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   Prologue
 
   A gentle breeze licks at the red and black banners hanging from the ceiling of Baron Kernaghan’s throne room. The enchanted decorations flutter and dance as a stronger wind comes through the open windows. Held up by rusty hinges, the murky panes shudder from the random blasts of thunder. Faded symbols are embroidered on the ancient banners, none of them clear unless the viewer is aware of their previous splendor. Hints of dark green can be seen in the center of a few pieces, the shimmering thread more noticeable whenever it catches a flickering beam of torchlight. Most days the long-ignored standards remain hidden within the suffocating shadows, but today their true owner has lifted the cloaking illusions. For a brief moment, a mournful tune plays through the air and sends a shiver down the spine of the lone figure sitting upon the blue-carpeted dais.
 
   Slumped in a throne of cracked stone and rotting cushions, Queen Trinity watches the banners shift above her head. The cobalt-skinned woman repeatedly glances at the polished, wooden chair sitting to her left. With a cruel smirk, she considers shattering her master’s precious throne and hurling the remains into the churning ocean. A sudden kick inside her abdomen breaks her thoughts and causes the channeler to rub her bloated belly. She is unsure if the movement calms the child within, but she finds that it eases her own discomfort. Another round of rolling and flailing causes Trinity to curse and double over in her throne. Fixing her ebony hair into a simple ponytail, the Chaos Elf Queen whistles a lullaby that she vaguely remembers from her own childhood. It takes several minutes for the squirming baby to relax and the struggle leaves the channeler nearly drained. A few sparks emerge from the faint marks on her palms, bellybutton, and forehead, which are reminders of the days she wielded the most enhancer gems in the history of her people.
 
   With her attention back on the room, Trinity stretches her arms and absorbs some of the magic in the air. The small taste of raw power is enough to clear her head and she gets the sense that her baby is sharing the sensation. Before she is distracted, the channeler summons illusions of expensive furniture and ghostly guests that spread around the room. Creating a ruby gown around her body, Trinity sits as straight as she can while overseeing the party of fictional nobles who dance before her. With a snap of her fingers, the silver chandelier sheds its tarnished outer layer and bathes the black stone hall in beautiful light. Smiling chaos elves wander the crowd with trays of food and wine that are tinted with a drug to make the revelers more relaxed. A mischievous chuckle slips from Trinity’s lips as she imagines the pranks she could play on the stuffy nobles who exist in a world she has always wished to join.
 
   “They wouldn’t know what to do with me,” she whispers before dissolving the illusions and getting to her feet. Even with the extra weight and pressure on her midsection, the elegant woman finds it easy to gracefully move about. “Maybe the Baron and the champions will be done with each other by the time you’re old enough to care. I know I despised your existence at first, but I can’t blame you for your father’s actions. Trust me, little one, when I say that he was all evil and sin. Still, there’s some of me in you and that should be enough to keep you on the right path. The only trick will be to make sure you stay out of this prophecy mess. Your grandfather won’t let you get away so easily, but we have enough time to make a plan and keep you safe. I wonder if you can even hear me. I’ve been told that babies are able to identify voices from inside the womb, but I think the nursemaids are lying to calm my nerves.” A sturdy kick makes Trinity cringe and she chuckles at her unborn child’s response. “You’re definitely going to be a handful when you enter this world.”
 
   The creaking of a door draws her attention to the far side of the throne room where a black and white-skinned woman is cautiously entering. Yola’s green hair is in giant knots and she has grown an extra pair of legs to help her walk. The former Goddess of Chaos has a bloated back, which squirms in a way that reminds Trinity of live worms in a bucket. Reaching back, Yola shifts her baby to the front and sends a few tickling zaps through her body to calm the child. A tiny hand emerges from her mouth to pinch her nose before slipping back into her belly. Unable to stand any longer, a soft bed rises from the floor and the naked immortal curls up beneath blankets that shimmer like sunlight on the ocean.
 
   Standing in the doorway, Baron Arthuru Kernaghan watches the two women with eyes of smoldering red. Heat wafts off his body as he walks to the wooden throne, his black cape trailing behind him without touching the floor. The ancient nobleman adjusts his ruffled sleeves and collar until his brewing frustration causes him to tear them from his crimson shirt. The walls creak and give the illusion of being squeezed from the outside until the immortal takes a relaxing breath. Running a comb through his nicely trimmed beard, the Baron extends his hand and gestures for Trinity to sit next to him. The chaos elf cautiously approaches her cracked throne as her master pulls a decanter of wine and two goblets out of thin air. Remembering that she is pregnant with his grandchild, he transforms the alcohol in one cup to an enchanted juice and politely hands it to the nervous woman.
 
   “I apologize for ignoring you this past week,” the Baron claims even though the edge to his voice betrays his anger. Instead of sipping his drink like a gentleman, he swallows the cup’s contents in a single gulp. “Things have been . . . hectic with the death of my son and the future additions to my family. Stephen will be missed, but not forgotten. His power and strength will live on in your child. I am happy to hear that you refused to eliminate his aura from the baby since I now know you are capable of such an act.”
 
   “I will make sure this child is nothing like its father,” Trinity defiantly states before she can stop herself. She sips at her drink, a hidden spell in her throat cleansing the liquid of anything that could harm her or the baby. “You have my condolences, master, but you know why I will not mourn your son. He did horrible things to me that can never be forgiven or forgotten. I feel safer with him dead.”
 
   His eyes locked on his defiant agent, the Baron drinks another glass of wine before crushing the metal goblet into a fine powder. “I cannot deny his cruelty or that such actions led to his demise. In fact, I do not fault you for the times you raised your hand against him. My anger stems from you protecting one of our enemies and, in a way, choosing the champions over me. It is curious that you subjected yourself to tortures that you claim are unforgivable. You owe nothing to our enemies, but I know you did whatever you could to stop Stephen from having his way with Nyx. It makes me question your loyalty, which is a concern that has been plaguing me for far too long. Even before your most recent actions, I sensed a strange relationship brewing between you and the other channeler. Do you still stand by my side, Queen Trinity?”
 
   “Of course I do because you’re not your son,” the woman answers, masterfully hiding the sliver of doubt in her voice. Her nerves quiver at every pulse of aggression that she senses from the warlord and she protectively covers her stomach. “I don’t have any love for Nyx, but I have developed a deep respect for her as my rival. One could say that I want her destruction to be by my hand and on my terms. My desire for such a battle put me at odds with your son. The things Stephen did to me are actions that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy because I know those scars will never go away entirely. Considering how quickly events are moving, her wounds could not have healed before our final battle. A broken Nyx wouldn’t be worth my time, so I acted to prevent my own goals from being destroyed. Besides, he might have killed her and you told me that the champions are to be left alive for now.”
 
   “That was true, but they have made it far enough that losing one or two will not make a difference to me. At least that is what I have been told by a friend with knowledge of such things,” the Baron replies while reaching out to touch Trinity’s belly. His hand is knocked away by a powerful kick that sends a numbing tremor up his arm. “That is an impressive child you are carrying, Queen Trinity. I sense it is more like you than my son. She . . . he . . . I cannot tell the gender because of a masking spell. It is not from you or a goddess. I wonder if you are carrying a great agent that destiny has given to my side. Even if that is not the case, I trust you to take good care of my grandchild.”
 
   Yola Biggs screams as she launches the bed and herself through the wall, her hair catching the broken stone to drag her back into the room. The creaking furniture smashes into a nearby hill, which startles the hard-working chaos elves who are digging for edible roots and tradeable gems. Simple-minded and aggressive, a horned taskmaster hisses at the former goddess and waves its whip in annoyance. Yola licks her lips before her neck stretches over the landscape and her head grows large enough to swallow the screeching demon in one bite. The thrashing creature tumbles down her throat and into her stomach where it is rapidly broken down into a mush that the developing child absorbs. With a delicate burp, the green-haired woman returns to her normal form and settles into a hammock that emerges from the ceiling.
 
   “I see you revealed the old banners,” the Baron says, noticing the decorations for the first time. He snaps his gloved fingers to set them on fire and casts their ashes out the freshly made hole in the wall. “Are you wishing for a time where you rule Shayd instead of me? I hope you realize that there will never be a day when the chaos elves are truly accepted. Those banners were nothing more than harsh reminders that you will always be outsiders.”
 
   Suspicion and anger growing in her mind, Trinity watches the man in an attempt to read his intentions. “You promised that we would be accepted when you conquered Windemere. That was the deal.”
 
   “Of course, my dear, but it would not be the same as what you truly want. It would be forced upon the masses instead of earned by your own hands,” he replies with a gentle smile. Seeing the pain in his agent’s eyes, he casually waves his hand to repair the banners to their original splendor. “Maybe I have become too cynical or I know less about the modern world than I believe. I only have my scrying and agents to keep me informed about the trends and mentalities that have emerged since my incarceration. It is not enough, so I could very well be lacking in knowledge. Then again, it might be that I say such things because the fate of your people is entirely in your hands.”
 
   “So I am to be punished.”
 
   “That is such a harsh word.”
 
   “Then what would you call it, master?”
 
   “I am simply giving you a final chance to prove your loyalty.”
 
   “What will happen if I fail?”
 
   The Baron rises from his throne and takes Trinity by the hand, guiding her to the hole in the wall. She stares out at Shayd’s stony landscape, an emerald lightning storm in the distance mesmerizing her for several seconds. Groups of her people toiling in the dirt can be seen in every direction and the nearest ones risk a glance at their beloved queen. The crack of whips echoes off the black hills and are repeatedly joined by the groan of an undead creature waiting for an exhausted worker to fall. Already she can see a pack of rotting monsters devouring an old man who could not keep up with the others. A few tears slip down Trinity’s cheeks as she takes in the gloomy atmosphere of her broken kingdom and wonders if it will ever be as beautiful as the other continents. She jumps at the firm grip on her shoulder and turns to stare into the malevolent eyes of her master.
 
   “I have not made a final decision on what will happen,” the Baron admits, his voice disturbingly soft and kind. He points his hand at the sky and the eternal storm clouds clear for a few seconds. The sunlight makes Shayd look even more depressing to its inhabitants, who squint in the unexpected brightness. “One thing I am sure of is that you will be replaced if you dare to return in failure. That is why I am going to be careful in choosing my next command. I must be fair and give you a chance at success, my dear.”
 
   “Who would replace me?” Trinity asks, her arms wrapping around her belly.
 
   The benevolent warlord strokes her cheek and gives her a kiss on the forehead. “I can see you already know the answer. Relax and take care of my grandchild until I approach you with the new assignment.”
 
   “I assume you want me to go after Delvin and Sari, who have separated from the rest of the group,” the chaos elf guesses as she backs away from the wall. A shiver runs up and down her spine as her strained nerves twitch from exhaustion. “Then again, you said we didn’t have to keep all of them alive. Perhaps you need Delvin, Dariana, and Timoran alive to awaken the remaining temples. So I can eliminate one of the others, which means Sari is the most likely target.”
 
   “True, but I am not interested in her. The gypsy will be nothing more than an annoyance during the final battle,” the Baron explains before whispering a spell. The wall reforms and all of the windows close, the panes rattling from their slamming impact. “You are correct that those other three are untouchable because I need them to cleanse their temples. Then again, I feel that we have not made the barbarian suffer like the others. He is simple and mild-mannered, which is why he has remained relatively untouched by my plans. I believe that now is the perfect time for him to be taught what it truly means to be my enemy.”
 
   “I’ve fought Timoran Wrath before and I’m sure I can defeat him.”
 
   “I know you can, which is why he is not your target.”
 
   “Please stop playing games, Arthuru. Your grandchild is already trying my patience.”
 
   “I apologize,” the Baron says with a polite bow. A scowl darkens his features as he takes a deep breath and goes to check on the slumbering Yola. “I am merely thinking out loud and making things up as I go along. It is not something I am accustomed to. At first, I strongly considered exiling you to an uninhabited island for a few years while I do whatever I want with your people. There would be a portal to show you everything that befalls them. Of course this was when I was in the early stages of mourning and grief, so I admit to not thinking clearly. Yola convinced me that you deserved a final chance and reminded me of the precious one that you carry. Be sure to thank your only friend when she is awake.”
 
   Trinity cautiously approaches her master as he rubs Yola’s head and magically examines the progress of his new baby. A blade of bone erupts from the woman’s bellybutton when the Baron gets too close, leaving a shallow cut across his nose. The wound is wiped away as the weapon twists and turns into a wiggling hand that sinks back into the womb. Unaware of the recent activity, Yola mumbles about wanting to eat all of Ambervale before she unleashes a snore that shakes the castle.
 
   “We should let her sleep in peace,” the Baron whispers, transforming the hammock into a bed before heading for the hallway. Noticing that Trinity refuses to move, he has the floor beneath his agent’s feet move her to the open doorway. “I will summon you when I have made a final decision.”
 
   “All I ask is that you tell me who my target will be,” she replies, holding up her hand to stop any argument. She refuses to back down from the immortal’s piercing gaze, his eyes changing to an abyssal black. “If you want me to succeed then you should give me as much time as possible to plan my attack. Unless this is nothing more than an elaborate scheme to get me killed and remove one of your enemies in the process. That’s something I would do in your position. If I was to die that way then my people would never blame you. I’d simply have perished under orders that you believed I could carry out like I’ve done in the past. None of them would attempt an uprising or act disloyal.”
 
   “That thought already crossed my mind, but I sincerely hope for your success,” her master admits, smirking at his agent’s keen insight. When they enter the hallway and the doors silently close behind them, he catches the woman by her chin. “What I have in mind may even be considered a gift. I want you to kill the champion you have fought so hard to protect. Once I send you out on this assignment, I wish to never hear from you again until Nyx is dead. She has awakened her temple and poses a bigger threat to me than I imagined. Kill your fellow channeler and prove your loyalty to me, my little Queen.”
 
   Trinity slips from his grasp and sternly pats him on the cheek, leaving a glistening print on his skin. “Was that so hard to ask of me? Now that Stephen is dead, nobody will ruin my own plans to kill Nyx and prove I’m the strongest channeler. I’ll even bring you back her aura as a trophy to do with as you will. There won’t be much of a body left when I’m done with her, so that’s really all I can deliver.”
 
   The Baron leans in close enough so that his breath tickles Trinity’s neck. “That is exactly what I was hoping to hear.”
 
   *****
 
   The amphitheater on Ambervale shakes from the bellowing voices and stomping feet of those inside, every outburst strong enough to crack the earth if the deity wishes to do so. With their emotions heated, the gods and goddesses ignore the figure standing in the center of the circular structure. A few of the ruder attendees throw garbage at the slender man, who is raising his hands for silence and attention. The projectiles splatter against his amber cloak and slough onto the ground where they become piles of dark soil. With a muttered plea, the God of Knowledge tries again to get his brethren under control. It is a feeble attempt considering the deafening crowd is upset enough to call a council without inviting Ram the War God. For a brief moment, Gar considers leaving the amphitheater and letting the chaos continue rolling out of control. As far as he knows, fear of being sealed will keep the fighting contained within Ambervale’s borders. He decides to stay when a brick strikes him from behind and shatters against his head, the impact doing nothing more than mussing his hair. A wave of energy erupts from his mouth and he absorbs the intelligence from the others, leaving them drooling husks that can only listen.
 
   “I think that was too much,” Lorvis mentions, the decaying God of Necromancy rising from the soil in front of Gar. The rag-wearing corpse grins as he takes in the sight of the dumbstruck immortals. “Yet there is something oddly appealing about this sight. Do you think we would get in trouble for leaving them in such a state for a few days?”
 
   “No, but being turned into idiots won’t stop them from acting recklessly,” the Knowledge God replies with a tired sigh. He releases enough of the stolen intelligence to give his fellow deities the ability to understand his words. “This childish arguing does nothing, my friends and family. We gathered here to discuss a way to present our concerns to Gabriel, Zaria, and those who support them. The child of Yola Biggs is a dangerous creature, especially given who the father is. That is not up for debate because it is an undeniable fact. Even the most dimwitted and oblivious of our kind have sensed the threat. I recommend that we ask Gabriel about the situation because it is likely that this is part of his plan. Such a creature being born cannot possibly be an anomaly, no matter how much free will is given to the parents.”
 
   “And yet I’m as baffled and angry as all of you,” a musical voice says from the top of the amphitheater.
 
   Adjusting his gloves and collar, Gabriel the God of Destiny floats over the other deities and lands next to Gar. The handsome figure’s polished armor catches the light, which mesmerizes his easily distracted audience. A smirk appears on his face at the sight of the enchanted faces that refuse to look away from his splendor. With a gust of wind, Gabriel’s ebony cape detaches from his shoulders and transforms into a beautiful chaos elf woman. Her cobalt skin quivers before getting covered by a dress of blooming flowers, their red petals merging as if made of sparkling blood. She stretches her arms and spins in a circle to release the faint scent of wildflowers into the air. Ambrosine licks her orange-painted lips and eyes the helpless gods and goddesses, but their intelligence is returned before she can inflict any delicious pranks on them.
 
   “You’re no fun, Knowledge Lord,” she pouts while making herself comfortable on a broken column. The goddess claps her hands to create a boom of sound that silences the enraged audience. “If you keep shouting, I’ll steal your tongues. Of course, I’ll give them back when you calm down. Though the real question is if I will put them in the correct mouth. So act your ages and let us speak. That way we can get on with our lives.”
 
   “Thank you, my love,” Gabriel whispers as he kisses her hand. The black-haired man nods to Lorvis and Gar, the pair taking empty seats in the stands. “I know many of you are upset that I allowed Yola Biggs to roam free after she relinquished her title and power. In fact, a few of our brethren have attempted to reclaim her. You will notice that they are now spending the next year in the sealing yards. Under the Law of Influence, Yola and her child are to remain untouched by our power. It pains me to even say those words, but that is the truth.”
 
   The crowd explodes into a roar of curses and complaints with only a handful of deities remaining calm. At the height of the chaos, one of the gray-skinned orc gods hurls an axe at the ground and shoves his way to the floor. The shock of red hair on his head crackles like a flame and his battered platemail creaks with every step. Showing a glint of wisdom in his eyes, the towering figure stops a few feet away from the God of Destiny and bows to one knee. It is a brief sign of respect that gives way to the orc punching the earth with enough force to pulverize one of the stone slabs.
 
   “I must admit that I’m impressed with your restraint, Ymir,” Gabriel claims, his lips relaxing from a position that could unleash a devastating whistle. He lets the God of Fury rise and places a firm hand on the orc’s shoulder in the hope of intimidating the larger man. “Please do not do anything reckless. I understand your frustration and share your concerns. This was not something I predicted. To be honest, I don’t even know how my champions can stand against whatever is festering inside that crazy woman’s womb.”
 
   Struggling to maintain his control, Ymir takes a deep, wheezing breath and roars to silence the others. When a mouthy voice continues to shout obscenities, he hurls a hammer at the pale-skinned goddess. The woman is sent crashing through the amphitheater, which fixes itself and mutes her continuing complaints. A tremor of laughter runs through the crowd, but stops when the Fury God snorts and grinds his teeth.
 
   “Why should we wait for disaster to befall us?” Ymir asks, his voice rumbling like a barely contained storm. Taking a bold step forward, he pauses when he sees Ambrosine slink off her perch. “I don’t want to fight with you, but I want answers. I will accept that you didn’t expect this and are at a loss since even you can make mistakes. After all, that is why we’re in this mess in the first place, Hell Lord.”
 
   “Oh, I never get tired of that ancient jab,” Gabriel interrupts with a smirk.
 
   “It is the truth, which can be used to argue that this may be a repeat of history,” the strongest Orc God continues, turning his head to spit out a glob of mucus. He scratches at his horizontal ears that twitch and turn in the dying breeze. “I may not be as smart as Gar, but I know this situation is dire. This child could be infinitely more dangerous than the father and brother, which means your champions will fall. To restate your admitted concerns, how can they win when pitted against a threat you didn’t see coming? You prepared them for Stephen Kernaghan who had been a factor for centuries. This enemy will be new and beyond anything you could have possibly planned for.”
 
   The Destiny God glowers at Ymir before whistling and making himself twice as big as the orc. “Sorry, but I refuse to be looked down upon. Especially when I have to concede that you are correct. The champions will not be prepared for this threat. They have plenty of time to grow stronger and open the final temples, but the situation does not seem to be in their favor. Even so, we are unable to do anything due to the Law of Influence, which is what keeps us safe from an even greater disaster. Besides, the precedent for this situation has already been set.”
 
   “What precedent?”
 
   Gabriel is about to answer when he shrinks back to his normal size and steps around the taller god. He watches Zaria gracefully descend through the gathered deities, her white gown remaining pristine and pure. The goddess’s red hair is over her shoulder and she repeatedly runs her fingers through the thick tresses. Something about the powerful woman’s casual demeanor puts the Destiny God on edge, which is an emotion that is eventually shared by everyone in attendance. Zaria is always a bastion of calm whenever emotions run high, but the invisible waves of energy wafting off the elegant goddess reek of a tumultuous rage. It is enough to make Ymir’s heart skip a few beats while he wipes some drool from his mouth. The towering figure shivers when the Purity Goddess comes near and gently pushes him toward an open seat in the front row.
 
   “The precedent, raging Ymir, is my daughter,” Zaria whispers, her voice carrying over the crowd. A few mouths open to speak, but snap shut when the sparking eyes of the goddess scans the amphitheater. “We agreed upon the birth of Dariana that all non-ascended children of deities and other immortals are protected. Yola is no longer a goddess, so she falls under the Law of Influence as does her spawn. If we were to take action against this new child then nothing would stop us from doing so to the handful of God-born that exist. Some of you have such children out in the world who would be at risk if we change our stance on their existence. All we can do is watch and hope for the best.”
 
   Gabriel scratches his chin and circles Zaria until he stands between her and Ymir. “Did you know this would happen? Did you cause this creature to be conceived?”
 
   “My dear Hell Lord, only you have the power to influence such events,” the red-haired goddess replies with a low bow. She glances at the brief giggle of Ambrosine and fixes the other woman with a steely gaze. “I will point out that the opportunity to conceive another powerful child has prevented our enemy from resurrecting his son. Why revive a broken weapon that wants to turn against you when you can forge a better, loyal one? It was time for that old monster to be put down anyway, so some good comes from this . . . unexpected wrinkle. Besides, I am more than confidant that my daughter and her friends can defeat the child of Arthuru Kernaghan and Yola Biggs. Now I suggest everyone return to their business and let the game play out as it has always meant to.”
 
   “Our business is not settled,” Gabriel states as he steps toward the goddess. He is stopped by a strong hand on his shoulder and he turns to angrily glare at Ymir. “Let me go, savage. I want answers.”
 
   “Then watch and be entertained,” the Purity Goddess replies with a smile. She strokes her ancient rival’s cheek, her hand removing a bead of nervous sweat from his skin. “I promise that you will enjoy the show.”
 
   With nothing left to say, Zaria vanishes in a puff of sparkling smoke and the crowd disperses in a similar fashion. A thick layer of residual magic hangs in the air and causes an array of rainbows and stars to glint in the sunlight. Gabriel and Ymir are the only remaining gods in the amphitheater as a small whirlwind sends the magical clouds into the sky. Satisfied that the meeting is truly over, the Fury God releases his grip on the other deity and takes a seat on the warm ground. His muscles relax and twitch now that he is no longer in the presence of Zaria’s delicious rage.
 
   “She is playing me,” Gabriel growls while running his hands through his hair. “I guess the Goddess of Purity is not as pure as we think. Maybe we should stop her from going beyond her purpose.”
 
   “It is amazing that you still misunderstand the person you have been allied with for all this time, godling,” Ymir replies, grabbing a few large stones and crushing them in his meaty hand. Tossing the fine powder over his shoulder, he crouches in front of the Destiny God and meets the man’s amusingly defiant gaze. “You are the darkness and Zaria is the light, which keeps both of you in a state of near perfect balance as the game plays out. Now it appears things are changing as you come closer to the end. She no longer has to keep you in check as you gain your heart’s desire. She can release the love and rage that has been locked within her core for more centuries than I care to count. It will be a beautiful and terrifying sight that I will enjoy bearing witness to.”
 
   “That is not very pure.”
 
   The bellowing laughter from the orc shakes the amphitheater and sends a spray of spittle across the other god’s face. “Of course it’s pure! It is mortal foolishness to think purity is exclusively good. If that were the case then one couldn’t be considered pure evil like your old master has been called since the ancient times. Rage, love, sadness, and all of the emotions in our hearts can fall within Zaria’s venue. You see, Hell Lord, she merely prefers goodness and nobility because that is her true nature. Yet she can indulge in the darker side of her purpose at any moment and not be punished. Her realm is so vast that I feel I’m not doing it justice with my words. Let me try to make this explanation more simplistic and basic for you. All one needs is to hold something in their heart and never let it get mixed with distractions. Pure rage, pure love, and pure misery are only some of the scars that she bears beneath her skin. That is her truth and it’s one that mortals don’t give her any credit for.”
 
   “I find it amazing that you older gods know all these things and only tell me when it suits your ego,” Gabriel points out, bristling at the superior tone of the other deity. He scowls at the orc’s toothy yawn and hopes a large boulder will fall on the brute’s head. “I would like to know the reason you indulge in making me look foolish.”
 
   “It’s quite simple,” Ymir explains with a solid pat on his companion’s shoulder. The orc scratches his fiery hair as he walks toward the nearest exit. “You’re supposed to be the smartest, most powerful, and strongest of us all. At least that’s what you claim every day. So shouldn’t you be figuring these things out for yourself? Perhaps your mind has been cluttered and distracted ever since you ascended. This prophecy blinds you to uncovering other truths that are staring you in the face. I guess it’s a good thing that your champions are claiming so many victories. If they win, you will finally be free to open your eyes and find a new path. Though that’s just this angry orc’s humble opinion.”
 
   The Destiny God tries to think of something to say, but Ymir lumbers out of the amphitheater long before he can speak again. Taking a seat in the front row, Gabriel changes his clothes to those of a farmer and transforms his longsword into a rusty pitchfork. Memories from his mortal life flit through his mind, the images too fuzzy and quick for him to remember with any certainty. A low hum causes a distant cloud to transform into a flock of doves that fly around the world and return to rest around the pensive god. A question tickles his thoughts and he realizes that it is the same one he keeps hearing his precious champions ask as they follow the path that he has laid out for them.
 
   “What do I do when this is over?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   1
 
   Thick rain batters the four adventurers as they trudge through the northern wilderness. The thick forests of the south have been left behind and the open hills give them no protection from the raw elements. Even though it is late summer, a cutting arctic wind whips in from the frozen regions to the east, the mixture briefly turning raindrops into hail. There are plenty of bushes with edible berries that the small party eat to extend their dwindling food reserves. Due to the raging weather, none of the champions believe that hunting is a safe option and they are still five days away from the city of Stonehelm. It is bad enough that they already lost their tents and bedrolls to a flash flood, the unexpected storm striking while they slept near a river. That disaster combined with an array of cuts and scratches earned from crossing wide patches of thorny brambles, the adventurers have been silently miserable for most of the afternoon.
 
   Random glimmers of magic surround the champions, but Nyx’s recovering aura is unable to maintain the shield for longer than a minute. Every time the spell fails, the black-haired channeler curses in a different language and stomps her foot. Thanks to her minor outbursts, her pants are caked in mud that has gradually sloughed into her ruined boots. Acting as a scout, Luke stays several yards ahead of his friends and repeatedly shakes water from his matted, blonde hair like a drenched dog. He trusts Timoran to tell him if they are heading in the wrong direction, so he focuses on sensing predators and other dangers. The group has been redirected many times to avoid a lurking beast that would be too much of a hassle to fight. From the sound of the mutters and grumbles, Luke can only assume that he is being thanked for his efforts.
 
   It is late evening when the champions find a hill with a cave that is high enough to avoid floods and has not been claimed by a temperamental predator. To be safe, Timoran roars into the entrance and watches as harmless creatures race out of the hole. Stripping out of their wet clothes, none of the exhausted champions care about being naked in front of the others. Luke arches his eyebrow when he notices the scar on Nyx’s stomach, but a glare from the half-elven channeler makes him hold his tongue. The women put on plain gowns while the men wear loose pants and shirts, the thin garments showing signs that they will not last much longer. Not a word is uttered as they gather around a warm fire and eat a simple meal of trail rations, their clothes laid out to dry by the flickering flames. A decanter of Ifrit mead is passed around to help remove the chill from their bones, Dariana politely settling for a cup of tea made from the last of her supplies. Within an hour, Nyx has gone to the back of the cave where she is snoring like a bear and Luke has fallen into a deep meditative trance.
 
   The sounds of rain dancing on the stones and distant wolf howls bring a tear to Timoran’s deep blue eyes. Childhood memories flow into the barbarian’s mind, each one bringing a wave of warmth to his anxious heart. An approaching form of white catches his attention and breaks his concentration, his strained nerves perceiving the beast as a threat. By the time the albino raccoon wanders into the cave, Timoran is brandishing his tiger-striped great axe and feeling rather foolish. He leans down to sniff at the damp creature, but the sudden movement sends it scampering back into the storm. Running his hands through his red hair, the tired champion wonders again if it is wise to return to his tribe.
 
   “You keep asking yourself that question,” Dariana says, the silver-haired woman taking a seat next to her friend. Her toned limbs are exposed in the white gown, but she shows no sign of being cold. “This journey was inevitable since the Snow Tiger Tribe is tied to your temple. It would seem Gabriel had you planned out rather thoroughly unlike some of our friends. If it helps, this puts you in the same category as myself and Nyx, which isn’t bad company. So relax and let events unfold as they are meant to.”
 
   “That is fairly easy for you to say since you will not have to suffer the consequences of past mistakes,” Timoran claims before he can stop himself. Remembering the telepath’s history and lineage, the barbarian reaches out to pat her hand. “I apologize for my words. In truth, you may understand me better than the others. I am glad that you are by my side, Dariana. The same goes for Luke and Nyx because I do not know if I have the strength to face my tribe alone. I wish the others were able to travel with us. Delvin’s mind, Fizzle’s magic, and Sari’s charms would be very helpful in overcoming the trials that we will face.”
 
   Dariana gives the barbarian a punch on the arm like she has seen him do to their friends, but his confused expression makes her blush. “I’m sorry about that. I thought it was how your people comfort each other. There’s nothing we can do about our situation. You have three powerful allies to defend you. Nyx’s magic will recover soon and you know Luke will fight to the death for all of us. I would do the same. You’re my friend, Sir Wrath, and I have too few of those to let any of them go.”
 
   “I appreciate the concern that all of you have for me,” the barbarian states, a wide smirk appearing on his dour face. Against the ache in his chilled muscles, he looks back at Luke, who has slumped against the wall. “It is fortunate that he could join us considering the recent fight he had with his family. It was nice of Queen Ionia to let him use her scrying room for personal use, but I did not expect his father to be so . . . sensitive about his situation. Perhaps we should not have been entirely honest with them. It reminds me of my youth and how my parents wanted what was best for me. Thankfully, we agreed that I was born to be a warrior and only disagreed on minor things. I miss my parents, but take pride in them dying to protect the tribe. So the small disagreements seem even more ridiculous in retrospect.”
 
   “I never had a childhood with my parents, so I don’t know what you mean by minor things.”
 
   “Things such as what I would wear or eating the last of my father’s favorite food.”
 
   “Are those typical problems?”
 
   “It was for my family.”
 
   “Are you scared to go back because you dishonored your parents?”
 
   Timoran sucks in a breath as if Dariana has punched him in the stomach, his muscles visibly quivering. He slowly gets to his feet and retrieves the bottle of Ifrit mead, his head nearly touching the uneven ceiling. With one long pull, he drains the decanter and raises his arm to smash the container on the ground. He stops when he hears Nyx mumble in her sleep, the half-elf starting to roll toward the blazing fire. Timoran moves to catch the slender woman and carries her back to her original spot in the back. A shudder and several whimpers rock the channeler’s body, revealing that she is starting to have a nightmare. Unwilling to leave his friend alone, the barbarian brings Nyx to the front of the cave where he sits with her curled in his lap like a sick child. Whatever dream was plaguing the channeler has disappeared and she chuckles at the feel of Timoran’s comforting hand on her head.
 
   “I do feel like I dishonored my parents, my tribe, and myself with my actions. Yet there was nothing I could do given the circumstances,” he explains, facing the curious telepath. Timoran’s eyes sparkle in the firelight, tears of anguish trickling out of their corners. “I cannot tell you what happened including why I must remain silent. Everything will be revealed when we arrive in Stonehelm, but I do not feel it is right to speak about my past right now. It is not that I do not trust all of you, but I am merely confused and scared of the future. This is a rather new sensation for me and it revolves around a worry that all of you will walk away when you discover what type of man I really am.”
 
   “You’re a foolish and honorable man, Sir Wrath,” Dariana replies while putting two of her fingers to his forehead. She playfully taps on his mind with her powers, but never pushes far enough to read his thoughts. “I’ve been in there even though I don’t remember what I saw. All I know is that the Timoran we have known all this time is the real one. If anything, you are a better man than we realize. To me, you epitomize the loyalty, honor, and wisdom that every champion should aspire too. Never think that you’re anything less than that. Otherwise, I’ll have Nyx give you a talking to and then we’ll hand you over to Sari.”
 
   “Big dummy,” Nyx mutters in her sleep. She raises her fist to gently bop Timoran on the chin. “Stop being a big dummy and share the food. I’m hungry too. Don’t make me turn you into a . . . thing.”
 
   “I think she is slightly awake,” Timoran whispers as he prepares to place Nyx on the ground next to him. The half-elf grips his wrist and a spell locks her in place, the magic causing his mouth to go dry from fear. “Again, thank all of you for being by my side. I promise to clear my thoughts of doubt and stay true to myself. It appears that this journey is taking a toll on my nerves and mind. Perhaps things will not be as bad as I believe.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Dariana replies with a grin. A curious look comes over her face and she rubs her temples with her thumbs. “Why do people say that phrase? That sounds like something one would say to point out a ghost. Maybe they mean spirits as in alcohol, which means I just suggested you get drunk. Could it be a reference to the aura or soul? There are far too many words that share the same meaning in this world. Not to mention those that have multiple meanings. It’s so hard learning these newer phrases. Many of them aren’t even new, but I never heard them until now.”
 
   The barbarian gives the woman a small punch to her arm, the force enough to knock her off-balance. “You have a better handle on things than you believe. Just do what comes natural and we will help you along. From the look of the storm, we might be here for a while, so we will have plenty of time to work on the nuances of modern language.”
 
   “You know we can’t stay here forever.”
 
   “I know, but I hope to wait out the worst of the storm.”
 
   “At least it’s only rain.”
 
   Timoran sniffs at the air and groans in dismay. “Give it a few seconds. What you are about to see is one of the scariest natural threats that this area holds.”
 
   The rain slows down to a trickle and the only sound is the growing howl of a gale that billows over the eastern mountains. A flood of sweltering warmth enters the cave as the arctic wind drives the summer heat toward the west. Across the region, animals hurry to find cover or gather in large groups to survive the incoming storm. Dariana can hear the creatures’ panic, but there is a sense of acceptance that this is natural and expected. She is surprised that nearly every mind is filled with a plan to survive, the animals having lived in constant awareness of what is about to occur. Before she can ask Timoran to explain the strange atmosphere, a snowflake falls in front of the cave. It drifts through the opening and evaporates in the heat before more land on the freezing ground outside. Within a minute, the rainstorm has been replaced by a blizzard that bathes the landscape in white. Drifts swiftly pile up to bury the hardy plants that have evolved to retracted their leaves and berries at the slightest touch of ice. If she did not already know that it is summer, Dariana would swear they are in winter.
 
   “This is amazingly beautiful and scary,” she whispers. The telepath reaches out to run her hand through the two feet of snow that sits outside the cave. “It’s a good thing we found this place. I don’t know how we would have survived out there without Nyx’s magic. Will this last long?”
 
   “It is hard to say, but we will probably have to dig our way out,” Timoran replies while adjusting Nyx in his lap. He flicks a stone into the snow, the projectile disappearing into the white barrier. “This will use up the rain in the clouds, so we will not have to worry about storms for the rest of our journey. A day trapped in this cave while we wait for the summer heat to melt the snow is a small price to pay for safety.”
 
   A small giggle is the only warning Timoran gets before Nyx lashes out with a burst of fire that cuts through the snow. The roaring flame is loud enough to snap Luke out of his trance, the forest tracker leaping to his feet with his sabers drawn. He joins his friends and scratches his head while trying to figure out where the blizzard came from. All of them watch as the channeler’s powerful spell arches into the distance and disappears over the silhouetted mountains. Scared that the young woman will go off again, Timoran gently places Nyx on the ground and moves to the other side of the cave. Dariana and Luke do the same as their slumbering friend appears to kick at someone and releases a bolt of lightning that sparks against the ceiling.
 
   “Dammit, Cunningham. I’m ticklish there,” the raven-haired half-elf mutters before delivering a large smack to her imaginary companion. “Don’t make me set you on fire or zap you.”
 
   “I did not feel like sleeping anyway,” Timoran says as he clutches his enchanted great axe and prepares to deflect any incoming spells.
 
   *****
 
   Nyx wipes the sweat from her brow as she maintains a heat aura to melt the piles of snow in front of her. With her magic back at full strength, she is happy to lead the way and carve a path for her friends. Even with a good night’s rest, it is exhausting work and she moves slowly to avoid harming any hidden plants and animals. Many times, the violet-eyed channeler comes close to setting a buried bush on fire or injuring a cowering rodent. A random surge of energy nearly causes Nyx to send a blistering shockwave ahead, but she swiftly turns the unexpected boost into a blast of lightning that spirals into the sky. She is a little concerned about the power spikes, but assumes that it has been so long since she has had unrestrained access to her aura that she is simply overanxious.
 
   When Luke calls for a stop to check the muddy ground, Nyx breathes a sigh of relief and lets her spell gently fade away. The midday heat of summer beats down on her, causing the channeler to wonder how the snow has not disappeared completely. Moving to the nearest drift, she can see that it is steadily melting and worries that they will face another flood. Touching the nearest mound, a tremble of energy runs around her fingers and gives her a feeling of being at one with the natural world. Nyx is so entranced by the strange sensation and the smell of the mixing weather that she never hears her friends calling. She barely registers the hands on her back as Luke impatiently shoves her into the snow drift, the young woman falling completely under the chest high drift.
 
   “I’m going to strangle you, little brother!” she shouts while barreling out of the snow.
 
   Her body is shivering even though her crimson shirt is covered in a rolling fire that dries her off in a second. Nyx tries her best to catch the nimble warrior, but Luke manages to always remain a hair out of reach. He rolls his eyes as she dives and misses, the channeler landing face first in the warm mud. The muck bubbles at her blossoming rage and the patches on her skin harden before flaking off. Nyx is about to attempt another charge when she sees all of her friends yawn and rub at their bloodshot eyes. Remembering that she is the only one who got enough rest last night, she calms down and cancels her spells. The channeler calmly walks over to Luke and gives him a half-hearted smack to the side of his head.
 
   “I said I was sorry,” Nyx says, crossing her arms and frowning. Biting her lower lip, the half-elf fiddles with her shoulder-length hair. “You guys should have woken me up if I was casting in my sleep. If you want, can create energizer spells to help with your fatigue. I think I can cast a version that doesn’t result in a crash. There might be a little danger since I keep having surges, but they shouldn’t be a threat if I concentrate.”
 
   “Just focus on melting the snow. None of us can afford to be incapacitated,” Luke replies while returning to his crouching position. The blonde warrior runs his fingers along some indents, but the tracks have been trampled by their small scuffle. “We don’t really need to follow a path since Timoran knows where we’re going. Still, I want to keep an eye out for signs of predators. I’ve seen tracks left by wolves, bears, wyverns, trolls, and others that I can’t identify without a clearer print. This one really has me curious.”
 
   “Do you think we really have to worry about trolls?” Dariana asks while taking a drink from her waterskin. She rubs at the clear ring on her finger when she notices that the others are staring at her. “I only mean that I’ve sensed them and they’re staying away. It would appear that Nyx’s presence has made them uninterested in us. Trolls are not nearly as stupid as people think. It doesn’t happen often, but they won’t attack something more that’s dangerous than themselves unless they are starving. Although, the trolls are staying nearby, so maybe they’re hungry enough to consider the risk.”
 
