neck and head, rather like Kari’s suit before she’d had it completed.  Most curious of all, he had no wings despite being serilian-rir.  His baleful red eyes narrowed, and his black teeth showed in a terrible grin.  “Don’t worry; you soon will be, and all these with you.  Except, perhaps, for her.”

      Sonja growled when the Demon Prince pointed a sword at her, and she unleashed a stroke of lightning at him with a thought.  He swatted it away with one of the twin katanas he held; he’d taken his second katana off Typhonix after striking him down.  He had to have considerable willpower to turn aside arcane power so easily, but as Kari saw his left arm had been restored, she figured there was still much about him she didn’t know.

      Taesenus hardly seemed concerned that he faced three warriors at once now, and Kari knew why: a combination of skill and arrogance.  He was probably one of the best fighters Kari had crossed swords with, but she’d beaten him in single combat.  If he thought he could best her while she had Danilynn and Eli with her, he was about to learn a painful lesson.

      But to what end? Kari thought.  Kaelariel had allegedly killed the Demon Prince just before the end of the Apocalypse, so how could Taesenus be standing before them now?  His retort had to be the answer: he’d been resurrected, perhaps for the same reason as Kari and Sharyn.  Whatever the case, she resolved to correct that and send him back to his mother.

      Kari started to move forward, and Eli and Danilynn moved in tandem.  Taesenus spun and threatened both Danilynn and Kari with his blades, but he focused his actual attacks on Eli.  His vorpal katana cut the top of Eli’s shield clean off and caught the half-corlyps warrior unprepared.  Blood flew sideways from Eli’s jaw as the sword bit into his snout, and the half-corlyps stumbled away holding his shield up, not even conscious of the fact that it had already been rendered nearly useless.

      Danilynn tried to capitalize on Taesenus pursuing Eli, but the Demon Prince turned on her.  The priestess traded a couple of routines with him, trying to move to a flanking position to give Kari his back.  Taesenus was no fool, though, using footwork and angles to render Danilynn’s attacks harmless and keep from being pinned between the two women.  Still, Danilynn was able to maneuver the Demon Prince away from Eli.

      Kari checked over her shoulder briefly.  Se’sasha was tending to Typhonix; he wasn’t dead, but he might soon be, so Kari used that fire to bring her rage to a deadly boil.  The symbol of Zalkar began to glow upon her breastplate once again, drawing Taesenus’ attention.  He fended off Danilynn and then chased her back a few steps, but then he beckoned for Kari to attack.

      Temper, temper, she thought, remembering what had let her beat him so many years ago.  He seemed to have better grasp of it now, but Kari wasn’t about to make the same mistake.  She was a defensive fighter, Suler Tumureldi’s sole student, and she wouldn’t make the error of attacking such a skilled fighter recklessly no matter who he’d hurt or how badly.

      Kari nodded for Danilynn to follow her lead and work in tandem.  Kari didn’t know if she was truly under a Blood Oath or why the symbol of Zalkar glowed on her breastplate, but she wasn’t going to take anything for granted or make any foolish mistakes.

      Eli, however, didn’t seem cognizant of his actions.  He approached the Demon Prince slowly and quietly, but even as he raised his hammer, Taesenus spun on him.  The Demon Prince raised one blade to parry the downswing of the hammer, but without hesitation he drove the other sword neatly under Eli’s ribs on the right side.

      What was that?  He never goes for anything but the heads of his enemies, Kari thought.  But he’d run Eli through, the vorpal sword piercing Eli’s breastplate effortlessly, and then he kicked the half-corlyps to the ground, not bothering to take his head—yet.

      Taesenus began to circle Kari, paying his downed opponent no heed.  “Liver shot,” he remarked, glaring at Danilynn and then turning his baleful, red-eyed gaze onto Kari.  “He’ll be dead before you are, make no mistake.”

      Sonja unleashed another stroke of lightning and began trying to rain arcane death upon the Demon Prince.  Shards of metal from around the temple’s top, a hail of fiery pellets, and a great arcane force in the shape of a fist all flew with deadly intent at Taesenus, but he brushed them aside as if swatting flies.  “I appreciate the early wedding gifts but save your pleasantries until after I’ve killed your friends,” he commented dryly.  “Matter of fact, which of your brothers’ heads would you most appreciate as my gift to you?”

      “I’d sooner marry Sekassus!” Sonja spat, moving to pick up Ty’s greataxe.

      “That could be arranged,” the Demon Prince said evenly.  After staring at Kari for a couple more seconds, he held his swords out wide.  “Come now, have you completely lost your nerve since last we met?  Or do you simply know in your heart that while you’ve gotten older and fattened from calving, I’ve far surpassed you or that myth of a teacher of yours?”

      Kari ignored his taunting remarks and glanced over her shoulder again at Se’sasha.  “How is he?” she asked but turned back to watch the Demon Prince.

      “He lives, but not for much longer,” she said.  “Danilynn, I require your aid!  It would also help to have Grakin up here with us.”

      Damnit, Kari thought.  She didn’t want Taesenus to know her mate and son were in the woods, should the worst come to pass.  She supposed it couldn’t be helped, though, if they wanted to save Typhonix’ life.  Kari called for Grakin, making sure to tell him they needed him and that she didn’t just yell for him in terror.  Kari gestured toward Typhonix with her head, and Danilynn slowly circled around Taesenus so she could go lend Se’sasha her aid.  To Kari’s right, Aeligos had maneuvered around to Eli and was trying to remove the half-corlyps’ breastplate to help tend to his wound.

      Kari spun her swords in her hands.  She was pregnant, sore, achy, and probably not in the best shape for fighting, but she was standing face to face with the Demon Prince once again with no one to help her.  She wasn’t sure she could beat him again, but the blue glow of Zalkar’s symbol made her think otherwise.  She uttered a silent prayer to both him and Sakkrass and asked them to put their spirits on her in this moment of desperation.  In the back of her mind, she thought that might be her saving grace: she had people and deities who cared about her, whereas the Demon Prince had only hatred to keep him going.

      Taesenus chuckled.  “Learn to guard your thoughts better, Karian,” he said.  “The Lord of Destruction has granted me more power than either of your pathetic gods ever could or would.  If you think to put that to the test, you may attack me any time at your leisure.”

      Still an arrogant bastard, Kari thought.  Worse than that, he had apparently learned a few things from Abaddon, if his words were to be believed.  Where the younger Taesenus Kari had fought during the Apocalypse was a great fighter, he was reckless and had a terrible temper, both of which Kari had been able to use against him.  The man who stood before her now used those things as his weapons instead of letting them be his weaknesses; he was baiting Kari to make the same mistakes he had years before.

      Kari didn’t smile overtly, but deep inside, she was glad to see he still didn’t understand who he was fighting.  She knew her enemy well, most specifically his love of decapitating his foes in battle, and she was mindful of her helmet being tucked away in her pack.  Just as when she fought Turillia in Barcon, she couldn’t help but think that was going to get her killed one day.  Once again, she prayed today wouldn’t be that day.  She raised her scimitars and considered how to initiate their fight.  Taesenus wasn’t going to be goaded into attacking her, meaning Kari’s defensive, counterattacking style would be harder to utilize.

      Taesenus began twirling his blades, acting bored, and a disturbing thought crossed Kari’s mind.  Amastri—and thereby Koursturaux—had known Kari would pass through this valley with Taesenus’ sword.  There was no way his being here was coincidence; Koursturaux had to have betrayed Kari.  Ty and Eli were both gravely wounded, the Demon Prince had gotten his second vorpal sword back, and all because Kari had gotten wrapped up with the demon king.  His claims that he learned from Abaddon seemed a ploy: he had to be working for Koursturaux.

      Kari circled the Demon Prince in turn, slowly closing the distance between them.  He seemed hesitant to strike first, allowing Kari to get closer than any swordsman worth their salt normally would.  Taesenus was wary of being pinned between Kari and the others, most notably Sonja, but he gave ground as he waited for her to strike first.  Kari didn’t oblige, trying to buy her friends time to stabilize Typhonix and Eli.  The longer she could hold Taesenus at bay, the better her chances were of getting more help.

      Finally, the Demon Prince grew tired of waiting.  He turned as if to approach Sonja, but as soon as Kari moved to intercept, he whirled back on her.  Kari had expected such a ploy, though, and caught his initial attacks easily.  He had the advantage of reach with his longer blades, but Kari had worked inside his range to frustrate that.  Taesenus snarled when he realized it, but he didn’t fly into a rage.  His attacks came short and tight, utilizing thrusts to reestablish distance and swings to keep Kari moving to her left, into his more powerful right-hand arc.

      Kari accepted a harmless thrust that glanced off the paluric armor of her belly, moving in closer to the Demon Prince.  She turned her left scimitar the wrong way and cut in a backwards motion, trying to use the sharpened backside to hook under his incomplete armor and go for the arteries in his thigh.  Taesenus barely avoided the strike, but like when she’d used it on Turillia, Kari did catch enough flesh to bring forth a stream of blood.  In typical fashion, the Demon Prince retaliated by swinging for her neck.

      His error was in not reestablishing distance first, which was what Kari had counted on.  She stepped in instead of back, turned to her right, and drove her knee into his armored groin.  The paluric armor wouldn’t absorb much of the blow, she knew, and getting hit in the crotch was painful whether you had padding there or not.  He let forth a grunt and flashed his teeth in a snarl, but he had to accept her advantage and hop back two paces to put distance between them.  Kari held her bloodied left sword up by her face and smiled at him around it.

      Taesenus smiled back, and Kari began to react before he even put his thoughts in motion.  He dashed to his right to strike a coup de grace on Aeligos, who was tending to Eli.  Kari flapped her wings hard but crouched, the sudden sound making Taesenus stop and change direction to face her.  She wasted no more time playing; if he was threatening further harm to her friends, Kari had to get this over with.  She gestured for Sonja to go help the priests tend to Ty.

      Kari skulked in and feinted, but this time Taesenus didn’t back away.  He swung at her hard, his other sword moving sinuously in the wake, preparing for a second and then probably more strikes.  Kari met each but didn’t bother to try to riposte.  She parried and worked to push his swings lower and lower, away from his favorite target.  He played along, waiting for an opportune moment to strike.  Kari drove one of his blades wide and then left herself open on that side, and just as Turillia had, Taesenus took the bait.

      She kicked him hard in the jaw and he staggered to the side, black blood dripping from his mouth as though he’d bitten through his tongue.  She followed and stabbed with her left blade, then brought her right up underneath to try to cut off his hand if he parried.  Her sword glanced off the armor on his hip, but it slid down enough to cut into the unprotected side of his leg, forcing him to stumble farther along.  Kari followed him by sidestepping, keeping him in front of her instead of following in his wake.

      Taesenus got his footing and drove both swords at her in a deceptively quick double thrust.  Kari drove his swords apart, but he beat her to the attack and kicked her hard in the belly.  Kari screamed out and staggered back.  The kick brought tears to her eyes, and she gritted her teeth in a grimace of pain, backing away with her swords at the ready.  Sonja rose just long enough to swing her massive decapitator at Taesenus, forcing him to his right, which bought Kari enough time to fight through the pain.  More than the pain, though, she was worried about the damage it might’ve done to her baby.

      The Demon Prince stalked to the side away from Sonja but kept his vicious scowl upon Kari.  “Oh, are you carrying a little one?  How nice to know I’ll kill two of you with one stroke.”

      Grakin reached the top of the temple with Little Gray in his arms, and his eyes widened.  He glanced at Typhonix, where his attention was needed, but he fixed a helpless stare on Kari.  She was fighting, while pregnant, and worse than that, she was fighting alone.  Kari nodded toward Ty, and Taesenus snickered when he saw the concern on Grakin’s face.

      “Perhaps I should kill him and your boy before I kill you,” the Demon Prince mused.

      He shut up abruptly when he was struck from behind by Eli’s hammer.  The half-corlyps nearly laid the Demon Prince flat with a bone-crushing hit to the back, but Eli doubled over in pain as soon as he’d swung.  Taesenus stumbled forward and started to turn to strike back at Eli, but Kari slipped in sinuously and swung back, up, and outward with her right scimitar and sliced neatly under Taesenus’ jaw.  Blood flew free and then began to spurt from the wound; she’d caught him in the artery.