   Nyx unleashes a blast of fire into the air and has it make a tight circle before exploding into a display of lights. With a crackling hiss, the spell drifts toward the ground and leaves sizzling holes in the snow. The faint sound of stampeding feet to the west brings a prideful smile to the channeler’s face. She runs her hand over her face to remove the expression, but the corners of her mouth continue to dimple.
 
   “What has gotten into you?” Luke asks, approaching Nyx and putting his hands on her shoulders. He winces when her skin heats up to the point where he feels a shock of pain. “I know you’re excited to have your magic back. We’re all happy for that. It doesn’t explain why you are acting so strange and uninhibited.”
 
   “Because Stephen is dead and the last strike he made against me is gone,” she replies, slipping out of her best friend’s grasp. She plucks a few berries off a nearby bush and pops them into her mouth, the sourness catching her by surprise. “I spent so long being scared of that bastard and angry that I couldn’t stop him. Now he’s nothing but a bitter memory. I no longer have nightmares of him doing stuff to me. Shadows aren’t hiding him anymore. I’m free of that monster.”
 
   Ignoring Dariana’s gestures of warning, Luke mentions, “All of that is true, but I think it’s more than that. He stopped you from confessing to Delvin, which might be the real source of your outbursts. That’s entirely understandable. I’m still concerned that you’re masking your pain by being overly playful and reckless.”
 
   “Do you really not think before you speak, my friend?” Timoran mutters as he steps between the half-elves. The shock and anger on Nyx’s face causes the large man to crouch and look into her eyes, his hand stretching back to cover the forest tracker’s mouth. “You know Luke is not always the most tactful and he did not mean to upset you. A trait I believe he learned from you, fire sprite. Please understand that he cares and is worried about your mental state. All of us are because we know what you went through to give Delvin your family’s heirloom ring and confess your feelings for him. The opportunity was taken away, which has to be frustrating and painful.”
 
   “It wasn’t taken away!” Nyx snaps, her voice cracking. With a long exhale that fills the air with the scent of chocolate, she clears her head and tries her best to explain herself. “I know it didn’t happen. I dream of telling Delvin the truth, but I can’t dwell on it like I did before. That wastes energy and time. We’ll be together again and I’ll get another chance. Until then, I will be happy that I am alive, undamaged, and with friends who care about me. Though that doesn’t mean I won’t knock one of you out for making me mad.”
 
   “You could just threaten Luke directly. We all know he’s the one you mean,” Dariana says with a small yawn. She wavers on her feet and stretches in an attempt to stay awake, her eyes fluttering rapidly. “How much longer do we have to travel? I’m very curious to see Stonehelm and Aintaranurh.”
 
   “A few more days,” Timoran replies before a faint sound catches his attention. He hunkers down to check the tracks that Luke pointed out, the noise helping him recognize the beast that left the trampled prints. “This is unexpected. I did not know snow tigers came so far south during the summer. Perhaps the wild game has been more plentiful here than in previous years, but this is still strange. We should investigate.”
 
   The barbarian begins digging through the snow until Nyx puts a hand on his arm and moves him back. She carefully melts the drift by creating a tight circle of heat around her body, the top layer of magic designed to warn her of hidden obstacles. Over the course of two hours, the champions veer to the west where they eventually reach an open plain of leveled snow. Straining his ears and sniffing at the gentle wind, Timoran tries to pinpoint the faint mewls that only he can hear. He gestures for the others to stay back as he scans the area for signs of his tribe’s spirit beast. Without realizing it, the barbarian reaches up to scratch his shoulder where a snow tiger’s claw mark remains emblazoned on his flesh.
 
   Luke is about to transform into the griffin to get an aerial view, but stops when all of the spirits in his body growl. Stiletto is the loudest, the dog picking up a scent that puts his nerves on edge. The griffin is less cautious, but the stench of feline blood makes her think it is best to stay out of sight. Nearly drowned out by the more aggressive creatures, the primal snake fiend can only hiss and snarl. It is only because of Luke’s ability to understand every spoken language that he deciphers the beast’s noise as a request for food. In fact, he gets the distinct impression that the snake fiend has caught a whiff of some nearby carrion.
 
   “My companions are acting crazy,” Luke whispers, knowing Timoran will still hear him from far away. His friend partially turns in order to pay attention while maintaining a watch on the open plain. “Lucy and Stiletto are cautious, but that might be because neither want to mess with a snow tiger. What’s more interesting is that the snake fiend senses food. Something is dead out there.”
 
   “I hear nearby thoughts too, but they are muffled,” Dariana adds while straining her telepathy. A twinge of pain in her head forces her to break contact and rub her temples until the throbbing stops. “It’s like the creatures are hibernating or dying. If I push myself then I can go deeper, but it might reveal our presence to whatever is in trouble. An injured animal might panic and hurt itself trying to escape. We need to search with our physical senses.”
 
   “The snow is too bright and flat for me to see anything clearly,” the barbarian growls. The sound of shuffling and mild cursing draws his attention to Nyx who has sunk up to her nose in a nearby drift. “What are you doing, fire sprite?”
 
   Nyx shivers while squinting into the distance, her eyes coated in bronze energy. “The reason you can’t see anything might be because you’re too tall. I’m trying to see if there’s anything that breaks the level ground. This is a trick the apprentices and I used when playing magical hide and seek. My eyes are enhanced right now, but I don’t . . . wait a second . . . I think there’s something buried out there. A beast of some kind? It’s a very subtle up and down motion that reminds me of something breathing. It just stopped moving, but I don’t know what that means. I’ll lead the way.”
 
   Not waiting for a response, Nyx pushes through the thick snow and uses wind magic to shift the powder out of her path. She does her best to move quietly and avoid disturbing whatever they are approaching, but the crunch of frozen grass beneath her boots makes the half-elf cringe with every step. A violent sneeze threatens to erupt from her nose, stifled quickly by a silence spell around her nostrils. Rubbing at her cold legs, Nyx is thankful when Timoran gives her a vest made of black fur that runs down to her knees. The Ifrit hair warms her body and drives away the looming cold that has been brewing in her chest for the last few minutes. With renewed energy, the channeler walks a little faster and adds a simple heat spell to the wind that is steadily clearing a path.
 
   “Wow. Such a beautiful creature,” she whispers when she steps into a circular clearing that surrounds the dead animal.
 
   The enormous snow tiger’s blue and black fur is thick, the hairs sparkling when touched by direct sunlight. The predator has long incisors of glistening white that jut out of its mouth due to their length and thickness. A slender tail lies limp in the exposed grass, but still jerks around as the muscles lose their tension. Powerful legs and massive paws are splayed on the ground, giving the body the appearance of having peacefully died in its sleep. The gaping wound in the gorgeous snow tiger’s side is the only sign of an attack, the surrounding fur matted with aromatic blood.
 
   Timoran’s rage boils when he spots three cubs that are mewling and pushing against their dead mother. Judging from their size and faint, black stripes, he knows they are no older than two months. Rusty manacles are attached to their back legs, the chains running to a stake that has been driven into the muddy earth. Restraining most of his anger, the barbarian moves within reach of the animals and gently breaks the metal bindings that are cutting into their delicate ankles. Scared and confused, the cubs cower against the warm corpse and hiss whenever one of the adventurers comes close. One of the snow tigers bravely charges at Timoran and bites his boot, proudly returning to the others when the towering warrior moves away.
 
   “I say we go hunting,” Luke states, his brown and gold eyes never straying from the terrified animals. Knowing that the cubs will die without help, he calms down and gets on all fours. “We should find a safe place for them first. Maybe they’ll listen to another cat.”
 
   Feathers sprout from the forest tracker’s neck and his nose grows into a beak, but he does not get any further into his transformation before the champions are ambushed. A pack of scaly figures burst from the surrounding snow to hurl blunt weapons and crude snares. Luke is caught by a rope around his neck and yanked into the arms of a burly giltris, the lizardman easily restraining the struggling half-elf. A solid punch to the head reverts the young warrior into his true form and frees the rest of the tribe to focus on the remaining adventurers.
 
   Her head bleeding from being struck by a flying hammer, Nyx is about to unleash her magic when she hears the snow tiger cubs hissing. The dizziness caused by the blow makes her pause and briefly doubt that she can control her power enough to avoid injuring the animals. Taking advantage of the opening, a female giltris pounces on the channeler and shoves her into a thick sack that erupts in flames. Terrified by the display, the primitive hunter repeatedly stomps on Nyx to put out the fire and only stops attacking when a crude javelin strikes her in the throat. A heavily scarred giltris bats his dying comrade away and hunkers down to make sure the trampled half-elf is still alive. She lets out a shuddering breath, but he gives her a few drops of a healing potion to repair her internal injuries.
 
   “They want us alive, so we should go quietly,” Timoran says as the snorting creatures get closer. He growls when one of them lifts a rusty sword to kill the cubs, his great axe pulled back for a throw. “Touch them and I will dismember your entire tribe. For now, only your leaders are at risk. You live close enough to Stonehelm to know what type of enemy I am.”
 
   The scarred giltris chuckles as he walks toward the barbarian, stopping when his snout touches the man’s nose. Only Luke can decipher the lizardman’s hisses and grunts, but he is too groggy to translate for his friends. “More food better. Entertainment be good too. All you provide both for feast. Now move, wild foe.”
 
   *****
 
   Nestled within a tight circle of hills, the five miles of humid swampland remains untouched by the surrounding snow. Having been working since dawn, Giltris can be seen resting in the murky water with only their reptilian heads above the surface. Other tribe members are busy preparing a large bonfire on the central plot of land that has been covered in a soft layer of lemongrass. The females collect small animals from around the swamp and return to place the flayed bodies in a massive, stone bowl of soup. Not wanting the discarded parts to go to waste, they chew the skin into a mush that is given to the infants clinging to their backs. Wrinkled and adorned with vulture feathers, the oldest female dances around the bubbling soup, every movement plodding and slow. Her chanting causes the stones she is holding to heat up before she throws them into the broth and retrieves more from a nearby pile. A crude shack has been erected for the Tribe Baron, who proudly stands with a metal spear in his hands. The scarred giltris grins at his prisoners and licks his lips at the thought of getting a bite of each one. His eyes linger on Timoran and he decides to claim the barbarian’s great axe for a trophy.
 
   “Something shiny?” the Tribe Baron hisses when the sunlight glints off Nyx’s amethyst necklace. He strides over to the young woman who has been wrapped in chains from her shoulders to her ankles. “That be my prize.”
 
   “I wouldn’t touch that,” Luke says through gritted teeth. His wrists are tied to a thick tree branch while his legs are weighed down with rocks that are strapped to his feet. The half-elf sucks in a deep breath before concentrating on the guttural language of the giltris. “I know you can understand me, so I suggest you listen to every word. Her necklace keeps her magic in check. Remove that when she’s still alive and this swamp will be destroyed in a matter of seconds.”
 
   “Runt of prey lie.”
 
   “Do you really want to take that chance?”
 
   “I not afraid.”
 
   “Then explain all her chains.”
 
   The Tribe Baron approaches Luke and bares his teeth in an attempt to scare the truth out of the warrior. Instead, his prisoner yawns and dislocates his ankles to slip out of his bonds. With two loud pops, Luke repairs his body and flips himself onto the branch to take the pressure off his shoulders. An axe flies through the air and shatters the tree limb, sending the forest tracker crashing to the moist ground. He is about to stand when a solid stomp from the Tribe Baron knocks the wind out of his lungs. The giltris continues crushing Luke’s chest, a few drops of drool falling into the champion’s hair. Sharp claws curl to scratch at the warrior’s clothes and draw some blood until the giltris reaches down to toss the half-elf aside.
 
   “Too scrawny to entertain,” the scarred lizardman declares before hissing and grunting at a higher pitch. The other giltris gather on solid land, each one kneeling to their leader. “We have feast for good hunt. Eat well and honor Harmoke. Lord of River and King of Scaled Ones will bless. Our bellies will fill with fresh meat. First we fight worthy foe. No weapons. Strength versus strength. Good fight mean happy god.”
 
   “I don’t really think Harmoke cares,” Luke mutters while getting to his feet. He tries to wipe the mud off his shirt, but only smears the muck around his leather armor patches. “I’ll be the one to fight you.”
 
   The Tribe Baron laughs and gestures for two of his warriors to restrain the half-elf. “You no fun. Magic woman cheat. Barbarian best choice. His tribe war with us for long time. He give us true fight.”
 
   “I guess he wants to fight me,” Timoran says as he hugs the snow tiger cubs closer to his body. He leans down to release the animals, but they dig their claws into his flesh and snarl at the surrounding giltris. “It appears my new charges refuse to let me go. I cannot fight like this. Do you have any suggestions, my friend?”
 
   The Tribe Baron scowls at the barbarian and struggles to use Tradespeak. “Eat cubs first.”
 
   Dariana clears her throat and snaps the ropes that are binding her hands, the telepath enhancing the sound to startle the giltris. Several spears and swords point in her direction as she massages her sore shoulders and cracks her neck. Tightening the side straps of her blue top, the silver-haired woman moves between Timoran and the Tribe Baron. Her steps are silent and graceful, which makes the scarred lizardman lick his lips in primal curiosity. Peering into her eyes, his heart mysteriously stutters as if scared by what he sees.
 
   “Let me fight for your god and entertainment,” Dariana requests while bouncing on her toes and stretching her arms. When her enemy starts to laugh, she spits at his clawed feet and beckons for him to attack. “You fight barbarians all the time. Harmoke would find such a display boring and a sign of laziness. Try taking on an adventurer like me. I promise that he will grant you years of good hunting if you can win. Maybe he’ll even make your little swamp grow beyond these hills.”
 
   The Tribe Baron snorts and backs towards the bowl of soup, his yellow eyes locked on the strange woman. His forked tongue snakes out to taste the broth and catch part of a squirrel that he devours in one bite. With a piercing wail, the old female dances around her leader and throws handfuls of silver powder over his head. The dust sticks to every scar on his body to create an impressive display of glistening wounds that would intimidate a less experienced opponent. Slapping his powerful tail on the earth, the Tribe Baron calmly walks toward Dariana and hunkers down to start a sprinting pounce. He leaps with his toothy mouth open and his claws stretch to tear into his pale-skinned prey.
 
   With a quick twist of her body, Dariana steps between the giltris’s arms and delivers a quick palm strike to the bottom of his jaw. Teeth shatter as his mouth slams shut, but the Tribe Baron has no time to recover as he is flipped over his enemy’s head. Rolling onto all fours, the giltris avoids a blow to his chest and spins to knock the champion aside with his tail. Dariana flips to her feet and leaps over the diving lizardman before delivering a heel kick to his spine. The swamp echoes with a series of loud pops as several vertebrae are dislocated and broken by the single blow.
 
   Grunting and shrieking, the Tribe Baron struggles to stand and signals for his spear to be thrown to him. Catching the weapon, he uses it as a crutch while the silver powder in his scars sinks beneath his scales. The enchanted dust swirls through the lizardman’s veins and repairs the damage to his spine, the agony subsiding within seconds. Unleashing a predatory hiss, the Tribe Baron opens his mouth to proudly reveal his steadily regenerating teeth. Standing at his full thirteen foot height, the giltris can feel his pain receptors go numb and his muscles bloat from the magical enhancement.
 
   “I’m sorry, but that still won’t be enough,” Dariana politely states as she considers making herself immune to pain. She decides to leave herself unaltered, hoping to give the giltris a small chance. “You may keep your weapon. I could use a little practice against things other than swords and axes.”
 
   The polished tip of the spear lances toward the champion’s face only to be batted away like an irritating fly. Dariana repeatedly blocks the weapon while backing toward the bonfire, the intense heat making her sweat. She trips over a stone and barely ducks a tight swing, but the edge of the spear still cuts her forehead. The burning pain causes her to pause for an instant, which is enough for the Tribe Baron to barrel forward. His shoulder slams into her chest and the pair tumble toward the roaring flames. As the heavy weight of the giltris cracks some of her bones, Dariana braces her feet against his stomach and launches her enemy into the bonfire. Still rolling from the impact, she crashes against the ring of hot stones and immediately crawls away before they can burn her skin.
 
   “Maybe I shouldn’t have played with him,” Dariana mutters as she stands and touches the aching cut on her face. Green ooze is mixed with her blood, which numbs her fingertips. “There was a poison on that weapon. Do you know what it might be, Timoran?”
 
   A howl of rage erupts from the bonfire as the Tribe Baron leaps out of the deep pit. He is covered in fire that continues to burn his dark scales, but the magical powder prevents him from feeling the agony. Every movement cracks his fragile skin, revealing pink flesh that turns black from the heat wafting off his body. Tossing his smoking spear to the side, the giltris sprints at his injured prey and grins at the thought of burning her in his hands. The charge abruptly turns into an awkward stumble that ends with the Tribe Baron crashing to the ground and skidding to the feet of Dariana. All she can do is stare at the polished halberd that is sticking out of the back of her enemy’s blackening skull.
 
   The remaining giltris screech in terror as they dive into the water, leaving only a handful of brave warriors behind. Wild-haired men and women crash through the swamp to make short work of the lizardmen who are unable to deliver a single blow. The barbarians’ shouts and roars echo throughout the area to send the survivors retreating to the top of the nearby hills. Distant hisses and snarls can be heard by the war party’s keen ears, but they only laugh at the feeble, empty threats while tending to the prisoners. A tall and slender woman with auburn hair frees Nyx, the metal chains easily snapped by the powerful warrior’s hands. Luke is helped to his feet by a stocky barbarian wearing chainmail, the bearded man sending him back to the ground with a solid slap to the shoulder.
 
   “Are there any other prisoners besides you and your two friends, ma’am?” a black-haired barbarian asks as he approaches Dariana. There is a friendly glint in his sapphire eyes and his bare chest is marred by the old claw marks of a wyvern. The beast’s scaly hide has been turned into a pair of metal studded bracers that the barbarian has kept perfectly polished. “I’m sorry for the rudeness. My name is Cyrus Anghorn of the Snow Tiger Tribe. We were tracking these giltris for a while. They always have their Harmoke ceremony around this time. If they had succeeded then they’d attempt an assault on our city, so it’s smarter to stop them from building up their fervor. You can follow us back to-”
 
   All of the barbarians stop when the snow tiger cubs mewl and bring everyone’s attention to Timoran. The champion remains motionless on the other side of the abandoned cauldron, none of his brethren having bothered to take notice of him until now. Nobody makes a move toward the red-haired man for several minutes that are filled with tension and blank stares. The cubs eventually squirm out of the barbarian’s arms and hurry to Luke, who bends down to pat their heads. With the animals no longer in the way, Cyrus storms over to Timoran and punches him in the shoulder. It is a powerful blow that sends the other man back a few clumsy steps, leaving him open for a tight hug.
 
   “The fallen favored son returns,” Cyrus whispers, slapping his old friend on the back.
 
   “It appears this day was inevitable,” Timoran replies, noticing that the other barbarians are still eyeing him suspiciously. “Your companions do not seem happy to see me. How are we going to do this?”
 
   Cyrus puts a thick arm around his old friend’s shoulders and confidently guides him toward the gathered warriors. “I’m in charge, battle brother, so they won’t do anything. They trust and respect me, which is still something I’m getting used to. I say we travel back to Stonehelm like nothing is wrong. I assume your new friends are in the dark about what is waiting for you at home.”
 
   “They are unaware, but suspicious.”
 
   “In that case, I shall regale them with stories of your youth.”
 
   “I will inflict the same embarrassment on you.”
 
   Cyrus grins wide enough to reveal he is missing an upper incisor, a reminder of a bar fight that he firmly believes he won. “You really should have stayed away, Wrath. Stonehelm and King Edric aren’t ready for you. Then again, it’d be worse if they were.”
 
   With a forced smile, Timoran squeezes his friend’s arm and rejoins the champions. He is aware that the other members of his tribe are watching his every step and many of them are ready to draw their weapons at a moment’s notice. The only thing that is keeping the barbarians at bay is a stern glare from Cyrus, who has reclaimed his halberd from the dead Tribe Baron. Timoran remains with his companions as the group marches toward Stonehelm and his childhood friend entertains everyone with exaggerated tales of their youth. Many times, the red-haired warrior politely interjects a forgotten fact that causes both of the men to blush at the foolishness of their past. As the travelers laugh, the nervous champion gains a flicker of hope that his homecoming will not be as disastrous as he fears.
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   “Still no luck?” Sari asks after Delvin drops into the chair across from her. She waves at a nearby waitress before going back to stroking Fizzle’s belly, the drite lazily sprawled on the wooden table. “I always thought Freedom was a busy port, so I didn’t think we would have this much trouble. Although it’s really odd that we can’t find a ride to the southern jungles at this time of year. I heard the locals do flora and fauna tours because summer is the active period for a lot of them.”
 
   Delvin yawns and rubs at his eyes, his fingers lingering on the dark circles that have appeared after several days of exhausting travel. Glancing out the tavern window, he watches waves of heat rise off the river that cuts through the coastal city. He notices a small boat in The Scar and smiles as the tiny ship is directed by a young elf’s wand. The brown-haired warrior’s attention is stolen by the clatter of a plate and he turns to see that a sandwich has been placed in front of him. With a well-practiced flourish, the waitress adds a bowl of soup and a mug of ice water to his meal while Sari indulges in another glass of chilled cider. Delvin notices that his companion’s blue hair is matted and her natural glow has been diminished by the heat. Not for the first time, he considers suggesting that she return to their friends in the north and let him travel alone. The only reason he keeps his mouth shut is because Sari has stolen the Compass Key and he has spent the last two days trying to figure out where she has hidden the relic. Even Fizzle has been unable to see through whatever illusions the gypsy has constructed, which gives the warrior some comfort. Having two powerful casters on his side means he can finish his business in the jungles quickly and return to Nyx before she is done in Stonehelm.
 
   “Are you daydreaming about Nyxie again?” Sari interrupts with a playful twinkle in her emerald eyes. She casually fingers a red flower that is tucked behind her ear and leaves a trail of dew on the delicate petals. “I see that goofy smile starting to form in the right corner of your mouth. Anyway, we promised not to talk about the things that make us sad. So what’s going on with the ship, Cunningham?”
 
   “It’s not going to be easy to find someone willing to take us to the jungles,” Delvin replies, his mouth full of food. Taking a few sips of water, he swallows the bite and pounds his chest to avoid choking. “Sorry about the display. I was hungrier than I realized. Where did you get that flower?”
 
   “I found it on a bridge. Poor thing would have been trampled if I didn’t save it.”
 
   “That’s a memory iris. The locals place them at the site of murdered loved ones.”
 
   Sari gently places the flower on the table, unsure if she should hurry to return it to the bridge. “City people have strange customs.”
 
   “Fizzle go put plant back,” the purple drite declares, grabbing the stem in his mouth. His red dragonfly wings flutter and he darts out the window, creating a breeze that gives some momentary relief to his overheated friends.
 
   “It looks like we arrived at a bad time,” Delvin explains as he takes the metal shield off his back and props it against the wall. Made from crushed jewels, the winged stag emblazoned on the front sends a cascade of rainbow light across the floor. “There was a big pirate attack two days ago and the city had enough of a warning to send most of the civilian ships out to sea. I’ve been told that they decided to leave on various jobs and won’t be back for a while. Those that did stay were either damaged or are more suited for river travel than the open ocean. I asked about Captain Higgs, but he’s with Aedyn and Kellia in Gaia. Our choices so far are an Orcish garbage scow and a vessel that I’m pretty sure is run by a slave trader. The only reason I think that is because the captain was far too interested in talking about you. Guess sexy gypsies are a rare and valuable commodity in his business.”
 
   “I’m flattered, but sexy might be pushing it these days,” Sari replies, her hand going to her hip. She can feel the faint scar through her red and yellow skirts, a reminder of her last encounter with Stephen. “I ran out of healing cream before I could get rid of it completely, so people might see me as damaged goods. Nothing an illusion won’t fix in a pinch. I considered getting a tattoo over the scar, but I’ve no idea what to put there. Do they make ones that the owner can alter whenever they want?”
 
   “Those are expensive and the quality decreases with every change.”
 
   A violent outburst causes everyone to look at the bar where a beardless dwarf is shouting at the calico barmaid. Frothy ale and the remains of a broken mug are at their feet, the liquid flowing along the creases in the stone floor. Knowing that only one of them is needed, Sari and Delvin put out their hands for a game of rock, paper, and scissors. They stop when a purple streak races through the window and Fizzle lands on the waitress’s head. A cry of surprise is caught in the dwarf’s throat as the tiny dragon hits him in the face with a jet of rainbow mist. Patting the grinning drunk on the head with his tail, the drite flips into the air and quietly returns to his friends. The audience, including the dwarf, applauds the tiny dragon and a large apple pie is delivered to him a minute later. Before the champions can ask for a piece, Fizzle plunges his head into the warm dessert and goes about devouring it from the inside.
 
   “Ever notice that strangers seem to know what we like and don’t like?” Delvin asks as he tries to steal a forkful of pie. A reptilian tongue lances out of the crust to steal his bite, leaving the utensil sparkling clean. “Seems people are still collecting those figurines. I was asked for a few autographs while I was out too, which I’ll never get used to. This is without people knowing about the Baron, so I wonder what will happen after that battle is over.”
 
   “All of us will be famous and at least one of us won’t be around to enjoy the spoils of victory,” Sari states with a bitter smile. The worried scowl of her friend causes the gypsy to stretch her leg and rub his shin with a booted foot. “We all know what Gabriel said when you were fighting for the Compass Key, so I’m only being realistic. Not that I’m expecting it to be me or even hoping it is. That didn’t come out right. Look, Cunningham, there’s no point in worrying about the future. Live in the now and enjoy every minute with the people you love and who love you back.”
 
   “I’m here with you, Sari.”
 
   The blue-haired woman flicks some water at the warrior, creating an icicle on the tip of his nose. “And I love you like an irritating older brother. I hope you feel the same about me. Not that specific role because that would be insulting and creepy.”
 
   “Sorry. I do love you like a little sister and trusted friend,” Delvin replies while wiping his face clean. He takes off his chainmail and tucks it into his bottomless pouch, the sensation of not wearing armor making him groan in pleasure. “The two of us always seem to get into these conversations. Guess we’ve always been the lovesick type.”
 
   “It’s the whole unrequited thing that we’re struggling with,” Sari says before a pang of anguish hits her heart. With a muttered curse, she kicks her friend in the knee and points a stern finger at him. “Stop making me almost talk about the stuff I don’t want to talk about. We’ve been good since we left Darkmill. This journey is to find your temple, get as far as we can without the others, and give our hearts time to heal. I told Luke I was fine and I’m not going to risk him finding out that I may have twisted the truth for his benefit. Now eat your meal and find us a boat because I’m not swimming across the ocean with you on my back.”
 
   “Fizzle could do that,” the drite announces from inside the pie. He pokes his nose out of the crust and runs his tongue around the edge. “Turn into fat fish that spits from head. Fizzle see one near desert city. It big and strong and nice. No teeth, so Fizzle no know what it eat. It eat ocean trees from bottom?”
 
   “I’ve no idea what a whale eats,” Sari admits, scratching her head.
 
   “I’m guessing they suck smaller fish into their stomachs,” Delvin says before he covers his mouth to yawn. His jaw pops and nearly locks, so he massages the aching joints. “We should get some rest in a real bed and continue searching for a ship tomorrow. I hope we can get two rooms here. It looks pretty busy and I don’t want to wander around Freedom.”
 
   The gypsy pulls out her money pouch and drops a few gold coins on the table. “We only need one room with two beds. No sense in wasting money or making me feel like a plague carrier. Your unintentional rudeness aside, I’ve grown accustomed to being in your presence. It’s nice knowing that I have a friend nearby. The knowledge helps keep the nightmares at bay even if I’m alone in the bed.”
 
   Sari stops when the doors of the inn open and a gasping man stares directly at her. His tangled hair and salt-encrusted clothes make her think he is a wandering bum from the docks, so she snatches the gold coins off the table. When nobody else gives the stranger a second glance, she assumes he is local and these sudden entrances are fairly common. Weaving through the crowd, the man says some quick hellos and smiles at anyone who greets him. Though he appears to be determined to reach the champions, he stops to accept a free mug of cold ale from a friendly barmaid. Giving the girl a wet kiss on the hand, the grinning stranger returns the empty mug and continues on his way. As he gets within reach of the table, he pulls a colorful envelope out of his vest pocket. A golden signet ring with the symbol of a gull identifies him as a city courier, which erases the champions’ final specks of caution.
 
   “My name is Cherb and I have to deliver this to a Delvin Cunningham,” he explains in an energetic voice. When Sari tries to take the envelope, the man swiftly tucks it back into his vest pocket. “My apologies, milady, but if anyone besides a courier and the intended touch this envelope then it disappears. Those are the rules when a client pays for a secure delivery. I don’t want to have to run back to the office and grab it again. We’ve been sitting on this one for a few days, so I’m happy to get it out of circulation. The guards notified us that Mr. Cunningham had been seen near the docks and heading for this building. This man is supposed to be traveling with a drite and a-” Cherb pulls a scrap of paper out of his boot and studies the hastily scrawled words. “A bouncy, pretty gypsy girl that has probably already flirted her way to several free drinks and meals. She is also known as a benevolent tipper, so I should not let her tell me otherwise.”
 
   “I’ve been behaving this time,” Sari argues before sitting with a pout. Slipping her hand into her skirt pockets, she palms a diamond sphere for later. “This has to be Nyx’s doing. The others wouldn’t be so mean.”
 
   “I’m Delvin,” the warrior says, extending his hand for the colorful envelope. He nods to Cherb, the courier leaving with a bow as soon as Sari hands him the smooth orb. “I’m hoping this is good news and not a call for help. Though the latter would have caused them to send a more urgent message. At the very least, Dariana would have made contact.”
 
   Reading the neatly written message, Delvin finishes his meal and repeatedly gestures for Sari to stay seated. Knowing that the curious gypsy will keep trying to steal a glance, he orders two drinks to keep her occupied for a few minutes. Hoping to memorize the information, the warrior goes over the message several times and chuckles whenever he reaches the end of the page. Satisfied that he knows all of the details, Delvin tucks the colorful paper into his sleeve. He cringes when the message heats up and the ink melts off the parchment, the sticky liquid seeping through his shirt. The blue-eyed warrior curses under his breath at the mess on his arm and accepts a wet rag from a passing waiter to clean it off. All he accomplishes is smearing the ink along his forearm and further up his shirt.
 
   “It looks like Queen Ionia called in a favor to get us a ship,” Delvin says as he picks up his shield. Seeing a scrap of pie left, he spears it with his fork and eats it before the groggy drite can stop him. “The captain wants me to see him immediately and discuss a morning departure. So you get the room and I’ll take care of this. Think you can get a bath thrown in because I want to get this magic ink off me.”
 
   “I’ll do my best, but I think they work with a communal place down the street,” Sari replies while gathering Fizzle into her arms. She places the purple drite on her shoulder and he curls his long tail around her arm. “Have you heard of the person we’re going to be sailing with? I don’t want to walk into a trap.”
 
   “All I know is that his name is Captain Lunk Erovayn and his ship is the Little Sister,” the warrior replies with a smirk. Leaving some coins on the table, he scratches his scruffy chin and unknowingly smears some ink across his jawline. “I thought the ship’s name was funny considering what Nyx calls you. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was done on purpose. Anyway, I’ll be back soon. Try not to give my bed away if I’m out late.”
 
   “Hey, if someone makes a good offer then you’re on your own.”
 
   “I’ll give you ten diamond spheres to keep that bed unoccupied.”
 
   The gypsy hops onto her chair and gives Delvin a quick kiss on the cheek. “When will you people realize that the only reason you have money in your pockets is because I don’t want to carry it all. Good luck, Cunningham.”
 
   *****
 
   Sari tosses and turns in a restless sleep due to the heat that even the coastal breeze is powerless to dispel. Taking the bed nearest to the open window, the naiad-blooded woman does her best to stay cool without stripping naked. A thin shift of green silk keeps her covered, but the fabric sticks to her damp skin. Rolling to face the sky, she twists her body to avoid trapping Fizzle between her feet. The movement wakes her up enough to hear a creaky footstep on the other side of a white curtain that divides the room in half. Drawing a stiletto from the skirts that are piled on the floor, Sari slips out of bed and creeps toward the sound of someone rustling through a bag. She stops when the red moon casts enough light to reveal the silhouette of a man undressing.
 
   “Guess it’s only you, Delvin,” the gypsy whispers with a sigh of relief. The figure refuses to respond and pauses in an awkward position. “Why aren’t you talking? Is something wrong? If that isn’t you then know that I have a weapon. Many of them and some people claim that my body counts as one too.”
 
   Sari shoves the curtain aside and swiftly turns away when she sees that Delvin is still pulling up a pair of cotton shorts. She whistles and taps her foot before facing her friend and grinning at his exposed backside. A pang of guilt washes over her, resulting in a shudder when she imagines Nyx’s reaction to her staring at the warrior. Sari wipes the sweat from her brow that appears at the thought of the channeler’s love of magical flames. When the young man turns around, she can see that his ice blue eyes are barely open and she would not be surprised if he sleepwalked back to the room.
 
   “I haven’t seen that weapon in a while,” Delvin whispers, taking a seat on his bed. He yawns and stretches, which causes many of his joints to pop. “The ship will take us to a small jungle town called Anpress. We don’t have to pay them, but we do have to work. Our positions will be given to us in the morning.”
 
   “Then the hard part is over,” Sari says while juggling the stiletto. She admires the beautiful sheen of the blade as it passes through beams of crimson moonlight. “I keep finding a reason not to use this thing. I don’t want to lose it, I’m scared it will break, and another dagger would be better. The truth is that I treasure it too much to consider it a mere weapon. You probably think the same thing when it comes to the shield that Nyxie made for you.”
 
   “What happened to not talking about this?”
 
   “I know I said that, but maybe we should talk about it once.”
 
   “You mean you need someone to talk to about your battered heart.”
 
   “It’s not battered. Just a little . . . stomped on.”
 
   “Luke didn’t mean to stomp on it.”
 
   “The damage is mostly self-inflicted and we all know it.”
 
   Delvin sighs and pats the spot next to him, which the gypsy gingerly accepts. He notices she is subtly leaning away, so he reaches out to comfort her. The thin nightgown makes it difficult for the young man to know where he to put his hand, so he lets his arm drop to his side. Sari giggles at the attempt and inches closer to drape his arm around her shoulders. The warrior’s sweaty limb stays extended to keep his hand away from her exposed skin, but it is not a position he can hold for very long. Eventually, he lets Sari bend his elbow toward her side and she casually taps his knuckles. A tremor rocks her body, revealing how close she is to crying and releasing the emotions she has been keeping locked away for far too long. Delvin pats the gypsy on the head and gives her a friendly kiss on her blue, sweet-smelling hair.
 
   “I’m not going to say I’m happy or sad about my situation,” Sari explains when she gathers her thoughts. A tear nearly escapes from her eye, but she forces it back in before her friend notices. “I had a chance to win and gave it up to do the right thing because Kira was with him first. That’s how things should have always gone, but I let myself get too close. My pain is my punishment and being away from him is helping me see that. Things may be awkward between us for a while and I still have that one kiss, but I’m coming to terms with the fact that I lost a lover. Now I’m trying to hold onto a friendship that might prove to be even stronger than what I originally wanted from him.”
 
   “Then why are you on the verge of crying?” Delvin asks, handing his friend a handkerchief from his bag. “It’s okay to be honest with me, Sari. You’re hurting and none of us can figure out why because you’re denying the most obvious reason.”
 
   “Why do people think love is so simple and clean?” the gypsy asks in a droning tone. She adjusts her gown and leans back, playfully licking her lips at the warrior. “I get the feeling that this is all people see me as. The beautiful and buxom champion who loves to play. The seductive rival of Kira Grasdon. Nothing more than eye-catching curves, a pretty face, and dresses with flashy skirts. I mean, did you see all the dolls that were made of me and the only difference was the clothing? You asked before about us being famous after we defeat the Baron. Well I’m hoping that people forget I was ever a champion. That way I won’t be stared at all the time and the whispers will stop.”
 
   “Those people are just-”
 
   “Say jealous and this conversation ends, Cunningham.”
 
   Hopping off the bed, Delvin strolls over to a standing mirror and carries it to the middle of the room. He freezes when the legs scrape against the floor, several neighbors groaning about the noise. With a roll of her eyes, Sari goes to stand in front of the foggy glass while her companion does his best to clean it with his discarded shirt. It leaves streaks on the surface, so he hunts for another handkerchief to finish the job. The gypsy impatiently twirls and spins on her toes, stopping only when Delvin clears his throat. Wiping sweat from his brow, the warrior stands next to the mirror and smiles at his friend.
 
   “This is what people see. A beautiful woman from a people who have a reputation for being seductive and cunning,” Delvin explains, moving his hand up and down the rough wooden frame. Seeing a smudge on the glass, he licks his thumb and cleans her reflection’s cheek, which makes the gypsy giggle in amusement. “It’s the same as someone looking at Timoran as a savage or me as an expendable swordsman. None of the people whispering about us know who we truly are. Maybe it’s because you and Luke are the youngest of us, but you’ll learn that the opinions of strangers don’t matter as much as those of your friends and family. Yes, I know I let what strangers were saying drive me back to Yagervan, so use me as an example of what not to do. Anyway, these people will never know that you are a loyal, smart, powerful, and loving person that Windemere is lucky to have as a champion. All of us are happy to have you by our side.”
 
   “I did things early on that I’m not proud of,” Sari awkwardly admits, shifting in front of her own reflection. She adjusts her nightgown and runs her hands along the fabric to dry it off with her powers. “Those are the events that are hurting me now. They make me think I deserve to suffer.”
 
   “Remind me to tell you about my sins, little sister.”
 
   “Little sister?”
 
   “Well if I’m going to marry Nyx then I should get used to calling you that.”
 
   Sari grins and rushes over to give Delvin a tight hug around the neck. After a brief moment of hesitation, she plants a quick kiss on his rough cheek. She can feel tension in the young man’s arms and wonders if she has gone too far considering their current state of dress. Looking into his eyes, Sari can tell that his thoughts have wandered back to the distant channeler. Whispering a soothing spell, she puts her companion to sleep and struggles to drag him to the bed. Placing her finger on his lips, the gypsy leaves the faint illusion of Nyx’s mouth on his to go along with the dream that she knows he is enjoying.
 
   “Some days I think all of you are too good for me,” Sari says while grabbing her stiletto and returning to her own bed. In her absence, Fizzle has stolen the pillow and stretched his long tail across the entire mattress. “Then there are times when I think we were always meant to become a family. Move over and give me back my pillow, Fizzle.”
 
   A puff of rainbow mist hits her face when she tries to move the drite, causing Sari to fall asleep next to the bed.
 
   *****
 
   As the sun peeks over the horizon, the three adventurers stare at the vessel that will take them to the southern jungles. The Little Sister has plain, white sails with no identifying symbols and the masthead is a fairly common mermaid figure. A series of openings are along the side, which Delvin assumes are portholes until he sees an oar emerge and dip into the dark green water. Someone shouts from the upper deck and the long pole is pulled back inside with the faint clatter of wood. As the tide comes in, the small ship bumps against the padded dock while its crew continues loading the last of the cargo into the hold. Some of the sailors pause when Sari arches her back and waves her hand at a nearby drinking barrel. A snake of warm water slithers through the air and slips into her shirt before churning to massage her sore muscles.
 
   “I’m so glad this worked,” the gypsy groans as she relaxes. Not wanting to overheat, she sends the water into the ocean and takes a seat on a crate. “My back is killing me. Especially the lower region.”
 
   “Well you were sleeping on the floor,” Delvin points out with a shrug.
 
   “Thank you for not making the obvious joke.”
 
   “What joke?”
 
   “The one about big . . . so where’s the captain?”
 
   “He’s the man by the wheel.”
 
   Sari scans the deck, her eyes going wide when she sees the bulky figure. “What is he?”
 
   “Captain Lunk Erovayn is a half dwarf.”
 
   “What’s the other half?”
 
   “Ogre.”
 
   Seeing that his new crewmembers have arrived, the short and stocky captain makes his way to the nearest gangplank. He has an obvious limp that is caused by his right calf missing a chunk of flesh, an injury that he has proudly exposed by removing part of his pant leg. The sun reflects off his bald head, which is adorned with a collection of sea-based henna tattoos that range from an octopus to a coiled leviathan. His brown beard is thick and oily, the impressive mane matching the hair that covers his bare arms. The man’s barrel-like chest is protected by a vest of leather armor that has several daggers dangling from polished rings. A massive cutlass is on his hip and the battered hilt shows that it has seen many battles. There is a cold spark in his hazel eyes as he extends a hand toward Delvin and takes in the sight of the blue-haired gypsy.
 
   “She doesn’t look like much, but the boss said you’re a package deal,” Captain Erovayn says in a gravelly voice. He leans forward to examine Fizzle, the drite politely waving with his tail. “I won’t put the dragon to work since I’m not stupid enough to bark orders at one of his kind. You two are a different story. Mr. Cunningham, I want you to put your belongings in the crew quarters and help out with the morning’s heavy labor. I’m sure a warrior like yourself won’t have any problems with a little sweat. Though I’ve also been told you’re a decent cook, so maybe I’ll put in the kitchen for our first day out and see what you can do. I lost my last cook to another captain who had the gall to propose to her. I’d have clocked him in the jaw if he wasn’t my new son-in-law.”
 
   “I’ll help wherever you need me,” Delvin promises, raising his hand for a salute. The old sailor chuckles and forces the other man’s arm down. “Sorry about that, sir. Force of habit when I’m taking orders. My friend here is part naiad, so she can help with the tides and anything else that can make us move swiftly.”
 
   Sari clears her throat and bows with her arms across her chest, a gesture she hopes is accepted as respectful. “I can see that the captain already has two Waverunner halflings on board, so he doesn’t need me for those jobs. His real worry is that an attractive gypsy will be a source of distraction or trouble. I swear on Cessia the Luck Goddess that I will be on my best behavior. This journey is much too important for me to jeopardize it by having fun with your crew.”
 
   “That’s a concern, but I’ve been assured that you will be kept occupied,” the hairy man states, nodding to someone who is approaching from the city. “We’re escorting the Little Sister’s new owner back home and dropping you off along the way. You’ve been assigned to cater to this noble’s needs and wants. Basically, you’re a servant for the duration of your voyage. She promises to keep you busy and out of trouble. Though the young lady was grinning and laughing when she said it.”
 
   “She?” Sari asks as the gypsy turns to face the source of the slender shadow that has appeared between her and Delvin. The young woman’s heart sinks for a second before she angrily glares at the familiar figure. “Damn you, Gabriel! Find another mortal to mess with and leave me alone.”
 
   Clothed in a billowing dress of amber fabric that hangs heavy around the skirt, Kira Grasdon gives the shocked gypsy a hug. Her black hair falls down to her waist, a blazing streak of red running down the center and continuing along her exposed back. The bronze-skinned woman releases Sari and gives Delvin a friendly kiss on the cheek before extending an arm so that Fizzle can perch on her wrist. The drite delicately climbs to her shoulder, not wanting to damage the heiress’s gold and diamond bracelet. Kira nods to Captain Erovayn, who goes back to the ship and barks a steady stream of orders to his crew. With a wide smile, she enjoys the open-mouthed expression on Sari’s face and the way her the gypsy’s hands move as if to draw the daggers hidden in her sleeves.
 
   “Nyx asked me if any of my ships were close enough to give you a ride,” Kira says, drawing an apple from her ivory-colored purse and handing it to Fizzle. His first bite sends a glob of juice onto her cheek, which she delicately wipes away with an embroidered handkerchief. “I was in Hero’s Gate, but it was easy to travel back here and lend a hand. Glad to see you kept your promise, Delvin, and didn’t warn her about the surprise. I do enjoy making my old rival uncomfortable.”
 
   “I’m not your rival any more, Grasdon,” Sari states, flicking a small ball of ice at her fellow champion’s head. Delvin leans away from the tiny projectile and hurries toward the Little Sister, but he is knocked off the gangplank when an unexpected surge rocks the ship. “Since we need the ride, I’ll be nice and act like a proper servant. Though I will get revenge for any humiliation you inflict upon me, so don’t push your luck.”
 
   The heiress casually lifts the edge of her skirt to reveal the chain and sickle weapon that is strapped to the fabric. “As you can see by my dress and the terrible location of my weapon, I have to act like a proper noblewoman for now. After all, I’m the head of a powerful merchant house and very few of my fellow elite have accepted the idea of me being armed. Truthfully, some of my older peers are rather archaic in their thoughts toward women and weapons. It would also be embarrassing for me to be petty, so you can remove the spell from your lips. The tip of your tongue always sticks out of your mouth before a casting, which one wouldn’t see in the heat of battle or with your kissing tactics. Now, we will be sharing a room to make sure you are at my beck and call every second of the day. Be prepared to work, Sari.”
 
   “I dare you to do your worst.”
 
   “Very well. Carry my things to the room without the help of the crew.”
 
   Only seeing a small bag next to Kira, Sari laughs and bends down to take the light piece of luggage. Her mood sours when a pair of orcs approach with a cart full of heavy boxes and nicely wrapped packages. One ornamental container is nearly as big as the gypsy, who cannot stop her mouth from falling open in dismay. The towering dockworkers are waved away by the heiress, who pats her temporary maidservant on the head. With nothing left to do, the orcs accept their tips and return to their post for the next delivery. Taking her small bag from Sari’s hands, Kira leaves the blue-haired champion to finish her first task.
 
   “Try not to curse too much!” she shouts from the gangplank before disappearing below decks.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3
 
   Sitting cross-legged at the cliff’s edge, Timoran enjoys the peaceful evening that has enveloped his homeland. The snow has melted to reveal crisp grass and rocky patches of earth, which lead to the lower mountains. Being on the southernmost cliff of the curved range, the mellow warrior can see the vast expanse of wilderness to every side, except behind him where the encampment sits among the stones. The grunt of a bear rumbles over the mountains, the large predator a faint shadow among a collection of boulders atop a distant rise. A herd of caribou are grazing to the west, the cautious beasts close enough for him to make out their antlers in the crimson moonlight. Huddled on a lower cliff is a snow leopard and her cubs, the family feasting on a recent kill that threatens to topple over the edge. The other goats have already galloped along the sheer cliffs to seek refuge within the craggy walls, only the occasional bang of butting heads revealing their presence. After watching the calming display of brutal nature for several hours, Timoran finds himself happy to be home and his worries remain shoved to the back of his mind.
 
   “Thank you for offering to keep watch,” Cyrus says as he brings over two stools for them to use. He hands his old friend a bottle of light green alcohol that reeks of licorice and releases a trail of vapor. “I know you prefer Ifrit mead, but I only carry Leviathan ale these days. The other stuff brings back too many memories. I’m surprised you can even find your favorite brew out there. Must cost a lot of money.”
 
   “I have always found a way and it is more popular in Ralian and the southern regions than you would think,” Timoran replies, taking a quick sip of the harsh liquor. Balancing himself on the small seat, he leans forward and watches the stars continue to appear. “I assume you are here because your men do not trust me to be alone. There is no reason to lie to me. Though I do ask again that you and the others keep my situation a secret. All three of my companions have prying eyes and ears. It would be best that they not know what I am walking into. They could make it worse with their desire to help.”
 
   With a small nod, Cyrus glances over his shoulder and sees the silhouette of Luke on top of a nearby boulder. The half-elf is meditating with his head slightly tilted toward the pair, the angle becoming more pronounced whenever he drifts into a deeper trance. No more than a few yards away, Nyx rests on the only patch of grass to be found on the cliff. She is talking to Dariana in hushed whispers, but there is a subtle glow around her violet eyes that betrays the spell she is using. Every time she yawns or stretches, the half-elf twists her head to face the two barbarians, which she tries to hide by gazing around the area like a lost child.
 
   “At least the silver-haired woman isn’t spying on you,” Cyrus says before taking another sip. A violent cough nearly knocks him off his stool, but he regains his balance after an awkward second of teetering and flailing. “That could have been embarrassing. You know, Dariana is a fascinating person. Tougher than I would have thought, which is why I’m surprised she is respectful of your boundaries.”
 
   “She is a telepath, so I could not stop her even if I wanted to. I greatly appreciate that she is behaving herself,” Timoran replies as he goes back to watching the caribou. A muttered apology can be heard from Nyx and Luke shifts in an attempt to better hide his eavesdropping. “I cannot be angry at them. We have fought many battles together and have become a family. Nyx even calls me her big brother. They are as protective of me as I am of them. That is why I want to avoid unnecessary conflict. If one of my friends were to get hurt because of my actions then I would never forgive myself.”
 
   “If you didn’t want conflict then you probably should have stayed away,” the black-haired barbarian says in an attempt to lighten the mood. A pang of guilt hits his chest when he sees the pain on the other man’s face. “Sorry about that. You know I always try to handle tension with a joke and I’m not that funny. There’s been a lot of stress here ever since you left. King Edric tries to keep things together, but he’s nothing like King Melich or General Godric. It doesn’t help that everyone, including him, knows that he wasn’t supposed to assume the throne. That makes things very uncomfortable around here.”
 
   “Is Stonehelm in chaos?” Timoran asks, surprised to find that his former teacher is having trouble ruling. “Edric was always a wise and patient man. After all, he managed to teach the two of us how to be more than simple-minded warriors. I owe him my wisdom and the ability to see beyond my muscles.”
 
   “He’s just a different type of leader than we’re used to.”
 
   “People and systems change.”
 
   “And it is rarely a smooth transition.”
 
   “It could be if people were not so stubborn.”
 
   “Only a fool accepts change without challenging it first.”
 
   “I would not call you a fool per say.”
 
   Cyrus smacks his old friend on the arm, the blow echoing off the rocks. “You always have to throw an insult into our debates when you’re losing. What makes it more frustrating is that your insults make people laugh more than my jokes. By the gods, I really missed having you around. Nobody else can argue or fight like you, Timoran the Nimble-Mouthed.”
 
   “Thank you, Cyrus the Hammer-Tongued.”
 
   The barbarians bellow with laughter, which draws the attention of the other warriors who are resting by the fire. Neither of the men care that some of their companions are eyeing them suspiciously and growling with hate. The old friends return to their drinks and sit on the ground, the stools casually tossed back to the camp. After nearly an hour of silence, they sense that everyone has gone to sleep and the only one watching them is the meditating forest tracker. Luke is facing them with his eyes closed, his hands rubbing the rubies that are set into the pommels of his twin sabers.
 
   “Seriously, I don’t understand why you came back,” Cyrus whispers, draining the last of his drink. He straps the empty decanter to his belt and has a sip of water from the bag that is slung over his shoulder. “Nobody was hunting you even with the small bounty on your head. Just so you know, that was symbolic because people were demanding your return. King Edric never expected anyone to try and collect, so if that’s the reason you’re here then don’t worry. Knock me out and take your friends away if you need to. My men will believe that I lowered my guard and you took advantage of the situation.”
 
   “Many months ago, Alanik and his friends found me in Bor’daruk. They tried to collect the bounty and I was forced to kill them,” Timoran softly explains. He holds up his hand when his friend is about to speak, both of them aware of his oath to not hurt members of the tribe. “They had forsaken our people and threatened to return here as enemies, which means they were no longer our kin. Still, it was a sign that my path would eventually lead me back here. If not for the tribe then because I am a champion and my temple is Aintaranurh. Gabriel has always meant for me to return and face my past.”
 
   “I heard rumors about you being one of these champions, but most people thought it was nothing more than an exaggeration,” Cyrus says while grabbing a handful of white, smooth stones. Placing one in his meaty palm, he flicks it into the distance and tries his best to track it in the dark. “If that is the case then I promise to stand by you. Things will be messy, so I don’t think I can do much without getting myself in trouble. At best I can keep the mobs at bay and try to rally some underground support to help you through this.”
 
   “Underground support for what?” the red-haired barbarian asks, realizing that information is being hidden from him. With a narrow stare, he tries to decide if he is being set up for a trap, but all he can see is anxiety and worry on his companion’s face. “I understand if you are torn between two loyalties, my friend. Yet, I am now worried about the information that I am obviously missing. Can you give me a hint, so I do not bring about my demise any quicker than it is already approaching?”
 
   Scratching the wide scars on his chest, Cyrus avoids eye contact and lets out a licorice-smelling breath. “No need to be so dramatic, Wrath. It’s only that Stonehelm is not the same place you left a few years ago. The system is different and I’m not really sure how to properly explain it. Just be strong and depend on the few friends you have to get you out of this mess. The two women may prove to be invaluable with their magic and telepathy. If anything, the . . . you called her a channeler? Can’t believe you forgot that we have legends about those. Then again, you only read philosophy and the more modern tomes. Anyway, having a Near God as a companion could be the thing that keeps you alive.”
 
   “Are you trying to make me feel better or worse?”
 
   “I’m trying to give you hope.”
 
   “I believe I am beyond that.”
 
   “Only if you give up and I know such a thing is beyond your abilities.”
 
   “Because of my strength and intelligence?”
 
   “Because you’re as stubborn and stupid as an injured dread boar,” Cyrus retorts, his stomach growling at the mention of his favorite meat. “I could really go for some of that.”
 
   Timoran chuckles and mockingly pats his great axe. “Try to take a bite out of me and I will feed you your own foot.”
 
   “Eh, I have two of those. Besides, I’m sure you would taste like overcooked skunk.”
 
   “It truly is good to be home even given the circumstances.”
 
   The two men lay down and stare at the stars, recognizing several of the constellations with stories connected to their tribe. A few mild arguments ensue as Timoran and Cyrus debate the morals behind each tale, neither one willing to give up the debate without voicing every point that comes to mind. They eventually give up on the sky and share adventures covering the years that they have missed. For the next few hours, the childhood friends trade stories and ignore the fact that Stonehelm is only two days away.
 
   *****
 
   Home to the Snow Tiger Tribe, the city of Stonehelm extends from the base of a sheer mountain face. Thriving in the crook of the Stone Asp Mountain Range’s curved arm, the barbarians enjoy having three natural barriers to protect them. A gated wall of logs and stone has been built to the west where a long, wide expanse leads to the open plains. Canopied guard towers dot the outer fields and are hidden on the cliff faces, but many of them are manned only at night when the citizens are asleep. The barbarians live in simple houses of smoothed stone and thatched roofs that are strapped to a layer of flame-resistant slate to avoid accidental fires during the cold months. Every home has pens with either livestock or vegetable gardens, the latter of which are bursting with plants that absorb the summer heat. With the average citizen unconcerned about architecture, only a few buildings within the main city differ from the basic, single-floor design. The landscape changes once one comes to the mountain cliff that rises high above the rest of Stonehelm.
 
   A turreted citadel has been carved into the stone and acts as a stronghold in case the outer defenses are breached. Over the years, some of the more ambitious and influential members of the tribe have built tower-like manors into the mountain. These structures flank the ancient fortress and rise nearly ten stories up before ending at bunkers that the associated family is forever sworn to stock with emergency supplies. Banners fly from all of the towers and a ledge above the castle doors, their polished hooks and poles glinting in the sunlight. All of them have the same symbol, which is a pair of snow tigers facing each other and rearing up against a red background. A long balcony can be seen even further up the mountain and a stone canopy protects the area from falling stones and bad weather. During the day, one or two figures can always be seen reading by the railing while children listen to their daily lessons. Today, everyone has stopped what they are doing to gather at the windows and listen to the disturbance at Stonehelm’s gates.
 
   “Why do we have guards pointing weapons at us?” Nyx asks as she scans the thick crowd of armed barbarians. The channeler takes a cautious step forward and is surprised to find that the movement goes unchallenged. “I don’t know what this is about, but we’re not here to cause trouble. Our business is very important and can be settled quickly. Just let us talk to King Edric and we’ll go to Aintaranurh without anyone getting hurt.”
 
   “I don’t think they’ll let us near their holy site,” Luke whispers through the corner of his mouth. The snow tiger cubs stand in front of him, hissing and growling until a nearby warrior startles them with a bellowing roar. “Touch them and I’ll break all your fingers. Somehow. All of you have pretty big hands. I think I’d actually rather be fighting a horde of Hellfire Elves than a city of barbarians.”
 
   “That’s because you have a sense of self-preservation,” Cyrus mentions from where he is leaning against the city wall. He yawns and juggles his halberd, winking at a few of the female warriors that smile in his direction. “Looks like I’m a big hero for bringing you in. Good thing I’m not the type of man to cast aside a friend and use the situation for personal gain. Would you three please step away from Timoran and let me handle this?”
 
   “You-” Nyx starts before Dariana takes her by the arm.
 
   With the snow tiger cubs in tow, the telepath grabs Luke’s hand and leads her friends to the edge of the crowd, which shifts to give them space. Trickles of fire run along Nyx’s shoulder-length hair and cascade down her arms, ending at her fingers where they gather in case she needs to attack. Many of the nearby barbarians move away from the half-elf and lower their weapons an inch, all of them noting that she is casting without words and gestures. Patting the channeler on the head and whispering an apology, Dariana makes her dispel the churning flames. While the gesture has prevented the situation from escalating, the locals remain nervous because all they know is that the two women are much more powerful than they appear.
 
   “Now nobody do anything foolish!” Cyrus shouts, holding his weapon above his head. With a slow stride, he steps in front of Timoran who stands with his head down. “This man does have much to answer for, but we don’t handle things like this. At least not since the old days and that was also when we chose mates by force. Needless to say, I don’t want to get punched by any of you lovely ladies in the crowd. Mostly because I’ve sparred with many here and all of you hit really, really hard. Let me take him to King Edric and Sheriff Kalten. We all know that is how this is supposed to work.” Sensing that his fellow barbarians are unwilling to budge, he points at Nyx and raises his voice. “Don’t make me unleash the Near God over there. I haven’t seen her in action, but I know that she has great power and is the exile’s battle sister.”
 
   “You used that card rather quickly,” Timoran mutters under his breath.
 
   “My jokes and charms were failing, so I panicked.”
 
   All of the barbarians lower their weapons and move to the sides of the street, allowing two figures to pass through the mob. Bulky and of average height for ab arbarian, the man with a salt and pepper beard and bald head walks several steps behind his female companion. His snow tiger cloak falls off his shoulders and drags along the ground, the underside protected by flexible leather. King Edric stops at the edge of the crowd and adjusts his crown, which is a green jade circlet that grants him an air of regal humility. His steel gray eyes narrow when he sees for himself that Timoran has returned, but the fury is swiftly replaced by a deep serenity. Showing no sign of wanting to rush the arrest, he crosses his arms and casually runs his fingers through the end of his beard.
 
   In contrast, the chainmail-wearing woman who shoves Cyrus out of her way has no trouble hiding her disgust and rage. With her hand on a massive broadsword, Sheriff Udelia Kalten moves behind Timoran and yanks his great axe off his back. The tall and muscular blonde warrior carries the tiger-striped weapon on her shoulder while circling the exile. She leans forward to sniff at the black fur vest and removes it when she senses that it is magical. Sure that Timoran no longer has anything dangerous beyond his fists, Udelia returns to the King and places the confiscated gear at his feet. Her blue eyes twinkle as she pulls out a yellowed scroll and prepares to read the declaration that she has held onto for several years.
 
   “Timoran Wrath has been accused of treason, abandonment of his post, and the battlefield murder of General Godric,” the sheriff says in a voice that is both loud and soft. She pauses as all of the barbarians deliver one beat to their chest in honor of the fallen General. “King Edric notes that the first two charges are in direct connection with the third. This means that the murder accusation is where we will focus our attention. If found guilty of the central crime, Timoran will also be found guilty of treason and abandonment. As per our ancient laws, murder is punishable by public execution at the hands of either King Edric or a hand-picked royal agent to be decided upon at a later date. Until the time of his trial, Timoran Wrath will be incarcerated in the citadel’s prison and kept in solitary confinement. That is both for his safety and our own. Does the prisoner wish to come peacefully or resist?”
 
   “I do not understand what is going on,” Timoran admits, looking to Cyrus for an explanation. All he receives is his friend subtly holding up one finger and casting a pleading look to not ask questions. “You mention a trial, but also a public execution. Would I not die in the trial like the old laws say? Is the public execution in case I win?”
 
   Sheriff Kalten strides over to the red-headed warrior and punches him across the face. “You were given two choices! Do not say anything that fails to answer the questions that I ask. How do you want this to end, traitor?”
 
   “I see you are still as lovely and vicious as ever, Udelia,” the champion states, accepting the next strike to his face. He fights the temptation to hit back, even though he sees that the woman still keeps part of her right side open when she swings. “I will go peacefully, but I do not understand what you are talking about. Cyrus told me that Stonehelm has changed since I ran away. Please tell me what events lie ahead of me, so that I may not cause you any unnecessary trouble.”
 
   “You are accepting your fate?”
 
   “Yes, Udelia, but I would prefer to do it without ignorance.”
 
   “Should I answer the prisoner, King Edric?”
 
   As if stirring from a gentle nap, the ruler shudders and approaches Timoran. He waves the sheriff to the side so that he can take in the sight of his former student, who has become an infamous traitor. There is a look of disappointment and shame in the older man’s eyes, but there is not a single tear that is ready to be shed. Edric sighs heavily and takes the manacles from his companion, the heavy iron clamping around the prisoner’s wrists with echoing clangs. Unable to look at the champion any longer, the tired King turns toward his people and walks toward the citadel. The crowd slowly disperses, leaving only a handful of curious citizens to watch the end of the unexpected encounter.
 
   “Follow me or be dragged to your cell,” Udelia says, grabbing the chain between the manacles. The tall woman stops when she sees the other champions are standing in her path, all three of them unwilling to leave. “This is not your business. Get out of my way or I’ll have you exiled from Stonehelm. That Near God business is not going to scare me, so stop with the lightning on your fingers. You would hit your friend anyway. Now move!”
 
   “We will once you tell us what’s going to happen to Timoran,” Luke states, stepping closer to the intimidating woman. He bounces a little on his toes in preparation for a fight, but prays that he does not have to battle the sheriff. “Our business here requires that he be with us, so we can’t move on until he’s free. These supposed crimes may be internal for you, but they affect our path as well. Just give us some information and we’ll step out of your way. What kind of trial does Timoran have to go through? Is it combat or a test?”
 
   “It is a court trial in front of the judge and a panel of peers,” the blonde barbarian answers, which earns a confused look from the champions. She glances over her shoulder when Timoran raises his hands to scratch his head in thought. “You will not remember these rules, Wrath, because King Edric put them into place after you ran away. The days of trial by deadly combat are over. Now you are tested in a court and punished if found guilty. The system has actually reduced Stonehelm’s violent incidents to almost zero since it’s much easier to win a fight than a trial. Nobody wants to take the chance of losing a battle of words, so only the foolish risk their necks.”
 
   Dariana eases Luke back and bows her head to Udelia, who smiles at the curious outsider’s manners. “I apologize for us getting in your way. Thank you for answering our questions. Can we be allowed to visit our friend? He never mentioned this part of his past to us and we would like him to give us an explanation in his own words. Cyrus may stand guard to make sure we don’t try anything underhanded.”
 
   “Give me a few hours to lock him in,” the sheriff requests before snapping her fingers at Cyrus. He yawns and gradually stands at attention, smirking at the impatience on the woman’s face. “I guess you’re my deputy this time, Anghorn. Keep in mind that you will take Wrath’s place if anything goes wrong.”
 
   Not waiting for a response, Udelia yanks on the manacle chain and drags Timoran along the main road. The prisoner tries his best to keep up with the sheriff, but she routinely tries to knock him off-balance, which would create another reason to punch. Cyrus walks a few steps behind them, waving to everyone that bothers to look in his direction. Unsure of where they can find rooms for their stay, the champions stand in the street and watch their friend disappear into the distance.
 
   “Do we break him out and make a run for Aintaranurh?” Luke asks, bending down to pat the snow tiger cubs. A sharp whistle from a nearby building causes the animals to rush into the open door, which closes behind them. Through an open window, he can see the tiny animals being carried by three children whose mother is preparing bowls of milk. “This place is so strange, but I kind of like it. At least I would if we didn’t already have a mess on our hands. Why can’t we ever arrive at a city and have a few days of peace?”
 
   “We wouldn’t get very far if we freed him. An army of barbarians would be waiting outside the temple, so we’d end up back in this spot,” Nyx replies while rubbing her chest. She looks down her shirt to see if the Compass Key tattoo is still there, the edges of the symbol having turned red. “Really wish Gabriel didn’t put this thing on me. It’s starting to itch. The skin around it is looking pretty raw too. I might have to find a low cut shirt or something to let it breathe, which is not something I’m looking forward to. Showing that much skin makes me feel exposed.”
 
   Dariana massages her temples and turns in a circle, her mind drifting among the citizens in search of information. “There’s an inn a few streets over, which has two vacant rooms. Nobody here is angry or suspicious of us, but they are curious. They call Nyx a Near God and some of them recognize Luke. It would appear that the twin sabers, open courage, and being a half-elf make it easy to identify him. As for me, they like my hair and believe I have the poise of a warrior. All of that is good news for what we have to do.”
 
   “And what is that?” Luke asks as Dariana walks away.
 
   “First we have to get the truth out of Timoran and then we have to win a trial,” she casually replies without turning around. She abruptly slows down and sighs, her deep blue eyes gazing at the cloudless sky. “Unfortunately, this is something more suited for Delvin or Sari. I’m not very good at social interactions, Nyx is far too blunt, and Luke . . . I’m not sure how to explain why you’re a bad choice for diplomacy. I’m sorry, but your feelings may get hurt if I use the wrong words and come off as rude.”
 
   “It’s because I don’t know when to keep my mouth shut,” he admits with a half-hearted smirk. Seeing a building with the sign of an inn, the forest tracker takes the lead and checks his money pouch to see how much he has. “The sooner we get the rooms, the sooner we can get to Timoran. We can’t make any detailed plans until we talk to him and meet with King Edric. All we have to do is be smart, calm, and patient.”
 
   Nyx gives her best friend a big hug before awkwardly rubbing against him when her tattoo itches. “Sorry about that. I need to get this problem checked soon. Anyway, you’re right, little brother. We know where the temple is and Timoran already has prior knowledge of what could be inside. This will be the easiest one yet and there’s no rush. After losing Stephen and Trinity being indisposed, I’m sure the Baron is struggling to find a new agent.”
 
   “You really don’t give my father enough credit,” Dariana whispers under her breath while watching her friends enter the building. She pretends to adjust the ties on her shirt while doing another scan of the entire city. “You’re definitely up to something, which is why I don’t want to leave until I know you aren’t behind this. The situation with Timoran is exactly what you would enjoy watching, father, so I’ll be ready for whatever you send our way.”
 
   *****
 
   “You summoned me, master?” Trinity drones as she takes a seat at the circular table.
 
   The Baron gestures for her to enjoy the pheasant and cooked greens that are steaming on a plate in front of her chair. Candles float around the small bedroom, most of them staying away from Yola who has taken over the left hand wall. The slumbering immortal has crafted a canoe-shaped bed out of a long dresser and is using Raksha as a terrified pillow. The sharp furred cat pleadingly stares at her master and whips at the chocolate-colored window curtains with three razor-edged tails. Unable to get help from the warlord, the orange and black feline tries to wriggle free only to be fluffed into a bloated balloon. The creature’s bulging eyes continue to look around the room, fear making the pupils widen.
 
   “It is bad enough that she turned Melanie into a rocking horse, which is something I still need to fix,” the Baron states before dabbing his mouth with a napkin. He pushes his empty plates to the center of the table where they sink into the wood. “I have decided on your exact orders, Queen Trinity. Again, I remind you that failure is not an option. You are not to return until you either finish this mission or die. Of course, I don’t expect your corpse to walk back, but I will have Yola retrieve your remains.”
 
   “If I die then your grandchild will die too,” Trinity points out while picking at her meal. A heavenly scent rises from the roasted fowl, but she is too nauseous to attempt a bite. “Chaos elves give birth fairly quickly. Give me three to four months at most, so that I don’t have to put my baby in danger.”
 
   “Our enemies may be done with their temples by then,” the stone-faced warlord says as he leans back in his chair. As he mutters an ancient spell, a cold wind whips over the table and freezes Trinity’s uneaten meal. “I am not in the mood for arguments or challenges to my authority. My grandchild will be fine. I have ways to revive the dead that are beyond your powers and understanding. So you should only worry about claiming victory and making sure your child will know its mother.”
 
   Trinity rubs her belly to calm the baby who is kicking and squirming. “All you want is for me to kill Nyx, but she’ll have the advantage given my current condition. You’re turning this into a suicide mission and doing a bad job of hiding that fact. So unless you have another target or a better plan, I will wait until my baby is born. You might be angry at me, but I’m not about to do something reckless in order to satisfy your grief and rage. I suggest you use your remaining pawns wisely, Arthuru. Otherwise, you might find that you’ve run out of fodder before the champions even get to you.”
 
   “I warned you about overreacting!” Yola shouts as she releases Raksha. With a yawn, she stretches an arm that wraps around the Baron’s neck. Her hand becomes a pair of lips that repeatedly kiss him on the cheek until he severs the rubbery limb at the elbow. “That was my least favorite joint anyway. Always popping and giving me attitude. Never waved right ever since I spent a decade with the forearm turned in the wrong direction.”
 
   “Enough!” the Baron shouts, cutting off the former goddess. A burst of raw energy fills the room, the power driving the cat under the bed. “I have no interest in debating this. Trinity, you are to amass an army of chaos elves and march on the city of Stonehelm. Your people will keep the barbarians and other champions busy while you face Nyx. I will give you a day to gather your forces and then I will open a portal that will bring you to the region’s furthest border. You do not want to be noticed until you are within striking range.”
 
   “Most of my warriors are sick and hungry because you’ve been overworking us!”
 
   “Then take all of your healers and hunt for food when you arrive.”
 
   “Whatever happened to you being a benevolent ruler?”
 
   “He is wondering if the woman he has raised like a daughter is planning to turn against him.”
 
   With lightning dancing along her fingers, Trinity knocks over her chair and heads for the door. The locked entrance is blown across the hallway as soon as she touches the handle and releases her spell. More crashes are heard as she storms toward the castle entrance and takes her rage out on her master’s precious decorations. The last noise that the Baron hears from Trinity is when she comes across a pack of animated skeletons on the drawbridge. The undead make the mistake of hissing at the pregnant channeler and blocking her path, their simple minds mistaking her for an easy meal. A ground-shaking explosion sends charred bones flying into the castle wall, the projectiles piercing the stone and peppering the Baron’s room with shrapnel.
 
   “I think you’re going too far,” Yola states while she pokes at a rib that is sticking out of an ancient vase. The bone twitches and shivers until it dissolves into a white powder. “She has her limits and making her feel like she is being unfairly punished could make her too angry to control. You’ve always gotten more out of Trinity by being kind and flexible. Now you’re only making her want to explode. That might be your intention, but it could cause her to act without thinking and bring about her failure.”
 
   “I will concede that I am not happy about this path,” the Baron says as he stares out the window. He wipes some bone dust off his emerald shirt and peers down the wall to examine the extensive damage. “Thank you for keeping my intentions secret, Yola. We need our little Queen to be as enraged and desperate to win as possible when she faces her rival. As Trinity said, the pregnancy puts her at a disadvantage in the upcoming battle. So I will make her think her child and people are in danger. That should turn her into an even deadlier weapon than she was before.”
 
   “Good idea. Hope she doesn’t try to kill you when she’s done with Nyx.”
 
   The Baron ignores the warning and continues watching the undead move about the edge of the dried out castle moat. Tapping the window ledge, he creates a scrying portal and watches as Trinity returns to her people. A pair of demonic taskmasters have been reduced to splotches of gore on a nearby boulder, the stone still steaming from the woman’s acid attacks. The chaos elves are steadily coming in from their work sites, all of them driven by the magical call of their beloved ruler. Her body is shimmering with magic as she speaks and lets her frustration be known to her people. To include those who are too far away to reach the meeting place, she creates several fleet-footed phantoms that deliver her words as she speaks. As Trinity finishes her speech, cheers erupt from every chaos elf on the continent. The sudden noise sends every flying creature into the stormy sky where they risk getting struck down by lightning. Satisfied with the results of his threat, the Baron dispels the portal and returns to the table for what he believes is a well-earned dessert.
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   With no windows or gratings to show the outside world, Timoran can only stare through the metal bars that make up the hallway-side wall of his cell. Each of the polished poles has been driven deep into the ceiling and floor, making them impossible to remove without magic or inducing a battle rage. There is no visible door to the cell, which is opened by locks that alternate between the top and bottom of every hinged bar. It would require a quarter of them being unlocked and swung out for Timoran to escape, so it is safe for Udelia and her men to slip food through a single space. During the times he took a guard shift in the prison, the red-haired barbarian always found the cells’ design impressive. Now he half-heartedly wishes his people had never made a minor trade pact with the gnomes nearly one-hundred years ago. Although he has no intention of escaping, he finds that the lack of a door makes his imprisonment feel more suffocating.
 
   Watching him from the wide hallway, his friends nervously whisper and glance at the distant entrance. The studded metal barrier is locked from the other side and the handle has been removed to make an escape more difficult. Even with Cyrus standing guard on their side of the door, the champions get the sense that Udelia is patiently waiting outside. Only Luke shudders at the recent memory of the aggressive woman sitting in her chair beneath a wall that is covered by massive weapons. Nyx and Dariana are too focused on Timoran to think about the dangerous barbarian, their request for the truth having gone unanswered for the last five minutes.
 
   “The situation is hard to explain,” the red-haired barbarian finally replies, moving to the bars and leaning his head against them. He is surprised by their heat until he sees that Nyx is practically steaming from her barely restrained temper. “It is probably best that this will be handled in a court instead of a battlefield. I would find it difficult to fight with all of my strength given that I may be guilty.”
 
   “You say that, but I get the feeling that you’re not certain,” Luke says, bringing his attention back to the others. The forest tracker tucks his hands into his pockets and slides to the floor, his legs stretching out before him. “From what we can tell, you killed this General Godric on the battlefield and ran away. At least that’s what people believe. Yet there isn’t a lot of detailed information about the incident. I plan on searching around after this, but I haven’t heard anything other than how much people dislike you. Those sentiments aren’t as bitter and hateful as I’d expect because there’s a touch of confusion, as if nobody can entirely believe you committed the crime.”
 
   “Does it really matter?” Nyx interrupts, flexing her fingers and sending sparks onto the stone floor. She hungrily licks her lips, which change color until stopping on a blood red that shimmers in the torchlight. “Aintaranurh is calling and the Baron isn’t going to wait around for us to handle this mess. Give us the truth, so we can get you out of here.”
 
   “Be patient,” Dariana whispers into the half-elf’s pointy ear. Stirring her telepathy, she carefully masks the more sensitive parts of their conversation from Cyrus by replacing them with more mundane topics. “We can talk freely here, but know that I can’t do anything if you cause a physical scene. Pull your magic back and relax. That is the only way for us to get answers and make a plan.”
 
   Nyx takes a deep breath, the glowing tattoo on her chest shining through her shirt. The colorful outer circles spin around the central orb of white, which pulses with every heartbeat. She pulls her black cloak tight around her body to hide the display, but she is sure it is far too late to be discreet. A faint outline of the Compass Key appears on the outside of the ebony covering, causing her to scowl at the mark. Taking a seat in a nearby chair, Nyx gestures for her friends to continue while she pokes at a tray of stale bread.
 
   “All we want are some answers,” Luke repeats to draw the conversation back to their original purpose. “Tell us everything you remember about the incident. All of us know you’re not a man who would kill without reason. We’ve even seen you prevent fights that you felt were unnecessary, which makes this whole thing really hard to believe. Please let us know what’s going on.”
 
   Anxiously licking his lips, Timoran meets his friend’s pleading gaze and simply asks, “Do you know about the fog of war?”
 
   “It’s a name given to confusion on the battlefield. Though I think it’s more commonly used among soldiers than adventurers,” the forest tracker replies as he closes his eyes to focus on remembering the term. It has been many years since he last heard the phrase, which was part of one of his grandfather’s more tedious lessons. “In some cases, there’s enough dust and dirt kicked up to create a physical fog that makes it difficult to see. Most times the term refers to a mental effect where a warrior focuses only on their own survival and the area around them. They unknowingly become blind to a lot of battlefield factors. Basically, when under the fog of war, it’s easier to miss events that don’t immediately or directly affect you. At least that’s how it was described to me. I didn’t pay full attention to that lesson.”
 
   “It can also refer to a General who works with minimal knowledge in regards to ally and enemy positions,” Dariana adds while leaning against the bars. A sharp whistle from Cyrus causes her to move back behind a white line on the floor. “Accidents can happen in such a situation. If that’s the case here then it shouldn’t be difficult to defend you.”
 
   “Just tell us what happened!” Nyx impatiently snaps from her seat.
 
   “I will share what I remember, but it is still a haze even after all these years,” Timoran explains, his muscular body appearing to shrink when he exhales. Refusing to look at his friends, he stares at the rough ceiling and tries his best to recall the events that led to his exile. “There are twelve official barbarian tribes throughout Windemere and those that live near each other have skirmishes from time to time. It is also fairly common for false groups to arise from a gathering of exiles and ambitious outsiders. An army of these warriors gathered in the mangrove swamps to the west and called itself the Bog Hare Tribe. They marched across the mountains claiming to want acknowledgement by the Crimto Council, who are shamans that remain neutral in case all of the tribes are needed at once. Membership is the only way for a new tribe to be seen as an equal. It was quickly discovered that the Bog Hares wanted to overthrow the council and break all of the treaties. They wished to start their conquest with the Snow Tigers because we are the most influential tribe on Ralian.” Timoran returns to the thick mattress that acts as a bed and sits with his hands folded in front of him. “Our king was assassinated two days before the battle, which left us without a leader. At least that was the Bog Hares’ intention. They did not expect us to follow General Godric so quickly.”
 
   Luke takes a waterskin off the table and slides it through the bars to give his friend a chance to rest his straining voice. “I think I can see where this is going. At some point during the battle, General Godric was killed and you took the blame. That much I figured out beforehand, but I don’t see why you would run away if you didn’t fully believe you did it.”
 
   “At what point have I said that I did not do it?”
 
   The question leaves his friends stunned and forced to consider that Timoran really is a murderer. Luke sits at the table and grabs a piece of bread, which he absentmindedly tears into small chunks form a tiny pile. He looks at Dariana who returns to the bars after making Cyrus believe she is still behind the line. The telepath puts her slender arms into the cell and leans forward until her forehead is against the slick metal. Her cold, unblinking stare makes Timoran uncomfortable and he slides to the far end of the mattress.
 
   “Did you kill General Godric?” Dariana bluntly asks, her eyes becoming as white as her skin. There is an eerie swirling to the ivory orbs, giving them the illusion of being made from thick smoke. “I’m sorry about the flaw in my question. You haven’t denied killing this man, but you haven’t admitted it with confidence either. There’s confusion and doubt in your mind. So let me ask you a different question. Do you remember killing General Godric?”
 
   “No,” the barbarian says in defeat. Rising from the bed, he hands the waterskin to the silver-haired woman and stands with his back to the bars. “It was a terrible battle because our enemies brought ogres and giltris with them. There was even a wyvern rider and a herd of dread boars that they managed to enslave. The snow tigers came to our aid, but it was still the most chaotic encounter I have ever been a part of. When the dust settled, my tribe was victorious. Yet there I stood with General Godric dead at my feet. The wound on his chest was from a great axe and there was blood on my weapon. I do not remember attacking him or that he was even near me during the battle. As far as I knew, I was contending with the wyvern and two of the ogres. Edric saw me with the body and called for the other warriors, so I ran into the mountains before they could capture me. Nobody would have believed my innocence so soon after losing our king. I am sure you have heard rumors that I was an agent of the Bog Hare Tribe and wished to take the throne of Stonehelm.”
 