      Kari moved to finish the job, but the Demon Prince hopped up on the altar and touched his neck briefly.  His blood spattered on the altar’s surface as it spurted free a few times, but after only moments, it stopped, and he rolled his head to the side as though stretching his neck.  Kari started to approach but stopped and swiveled her head when a deep humming sound erupted from behind her.  She kept her swords up to ward off any advance by the Demon Prince but glanced at the portal behind her.

      Where only emptiness had stood in the center of the circle before, now a shimmering field of power rippled the air.  Kari swore under her breath and moved beside the portal defensively; she had no idea if anything would come through.  Danilynn was watching the Demon Prince warily, one hand on her axe while she kept the other feeding healing energy to Typhonix.  Sonja, too, still had Ty’s axe gripped firmly, waiting for any sign that she should join the battle.  Kari kept her focus on the portal; everyone else seemed fine without her attention at that moment.

      “So, it does still work,” Taesenus said.  “Yes, my lord will find this most interesting.  In the meantime, I would suggest you see to your little Temple, because we’ll be coming for it soon enough, Vanador.”

      Kari tried to block him from making his way to the portal, but she was wary of being pinned between them.  If something came through the portal, she’d be flanked and at risk of being killed.  Kari glared at him as he walked warily past her, mindful of the fact that he had already survived being clubbed in the back and slashed across the arteries in his throat.  If those attacks hadn’t managed to kill him, and Sonja’s magic was of no use, perhaps a stalemate was the best outcome Kari could hope for now.

      She let him make his way to the portal, but he stopped before passing through the liquid-shimmering field of power.  He turned that baleful red gaze upon Kari, his black teeth showing again in that terrible grin.  “Enjoy your miscarriage, bitch.  The next time we cross paths, you will not have so many friends with you.”

      Taesenus stepped through the portal, and Kari dashed forward and slashed through the rippling field with one of her blades.  It came back through streaked with fresh black blood, but she backed away.  Taesenus, on the other side, could alert other demons—Mehr’Durillians, whatever the case may be—that the portal was open.

      “How do we shut this down?” she barked, though she wasn’t sure she’d even get an answer with everyone else busy.

      “Sonja, use fire to burn off the blood on the altar!” Danilynn said.  “The portal will only stay open as long as some remnant of the sacrifice remains on the altar.”

      “No, wait,” Se’sasha said, jumping to her feet.  She dashed to the portal and searched the inscription around its outer edge.  She began to speak quietly in the sibilant language of her people, what sounded like a prayer to Ashakku-Sakkrass.  She opened her robe and let it fall to the ground, revealing her many sun-themed tattoos, and then a radiant light exploded from her in a fantastic corona that enveloped the portal.

      Kari dashed away from the artifact when she heard a cracking sound, and she went to check on Eli and Aeligos.  The portal shattered under the assault of light from the syrinthian priestess, and soon collapsed.  It didn’t just collapse in a typical sense, but in on itself, the stonework of the portal getting sucked through to wherever Taesenus had gone.  When it was gone, Se’sasha hardly paused before she gathered up her robe and ran back to Typhonix.

      Kari was almost afraid to go over there.  She had a sinking feeling in her gut, a presence of mind that understood if three priests were tending to him even still, there was little hope.  She crouched beside Eli, who was still doubled over in pain.  When she touched his shoulder, he raised his head and tried to cover up the grimace of pain to smile.  He’d told her before that half-corlypsi were made to survive trauma, and the wound that must’ve surely hit his liver left little doubt that was true.  He may have gotten the worst of the fights he was in while helping Kari, but he always got back on his feet—something not everyone could say.

      Aeligos’ injury seemed superficial up close, a nasty laceration on the back of the leg that didn’t get any tendons or ligaments.  He could walk gingerly, the bleeding all but stopped by the time the fight was over.  Kari laid a hand on both Aeligos and Eli and sent out what healing energy she could.  It wasn’t much, but it would start the healing process for Eli, and probably finish it for Aeligos.  Once she was spent, she patted their shoulders and made her way to Ty.

      When Kari got close enough, she knew the situation was as dire as she’d thought.  The priests had him on his belly, and Taesenus had cut into Ty’s neck and down his spine.  Bone showed through the lacerated flesh in several spots down his spine, and only the shallow rise and fall of his ribs while the priests worked gave Kari any sense of hope.  Ty was a fighter and had survived quite a bit of punishment in their ordeal on Tsalbrin, but this might not be fixable.  She was simply glad Grakin was keeping Little Gray behind him so the boy couldn’t see how badly his uncle was hurt.

      Sonja looked up.  Kari wasn’t the only one feeling hopeless.  Sonja got to her feet and strode to where the portal had stood, clenching her fists, so Kari picked up Little Gray and approached to lay a hand on Sonja’s shoulder.  “Don’t do it,” Kari said, drawing Sonja’ gaze.  She hoped the sight of Little Gray sitting worried in his mother’s arms might snap Sonja back to thinking clearly.  “We need to concentrate on your brother and getting everyone home safely.  Taesenus is gone; leave it be for now.”

      “Kari, I…,” Sonja started, and she began to cry.  “Oh, gods.”

      Kari wrapped her sister-in-law in a tight hug.  “He’s a fighter.  He’s a fighter, and he needs you to be, too.  Hang in there, Sis.”

      Sonja got herself composed and went to check on Aeligos and Eli.  Kari returned to Ty’s side and saw that much of the deeper damage had been healed.  Grakin was the most experienced healer of the priests, and with his direction, Danilynn and Se’sasha were able to help more efficiently.  Se’sasha seemed a natural healer in much the same way Grakin was, and though Danilynn was primary a battle-cleric, she was doing what she could.  Ty wasn’t bleeding anymore, and Kari could no longer see bone, but he wasn’t conscious and there was still a lot of damage to the flesh.

      “Eli could use some help once Ty’s out of danger,” Kari said.

      Danilynn looked across the way and scoffed.  “That’s nothing.  You should’ve seen what he looked like after we fought the erestram.  I’ll get to him soon, but he’s not in any danger, I can tell you that.”

      Kari nearly laughed, but she was too busy chewing on her lower lip while she watched the priests work, Taesenus’ parting words ringing in her mind.  It was interesting to see three priests of different races and different deities—heck, from different worlds—all working together in common purpose.  Ty was lucky to have such good friends, because if it had only been Se’sasha or Danilynn there, there’d likely be little they could do.  Kari knew just from a glance that her own healing power would be useless in the face of such damage.

      Grakin grunted deep in his throat, vastly overextending himself.  Before Kari could even say something, though, Se’sasha took one hand off Typhonix and laid it on Grakin’s shoulder.  “That is enough,” she said.  “He is stable; that will have to do for now.  It will do none of us any good to injure or deplete ourselves trying to complete an impossible task.  For now, he will have to rest, and we can tend to him further when we have done so as well.”

      “Yes, you are right,” Grakin said, but he put a hand over his face in exasperation.  Se’sasha patted the side of his face and kissed his temple, then she rose and went to Eli.  Danilynn followed, and Kari went and sat beside Grakin.  He looked at her after shaking his head, and his gaze softened as it passed over their son.

      “What happened to Uncle Ty?” Little Gray asked in the rir tongue.

      Kari nearly burst into tears, but she bit down the sob that preceded it and took a deep breath in behind it.  “He got hurt, but he’s going to be okay,” she said softly.  “He just needs some sleep, and he’ll be much better in the morning.”

      “You okay, Mama?”

      Kari pulled her son in tight so he wouldn’t see her cry.  Taesenus had hit her hard in the belly, but she was pretty sure the armor and padded clothing had shielded her.  “Mama’s okay,” Kari lied, and Grakin wrapped them both in his embrace.

      “We will not be able to move him, for practical and other reasons,” Grakin said.  “With that portal destroyed, I think it should be safe enough to camp the rest of the day and the night up here.  Do you agree?”

      Kari nodded.  “Stay with Ty.  We’ll get the rest of our things and bring them up here so we can get settled in for the night, at least.”  Sonja came and knelt beside them, and Kari touched her sister-in-law’s hand.  “Sonja, how did he get here?  I thought your life-sensing magic said there was nothing here but rats.”

      Sonja shook her head, at a loss for words.  When she finally spoke, it sounded apologetic.  “I don’t know.  All I can tell you is that even when he was standing right in front of me, I got no sense of life from him at all.  He could’ve been here the entire time, and I wouldn’t have sensed him.  I have no idea how that’s possible.  It was like there was no one there.”

      “I don’t get it; how can he be alive?  Kaelariel said he’d killed him personally.”

      Se’sasha and Danilynn returned with Eli and Aeligos.  The rogue was walking fine again, and though Eli was favoring his right side, he seemed more like he’d been in a bar fight than run through by a katana.  Everyone looked to Kari, hoping for some orders so they wouldn’t feel so listless.  What she wanted to do was step out of her skin and go hide somewhere for a while to get her thoughts in order.  She was a commander now, though: head of the Demonhunter Order and, she realized, the unofficial head of the Silver Blades in Erik’s absence.

      Kari rose to her feet holding her son.  “We’re going to camp up here for the rest of the day and night,” she said.  “We’ll stay here until Ty is up and about; I don’t want to risk moving him, even by arcane means, while he’s hurt and unconscious.  Eli, Aeligos—see if you can find some firewood so we can keep him warm and cook up some dinner.  Danilynn, Sonja—I’d like you to check the rest of the empty levels of the temple together and be very careful.  Grakin will stay here and keep an eye on Little Gray and Typhonix, and Se’sasha—you can stay with them and keep an eye out for trouble, or an ear out for anyone who needs help.”

      “Are you staying here too?” Aeligos asked hopefully.

      “I’m going to take my bow out and see if I can find something we can have for supper,” Kari said.  No one looked happy with that, but she was the most proficient pathfinder and hunter.  Everyone set off on their assigned tasks, and Kari was glad her decisions weren’t questioned.

      She took out her folding bow and got ready to hunt.  She kissed her son and her mate, then strode down the stairway of the temple purposefully.  She tried not to think about the possibility of hearing calls for help again; she had to trust that there would be no more surprises.  Sorrow gave way to anger as she walked, thinking about Koursturaux’ casual betrayal, and she resolved to kill Amastri when she got back to DarkWind, the council’s wishes be damned.

      Once she was out in the forest away from anyone else, Taesenus’ words rang in her ears loudly again.  Kari put her back to one of the trees and sank down to her rump.  The anger gave way to sorrow again, and she touched her hand to her lower belly and cried.
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      Typhonix woke the following morning just after Kari did, and he only managed to curb his desire to scream with considerable effort.  His pained grunts woke the others in short order.  Ty managed to roll onto his stomach, but once in that position, he had no luck holding back the pain.  Tears spilled from his eyes and he showed all his teeth in a grimace of agony.  It took Kari only moments to realize he wasn’t moving his legs at all.

      Grakin, Se’sasha, and Danilynn returned to their healing ministrations immediately.  They didn’t even take the time to pray with the dawn.  Typhonix was in too much pain, and they couldn’t keep him waiting.  Kari fed him what she could manage of her own healing energy, but it felt meager and inconsequential and she didn’t see any immediate effect.  Considering he wasn’t moving his lower body, the reason her healing seemed useless was obvious: it was.

      Once she felt drained, Kari sat on the edge of the altar and touched her hand to her lower belly.  She realized everyone was looking at her, even the priests working on healing Ty.  Her movements and her concern weren’t lost on anyone, and Grakin excused himself to go to her.  Kari clutched tightly at him when he embraced her, and it was all she could do to contain her own emotions so as not to frighten their son.

      Grakin drew away slightly after a minute and gripped Kari’s face.  “The baby is fine,” he said quietly.  “You were armored, and the baby is well protected.  I know you are afraid, but do not be; the baby is fine.  There is no need to worry.”

      Kari closed her eyes and let out a long sigh.  Grakin would know more about it than she did, and his words relieved her.  He hugged her tightly again but soon returned to Typhonix.  Kari wiped the traces of tears from her eyes and called Little Gray, and her son dashed over and hopped into her waiting arms.  He hugged her tightly, too, sensing his mother’s distress despite not knowing what his parents were saying.  Kari held tight to him and tried to rest easy in Grakin’s promise.