   “I didn’t hear that one, but I did hear one of you getting angry at Godric and killing him while enraged,” Luke admits while he grabs two pieces of bread and moves to the cell. Handing them to his friend, the half-elf ignores Cyrus lazily gesturing for him to keep his distance. “This doesn’t sound as bad as we thought. There’s no proof that you killed him. The abandoning your post part is true, which can be seen as treason. Yet you were scared and confused, so that punishment shouldn’t be too severe. I think we can fight this pretty easily.”
 
   Timoran chuckles while looking from one friend to the other, his amusement stopping when he sees how serious they are. “You three are going to convince King Edric that you should be my defense in a court that we know nothing about? I do not understand how this system works, so I do not believe you can help as much as you believe.”
 
   “We stand there making speeches and try to make the witnesses speak in your favor or come off as unreliable,” the forest tracker replies with a shrug. His charming smirk gives the barbarian a spark of hope since such an expression always comes before Luke makes good on a crazy, but highly effective, idea. “We’ll talk to King Edric tomorrow. If he’s trying to create a system of justice through courts instead of combat then he should be willing to let us help. After all, we know what you’ve done outside of Stonehelm. That speaks to your character, which my grandfather always said is important when trying to convince a person you’re innocent of something. Though he tended to say that to my parents whenever I got in trouble. It never worked for me, but you’re much more mature, Timoran.”
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” Nyx growls as she kicks her chair away. The channeler coats her fist in condensed wind while approaching the bars, the glowing Compass Key tattoo burning a hole in her shirt and cloak. “The temple is waiting and our friends are on the other side of the continent. This mess shouldn’t get in our way. I’m breaking Timoran out of here and we’re leaving for Aintaranurh. Even if I have to raze Stonehelm to the ground and blast this tribe out of my way, I’m getting us out of here.”
 
   “What is wrong with you, fire sprite?” Timoran asks as he gets closer to the bars. Moving directly in front of the channeler, he hopes that his friend will stop with him so close to her target. “You are talking about attacking my homeland and tribe. Exile though I may be, I am still loyal to these people and do not wish for harm to come to them.”
 
   “Then hate me for what I’m about to do, but I’m not in the mood for dealing with your past.”
 
   Nyx rears back to shatter the bars, which causes Cyrus to rush from his post and Luke to dive for her arm. A powerful gale knocks both warriors down the hallway, the barbarian crashing through the locked door. With a look of madness in her eyes, the channeler screams and throws her devastating punch. The spell abruptly flickers out of existence as her mind is engulfed in a distracting shriek and a knee hits her in the stomach. Faking a savage punch to Nyx’s head, Dariana pushes the half-elf to the floor and coaxes her into a restless slumber. Bursts of magic continue to erupt from the shuddering channeler as Udelia storms down the hallway.
 
   “What is going on here?” the sheriff asks, her massive sword aimed at the foreigners. She lets the tip fall and stop an inch from Nyx’s face, the unconscious champion unaware of the danger. “Did she attempt a jail break?”
 
   “Yes, but there is something wrong with her,” Dariana answers, pointing at where Luke is groaning in the corner. Her fingers run along the fragile edges of the hole in Nyx’s shirt, the fabric crinkling beneath her touch. “Timoran was trying to talk her out of doing anything foolish before she attacked all of us. This is odd. She has rashes all over her body. Is there a healer with knowledge of magic that I can take her too? I think my friend is sick and she isn’t a person that you want to leave unchecked.”
 
   “I should arrest you.”
 
   Timoran clears his throat and bows his head to the blonde barbarian. “Please let her see one of the shamans. Nyx and I are like siblings. I know you owe me nothing, Sheriff Kalten, but all I am asking is that you let my friend get help. Besides, you know we lack a prison that can contain a Near God. If you do not do this for me then do it for . . . her.”
 
   “Take your friend to the shaman who lives in a hut by the eastern border,” Udelia says without a second of hesitation. She walks to the bars and opens one in order to grab Timoran by his hair. “I don’t want you to pull that trick on me ever again. Leave her out of this or I will kill you before the trial.”
 
   The sheriff turns on her heels and marches toward the doorway, pausing briefly to hoist Luke to his feet by palming his head. Dariana cradles Nyx as she stands, the sensation of lightning running through her body making it difficult to walk. She is thankful when Luke takes the unconscious woman, his body absorbing the mild electricity thanks to the griffin spirit. With a chorus of good-byes, they leave Timoran to sit in his cell and stare at the empty wall. As night falls, the solitary section of the jail becomes a silent tomb that freezes time and makes the lone prisoner unsure if he is awake or dreaming.
 
   *****
 
   The first thing Nyx sees are the rafters above her head and it takes her a minute to realize she is no longer in the prison. She has a pounding headache and finds her arms are unable to move, the desire to rub her temples almost maddening. Every attempt is met with resistance from the tight bonds connecting her wrists to the headboard. A jolt of panic rushes through her mind until Dariana leans over the bed and gently massages the half-elf’s damp forehead. The telepath grabs a healing salve that she spreads over Nyx’s chest, which has been exposed by the large hole in her ruined shirt. She has a vague recollection of how the opening was made, but her memories of the last few hours are fuzzy at best. When the salve touches her skin, pulses of energy race through her veins as if the magical tattoo is complaining.
 
   “I want to lash out and escape,” Nyx whispers, her voice raw and strained. She burps and tastes a sweet ale, which she does not recall drinking. “I remember . . . not much after entering the jail hallway. Small pieces of an argument and then I think I cast a spell. Something hit me in the stomach, but my head hurt instead.”
 
   “I’m sorry for my actions. I pretended to hit you while forcing you into a slumber. This way Udelia would realize you were acting on your own,” Dariana explains while taking the channeler’s face in her hands. She stares into Nyx’s violet eyes, which have veins of red in their centers. “You were about to unleash your magic on Timoran’s cell and all of Stonehelm. Luke pointed out that you became irritable almost immediately after entering the city. So we brought you to a shaman for help and now we’re back at the inn. Luke is wandering the streets for information while I tend to you.”
 
   “The tattoo was reacting to something,” the half-elf states as she burns through the bonds and sits up. Taking off her destroyed shirt, she stretches for a nearby bag to pull out a dark red, short-sleeved top. “I wonder what set it off.”
 
   Dariana walks to a small table where a decanter has been placed along with a set of large glasses. “I think it is more accurate to say that you were reacting to the tattoo. Gabriel designed it to push us toward Aintaranurh, so this situation with Timoran is perceived as a delay. It is driving you to solve the problem using the quickest method possible. That would be breaking Timoran out of jail and wiping the tribe off the face of Windemere. Your own sense of right and wrong is keeping the tattoo from taking full control, but its urging will be relentless. I fear it will cause you to become more short-tempered than usual. The shaman told us to keep an eye on you while inside the city and make sure you keep up with your treatment until we know for sure that the problem has been taken care of. He had a lengthy conversation with Ymir the Fury God who has given you his blessing and revealed the method by which you can retain control. It also means that you’re one of his chosen for the duration of your . . . condition. That’s only important if you die because he would be the one to claim you from the afterlife. Although I’m sure he would give you over to Gabriel or Gola since Ymir wouldn’t know what to do with a channeler in his castle. Drink this medicine please.”
 
   Nyx takes the glass and looks at the clear liquid that has no odor, making her think it is water. With a dry and sour residue in her mouth, she takes a big gulp of the drink and immediately tries to spit it out. Dariana swiftly locks the young woman’s jaws to prevent the medicine from being rejected, but the taste is very harsh and delivers a slight burn. Nyx’s cheeks are red and tears are in her eyes by the time she swallows the liquid. Her head swims and she feels oddly giddy, which makes it easier to drain the glass in one long pull. Slumping against the pillows, she grins and runs her hands along her tingling body.
 
   “I feel funny and happy,” Nyx announces before she sneezes. Her head clears immediately and she glares at her companion. “That medicine was alcohol. I woke up with the taste of ale in my mouth. Am I supposed to stay drunk to stop myself from melting Stonehelm? Seems a little counterintuitive and dangerous.”
 
   “This is called potato wine, but you can drink any type of alcohol,” Dariana explains while taking the glass. Yawning and stretching her arms, the pale-skinned woman strips off her clothes to change into a pair of pajamas. “If you keep your mind in a slight fog, the tattoo will not be able to take control. You need to have a drink every two or three hours, but the shaman suggested having a few before bed to get you through the night. He also said you have to drink from that enchanted glass or add a pinch of powdered root that’s in the small pot next to your bed. Either one will allow you to think clearly even when inebriated, which means you can still help us save Timoran.”
 
   “So I’m going to spend my time drinking in a courtroom,” the channeler groans as she flops onto her side. She wrinkles her nose when her friend refills the glass with more of the potato wine and holds it toward her face. “I feel like there’s another reason this problem exists, but I’m too tired to figure it out. Maybe Gabriel is bored and wants to have some fun at my expense. This is so frustrating! My mind is sharp and active while my entire body has this strange numbness I get after having too much alcohol. Can’t even use my magic to undo the effects. It may take a day to get used to this sensation. Why is there a third bed in here?”
 
   With a lazy finger, Nyx points at the cot in the corner that shows signs of having already been used. She finds herself fascinated by the way her hand moves, so she creates several lights that dance around her wrist. While entertained by her own magic, the channeler finishes her drink and finds she is starting to enjoy the strong taste. Her head is cleared by a dainty burp that releases a spout of fiery mist into the air. She has the lights converge on the wispy fog and absorb the energy, which she transforms into a floating candelabra. The flickering creation quietly sputters and dispels as Nyx gingerly lays her enchanted glass on the pillow next to her head.
 
   “Luke will be staying here too,” Dariana says while crawling into her own bed. Tired from the day’s events, she is surprised and relieved to find that her companion does not argue with her. “The inn had two open rooms, but I thought it best to stay together. Cyrus hinted that we might have some enemies because of our association with Timoran. I insisted that Luke not be by himself even though he claims his spirits keep him safe. This is only a precaution and he promised to behave.”
 
   “Like I have to worry about my little brother stealing a peek,” Nyx mumbles as sleep starts to consume her. The half-elf finds the growing drowsiness strange since her mind feels like it has been in a deep slumber for hours. “I have an odd question, big sister. You might be the only one who can answer this. Do the gods hate me and that’s why I keep finding myself in ridiculous situations like this? I’ve unleashed forbidden spells, been hunted by monsters created from my own aura, attracted the attention of a sadistic monster, been mentally altered while in an asylum, and now I have to keep drinking to prevent myself from destroying a city. Saying it out loud, my entire life sounds so bizarre and unnatural. Why do the gods make me suffer when I never did anything to them?”
 
   “Most of the gods have neither hate nor love for mortals. They have favorites and can hold grudges, but those are specific situations,” the telepath explains, sensing that the question alone has brought them the attention of several deities. She smiles at how childish the powerful beings can be when it comes to their precious reputation. “I’ve learned that they put people with great destinies through more difficult trials than an average mortal. The gods will try to be unique to prevent people from researching a solution used by a previous chosen. At least that’s what I assume. Keep in mind that we’re trying to explain the actions of immortal beings who simply get bored from time to time. I’m sure you having to remain slightly drunk is because some of them want a good laugh. Eporwil the Drinking Goddess and Gar the Knowledge Lord probably came up with your situation and gave their idea to Gabriel. Those two are known to have contests when they are idle at the same time.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Because you’re the most powerful champion to have ever been created.”
 
   “You mean one of the most powerful since all of us are pretty amazing.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Do you know something you’re not telling me?”
 
   “Only that if you had sided with Stephen, the prophecy would have ended,” Dariana whispers, her eyes fluttering to stay awake. “Look at what you can do and you will see why the gods fear your power. I know you hate being called a weapon, but there’s no denying that people see you that way when you act without restraint. Unlike my psychic abilities, your powers are visual and can be terrifying.”
 
   Fearing that she is being watched, Nyx curls into a ball beneath her blankets with only her mouth exposed. “If I do lose control and threaten everyone, will you do whatever it takes to stop me? I hate to make that kind of request, but I think you’re the only one who truly understands this part of me.”
 
   “Because I was born a living weapon too?” the other woman asks, a weak chuckle shaking her low bed. The noise stops with a sigh of acceptance, the telepath having known the question was coming since the beginning of their conversation. “Very well. I promise to kill you without hesitation if you ever become a danger to Windemere. Maybe I’ll snap your neck or punch a hole through your chest. Now go to bed, little sister.”
 
   “Thanks . . . I think.”
 
   *****
 
   Playing a little tune on his red ocarina, Luke sits on a barrel while five massive barbarians corner him against the side of the tavern. He ignores Stiletto barking at him to transform and the griffin’s urging to fly away from the angry locals, their stubbornness eventually forcing him to put the instrument away. He knows that attempting an escape would only make the situation worse, so the forest tracker leans back and patiently waits for the locals to talk. Their movements lack confidence, which puts him at ease and makes him believe that they will not attack without warning. All of them stay out of his reach, their eyes repeatedly shifting to where the half-elf’s hands rub the pommels of his sabers.
 
   “I have a meeting with King Edric in the morning, so I’d like to get some sleep,” Luke finally says, realizing that the small mob has not thought out their actions. The lack of a plan explains why they left the tavern at the same time as him instead of waiting for him to get far away and set up an ambush. “If this is about me being friends with Timoran then there’s nothing I can do about that. The man I know is honorable and loyal. He has saved my life many times, so I can’t abandon him when he needs me. Whether he’s innocent or guilty, I’m standing by his side until the end.”
 
   “You’re also friends with that Near God,” a heavily scarred barbarian states, choosing his words carefully. The others nod in approval of their companion speaking for the group, which emboldens him enough for his voice to remain strong. “We heard she tried to break Timoran out of jail and threatened to attack us. As much as we understand and respect you standing by the traitor, many of us don’t like your association with a monster like her.”
 
   Luke hops off the barrel and get within reach of the group, ignoring the large size difference between himself and the locals. “Call my big sister a monster again and the two of us are going to have some real problems. She’s sick and we took her to get some medicine. As long as nobody attacks her, there’s nothing to worry about from any of us.”
 
   “Oh, well I guess that’s settled,” a towering woman replies. She scratches the bald part of her head and shrugs, the movement mimicked by one of her companions. “We’re still angry about the threat. Just see that your big sister watches her step.”
 
   “I can tell that all of you are quivering with fear and rage,” the half-elf sarcastically says before he can stop himself. The furious glare and sudden change in the barbarians’ posture makes him take a step back. “That statement may have been a mistake. Can I ask why you’re more upset about my friendship with Nyx than the one I have with Timoran? I would have thought that you’d hate a traitor more than a sick Near God.”
 
   “Because we know she’s capable of making good on her threats,” a black-haired barbarian replies, wiping his hands on his blood-stained apron. The butcher’s attempt to clean his dirt-caked palms fails and leaves them even worse than before. “All of us know that Timoran will get what he deserves in the court. King Edric never lets the guilty go free. He improved what you city-folk created because there’s no way to lie your way out of trouble here. Not that Timoran would attempt that since we all know he’s guilty. Did you ever consider that he’s been using you this whole time? Perhaps the noble and loyal barbarian that has saved your life merely did so to bring you back here and help him avoid justice.”
 
   “That makes no sense,” Luke points out, his hair standing on end because of the barbarians’ rising confidence. He stops himself from gripping his sabers, which could start a real fight that he is not sure he can win. “Timoran never knew about the court system here. The whole thing was put into place after he left, so he would be planning for your older trials. He expected a physical test, which we wouldn’t be able to get involved in.”
 
   “The Near God could do it and we’d never be able to stop her,” the grinning butcher says while looming over the smaller man. Out of habit, he pats the small club on his belt and narrows his eyes in preparation for a fight. “You would have been the one protecting her while Timoran fought in the pit. Yeah, I’m betting all of you are being used. He’ll turn on you as soon as his mess has been cleaned up. Maybe even convince you to kill King Edric or have that monster sister of yours wipe out Stonehelm to cleanse the world of his sins.”
 
   Knowing he is outnumbered and can easily be overpowered, Luke still delivers a kick to the barbarian’s knee. The unexpected blow knocks the larger man off-balance enough for the half-elf to tackle him, both warriors hitting the ground hard. It is a brief tussle as one of the others grabs the forest tracker by the leg and hoists him into the air. A quick punch to the man’s large nose helps Luke get free and drop to the ground. Remaining upside down, he bends his arms and launches himself feet first into his stunned opponent’s muscular gut. Rolling under two grasping hands, the forest tracker tries to sprint for a nearby fence. He gets a few steps before the female barbarian catches him by the face and pins him against the wall of the tavern. She lets go when she feels a sharp pain in her fleshy palm and examines her hand to find a small puncture wound in the center. For a brief moment, she swears Luke has a beak that steadily shrinks back into his face.
 
   “Do you five really want to hurt this young man?” asks a slurred voice from the tavern’s entrance. The man is nothing more than a silhouette in the open door, the lantern in his hand making it difficult for anyone to see details of his appearance. “I’m sure he’s fought and killed many things tougher than you. After all, he is the famous Luke Callindor and we’ve all heard the stories. Perhaps the only reason any of you are still standing is because he is holding back. That means he’s a good man who refuses to hurt the foolish.”
 
   The swaying figure puts the lantern down and steps into the crimson moonlight, which bounces off the metal clips that keep his ragged clothes together. His white hair is knotted and there are several twigs sticking out of the unkempt mess. By contrast, his thick beard is immaculate and runs down to the middle of his chest where it is adorned with a mottled ring of jasper. The man walks with a limp, which forces him to lean heavily on the massive staff in his hand. Everyone winces when a stiff breeze carries the stench of cheap alcohol and body odor to them. Luke notices the hilt of a shortsword sticking out of the man’s rotting belt, but the weapon is covered in rust and tarnish. Even with the disheveled appearances, there is a glint of cunning in the barbarian’s reddish brown eyes that makes the half-elf think this is not someone to underestimate. It is a thought that is wiped away when the man stumbles and falls into the mud where he remains lying face down for a minute.
 
   “Dammit, Lodur!” shouts the heavily scarred barbarian. He goes to help the older tribe member up and props him against the wall. “You know to stay inside if you’ve had too much to drink. Nobody wants to fish you out of another animal pen or scale a mountain to rescue you from a cliff. We’ll do it if we have to, but we’d prefer you stay out of trouble. Just stay inside where you’re safe.”
 
   “I couldn’t stay there when I realized all of you were in danger,” Lodur proudly declares, pointing a finger at the forest tracker. The man drops his staff and takes a shaky step, his limp switching to his other leg. “He has slain Weapon Dragons and demons single-handedly. All he needs to do is draw his blades and we’d be picking pieces of you off the street well into the morning.”
 
   “I really wouldn’t do that,” Luke interjects without realizing his hands are on his saber hilts again. He raises his arms and smiles in an attempt to calm everyone down. “All I wanted to do tonight was wander the streets and gather information on General Godric. Nobody is saying anything that I don’t already know, so I’d like to go back to my bed now.”
 
   “Please take this one home, which is on the way to the inn,” the female barbarian requests, gently guiding Lodur to the foreigner. The drunk opens his mouth to speak, but two of the younger men reach out to pinch his lips closed. “No arguing. You know everyone is worried about you ever since the attack. Promise us that you will stay in Stonehelm and not wander into the wilderness again.”
 
   Lodur feigns being hurt and leans on Luke, nearly smothering the short warrior in his armpit. “I will remain within this fine city’s walls. My new friend and I will spend the night regaling each other with tales of valor. There’s a case of Ifrit mead and wild rum at my place that I’m glad to share with a famous hero.”
 
   “Great,” the half-elf says, his mouth going dry from fear of the potent drinks.
 
   No longer angry, the five barbarians return to the tavern while Luke does his best to help his new friend along the street. It is difficult because the man is so much larger and there is a horrid smell wafting off his skin. The forest tracker is about to collapse when Lodur abruptly moves away and casually walks alongside him. Staring at the grinning barbarian, Luke can see that he no longer has the limp in either leg and is probably not as drunk as he let on. Though the faint stench of ale leads him to believe that his new companion does spend an inordinate amount of time in the taverns.
 
   “Thought you’d want an easy way out of that fight, youngster,” Lodur whispers, tussling the champion’s blonde hair. “I get away with a lot here ever since I lost my family to trolls. They think I’m a drunkard and not right in the head.”
 
   “Are they right?”
 
   The barbarian eyes Luke for a bit before laughing and clapping his hands. “Not at all. I like you, shaman boy. Yeah, we all know what you are. The same ethereal aroma that our shamans give off is pouring off you. Not a bad thing, but it means people are going to be curious. The rumors are already swirling around with the return of Timoran Wrath. An infamous traitor willingly comes home alongside a famous shaman warrior, a Near God, and a beautiful woman with shiny hair? I’m surprised any of you made it through the day without being accosted or challenged.”
 
   “Technically, I didn’t make it,” Luke points out, receiving a hearty slap on his shoulder. He crashes to the ground and groans as the barbarian lifts him by the collar. “Let me get you home and then I’ll be on my way. I don’t want my friends to worry and, like I told the others, I’m meeting with King Edric in the morning.”
 
   “You sure you don’t want a drink?”
 
   “Barbarian brews and I don’t really get along.”
 
   “Then you talk while I drink.”
 
   Luke sighs and is about to make another refusal when he sees the hopeful smile on Lodur’s face. He silently gestures for the old warrior to lead the way, which earns him another energetic slap on the back. Not wanting to waste any time, Lodur flips the whimpering half-elf over his shoulder and happily jogs home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5
 
   Delvin spins the knife in his hand before rapidly cutting the carrots into discs and scooping them into a bubbling soup. Putting another log on the fire, he kneels in front of the oven to adjust the flame slits then opens the front to check two turkeys. Blindly groping around the opposite counter, he finds a wide spoon and repeatedly pours the hot juices over the birds. Satisfied with how they look, he closes the oven and goes back to chopping vegetables. Whistling an upbeat tune, the other cook continues to salt large pieces of meat before placing them in an enchanted icebox. Trusting Delvin’s reflexes, the pot-bellied elf rolls two purple onions toward his busy partner. With a little less enthusiasm, the warrior puts down his knife and uses his foot to bring a garbage bin closer. The pungent vegetables fill the kitchen with their scent as soon as he begins peeling them, the warrior being the only one close enough to suffer.
 
   “I hate working with onions,” Delvin admits while rubbing his eyes with a clean part of his sleeve. He nearly touches his face with a finger that is coated in juice, but stops himself just in time. “So what brings you to the kitchen, Lady Grasdon? We don’t give out free samples even to our special guests. At least that’s what I’ve been told by Mr. Fulgutt.”
 
   Quietly sitting in a corner, Kira is on a chair that has had its legs reattached multiple times, one of them now backwards and on the verge of cracking again. She tries to balance on the wobbly piece of furniture before giving up and standing where she hopes to be out of the cooks’ way. The heiress massages her toned arms, her fingers stopping at the tattered remains of her sleeves. Icicles are still attached to some of her hair and she leaves wet footprints on the floor whenever she moves. Grabbing a nearby washcloth, Kira attempts to dry her feet only to find that the rag leaves a layer of oil on her skin.
 
   “Sari dropped freezing water on me after hanging all my shoes from the riggings. My favorite dress is still flying from the crow’s nest,” the heiress says as she returns to the uncomfortable chair. She braces her back against the wall to avoid falling over, but remains ready to leap off the damaged seat at the slightest creak. “I warned her to behave. She even promised not to cause trouble. Now she’s sitting in the brig and the crew is acting like I’m the bad guy. Could you convince Sari to stop playing pranks?”
 
   “Well, you are the bad guy here,” Delvin replies while stirring the soup. He takes a taste and drops a pinch of herbs into the broth. “This whole mess started because you were being mean and kept giving her tough, tedious chores. There was getting your heavy luggage on board and organizing your clothes multiple times, which she didn’t complain about. You began pranking her at the ports too. Sending her out for a special errand right before we left, so she had to use her powers to get back to the boat. You used her to turn your bath into a relaxing whirlpool. You can’t deny that was a humiliating experience. I’m surprised she didn’t freeze your naked butt to the prow days ago.”
 
   “The port incident was an honest mistake and the rest were in private,” Kira half-heartedly argues. She can already think of several times she has embarrassed the gypsy, each one making her feel a pang of guilt. “There was calling her out to the top deck when I knew she was changing clothes. It was only to get me a fresh drink, so she could have ignored me while she got dressed. I guess having her help the sailors remove barnacles when we stopped in Hero’s Gate was mean too.”
 
   Delvin stops cooking and hands the spoon to Mr. Fulgutt before joining the young woman in the corner. “You dared her to do that without her powers, but she didn’t cheat like I’m sure you expected. Look, Lady Grasdon, I’ll admit Sari has gone too far with her pranks, but you brought it on yourself. There’s nothing I can do and I really don’t want to get involved in this childish feud. Honestly, I thought you two settled your differences in Nevra Coil, so I really have the patience for this. Now, Captain Erovayn wants the food ready soon and we still have to preserve more of the meat for future meals. We’re heading away from the coast to cut through the open ocean, which means we need to get this done before it’s too late to turn back for more supplies. I simply don’t have the time to help with your problems.”
 
   With a groan, Kira puts her head in her hands and nearly crashes to the floor as the chair leg snaps. Delvin moves to catch her, but the heiress gracefully rolls forward and hops back to her feet. She flexes her fingers and cracks her knuckles, a surge of anxious energy making her want to keep her hands busy. She grabs a nearby cleaver, which is immediately taken away by the Elven cook and put on the other side of the table. Tucking her hands into her pockets, Kira curses when the fragile material tears and her nails scratch against her cold legs.
 
   “I don’t want to hate her, but I can’t help it,” she claims, glaring at the two men who roll their eyes and try to go back to work. She hovers around Delvin as he examines the broken chair that will be turned into kindling for the ovens. “Sari told me that she would leave Luke alone and then she said she was lying. I don’t know if she’s done anything with him since we parted ways in Nevra Coil. Whenever I ask, she changes the topic or teases me. Even if you don’t want to talk with Sari, please try to explain what’s going on with her.”
 
   “She’s confused and hurting because she let go of the man she loves,” Delvin replies, noting the pained expression on Kira’s face. Wiping his hands on his apron, the warrior takes her by the wrists and guides the heiress out of the other cook’s way. “Whatever she says and does, Sari still loves Luke. That’s all I’m going to reveal in regards to what I know. You’ve already talked to her about this and she admitted that she doesn’t want to hurt you. Remember that and realize how conflicted she’s become. Consider the fact that she decided to travel with me instead of Luke and the others. When Sari is let out of the brig, you might want to sit down and be honest with her. I promise that she will do the same.”
 
   “I thought she’s always been honest with me.”
 
   “Whenever you asked a question, she told the truth.”
 
   “But she hasn’t given me any information that I haven’t asked for,” the black-haired woman says with a crooked smirk. Another wave of guilt rushes over her, the source of this emotion evading her exhausted mind. “Part of me still wishes she’d never entered my life. Yet I can’t really be too angry at Sari for falling for Luke. He’s very special and I gave her the chance to bond with him. I have to accept that her pain is my fault and responsibility. I’ll take care of it tomorrow. Please have a breakfast for two brought to my room in the morning. I had an emergency stash of food placed in the locked cabinet over there.”
 
   Delvin pats Kira on the shoulder and goes to wash his hands before returning to his nearly finished soup. She spends a little time watching the cooks bustle around the kitchen that is getting louder and hotter by the minute. Realizing that she is underfoot, the heiress sneaks into the hallway and walks down a nearby flight of stairs. She makes her way to an iron door that is guarded by a one-eyed dwarf and his pet lizard. The pair look up as Kira nears them and the sailor protectively slips his jangling keyring into his wide shirt pocket.
 
   “I don’t plan on going inside or trying to break her out,” she says while showing him a pen and piece of paper. Quickly scrawling a message, she hands her note to the dwarf who snorts and places it on a nearby ledge. “Both of us need some time to think, so Sari will be staying here until the morning. When you let her out, please tell her that I’ll be waiting in my room. Breakfast will be there too.”
 
   Against her better judgment, Kira takes a peek through the narrow slit that is high on the door. The only thing she can see is a corner of the nearest cell, which is kept closed by a rusty lock that she knows the gypsy could pick in a second. With the shifting of a blanket, the sleeping prisoner’s hand flops into view and dangles over the damp floor. Tiny figures rise from the puddles and dance to a song that can only be heard in Sari’s dreams. Fighting the temptation to call out to the other woman, Kira turns away and heads back to her room where she still has a puddle of melted ice to clean up.
 
   *****
 
   Hair in knots and dress smelling like low tide, Sari slowly makes her way back to the room she shares with Kira. She grips the note in her hand, the edges starting to frost over due to her frustration. The first sailor that mentions her disheveled appearance is frozen to the wall and the warning to avoid interacting with the gypsy quickly spreads throughout the ship. Nobody looks at her as she goes to the top deck and takes a several greedy gulps of the sea air. There is no sign of land in any direction, but her attention moves to a pod of whales passing in front of the Little Sister. Sari’s hands run to the collar of her dress as she finds that she is sorely tempted to strip naked and dive into the ocean. The smell of salt and the sensation of life beneath the waves is seductively calling to the gypsy’s naiad nature. A sharp bark from Captain Erovayn to his first mate snaps her out of the soothing trance and she immediately goes below to see what new demands her mistress has created.
 
   There is a familiar seeping through the door as Sari reaches the stateroom and it makes her stomach rumble. She tries to read the note again, but her powers have made it so fragile that it falls apart in her hands. After not having dinner, the idea of breakfast is too enticing to ignore and she softly enters the room. Sari is surprised to see a table set for two and Kira trying her best to fold the napkins into fan designs. The heiress has her back to the stealthy gypsy, which gives the blue-haired woman a chance to ease the door closed. She is immediately betrayed by her stomach roaring at the sight of pancakes, bacon, and scrambled eggs. It takes her a second to realize that there is only one chair at the table, which plunges her mood into despair. The other setting is now more of a mockery than an invitation, but she is too hungry to retaliate.
 
   “Am I supposed to feed you while you sit at the table?” Sari asks as she takes off her velvet and leather boots. With filthy hands, she goes to touch the food and is immediately fended off by a rolled up napkin repeatedly hitting her in the face. “Stop that! I’m going to jam your breakfast into your mouth and then I’m going to eat my own meal. I had a terrible time trying to sleep in the cell. You didn’t let Fizzle join me, so I had my nightmares. They aren’t as bad as they used to be, but it was enough to make it a rough night. That wooden board of a bed and a snoring guard didn’t help.”
 
   “Stop complaining and help me move this over here,” Kira demands as she walks to a bronze tub. Noticing that Sari is refusing to help, the heiress puts her shoulder to the empty basin and gradually shoves it toward the table. “Once you and your naiad powers are gone, I won’t be able to take a bath until we reach Bor’daruk. The port stops are only for supplies and I won’t be straying further than the docks. Please get some water from the ocean, get rid of the impurities, and make it warm. I’ll prepare my collection of soaps and perfumes. Hurry before the food gets cold. Delvin worked hard on it.”
 
   “This already feels humiliating and insulting,” the gypsy mutters while drawing water through the open porthole. She lets the salt and impurities flow back into the ocean before heating the water and filling the tub. “I’m supposed to sit here smelling like a beached dolphin while I bathe and feed you? If you were trying to make a point about being Luke’s fiancée and winning our competition then it isn’t coming across. All I’m getting from your ego trip is that you’re a cruel, vengeful woman who doesn’t deserve him.”
 
   “Just shut up and get in the tub, Sari,” the heiress states as she moves a wheeled table next to the basin and covers the surface in colorful bottles. She sees the confusion on the other woman’s face, so she stands with her arms crossed and a stern expression. “You are going to strip naked and get in this water to allow me to clean you. If you want, I’ll even feed you while we talk. The fighting and pranks are over, Sari. Today, the two of us are going to put an end to our rivalry because both of us are acting like idiots. It starts with me acting like your servant for a little bit of time.”
 
   Still thinking this is a trick, the gypsy strips out of her soiled clothes and grimaces at the patches of dirt on her body. Feeling grungy and gross, she half expects to find a barnacle fused to her skin. Her hand immediately goes to the pink scar on her hip, but Kira gently takes the gypsy by the wrist and guides her into the basin. Sinking down to her neck, Sari’s hair floats on the surface of the water. The thick mass makes it difficult for scented perfume to be added, the drops of liquid getting absorbed by the tresses before they can disperse. Ignoring the yelp, Kira shoves the dropper under the water and makes the bath smell of vanilla.
 
   “I wanted to have two tubs that flanked the table, but the only other one onboard is being used for laundry,” the heiress explains while offering a forkful of eggs. She waits for Sari to take the utensil and reaches over to grab a bottle of shampoo. “This is a water lily scented mixture that I picked up in Everthorne on my way home from Nevra Coil. It smells nice, but I haven’t tried it out yet. You can have the whole thing if you like it since I’m not sure water lilies would work with me. Though maybe I’m only assuming you being part naiad makes this a better match than the others.”
 
   “I feel strange with you pampering me,” Sari admits as the thick gel is massaged onto her head. The enchanted foam ripples along her hair, releasing a heavenly smell that mixes with the sensation of masterful fingers on her scalp. “Then again, I think I deserve this and you are far too good at doing that. By the gods, I want you to teach me how to give a massage like this. I can only do shoulders, feet, and the neck. I never knew a scalp massage could feel this good. Forget Luke and marry me.”
 
   “Is that why you left him and Nyx contacted me to give you a ride?”
 
   The gypsy tenses immediately and slips under the water where she remains for a few minutes. She only comes up when she sees a long fork hovering over the water, the piece of pancake on the end calling to her growling stomach. Sheepishly taking her former position, she accepts the food and stretches to the table, her nimble fingers grabbing one of the plates. Bracing her feet on the far end of the basin, Sari locks her legs into a solid ledge for the food while she gobbles up the warm meal. She barely notices when Kira resumes massaging her scalp until the other woman’s nimble finger grazes her cheek to move an errant strand of hair. The gentle touch puts the gypsy at ease and she runs her thumb around the plate to gather the remaining maple syrup.
 
   “I chose to go with Delvin because I needed time away from Luke,” Sari claims when she is done eating. Putting the plate back on the table, she churns and reheats the water to help get the thick layer of grime off her body. “I realized that I was losing myself in my relationship with him. At first being with him was the main thing that kept me sane and happy after all of my hardships. Feeling loved gave me the strength to continue fighting at the beginning. The problem is that I never let it go when I should have. This hurt you and Luke, but I think it did more damage to me. You two have each other while I end up alone again. Coming from a big clan, I’m not used to that and remaining by Luke’s side meant I’d never try to get used to it. He’d always be a crutch for me to fall back on either by his actions or mine. Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Of course it does because we all go through it at some point. You’re struggling to find your identity,” Kira replies as she retrieves her own breakfast. Seeing the hungry stare on her companion’s face, she hands over two pieces of bacon. “Don’t be a glutton. This is the last of my personal food supply. After this meal, we’re spending the rest of the journey eating what the crew gets. Nothing fancy since everything has to last.”
 
   “So what was your search for identity like?” Sari asks with the food in her mouth. Her tongue moves quickly to catch a crumb that is about to fall from her lip. “By the way, do you want a turn in the bath?”
 
   “You can have a few more minutes in there,” the heiress responds while pouring herself a glass of water. She swirls the clear liquid and takes a sip, the pause helping to maintain her composure. “I’m still on my search. After everything that’s happened to me, I’ve been examining my past actions. It may sound strange, but I feel like I’m remembering previous lives that I barely understand. When I was younger, I acted defiantly until I realized it made more sense to play the part of a spoiled noble. It didn’t feel natural, but it helped me make friends and get things that I wanted. Honestly, I’m not really sure if it made me happy. After that, I tried to be a warrior like Luke and my other new friends. It didn’t fit with my old façade, but I started feeling better about myself. Then everything got confusing again because I convinced Luke to accept my traditions and never expected someone like you to appear. The old stories tell of adventurers having one time flings with barmaids in an attempt to cure their loneliness. Those were stuck in my head once I knew he was going on a journey without me. I really made a mess of things and I’m still trying to sort through my reasons. Every time I look back on the situation, I see a different rationale for what I did. As for my current identity, I think I’m at a point where all of my masks are being torn to pieces and stitched into one. I need to be strong like a warrior, smart like a merchant, maybe a little pompous like a noble, and defiant like I was as a child. I eventually want to be a wife and a mother too.”
 
   “Perhaps it’s a quest that never ends.”
 
   “I’ve thought that many times. Not sure if that’s a good or bad thing.”
 
   “So I have to put my pieces back together.”
 
   “You may find it easier than me considering your destiny.”
 
   Sari rises out of the basin and dries off by sending the water covering her body back into the ocean. Another wave of her hand removes the filth from the bath, leaving it as clean as when it was first made. She takes a thick robe off a nearby hook, the mottled pink coloring making her think it was a vibrant red long ago. Taking the plate from Kira, she gestures toward the tub and turns away to let the heiress strip. When she hears the other woman step into the bath, Sari takes the shampoo bottle that has the least amount of liquid inside. The scent of honey fills the room as she tries to imitate Kira’s scalp massage method, but the gypsy is unable to find the right amount of pressure. Most of the time it feels like she is trying to scratch her companion’s skin off the bone, which causes a rapid flood of apologies. Giving up, Sari settles for using the water to give the bronze-skinned heiress a full-body massage.
 
   “I might take you up on your earlier offer after this,” Kira groans as all of her sore muscles relax. She gropes at the perfume table for her drink, but finds it nearly impossible to keep her eyes open for longer than a few seconds. “I’m sorry for being mean to you, Sari. It was uncalled for considering I’m more at fault for the situation than you and Luke. All of us need to act like adults and find a way to put this behind us. We should be friends.”
 
   “That we should,” Sari replies while nervously licking her lips. She leans closer to the basin and swallows the lump in her throat, the discomfort returning before she can speak. “I have a confession. Another reason I left Luke was because I’ve been feeling guilty for a while. You see, when facing a phantom of you during my coma, it teased me about using love spells. I denied it, of course. Then it said I wasn’t aware of what I did in my sleep.” The gypsy pauses when she sees Kira balling her fists beneath the water. “I checked Luke’s aura when I woke up and we were alone. The phantom was right and I’d been enchanting him in my sleep because I was terrified of being abandoned. I removed the spell and have checked him every other morning to make sure I didn’t put it back. Luke doesn’t know, so please keep this between us. I don’t want him to think I intentionally tried to sabotage his relationship with you, which was never my intent. The whole thing was an accident and I’m really sorry it happened. Guess I should be entirely honest and let everything out now. I’m also jealous and a little angry because it was when I dropped the love spell that Luke and I drifted back toward friendship. I guess I wasn’t really your rival to begin with.”
 
   Water spills out of the basin as Kira struggles to turn around and face the shame-faced gypsy. Part of her wants to throw a punch, but the thought is so fleeting that she is not even sure she had it in the first place. All she sees is a scared and lonely girl that could have been her if their paths had gone in opposite directions. Kira is fairly certain she would have attempted a love potion during her darkest periods even though she knows it would be a horrible decision. The idea that heartache could make her act against her nature helps erode the anger and jealousy she harbors toward the blue-haired champion. Feeling shy and not wanting to expose herself, the heiress takes Sari’s hands and eases her into a crouch. The awkward hug between them nearly tips the basin over, some of the water sloshing onto the gypsy’s robe.
 
   “Thank you, Sari,” Kira whispers, refusing to let go of the hug. She shivers as an ocean breeze comes through the open porthole and caresses her bare shoulders. “You could have kept the love spells going and stolen Luke from me, which is something I always feared. Yes, I’m angry that it happened, but you didn’t mean to enchant him. You stopped yourself and proved that you really are a good person. That tells me more about you than anything else I’ve ever learned about you and it should do the same to you. Honestly, now I feel guilty about being with him.”
 
   Sari cannot stop herself from nervously joking, “Break up with him and I’ll dart in for the prize, princess.”
 
   “Don’t make me chain you to the crow’s nest, gypsy,” Kira replies with a chuckle. She pulls away from her friend and gets out of the basin to search the room for a towel. “I guess this makes us even. If you remember, I outfitted myself with enchanted gear designed to kill you. That’s not counting the curse I purchased from a Pain Priest. It would have removed all of your hair and given you a few days of agonizing cramps. Don’t worry. I used it on a particularly nasty merchant whose crimes you really don’t want to know about.”
 
   “I suddenly fear you more than Baron Kernaghan,” the gypsy admits, removing the robe and handing it to the shivering heiress. She goes to her bag to retrieve clean clothes and a sturdy brush for her hair, the chilly wind having only a minor effect on her. “So we’re going to put everything behind us and try to be friends. It won’t be easy, especially when you two get married. Don’t be surprised if I drink a lot and cause some mischief during the party. Better have someone or something to distract me.”
 
   “That’s why I’m going to have you be one of my attendants.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The heiress tightens the robe and takes the gypsy by the shoulder, her eyes betraying a sliver of apprehension. “It’s something I just decided. You may not realize it, Sari, but you’ve done a lot to help me and Luke. Not only as a couple, but as people. He does love you and that has made him stronger. You being my rival helped me mature and learn to treasure what I have. Also I learned that traditions don’t always work and sometimes you have to toss them aside to fight for what you want. So thank you for being a thorn in my side.”
 
   “Then I promise to keep you on your toes. Not that I’m going after Luke again, but I don’t want you getting soft and lazy,” Sari replies with a playful smirk. She scratches her head and opens her mouth a few times before finally blurting out a gnawing question. “Do I still get my one kiss with him? You did promise.”
 
   “You have until I marry him,” Kira replies before sitting at the table and preparing another plate of food. A forkful of eggs is nearly at her mouth before she stops and glances at the whistling gypsy. “Not at the wedding either. That would be really hard to explain, especially to those who don’t understand either of our cultures. Now grab that chair from the corner and help me finish this breakfast.”
 
   Feeling like a barbed chain has been removed from her heart, Sari bounds across the room to get the seat. With a flick of her wrist, she sends the water in the tub streaming out the porthole before making herself comfortable. The pair spend the entire day eating, drinking, and laughing within the small stateroom. By the time Delvin arrives to invite them to dinner with the crew, the two women are asleep on a bed wearing each other’s clothes. To his surprise there are no empty decanters and the only thing he smells is vanilla, water lilies, and honey.
 
   *****
 
   “Come in!” Trinity shouts when she hears someone timidly knock on the door of the shack she is borrowing. The Queen attempts to stand from a pile of cushions, but finds her legs are too sore and the baby’s position is throwing her off-balance. “You have to open the door yourself. I’m not able to move right now.”
 
   The young woman who steps inside the cluttered, one-room structure keeps her head down as she falls to one knee. Her hair is a rare dark purple, which Trinity guesses is the reason the skinny chaos elf has been trained as a priestess of Ambrosine. An amber glow around the holy woman’s blue eyes is a sign of their patron deity, which is bestowed on her more powerful followers after they survive their trials. To see the honor given to someone so young brings the channeler a flicker of hope that good news is on the horizon. The timid guest eventually stands to her full height, but remains focused on the floor where her bare feet tap nervously on the rough stone.
 
   “My apologies, your highness, but I have a message,” the young woman whispers, her hands opening and closing into fists. She takes a deep breath and tries to look at her beloved leader, but her head keeps rising until she sees the wooden ceiling. “This is in regards to you amassing an army, putting your heir in danger, and trusting the Baron. I know it’s not my place to speak of such things since I only recently became an official priestess. Yet I feel it would be shameful to keep this message from you.”
 
   “Nervous little thing, aren’t you?” Trinity teases before using several invisible hands of wind to help her sit up. The priestess is immediately at her side to offer a glass of water and, if necessary, catch her beloved Queen. “Thank you . . . Sebave. I heard about you from your teacher. She said you’re gifted with holy magic and you practically absorb the old tomes. You’ve done a great job healing our people and you get stronger every day.”
 
   “Thank you for your praise, your highness.”
 
   “I’m happy to finally put a face to the rumors. What is your message?”
 
   “Let me show you, Queen Trinity.”
 
   Sebave guides the other woman to a more comfortable chair before walking to the middle of the shack. A dull chanting rolls from her throat and the ethereal glow around her eyes wraps around her entire head. The priestess’s long, purple hair shimmers as it rises into a fan formation and reveals an image of Shayd. The picture moves to show bodies scattered about the landscape, each one the distinctive cobalt blue of a chaos elf. The rivers are red with blood and hordes of undead can be seen feasting on the corpses as the vision moves toward a plateau located in the center of the continent. Standing beneath a violent storm, Baron Kernaghan admires his handiwork and picks up Trinity’s mangled body. He tosses the remains to a pack of ghouls before his cloak is blown off his other arm by a guest of wind. Cradled against his chest is a small bundle of blankets that cries and squirms, each outburst sending combat spells into the clouds. With a blood-curdling screech from the baby, the image fades away and Sebave’s hair falls flat against her body.
 
   “I take it Ambrosine doesn’t like what I’m doing,” Trinity says, rubbing her belly as the illusionary screaming continues ringing in her ears. A small push makes her think the baby is trying to console her, but she knows it is more likely a stretch or shifting of position. “She believes that this will lead to the destruction of our people. I can’t say I disagree. Failing is not an option, but we’re going up against an army of barbarians and four of the champions. Two of our enemies have purified their temples and another is the daughter of a goddess. We don’t really have much of a chance unless Cessia decides to favor our side. No offense to Ambrosine, but luck isn’t her specialty.”
 
   “She gets along with the Luck Goddess and understands your words,” Sebave states in a mellow voice. A quiver runs through her muscles due to the euphoria left behind by the holy power that pulsed through her body only seconds ago. “Mother does think this is dangerous. She also knows that you have no choice. All she asks is that you be careful and remember that you are a chaos elf. Forget that you are a channeler and an agent of the Baron. Focus on what you were before all of those titles were placed upon you. Though we have been enslaved for hundreds of years, our cunning and ability to survive has only grown stronger. It is greatest within you and our people have flourished under your rule.”
 
   “Flourished in the filth?” the amused Queen asks with a laugh. She is surprised when her guest musters up enough courage to step forward and pinch her on the arm. “I’m going to demand that you never do that again. A crueler leader would have gutted you before you could blink.”
 
   “I apologize, but I know you’re not that type of person,” the priestess bravely replies while bowing her head. She whispers a calming spell that is delivered by blowing a kiss to her leader’s belly. “That should calm the child for a few hours and help you sleep. As for my statement, we are still slaves and living in poverty. Yet you have given us hope and made it that more of our children live to adulthood. Those older than you and I remember the dark days and how there was nobody protecting us from the whims of our masters. You have been our shield, your highness, and that is why all of us will march with you.”
 
   “Does Ambrosine wish for me to bring everyone?”
 
   “She has hinted that you should take as many as possible because of the Baron’s temper.”
 
   “He would never wipe us out.”
 
   “Ambrosine believes he would kill the adults and forge the children into more obedient slaves. That is another reason everyone is volunteering.”
 
   As the relaxation spell overtakes Trinity, she yawns and shakes her head to stay awake for a few more minutes. “I will take most of the able-bodied men and women. Al of the elderly, children, nursing mothers, and several healers will remain here with a small group of warriors. I know they will be hostages, but I will not take anyone who can’t fight onto the battlefield. I also refuse to leave them here undefended. If I truly am our people’s shield then I shall act that way to the bitter end. By the way, you’re coming with me as my midwife and assistant.”
 
   “What!?” Sebave gasps, a mixture of fear and happiness on her face. Caught off-guard, the flustered chaos elf attempts to salute, bow, and jump for joy at the same time. “I won’t let you down, your highness. I’m truly honored. I swear I will protect you with my life and . . . wait . . . midwife?”
 
   “The baby likes you, so you’re staying with me.”
 
   “So I won’t be on the battlefield to protect you?”
 
   With her eyes nearly closed, Trinity flashes a weak grin at the blushing priestess. “I will be fighting Nyx, so I don’t think you’re going to be much help. At best you would take one fireball for me before being turned to ash, which is not why Mother brought you to me. With the blessing of Ambrosine upon you, I need you as a healer and confidant. That is your strength and I would be a fool to leave a powerful priestess like you behind. Also, like I said before, the baby appears to like you. Now, I’m going to fall asleep in this chair and you can use the bowl of water in the corner to wash up.”
 
   Sebave is about to thank Trinity when she is forced to lunge forward and catch her slumping leader. Muttering a muscle-enhancing spell, the young priestess carefully carries the pregnant channeler to the large collection of pillows and lays her down. Her hand touches the woman’s stomach where she feels a few stiff kicks that make her smile. She can sense the strength and power of the unborn baby, which she takes as a sign that the chaos elves will survive into the next generation even if their Queen falls. Instead of getting clean like she was told, Sebave remains kneeling next to Trinity until she falls into a trance.
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   King Edric’s throne room is decorated with a preserved head from every great beast that can be found in the region and the banners of the tribe’s defeated enemies. Open windows allow a crisp, morning breeze into the stuffy hall and gives the people inside a clear view of the entire city. An elderly woman and her youthful grandson hurry to take the breakfast dishes out of the room, leaving a few mugs and water pitchers on a cart for their ruler. He sits on a large throne that has the head of a roaring tiger carved into the top, the teeth painted white to contrast with the dark stone. Instead of keeping the chair on the raised dais like previous Snow Tiger Kings and Queens, Edric long ago moved it to the front of a circular table. His goal is to make his guests feel more welcomed, but the effect fails today as he glowers at the three foreigners who are asking to be involved in his tribe’s business. The only one he can bring himself to look at is Dariana, but something about the silver-haired woman puts him on edge more than her half-elven companions.
 
   “So you want to defend your traitorous friend even though you do not know the laws of Stonehelm?” King Edric asks after several minutes of silence. He eyes Luke who is barely awake and gradually sliding out of his chair. “I understand that you wish to defend a man who has fought alongside you. That is only natural and I respect that. Still, this case predates your connection to Timoran, which makes me question your effectiveness in the court. It is easy to assume that you would show bias and attempt to skew the trial toward a narrative that you have created in your own mind. That would undermine the entire thing. More importantly, two of you are not endearing yourselves to me.”
 
   “You have my deepest apologies,” Luke groans, adjusting his posture and shaking his head clear. He yawns and rubs at his eyes, the pressure making his headache worse. “I helped one of your citizens get home, which led to a conversation. He offered me a drink, but I declined. So he gave me a glass of what I thought was water. Then I woke up outside the door to our room with a note saying I was found in a water trough.”
 
   Nyx takes a deep gulp from her decanter and lazily grins at her friends. “They suckered you with the potato wine too, little brother? I don’t think it’s fair to condemn him for that. Luke is usually very well . . . I know he didn’t mean to cause trouble this time.”
 
   “I will take your word for that since Lodur has a reputation for tricking people into being his drinking partners. Though the rest of us can hold our liquor better than one who I assume weighs the same as a newborn lamb,” Edric says with the hint of a smile on his face. Nyx’s sneeze draws his attention to the channeler and he scowls when he sees fire ripple through her hair. “Then there is the violent, drunken Near God. I have been told of your attempt to release the traitor and how you threatened to destroy the tribe. While I understand you are under an enchantment and not in your right mind, I am concerned by your presence here. My people are strong warriors, but I do not believe any of us have the ability to handle someone like you. So your friendship with the traitor has become a source of tension among the populace.”
 
   “I swear that I’ll be on my best behavior and I’m sorry for my outburst,” Nyx replies, rising from her chair to bow. Her eyebrow twitches when she sees their host turn away, his eyes focusing on the head of a large bear. “The truth is that we can’t continue our journey without Timoran. So it’s in our best interest to resolve this quickly and find a mutual-”
 
   “You will not be allowed in the courtroom,” the King declares, swiftly interrupting the channeler. Keeping his other acute senses focused on the young woman, he watches a sparrow hop along one of the windowsills. “My apologies for being rude, but I ask that you see things from my perspective. There is the possibility that you would use your magic to influence the proceedings. As you said, you cannot continue your journey without the traitor. I do not know you well enough to trust that you will respect our laws and put them ahead of your own desires. More importantly, there is no alcohol allowed in the courtroom.”
 
   “That isn’t my fault!” the half-elf shouts, shaking the entire castle with a stomp. Unwilling to back down, she puts out her hand to stop Dariana and Luke from talking. “I understand that you’re scared of me and I don’t blame you for worrying about my magic. That doesn’t mean you can lie to me about the alcohol rule. Timoran told us that his people drink during meetings and celebrations. I find it hard to believe that you would ban alcohol in-”
 
   “That is the law because I made it so after the traitor left the tribe.”
 
   “My situation is a medical condition.”
 
   “Then you can stay in a tavern to avoid running out of medicine.”
 
   A wave of heat washes through the room as Nyx’s temper flares and the tattoo shoots sparks through her shirt. With a quick shot of Ifrit mead, the channeler stops the mystical rage from taking over her actions. Feeling like she is wasting her time, the violet-eyed champion quietly stands and heads for the door. She glances over her shoulder when she hears approaching footsteps and is relieved that Luke is groggily trailing behind. He puts a comforting arm around her shoulders and smiles, but the expression turns into a wide yawn. The stench of his breath is bad enough that Nyx feels woozy and tosses an aromatic puff of magic into his throat. Blinking the tears from her eyes, she helps her little brother out of the room and leaves a wind spell to slam the doors behind them.
 
   “Have we passed your test?” Dariana asks, leaning back in her chair. The Snow Tiger King has a blank expression, but she senses that he is impressed with her insight. “You wanted to see how Luke and I would react to your antagonizing of Nyx. While you personally believe she wouldn’t use her powers to influence the trial, your people might not be so trusting. You keep calling Timoran a traitor, but you wish to be fair and that means he has a small chance of being found innocent. If that happens and Nyx is in the courtroom then there would be doubt about it being an honest verdict. Now you’ve eliminated that issue and seen that I can remain calm in the face of blatant rudeness and aggression. I’m not sure what your interest in Luke is since the first impression he made has soured your opinion on his ability to function in court. That and you can tell he is more a man of action than words.”
 
   “Very insightful, but not entirely correct,” Edric replies as he rises from the throne. Rubbing his bald head, he walks around the table and stands next to his guest. “There is no chance of your friend being found innocent. We have too many witnesses and his own actions prove that he has a guilty conscience. The trial is nothing more than a formality, which is another reason why I am concerned about your involvement. The citizens of Stonehelm want this to be settled as quickly and cleanly as possible. More importantly, General Godric deserves justice and peace after all this time.”
 
   “If that’s the situation then you do need me to defend Timoran,” Dariana explains while moving around the barbarian to get herself some water. She dabs her finger into the liquid and tastes it to make sure it is not potato wine, the champion unsure if their host is done with his tests. “None of your people will want the job because of the social backlash. If you’re truly trying to copy the Serabian courts then you know somebody has to speak for the accused. Nyx is not an option due to her condition and Luke isn’t any good at this, which leaves me. Besides, Cyrus told me that there are still people in Stonehelm who support Timoran or at least remain neutral to the situation. Those people need to feel like you gave him a real chance at being found innocent instead of putting on an empty show.”
 
   “Are you being honest or playing to my political future?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   Dariana finishes her drink and makes herself comfortable on the windowsill, the stone warm from the morning sun. She watches a group of warriors practice with blunt axes against armored dummies, the dangling figures swinging wildly after every strike. A snow tiger can be seen resting on a nearby cliff, the orphaned cubs playing around the tamed beast’s feet. The silver-haired woman smirks when she picks up on the Snow Tiger King’s racing thoughts. As she suspected, Edric has a lot of pride at stake in this trial because the death of General Godric is what led to him gaining the throne. Many of the citizens remain unsure about his leadership and strength, so he believes that bringing closure to this delicate situation will quell their doubts. A part of him is also determined to avenge his fallen friend and sees this as the only way since he is more of a philosopher than a warrior.
 
   “Do you swear to abide by our laws and control the Near God?” Edric asks as he joins Dariana at the window. He sighs as he takes a quick look at his beautiful city, the summer heat creating columns of haze in the open field. “I will give you a copy of the laws, which you will have a day to memorize. The trial starts tomorrow morning and I will allow you to be a part of it as long as you swear an oath to Kerr. Promise to the Barbarian God that you will not do anything to disrupt the proceedings. If you attempt to sabotage the trial or help the traitor escape then you will be executed alongside him. Are you still willing to-”
 
   “Give me the book and I’ll see you in the courtroom,” Dariana interrupts, extending her hand for a shake. The furrowed brow of the barbarian makes her blush and move away to bow apologetically. “I’m sorry for that. I became caught up in the moment and forgot my place. I swear on Kerr to abide by your laws and treat the court with respect. May I visit and talk to the accused prior to the trial?”
 
   “Yes, but you will be supervised.”
 
   “I thought that would be the case. Know that I’ve nothing to hide.”
 
   “Then I will instruct Sheriff Kalten to have a law tome waiting for you at the prison. Good day and, though I stand against you, good luck.”
 
   With a polite nod of her head, Dariana backs toward the entrance and turns to find Cyrus waiting in the doorway. The smiling barbarian salutes his ruler and politely gestures for the champion to follow him into the hallway. The pair walk in silence until they are so far away from the throne room that Edric’s keen ears cannot pick up their whispering voices. The black-haired warrior takes a deep breath, subtly sniffing the air for scents and straining his hearing for noises. He is fairly certain that the guards are not in earshot, so he gently pats Dariana on the shoulder.
 
   “Does he know about your specialty?” Cyrus asks in a low voice. He scratches his head to make sure she understands his meaning. “The king would ban you like your friend if he knew about that.”
 
   “He didn’t ask and I didn’t tell,” Dariana responds with a smirk. “A good friend taught me that rule. Do I have to worry about you revealing my secret?”
 
   “Nothing could pry it from my lips.”
 
   “Good. I’d hate to make you believe you were a chicken.”
 
   “You can do that?”
 
   The telepath smiles and moves a few steps ahead of her guide, leaving Cyrus to repeatedly check his own thoughts. A brief desire for corn makes him nervous until he realizes that he has caught the scent as they near the kitchen. Stealing two ears and hurrying to catch up, the only things running through his mind are bawdy jokes that he hopes will make his companion too embarrassed to pry for very long. 
 
   *****
 
   Timoran grunts as he catches the swinging leg and hurls the nimble calico across the trampled clearing. He is tackled from behind by a roaring ogre, but rolls forward to pin the muscular beast and break its crushing hug. Stomping on the monster’s groin, the unarmed barbarian charges to attack a pair of dwarves who are struggling to get out from under a fallen tree. One of them is sent flying by a kick to the chest and the other is finished off with a one-armed neck snap. The calico leaps onto Timoran and digs her claws into his shoulders, which drive in deeper when he jumps and slams back first into the ground. He hears the shattering of her spine and tosses the body at the approaching ogre, which bats the woman away. The powerful fighters are about to crash into each other when the clearing fades away and Timoran finds himself back in his lonely cell.
 
   “Thank you for helping me remain sharp, my friend,” the sweating man says as he accepts a mug of water from Cyrus. The other barbarian pats him on the shoulder before going back to the entrance where he is watching for Udelia’s return. “I assume you are done studying the laws. If you need more time, I would not mind getting some practice against wild beasts or perhaps a dragon. Preferably with a weapon.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m done and need to discuss some things with you, Sir Wrath,” Dariana replies in a serious tone. Dressed in a white shirt with a tiger emblazoned on the back and her nicest pair of dark blue pants, the telepath is doing her best to appear professional. “We only have a few hours before we have to go to sleep and then it’s time for your trial. The laws are rather simple and most of this small book is a history of verdicts. King Edric has had many trials over the few years that you’ve been gone. There are repeated mentions of how to handle a traitor even though such a criminal has never been tried. I believe that the laws pertaining to your case have not been finalized. You are going to be used to solidify and justify this system, so there may be a lot of flexibility here.”
 
   “There may also be a lot of underhanded tricks,” Timoran suggests while scratching the scars on his shoulder. A twitch of his friend’s lip makes him regret his pessimism in the face of her trying to give him hope. “I apologize for my negativity, but I prefer the old ways. All of this relies on who is the better talker, which is not always the one who deserves to win. Unless you noticed some laws that negate this issue.”
 
   “Not really. It does seem like it is an exact copy of the system used by most of Serab,” the telepath admits as she thumbs through the thin tome again. She stops on a page and runs her finger along the words, a nervous giggle making the prisoner curious. “It would appear that King Edric enjoys seeing debates. There is mention of lawyers arguing for hours and witnesses being handled in a similar manner. That is very strange since it can cause chaos and undermine the trial. What was Edric like before he took the throne?”
 
   “He was a teacher and scholar,” Cyrus replies from down the hall. Taking a peek outside to make sure the sheriff is still out on patrol, he jogs over to Dariana and takes a seat at the small table. “At one point, he was asked to be the History Keeper, but he declined because he preferred to bestow knowledge and wisdom on others instead of cataloging it. That’s one reason why he was pushed into taking the throne. He didn’t really want it, but the tribe needed someone wise to see us through the hardships that had befallen us since King Melich’s assassination. You have to understand that losing General Godric, Timoran, and so many other warriors in one battle was a new experience for our tribe. So there was a lot of confusion and fear during that time.”
 
   Dariana leans back in her chair and crosses her arms, something about Cyrus’s story standing out among the other facts. “The Snow Tiger Tribe has never lost a warrior in battle? I find that hard to believe. No offense to your people, but even Cessia doesn’t bestow that much luck on a single group.”
 
   “We have lost warriors, but never so many prominent ones in a single battle. At least not since the early days of the tribe,” Timoran answers as he leans on the cell bars. Stepping back to grip the highest point of the solid poles, he does several awkward pull-ups to burn off some of his energy. “I can see how people would be scared and confused. All of our enemies would have taken advantage of an empty throne once news spread. That is not counting former exiles who would have returned to cause trouble.”
 
   “Was your wife one of the fatalities?” Dariana bluntly asks.
 
   The barbarians go pale and tears fall down Timoran’s cheeks, the red-haired man dropping from the bars and letting his shoulders slouch. Ignoring the line on the floor, Cyrus goes to put a comforting hand on his friend’s fingers since he cannot fit his arm through the bars. The gesture is tossed aside as a furious rage grows in the champion’s heart. Biting his lower lip until it bleeds, Timoran holds back a roar that will draw the attention of those outside the prison. The powerful warrior trembles against the urge to unleash his full rage and tear the bars out of the floor and ceiling. Unable to stop himself, he turns and punches the opposite wall hard enough to leave a dent in the solid stone. His fingers are bruised, but nothing is broken, so he rears back to attempt another strike. The sensation of a cool hand caressing his cheek eases his anguish and stops Timoran from hurting himself. Falling to his knees, he refuses to look at his friends who are staying by the table.
 
   “I’ll go see if that attracted Udelia,” Cyrus whispers into Dariana’s ear. He knocks on the bars and crouches to get the prisoner’s attention. “Don’t fall into despair, Wrath. She wouldn’t want you to do anything foolish. Like Tigris always said, you’re more than giant muscles and a friendly smile, so stop acting like an overgrown child.”
 
   “I believe my wife was more eloquent than that,” Timoran replies in a gravelly voice. He watches his friend leave before returning to the bars and facing Dariana. “When I ran away from Stonehelm, I planned to come back for my wife. Then I overheard that she was lost during the battle. The stories varied as to what happened, but it was clear that she was gone. Part of me still hopes that Tigris is alive somewhere. Though it is nothing more than a foolish dream that I cannot free myself from. Does her death have anything to do with my trial?”
 
   “More personal curiosity, but it’s possible that it will come up,” the telepath admits before going back to the law book. She takes a few sips of water and offers another glass to Timoran, who eagerly accepts the drink. “Stonehelm has no precedence for a trial like this, so we have to be ready for anything. Your memories of the battle are vague and have obvious gaps, so you’re going to have trouble when questioned. The opposition will attempt to get a confession out of you by making you think you did it. In reality, you have no recollection of actually killing General Godric and you need to make that point clear. The best we can hope for is you being found guilty of abandoning your station, which would result in a temporary exile. That actually works better for our journeys since you won’t be emotionally burdened anymore. Sorry. That was rather heartless. I know it would also mean you could not return to your homeland for a while.”
 
   “Do you believe we can win?”
 
   “We’re going to lose in some fashion, but I don’t believe you’re guilty of the big crime.”
 
   “Then who killed the General?”
 
   “I’ve no idea and, to be honest, that isn’t my concern. Getting you out of this mess is my job and I owe you too much to fail.”
 
   The door creaks open and the champions expect to see Cyrus returning, so they are surprised to see Luke approaching with a covered platter. The half-elf has a worried expression on his face as he places the hot meal on the table. There are two plates, each one a collection of sauce-covered meats and soft bread to sop up the leaking juices. One of the dishes is put on a chair near the bars to allow Timoran to eat with the help of a long-handled fork. The barbarian proves to have no trouble using the awkward utensil, including hooking the bread and dipping it in the sauce without dropping a crumb. A mug of ale is put next to the prisoner’s meal, which causes everyone to stop and realize that this has all the makings of a last meal.
 
   “I’ve got some bad news,” Luke says, rubbing the back of his neck. The forest tracker takes a seat and claims the smallest piece of beef from Timoran’s plate. “It seems people aren’t happy about an outsider being involved in the trial. They think it’s a trick and are wondering if King Edric is really on Timoran’s side. So the trial will be starting tonight. It will only be opening remarks and some questioning of the accused in order to set the stage.”
 
   “I was told that I have until the morning,” Dariana argues even though she knows there is nothing she can do. Her eyebrow arches when she sees the forest tracker repeatedly glancing at the closed door. “Why are you so nervous? Is there something else we need to know? Don’t hold back information, Luke. We’re already in a bad position here.”
 
   “The King was urged to move the trial to tonight by Sheriff Kalten,” the half-elf answers as he scratches his pointy ear and taps his foot. “She really has it in for Timoran, so I think she wants this over quickly. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s the one who let everyone know about your involvement, Dariana. The woman is working very hard to turn the other barbarians against us. Is there a reason she hates you so much, Timoran?”
 
   The red-haired barbarian stuffs several forkfuls of food into his mouth and swallows after a few grinding chews. “Udelia Kalten is the daughter of General Godric and the twin sister of Tigris Godric. Her husband was killed in a Weapon Dragon hunt, but she retained his last name in his honor. She is my former sister-in-law. Before you ask, Luke, I had a wife who was killed in the same battle as General Godric. I apologize for not telling you sooner.”
 
   “Wait!” the forest tracker sputters, grabbing the cell bars. He continues moving to keep Timoran’s attention, the nimble half-elf refusing to let the larger man look away. “You’re not only married, but you’re General Godric’s son-in-law? Not only that, but the sheriff who wants you dead is your former sister-in-law? Doesn’t all of this make the situation a lot worse than we realized? I think Nyx is lucky that her job is to drink and avoid burning the city down. Seems so much easier than what we’re stuck with.”
 
   “All of that does explain Sheriff Kalten’s anger,” Dariana says while eating her meal. She notices that her food is predominantly vegetables, so she takes a piece of roasted chicken from Timoran. “I’m sorry, but I’m really hungry. This is not your last meal, so I recommend that you not complain. Now I assume she will be a witness, so I’ll prepare to face her. It shouldn’t be hard since she’s going to be very emotional.”
 
   “Actually, she isn’t a witness,” Luke interjects, wringing his hands. He looks up as Cyrus enters, the barbarian dragging a set of chains and manacles behind him. “I guess they want to move you right away.”
 
   “If she is not a witness then what is her role in the trial?” Timoran asks as he tries to eat quickly. He slows down when he sees his old friend stop to fix his perfectly tied shoelaces and adjust all of his gear. “Will she even be involved?”
 
   “Sheriff Kalten is the person arguing to execute you.”
 
   Dariana groans and rubs her temples as she mentally searches for the sheriff. “She’s already in the courtroom. This whole thing keeps getting messier and more complicated. Then again, life always does when family gets involved.”
 
   *****
 
   Every seat is filled within the courthouse of Stonehelm, which is a tall, stone building in the northeast corner of the city. The domed ceiling depicts a scene of battling snow tigers with a solitary man standing amid the beasts. Sitting on a raised dais, King Edric makes himself comfortable on a cushioned chair that has been placed in front of a red curtain. To his left is a large, topless box where witnesses stand, the space currently being taken up by Timoran. A gathering of five barbarians sit on a bench that is screwed to the wall and attached to small tables for them to put their mugs or lean on when bored. The jury keeps their eyes on Dariana and Udelia, the two women resting on wooden stools that have been placed in the open area between the King and the tightly packed audience. Everyone is whispering, which fills the single room with an incessant buzz that even the acute hearing of a barbarian cannot decipher. Dariana is the only one who can hear the threats and curses from the indoor crowd, but she also picks up on a growing mob outside that is more sympathetic to Timoran. She silently hopes that more of them can get into the building on the second day of the trial. For that matter, she prays that she can get that far since she is positive this event is more of a formality and she is only involved to make the display more believable.
 
   “We are here to begin the trial of Timoran Wrath who has been accused of battlefield murder, treason, and abandonment of his post,” King Edric announces, his voice booming over the excited crowd. One person refuses to stop talking until a guard comes over to give the man a muttered warning. “This session is only to start the proceedings because we have already waited too long for this day. All I want tonight is for the appointed speakers to state their cases and allow some initial questioning of Timoran. There will be no calling of witnesses until our next session. Due to her being an outsider, Dariana will go first and I ask that you treat her with respect. As she pointed out to me in private, none of our people should be forced to defend a man we have grown to despise. I personally thank her for making this sacrifice. She will now stand and explain her case.”
 
   Dariana faces the crowd and notices that only a few of them are paying attention. Glancing at the jurors, she sees that two of them are resting with their eyes closed. Unsure of what to do, the woman becomes lost and centuries of social isolation attempt to lock her nerves. She is about to speak in a cracking voice when she spots Luke sitting among the barbarians. The forest tracker is leaning forward, his eyes darting from her to Timoran. Even without her telepathy, Dariana can see the worry and frustration etched on the blonde warrior’s face. It abruptly dawns on her that she truly is the only one who can save their friend, which makes her more confident than ever. Pretending to activate a magical item, she rubs her clear ring and uses her powers to make her voice heard by everyone.
 
   “People of Stonehelm! Edric the Snow Tiger King! Thank you for allowing me to defend my traveling companion,” Dariana says as she sorts her racing thoughts. A look of disdain and hate on Sheriff Kalten’s face makes her more determined to strike a few verbal blows for her side. “Timoran has been accused of three crimes, but we’ve been told that this trial will only focus on the murder of General Godric. So I ask that we not use the other two crimes as distractions from the greater tragedy. I only know what I’ve heard about this event, but one thing that is certain is that nobody actually saw the killing take place. It was a chaotic battlefield and Timoran just happened to be the one standing near the deceased General. Not a surprising since many died that day and armies fight as a group instead of alone. My friend was not the only one who was standing near a fallen ally when the battle ended. So this could have happened to anyone who participated in the fight, but it was this man’s bad luck to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. There is very little physical evidence against him and what I have been shown is nowhere near conclusive. Nobody saw him commit the act, the General’s blood was not on his weapon, and-”
 
   “How do you know it wasn’t on his weapon?” Udelia asks, throwing off her courtroom rival’s momentum. The sheriff remains in her seat, but turns so that she is facing the smaller woman. “The coward disappeared before anyone could check. General Godric was felled by an axe and that is the traitor’s weapon of choice. If he was innocent then he never would have run away.”
 
   “Timoran was scared and confused,” Dariana argues, refusing to back down even when the taller woman stands. A few people laugh due to the amusing size difference, but they are swiftly silenced by the stomp of King Edric’s booted foot. “He made a mistake by running away, but emotions were high. It is obvious that General Godric was loved by everyone and people would have wanted immediate justice. This court system did not exist at the time, so Timoran feared he would have to fight one of his fellow barbarians. He had too much honor for that and preferred to live as a hated exile.”
 
   “Interesting that you put so many words in his mouth,” the sheriff snarls before approaching the accused. Slapping her hands on the edge of the box, she gets within a few inches of her former brother-in-law. “I don’t want to do a speech. This man is the only one who could have killed General Godric. None of our enemies who used an axe were strong enough to deliver such a blow. Keep in mind that Timoran was the man’s son-in-law. Once King Melich died, the General was the only one standing in the way of this traitor taking the throne. I clearly remember this man talking about what he would do if he was in charge of the tribe. Maybe he saw an opportunity to make that a reality since our old ways would have made him the intelligent choice for our new leader. If he had only moved away from the body or used a different weapon, Timoran Wrath would be ruling the Snow Tiger Tribe.”
 
   Dariana grabs the blonde woman by the wrist and yanks her away, surprising everyone with her strength. “I believe that counts as a speech, but it is all guesswork. I’m sure many people speak about what they would do if they were in a position of power. Also, I read some of your history and the throne is not granted to family members of the deceased. It is earned by being chosen and defeating the challenge of Aintaranurh. How do we know somebody else didn’t kill General Godric and made it look like Timoran was the one at fault? This person may have even tried to kill both of them, but ran out of time to finish the job. There might have even been an accident or an enemy that did have the strength for such a blow. Even the battle records state that there were other warriors in the area, so how do you know that one of them did not do it? My point is that all of what you just said goes for the easiest explanation, which may not be the case.”
 
   “Many times, the most obvious answers are the right ones,” Edric states while rising from his chair. He steps between the two women and gestures for them to return to their seats. “I will help clear up some confusion. It was Timoran Wrath who was found standing over the body and all other warriors in the area were too far away to have delivered the fatal blow. The primary witness has attested to this since they were the first to discover the scene. We have other people who remember seeing the event from different locations. All of them will be questioned as the trial progresses, but tonight we focus on hearing from the traitor.”
 
   “Wait!” Dariana shouts, leaping from her chair and holding up her hand. Shuffling through a few pages of notes, the telepath holds one up and lets the rest fall to the floor. “The primary witness was the person who found Timoran standing over General Godric? That was you, King Edric.”
 
   “Yes it was.”
 
   “You’re also the Judge.”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   “Isn’t that a problem since you need to remain unbiased?”
 
   “The jury makes the decision, so I do not have what you call a conflict of interest,” Edric declares, nodding to the five barbarians on the bench. He returns to his chair and takes his time adjusting his thick cape, the tiger fur bunching around his lower back. “Each of you will ask the accused two questions by alternating. Sheriff Kalten will go first since Dariana began the opening statements. Please proceed, Udelia.”
 
   The towering sheriff rolls up her sleeves and paces in front of the crowd, her lips silently mouthing words. Udelia lets the tension in the room fester while she thinks of the perfect question to swiftly finish off her enemy. In her mind, this case is easily won and she need only get Timoran to admit what everyone already knows. Yet she has a worm of doubt in her mind thanks to the confidence that is etched into Dariana’s face. Something about the strange foreigner makes her believe that there is more of a fight in her future than she expected when she agreed to be a part of the trial. Tying her long hair back, Udelia returns to her seat and meets Timoran’s blank gaze.
 
   “I wish to start with something simple, yet essential,” she claims, his voice surprisingly calm and melodic. The hardened growl that is always behind her words has melted away, replaced by an almost playful purr. “Please describe your relationship with General Godric. Was there tension or did you two always get along? Remember that you swore on the power of Kerr before you walked into this courtroom. He will strike you down if you lie.”
 
   “Raynar Godric was my father-in-law, mentor, and commander,” Timoran answers with pride in his voice. The angry murmur from the crowd causes him to clear his throat and make his voice less emotional. “He taught me how to fight and took me under his wing soon after my parents died. There were some days when we argued because we did not always agree on Stonehelm’s future. Raynar was very traditional and used his intelligence purely for combat and strategy. I was of the same mind most times, but I would occasionally consider the scholarly path and suggest its use in specific situations. These arguments always became very heated, especially when one of his precious daughters joined in. Many times one of them did so to stir enough trouble that her boredom would be alieved.” A few in the crowed chuckle as he smiles at the sheriff, the woman grinding her teeth. “If you were hoping to uncover a secret hatred then you will not find any. I loved him like he was my second father. You know this more than anyone else in Stonehelm, Udelia.”
 
   A burst of rage overtakes the sheriff and she jumps to her feet to shout, “Then why did you kill my father!? I’m sorry, Edric. I don’t know what came over me”
 
   “I believe that’s her second question,” Dariana points out, barely able to hide her smirk. She eases the pressure she has been placing on her opponent’s emotions, allowing the woman to relax again. “I would like to add my first question to her final one. What does the accused remember about killing the General?”
 
   “I do not remember killing him,” Timoran calmly answers. The crowd shouts and stomps their feet until Udelia unleashes an echoing roar that shakes the solid building. “I know this upsets all of you because it is easier to think of me as a remorseless murderer. Yet the truth is that I barely remember the battle. There are fragments of the fight in my mind, but none of them involve the General. Is it possible that I killed him by accident? Yes. That has happened before when one of our people has fallen into a deep rage. My memory gaps do make me think I was in such a state, but I have never lost control to the point where I would kill a loved one. Even if that did happen, Raynar was a better warrior than I and would have restrained me.”
 
   “That is true,” Udelia mutters with a sour expression. Accepting that she has used her second question, the sheriff stands and heads for one of the side doors. “I ask permission to leave because my heart can’t take any more of his words. I promise on my honor to be of a calmer mind tomorrow. Dariana can tell me her final question and the response later. I will trust her to be honest.”
 
   King Edric nods and everyone is quiet as the exhausted sheriff leaves, the door closing with a surprisingly loud click. Many in the audience get up to leave the courtroom, forcing Dariana to wait for the parade of footsteps to cease. She half expects some of the jury to exit the courthouse since all of them stare at their departing brethren with looks of jealousy. After several minutes, only Luke, King Edric, the jury, and three other barbarians remain. With a sigh of frustration, Dariana approaches her friend and leans on the side of the box.
 
   “Just a simple question, Timoran,” she says, massaging her temples to ward off a looming headache. A lilting voice of mockery slips into her mind, but she turns her ring to make it go away. “Is there anyone within the tribe who would have wanted General Godric dead? This is under the assumption that someone used the battle to hide their act and let you take the blame. I will point out that this brings up the question of there being a real traitor who has been at large since that day. That would raise further questions and be difficult to prove, but it is still a possibility.”
 
   Rubbing his bloodshot eyes, Timoran strains as if something is preventing him from answering. “I cannot think of anyone who hated him. The only enemies that General Godric had were outside of the tribe.”
 
   “I guess that is everything for tonight,” King Edric softly replies. He rises from his seat with a wave of his arm that reveals a door behind the curtain. “I commend your dedication and loyalty, Dariana. This will be an interesting trial. Thank you for convincing me to allow your participation. See everyone in the morning.”
 
   With a ringing silence descending upon the courthouse, Dariana watches the ruler leave while the jury swiftly heads for the exit. Cyrus steps out of a nearby doorway to escort Timoran back to his cell, the thick manacles locking into place with echoing snaps. Left alone in the courtroom, Luke and Dariana take a seat on the jury bench and let their tension seep out of their muscles.
 
   “That last question didn’t work,” the telepath whispers after several minutes.
 
   “How so?” Luke asks, putting a comforting arm around his friend’s shoulders. “He said the man had no enemies, which makes it clear that something is off.”
 
   “I didn’t care about Timoran’s answer because I was watching King Edric.”
 
   “You think he’s the real murderer?”
 
   “I did, but there wasn’t even a flicker of worry in his mind. The man loved the General as much as everyone else.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I have to work harder than I imagined or Timoran will die.”
 
   *****
 
   The other patrons give Nyx a wide berth as the slender channeler slugs down another shot of potato wine. She growls when a wrinkled hand comes into view and tries to take her almost empty mug of ale. Even with the herbal powder, the half-elf can feel her head swimming and a constant throbbing on the surface of her chest. Nyx scratches at the tattoo, her nails nearly tearing a hole in the thinning fabric of her shirt. Frustrated by the irritation, the channeler recklessly casts an ice spell on herself and crashes to the floor. She shivers from the intense cold that does nothing to ease her suffering. A cocoon of fire envelopes her and scares several of the drunker patrons out of the building. Recovering her senses and warmth, Nyx returns to the barstool and slaps a diamond sphere on the counter.
 