      She got to work putting together something nutritious for Little Gray’s breakfast, and Sonja helped her.  They got food together from everyone’s packs and tried to lay out a buffet to get everyone ready for the day’s trials.  The priests would likely be working from sunrise to sunset, ministering their healing arts to Typhonix, and they would need to be taken care of while they did.  Little Gray was happy to be of “help,” but mostly just dropped raisins, nuts, and berries everywhere.  It was a welcome bit of humor among the darkness that hung over them.

      Once they had bowls of food for everyone, Kari and Sonja passed them out.  Eli and Aeligos wanted to return to the czarikk village to search for useful things like rope, vines, and some linen to make a litter if they had to move Ty.  Kari dismissed them to do as they pleased once they ate.  She brought bowls of food to the priests and implored them to take turns having something to eat while they worked.

      Ty looked bad, but he wasn’t groaning or crying anymore.  There was a look in his eyes that said he was embarrassed to have cried at all in front of his friends, but nobody else shared in those sentiments.  He had suffered a terrible wound, what would’ve been a mortal one if not for the work of the priests, and no one doubted how much pain he was in.  Much like Danilynn had done for Kari on Mehr’Durillia, the priests soothed the pain with their healing arts, letting him get rest even while they worked on him.

      “I guess there’s no tip-toeing around this,” Kari said, kneeling across from Grakin.  He had his hands to either side of Ty’s wound, and Se’sasha and Danilynn were taking turns washing the area, placing their hands atop Grakin’s to lend him their strength, and eating when they had the opportunity.  “How is he?”

      “Ready for one more round, Sis,” Ty said through clenched teeth, trying to manage a smile.

      “Of fighting, or beer?” she teased, trying to lighten the mood.  His shoulders rose and fell in a chuckle.  The others smiled, too, with the exception of Grakin, who tried to mask impatience with his brother’s movements.

      “Well, he cannot move his legs, so I suspect there is significant nerve damage,” Grakin said somberly.  “I am doing my best to heal it, but damage to the nerves…”  He paused, sighed, and put one hand to his brother’s shoulder.  “This is not something that can normally be fixed.”

      Ty folded his arms under his head and let out a long sigh.  “Shit,” he muttered.  “Maybe you should just have Sonja take me back to DarkWind.  The priests of Tigron can patch me up as well as Grakin can, and then the rest of you can go to the Temple and poke around without having to drag me along.”

      “Give me some time to see if I can get you ambulatory again,” Grakin insisted.  “Arcane travel may jolt you and cause even more problems.  We are safe here for the time being, so let us work to see if we can at least get you walking.”

      “We are relatively safe, are we not?” Se’sasha asked no one in particular.

      Kari glanced at Sonja, but her sister-in-law sighed.  “I’m not sure,” Sonja said.  “I didn’t sense anyone here when we arrived at the temple, but Taesenus didn’t register at all to my life-sense.  We searched the place, so I’m tempted to say we’re safe, but I don’t know how Taesenus got here or if he might return.”

      “Not if he’s smart,” Kari muttered.  She moved to lean against the altar again and folded her arms across her chest.  Little Gray was content to play with some sticks near the remnants of the prior night’s fire, so Kari left him be for the moment.  “Still, this is a bad development.  We were told Kaelariel killed him near the end of the War.  If that’s not true, I can’t help but wonder if his mother is really dead, either.”

      “You think Kaelariel lied?” Ty asked, trying to swivel his head to look at Kari.

      “No, of course not.  I’m sure he thought he’d killed Taesenus, but if the Demon Prince…”  She paused and furrowed her brow.  “Wait; you said he didn’t register to your life-sense, Sonja?  Would that not detect undead, maybe?  Is it possible he was killed, but now he’s just undead?”

      “It would register as necromantic power,” Sonja answered.  “He wasn’t undead; he was just… I don’t know how to explain it.  He didn’t register as a living creature.  It was like he had no soul or spirit.”

      “And if his mother was the same…,” Kari began.  The others were alarmed by her words except for Se’sasha, who didn’t seem to understand what they were talking about.  “Grakin, you need to talk to Kaelariel about this tonight when you meditate.  We need answers, and if he doesn’t have them, then he needs to know the possibilities we’re dealing with.”

      Grakin agreed with a nod but didn’t reply.  Kari tried not to get too worked up.  While Taesenus was called the Demon Prince, he was honestly just one serilian-rir among millions of people.  The fact that he had somehow survived and no one knew wasn’t as big an issue as the same holding true for his mother.  At the same time, Kari had to imagine that if Seril, who was a god-like being, had survived, someone would have known.  She thought of the arcane seal spell Dominick had used in Barcon, how it was able to detect not only the strength but the species of people it passed over.

      Is there anyone strong enough—one of the gods, perhaps—to do the same over all of Citaria to see if Seril is hiding somewhere, alive?

      Kari expressed her idea to Sonja, who was willing to at least replicate Dominick’s feat over the temple and nearby valley.  It wasn’t much different than her life-sense enchantment, but if Taesenus didn’t register as a living thing, he might register as having or being under arcane power.  At the least, it would tell them if anything else troublesome was close by.  Fortunately, after expanding the seal into the jungle, Sonja detected nothing strange nearby except for Kari.

      “Side effect of being Salvation’s Dawn,” Kari explained with a shrug.

      Sonja’s brows rose but she didn’t press the issue.

      The rest of the day passed lazily, the priests doing their work.  Little Gray was getting antsy and bored, but Sonja kept him entertained with illusions and minor pyrotechnics.  Kari had found a wandering flock of turkeys the day before, and she found it again and felled two more to keep the companions well-fed.  By the end of the day, Typhonix’ wounds were closed, but he was still unable to wiggle his toes.  They built another fire to help keep him warm, and Danilynn loaned him her cloak to use as a blanket.

      Much of the following day passed the same way, but by midafternoon, the priests had finished their work.  The damage was healed, barely a trace of the wound remaining.  Still, he hadn’t regained the use of his legs, even to wiggle his toes.  The concern on Grakin’s face said he’d done all he could.  Kari looked at Ty and bit her lower lip, wondering how he—or any of the others—would deal with him being crippled for the rest of his life.

      There was little reason for debate or plotting out the rest of his life then and there.  Since his wound was healed as well as possible, Sonja used her arcane power to take everyone back to Atrice.  Ty didn’t want to be left behind despite the fact that he couldn’t walk, so Aeligos once again secured them a coach and some horses.  They would take Ty to the city of Brigham on the west coast, where he could stay and rest while the others sailed to Morikk and explored the Temple.  Once they were done, they’d return for Ty, and Sonja could transport them all back to DarkWind.

      Just as Kari had told Sonja, Ty was a fighter, and he turned away any attempts by his companions to fawn over him or nag him about how comfortable he was.  He simply made do with the situation for the time being, and the group began to cross the long pass through the Barrier Mountains to the plains along the west coast.
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      Almost directly west of the pass was the port city of Brigham, and they came within sight of it after several days.  Brigham wasn’t one of the largest port cities on either coast—it was barely half the size of DarkWind—but it was busy due to its location.  Just to the north lay the west-jutting edge of the Barrier Mountains that separated the Duchy of Brunswick from the northwest duchy, strangely called the Strekan Province.

      The Strekan Province was closed off from the rest of Askies by military and other means, and its residents were reputed to live in a far more technologically-advanced society.  Still, like any other society, they had imports and exports, and Brigham was the closest outsider city to it.  The proximity of the port city of Brigham to Atrice and thereby the heartlands kept it busy and prosperous.

      What most interested Kari and her friends, however, was the city’s proximity to the deserted island of Morikk off Askies’ western coast.  “Island” was a bit of a misnomer; Morikk was, of course, an island, but it was large and could qualify as a duchy all its own, or even another kingdom, if it was inhabited.  Since the seterra-rir had been driven out centuries before, though, the island had stood deserted, only the mystical Temple of Archons drawing any interest to it whatsoever.  By all accounts, the Temple was straight west from Brigham, and it was said one could see it from the port city on a clear day.

      The city itself was fairly clean and orderly for a port.  Even from a distance, Kari and her friends could see some of the technology reputed to be common in the Strekan Province.  Large metal cranes with steel cables took the place of what would be wooden cranes and ropes in any other port, and some of the ships at the northern piers looked to also be made of metal.

      How the hell does that work? Kari wondered.  I sink like a rock if I wear metal armor and my swords in water…

      No one bothered to ask the group its business.  The guards looked Kari and her friends over casually, but if they thought anything of the many sets of wings, they kept their thoughts to themselves.  Se’sasha was inside the coach with Typhonix, so thankfully, she didn’t attract any attention.  With the day almost done, the group found an inn near the docks and got settled in for the night.  As he’d done in Gavean, Aeligos went to sell off the horses and the coach while everyone else was getting settled in, and his positive mood when he returned told Kari he’d probably swindled some poor merchant.

      The following morning, Kari headed to the docks with Aeligos and began asking about securing passage to Morikk.  Not a single captain was interested in crossing to the island, many flat-out stating it was haunted.  Kari tried her inquiries again with her dog tags out over her breastplate, and when she introduced herself by name and rank, she got a different reaction from the superstitious sea captains.  With the thanks of the Demonhunter Order and the sack of gold Aeligos had gotten from selling the horses and coach, they secured passage on a fishing boat that had only just returned from the deeper sea a few days before.

      Eli agreed to stay behind with Typhonix, Grakin, and Little Gray while the others went to the Temple.  Kari couldn’t help but wonder where Eli stood with regard to the gods; he’d never openly said he worshipped any of them, and he always seemed a little uncomfortable in the temples they’d been in.  That he had no desire to see the Temple of Archons seemed out of place for a rir; did it have something to do with being serilian-rir, or half-corlyps specifically?  Grakin wanted to see the Temple, but keeping watch over Typhonix and Little Gray took priority.

      Like most deep-sea ships, whether of the fishing or freighting variety, the fishing ship called The Maiden’s Lure was crewed entirely by humans.  Kari didn’t understand it; she didn’t mind traveling on water, so she wondered why her people as a whole did.  The ship was running with a skeleton crew for this trip: Captain John Smedley didn’t feel the need to bring his entire fishing crew with him to make a jaunt across to Morikk.  Kari could only imagine how cramped the ship might’ve been with its full crew and a handful of passengers.

      The Maiden’s Lure got them to Morikk in good time.  There was a military encampment along the beachfront, which Kari found odd since there was an abandoned village not far to the north.  Captain Smedley opted to land at the long-abandoned pier of the old seterra-rir village.  There was little sense taking lifeboats to shore when the fishing vessel could make it to the pier without trouble.  Kari asked the captain to stay the night off the coast and take them back to Brigham the next day, and Captain Smedley agreed.

      The old wooden planks of the pier were rotting and unstable from centuries of neglect, so Kari and her friends dashed along them as quickly as possible.  The rumors that one could see the Temple from Brigham had proven untrue, but there was no missing it from the beach.  Up at the highest part of the sierra sat a white marble temple that glowed in the sunshine.  It was hard to make out detail from where she stood, but there was no mistaking where they were headed.  Kari led her companions into the abandoned village once they got off the treacherous pier.

      She looked around and tried not to despair.  She remembered the seterra-rir people from her stops at Salkorum three years before.  To see one of their towns in such a state of abandonment and neglect struck home.  They hadn’t been routed by disease, natural disaster, or famine; they’d been chased from this place by their own kin, the other rir species.  For someone who had fought to defend not just the rir but all the mortals of Citaria for most of two lifetimes, it left a bitter taste in Kari’s mouth that her people had tried to wipe each other out.

      Sonja’s head perked up and she started off to the north through the ruins.  “Did you hear that?  Someone just called for help!”

      Kari hesitated but then followed along with the others.  She hadn’t heard any call for help, and from the looks on her companions’ faces, neither had any of them.  Perhaps Sonja was hearing things, her telepathic and empathic awareness open to something from the past.  When Sonja passed between two buildings, she gasped and fell to her rump, scrambling backwards.  Kari dashed forward with her swords at the ready to make sure there were no hidden attackers while Aeligos grabbed careful hold of his sister and tried to calm her.

      “Easy, Sonja, easy,” the rogue said.  “You need to close off your mind; you’re just seeing things from the past.”