   “I apologize for my outburst,” she drones while pointing at a bottle of Ifrit mead. She frowns when she is only given a glass of the alcohol and the rest is put back on the shelf. “Guess I should be happy with what I get. People don’t seem to like me around here. They’re either scared I’m going to blow up the city or do something to break Timoran out of jail. Well I’m not able to be there to help my friend, so I hope everyone is happy.”
 
   “I’m not the type of bartender who talks to customers about their problems,” the man behind the counter says before going to the kitchen.
 
   Nyx curses under her breath and nurses her drink, the harsh liquid making her feel warm and sleepy. She grabs a handful of almonds from a bowl and stuffs as many as she can into her mouth. Turning on her barstool, she calmly looks around the room and takes note of anyone who is paying attention to her. Nyx juggles a coin-sized fireball along her knuckles while she takes another sip of the burning mead. The glowing orb sticks to her finger when she points at a white-haired barbarian who will not stop staring at her. She smirks at his refusal to turn away even when the dangerous spell flares into the form of a fanged serpent. With a roll of her wrist, Nyx snuffs out the flames and hops off the barstool.
 
   “You seem to be more interested in me than the others,” the channeler says as she joins the grinning patron. She is mildly surprised by the stench of alcohol that wafts off the barbarian, but is pretty sure she does not smell any better. “Are you entertained by my banishment from the courtroom or is the sight of a real Near God awe-inspiring?”
 
   “Actually, I was amazed by your ability to drink,” the man replies with a laugh. He pushes a frothy mug of ale to the half-elf and signals the returning bartender for some fresh drinks. “The name is Lodur and I’m the one responsible for your boyfriend’s condition this morning. You have my apologies, but I rarely get to drink with foreigners. Especially those of a legendary race that we all thought dead until recently. Until you appeared, we really only used the term for powerful casters that came through and even then it was as a joke.”
 
   “Thank you for the drink, but Luke isn’t my boyfriend,” Nyx states before putting some of the powdered root into the ale. She listens to the liquid hiss and decides that she will make this her last drink of the night. “He’s my little brother even though we’re not related by blood. Just a lot of adventures and shared suffering, which has created a bond that I wouldn’t trade for anything in the world. The potential boyfriend had to go in another direction because we made too many mistakes and the gods are punishing us.”
 
   “I’d heard about Timoran being one of these champions,” Lodur says, accepting both drinks that the waiter brings him. The worried expression on Nyx’s reddening face stops him from taking a sip. “There is no reason to fear me. I travel south from time to time and run into merchant caravans. Many people have told me about you and your friends, which is news I’ve shared with the tribe. Sadly, not many listen because of Timoran’s involvement. A few believe that the champions are frauds and want nothing more than to become famous. Again, it’s because of your association with an assumed traitor.”
 
   “What’s your opinion on that?”
 
   Lodur attends to his drink before leaning back far enough to stick his head out the open window. The night sky is cloudy, so the only source of light are the elevated torches that are so far apart that most of the city remains in total darkness. A chorus of howls can be heard in the distance, but they are silenced by a snow tiger’s roar. With a cleansing exhale, the barbarian rocks forward and finishes both of his cool drinks in less than a minute. He notices that the summer heat is making all of the patrons drowsy and one of the waiters is on a ladder trying to open a heavy skylight, which creaks on rusty hinges.
 
   “My opinion is that he didn’t do it, but he knows more than people realize,” Lodur explains with a wide yawn. He is about to raise his hand for another round of drinks only to find that his arm is stuck to the table by a layer of enchanted glue. “Guess you want my full attention. I’m only working off intuition here. Timoran Wrath was there when General Godric was killed, so the truth has to be in his head somewhere. One might not believe it, but it’s possible that the horror of witnessing the murder forced his mind to repress the memory. Even great warriors are susceptible to shock during events that strike very close to their heart. Remember that the two were very close even before Timoran married Tigris and they became family.”
 
   “Then I only have to find a way to jog his brain,” Nyx claims while finishing her ale. She rubs her amethyst necklace as another problem comes to mind. “It would still be his word versus the witnesses. I heard a few people mention that King Edric is the primary too. Nobody is going to believe Timoran unless there’s another person to defend him. One that cannot be doubted even against the Snow Tiger King.”
 
   “That is a nasty wrinkle,” the bearded man admits with a wicked grin. Lodur awkwardly leans across the table and pretends to be too drunk to sit straight. “Can you please make our conversation more private? This information is rather sensitive. It’ll cost you the price of a few drinks too. Maybe just a bottle of that delicious looking Fae Rum.”
 
   The channeler’s lips twinkle as she releases a cloak of silence, the only sign of the spell being a few sparks that resemble dust motes. “I don’t have much money left, but I’ll see what I can do. Hate to use a few gems that I’ve been carrying for emergencies. Though I’d be willing to make the sacrifice if the information is worthwhile.”
 
   “You need to find the missing witness,” Lodur says, extending his hand for his payment. He can see the fire of curiosity burning in the woman’s eyes, but she does not make a move for her money pouch. “It was a rumor that began soon after the incident. Some people were claiming to have seen the murder, but their stories never matched. The only thing that did carry over from one account to the next is that there were four people at the scene. General Godric, King Edric, and Timoran Wrath makes three. Nobody knows anything about this mysterious figure and nobody has come forward. Find this missing witness and you have a better chance of saving your friend. I can’t guarantee it though since I’ve no idea what this supposed person would say. They could side with Edric and reveal Timoran to be a murderer.”
 
   “Why should I believe you?”
 
   “Because I’m a friendly drunk and have no reason to lie.”
 
   “That doesn’t fill me with confidence.”
 
   The man’s voice lowers in pitch and takes on a stern, authoritative tone. “I swear on my dead wife and the heart of Kerr that this rumor holds some truth. Whether the witness still exists or not is beyond my knowledge, but it is worth investigating. Simply discovering that a fourth person saw things and is now dead might be helpful too. It would reveal that somebody has been trying to cover things up long after Timoran fled. Anyway, you have the forest tracker, so unleash him and see what he can find.”
 
   Nyx slaps a small emerald on the table and nearly knocks over her chair when she scrambles out of the tavern. Sticking his head out the window, Lodur watches the shining channeler awkwardly race down the street. She stops under a torch and doubles over, the faint sound of gasping and retching traveling back to the tavern. Grinning at his prize, he licks his lips and goes to the bar to get his hands on a drink he has wanted to try for the last year.
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   “I’m certain this whole trial is a farce,” Dariana says as she changes for bed. Once she is done getting into her gown, the telepath turns Luke’s eyes and ears back on with a wiggle of her fingers. “My apologies if that was uncomfortable, but I did not feel like being seen or setting up the divider. I am also sorry that my urging to keep us in the same place has resulted in this awkward situation. I did ask if the other room was free, but a visiting merchant has taken it for the next two days.”
 
   Luke rolls his jaw and shakes his head as he tries to dislodge a painful air bubble from his right ear. “Considering your position, I think it’s still a smart idea for us to stick together at night. Though you could have asked me to step into the hallway or given me more of a warning than an apology. Anyway, I agree with you. The evidence vaguely points toward Timoran, but people are acting like they are undeniable facts. It’s possible that the theories have been going unchallenged for so long that they’ve become too strong for the truth.”
 
   The warrior gets the folded divider out of the corner of the room and hides behind it while changing into a pair of sleeping pants. He wipes sweat from his scarred chest and groans at the thought of trying to sleep through another hot night. Stepping out from behind the barrier, Luke goes to open the window and is met by a burst of warmth from a nearby torch. The glare of the flame makes it difficult for the half-elf to see very far and he finds himself too exhausted to bother with his sound sight. A paltry breeze gives him some relief, but he finds himself panting like a suffering dog. It takes a minute to realize that the bizarre action does nothing to ease his discomfort, so he urges Stiletto back into his subconscious.
 
   “I know you want out, but you hate this type of weather,” Luke whispers to the dog’s restless spirit. Taking a seat in the window, he lazily dangles his leg out of the building and tries in vain to manipulate the wind currents like the griffin does when flying. “A lot of people are interested in this trial. Though most are remaining neutral in regards to Timoran’s guilt. You wouldn’t believe that from those inside the courtroom. Something tells me that the sheriff only let her supporters into the building. The crowd outside was a lot bigger.”
 
   “Most were merely curious and they will be trying to get inside to see the real show tomorrow,” Dariana replies as she moves a chair closer to her friend. She sits cross-legged and takes a stuttering breath to relax her strained nerves. “Most of the interest is directed at me. Foreigners aren’t uncommon, but they all sense that I’m not an ordinary outsider. Barbarians have amazing instincts. I overheard one person claim that I had a scent similar to the Near God, but much more foreboding. This doesn’t make my job any easier.”
 
   “I’m confused about why the trial is rigged,” the forest tracker admits, his finger running along the scar running across his belly. He morbidly wonders if he will get a third wound to create a jagged triangle on his torso. “You said King Edric has nothing to do with the crime, so it isn’t like he’s hiding anything. Sheriff Kalten is obviously angry about the loss of her father and sister, but she still has to go by the laws. Also, a blatant attempt to destroy an innocent man would ruin her reputation. Bad attitude aside, Udelia seems proud of her position and the citizens respect her. Why would either of them create a fake trial?”
 
   “It’s for closure,” Dariana replies matter-of-factly. The clouds part for a few seconds, allowing a shaft of crimson light to strike the shadowy city. Something about the red-hued landscape sends a chill down the woman’s spine, the violent shiver forcing her to hold the chair until it stops. “Timoran’s return has opened a wound that healed incorrectly. All of the anger and confusion are out in the open again and many are unsure of how to proceed. Those with the power to bring closure are trying to do so quickly and with as much fanfare as possible. Whether Timoran is guilty or innocent isn’t important to them because he is really nothing more than a scapegoat.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you want a scapegoat to be found guilty?”
 
   “Ideally, but being found innocent would mean that the General was killed by an enemy combatant. That may be more acceptable since that person is probably already dead.”
 
   Luke slides out of the window to sit on the floor, but lies down and finds he lacks the energy to get back up. “This is why I get a headache from politics and social maneuvering. I wish Kira was here to figure this out.”
 
   “I wish Delvin was here to take my place since he’s a better negotiator. He might not always believe it, but he’s got a way with words,” the telepath states with a wry smile. She stretches her legs and hops the chair forward to place her heels on the windowsill. “Sari would be able to charm her way to victory too. As I said before, the three of us are not the best choices for this kind of challenge. Even so, I’m going to work with what I have. The evidence I’ve been shown is flimsy and I only need some time to figure out how to puncture the curtain. I just know that one piece of the puzzle is missing and it’s driving me crazy. Not that I’m really going crazy because that would be dangerous. I’m not even frustrated at this point. It’s more that I’m . . . irked.”
 
   The conversation stops when the pair hears the slam of a door and hurried footsteps. They can tell that the person is smaller and lighter on their feet than a barbarian, which makes them believe Nyx is about to barge into the room. A yelp of surprise from another patron echoes down the hallway and is followed by plates clattering to the floor. The charging footsteps skid to a stop and only the shuffling of a broom can be heard. After a minute of awkward silence, the channeler is back on the move and the door across the hall is shoved open. The shriek of a startled woman and the angry shout of a man cause Luke and Dariana to break into sidesplitting laughter, but neither attempt to retrieve their confused friend. By the time Nyx sheepishly wanders into the room, her friends are curled on the floor and gasping for air.
 
   “You two could have called me over to the right room,” the channeler growls while trudging behind the divider. Clothes fly over the top of the wooden panels and land all over the floor. “I know you either sensed my thoughts or heard me. Stop giggling. I walked in on something that I shouldn’t have and I think they were newlyweds.”
 
   As the last piece of clothing sails across the room, the sound of rain emanates from where Nyx is hiding. Her friends see a puddle begin flowing along the floor and threatening to seep through the cracks into the kitchen below. A throbbing wave of heat evaporates the water and leaves the room sweltering like a sauna. Curious and sweating, Luke and Dariana wander over to the divider to see what their friend is doing. Both of them attempt to look around each of the sides, forgetting that Nyx’s change of clothes is in the pouch sitting on a chair. All they see is a thick fog gathered beneath a small storm cloud before several arms of wind hurl them onto their beds. The rain stops and the room cools off before the channeler steps out wearing a soft robe of fiery aura. She opens her bottomless pouch and chooses a set of loose fitting clothes to change into under the protection of her magical covering.
 
   “You’re really coming into your power,” Dariana says while rubbing her hip. She runs her hand along the bruise to erase the dull pain and watches the round mark start to fade. “Though I think you’re having trouble maintaining restraint and control. Is it the tattoo or the alcohol?”
 
   “It could just be her right now,” Luke mutters while he stretches and gets comfortable on his bed. He cocks his head toward Nyx and an impish grin appears on his face, exhaustion stopping him from holding back his observation. “Aren’t those Delvin’s clothes? I think I’ve seen him wear those when he’s relaxing.”
 
   “He left them behind and I needed something in case I was sharing a room with you or Timoran on a hot night,” Nyx replies without hesitation. The half-elf tightens the ribbon that she is using for a belt, the pants threatening to fall down to her ankles. “I lost most of my actual sleepwear when Stephen took me and my remaining gown hasn’t been cleaned yet, but none of that matters now. That drunk who tricked Luke had some information. I don’t know how true this is, but he says there’s a missing witness. Everyone who has claimed to have seen the aftermath of General Godric’s death had one thing in common. There was a fourth person at the scene along with Timoran, Edric, and the General. Nobody knows who this was or where they went, so it’s only a rumor.”
 
   “I’m not sure we should waste our time chasing this,” Dariana suggests even though it sounds exactly like the break they need. She holds up her hands when the channeler pouts and stomps her foot, which releases a spray of tooth-like sparks. “I’m sorry, Nyx, but there’s always a rumor of someone who saw an event and disappeared. People have probably claimed to be this mystery witness in the past, which further damages the tale. If such a person existed then King Edric and Sheriff Kalten would have sought them out and included them in the trial from the very beginning. Timoran would have mentioned a fourth person too. I think this Lodur tricked you out of a few drinks.”
 
   Luke’s eyes are already closing as he asks, “Did he tell you where this witness is rumored to be hiding? The story would be more believable if it included a location. What did he tell you aside from there being a fourth person that nobody can identify?”
 
   “Absolutely nothing and I didn’t think to ask,” Nyx groans, flopping onto her bed.
 
   The three friends remain silent as Dariana and Luke prepare to drift into their nightly trances. Being the only one who needs actual sleep, Nyx shifts and rolls around her bed. She stares at the ceiling and keeps thinking about the conversation she had with Lodur. Fearing that her only chance to help Timoran is fading away, the half-elf puts her pillow over her face and lets a few sobs escape. They suddenly turn into laughter when she realizes a way to prove if the rumor is true or not. Sitting up with a loud cough, she ignores the tired groans and narrow-eyed stares from her friends.
 
   “Timoran doesn’t remember much about the event, but the information may still be in his head,” Nyx explains with a proud smile. Dariana is the only one to nod her head, the telepath getting a sense of what the other woman is about to suggest. “Luke is right that we don’t know anything about a location. This mystery witness might have been standing somewhere that Edric and Timoran weren’t looking. Even if that is the case, barbarian senses are very sensitive and they might have subconsciously noticed this other person. It might not be a strong memory, but it could be in there and we only need to jog it loose. Since we can’t question Edric, we’ll have to push Timoran for the truth.”
 
   “If we agree to wake up early and meet with Timoran before the trial continues, will you let us rest?” Luke asks as he turns toward the wall. He can feel his senses wandering and a strong temptation to relax engulfs his muscles. “Just get some sleep and we’ll put your plan into action tomorrow. Not all of us were allowed to drink the day away in a tavern. So go to sleep, Nyx . . . Nyx?”
 
   “She fell asleep after you agreed to her request,” Dariana whispers from across the room.
 
   The sound of gentle snoring emanates from the slender figure that has put the pillow back on her face. Her shirt is bunched up enough to expose her stomach and one of her legs is slipping off the side of the bed. Neither of her friends move to tuck her in, the meditating pair figuring that she will not get hurt if she falls onto the floor.
 
   *****
 
   “I do not know what you are talking about,” Timoran states for what he has counted is the fifth time this morning. The barbarian is trying his best to eat the bland-tasting mush that he recognizes as the sheriff’s favorite method of culinary punishment. “This is the first I have heard about a mystery witness and that should not surprise you. Such a rumor would have started after I left, which means I am the least likely person to have any information about him or her. Should this person not have already come forward if they really exist? I thank you for trying to give me hope, but this sounds like a false rumor.”
 
   “Just think harder,” Nyx begs from the other side of the bars.
 
   When Timoran quietly returns to his meal, the half-elf throws up her hands in defeat and storms back to the table. She glances at the far end of the hallway where Luke is talking to Cyrus, the warriors having already left the conversation. Taking a sip from a flask, Nyx shudders at the sweetened water and uses the reaction to hide a momentary scowl. The itching on her chest has been maddening since she woke up, the irritation getting worse since she has to take the powder with the non-alcoholic drink. All of her flasks and decanters have been confiscated by the sheriff upon entering the jail, an act that Dariana is still attempting to undo without physically fighting Udelia. Nyx examines her dirty, rough nails and has a trio of arching lights dance around her fingers.
 
   “Would you hate me if I did something bad to get you out of this mess?” the channeler asks as she gets to her feet. Focusing on Timoran, she fails to notice that the others have stopped talking and are inching closer. “I know I promised not to use magic on you, but what if I could gain the one piece of information that would set you free? Would you hate me for casting a spell on you?”
 
   “Do not do anything you will regret,” Timoran replies, moving to the back of his cell. He reaches for where his great axe would normally be, but the spell-deflecting weapon has long since been locked away as evidence. “Events will happen as they are supposed to, so you do not have to push for information. If there is a missing witness out there then they will come to light at the proper moment. Whatever you plan on doing to me will not make them appear any faster or with any more influence.”
 
   “I’m only going to draw out the memories,” Nyx whispers before threads of aura squirm off her body. She is immediately tackled by Luke and Cyrus, who pin her to the ground and kick at the flailing spell tendrils. “Let me go! I need to do something to help him! This trial is a fraud unless we find that witness. Get off of me!”
 
   Recognizing a telltale surge of heat, Luke shoves Cyrus away from a fire blast that catches the half-elf’s arm. The smell of burning flesh snaps Nyx out of her rage until the tattoo erupts with a colorful beam that knocks the distant door off its hinges. Dariana and Udelia narrowly avoid the steaming projectile and sprint into the hallway as soon as they stand. Seeing an opening, Cyrus dives on top of Nyx and forces her lips open to pour the contents of his flask into her mouth. The channeler swallows the potent, licorice-flavored alcohol and scrambles to Luke as soon as her head is clear of the tattoo’s influence. She stops when her best friend shies away from her touch, the warrior nursing a badly burned arm.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t have control,” she says, trying again to touch the forest tracker. This time he gently takes her fingers, which are surprisingly cool to his heated skin. “I’ll take you to a healer right away. Then I’m going to find a spot in the wilderness to hide. It’s probably best that I remain isolated until this whole thing passes.”
 
   “Give me a minute and don’t be so dramatic,” Cyrus requests as he jogs through the open doorway. The black-haired man returns a minute later with a pot of healing salve, the gel’s scent strong enough to make all of the barbarians’ eyes water. “This won’t heal it completely, but it will dull the pain and give you more time to get him to a shaman. Unless our dear sheriff wishes to use one of the healing potions she keeps in her desk for emergencies. Not that this was caused by her creating a rule overnight or anything.”
 
   Udelia crosses her arms and makes no move to leave the hallway, the woman angrily tapping her foot on the stone. “Those are for life-threatening injuries and are difficult to obtain at this time of year. That burn won’t even scar once the shamans get their hands on him. Now there better be a good reason for what just happened or I’m taking the Near God up on her offer. Little chance of a predator eating her, but I’d rather not subject the wilderness to such an unstable being.”
 
   “What did you try to do, Nyx?” Dariana asks while kneeling next to her friends. Taking the salve from Cyrus, she gently applies it to Luke’s arm and is happy to see some of the damage repair itself. “It looks like he’s having a positive reaction to this. So you don’t have to be upset any more. Just tell us what happened.”
 
   “She attempted to awaken my memories of the battle,” Timoran calmly answers. With a sigh of resignation, he puts his head against the warm bars and gently taps his fingers on the polished metal. “Perhaps you should do it, Dariana, and help put Nyx’s mind at ease. All I ask is that you only look for memories of the missing witness. Please do not pry any further than that.”
 
   The sheriff’s eyebrow twitches and she cracks her knuckles as she asks, “What is he talking about? Are you people hiding something?”
 
   “I’m a telepath,” Dariana bluntly replies.
 
   Udelia leaps across the hallway and slams the smaller woman against the wall, the impact shaking a few loose pebbles out of the ceiling. She presses her thick forearm against Dariana’s throat in an attempt to make her pass out and smirks at the harmless slaps to her head. Resigned to fight back, the champion delivers a solid kick to the barbarian’s stomach and knocks her against the cell bars. Breathing steady and searching for an opening, they circle each other until the sheriff is within reach of a chair. Wielding the furniture like a club, she charges forward and aims for Dariana’s knees. The silver-haired woman leaps over the attack, which exposes her to a shoulder rush that wedges her head between two of the bars. With her hands gripping the bent rods, the champion pulls herself up and swings both of her legs to strike Udelia in the jaw. The sheriff crashes against the far wall, giving Cyrus enough time to bravely step between the two women.
 
   “Let’s calm down and discuss this,” he says while repeatedly turning around to keep an eye on both fighters. The idea of getting hit by either woman drives him to stay on his guard and nearly make himself dizzy. “Dariana is a telepath, which I knew about. She is also an honorable person and swore to obey our laws. That is why I didn’t say anything. I can assure you that she’s done nothing to effect the trial.”
 
   “Actually, I did use my powers to influence the sheriff’s temper,” Dariana admits as Timoran helps her get free. Her neck is sore and she can feel the beginning of a headache, so she sits on the floor while massaging her temples. “You were already close to the edge and I was annoyed that you interrupted my opening statement. It made me feel like I was not meant to have a chance in this trial, so I acted childishly. I apologize.”
 
   “King Edric will hear about this immediately,” Udelia growls, shoving Cyrus out of her way. She grabs Dariana by the arm and yanks the woman to her feet, grinning at the cringe of pain. “You’re coming with me and we’ll see if the trial goes on or your friend is executed before lunch. Possibly with you next to him.”
 
   With a worried glance at her friends, Dariana is dragged out of the jail and the slamming of a distant door echoes for several seconds. Nyx helps Luke to a chair, neither of them willing to look in Timoran’s direction. Both of the half-elves are annoyed at the barbarian for revealing what could have been their only advantage. The fact that Dariana’s powers did not stay secret for longer than a day makes them even more frustrated, which is clear from the way they repeatedly pound a fist on the table.
 
   “It would have come out eventually,” Cyrus politely claims, sensing the sparks of animosity between the champions. Clicking his tongue, the barbarian goes about administering more of the salve to Luke’s arm. “Either Timoran would have let his honor get the better of him or somebody would have caught Dariana doing something outside of the courthouse. Those are the best case scenarios too. Imagine if you won the trial and then people found out she was a telepath. Rumors about her manipulating everyone would run rampant. King Edric and Sheriff Kalten would have to resign because they would be seen as mentally compromised. Timoran would have to run away again with no chance of ever coming home. I’m pretty sure the bounty on his head would grow and cause all of you a lot of grief. Trust me when I say that this is for the best.”
 
   “Dariana will find a way to keep the trial going,” Luke says, wincing at the sensation of blistering skin. He changes into Stiletto for a minute and returns to his true form, which does very little to heal the burn. “Seems I really will have to visit a shaman before I go. Thought I’d found a way to heal immediately, but I guess it works better with setting and fusing bones. That does make sense since I always feel those shifting around and warping when I change.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Nyx asks, watching as the forest tracker flexes his arm. She catches him by the collar when he tries to leave and pulls him back into the chair. “Answer my question, little brother.”
 
   “I’m going to hunt down the mystery witness if they exist.”
 
   “Then we’ll stop to get my things.”
 
   Luke takes Nyx by the hands and carefully spins around to place her in the seat. “I’m going to do this alone because you’re too unpredictable. There’s no telling where I’ll have to go to find this person and you need to stay near a tavern. I promise to let you know if I’m traveling further than a day away.”
 
   “Then what am I going to do to help?” the violet-eyed channeler snaps, her frustration sending flames along her hair. She can feel a burning ache in her chest and gives a few punches to the tattoo, the last one making her wheeze from the impact. “Damn thing is tempting me to tear it off, but I’m sure it goes down to the bone. I want to do something to help Timoran and sitting around isn’t doing wonders for my situation either. I’m banned from the courthouse and you don’t want me around. I don’t like feeling useless. What else is there to do besides drink and avoid getting into fights?”
 
   “You could visit the library and research Aintaranurh,” Timoran politely suggests, his voice faint and his head lower in shame. Shuffling his feet, the barbarian seems mesmerized by a hole in the toe of his boot until he forces himself to look up. “I apologize for revealing Dariana’s secret. It will make things more difficult, but I am sure you still want me to have hope. The library has books on the temple, which may hold information about the challenges that are waiting for me. If I get out of here and avoid execution then it would be nice to know what I am walking into. They allow you to drink in the library, so do not let anyone tell you otherwise. Bring Cyrus along to assist you if he is not busy. The man always did enjoy the view from up there.”
 
   “Only when I was with a beautiful woman,” the other barbarian states, his face suddenly stricken with panic. He can see Nyx chewing on her lower lip and staring at him with eyes that he is sure could become real daggers at any moment. “Not that you aren’t attractive, Lady Near God. Though I do prefer my dates to be more ro . . . taller. We’ll go with taller.”
 
   The half-elf crosses her arms and arches her eyebrows. “You were going to say robust.”
 
   “It only counts if I finish the word. I could have been saying anything that starts with that sound.”
 
   “Just show me to the library and I’ll let you prowl the stacks for women.”
 
   Cyrus opens his mouth to saying something else, but a pat on his arm from Luke tells him to give up. With a low bow, he gestures for Nyx to walk through the broken doorway first. He takes a second to give Timoran a friendly flick to his fingers and flash a charming smile. Not wanting to get yelled at or set off another magical tantrum, he catches up to the speedy half-elf with a few long strides.
 
   “Do you really have hope?” Luke asks his imprisoned friend.
 
   “I have hope that this will end and I will find peace,” Timoran replies before going to his bed and laying down. “What form that will take is not for me to say. Just do what you think is right and I promise to avoid making the situation worse. Please tell Dariana that I am sorry for my mistake.”
 
   “You can tell her yourself since I’ll be too busy searching for this witness.”
 
   “What makes you think this person is real?”
 
   Luke grins and gets as close to the bars as he can, his voice sinking to a whisper that only a barbarian could hear. “I may have picked up a trick from Dariana yesterday. Watch people for their reactions to certain questions and words. It’s a lot like looking for another warrior’s tell during a duel. Udelia’s eyebrow twitched when you mentioned the witness. That tells me there’s more meat to the rumor than we originally thought. She probably doesn’t know who it is, but there’s definitely a mystery out there.”
 
   “Good hunting, my friend,” the barbarian says with a wave of his hand. He remains on his bed until Luke leaves, the half-elf’s footsteps turning into the padded trot of a dog. “I hope you find your prey.”
 
   *****
 
   King Edric frowns as his breakfast goes cold and Sheriff Kalten reveals the truth about Dariana. The silver-haired woman remains standing at attention, her face a mask of calm acceptance. In contrast, Udelia is yelling so loud that her face has become redder than the apple on Edric’s plate. With his stomach rumbling, the Snow Tiger King cuts a slice of the ripe fruit and spears it with the knife along with a few pieces of bacon. The crunching does not drown out his subordinate’s ranting, so he waits for her to take a breath before slamming his fist on the solid table. Udelia patiently waits for the man to speak, but he calmly goes back to his meal and leaves his guests in anxious silence.
 
   “This does present a problem for all of us,” Edric says as he swallows the last bite of his breakfast. Using an untouched napkin, he writes down a few words and hands the note to a nearby guard who leaves through a side door. “There are many paths we can take to settle this issue. Do you feel that we should declare a mistrial and move on to the execution, Sheriff Kalten?”
 
   “It would be the cleanest solution,” she replies, knowing that there is more behind his question. The thought that her former teacher is still giving her lessons helps to ease her roiling temper. “Yet it wouldn’t give Stonehelm complete closure like we wanted. Many will think we took the first opportunity to execute the traitor. Others may even think Dariana was chosen specifically because her powers would cause a mistrial. There will always be some who doubt the honesty of our intentions if we were to end the trial so swiftly.”
 
   Dariana clears her throat for attention, refusing to shy away from the waves of aggression she receives. “I suggest you tell your people about me and give them a solution. My secret would have been revealed to the public at some point. Better to control the flow of information than be taken by surprise. I will admit to my dishonesty when the trial continues.”
 
   King Edric leans back in his throne and runs his hand over his bald head, a thin layer of sweat having to be shaken off his fingers. He takes in the sight of the serious and apologetic woman, his eyes searching for any sign of deceit. Stroking his beard, he observes that every one of her muscles is relaxed and her face never falters. Holding onto a glimmer of suspicion, the wise ruler tries to decide if she is being sincere or is a highly skilled liar. The possibility of her manipulating him with her telepathy comes to his mind, but the Snow Tiger King accepts that there is nothing he could do to prevent that from happening. All he can do is trust that Dariana speaks the truth and is not the type to abuse her abilities.
 
   “You can’t possibly let her continue working within the court,” Udelia whispers through clenched teeth. Refusing to let the king give in, the sheriff bows her head and reduces herself to begging. “Please don’t do what I know you are thinking. I can find someone else to defend the traitor. Just give me some time.”
 
   “The only ones who can replace her are Cyrus and Luke Callindor,” Edric points out while rising to his feet. Choosing a brush from a small collection, he goes to a mirror and goes about removing knots from his beard. “The forest tracker would be a terrible choice due to his obvious restlessness. Cyrus is the traitor’s childhood friend, so questions would arise about his loyalty and honor. It appears we must remain with Dariana if the trial is to continue. To be honest, I wondered if you were hiding something. My initial guess was that you were a caster or priestess, but I would never have guessed mind reader.”
 
   “You knew something like this would happen?” Udelia asks in surprise. She backs away when the muscular ruler crushes the brush in his fist, the air of a wise ruler replaced by one of an edgy warrior. “I’m sorry, but this trial is very personal to me. Not knowing your concerns prevents me from doing my job to the best of my ability. I know you told me that my role in this trial would stop me from acting as sheriff while in the courthouse, so there are things you are not able to tell me. Yet this is information that should have been shared. I could have prepared for someone like her.”
 
   “I did not know her specific abilities, so I kept my concerns to myself until I had more information,” the King replies, smiling at his former student. Putting on his cloak, the man takes the sheriff’s wrists and maintains enough pressure to prevent her from escaping. “I do know about your emotional investment in this trial. Your natural rage is being tested and I trust you to keep it under control. If you wish, I will give you access to my personal practice room to unleash your temper. Please do not make things any more difficult than they already are because you are the only one I trust to do this job.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I will do my best.”
 
   “That is all I ever ask for.”
 
   With his booted feet pounding on the floor, the guard returns with a small box made out of chestnut and bronze. The carving of a swan is on the top of the curved container, which is carefully handed to Edric. Giving a firm tap to the other man’s shoulder, the Snow Tiger King sends the guard to close the doors and remain in the hallway. Once they are alone, he presses the sides until her hears a small click and the box splits in half to reveal its contents. The pink ribbon is an inch wide and has a white opal sewn into its center, the gem shifting like it is made of living fog. Udelia is surprised when the piece of jewelry is placed in her hand and a tremor of energy tickles her wrist.
 
   “Our tribe has collected many enchanted objects over the generations. Most of them are from fallen enemies who thought magic could defeat us,” Edric explains while politely guiding the sheriff toward Dariana. He puts his other hand on the champion’s arm and squeezes with the intention of keeping her calm. “I spent many years researching and testing these items to see if any of them could be used for our benefit. Entirely in a peaceful capacity, of course. Now this one prevents the use of all mind-based powers and spells when worn around the neck. It is attached by another agent who is the only one capable of removing it. Removal is done either willingly or when one of the two dies. The person wearing the necklace is unable to kill or attack the person who put it on them.”
 
   “It’s called a psychic leash,” Dariana states while turning down her shirt collar. She moves her hair out of the way to make it easier for the ribbon to be put around her neck. “I’m willing to go along with this for Timoran’s sake. Though you should know that my friends won’t be happy if you refuse to remove the artifact.”
 
   “You have our word that this is only for the length of the trial,” the Snow Tiger King replies with a small bow. Stepping away from the two women, he takes his crown off a marble bust of himself and places the jade circlet on his head. “It is a simple item to activate, Udelia. You put it around Dariana’s neck, which will cause the ribbon to fuse and tighten. I believe it was designed to be used without the target’s permission, so there is nothing else to do. The leash has already connected to your aura and will do the same to Dariana once it locks into place.”
 
   Palms sweating and eyes barely open, the sheriff carefully puts the enchanted collar around the telepath’s neck. She feels a burst of cold on her knuckles as the ribbon merges and becomes an unbreakable circle of shimmering fabric. The opal sizzles and hisses while bonding to the potent energy of its new host, the color rapidly shifting until it stops on a metallic blue. A spark sputters from the edge, making the barbarians fear that it the artifact is about to burst. The collar stops when Dariana takes a deep breath and drops her natural defenses to complete the connection. Udelia rubs at her wrists and wiggles her fingers to undo the tickling sensation that reminds her of ants crawling on her skin.
 
   Getting used to the faint tightness around her neck, Dariana remains motionless and struggles to discern why the world feels wrong. Her muscles are stiff and her brain is engulfed in a fog, but both steadily return to normal as she bounces on her toes. Even with full control of her body, the champion can tell that something is different and her movements are not as graceful as they should be. Dariana keeps a straight face and maintains her confidence when she realizes that all of her powers are gone. She had hoped that only her telepathy would be blocked, but every psychic trick that she has developed over the centuries has been taken away. The anxious woman slowly realizes the initial change has made her so unbalanced that she fears toppling over or launching into the sky with a single step. It dawns on her that the constant barrage of voices that has always been scratching at the edge of her senses is gone. For the first time since she was a screaming infant, Dariana is unable to touch the minds of others and she finds herself left in the grip of a choking isolation.
 
   “Now that everything is settled, we can return to court,” Edric states while walking toward the entrance. He stops and watches Dariana tug at the ribbon, the woman practically gasping for air. “Will you be okay? We can give you some time to adapt to the leash. Udelia can do the opening statement that she refused to make yesterday.”
 
   “I’ll be okay,” Dariana replies while rubbing her temples. Believing she no longer needs its protection, she slips the clear ring off her finger and puts it in her pocket. A shiver, as if something is creeping up her spine, makes her return the ring to its rightful place. “I must admit that this is the first time in my life that I’ve been without my powers. Yet this discomfort is worth it if I can help my friend. He would do the same for me.”
 
   A whimsical smile on his face, the broad-shouldered ruler enters the hallway and nods to the two guards who start to walk ahead of him. It is not long before Dariana trails at the back of the small group, her powers no longer maintaining her peak physical condition. She is amazed at how her legs quiver if she tries to move too quickly, the barbarians having longer strides than the telepath. Feeling sorry for the weakened champion, Udelia slows down and pretends they are taking their time. She waves to Edric when he looks over his shoulder and sees how far behind they have fallen.
 
   “I have to admit that your actions impress me,” Udelia whispers, handing a flask of water to Dariana. Putting her hands in her pockets, the sheriff refuses to take the container back. “Keep drinking to prevent your muscles from locking up. Seems you never had to worry about physical conditioning, which I find strange. Don’t panic or you’ll hyperventilate. It won’t do Wrath any good if you pass out or have to be brought to the healers.”
 
   “Thank you for your concern.”
 
   “You’re welcome, but I only want to make sure there are no more delays. Justice can’t be found without you.”
 
   Dariana chuckles and tries to read the other woman’s mind out of habit. Without her powers, she is unsure if Udelia is being genuine or resents her for being so integral to the trial. Unable to know the difference makes the telepath fear that she is no longer fit to defend Timoran. With no other ideas in her panicking brain, she prays to every god for clarity of mind and the strength to see this challenge through to the end. The only response she gets is a chorus of laughter and muttered insults, which she is sure will continue as her distant family watches her stumble and flail like an average mortal.
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   “We would like to hire a boat and guide to go here please,” Delvin tells the tattooed dock master of Anpress. He runs his finger along a crude map that he made by using various charts and the Compass Key that is safely hidden beneath his sweat-stained shirt. “I think there’s a flattop mountain at the end of this river. Though I’m not sure the river goes that far. This is my first time in the jungles. Do you know Tradespeak?”
 
   The slender local’s eyes slightly dilate and he walks away from the warrior to disappear into a small shack at the far end of the pier. Feeling he insulted the man, Delvin sits on a crate and watches the Little Sister continue heading into the distance. The lightning tinged clouds of a storm can be seen even further away, but he can tell that the bad weather is already following a path that will narrowly miss the ship. Fizzle lands on his shoulder and yawns, the humidity making his moistened wings move sluggishly in the thick air. The drite sees a basket of blue apples, but refuses to dart into it and satisfy his growing hunger. As much as he wants the tasty fruit, there is a tension in the atmosphere that makes him believe earning attention would cause trouble.
 
   Sari is less cautious as she moves up and down the dock in search of someone willing to sell her supplies. Many times the gypsy blatantly flirts with the local vendors and captains, but most of them only give her compliments or threats. After an hour of haggling, the gypsy has only managed to buy four days’ worth of dried food, two empty waterskins, and a lantern that she now realizes has no fuel. Feeling defeated, Sari joins Delvin and balances herself on a rough-edged pylon. A large seabird, that neither of them recognize, lands on the pier in front of her and squawks as if she has taken its favorite sunning spot. Not wanting to look like a crazy fool by fighting a bird, the gypsy surrenders her seat and lets the blue-feathered animal settle on the perch. When Sari turns, she feels a violent tug on her hair and whirls around to yank her tresses out of the ill-tempered beast’s beak.
 
   Unsure of what they should do, the adventurers take in the small village with its wooden huts, simple fountains, and barely clothed populace. Fringed by the thick jungle, many of the structures are colored to blend into the trees, which makes them impossible to see from sea until one gets within a mile. Delvin wonders how many of the huts are empty since Captain Erovayn told him that the sedentary population of Anpress is rather small. Most of the people who call the southern jungles home prefer to live inland where there is more protection from invaders and the coastal storms. With hundreds of rivers that run to the ocean, there is a bustling fishing business and the champions can already see a fleet of tiny crafts slipping out of the jungle for a day of work. They assume that the village is a useful port for trade, but the longer the adventurers look at their surroundings, the more they realize it has very little for outsiders.
 
   A dull droning catches their attention, the noise standing out from the biting insects that Sari swears are really tiny vampires. Stripped to their loin clothes, a parade of dirt-covered people walk through the main street. A cloaked figure stands at the front of the line and another at the back, the two muttering prayers to several primal gods. The locals line the street in order to lick their fingers and smear the saliva on the faces of those passing by. The marching people continue to stare forward with no expression or reaction to their treatment. A blonde calico woman is nearly pulled out of the formation by an excited man, but she is immediately yanked back by one of her companions. Her emotionless mask shattered, she hisses at the cursing stranger and is about to attack when the line leader hits her with a dart. The calico steps back in line, her eyes glassy and her arms hanging at her sides.
 
   “I think those are slave traders” Sari says, her anger flaring up. She is about to head for the crowd when Delvin catches her arm. “You can’t let them do that. At the very least we need to figure out what’s going on.”
 