      Kari was glad he knew how to talk her down.  She glanced around the area but didn’t see anyone or anything out of the ordinary.  She checked the sand and loose soil for any sign of tracks or footprints, but there was nothing.  Sonja’s reaction explained why people thought the island was haunted, and consequently why the army built a beachhead to the south rather than repairing and using the old village.  Kari was about to turn back to her friends and suggest they move on when something caught her eye.

      Across the way, between two buildings, she’d seen the golden, slit-pupiled eyes of a pale syrinthian again.  She might have cast any suspicion aside had she not seen Turillia in Sorelizar, Si’Dorra, and then Anthraxis when she was on Mehr’Durillia.  She caught a fleeting glimpse before the half-syrinthian, half-succubus woman was out of sight again.  Kari moved off to see if she was imagining things, or if Turillia really was there.

      “Kari, where are you going?” Aeligos called after her.

      Kari heard him take up pursuit, but she kept her eyes forward and made her way to where she thought she’d seen Turillia.  Kari kept her swords at the ready, but even as she turned the corner of a burned-out shell of a house, she glanced at the dirt and saw nothing.  Not only was there no Turillia, there were no tracks, no sign the woman had been there at all.  The succubus assassin was skilled, but walking across damp soil without leaving any trace was something that took arcane trickery to accomplish.  It was possible Turillia could’ve used such to fool Kari, but then she didn’t see, hear, or smell any trace of the woman either.

      “What’s wrong?” Aeligos asked when he reached Kari’s side.

      “I could swear I saw Turillia again,” she said, and she sighed when she saw the confusion on his face.  “The succubus assassin I killed in Barcon; we saw her a few times when we were on Mehr’Durillia.  And now I swear I just saw her here!  Either she’s alive and following me, or she has a twin or other sibling.”

      Aeligos touched Kari’s shoulder gently.  “You’ve been under a lot of stress, and no doubt you were under a lot when you were on Mehr’Durillia.  It’s fear trying to give you something to focus on; try to deal with it.  Don’t ignore it, on the off chance your instincts are telling you something, but don’t let it drive you crazy.”

      Kari nodded and turned to pat his face.  Her foot caught at something in the dirt, and she squatted and dug out whatever it was.  She came up with a ragged old doll, mostly rotted away with time, but enough of it remained for Kari to recognize the child’s toy for what it was.  When she looked up at Aeligos, he understood what emotions the toy had evoked in her, and he helped her to her feet.  Kari tossed the old toy into the ruined building and tried to get it off her mind.

      “What happened here?” she muttered, not expecting an answer.

      “Fear overrode common sense and morality,” Aeligos responded.  “It’s a fairly common thing, but not to this degree.  I mean, our people have been dealing with the same thing since the first of us was born, but there was never a war to get rid of us as a whole.  I can’t help but think there had to be something else involved with all this, and for Gori Sensullu to have stayed silent while his people made war on each other… it doesn’t make sense.”

      “No, it certainly doesn’t,” Kari agreed, and she and Aeligos made their way back to the others.  When Kari’s and Sonja’s eyes met, the scarlet-haired woman turned her gaze away as if ashamed.  “It’s all right, Sonja.  Let’s head up to the Temple and see what we can find out.”

      They detoured south first, and Kari introduced herself and her friends to the soldiers.  Major Peter Millar was in charge, and though he was courteous and respectful of Kari’s position, she wasn’t impressed with him.  A fishing boat had docked at the village pier and unloaded several people, and not one scout or other member of his company had come to see who they were.  If this was the type of “protection” the duke’s military was offering the Temple, Kari would have to have a talk with the duke when she got home.

      Good thing we have a couple of hunters stationed up by the Temple, Kari thought.  She hoped they were more useful than the duke’s soldiers.  The major’s assurance that nothing out of the ordinary had happened since his arrival didn’t ease Kari’s suspicions at all.  For all he knew, a ship full of Mehr’Durillian pirates could’ve landed on the far shore and urinated all over the Temple, and he probably wouldn’t have had any idea.  Ultimately, she decided not to bother picking a fight with him, leading her companions toward the Temple.

      They followed a rocky road up the side of the sierra and into its spine.  The closer they got, the more impressive the Temple looked.  It wasn’t as large or as decorative as Gori Sensullu’s grand temple in Sarchelete, but was a flawless piece of architecture and construction nonetheless.  Even after thousands of years standing at the top of a peak on a sun-drenched, windy island and being subjected to coastal weather and salt-water, its white marble walls and face showed no signs of wear whatsoever.

      The sun stayed over the horizon for a while thanks to the elevation, and Kari and her friends reached the Temple long before sundown.  Kari grew concerned immediately: there was no sign of any demonhunters camped at or near the front of the Temple.  She supposed they might be camped off to the side somewhere, or perhaps down the sierra beyond the Temple itself, but the closer she got, the less likely that seemed.  When she made the final approach, Kari could see bedrolls and the remains of an old fire pit near the door, but none looked like they’d been used in a week or more.

      Aeligos turned to the side and walked along the rocky edge of the path, and after only a few paces he swore under his breath.  “Kari, you’re going to want to take a look at this.”

      Pretty sure I don’t, she countered in her mind, but she walked over anyway.  Just as she’d feared, there were two bodies lying crumpled down the side of the rocky decline, one human and one rir.  Their heads, while near their bodies, were not attached.  Kari put her hand over her eyes and tried to beat back her sorrow with a deep breath and a long sigh.  Aeligos’ hand falling on her shoulder helped a little bit.

      “Are they dead?” Sonja asked when she climbed up beside them, but her question didn’t need answering.  She looked back up to Kari and Aeligos.  “Taesenus?”

      “That’d be my guess,” Aeligos said, and Kari agreed silently.

      “I’ll fetch them up, and we can give them a proper burial,” Sonja said.

      “Funeral pyre,” Kari corrected, turning to her sister-in-law after a moment.  “We’ll give them a hunter’s funeral… no bodies for necromancers or demons to play with.  I’ll take their tags back to the Order, and we can give them a military funeral there.”

      “All right, Kari,” Sonja said grimly, and she floated down with her arcane power.

      “Who is this Taesenus?” Se’sasha asked when Kari and Aeligos returned.

      “To put it in a way you’d understand, he’s the son of our Overking,” Danilynn said, and Se’sasha’s eyes lit up with recognition.  “We managed to kill Seril, who was like the Overking to us, and we’d all thought her son was dead, too.  But if he’s alive, his mother might be as well.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Kari said.  “In any case, it seems he’s back to what he was doing the first time he got killed, so we’re going to need to find some way to do it again.  The hunters that were guarding the Temple here were killed, and by the looks of it, it was him again.”

      “How long have they been dead?” Danilynn asked.  “Do you think they were killed before or after we fought him?”

      “Before,” Aeligos said.  “Hard to make out much detail from up here, but they’ve been dead a while.  I can’t believe the soldiers down below didn’t even notice.”

      “I’d like to walk down there and strip that idiot of his rank,” Kari spat.  “I guess I’ll have to settle for getting the duke to do it.  I understand this was probably a boring or stupid assignment for them, but they cost two of my hunters their lives, and they weren’t even aware that someone could’ve broken the seal on the Temple.”

      “Yes, you’ll have to explain what this is all about,” Se’sasha said, eyeing the door.

      The face of the Temple had tile mosaics on the left and right.  On the left was Gori Sensullu, his image unsullied and unmarred by the sun, the wind, the rain, or the salt of the sea.  On the right was a beautiful golden-eyed, white-haired terra-bengal woman that surely had to be Tisa Ch’Brakkh.  Between the mosaics was the grand doorway, engraved with odd writing and a six-pointed star.  Each point of the star had a niche about the size of a person’s fists clasped together, and in the center was a hemisphere that stood out from the marble face.

      Kari inspected the writing, but it looked like chicken scratch.  She could read a few different languages comprised of symbols rather than individual letters and words like the common Citarian trade tongue, but whatever was written here was completely alien.  It wasn’t czarikk or the syrinthian, the latter of which Kari couldn’t read but would’ve recognized.  Whatever was written, there was a lot of it; was it prophecy, directions to open the door, something historical, or just gibberish?

      “Any thoughts?” she asked Aeligos.

      “I don’t recognize the writing,” the rogue said, his tone saying it shouldn’t be a surprise.  Se’sasha and Danilynn echoed him.  “I find it interesting that it hasn’t reacted to your presence in similar fashion to that portal when we struck it.  Maybe you should try touching that hemisphere in the center?  I don’t know what’ll happen, but if you’re supposed to be part of the key, it can’t hurt to try, right?’

      “Part of the key?” Se’sasha repeated, taking Kari in curiously with those golden eyes.  “You are able to open this Temple somehow?”

      “If I have the six other keys, yes,” Kari said, gesturing toward the niches at the six points of the star.  “I’m guessing they go in there, and then I can open the door somehow.  I’m afraid no one ever bothered to explain it to me.  As it stands, I found out because of Emma.”

      “If the Overking wants this Temple opened, there must be something powerful within,” Se’sasha said.  “Now I understand why you need my help to counter the kings’ schemes.”

      Sonja brought the two dead hunters to the top of the rocky sierra.  Kari and Aeligos found some spades among the hunters’ gear, but Danilynn ripped one of them from Kari’s grip and then wagged a finger at her.  Kari chuckled despite the situation and allowed the priestess to treat her like a pregnant woman.  Aeligos and Danilynn dug out a depression for wood and other flammables to make a pyre, and Sonja flew down to the far side of the island to find some.

      Is she using her wings? Kari wondered, watching her sister-in-law fly off.  Looks like she’s using a combination of them and arcane power.

      Kari took the tags from the slain hunters, Ursula Moirez del Rey and Richard Sil’savarra.  Kari recognized the human woman: she’d only graduated from the Academy a couple of years before while Kari was on administrative duty.  The terra-rir man was unknown to her, but that didn’t make losing him any less personal.  He was a brother in arms, a fellow hunter, and as head of the Order, his life—or, more pointedly, his death—was Kari’s responsibility.  With everything else Taesenus had done, it was hard for Kari to imagine wanting to kill him any more than she already did, but as she held the hunters’ tags in her hands, she found a new depth to her fury.

      Zalkar’s symbol began to glow through her breastplate again, and Kari glanced around suspiciously.  What kept making it do that?  Though it usually raised everyone’s hackles—hers included—Kari enjoyed the feeling.  It was like Zalkar was always a part of her now.  That gave her pause, and she wondered if it had something to do with being head of the Order.  She wasn’t an Avatar, but she was finding that Zalkar reacted to her thoughts and desires anyway.

      “I feel better knowing the Unyielding is around to help,” Aeligos said.  “I think when Sonja gets back, we can take care of setting a pyre for these poor souls and then camp the night up here.  In the morning we can study the Temple under nice, strong sunlight and see if it will offer up any of its secrets to us—or, more specifically, to you.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a good plan,” Kari said.  “I wonder if the funeral pyre will even attract the attention of that imbecile down there.”

      There was a long silence while they waited for Sonja to come back, but it was finally broken by Se’sasha.  “I am sorry about your brother,” she said quietly.  “Going to the valley and fighting that madman… this was all my fault.”

      Aeligos’ brows rose and Kari waved off the priestess’ words.  “No, it wasn’t,” she said.  “I’ve thought about that a lot.  Only two people outside of this group and my Order knew where we were going, and only those two people knew I was probably going to have Taesenus’ second sword when we got there.”

      “You think Amastri betrayed you to the Demon Prince?” Aeligos reasoned.

      “Nothing else makes sense,” Kari said.  “I’m not the thinker you are, Aeligos, but only Koursturaux and Amastri knew where we were going and what we’d have with us.  Why else would Koursturaux have asked for that sword?  It can’t be coincidence that we brought Se’sasha back here and the price we paid for her was that sword, can it?  We bring Se’sasha back, she has to go commune with her mother, Koursturaux knows where Se’ceria’s grave is and asks me to go get this sword.  Then not even a week after I get the sword back from Lawrence, Taesenus shows up in a valley few people know about to take it from us?  It seems like that was Koursturaux’ plan all along to me.”

      Aeligos tilted his head and shrugged.  “That’s a hard theory to argue against.”

      “Well, this won’t go unanswered,” Kari said.  “I know the council said to leave Amastri be, but I’m going to send her head back to Koursturaux in a box.  We’ll see how she likes that.”