   “They’re not coming near the dock, so they probably aren’t slave traders,” the warrior softly explains while blocking the gypsy. The screech of a monkey causes him to glance at the canopy where black shadows leap among the branches. “We have to be very careful here, Sari. The cultures are very different from our own and we have no information about any of them. This isn’t like any of the other places we’ve visited. Getting involved in something that we don’t understand can get us killed without a chance to explain ourselves. Not to mention the beasts and other natural dangers of the jungle. For all we know this is a local custom and these people volunteered, which explains the crowd’s cheering and why they want to touch them. Although I admit that I wish Luke was here to translate what they’re saying. Anyway, the three of us need to stay alert even in a small village like this. Punishment around here is a pretty severe thing from the look of it.”
 
   “How Delvin know that?” Fizzle asks, his narrowed eyes watching the monkeys. A growl rolls from his throat when one of the animals screeches and chaotically bounds among the branches. “Jumping shouters angry. Fizzle not like. Trees angry too. All of nature angry to survive. Not nice place. People not nice too?”
 
   “More that they are brutal if you cross them,” Delvin answers before pointing at some ivy-covered scaffolding. It takes the others a few seconds to realize that a bleached skeleton is hanging by its ankles and has become enveloped by the fast-growing vines. “The cracks in the skull were made by a predator. Something tells me they left that person hanging alive and covered in bait for animals. Out in the open like that means public execution. Wish I could figure out what the person did, so I don’t repeat their mistake.”
 
   “The man was a poacher,” the dock master slowly says as he approaches. He hands Delvin a slip of paper and a folded map, the latter drawn on a leathery piece of parchment. “We do not take kindly to people killing our holy animals, especially outsiders. The punishment is to be fed to the same type of creature you killed or one that feeds on that one. Keep the map and take this note to the cloaked woman at the back of that line. Not the one at the front.”
 
   “Can you tell us what that procession is about?”
 
   “Move quickly or you may meet the executioner instead of the forgiver.”
 
   Sensing the urgency in the man’s voice, Delvin hands the note to Sari and they leave the docks in search of the cloaked figures. They see the parade going around a hut, which forces them to push through the dispersing crowd. A few of the locals practically dive out of the way, their fearful eyes locked on Sari and Fizzle. These strange reactions become more common as people, in their native tongue, whisper about the foreigners’ presence. Delvin can tell that they are scared of his companions, so he keeps his hand within reach of his sword’s hilt. Realizing that there must be around fifty people in town, he is thankful that the citizens of Anpress are more inclined to run away than fight. As word of the foreigners spreads, the crowd makes a wide path so that the adventurers can sprint after the procession.
 
   Upon turning the corner, a trio of guards aim their spears at the champions and step back at the sight of Delvin’s drawn blade. The marching people have gathered into a small mob and stand quietly at the edge of a wide river. Boats are being placed in the water, each one with large bells on the prow that ring with every movement. More of the cloaked figures are planting stakes and tying lines to prevent the simple vessels from prematurely floating away. A few of the barely clothed people are weeping and holding hands, which drives Sari to cast a paralysis spell on the guards. The three men tense up and stare at the gypsy in pure terror while she tries to run ahead of Delvin.
 
   “Stop it, Sari,” the warrior whispers as he catches her by the wrist. She easily slips from his grasp and continues toward the crowd with her friend on her heels. “This looks like some kind of ritual. You wouldn’t like it if somebody disrupted an important rite of your people. I know you’re angry, but let’s find out what’s going on before we make enemies. After all, this is our only way to get a guide. How did you do with the supplies?”
 
   “The people here are better hagglers than I expected and I didn’t use magic, but we have enough to make it a few days,” the blue-haired woman answers, slowing down as she gets closer to the crowd. She notices that some of the ones who are not crying are laughing and one heavily scarred man is grinning with pride. “I learned that there are plenty of rivers for fish, which I can get. Fizzle can find us fruits and you can hunt for meat if you think you can do it without being called a poacher. Something is really strange here. I don’t think this is a ritual, but it doesn’t look like it involves the slave trade either.”
 
   “May I help you?” a cloaked woman asks, her voice the only way to tell her gender. She bows to the foreigners while keeping her hands hidden within her billowing sleeves. “We are in the middle of sending these prisoners to the Judges. This is no place for outsiders.”
 
   Delvin gives her the dock master’s note, which she politely takes with a smooth-skinned hand. “We’re looking for guides to help us get through the jungle. Our destination is a mountain with a flat top. The dock master said we could find help here as long as we asked the forgiver. Is that you?”
 
   “Yes it is,” the woman replies while reading the message. A dainty laugh drifts from her shadowy cowl and she lets the parchment fall to the ground. “I gladly welcome you into our traveling party, but you may find the company distasteful. As I previously stated, these are prisoners heading for judgment. Murderers, rapists, thieves, and others who have wasted all of their chances. You may not want to be mistaken for one of them.”
 
   “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Sari interjects with a friendly smile. Leaning to her side, she looks around the woman to see that people are starting to board the boats. “For one thing, we plan on keeping our clothes on. If you let us borrow a boat, we’ll stay in the back. I assume these Judges can show us the rest of the path.”
 
   “I’m sure they will, but I couldn’t say for certain.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “My job is to escort the prisoners to the start of their journey. I have never met the Judges.”
 
   “So is it okay if we tag along?” Delvin asks while he watches the first of the boats get cut loose and float away. The hair on the back of his neck stands up as the vessel and its three cloaked passengers are engulfed by the shadowy jungle. “We promise to stay out of your way and take care of ourselves. If you’re unwilling to help then I’d appreciate it if someone could point us in the right direction. My friends and I are on a very important journey that will reunite us with our loved ones.”
 
   The woman places her hands on the adventurers’ chins and they can see the silhouette of her head in the large cowl. They get the sense that she is examining them, her attention spending more time on Sari than Delvin. With a sharp yell in her native tongue, the woman orders her companions to put another boat in the water. The men hurry since most of the other vessels have already left and a group of armed guards is already getting ready at the back. It takes a few minutes to get everything sorted and they settle for holding onto the tether, the boat’s bells jingling loudly as the river attempts to drag it into the darkness.
 
   “Jump in and go,” the cloaked woman says, gesturing to the bouncing craft. With a sudden thought, she catches Delvin by the wrist. “I suggest you remain alert and cautious even in our presence. The jungle hungers for the blood of fools. Do not become its prey.”
 
   “Thank you,” Delvin replies before running for the boat.
 
   Sari is a few steps behind him while Fizzle lands on the gunwale and does his best to steady the rocking vessel. The gypsy calms the water as her friend jumps on, which causes the locals to move away in surprise. As soon as she is onboard, Sari releases the waves from her power and the boat is carried forward until it bumps the one in front of it. The blonde calico who was accosted by the local and a chuckling orc turn to see what caused the disturbance, the nearly naked pair confused by the adventurers. Before they can speak, the tether is cut and the prisoners are carried into the jungle. With nothing to hold them back, the champions are only a few feet behind and quickly plunge into the shadows.
 
   “May the Judges find you worthy of their justice,” the woman whispers as the other cloaked figures gather around her. She throws back her cowl and looks to the sky, her eyes closed as she feels the sun’s warmth on her skin. “The executioner has done her job. Now it is all in the jungle’s hands.”
 
   *****
 
   The jungle is loud and active as the boats move along the winding river, the water repeatedly switching from rapids to an eerily calm flow. Birds call out with beautiful songs and monkeys leap around the canopy, the animals rarely coming into full view. The lush trees are covered in wide leaves and twisting vines, many of the towering plants bare on the lower twenty feet of their trunks. Insects of all sizes flit through the air and along the water where hungry fish jump out to catch a meal, some of them getting swooped up in the claws of nimble eagles. The treetops are very thin above the river’s first few miles, which gives the travelers more than enough light to see what lies ahead. Further into the region, the dense canopy covers much of the jungle in shadows. There is an occasional shaft of light where a fallen tree has left a gap, but the adventurers find themselves struggling to peer through the gloom.
 
   Fizzle is reminded of the plants and animals that surrounded him when he lived in Visindor Forest, but the jungle feels much more primal and crowded. He is tempted to explore the shoreline until he catches sight of a spotted cat that is hungrily eyeing him. The predator sticks to the shadows and follows the boats for several minutes before settling for an unsuspecting rodent that is the size of a small dog. The attack is so fast that Fizzle remains shivering on Delvin’s lap long after they lose sight of the cat, the warrior gingerly patting the drite on the head. Both of them watch Sari who is lazily sprawled in the front of the boat, her fingers barely touching the water. Several sharp-toothed fish and a few snakes have attempted to bite her, but they are repeatedly spun away by an eddy whenever they get within striking distance.
 
   A roar of water gives the gypsy enough time to stretch her arms and turn to face the looming rapids. While the other boats struggle to use long poles, the champions gently coast around the rocks and logs. None of the busy prisoners notice since Sari is keeping the vessel in the back where only their guides can watch the ship’s unnatural movements. It takes more of her energy to maintain a rear position than to avoid the danger by using the churning water to guide them to safety. Hoping to avoid suspicion, Delvin pretends to use the pole as he mimics the actions of the other boats. The act fails when he looks like he is pushing the boat to the right and Sari has it veer to the left. Feeling foolish, the warrior separates the pole into its original two parts and puts them back on the floor.
 
   “Maybe I should put my armor on!” Delvin shouts over the rapids. A spray of water hits his face as they spin and a sudden wave tosses them over what the warrior swears is a scaly, long-tailed log. “That thing had teeth, but it wasn’t an alligator! I should be ready for a fight, so you can focus on steering.”
 
   “Stick to your shield and sword, Cunningham,” Sari replies, her face covered in water. No longer feeling overheated by the muggy air, she revels in the cold river that sings to her naiad blood. “This trip is going to be rough. One mistake and we end up in the water. Your chainmail will sink you to the bottom and I might not be able to save you. Just relax and rest those manly muscles for when we really need them.”
 
   “My chainmail allows me to breathe and move underwater.”
 
   “In that case do whatever you want and don’t mind my opinion.”
 
   “Rock! Moving rock!” Fizzle excitedly shouts when a gray form rises out of the river ahead of the boats. “Go over! Go around! Fizzle not like!”
 
   A large, flat-toothed mouth opens at one end of the massive creature, the gaping maw violently chomping down on one of the other vessels. The prisoner sitting at the front is crushed in the beast’s jaws and swallowed before he has a chance to scream. Another man hits a rock face first with enough force that he leaves a bloody smear before vanishing beneath the roiling surface. The lone woman tries her best to swim to the shore, but the rapids are too strong for her to win the exhausting fight. She is about to sink when Sari coaxes a wave to roll the terrified prisoner onto a mushroom-covered log. The prisoner is scrambling for solid land when a dart hits her in the neck and she topples into the waiting mouth of the river beast.
 
   “Guess those are guards instead of guides,” Delvin mutters while watching one of the cloaked men put a blowgun away. He turns back in time to see the bulky predator swimming toward them. “Can you move that thing, Sari? If not, get out of the way and I’ll stab it in the head.”
 
   Fizzle darts ahead of the boat and sprays the beast with rainbow mist before rushing back to his friends. With a yawn, the large creature sinks under the water and they pass over where it has fallen into a gentle slumber. Bubbles come to the surface, which makes the cloaked figures in the last boat keep a tight grip on their weapons. Aiming his tail at the right-hand shore, Fizzle points to several smaller versions of the bulky predator. The youngsters are hiding in a thick bush, but their wide snouts and wiggling ears can be seen.
 
   “Guess mommy was hunting,” Sari whispers before she notices the drowned man’s body floating next to them. She has the current send the corpse to the rear boat, making sure to get it stuck to the prow. “I’m having doubts about our traveling companions. They’ve killed a few people who looked like they were trying to get away. Do you think we talked to the executioner by accident?”
 
   “The thought crossed my mind,” Delvin admits, glancing back at the cloaked men. He watches them callously remove the body and hurl it back into the river. “They’re definitely here to make sure nobody escapes and something tells me that we count as prisoners now. Not even in the jungle for half a day and we fall into a trap. Maybe we should take the first offshoot and get away. I’m sure they wouldn’t be able to stop us since we’re armed.”
 
   “Hand me some dried meat please,” the gypsy requests while putting her empty hand behind her back. The salty snack is quickly devoured and she can feel her strength return, the exhaustion of controlling the difficult water taking its toll on her body. “If you think back to what the dock master said then we have to stay on this path. He told us to talk to the forgiver, but we got the wrong person. By the way, that woman better pray I never find her. Anyway, we’d be on the same route even if we talked to the right person. The only difference now is that we’re being sent to these Judges as prisoners instead of lost travelers. All we can do is float along and save our energy to battle out of whatever trouble is waiting for us. Really makes me wish we had . . . well, any of the others.”
 
   Becoming aware of his own hunger, Delvin takes a sip of water to help him swallow some bland almonds. “I don’t know which one I’d want either. Each of them would make this so much easier to handle. Dariana could have found the forgiver without a problem. Nyx and Timoran would be great to have in any fights that we’re walking into. Luke would make this need for a guide pointless in the first place. We really have to stop talking about how our friends would make this journey easier. The truth is that they’re not here and we have to get by with our own strengths.”
 
   “I’m very glad to hear you say that.”
 
   “Thanks . . . why?”
 
   “Because we’re being hunted and I’m still fighting the rapids.”
 
   When the canopy opens up to let in more sunlight, Delvin looks ahead to see a hairy figure drop from the branches along the left hand coast. Landing in a boat, he beast grabs one of the four prisoners and leaps back into the trees so quickly that the others have no time to react. A scream erupts from the shadows along with the tearing of flesh and a wild howl that is similar to the monkeys they have been hearing for the last hour. The only difference is that this sound is a higher pitch and filled with a malevolence that sends a chill down everyone’s spine. Glancing over his shoulder, Delvin notices that the guards have pulled their vessel to the shore and are getting out. Another group of cloaked figures are waiting, which he assumes are the ones who departed before the prisoner ships. The creature returns to kidnap another prisoner, drawing his attention back to their more immediate problem.
 
   “How is anyone supposed to make it to the Judges with all of these dangers?” the warrior asks while drawing his bastard sword. He scans the trees and attempts to sense the enemy, but there is too much life for him to focus his blossoming abilities. “My font powers aren’t going to be any use here. I thought I could pinpoint the creature by tracking its aura, but the surrounding energy is too dense. Everyone has to stay on their guard. With any luck, this thing will try to take me away and not snatch you from the boat, Sari.”
 
   “Let it try because I’m not budging,” the gypsy replies with a wicked smirk. A distant boat rocks when the predator lands, but this time it leaves without any prey. “I think this animal has a strict territory. It won’t risk going beyond its borders. Hopefully we reach that bend before it attacks. How do you turn on your font powers? They seem pretty strong, but I never see you use them.”
 
   “To be honest, I’m still figuring them out,” Delvin answers, his ice blue eyes picking out movement in the branches. His shield slides to his forearm and he remains ready to defend the boat. “I don’t think I’ll have full control until I reach my temple. For now, the powers really only work when someone I care about is in trouble or I’m really mad. It’s like I can manipulate my aura to do whatever I want, but not like a spell. Mostly enhancing my gear and body to suit the battle situations. If I had to guess, I can infect corrupted auras to either purify them or tear them apart, but that only happened against the Dawn Fangs.”
 
   “Too much power to control with ease,” Fizzle says from Sari’s shoulder. The drite whirls around and snarls at the shoreline. “Over there! On land!”
 
   Delvin follows the dragon’s line of sight and sees a hairy creature clinging to the base of a tree. The baboon-like beast has its long tail screwed into the trunk, the coiled extension acting as an anchor when the predator leaps for the boat. Sharp claws and yellowed fangs glint in the emerging sun as the animal lands between the two champions. Its black mane bristles as it screeches and grabs Sari by the waist without breaking her skin. Hopping into the air and going limp, the creature tries to let its tail reel it back to land, but finds that the gypsy is locked in place. Not realizing the problem, the frustrated monkey yanks on the woman and yowls at the pain of its backside being stretched to its limit.
 
   When the beast opens its mouth to bite Sari in the throat, Delvin slices through the tail and throws the animal to back of the small boast. Injured and scared, the monkey tackles its attacker and furiously pounds on the enchanted shield. Wrenching the disc off the warrior’s arm, the animal beats him with it for a second before tossing the blunt object into the river. Delvin’s sword lances upwards and pierces the creature’s gut, which sprays a skin-numbing ichor. Fizzle slams into the howling monkey, knocking the wounded animal over the edge where it hangs and repeatedly tries to grab the quicker drite.
 
   “Get rid of that thing!” Sari shouts, sensing something very familiar around the looming bend. Reducing her influence over the ship, she draws her stiletto and spins to slash the beast across the face. “We have a waterfall ahead because there’s always a damn waterfall ahead. This thing is thrashing too much for me to control our fall. We have to knock it off the boat now or we’ll probably die.”
 
   “Focus on the ship and I’ll handle it,” Delvin assures her, reaching out for the water. His shield erupts from where it sank and hurtles toward him. “One shot is all I need. Hey!”
 
   The desperate creature leaps up to grab the warrior, moving his arm away at the last second and preventing him from catching the incoming shield. Even with it slowing down, the metal disc hits Delvin in the head with enough force to knock him out. Before the monkey can escape with the warrior, Fizzle wraps his tail around its throat and tries to strangle the animal as they go around the bend. A howling gurgle erupts from the predator and it releases Delvin to flail at the irritating drite. With a violent twist of his tail, Fizzle flips the monkey off the boat, but the creature catches the back end with its feet.
 
   The waterfall’s roar drowns out all attempts at shouting, so Sari gives up control of the ship and dives on top of the unconscious warrior. She grips one seat with her hands and hooks another with her feet before locking herself in place. Unable to break her immovability, she cannot stop the monkey from clambering back onboard. It takes all of Sari’s concentration to regain control of the boat and maintain her position, the sound of the waterfall ringing in her ears. Before the snarling creature can pounce, Fizzle rams into its chest and knocks it off-balance. The drite is unable to continue his attack when Sari catches his tail between her lips, her power preventing him from getting left behind and lost in the jungle.
 
   “Why you?” Fizzle starts to ask, turning around. He sees the edge of the waterfall pass beneath the boat, which seems to hover for a terrifying instant. With Sari struggling to keep them in the water, the vessel tips forward to plunge over the side and disappear into the swirling mist below.
 
   *****
 
   Delvin’s groan is cut off by a strong hand around his mouth, the sweaty skin smelling faintly of roses. He can barely move a muscle as Sari keeps him locked against the floor of the boat. The gypsy has a tense, wide-eyed expression and her skin has gone pale as if she is terrified, but is not sure where the threat is lurking. A booming bellow is heard to their right, which is followed by a downpour of water, the boat refusing to move even when struck by a large wave. Sari grinds her teeth as she focuses on keeping their little circle of the lagoon calm, which prevents the bells from ringing. Peering over his companion’s shoulder, Delvin can see Fizzle sitting on the prow and tracking something that is passing beneath them.
 
   “Don’t move and talk only in a whisper,” Sari says, her lips touching her friend’s ear. She casts a minor spell that covers the boat in a shimmering white coating. “I’m switching between brief silence spells and keeping the boat steady. It’s exhausting and I’ve only been at it for twenty minutes. How are you feeling? That was a really bad blow to the head. It doesn’t seem like you’re bleeding.”
 
   “I managed to slow my shield down and my powers did the rest without my control, but I still have a pounding headache,” Delvin replies through her fingers. Moving his hand, he can feel the enchanted shield pressed against his lower back. “What’s going on? I remember that monkey attacking and you mentioning a waterfall. Did we reach the Judges?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” she answers with a forced smile. They hear the ringing bell of a boat, which is followed by another explosion of water and screams. “I saw what was going on as we came down the waterfall. Thankfully, the monkey fell off and made enough noise to draw the Judges’ attention away from us. They devoured it, which helped me and Fizzle figure out what we’re dealing with. Sort of. The Judges are water creatures which attack anything that makes a sound. They burst from below like sharks and sea serpents. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing, but they seem to take turns going for targets. Fizzle and I were hoping you could think up a plan to get us out of here.”
 
   “This is a rather elaborate form of execution.”
 
   “Maybe they’re only feeding their pets.”
 
   “Let me sit up, so I can see what we’re dealing with.”
 
   Holding her breath, Sari slowly moves off Delvin and stands with her entire body locked in place. The warrior puts his shield on his forearm and sheathes his blade before taking a seat on the rear bench. With the waterfall behind him, he takes in the view of the bush-fringed lagoon and the distant river that may lead them to safety. There are only three other boats on the water, the prisoners struggling to remain still. One group has managed to remove their bells, the metal orbs in the steady hands of the riders. Delvin wonders if they should do the same, but freezes when the shimmering silence spell fades away. Feeling exposed and vulnerable, a wave of fear washes over him until he sees that the water around the boat remains calm. The gentle motions caused by the waterfall and the creatures beneath the surface are deflected by a circle of magical placidity.
 
   Delvin is about to speak when a colorful bird bursts from the canopy and flies high over the lagoon. The young animal sings to the rest of the flock, which is sitting in the trees on the other shore. Sari squeezes her eyes shut as she feels the churning movements of the hungry predators lurking beneath them. With the echoing bellow that Delvin heard soon after waking up, one of the Judges erupts from the lagoon. The serpentine body is at least twenty feet long and wide enough to swallow a fully grown orc whole. It is covered in dark blue scales that ooze a gray slime, which helps it blend into the constantly roiling water. Squirming tentacles hang from the neck and blindly slap at the empty air, their suction cups opening and closing like gasping mouths. A blossom-like head opens to reveal several teeth-lined jaws and a telescoping tongue that ends in a hooked barb. The bird barely avoids being eaten as it darts higher at the final moment and hides in the canopy.
 
   A gurgling hiss rolls from the creature as it crashes back into the water, the wave rocking one of the remaining boats. The bells ring and the four prisoners immediately dive out of the vessel, which is destroyed by another Judge. Two of the panicking people are devoured after swimming to each other, the attacking beast catching them on its way down. One of the other prisoners floats on his back while his companion desperately flails before going under. The drowning man returns clinging to the head of a Judge that tears him apart with its tentacles and stuffs every morsel into its maw. At the mercy of the current and unable to move, the survivor can only drift until he begins to sink. Refusing to make a noise, the man lets himself disappear beneath the surface and silently drowns among the blind predators.
 
   Sari covers the boat in another silence spell, her legs shuddering from fatigue. “I can feel the Judges rushing around beneath us. It’s like I’m a tiny fish in the middle of a pack of starving sharks. Do those swim in packs? My point is that I’m fighting a big urge to freak out and scramble to safety, which would get us killed. I doubt I can handle them with my powers because there’s too many and I’m already tired. You need to think of a plan or we’re going to die. Eaten or running out of food are the two most likely outcomes.”
 
   “The river is too far away and they’re too fast for us to make it to shore,” Delvin says while stroking his chin. A glint of metal brings his attention to a bell in the water, a lone remnant of another boat that joins the other bobbing pieces of wreckage. “The Judges don’t eat the bells, but that doesn’t help us. We would need all of them to be distracted. What about freezing the lagoon?”
 
   “Too deep and there are other fish in here that I don’t want to hurt,” the gypsy answers with a weak yawn. Her eyes flutter as if she is about to fall asleep, so she pinches her inner thigh as hard as she can. “Even if I could freeze the first ten feet, the Judges stay near the bottom and it looks like they would have the strength to drive through the ice. Also, I’d be unconscious and that will slow us down. Both of us are hurt and exhausted even without pushing our limits, so we can’t do anything that will cause us more harm. A distraction is the best plan, but I’ve no idea how to trick these things.”
 
   “Fizzle can,” the drite declares as he nudges one of the poles with his snout. The purple dragon licks his lips and rubs his tiny horns against the side of the ship. “Yes. Fizzle can fly, sing, and dodge. Maybe whistle better. Friends use thin branch to move. Sari keep silence. That way not made food. Fizzle fast and smart. Fizzle not be food.”
 
   “I don’t want you to put yourself in danger,” Delvin states, his eyes following a small disturbance in the lagoon. Instead of a Judge, a thin fish leaps from the water to swallow a butterfly and returns to the depths without a noise. “The fish in here can move silently. Do you think we can use that information?”
 
   “Not at all,” Sari replies with a flick of her wrist. She creates a splash of water that tricks a Judge into attacking the empty air. “As you can see, they react too quickly. We wouldn’t get very far without a distraction and we can’t move like the fish. Fizzle has the best idea and I’m running out of energy. Once I pass out, we’re lunch.”
 
   “These poles won’t steer the ship, so wait for me to figure out a way to get us to shore.”
 
   Moving only his head, Delvin scans the jungle for anything that they can use to distract the Judges. All he can see are trees, birds, and a few mossy sloths that lazily dangle far above the water. His fingers absent-mindedly tap on the edge of his shield as an idea starts to form in his mind. Drawing out a coil of rope from his bag, he ties one end to the boat and extends the other to Sari. The curious gypsy stares at him until Delvin points at the lush jungle and makes a few quick circles with his finger. All she does is shrug and yawn while they hear a Judge take out another boat near the waterfall.
 
   “My shield spins when it returns to me,” he whispers, the sound of a thrashing prisoner making him close his eyes. Even though he expects the attack, the burst of noise still makes him shudder. “If I tie the rope around the straps and connect the other end to the boat then Fizzle can hook the shield to a tree. By calling it back, the enchantment will reel us to shore. All I need is another length of rope because this is only fifty feet. I know you have about a thirty foot length in one of your skirt pockets, Sari. That should be enough.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” the gypsy hisses before recasting the silence spell. Her fingers twitch and threaten to lock from the strain. “The rope could snap, the knots could become undone, or the shield could come loose. You don’t even know the amount of force that thing has when returning. What happens if this bench comes off while you’re sitting on it? Then you’re dragged across the lagoon and I’m stuck out here.”
 
   “Do you have a better idea?”
 
   Sari pulls out a flask of fae water and takes a sip, the precious liquid giving her a jolt of energy. “I do, but it means I’ll be useless for at least a day. When Fizzle distracts the Judges, I can use the rest of my magic to race us to shore. I’ll harden the water directly beneath us to block attacks or at least prevent the boat from being destroyed. I’m not talking ice, but like steel or solid rock. We might get launched into the air though. So maybe you should tie part of the rope to your shield, the other end to your waist, and get ready to hurl it at a branch. It’s kind of like a Luke tactic, but I think we can pull it off. Probably with a few cuts and bruises just as if our beloved forest tracker was actually here.”
 
   “Fizzle get ready,” the drite says as his wings flutter with excitement. “Go when Delvin have shield ready. Be fast.”
 
   The drite hovers high above the lagoon, his keen eyesight picking out the large shadows swimming beneath his friends. As soon as Delvin secures his shield and waves, Fizzle dives for the water and slaps the surface with his tail. Flapping his crimson wings with all his might, he swerves and continues hitting the lagoon. Judges explode in his wake and desperately try to catch the elusive meal, some of them crashing into each other. With the eyeless predators violently thrashing, the water is churned and the other boat is rocked. Confused and scared, the remaining prisoners try to row with the poles and only accomplish turning in a circle. When a Judge rises close to them, one of its whipping tentacles sends the vessel and all of its shouting occupants tumbling into the jungle.
 
   Sari works on keeping their boat steady, so she is unable to tell if any of the prisoners have survived. When Fizzle uses his tail to trace a long circle around the lagoon, the gypsy spots an opening to the shore. Concentrating all of her aura on the water, she makes a shield of hardened liquid around the hull and surges the vessel ahead. It is a slow start considering the power and focus Sari is using, but she fights to remain conscious and alert. She steers them around the bellowing predators and cringes when she feels one deliver a glancing blow from below. The jarring impact spins them, which causes Sari to go in the opposite direction for several precious seconds. She makes a wide turn to head back to safety while Fizzle darts around the canopy and whistles.
 
   The adventurers are within a few feet of solid land when Sari’s eyes flutter closed and she collapses. As the last of their momentum carries them to shore, Delvin catches the gypsy and makes a running leap off the boat. He crashes into the bushes while a Judge bursts from the water and destroys the wooden vessel. The warrior watches the beast and notices that he dropped his shield, which is wedged between the beast’s teeth. Delvin drops Sari before the enchanted piece of armor is swallowed by the looming Judge and he is yanked into the air. Remaining calm and ignoring the pop in his shoulder, the warrior calls the shield back to his forearm. The enchanted disc rips out of the creature’s mouth and the young man falls toward the lagoon. He is saved by Fizzle ramming into him at top speed, the pair slamming into a tree.
 
   Groaning in pain, Delvin stands with Fizzle curled in his arms and staggers to where Sari is snoring. He drags her away from the edge of the water and slumps against a tree before sliding to the ground. As the tension washes from his body, the warrior huddles with his friends and those who are awake watch the Judges sink back into the roiling lagoon.
 
   *****
 
   The undead hordes huddle in the shadows at the sound of marching feet echoing throughout Shayd. It is a cacophony of booted steps and barefoot padding that rolls into a wall of noise rarely heard on the shadowy continent. Demon taskmasters remain at their posts and nervously wring their whips, unsure if they should react to any stragglers. The chaos elves who are being left behind stand on the hills and cliffs, waving to their loved ones and holding up children to watch the army. Several priests and priestesses cast spells of protection and strength to bolster the anxious soldiers’ nerves. All of them know that the enchantments will fade long before the battle, but the touch of Ambrosine’s power is enough to keep many of them going. The spectators are amazed at their people’s staggering numbers considering they have been divided into small groups since the day Baron Kernaghan stepped out of the Chaos Void. A few brave souls whisper about rebelling, but know it is a feeble dream that should be forgotten. Even with such great numbers, their master is still a monster and has too many powerful beings at his command.
 
   Trinity stands alone at the top of a hill, the crackling portal a few feet away from her. The magical vortex is immense and she shudders at the raw energy sent pulsing through the stony earth. Observing her loyal soldiers, she smiles at the sight of the various armors and weapons that her people have gathered throughout the generations. There is very little uniform to their appearance other than the cobalt skin and pointy ears. Yet Trinity knows every chaos elf has trained for years in their stolen gear since childhood, each member being gifted equipment on their tenth birthday. For those who wish to help their people and lack the magic to be a caster, the life of a warrior and assassin is the only path. To this day, their Queen is proud that so many of her people have chosen to dedicate themselves to the entire nation and not strive for personal survival.
 
   Trinity nods to Sebave, who is standing at the base of the hill and helping the Generals rally their troops. Clothed in a silk robe of black and purple, the priestess does her best to soothe the more nervous soldiers by bringing their attention to their beloved ruler. It is the sight of the great Queen that drives the youngest of the warriors, their desire to please her making the flickers of fear seem foolish and unimportant. Not a single chaos elf turns away as the large army marches into the portal, many leaving Shayd for the first time. A low sucking noise can be heard every time someone crosses over, but the next one in line never hesitates to follow.
 
   “An army of brave little lambs,” the Baron says as he appears next to Trinity. The procession of chaos elves pauses and moves only when their Queen waves them on. “They truly wish to make you proud. It pains me to put you through this because nobody could ever replace you as their greatest leader. Loved, respected, and protected by so many. I guess some people can be ruled by more than fear.”
 
   “Are you having a change of heart, master?” Trinity asks in a dull voice that drips with venom. She removes his hand as soon as he touches her shoulder, ignoring the scowl on the immortal’s face. “No offense, but I don’t want my people to think the two of us are setting them up for a fall. I told them that you’ve decreed this to be my last chance. If my people see us being friendly then they may think I’m lying to them. It’s all about appearances, master, and I need to maintain the image of a victimized Queen to give my army strength. Not that it’s anything other than the truth considering your orders.”
 
   “In that case, this new addendum will make them unstoppable,” the Baron states while fixing his leather gloves. There is the hint of regret in his eyes that disappears too quickly for his agent to be sure it was ever there. “Just a little extra motivation. I know how you can get in the field when it comes to your fellow channeler.”
 
   “You already said I have to win or die to protect my people.”
 
   “True and this is along the same lines.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The warlord smiles to reveal his glistening teeth and leans forward to whisper in the chaos elf’s ear. “Any soldiers who return in failure will be executed on the spot. There will be no deserters even if you are killed by Nyx. All of your people must strive for victory or die on the battlefield. I will add that you are under the same rule. Return to Shayd in defeat and I will destroy you in front of your people. Then I will bring the chaos elves to the brink of extinction and rebuild them with your child as my new agent. I will have no more mistakes and mischief from your kind.”
 
   “This is going too far, Arthuru,” Trinity growls, struggling to remain calm. She can sense her people’s attention on her and dispels the ball of lightning she has unwittingly conjured in her palm. “You can threaten me and tell me to fight Nyx to the death. That is fine since you are angry at me, but my people don’t stand a chance against her if I fall. Stop punishing them for things they have no control over or had any involvement in. My people did nothing to Stephen, so allow them to return to their families. You can even leave my body on that battlefield for scavengers or feed it to your demons. Please don’t punish those who are loyal to me for something that I’ve done.”
 
   “I need to make sure you and your people are at their peak,” the Baron callously replies as he watches the last of the soldiers enter the portal. With a snap of his fingers, the demons go after the remaining chaos elves to whip them back to work. “Perhaps I am being too harsh. To put your mind at ease, the ones who stayed behind will be safe whether you live or die. I will only harm them if you return in failure or try to hide in exile.”
 
   “What if I’m captured?”
 
   “Then continue to fight or slit your own throat.”
 
   “I would need time to escape if that’s the situation.”
 
   “Very well, your highness. I will leave myself flexible depending on the circumstances.”
 
   “Thank you for the small favor.”
 
   Moving away from the Baron, Trinity walks down the hill to where Sebave is patiently waiting. The priestess can see the anger and stress on her Queen’s face, but only bows her head in respect. She touches her leader’s belly to check on the child and smiles at the strong kick that moves her hand. With a final glance at the stone-faced warlord, the two chaos elves walk through the portal and disappear from Shayd. An ear-wrenching tearing sound causes every living thing to writhe in pain until the vortex closes.
 
   “Good luck, your highness,” the Baron whispers as he catches the small, purple mote of magic. He swallows the tiny speck like it is a seed and lets a fraction of his senses drift toward Stonehelm. “I will be watching very carefully.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9
 
   Nyx rubs at her eyes and takes another drink from her decanter, the sweet wine no longer registering on her tongue. She leans back in the wooden chair and glances at the lines of bookshelves that make up the simple library. Each row is composed of three shelving units that are no higher than seven feet, only a few having been completely filled. The collection is impressive considering Stonehelm is far away from the Serabian border and the regional tomes are entirely about the tribe’s history. Yet, Nyx finds this one aggravatingly small and easy to navigate when compared to the library of Rainbow Tower. Her mood has steadily plunged into darkness since after two days of reading, she has found little information on Aintaranurh. As she scans the room, the elderly librarian meets the channeler’s gaze and sighs as if expecting another request for a book that he does not believe exists. Seeing the old man’s reaction, Nyx turns away and sets her groggy attention on the city below.
 
   The midmorning sun is directly ahead, which forces her to cover her eyes in a layer of protective magic. A class of excited students are with their exhausted teacher at the far end of the balcony, two of the children having just finished brawling over chalk. All of the youngsters repeatedly peek at Nyx and whisper about her until they are rapped on the head with a long, wooden ruler. She ignores the attention and focuses on the shifting crowd surrounding the nearby courthouse. Being so high above the city, the scene reminds her of a colony of ants swarming around a dying beetle. Wanting to think happier thoughts, Nyx searches the cliffs for signs of the snow tiger cubs. She smiles when she sees them trying to pounce on their new mother’s flicking tail, the older predator gnawing on the remains of a caribou.
 
   “Have you uncovered anything else about Aintaranurh?” Cyrus asks as he joins the yawning half-elf. The barbarian opens a small book and skims the pages until he reaches a section that interests him. “I had no idea our tribe had poetry. This one is all about battles and weapons, but I find the form rather intriguing. Timoran and I dabbled in verse when we were younger. He dropped it to focus more on philosophy. I continued to indulge my curiosity. Still, it never occurred to me that the library would have books of this stuff. At least beyond the romantic ones I’ve found hidden on the bottom shelves. Did you know rhyming isn’t necessary?”
 
   “I was more into songs than poetry, but they’re similar,” Nyx admits, tapping her finger on the book in front of her. She takes another sip of her drink and swings her bare feet onto the warm railing. “Thank you for checking on me and helping when I need it. All I’ve found are a few notes about defenses, but nothing definite. Fortunatos and bells are mentioned a few times, so I think those are the guardian and the main challenge respectively. It still seems very lacking and that worries me. Almost as if the temple is open, but it’s never been explored. There’s nothing on what your people use Aintaranurh for, which could have given me a clue. I think Timoran mentioned it once, but I don’t remember. Probably the drink giving me issues. Earlier, I forgot Luke’s last name when we had breakfast.”
 
   “There is a way to discover the importance of Aintaranurh,” Cyrus says with a knowing grin. Closing the small book, the black-haired man leans forward and taps his head. “You could politely ask a barbarian. Everyone knows why the Hollowed Hill is important. Our leaders go there to prove they are worthy to be the Snow Tiger King or Queen. Ever since the tribe settled here, anyone who wishes to claim an empty throne must travel to Aintaranurh. Once there, the person walks through the front door and must defeat whatever challenge awaits them. Some never return while others come back in defeat. Those that claim a jade crown are made our new ruler. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   Nyx rubs her amethyst necklace as she thinks back to the information she has absorbed over the last two days. Reaching down to the pile at her feet, she chooses a thin book that has the image of a crown on the cover. Snapping her fingers, she grabs a small, fat collection of pages that have information about the local stones. Using a minor spell from her apprentice days, Nyx tries to look through both books at the same time before giving up and pushing them away. Her eyes are about to cross before she rapidly blinks them back into focusing on a single object instead of two. Feeling defeated, the channeler leans back to stare at the ceiling and tries her best to clear her head of several conflicting thoughts.
 
   “I was hoping to find a hint on the crowns since every ruler has had a unique design, but they’re always made of the same material,” Nyx explains while closing her eyes. With nothing distracting her, she finds that she has an easier time visualizing the information. “All I proved is that the jade came from Aintaranurh and it’s a type that isn’t found anywhere else, which I’m sure you already know. Maybe the trial your rulers go through is only on the first floor of the temple, so the real dangers are unknown. It would be strange for the Snow Tiger Kings and Queens to go through the same challenges as a champion. That would either ruin the test for us or open the lower levels to our enemies. I feel so useless here.”
 
   “Well you’re banned from the courthouse and you can’t do much to help Luke with his hunting. Perhaps you should take this time to relax,” Cyrus suggests while looking through the crown book. He reaches the end and scratches his head, but shrugs instead of mentioning what has given him pause. “It might not put you at ease, but I wouldn’t worry about the dangers of this temple. You told me that you’ve already defeated three of them and you had previous information for only one of those. The other two were tackled in ignorance and all of you made it out alive. Have some faith in Timoran too. He might not use it often, but his brain is much quicker than you’d think. Although it might take a few hard knocks to get it focused.”
 
   “I know Timoran is smart and wise,” the channeler replies, standing to stretch her legs and lower back. Hopping on her toes, the young woman fights to overcome a mild case of pins and needles in her feet. “I want to feel like I’m doing something. Dariana told me that yesterday didn’t go well. She questioned a few witnesses who had similar answers, which she was able to bring a little doubt into. Then King Edric crushed her because everyone sees him as the only true witness and he never faltered with his responses. The reenactment is today and then I don’t know what Dariana is going to do.”
 
   Cyrus glances over his shoulder to see if the small class is still there and is relieved to see that they have moved to another room. “I’m saying this as someone who respects the King and is loyal to Timoran. In order to win against a smart and confident opponent, you need to make them doubt themselves. Forget about convincing the jury that Edric is lying. If you make him feel unsure of his own answers or get him to be openly defensive then you’ll whittle away his influence. Dariana does understand this, but I think she’s depended on her mental powers for too long. She doesn’t realize that she needs to strike with words that everyone can hear. Am I making any sense?”
 
   “Sort of. We need to get Edric to stumble.”
 