      The rogue held his hand up.  “Not sure I’d go that far just yet.  While what you said makes sense, it’s still just a theory.  Something to look into, yes, but not something to act on, and certainly not like that.”

      “It would be most unwise to make war against King Koursturaux, particularly when you are unprepared for such,” Se’sasha agreed.  “If you wish to have any hope of defeating the kings on any level, you must approach it cautiously, after careful planning, and from a position of strength.  Anger is not strength, Kari, no matter how much it may feel like it is.”

      Kari grunted, then sighed.  “I know, you’re right.  I just… I could stab that woman for sitting there and lying to my face.  I mean, if she was a demon, I could at least understand it.  But if she’s not and she’s that evil anyway, I think that actually makes her worse.”

      “No argument there,” Danilynn said.

      Sonja returned with some wood, though not a lot.  The island didn’t have much in the way of trees, and certainly no forests, but Sonja was able to find bits from the old village and from around the few copses here and there.  She assured Kari she would use her arcane power to make the pyre burn hotter and more efficiently.  As she’d done for Uldriana, Sonja summoned a couple of urns to gather the ashes.  Danilynn and Se’sasha each said prayers over the dead, and Kari saluted them and held her fist across her heart while Sonja started the fire.
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      The fire burned down overnight, consuming the hunters efficiently.  Kari wasn’t surprised that none of the soldiers came to see what the fire was.  It was just one more thing for her to be furious about, but she kept her anger under wraps and tried not to stew in it for too long.  The officers would get their justice from the duke, and Kari had to concentrate on things she could control.  Danilynn and Se’sasha prayed together under the rising sun, and Kari, Sonja, and Aeligos gathered up the ashes while they waited for the priestesses.

      With the urns filled and the prayers finished, the companions beheld the face of the Temple under the morning sun.  Aeligos asked Sonja for parchment and a writing implement.  Soon, he was seated on a rocky outcropping near the Temple door, copying what was written exactly.

      Kari was nervous about touching the door, but ultimately, she concluded it was what she was “born to do.”  She stepped forward and laid her palm on the hemisphere that stuck out of the star’s center.  When her hand touched the cool marble, a pale light began to glow in each of the six niches.  Kari wasn’t surprised; she was missing the other six keys to open the door.  But any doubt that she was Salvation’s Dawn was wiped away.  Not only did the door react to her touch, but she reacted as well: the symbol of Zalkar began to glow through her breastplate again.

      Se’sasha approached and touched Kari’s shoulder.  “Place both hands upon the stone.”

      Kari did so, and everyone got to their feet and gasped at the reaction.  Now the star itself glowed, and symbols appeared in each of the six niches.  “Just as I suspected!” Se’sasha hissed.  “Look at these symbols: this is Ashakku; that one is Be’shatha; and this one here is Huirelius!  These must represent the others: Ambergaust, Viggaru, and Xinxis.  And you—your connection to the center must represent Arakiel, the deity you called Gori Sensullu.”

      “Wait; how do you know all this?” Aeligos asked in awe, the looks of the others echoing his words.  “You’re saying the seals… they represent these other deities, and Kari represents Gori Sensullu, or Arakiel, then?”

      Se’sasha glanced around.  “We must leave.  We have a drawing of the Temple’s face and its writing and, more importantly, we now know what is inside.”

      “We do?” Kari balked.  “How?  What is it?”

      “Not here,” Se’sasha said, gesturing down the sierra.  “We have a distinct advantage over the demon kings, but the longer we stand here studying and talking, the more likely we are to inadvertently inform our enemies.  Let us leave this place, and I will explain when we are home.  For now, I will tell you only that these symbols correspond to memories of my mother’s; images from the oral histories of our people that she was never able to share with me while she was alive.  Yet, you have brought us together, and now her knowledge resides in me.  And I will share it with you and your Order, only not here.”

      Kari looked at the others and they were just as excited.  They made their way down the mountain hastily.  Thankfully, there were no surprise appearances by Emma, Taesenus, Amastri, or any of the other spies.  Se’sasha seemed sure she knew what was in the Temple, and whatever it was, she didn’t want to let it be known in an unsecure place.

      Kyrie’s house, Kari thought.  Not only is it warded from intruders and magical spying, but we can control who’s there when Se’sasha tells us the specifics.

      They returned to the military encampment first.  Kari took a tactful approach and asked the major respectfully to keep a couple of squads up at the Temple door to watch for trouble.  He didn’t seem concerned until Kari told him her hunters had been killed.  Then it was as though a sphere of burning pitch had been dropped in the center of the camp.  Suddenly the defense of the Temple became a priority, and Kari left before she could get angry and say anything rude.

      Captain Smedley picked them up when they reached the pier of the seterra-rir ruins and ferried them back to Brigham.  Despite being a civilian and curious, he didn’t ask any questions or nose into his passengers’ business.  His crew was rough around the edges but they made every effort to be polite.  Kari made sure to thank the captain again, and once she and her friends were all reunited in Brigham, Sonja took them home.

      At Kari’s request, they arrived at Kyrie’s house and caused a minor disturbance there, rather than arriving at a random place in the city or on the Order’s campus.  Kari would have to inform the Order’s clerks of the hunters’ deaths and make funeral arrangements, but first she wanted to get Typhonix home.  As it was, there was a lot to explain to Erik and Kyrie, not to mention Serenjols.  Ty was still crippled despite Grakin’s continued attempts to heal him, and that was not going to sit well with Kyrie.

      Kari sighed as she considered the weight of everything before her.  None of this is going to sit well with anyone…
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      “Gods, Ty, what happened?!” Kyrie sobbed as Sonja and Aeligos hobbled up the front steps carrying him.

      “I told Kari she looked cute with a baby bump, and she beat me up,” he joked.

      Kyrie’s gaze fell over Kari, but she shook her head and gestured for everyone to get in the house first.  Sonja and Aeligos helped Ty to his favorite reading chair, and he got settled into it as well as possible.  Kyrie had her hand on the end of her snout as if fighting off tears, and Kari could well understand.  Most people that looked at Ty saw a strapping brute they didn’t want to tangle with.  To Kyrie, though, Ty was her youngest child, her baby.  To see any of her children hurt was bad enough, but to see her youngest injured like this…?

      Erik is going to be furious, Kari thought.

      “I’ll be upstairs in my room,” Sonja said, though she surprised everyone by teleporting.

      That, too, spoke volumes not just to Kari, but to Kyrie as well.  The blonde priestess rubbed at her eyes.  “Would someone please explain what’s happened?”

      Kari sent Little Gray up to his room to play, and the boy went with no argument.  He had to be happy to be home again, away from the chaos and back where his toys were.  Once he was out of earshot, Kari spoke up.  “This is my fault.  I never should’ve trusted the help of a demon king, and this is the result.  I’m sorry it was you that got hurt, Ty.  This is my fault; it should’ve been me.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” Ty said.  “This wasn’t your fault.  As soon as we can get a wheeled chair or something, I’ll head to Tigron’s temple and see if they can do anything.  I’ll be fine.”

      “If anything, it is my fault,” Se’sasha said.  “It was my request to speak with the spirit of my mother that led to this.”

      “All right, seriously, would the two of you knock it off?” Aeligos snapped.  “You know whose fault this is?  This is Taesenus’ fault.  He’s the one that attacked Ty.  Maybe Koursturaux or Amastri were behind it, maybe they weren’t, but the blame for this falls squarely on Taesenus.  So, really, let’s concentrate on finishing what we started, and we’ll see if we can take vengeance on him.  But this claiming blame nonsense has got to stop.”

      “Taesenus?” Kyrie asked, barely more than a hoarse whisper.  “Isn’t he dead?”

      No one answered; even Ty held his tongue despite the opportunity to make a wisecrack.  Kari straightened up.  “That’s something we’re going to have to talk to Kaelariel about,” she said.  “Seems it was a surprise to him as well.  I’d heard Kaelariel killed Taesenus near the end of the War, but that’s who attacked us at the temple.”

      “The Temple of Archons?” Kyrie asked.

      “No, although he killed the hunters guarding that Temple,” Kari answered, and she sighed.  “Aeligos is right, though: We need to finish what we started.  Se’sasha, you said you know what’s inside the Temple of Archons; can you tell us here?”

      Se’sasha looked around at everyone, and when she glanced back at Kari, the demonhunter nodded.  There wasn’t anyone there they couldn’t trust.  “When I communed with my mother, along with all of her experiences on this world, she imbued me with the memories of her own life growing up, learning how to be high priestess,” Se’sasha began, taking a seat, and everyone else did so as well.  “You have been told that my people have no god but Sekassus; on the surface, this is true, but our people have not forgotten Ashakku or our roots under his benevolent rule.  I was denied this education because my mother was taken from me when I was but a girl, but in communing with her, I have learned much of what has been passed down among the priestesses of my people for thousands of years.”

      Se’sasha brought her hands together in her lap.  “Ashakku is our god and our maker: he created my people; he created the sylinths, our guardians; and he created the czarikk, our kin.  However, our people are not the only ones indigenous to the world of Mehr’Durillia, and the others are not Ashakku’s children.  There were other gods, and one can see their work in the races that share our world: the beshathans—mallasti, elestram, and erestram—were created by Be’shatha the Lifegiver, considered a ‘sibling’ of Ashakku.  Then there are the valirasi, one of the races created by Huirelius the Welcome Rain.  Together, Ashakku, Huirelius, and Be’shatha were known as the Holy Siblings, but they were not the sole creators of Mehr’Durillia.

      “There are others, some of whom created peoples on Mehr’Durillia, and others who did not.  There were seven deities in total, and they populated each other’s worlds with their many and varied folk to build trust, brotherhood, and alliance between them.  You can see the work of the Great Bull Viggaru upon Mehr’Durillia: he is the creator of the harmauths, but my mother said one can also see his work here on Citaria, in the form of the minotaurs and what you call ‘sylvan beasts.’  Ambergaust the Golden Lion put his kwarrasti upon your world; Mother recalled that Eli and Danilynn traveled with one when she met them.  Whether or not the aquatic lord Xinxis has put his merfolk on this world, I am not sure, but the final of the seven deities, Arakiel, is your own creator, known to you as Gori Sensullu.

      “So, you see, there are seven principal deities, and seven seals or keys to open this great mystical Temple your world possesses,” Se’sasha said, holding her hands up to see if everyone was following.  She was answered by naught but nods, so she continued, “You asked what is in that Temple, and though I cannot tell you exactly what it is, I can infer what it must be…”

      “It’s their meeting place?” Aeligos prompted as she trailed off.

      Se’sasha met his eyes and nodded sagely.  “It is their Temple; not just to Arakiel or to any of his siblings, but to all of them.  It is not just their Temple and meeting place, though.  If the kings were to capture it, it might break the deities’ hold on these worlds or make it more difficult for them to work together against their enemies.  As it stands, Be’shatha and Arakiel have both been slain, and Ashakku is under attack.  The siblings are in dire peril.”

      There was silence again, so Kari asked, “You learned this communing with your mother?”

      Se’sasha made a gesture of partial agreement.  “No, I learned a lot about the deities from my mother’s spirit, but until I saw the Temple and the way it reacted to your touch, I had no idea such a place even existed.  What do you know of those other seals or keys to the Temple?”

      “They’re supposedly guarded by powerful creatures in places no one knows about,” Kari said with a sigh.  “I find that hard to trust, though.  I’m wondering if we should look into getting them all together to keep them safe.”

      “No, being in one place would just make them easier to find,” Ty said.

      Aeligos agreed with him.  “As far as the other seals, we have to trust that Gori Sensullu did enough to keep them safe for the time being.  Should we go tell the council?”

      Kari shook her head.  “I think there’s a mole in the Order,” she said, getting everyone’s attention in a hurry.  “The last time I spoke to Amastri, she knew where we were going with Se’sasha and why, and she also knew I’m pregnant.  She’s a hell of an information gatherer, I’ll give her that, but there’s no way she’s finding these things out on her own.  And since all of this was supposed to be kept a secret among the Order, someone’s talking.  In any case, I need to go talk with our resident not-demoness and then get to the campus of the Order.”

      “Don’t do anything rash,” Aeligos said casually, as though he expected Kari wouldn’t.

      She waved off the comment.  “I’m going to talk.  In the meantime, Kyrie, I think you should go talk to Sonja.  She’s taking this all really hard.  Aeligos, can you help get Ty over to Tigron’s church with Eli?”

      “We’ll manage,” Ty said, trying to smile.  He patted his mother’s hand and gestured for her to go up and talk to Sonja.

      Kyrie walked over and hugged Kari tight, and the demonhunter was at a loss as to what she should feel.  She’d gotten one of Kyrie’s sons hurt, put almost all of them in danger, and all she’d come back with was information about the Temple.  She wasn’t sure that was enough to warrant getting people killed—people like Ursula and Richard.  Reality sank in after a minute, though; whether it was overt or not, she was at war with the demon kings of Mehr’Durillia.  There was no escaping the death and destruction to come.  All she could do was try to navigate her people through it and keep as many of them alive as she could.

      Kari left the house alone soon after.  She was sure Erik would arrive as soon as word spread that they’d returned, and she’d left instructions for him to take Se’sasha back to the Order’s campus.  She strode purposefully toward the Silver Chalice, half of her wanting to draw a sword and decapitate Amastri when she arrived, while the other half wanted to beat some information out of the woman first.

      The latter half was going to win out, but she knew she had to be tactful, and couldn’t hurt Amastri unless the situation—or her explanation—warranted it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Silver Chalice was just starting to get crowded in the late afternoon, and Amastri was surrounded by her throng of enthralled men.  That did little to improve Kari’s mood, but she kept her swords sheathed and her expression as neutral as she could while she approached.  Before she even reached the table, Amastri had one of the men surrender his chair, and the part-elven woman gestured for Kari to sit without hesitation.  She looked Kari over, puzzled.

      She must be wondering where the katana is, but does that mean…?

      “I have something for you,” Amastri offered tentatively after a brief silence, “but I was expecting you would also have something for me.  It appears you do not.”

      Kari didn’t say a word; she simply tried to burn a hole through the part-elven woman with her glare.  Amastri was either truly ignorant to Taesenus’ attack or trying to use her charms to bluff Kari.  Memories of being kicked in the belly by the Demon Prince and of seeing the bones of Typhonix’ spine while the priests worked on him flooded back to Kari’s mind.  She glared at the men around her, who stared at her as though she was intruding on their good time, and her anger reached its boiling point.

      “Get lost,” she growled at them.  They looked to Amastri to see what she had to say, but Kari didn’t wait.  “Don’t look at her; she’s a guest here.  I’m the head of the Demonhunter Order, and I’m telling you to get away from us, now.”

      Amastri stayed anxiously silent, and one of the men straightened out beside Kari as if trying to intimidate her.  Her left hand dropped to the hilt of the scimitar on her right hip.  “I’m not going to ask you again,” she said without even taking her eyes from Amastri.  Her words got the attention of more than just the men around her.  The entire place went quiet, and though at first Kari thought Amastri might be controlling the patrons somehow to defend herself, the people soon began to head to the exits.

      Even the barkeep didn’t bother to stay and complain that Kari had just cleared out his inn right before supper.  Soon enough, only she and Amastri remained, and the woman stared across at Kari, her eyes searching.  “Lady Vanador, what is the meaning…”

      Kari held up her hand, silencing the woman.  “Just give me whatever it is you have for me,” she said.  “Then maybe I’ll explain things to you.”

      Amastri pulled out a folded letter with a wax seal and handed it to Kari.  It was tough but smooth tan paper, carefully folded and sealed by red wax with the image of a rose stamped within it.  Kari was curious, but it had to be from Koursturaux.  She glanced at Amastri briefly before breaking the seal, and then Kari began to read the meticulous flowing script, written in the common Citarian trade tongue:

      

      Lady Vanador,

      

      This is the price you must pay for meddling in the affairs of the Overking.  It is clear you expected that you could keep your friends safe from harm and escape from the clutches of the kings without consequence.  This is folly.  You will never treat with the kings and profit in the end: every deal, every trade, every offer of mutual aid will end with the kings getting the better of you.  So it has been for ten eras, so it shall be for ten more.

      I offer you these words of advice, mortal: unless you wish to see more of your friends suffer and die, turn back from this road you walk.  Already, one death has warped your heart and your mind; you do not have the willpower to combat the Overking and his subjects.  With each step you take, more friends and loved ones will suffer, more will die, and eventually, you will face defeat.  I have seen the efforts of your lives and they are quite impressive, but it does not seem to me as though you possess the fortitude to see this through.

      Protect your world as you see fit, Lady Vanador, but know that declaring war against the Overking or any of my peers will bring you naught but sorrow.  The choice is yours.

      

      There was no signature at the end of the letter, merely another red wax splotch with the rose impression in it.  Kari looked up at Amastri and wondered if the woman had any idea what was in the letter.  Kari crumpled it up and tossed it back at Amastri, who tilted her head to the side, her eyes flicking as if she was deciding whether or not she should run.  Kari thought about what to say for a minute, but ultimately threw decorum to the wind.

      “Tell your king that she can take her letter and shove it up her backside,” she said.

      Amastri’s cat-like eyes went wide.  “Lady Vanador!”

      Kari waved off Amastri’s protest with a sharp gesture.  “You might be wondering why I don’t have the sword I told you I’d be bringing, but then I’m guessing you probably already know.  You might think I’m an idiot, Amastri, but I’m not.  Aside from my friends and those who serve under me, you and your master are the only two… people who knew where I was going, and that I’d have that sword with me.  So, I’d like you to explain to me just how Taesenus knew we’d be there, and was waiting for us.”

      Amastri started to open her mouth, but then stopped and closed it.  Kari guessed she was about to utter something preposterous like “Who is Taesenus?”  If that was the case, it was a good thing she’d shut her mouth, because Kari was pretty sure she’d have drawn her swords and taken a swing at the woman.  Kari had said she wasn’t going to hurt Amastri, but after reading the insulting letter from Koursturaux, she was convinced she’d been betrayed, and the only way Amastri would leave this meeting alive was if she was completely and totally honest.

      “Where is the sword?” Amastri managed at last, slowly, carefully, and respectfully.

      “Taesenus has it,” Kari answered coldly.  “He also crippled my brother-in-law and hurt a lot of my friends in the process.  So again, I want you to explain how he knew where we’d be with that sword, when you and your master are the only two who knew outside of my Order.”

      “So, he stole it?” Amastri worked out after a hesitation, and her expression of fear turned to one of anger.  “I am not supposed to tell you this, Lady Vanador, but under the circumstances, I must take certain liberties despite Her Majesty’s wishes.  Her Majesty wanted that sword to keep it away from… Seril’s son.  That he took it from you when it rightfully belongs to Her Majesty is not going to be tolerated.”

      Kari tilted her head.  “So, he doesn’t work for your king?”

      Amastri shook her head.  “Honestly, Lady Vanador, I did not even know he was still alive.  Her Majesty has only told me what I needed to know of this situation, and aside from wanting to keep it from your Seril’s sons, I was not told much else.  I will swear to you, on the keen edge of one of your angel’s blades, that at no time did I inform anyone of your destination, and I am unaware of any reason Her Majesty would have done so.  In fact, I can think of many reasons Her Majesty would not have done so.  I understand the reason you are suspicious of us, Lady Vanador, but your suspicions are wrong.  If someone has betrayed you, then as you say, it must have been someone else who knew… someone in your Order.”

      Kari had her suspicions about that, but she wasn’t going to share them with Amastri.  She had no reason to trust Amastri or Koursturaux, yet she kept finding herself coming back again and again.  Something Amastri had said occurred to Kari, and she asked, “Seril’s sons?”

      “Her Majesty’s words, not mine,” Amastri said.  “I know Seril had at least two children, but to my knowledge, both of them are dead.  It seems that at least one of them is not, from what you say.  It seems we are both in the dark on this, you and I.”

      Kari shook her head.  “Annoying, isn’t it?” she muttered.

      Amastri chuckled.  “Quite,” she agreed.  “Such is the unfortunate life of a go-between.”

      “Taesenus mentioned the Lord of Destruction when we fought him,” Kari offered.  “Is it possible he’s working for Abaddon?”

      Amastri made a face as though she wanted to correct Kari for not saying King Abaddon, but she held that back.  “I suppose it is possible.  If that is the case, then Her Majesty will be quite interested to look into the matter.”

      “See that she does,” Kari said.  “And I expect you’ll get back to me with whatever the two of you find out.  This bastard nearly killed my brother, and wounded several of my friends.  I want his head on a stake, and I expect that you’ll help make that happen—free of charge.”

      “I will see what I can do,” Amastri said.  She picked up the letter and started to flatten it back out, as if trying to hide the fact that Kari had crumpled it up.  “I take it you do not truly wish me to tell Her Majesty what you said earlier?”

      “Oh, no, I still want you to tell her that,” Kari said.  “And you can tell her that if the reaction to her letter seems inappropriate, she’s welcome to come talk anytime she likes.”

      Amastri’s face at last managed that disconcerting smile.  “Be careful what you wish for, Lady Vanador.”

      Kari shook her head and left the Silver Chalice.  There was still quite a crowd outside, but they’d apparently waited for the demonhunter to finish her business before they went back in.  Kari walked through them but no one bothered her; they were too busy trying to squeeze back into the popular inn.  It was almost supper time, but Kari had too much to do to even think about taking a break to eat.  She had to get to the campus and inform them of Ursula and Richard’s deaths, get preparations underway for a funeral, and let the council know that the Order seemed to have a mole among its number.

      Kari walked as quickly as her sore, achy body would let her, and she thought about what Koursturaux’ letter and Amastri had said.  If there was a mole among the Order, they weren’t just telling the demon king and her servant what Kari was up to, they were apparently selling that information to whatever king was willing to pay for the information.  They’d also let on about just how much Kari and the Order were learning, which meant the kings could counteract Kari’s own countermeasures.  It was an infuriating situation, but at the same time, it made Kari realize the demon kings were afraid of how much Kari knew, so much so that one of them was trying to urge her to stop pursuing her leads.

      The problem with that theory, Kari mused, was that Koursturaux had been on Citaria before.  She’d left without trying to conquer the world or even go see to the seal on the Temple of Archons, so what was she really after?  The only thing Kari could really come up with was that Koursturaux was content to use patsies—like me, she thought—to get the Temple open without getting her hands dirty, and then either she or her alleged former lover, the Overking himself, would swoop in and claim the prize.  And, Kari mused, in taunting Kari and the Order, the demon king could dupe them into thwarting all of her enemies.

      She entered the campus of the Order and was saluted crisply by the two guards at the gate.  She saluted them absently in return and made her way to the administrative building, where she handed the slain hunters’ tags to Virginia, one of the human secretaries.  The secretary nodded solemnly; she would start getting the paperwork done and take care of the funeral arrangements.  She’d also look up what surviving kin the hunters had, and if they lived locally, Kari would go to their homes along with Lord Allerius to express their condolences.  There would also be the matter of a pension for surviving spouses or children, but Virginia would take care of all that.

      Kari went to the temple next, surprised to find the council convened when she entered their chamber.  She’d hoped to find one or two of them there working; was Se’sasha giving them a debriefing on everything she’d learned already?  As soon as they saw her, the council waved her forward quickly, deep concern upon their faces.  Had Erik already brought back word of what had happened to Typhonix?  Or were they otherwise aware—perhaps through Kaelariel—of the reappearance of Seril’s son?

      “Ah, Lady Vanador, just the person we need to see,” Master Bennet said.  “We have just received distressing news.”

      “So, you know about Taesenus and Typhonix already, Master?” Kari asked.

      All sound in the chamber ceased in an instant, and the nine human males sat staring at Kari as if she’d just unleashed a stream of obscenities.  “About Taesenus and Typhonix…?” Master Arinotte repeated.  “What do you mean by that?”

      Kari glanced at each of them but shook her head.  “Tell me what news you’re talking about, Masters,” she said.

      “We have just received messages from our church in the southern city of Marsdale,” Master Perez began to explain.  “It seems reports began to come in to the Earl of Marsdale that smaller villages in the north of his county were sacked.  From what we have been told, the earl went out to see to the problem himself and is feared dead.”

      “Iron Clyde is dead?” Kari balked.

      Master Arinotte cocked an eyebrow.  “You knew the earl?”

      Kari nodded absently.  “I met him when the Thirty-fifth Light Division made its first trip to the southern end of the Barrier Mountains.  He seemed like one of us, you know?  Had no patience or tolerance for the serilis-rir, and took every opportunity to help the Warlord flank Seril’s forces and drive them north.  Probably one of the grittiest warriors I ever met.”

      “Indeed,” Master Perez said.  “The earl is a potent force for keeping piracy from the waters along our southern and western coasts, particularly the routes to the holy city.  For the time being, we should assume he is containing the problem but needs our help.  And that, Lady Vanador, is where your duties come into play.”

      “I’ll get right on it, Master,” she said with a salute.  “I’ll assign Erik to leading a force to Marsdale to see what they can do.”

      “But now what is this you said about Taesenus and Typhonix?” Master Bennet asked.

      Kari let forth a long sigh.  “We had a fight with Taesenus when we took Se’sasha to her mother’s grave.  It would seem he’s not dead, but my brother Typhonix is lucky to not be dead himself.  As it stands, he’s para… paralyzed from the waist down.  His brothers are taking him to Tigron’s temple to see if they can do anything for him, but my mate wasn’t able to fix it, so I’m not sure Tigron’s priests will have any more luck.”

      “Master Arinotte, send our top healers to Tigron’s temple to aid with Typhonix’ recovery,” Master Bennet said, answered by a nod from the younger priest.  The elder then turned back to Kari.  “Taesenus is alive, you say?”

      “Yes, Master,” Kari answered.  “But not for long.”
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      My highest thanks still go to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, who has given me the time, the talent, and the wherewithal to continue this series.  All the glory belongs to Him.

      Editing thanks go to my wife Crystal, and to Erin Groppe.  Thanks to Katie Merrick, who gives me feedback on the first drafts.  Thanks to James Stringer, Cori Dyson, and Alexandra Engellmann for beta reading and making suggestions that helped make this a stronger work.

      Thanks again to Richard Samanic, who introduced my friends and I to the world of AD&D, wherein the majority of this series’ world-building was accomplished.  And thanks must be given once again to the players who helped me build the world up through Richard’s and my own campaigns: Robert Rothman, Pascal, Lenny, Dave, Mike Orlandi, Dave Christopher, Vincent DeBoer, Thanas Tsioplakis, Louis DeBoer, Erin Groppe, and Rachel DeBoer.

      Thank you to Adam Wayne for the spectacular cover image.  Adam’s cover art has been phenomenal, and such a blessing to show the readers just what Kari looks like.

      I will also repeat my thank yous here for some of my favorite fantasy authors, whose works helped to inspire me by way of their masterful storytelling, their technique, and/or their brilliant characterization: RA Salvatore, Tad Williams, Raymond E. Feist, Elaine Cunningham, and Alison Sinclair.  And this list is only of those in the Fantasy genre; there have been plenty of other influences as well.  Other names will join this list as my reading expands and my writing progresses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix A: The Many Unique Races of Citaria

          

        

      

    

    
      Terra-rir (TEH-ra reer): the first of the rir, black-skinned, silver-blooded, mammalian draconic species created by Gori Sensullu. Very similar to humans in anatomy with the exception of more draconic heads, tails, and small claws on their hands and feet. They are born of a magical process which involves a pregnancy, but they have no navels.

      Terra-dracon (TEH-ra drah-CONE): a mutation of terra-rir that possess leathery dragon-like wings; highly susceptible to a genetic defect called Dracon’s Bane that slowly kills them.

      Terra-bengal: subspecies of rir that possesses white tiger-like stripes, and soft pads on their feet; much more lithe and graceful than a typical terra-rir.

      Shakna-rir (SHOCK-nuh reer): green-skinned, desert-dwelling variants of rir; matriarchal, highly populous, and very militant; resistant to heat and flame.

      Fures-rir (FYOR-iss reer): matriarchal, cold-dwelling variants of rir; all possess hair and eyes in shades of blue and are virtually immune to their cold climate.

      Kirelas-rir (kur-ELL-ahs reer): mystical variant of rir differentiated by stripes on the sides of their snouts and mental powers; reclusive and few in numbers.

      Seterra-rir (seh-TEH-ra reer): red-blooded variant created to be more human-like; their pregnancy is like that of humans, and accordingly, they possess navels.

      Serilis-rir (SEH-rill-iss reer): also known as serilian demons; red-skinned, vicious creatures that come in six varieties, each with their own characteristics, personalities, strengths and weaknesses. The types are called solas, kryon, corlyps, brys, elite, and guardian. All serilis-rir are male except for the solas, who are genderless.

      Serilian-rir (sur-RILL-ian reer): the result of a serilis-rir crossbreeding with any other type of rir. Also commonly called half-demons, they are as varied as their fathers’ types, and are accordingly named (half-kryon, half-corlyps, half-brys, half-elite, and half-guardian). Persecuted and despised by most people throughout history.

      Bah’Qitur (BAH kih-TOOR): commonly miscalled bakatur; the bah’qitur is a very large, human-like race that has some reptilian features. They are very aggressive but are also a highly devout people. Virtually exclusive to the continent of Dannumore.

      Czarikk (Sah-REEK): the lizardmen of Citaria come in two varieties: the more humanoid mulrassa, and the more reptilian sulrassa. Very reclusive people.

      Luranar (LOO-ruh-nar): bipedal wolfmen common to the southeast of the continent of Terrassia; considered savage and uncivilized by outsiders, though those who travel through civilized lands are typically well-behaved and therefore accepted.

      Kwarrasti (Kwah-RAHS-tee): bipedal catfolk common to the southeast of Terrassia; nomadic and aloof, they are somewhat reclusive and rarely travel into more ‘civilized’ lands.
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      The Citarians: These are the principal deities exalted by Gori Sensullu to keep watch over Citaria.

      Gori Sensullu, “The Creator”: more common name for Arakiel, the creator of Citaria and its indigenous peoples; killed at the end of the Apocalypse.

      Kaelariel Arakiel Jir’tana, “The Ascending Dawn”: son of Gori Sensullu who appears to be a guardian demon; god of freedom and death, lord of serilis-rir, and leader of the pantheon after the Apocalypse.

      Sechre Tori, “First in Battle”: terra-rir god of righteous battle and patron of the military; the oldest Citarian deity exalted by Gori Sensullu.

      Kris Fletcher, “The Ghost”: a human also called The Armored Shepherd; he is the god of honor and loyalty, and the patron of paladins.

      Kerry Kijana, “Garra Ktarra”: terra-rir deity of the night, explorers, and skill; considered the greatest fighter among the pantheon; patriarch of the bloodline that bore Kaelariel.

      Zalkar the Unyielding, “Avatar of Vengeance”: human god of law and the patron deity of demonhunters; called primarily “the Unyielding” by his followers.

      Tisa Ch’Brakkh, “The Dawn of Hope”: terra-bengal descendant of Garra Ktarra and mother of Kaelariel; goddess of beauty; ascended directly to deity status.

      Karmi G’Dorrinn, “The Lady of the Depths”: human goddess created by Gori Sensullu to be caretaker of the oceans and those who travel upon them.

      Mitreus & Zitenius Satachi, “The Sandur Striders”: twin human rangers who were appointed as caretakers of nature and its defenders.

      Carlos Bouron, “The Beast”: human ranger reincarnated as a sylvan beast; deity of shape-shifters, lycanthropes, and the more savage humanoid species.

      Seril, “The Devil Queen”: terra-bengal goddess and mate to Gori Sensullu who turned on him; creator of the serilis-rir and enemy of the Light forces in the Apocalypse; killed at the end of the Apocalypse.

      The Koryonites: These are the principal deities of the Koryon pantheon who agreed to merge with those of Citaria to aid in the Apocalypse.

      Ambergaust Coramin, “The Wellspring”: kwarrasti leader of the Koryon pantheon who agreed to merge his own pantheon with that of Citaria; god of life and marriage.

      Carsius Coramin, “The Mother of Truth”: Ambergaust’s kwarrasti wife and goddess of birth and motherhood; matron to female paladins.

      Bek Coramin, “The Resultant Truth”: daughter of Ambergaust and Carsius; kwarrasti goddess of wisdom and piety; nearly a paladin in her own right.

      Cabal Coramin, “The Iron Fist of Heaven”: son of Ambergaust and Carsius; kwarrasti god of courage and battle.

      Tigron Coramin, “The Celestial Mender”: younger brother of Ambergaust; kwarrasti god of healing and life.

      The Outsiders: These are Koryonite deities who merged with the Citarian pantheon but have limited influence or even contact with the people of Citaria.

      Krollmar Stonetender, “The Celestial Smith”: dwarven god of craftsmen who merged with the Koryon pantheon and subsequently the Citarian pantheon; impromptu god to all of the “little peoples.”

      Belgrin the Wanderer, “Tender of the Roots”: half-elven god of nature, the arts, and peace who joined the Koryon pantheon at Tigron’s insistence, and subsequently also joined the Citarian pantheon.

      Korbaz the Constant, “Lord of the Second Law”: kwarrasti god of decay; has limited influence over the Koryon pantheon, and less over the Citarian pantheon.

      Braum the Clairvoyant, “The Magnificent Intellect”: kwarrasti god of knowledge; eons-old friend of Ambergaust who serves as advisor to the head of the pantheon.

      Ellen Dragonborn, “Fruit of the Great Tree”: kwarrasti deity of love; mistrusted by many of her fellow deities.
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      The Continents: The five major continents and their associated islands.

      Askies, The Motherland: this island, located on the western and southern hemispheres, respectively, was the birthplace of the rir people and their civilization. Control of Askies was the main focus of the Apocalypse.

      The Isle of Morikk: this small island runs parallel to Askies’ west coast; it was the birthplace of the seterra-rir and is where the Temple of Archons is located. Since the war that nearly wiped out the seterra-rir, the island has been deserted.

      The Crystal Isles: these small, uninhabited rocky islands off the southeast of Askies were so named due to their polished, reflective surfaces.

      Terrassia: located on the northern and western hemispheres, Terrassia is the birthplace of numerous races: the fures-rir, the shakna-rir, the luranar, the kwarrasti, and the elves. It was the site of the third demon war, and saw a fair amount of fighting during the Apocalypse.

      Senkiro’s Solace: also called Druidia, this tiny island off of Terrassia’s southern coast was home to a secret priesthood for hundreds of years. The island is now considered haunted and is avoided by even the staunchest adventurers.

      Isle of the Maelstrom: this tiny island located north of Terrassia is sealed off by a magical vortex and is home to the High Council of Wizardry; so named because of the council’s founder.

      Masceria: made up of many large islands, this continent lies north of Askies. Its inhabitants—mostly terra-rir and humans—prefer to remain isolated from the rest of the world, and are rumored to be far more technologically advanced than the rest of Citaria.

      Dannumore: this massive continent spans most of the eastern hemisphere. Populated primarily by the bah’qitur, much of it remains unknown and uncharted to non-bah’qitur society. It is rumored to have a population greater than the rest of the world combined.

      Tsalbrin: this semi-tropical island sits in a sea that juts into the east side of Dannumore’s northern half. It is home to humans and several species of rir, some of whom have also spread onto the coasts of Dannumore. Tsalbrin is also home to several tribes of czarikk, a few of the more savage humanoid species, and also several dragons.

      Arkalman: sparsely populated, smaller continent located south of Dannumore. It has a mixture of races, but tensions between them keep any from claiming dominance over the island.

      The Wars: These are the major wars recorded throughout the history of Citaria; ME denotes “Modern Era.”

      The First Demon War (ME 92): The first major clash between Seril’s serilis-rir and Gori Sensullu’s terra-rir; involved a nine-month siege of the holy city of Sarchelete. The war was ultimately won by the terra-rir thanks to the help of the recently-arrived humans and their adaptability; the serilis-rir were unable to tolerate the cold winter and those that could not flee north were slaughtered.

      The Second Demon War (ME 822-824): Seril’s second attempt at eradicating the terra-rir came shortly after the founding of the city of Gnarr. The war was fought primarily in the heartlands between Barcon and Gnarr, and was mainly an attrition-based war that left the rir and human populations of the heartlands badly decimated. Victory came after a being, rumored to have been an archangel, engaged Seril and forced her to retreat from Citaria.

      The Succession Wars (ME 1422-1484): As the rir and human populations continued to thrive and expand to the four corners of Askies, several wars broke out between the dominant cities of each province as they sought to crown a king. As the elders of the noble families of Barcon, Gnarr, Oge, DarkWind, Latalex, and Ceritan lost power or died off, the wars came to an end as the younger nobles agreed to form ducal councils. Askies was divided into counties and duchies, and while a king eventually came to power in the Strekan Province, his authority was limited to keeping the peace between the various duchies.

      The Third Demon War (ME 1484-1487): While the Succession Wars were coming to a close, Seril attempted to capture the continent of Terrassia. During the initial years of the conflict, two new species of rir surfaced: the shakna-rir and the fures-rir. With the shakna-rir attacking from the balmy south and the fures-rir attacking from the frozen north, the armies of the serilis-rir were flanked and crushed. It was during the Third Demon War that the first recorded underworld invasion took place as well: a race of serpent people led by a sorcerer simply called Tempis’ra (his title, not his name) tried to establish a foothold in the southern jungles of Terrassia. In the ensuing clash between Tempis’ra and the arcanists of the rir armies, the southern jungles were completely destroyed, leaving a desert in their place, but the serpent people were exterminated.

      The Fourth Demon War (ME 1832-1835): With her armies replenished, Seril once again attempted to conquer Askies. In a move reminiscent of the First Demon War, the devil queen attempted to capture the holy city of Sarchelete and destroy the grand temples of her enemies. Better prepared to deal with the harsh winters of the south, the serilis-rir army laid siege to the city for well over a year, but was unable to break the city’s defenses. As mortal reinforcements arrived from the east, Seril was forced north to avoid being flanked, as she was during the Third Demon War. Her army was able to hold its own and inflict devastating casualties on their enemies, but the Devil Queen accepted a stalemate and retreated to the underworld by all reports.

      The False Apocalypse (ME 2452-2453): When the guardian demon called Erijinkor turned on his creator, many of the various priesthoods of the rir believed it marked the beginning of the Apocalypse. Soldiers from every major city were sent to Sarchelete to protect it from possible attack, but the attack never came. With the major cities and their leaders distracted, Seril launched one simple, brutal assault and captured the city of Oge. She made the city her base of operations, and rebuffed several attempts by the mortals to recapture it. To the surprise of many, the residents of Oge largely supported the devil queen once she took power. It was during this time that the major assassin guilds in Oge were merged into one guild called the Five Clans. The Five Clans was run by the brys known as Olgaryn, and under his leadership they answered to the devil queen herself.

      The War of Purity (ME 2878): With the appearance of the seterra-rir, the collective rir species of Askies launched an invasion of Morikk, seeking to wipe out what they believed was an attempt by Seril to infiltrate their very bloodlines. Curiously, the humans did not take part in this war. The seterra-rir population was believed to have been annihilated in this short, six-month conflict.

      The Bah’Qitur Invasion (ME 2879-2880): No one is quite sure what prompted the bah’qitur to invade Askies, but they sent a fleet to Askies’ northeast coast, near the city of Ceritopolonis. They captured the city and its surrounding territory easily, granting their army a port into which to bring reinforcements. Unfortunately for the bah’qitur, their plans to conquer Askies angered Seril, and she sent her serilis-rir army to bolster the mortal forces and drive the bah’qitur from “her” island. Few of the invaders returned home.

      The Fifth Demon War (ME 2880-2882): Once the bah’qitur were dealt with, Seril turned on the mortals once again. This time, however, a massive portion of her army turned on her, swearing fealty to the new lord of the serilis-rir, none other than Kaelariel. The guardian demon Serenjols delivered the most significant victory of the War when he killed Seril’s firstborn son, Urukh. Seril’s forces were decisively defeated in a massive battle at DarkWind, and the combined army of mortals and those serilis-rir loyal to Kaelariel drove the devil queen back to Oge. Kaelariel decided against a lengthy siege of Oge, as he believed the cost of life would be far too great with the devil queen herself living in the city. Satisfied that she was beaten, the newly sanctified god of freedom and death instead began working on relations between the mortals and his people.

      The Fall of Terrassia (ME 2880-2884): Aided by an unknown source, the demon king Celigus Chinchala invaded the continent of Terrassia in the year ME 2880. With Kaelariel and the mortal forces largely focused on defeating Seril in the Fifth Demon War, Chinchala was opposed only by the residents of Terrassia itself. Chinchala formed a foothold in the northeast of the badlands, and launched his first invasion directly into the shakna-rir empire. Despite numerous attempts by the northern cities to draw him off from his attack on Aurun Ch’Gurra, Chinchala’s tactical brilliance left his enemies completely dumbfounded. Chinchala captured the shakna-rir capital of Aurun Ch’Gurra with little trouble, and invaded the palace himself to force the queen, Gwendolyn Tumureldi, to surrender. Curiously, he allowed the queen to continue ruling her empire so long as she ultimately answered to him. Chinchala then moved on to capture Solaris, Dira Ch’Tori, and even the frozen capital of the fures-rir kingdom, Castle Tenari. Chinchala never bothered with the elves of Laeranore, and relinquished his command of the major kingdoms after a short—and prosperous—five years, saying only that a time would come when he would reclaim the thrones he was vacating. To date, no one is quite sure why Chinchala conquered the island in the first place or why he promised to retake it in the future.

      The Culling (ME 2880-Present): After the defeat of their imperial army on Askies, war broke out on Dannumore between those bah’qitur loyal to the church and those loyal to the imperial line. Little is known of the reasoning behind this war, or its results, but by all accounts it rages even still.

      The Apocalypse (ME 3050-3058): The final war between Gori Sensullu and Seril, the Apocalypse saw perhaps Seril’s greatest effort in conquering Askies. Using the trust garnered by Kaelariel’s loyalists against them, Seril was able to weaken most of the major cities of Askies from within before her actual attacks began. In one long, calculated move, she was able to capture most of the major cities and nearly all of the important smaller ones within weeks. Under the command of Kaelariel and the demon king Celigus Chinchala, the mortal forces sought first to bolster those cities not already captured and to seal off the west side of the island from attack—thus protecting the holy city of Sarchelete. The two sides traded victories for years, as the mortals worked to liberate each of the captured cities. The brilliance of Kaelariel’s son, Kris Jir’tana, along the Barrier Mountains and the stonewall tactics of Chinchala along the Ceritan Mountains kept Seril’s forces contained to the heartlands of the continent. The breaking of the siege of DarkWind was one of the most significant victories for the mortals, as it broke the spine of Seril’s most powerful battalion. Soon after, the archmage Percival Cintalas was able to kill Seril’s mate, the warlock Shawn Gobrae, leaving the devil queen with few allies. Once the devil queen was driven back to Oge, Kaelariel besieged the city and fought the devil queen to the death. At the same time Kaelariel killed Seril, Gori Sensullu also died, bringing the conflict between the two to a close.
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      The Demon Kings: The seventeen kings of Mehr’Durillia, arranged into hierarchical order of their council under the Overking:

      The Overking—the highest-ranking king and the undisputed ruler over the world of Mehr’Durillia.  He rules over Mehr’Durillia by use of the kings below him, who are arranged into a hierarchy and meet twice per year in council.

      Baal, the Storm Lord—king of the volcanic wastelands known as Antumorgh, Baal is second only to the Overking on the council.

      Koursturaux S’Bakthra, the Crimson Huntress—king of the realm of Mas’tolinor, believed to have once been the Overking’s lover.  She is one of only two females among the council and is called a king to respect her equality among her peers.

      Baphomet, the Lord of Curses—king of the realm of Teradda, Baphomet is also called the Harmauth Lord, for he resembles a black harmauth.

      Abaddon, the Silent Destroyer—king of the realm of Vistarra, Abaddon has a reputation for being unmatched in his viciousness in battle.

      Sekassus Siskarridis, the Calculating—king of the realm of Sorelizar, Sekassus is one of the eldest kings not included among the Ancient Ones (those of the top five ranks).

      Celigus Chinchala, the White King—king of the desert realm of Sansrigar, he now makes his residence on the world of Citaria.  Believed a traitor to the Overking and all his peers, he yet remains a member of the council.

      Augrus Tiveron, the Ashen Warmonger—king of the realm of Horturris, this deity of the Koryon pantheon draws his roots from conquests upon Mehr’Durillia.

      Sheila Darkstorm, the Queen of Nightmares—king of the realm of Malmortia, this succubus-turned-deity was first a king among demons on Mehr’Durillia.  She is also a deity of the world of Koryon, and the only other female on the council.

      Morduri Irrasitus, the Reluctant Prince—king of the realm of Pataria, the elestram is one of the youngest kings on the council yet holds a high rank regardless.

      Emanitar Te’Mordrin, the Spotted Lion—king of the realm of Tess’Vorg, the elder mallasti holds a low position on the council despite being older than nearly all the other kings.

      Xafastu Kenochian, the Advocate—king of the realm of Kalrossus, this cunning being is believed to be the son of the Overking and Koursturaux.

      Ouraggra Gelarri, the Prince of the Air—king of the realm of Resaddek, this valirasi noble rose to the position of king through cunning and power-grabbing.

      Lestanaek Cabra, the Blademaster—king of the realm of Ekkristis, the erestram was also a noble who rose to the position of king after many thousands of years of gathering strength.  Reputed to be unbeaten in martial combat.

      Garrivokt Solimant, the Great Herdmaster—king of the realm of Zaphatar, this harmauth is the sole surviving son of Baphomet.  Rules a realm populated primarily by the mighty harmauths, lending his army greater strength than its size would indicate.

      Arku Chinchala, the Black Reaver—king of the realm of Si’Dorra, this half-erestram king is reputed to be the cousin of Celigus Chinchala.  A vicious king with few allies, he has invaded Citaria once before, unsuccessfully.

      Arlerase Chinchala, the White Prince—king of the realm of Arlerase, the youngest and weakest of the kings is undoubtedly the son of Celigus Chinchala.  Though weak in terms of station and military strength, Arlerase controls considerable trade of food and goods, making him an economic power amongst his peers.

      The Races of Mehr’Durillia: These are the many races of the world of Mehr’Durillia, also called the Underworld.  They are arranged here in order of their relative social station, as viewed by the demon kings, from least to greatest.

      Syrinthis: also called syrinthian in both singular and plural, these are the snake-folk of Mehr’Durillia.  They are primarily found in the realm of Sekassus the Calculating, and serve him without question.  They are about the same size as a skinny human, and live for about the same amount of time as humans do.

      Valirasi: considered repulsive by many, these humanoid vulture-like creatures are viewed as vicious, bestial, and stupid.  They are actually very cunning but also volatile.  They are usually between six and seven feet tall and have broad wingspans, and can live for a little over a hundred years.

      Succubus/Incubus: these demons of temptation are normally mostly human in appearance despite the way the other races of Mehr’Durillia look.  They are not known to have a defined lifespan, but are typically quite beautiful and serve the many kings.

      Mallasti: also called hyena-demons, these humanoid hyena creatures are known to be powerful sorcerers.  They are typically between six and seven feet tall, but are very dense, heavy creatures.  They can live for almost 4500 years.

      Elestram: also called jackal demons, these humanoid jackal creatures have an affinity for wizardry and stealth, and are incredibly intelligent.  They stand between six and a half and seven and a half feet tall, are lanky and not as heavy as a mallasti, and may also live for nearly 4500 years.

      Erestram: also called wolf demons, these folk stand nearly ten feet tall in most cases.  They are very physically imposing and powerful, and have a natural resistance to magic of both the arcane and divine varieties.  An erestram may live for as long as 4500 years.

      Sylinth: the partially humanoid cobra-men of Mehr’Durillia are about fifteen feet in length from snout to tail, and are considered vicious and cunning.  They live primarily in the realm of Sorelizar as servants of Sekassus the Calculating.  A sylinth may live for as many as 5000 years.

      Harmauth: also called ram demons, these great humanoid creatures stand at or over ten feet tall when fully extended.  They are the most physically powerful of all the races on Mehr’Durillia, and generally serve as bodyguards or generals for the kings.  A harmauth may live for as many as 5000 years.
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