   “Yes and it might be easier than you think.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Said too much already, so I’m going to put this book back.”
 
   Humming his favorite battle hymn, the barbarian knocks over the thin book of crowns as he returns to the shelves. Nyx leans against the railing as she opens the book to King Edric’s page, but she does not see anything out of the ordinary. His jade circlet is similar to others with only a few cosmetic differences between each one. It takes her several minutes of browsing through the book to realize that there is something strange about his crown. She rapidly flips through the tome a few times to make sure her eyes are not playing tricks on her. By the time Cyrus wanders back to the table with a new book of poetry to memorize, Nyx is practically vibrating with excitement.
 
   “The crowns are the same,” she whispers, not wanting to draw any attention to them. She points at the crowns of Edric and Melich, the simple circlets sitting side by side. “I didn’t realize this because I was only focusing on clues to Aintaranurh. Every ruler of the Snow Tiger Tribe has received a piece of jade from the temple and they turned it into a personalized crown. There has never been a copy because there’s always a slight difference. In fact, I think former rulers studied this book to make sure they didn’t make a duplicate. Since there are signatures, I assume they’re the ones who draw and insert their page into the book. With these two at the end, people will see differences that aren’t there because that is what they expect. I have a very difficult question, Cyrus. Where are the former rulers buried?”
 
   The heavily tanned barbarian becomes a little pale at the question, surprised by the insinuation that the channeler is making. “I never considered what you’re thinking, so I’m rather uncomfortable. To think a wise man like Edric did something so dishonest is difficult. To answer your question, our fallen rulers are buried in the hills around Aintaranurh. Please tell me you aren’t implying that Edric stole Melich’s crown from his grave. I merely wanted to direct you to this and use it to rattle him on the stand.”
 
   “What did you think he did?” Nyx asks, putting a comforting hand on the man’s wrist. She smiles at the sweating barbarian and reaches up to pat him on the cheek. “I’m sorry to do this to you. I hope I’m wrong, but this is a strong possibility. Tell me what you think happened and maybe that will ring truer.”
 
   “It won’t because your idea makes too much sense,” Cyrus replies as he slumps into a chair and stares into the distance. The sight of a large bird drifting into a thick gathering of clouds brings a faint smile to his face. “I thought Edric merely copied the crown after getting his piece at Aintaranurh. The obvious reason he would do that is because we were falling into disarray after the battle and he didn’t have time to design anything new. Bringing this up in public would imply that he has no original thoughts, so it could be insinuated that his testimony was copied from someone else. With the addition of doubt and his damaged reputation as a witness, one can assume that he added his own twist to it like the others.”
 
   “Makes sense and I hope you’re right.”
 
   “I’ve a feeling I’m not.”
 
   “This would also imply that he never went to Aintaranurh.”
 
   “And that he is not a true King.”
 
   Nyx puts her extra bottle of mead on the table and slides it to Cyrus before going in search of the librarian. She glances back at her companion to see how he is taking the revelation, a pain in her chest making her stop. The honorable barbarian is trying to help his childhood friend, but now he finds himself uncovering the dark secret of his respected leader. Nyx cannot stop herself from feeling sorry for Cyrus and considers leaving this new information in the shadows. She sees him abruptly sit up and stare over the railing, his keen ears picking up the chants of those who want Timoran to be executed immediately.
 
   “That man is conflicted and I cannot blame him,” the librarian says as he walks around the corner of a shelving unit. With a toothless grin, the bearded elder rubs his ears to answer Nyx’s silent question. “These work just fine, Near God. In fact, they’re better than most. Now Cyrus wants to save his battle brother, but it pits him against his king and teacher. Timoran is in the same boat. Those two always had more honor and loyalty than brains if you ask me. I guess you want the list of those who have traveled to Aintaranurh. That way you’ll see if Edric is on there or not.”
 
   “I didn’t know there was a list,” Nyx replies as she cautiously watches the librarian. She relaxes when the man hands her a battered scroll tied with green ribbon. “Thanks, but I’m sure Edric is on there. Otherwise, you would have known something was wrong. Since you’re giving this to me, I can assume you’re not an agent of his.”
 
   “True, but that scroll mentions everyone who went there. Not just the person who goes inside to face the challenge,” the elder explains while he unties the ribbon. The fabric is warm to his touch and he can feel a tickling along his fingertips, forcing him to rubs his hands. “No idea who updates the thing, but this ribbon changes color whenever new names are added. I became the librarian when King Melich took the throne. In all these years, the ribbon has changed three times and all within the same week. Raises some strange questions.”
 
   Nyx opens the scroll and skips to the last three entries of the list, which are four names with only one of them repeated. There is no way to tell who actually went into Aintaranurh or what happened since it is nothing more than the names. Yet the combinations bring such a startling mystery to the situation that the half-elf is practically shaking with excitement. She considers ignoring the middle entry, but writes down the information for later. Gently rolling up the scroll, she hands it back to the librarian and hurries back to the table where Cyrus is watching the crowd below.
 
   “What did you find?” he asks when he sees her start writing a hasty note. The blurring speed of the channeler’s hand makes him dizzy and his nose wrinkles at the smell of smoke wafting off the pencil. “I saw the librarian hand you a scroll and you gave it back pretty quickly. Did you find something important for your adventures?”
 
   “No, but I think I find the information needed to get Timoran out of trouble,” Nyx replies before she finishes her message. Sloppily folding the parchment, she hands it to Cyrus and takes a long sip of her drink. “Get this to Dariana immediately. They won’t let me inside the courthouse, so I need you to do this for me. I can’t promise that Timoran and Edric will come out of this with their reputations intact, but they will survive. Much of it depends on the King’s responses and Dariana asking the right questions, so whisper that to her. Please make sure that the sheriff doesn’t overhear you too. I know I’m asking for a lot and I’m rambling, but I really need your help, Cyrus.”
 
   The barbarian takes the message and tussles the half-elf’s hair. “You can trust me, Near God. I would never let Timoran or any of his friends down. After all, he’s my battle brother and that makes you part of my family too.”
 
   Cyrus runs for the doorway and can be heard bounding down the steps, the large man’s footsteps echoing up the stairwell. Nyx goes to the railing to watch the street and sees that the crowd has grown even bigger than when last she looked. Even from so far away, she can feel the thick tension in the air, which makes her feel like they are nearing the end of the trial. With all of the fresh knowledge rattling in her mind, Nyx knows it is only a matter of time before the entire landscape of Stonehelm is thrown into chaos.
 
   *****
 
   Dariana remains in her seat while Udelia and the rest of the audience jump to their feet to applaud the reenactment. The telepath wonders if the barbarians know such a thing is not the same as theater, but she is starting to believe that the entire trial can be seen as a show. She no longer feels hampered by the binding of her powers since many of the witnesses have been easily undone with a few simple questions. Most of them claim to have seen Timoran and General Godric fighting near each other, but nobody has confidently admitted to seeing them battle each other much less the deathblow. All witnesses who make the attempt have been unable to keep their facts straight and routinely mix up injuries. So far, her personal favorite is the swordsman who swore Timoran beheaded the General, which Udelia ended up angrily denying before Dariana could speak. The only witness that has made a clear and powerful statement has been King Edric, who went after the others and handled every question without a hint of confusion. Of course, Udelia only asked him to tell everyone what he saw before giving the floor, and no useful information, to Dariana.
 
   The longer this trial goes on, the more the telepath notices the toll that it is taking on her exhausted opponent. Bags are under the sheriff’s eyes from barely sleeping and, the champion assumes, a few bouts of crying. Udelia’s hair is knotted and her clothes are the same ones she wore yesterday, though they seem to have been casually washed. It is as if there is nothing else that matters to the determined woman besides winning this trial even though the verdict was probably decided years ago. Fiddling with the opal on her enchanted collar, Dariana wonders how many bitter memories are swirling in her opponent’s mind. While the people of Stonehelm want to avenge a beloved leader, Udelia is reliving the sense of loss caused by the death of her father and sister. Several times, the telepath has caught the sheriff glaring at Timoran, who has been quietly staring at his knees throughout the entire trial. It is surprising that the woman has not attempted to attack her former brother-in-law whenever the details of his supposed crimes have been discussed.
 
   “I wonder if this entire thing was for your benefit,” Dariana mutters while the actors gather their props. Turning to the jury, she can see that they are still paying little attention to the on-goings. “There’s no way to win this. If Timoran is found guilty then we lose a valued friend and the gods lose a champion. There has to be something I can do to get him out of here even if it doesn’t clear his name.”
 
   “That sounds illegal,” Udelia says as she approaches the shorter woman. The sheriff leans against the small barrier that separates them from the crowd. “You keep treating this trial like it’s fake and the verdict was predetermined, which is not entirely true. There was always a chance that you could win. Yes, I believe Timoran is guilty like many in the tribe. Still, there is nobody who claims to have seen the actual crime. The closest we have to a pure witness is Edric and he only saw the aftermath.”
 
   “You know all this and you continue pushing for his execution?” Dariana asks, keeping her voice calm and low. Two young guards arrive to clean the mess, the reenactors having gone too far with the fake blood. “I don’t understand what is going on here. You obviously hate Timoran and blame him for the death of your father. Maybe even the death of your sister. Yet you obviously know this whole thing is one-sided. How can you be happy with the way things are progressing?”
 
   “Nobody said I was happy about this, but I’ll take whatever comfort I can get,” the sheriff explains with a half-hearted chuckle. Crossing her arms, she crouches next to the champion and balances on her toes. “I do think Timoran is guilty, but more of running away than murdering my father. Do I think the latter is possible? Of course because tragedies like that happen when one of my people recklessly unleashes their rage. My heart tells me to hate him and believe he’s a murderer, but my brain remembers that the evidence isn’t clear. Edric taught all of us how to think beyond our emotions, which is what I’m trying very hard to do. I wasn’t his best student, so I still want blood. In my opinion, Timoran could have stayed, defended himself, and honored the bond he had with my family. Instead, he ran away to leave me to grieve alone and wonder if he truly betrayed me.”
 
   “Do you wish for him to die for that?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.”
 
   “But the penalty is death.”
 
   “I will petition to have it be an exile if you and your friends speak about his more recent deeds.”
 
   Dariana stares at Udelia, the telepath surprised by the barbarian’s words. She searches for signs of deception only to find it is difficult without her powers. Not wanting anyone to think she still has her telepathy, she averts her eyes and pulls at the enchanted collar. The sheriff’s voice and body language appear to be genuine, but her aggressiveness up until now makes Dariana think she is being tricked. With her guard down, it would be easy for her to miss any evidence that appears in the final hours of the trial.
 
   “Thank you, but I’m still trying to win,” the champion whispers, patting Udelia on the shoulder. “Be happy that you’re fighting for your family’s honor. Please know that if you win, I’ll hold you to your promise.”
 
   The sheriff looks stunned for a few seconds before sighing and going back to her stool. Two people in the crowd reach out to stop Udelia and congratulate her on winning even though the trial is not over. They back away from the barrier when she growls at them and roughly frees her arm from their hands. The sheriff sits and patiently waits for the trial to resume, her attention back on Timoran.
 
   Something hits the back of Dariana’s head and she turns to see Cyrus trying to force his way through the front line of the crowd. He subtly points at the floor and mouths Nyx’s name before he is shoved back and blocked from view. Glancing at her feet, Dariana sees a crumpled piece of parchment with a few visible ink markings. She carefully opens the message while King Edric makes himself comfortable and takes a drink of water from an iron mug. With time running out, the telepath reads quickly and a broad smile crosses her face. Tearing off a separate note on the top of the page, she tucks the message into her pocket and slips the other part into her shoe while the crowd quiets down.
 
   “Unless there is something else that must be brought to our attention, this trial is-” King Edric begins once everyone is looking at him. He pauses when Dariana stands and clears his throat, the silver-haired woman putting her hands behind her back. “Do you have something important to say, defense? I will remind you that we have gone through all of the witnesses and seen the reenactment. There should not be anything else.”
 
   “Some new information has been revealed, so I would like to recall one witness for extra questioning,” Dariana politely requests while walking toward the ruler. She stops within reach of the muscular barbarian, but lets her arms dangle at her sides. “I promise that this has bearing on the case. It should bring some things to light and make the verdict very definitive when you hand it down. May I recall this witness?” She waits for the judge to gesture for her to continue and takes a deep breath. “I ask that King Edric retake the stand!”
 
   The furious barbarians shout and curse for several minutes while their leader remains in his seat. Dariana refuses to move even when boots and other random objects fly out of the crowd, several projectiles harmlessly striking her in the back. Aside from Edric, Udelia and Timoran are the only quiet citizens in the courthouse, the pair taking a moment to stare at each other for the first time in days. Neither of them know what is going on, so they can only shrug and watch what happens. Dariana never looks away from the calm ruler as he strokes his beard and lets his people release their frustrations. Holding up his hand for silence, Edric undoes his cape and moves to the witness box.
 
   “Thank you. Every Snow Tiger King travels to Aintaranurh to claim a piece of jade for their crown, right?” Dariana asks, noticing the man tensing at the question. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Udelia stand and prepare to step in. “This is only me clarifying some information. I assume King Edric did this soon after the battle. With General Godric dead, the throne was open and it would be claimed by whoever went to Aintaranurh first. By the way, did you know there’s a scroll in the library that lists the names of everyone who goes there?”
 
   “What you say is true,” Edric proudly answers, his muscles relaxing slightly. With a small wave, he has the sheriff sit back down and leans forward while interlacing his fingers. “This is a simple question and I have someone to support me. I went to Aintaranurh along with Sheriff Kalten. She saw me go into the Hollowed Hill and come out with the jade crown. We went a week after King Melich and General Godric were buried. I was also aware of the scroll that reveals the names of all who enter Aintaranurh. Though I have never read it because the same information can be found in various books.”
 
   The telepath grins and pulls Nyx’s message out of her pocket, slowly unfolding it to make the witness’s anxiety grow. “Not exactly. The books only discuss those who are known to have gone into the hill in search of a crown. As I said, the ancient scroll lists everyone who goes to Aintaranurh. This is done by magic, which means there is no outside interference. More importantly, this document includes anyone of the tribe who comes within a certain distance of the doorway. This is regardless of their intention, so the scroll noted that Sheriff Kalten traveled with you. I assume she waited outside.”
 
   “She will not deny this.”
 
   “Of course she won’t because there’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “Then what are these questions about?”
 
   Dariana shakes the parchment and walks to Udelia, letting her opponent read the simple message. The barbarian’s eyes go wide and her hands shake as she gives the paper back to the silver-haired woman. A loud murmur runs through the crowd and the jurors anxiously shift in their chairs at the sight of the sheriff sitting in stunned silence. Dariana puts a comforting hand on her opponent’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze that makes her knuckles ache.
 
   “The scroll mentioned that you went to Aintaranurh twice after the battle,” the champion declares, handing the message to the jurors. They pass the evidence around, each one looking at the King as they finish reading. “The second time was with Sheriff Kalten and that’s when you returned with the crown. So, what was the first time? Did you attempt to enter and then turn back for some reason? That’s not hard to believe since you lost many friends in the battle and would have wanted to accept the challenge with a clearer mind. After all, Aintaranurh must be dangerous in order to choose a new leader for the tribe.”
 
   “That it is,” King Edric replies as he adjusts his crown. Seeing everyone look at the circlet, his face goes red with anger. “I wanted to create peace and order in the wake of a tragedy. When I went to Aintaranurh alone, I was angry and hurt. Those emotions would have gotten me killed, so I turned back to wait for my rage and grief to subside. Sheriff Kalten came with me to offer support and act as a witness. It appears that this line of questioning has nothing to do with the case at hand. Justify this or I will end the trial.”
 
   “This is all about honesty and your character, which is the basis for a witness’s influence over a jury,” Dariana answers, nervously rubbing the opal at her neck. Reading the message again, she pushes away the thought that this would be easier with her powers. “Every Snow Tiger King and Queen who has earned the throne has had a unique crown. There has never been a repeated design according to a book that I’m sure you’ve read. After all, you had to include your own crown and signature in there. Now each ruler and their personalized crown is buried near Aintaranurh. So why is your circlet identical to the one worn by King Melich?”
 
   Edric roars as he stands and kicks the front of the witness stand to pieces, the crowd erupting in a mess of noise. “Arrest this woman and lock her up with the traitor! Do it or I will end this in an uncivilized manner! Nobody, especially an outsider, accuses the Snow Tiger King of grave robbing and lying about his station. You and the traitor will await my decision in regards to your fate. Take them away, Sheriff Kalten! Now!”
 
   Udelia calls for her guards to escort Timoran through the side door, the hurried warriors forgetting to replace his manacles. Sneaking out of the nearest exit, the jurors make a quick escape before anybody decides to drag them into the riot. The enraged crowd is hurling furniture and fighting amongst themselves, several of those in the front leaping the barrier to charge Dariana. Wielding a chair leg like a small club, Sheriff Kalten fends off the attacking citizens and roughly grabs the telepath by the shirt collar. Tucking the woman under her arm, Udelia bolts for the door and barrels through the waiting mob that her men are already struggling to contain.
 
   “Did you plan on plunging Stonehelm into anarchy?” the towering woman asks as they clear the crowd. “I don’t know if I should hate or respect you.”
 
   “Would it help if I say I’m sorry?”
 
   Udelia stops and drops the champion on the ground, the barbarian unable to stop herself from laughing. Extending her hand, she gingerly helps Dariana to her feet and continues escorting her new prisoner to the jail.
 
   *****
 
   Luke’s search for the mystery witness has brought him into the wilderness with the hopes of finding signs of someone living outside of Stonehelm. After a full day of talking to the locals about the rumor and their thoughts on Timoran, he is sure that this person would not be within the city. That is if this witness truly exists and he is not chasing the creation of a drunk who he has not seen since their first encounter. Following every footpath and faded hunting trail, Luke has finally come across a wooded area hidden between four hills. A small pond is a perfect gathering place for thirsty animals, which would attract predators and local hunters. Noticing sunlight reflecting off something red in the grass, the half-elf crouches next to the splotch of blood and touches it to find the liquid is still damp. Glancing over his shoulder, Luke spots a camouflaged platform between two of the trees and relaxes a little. The only remaining question is if this is the work of an outsider or the barbarians use this spot to gather meat.
 
   With a sniff of the air, Luke picks up a strong scent and crawls along the ground to examine a faint trail in the grass. There are a few more spots of blood that tells him an animal was dragged away from the pond instead of carried. He is about to think that this is the work of a mountain lion or a snow tiger when his hand touches a leathery object. Luke holds the broken bootlace in front of his face before tucking it into his pocket. Following the slightly matted grass to the edge of the wooded area, he finds a faint shoeprint in a pile of animal droppings. Sitting on his haunches and sniffing the breeze, he tries to detect the same smell from before, but finds that it has already vanished.
 
   “They weren’t kidding when they said mystery witness,” Luke whispers as he walks back into the woods. Clambering up a tree, he perches himself on the hunting platform and tries to imagine what happened. “This specific kill could still be a big cat. Although whatever did this walked in and out along the same path, which is very human. I don’t see any place that is matted from a predator waiting in ambush, but it could have stayed in the bushes. Yes, I know it could have been an attack from the sky, which wouldn’t leave any evidence. Let’s not make this any more complicated than it already is, guys. A human would be waiting up here with a bow and shoot once their prey settled in for a drink. I can see some blood on a rock at the edge of the pond, but there isn’t that much of a splatter. No sign of a struggle either, so it would have been an immediate death. Too clean for a wild predator, but not unheard of. The strange thing is that the animal was dragged away instead of being cut up for easier transport.”
 
   “Perhaps they use every piece or this person wished to leave little evidence,” the griffin suggests from inside Luke’s mind. A small debate of hisses and growls breaks out, the argument ending with a roaring screech. “The snake fiend is asking to have a name again. He feels that if you are to use his abilities then he deserves one.”
 
   “That vibration sense is very handy when used with my sound sight,” the half-elf admits while wishing the spirits would focus. A wisp of white hair catches his attention, the thin strand caught on a high branch. “I promise to talk to Delvin when we reunite because he’s better at this than me. He named Lucy after all. Now let’s concentrate on finding out if this is the person we’re after or if I’m chasing my tail. No, Stiletto, that isn’t a good use of our time. I’m starting to regret agreeing to you three voicing your opinions.”
 
   All of Luke’s senses twitch when he hears heavy footfalls coming from the south, the sounds becoming muted when the travelers step onto the thick grass. Remaining on the camouflaged platform, he peers through the branches to see a group of five barbarians walk into view. The half-elf recognizes them as some of the guards, but he remains in the trees when he notices that their weapons are drawn. The bald leader hunkers down to examine the blood splotch, his thick fingers touching the substance and bringing a drop to his lips. He shrugs and wipes his hand on his leather armor, satisfied that it is not poisonous and does not belong to their prey. Taking a big sniff of the air, the barbarian scans the branches and pauses for an instant on the platform.
 
   “Luke Callindor! Your presence has been requested by King Edric!” the man says in a booming voice that scares away the local birds. All of the barbarians examine the trees while one stares into the pond to see if the half-elf is submerged. “We have been tasked to bring you in for questioning. An incident has occurred with your friends and they need your help. I promise it will not take long and you will not be harmed.”
 
   “The fact that you mention not harming me makes me think that you will,” Luke replies with a nervous chuckle. He curses under his breath when all five of the men turn in his direction, their sensitive hearing pinpointing his location. “I keep forgetting you guys have strong ears. Would you please explain the incident before I come down? Just so I know what trouble Nyx got herself into.”
 
   “It was not the Near God, but the telepath who caused the incident,” the barbarian replies as he takes a few steps forward. Raising his hand, he signals for the others to lower their weapons and stand at attention. “Your friend has accused King Edric of grave robbing and manipulating his way to the throne. All we want is for you to come back to Stonehelm and talk to her. We are worried that she is being manipulated by our enemies or has gone insane. This is merely a discussion about her history and character.”
 
   Luke sits on the edge of the platform and leans forward to push his face through the broad leaves. “I can answer that right now. She could be having issues because her powers are being blocked. Personally, I doubt that because I know she has learned to compensate for the loss. As far as being manipulated, I pity anyone who tries to turn Dariana into a pawn. All of this means that somebody gave her information, which has brought the King under suspicion. She wouldn’t make an accusation without being sure. She’s far too polite and cautious. Maybe you should check out the supposed grave that he supposedly robbed to see if what he supposedly took is actually missing.”
 
   The guards mutter and whisper amongst themselves, their agitation evident in how they grip their weapons. Not wanting to be cornered in the trees, Luke leaps to the ground and moves to stand near the pond. It is not very deep, but it is wide enough for him to use as an obstacle in case the barbarians decide to get aggressive. Not wanting to make the situation worse or be caught off-guard, the forest tracker keeps his hands near his saber hilts and bounces on his toes in preparation of having to run.
 
   “What is so important that you would abandon your friends?” the bald man asks, revealing he has a clearer head than the others. When one of them attempts to step forward, he snarls and shoves the man back. “Dariana may be executed alongside the traitor. Do you not care about her fate?”
 
   “I do care, which is why I’m still here,” Luke answers, backing away as the barbarians fan out. With a dog-like growl, the smaller warrior crouches and gets ready to pounce. “Nyx can handle all of your questions and prevent King Edric from acting hasty. If I find this mystery witness then I can clear Timoran’s name, which should help Dariana too. Somebody was hunting here and they took their prey into the mountains. I need to move quickly before night falls and the trail goes cold.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” a spikey-haired barbarian says as he tries to circle around the pond. When the bald man whistles, the warrior stops and keeps his spear aimed at the half-elf. “Kill sites like this have been found nearby for years. It’s a relatively harmless phantom. Everyone knows about it. The few who have seen the creature say it is a hazy figure, which drags dead animals away to consume their souls. There’s never any physical evidence of the thing. You’re chasing a ghost. A pretty elusive and hungry one too.”
 
   “Great. A phantom is the last thing I need to deal with,” the forest tracker states before remembering the broken bootlace. He flexes one of his fingers, the green-leafed ring making him realize that a ghost would be an easy fight. “You know, I think I’ll track down this thing and see it for myself. I’m pretty good at destroying undead, so consider this a favor from me to your hospitable city. Also an act of good faith to help my friends.”
 
   “King Edric said to take him by force if necessary,” a tattooed barbarian mentions to their leader, who scowls at the revelation of their true orders. The maul in the big-mouthed man’s hand thuds to the ground before he hefts it onto his shoulder. “Just shut up and come quietly. We don’t enjoy our job, but enough people have betrayed the King today. It would help us if you didn’t resist.”
 
   “Couldn’t you say I escaped?”
 
   Their leader runs his hand over his head and sighs, the warrior not wanting this to get any more complicated than it already has. “It is five on one, so nobody would believe that. I’m sorry, but we’ve wasted enough time. Knock him out if you have to, but don’t do any lasting damage. I don’t want to anger that Near God.”
 
   Luke draws his sabers as the barbarians circle around the pond, none of them showing any caution. He ducks the first swing of an axe, wondering how such a weapon would knock him out instead of removing his head. Twisting his body, the nimble half-elf leaps into the air and lands on the head of a charging spearman. Luke flips off the man, pushing with enough force to send the warrior tumbling into one of his friends. Ducking and rolling among the other barbarians, he gradually moves away from the pond. With a wide swing of his swords, he forces his enemies to back away and create an opening. Rushing forward, the forest tracker vaults over the water and sprints for the trees as soon as he hits the ground. He can hear the five warriors barreling after him, but they are too far away to get around the pond in time. The forest tracker is about to leap for a low branch when a sixth enemy bursts from the thick bushes and grabs him. With an echoing roar, the hairy man slams Luke onto the grass and delivers a stunning stomp to the champion’s stomach.
 
   “You’re faster and more agile than us, so we needed a way to catch you. It would have been better if you came quietly,” the bald barbarian says as he crouches over Luke. Hearing a continuing shout, his eyebrow arches and he glances at the man who subdued their target. “That was a pretty big roar, Panir. Do your battle cries normally echo for so long?”
 
   “No, sir,” the hairy warrior replies, picking leaves out of his knotted beard. “I don’t think that’s my voice.”
 
   The battle cry becomes louder until it seems to come from every direction and sends ripples through the water. At the height of the noise, a muscular form bursts from the trees and tackles the bald barbarian. Unable to defend himself, the man is knocked unconscious after taking a restrained blow from a heavy club. Not wasting time, the attacker dives into the others and has two of them sprawled on the ground before the remaining three can lift their weapons. The maul-wielding guard swings at the other warrior, but his hammer is caught by the hilt before the butt is driven into his forehead. The man’s eyes roll back and he collapses in a heap as one of his companions is struck in the gut. The mysterious warrior’s club shatters over the man’s ribs, the impact sending him toppling into the pond where his head hits the bottom and he floats on his back.
 
   “Just one more,” Lodur announces, tossing the remains of his weapon over his shoulder. He grins at the hairy warrior before him and takes a single step forward. “Seems my time in Stonehelm is coming to an end. I’m not happy about that. Where am I going to find a good drink and such pleasant company now?”
 
   The guard attempts to retreat, but Luke kicks him in the back of the knee as he passes. With a curse, the man stumbles and spins around to face his charging enemy. Lodur catches him by the beard and yanks as hard as he dares, making sure not to tear the hair from the other barbarian’s face. The older warrior slams his head against the brow of the helpless guard, their colliding skulls ringing for a second.
 
   “Ow, I’m getting too old for that move,” Lodur groans while releasing his unconscious enemy. He hurries to the pond and fishes the groaning warrior out of the water, leaving him on the shore. “These guys were only following orders, so there’s no reason for them to die. I assume that’s why you held back and didn’t take any of the openings they gave you. You’re hunting for the missing witness, right? Then you should probably follow me. I know where the person is and you’ll need me to avoid getting killed.”
 
   “Why didn’t you bring the witness to Stonehelm yourself?” Luke asks as he stands and rubs his aching neck. Seeing the frown on Lodur’s face, the half-elf bows in apology. “I’m sorry for being rude. Thank you for saving me. Though I’m still curious about what’s going on and why you’re helping me like this.”
 
   “Because Timoran saved my life and now is the time for me to repay the favor.”
 
   The seriousness in the barbarian’s eyes wash away all other questions that are brewing in Luke’s mind. Carefully sheathing his sabers, the half-elf follows Lodur in the opposite direction of Stonehelm. Hearing the crunching of approaching footsteps, the pair break into a sprint and vanish among the hills before the defeated guards are found.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10
 
   “Visiting time is up!” Sheriff Kalten shouts into the hallway. Holding the door open, she keeps a close eye on Nyx, who is still standing at the edge of the white line. “You can come back in the morning. All of us need sleep, including the prisoners. If you walk out now, I’ll open this area up an hour earlier than usual. Only because it’d be the first time you ever obeyed one of my orders.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll bring you guys some breakfast,” Nyx politely replies, reaching over to squeeze Dariana’s hands through the bars. A nod to Timoran is all she can do since he remains at the back of the cell. “I’m really sorry about causing this trouble. At least Udelia is letting you two share a room. Guess she isn’t as bad as we thought.”
 
   “No, but her loyalties still come into question,” Dariana whispers while easing her friend back. With a wave to the sheriff, the tired champion moves to her bed and pulls down the rough blanket that she is sure is better suited for a horse. “We still lack solid proof about the crown, so she has no reason to be on our side. Even if we did, King Edric could claim to have done it for the good of the tribe. Perhaps he simply acted rashly in a moment of grief and desperation. There really is no sign of maliciousness in his actions if you take surrounding events into account. I’m sorry. We can talk about this another time because I don’t want you to get in trouble. Go and get some sleep, Nyx.”
 
   “You two do the same.”
 
   Nyx looks back several times as she walks out of the jail, the door slamming behind her. The metal glistens and hums as a newly conjured locking spell is awakened by Udelia turning the key. Nothing can be heard in the shadowy hallway, which feels like a crypt to the isolated prisoners. Moving for the first time in an hour, Timoran lies down to stare at the ceiling and think about his situation. As he wracks his brain for the lost memories that might answer his questions, Dariana restlessly paces around the cell. She spends a few minutes staring at the flickering torch that sits in a sconce across the hallway. Unable to maintain a trance or relax her thoughts, the woman goes back to moving from one wall to the other. After an hour of silence, she collapses face first on her creaky bed and places the pillow over her head.
 
   “I’m sorry that I made a mess of your tribe, Timoran,” Dariana mutters into the thin mattress. Lifting the corner of the pillow, she takes a peek at her friend and realizes his eyes are closed. “All I wanted was to clear your name. Now I might have put your people in danger. Nyx feels guilty because she uncovered the information, but I could have kept it a secret.”
 
   Timoran sighs before rolling off his bed and lumbering over to the bars, his fingers dancing along the warm metal. He gives them a few experimental tugs, knowing that they are impossible to budge unless he plunged into the deepest level of his rage. As he runs his thumb along the faint hinges, the barbarian’s mind swims with ephemeral thoughts that he can barely grasp. All he knows is that there is more going on than his trial and a lying king. Part of him wants to be free and help his friends search for the answer, but his unflinching loyalty prevents him from attempting an escape. The emotion comes with frustration since he knows the strong bond of honor is not aimed at his friends or tribe. Timoran smacks his hands against the bars when he fails to remember who or what this unbreakable dedication is connected to.
 
   “It is not your fault. In fact, I thank you for freeing my tribe from such trickery,” he says in a gravelly voice. He clears his throat and coughs, realizing that he has barely talked in the last two days. “I believe the truth is only starting to come to the light. Where I fit into King Edric’s actions is unclear and I dread the revelation. Perhaps I was responsible for General Godric’s death and Edric took the throne because of my crime. The entire tribe would have marched after me if he did not stop them. Their rage could have been so great that wanted to act hastily and leave Stonehelm unprotected.”
 
   “Why do you keep putting yourself in the role of a criminal in these scenarios?” Dariana asks, sitting up in her bed. Using a small sink connected to an outdoor rain barrel, she fills a dented cup and brings the water to her friend. “It’s also possible that King Edric is behind all of this. Remember that he does what he thinks is right for the tribe. He is obviously a great and wise man, but even those types of people can act poorly. Many times they don’t notice that they’re the criminal because they justify their actions immediately. It makes them a lot more complicated to deal with. Unfortunately, not every villain is a blatant monster like my brother.”
 
   Timoran takes the drink and finishes it in one sloppy gulp, some of it flowing down his unshaved chin. “You are right, but it is hard to believe. Edric has been my teacher since I was a child. When I grew older, he became one of my most cherished friends. Yet I guess anybody can fall from the pedestal you put them on. Our former relationship makes it easy to assume that I am as blind as the rest of my people. More so since I have been away for years. Though I do not know how I could have helped if I stayed.”
 
   “You could have challenged Aintaranurh to claim the throne before Edric,” Dariana suggests before pulling the scrap of paper from her shoe. She hands it to Timoran, who refuses to open it for fear of what it might say. “According to the scroll, you went to Aintaranurh between Edric’s two visits. Nobody else was with you and it’s clear that you did not enter the Hollowed Hill. So one has to wonder what you were doing there since you were supposedly on the run. Are there any other reasons for a barbarian to visit the temple besides claiming the throne?”
 
   Unfolding the moist paper, Timoran reads the smeared words and a few images come to his mind. He vaguely remembers being at a stone entrance and kneeling on rough ground, but he cannot recall why he was there. His mind holds no memories of entering the temple, which causes him to crush the paper out of frustration. Dropping the parchment on the floor, he considers his own youthful ambitions that died on the day he ran away from home. Timoran is sure he would never attempt to claim the throne without being named a successor, which would not have happened if people thought he had killed General Godric. Thinking back to his training days, he recalls discussing what he would do if he was the Snow Tiger King, but those conversations were only drunken debates with his friends or father-in-law.
 
   “Unless I have forgotten more than I realized, I would have never attempted to take the throne. Especially given the circumstances,” Timoran explains while rubbing his eyes. A dull pain grows in his head, so he stops pushing for his lost memories. “Most likely, I went there to pray to Kerr and ask for forgiveness. Both are possibilities since all of the temples and shrines are within the borders of Stonehelm. Aintaranurh would have been a safe place for me to visit and clear my head for a few hours. I wish I could give you a clearer answer than that, but I know nothing.”
 
   “That memory block is so strange,” Dariana says, putting her hands on the sides of her friend’s head. Nothing happens and she lets go, the enchanted collar still preventing her from using her powers. “I’m sorry, but I forgot about this thing. Although it might be for the best. If your memories have been magically sealed then it would be dangerous to awaken them without the right preparations. Mental backlash can be powerful enough to kill even a man as strong as you. Let’s stop dwelling on stuff that we can’t do anything about and get some sleep.”
 
   “That is a good idea. I am very tired of this troubling mystery,” the barbarian admits, his voice starting to crack. Massaging his throat, Timoran gets another cup of water and idly stares into the shadowy hallway. “I can understand not remembering my actions during the battle. Yet going to Aintaranurh would have been after my senses returned. To not even remember being there is . . . unsettling. It implies that something happened to me after the initial shock. Could I have suffered a head injury that caused memory loss? Concussions are not common among my thick-skulled people, but that does not mean it is impossible.”
 
    Dariana yawns and stretches her arms, the movement making her stand on her toes. “I’ve no idea and there’s no way to find out. Maybe we can convince Udelia to remove this collar in the morning, if only for a few minutes. That’s if you’re willing to let me into your mind. To be honest, I get the feeling that I’ve already seen something in there and I erased it from my own memory.”
 
   “I believe that happened soon after we met.”
 
   “My apologies for not keeping the important information. Maybe it’s for the best.”
 
   “I would have to a-” 
 
   A large shadow covers the silver-haired woman and she notices that Timoran is staring at whatever has materialized behind her. Dariana is about to spin around with a kick when a potent aura pierces the cloak that numbs her psychic senses, a surge of her telepathy returning for a blissful instant. She recognizes the energy and cautiously moves away from the muscular figure that has appeared in the cell. Bare-chested and covered in scars upon scars, Kerr the Barbarian God scowls at the low ceiling, which forces him to awkwardly twist his head to the side. Wild hair cloaks his face, but they can see savage, yellow eyes beneath the tangled tresses. Wiping his hands on blood-stained pants, Kerr quietly examines Timoran for a minute before taking a booming step forward.
 
   “You might want to make this easier by taking on a smaller form, uncle,” Dariana states, leaning away when the giant turns to face her. A puff of warm, foul-smelling air from Kerr’s nose knocks the woman against the far wall. “I was merely making a friendly suggestion. You’ve already impressed your follower and I’m not one to be awed by my own family. All of which I say with the utmost respect, Barbarian Lord.”
 
   “I thought I told you never to be weak again,” Kerr growls as his body shrinks enough for him to stand straight. The god’s head still touches the ceiling, every movement sending a rain of pebbles to the floor. “You are pathetic. Whimpering in a cell and letting events happen without putting up a fight. Where is the fire that you showed within the depths of Gale Hollow? Why have you not used your full power to free yourself?”
 
   “I am sorry, but my strength is not enough to break these bars,” Timoran argues, his eyes refusing to look directly at the powerful deity. A burst of hot air hits his face when Kerr curses and snorts in disagreement. “There is nothing I can do, but trust my friends. I have faith in their powers and abilities. They will make the truth come out. I apologize for arguing, but this is not a situation where brute force is the correct path. Not unless I wish to destroy my past and never return to my tribe. That feels like it would be a longer, lonelier death than the execution I am facing now. At least by moving with events, I have a chance at regaining a place in my homeland.”
 
   Frustrated with the mortal, Kerr knocks the barbarian aside like a cat toying with a harmless mouse. “If you refuse to depend on your strength then do more than cower and rot. Think your way out of this problem and prove you are worthy to be called a champion. You are supposed to be the greatest of my followers and I find you acting like a scolded infant. I did not allow Gabriel to forge your bloodline only for him to create such a fragile cub. Just being in your presence is making me sick and angry, Timoran Wrath.”
 
   “Did you come here to insult him?” Dariana asks, stepping between her friend and the red-faced god. She can see that Kerr’s hair is turning from gold to a deep crimson, a sign that his patience is running out. “We have the situation under control. Whether Gabriel sent you or you came of your own free will, your presence threatens everything. The Law of Influence prevents you from interfering, so deliver your message and go away. I’m sure there’s more important things for you to do like sharpen your axe or pick your nose.”
 
   Infuriated by her words and knowing he can get away with roughing up the daughter of Zaria, Kerr reaches out to flick her into the wall. To his amazement, his finger is caught by Timoran, whose body shudders at the powerful impact. The barbarian coughs up some blood, but his unleashed rage prevents him from falling to his knees. With a broad smile, the god drops his arm and shrinks to the same height as the injured champion. Kerr pats Timoran on the shoulder to undo the damage he caused and takes a step away with his arms crossed. His temper has been replaced by genuine amusement, which sparkles in his abyssal eyes.
 
   “Such a strange mortal. Why do you always wait for the final moment before demonstrating your true strength?” Kerr asks as he circles the barbarian. Coming to Dariana, he casually lifts her by the waist and places her on the nearest bed to continue his path. “You should be able to call forth your true power whenever you wish, Timoran Wrath. If you always wait for friends to be in danger then a day will come when your reaction is too slow. An honorable man saves his loved ones before they are an inch from death’s embrace. Indulge in your champion gifts and let them loose instead of stifling them.”
 
   “I have no powers that you speak of,” Timoran swears with his arms spread out. Feeling a surging heat in his chest, he calms down before his rage returns. “My friends are the unique champions. I am a simple barbarian warrior and nothing more. Yes, I awakened something in Gale Hollow, but I have not felt it since. After some thought, I believe it was my great axe displaying a previously unknown ability and not my body. It can deflect magic, so I would not be surprised if it could harm creatures composed of the darkest of energy.”
 
   “Some days I feel your intelligence and wisdom would be better used by a dread boar with a spear in its head,” Kerr calmly states while he sits on Dariana’s bed. The flimsy piece of furniture collapses under the massive god’s weight, but he refuses to stand. “A Callindor with shamanistic abilities, a channeler, a naiad blood, an aural fount, and a godling. These are your allies and you believe you are not destined to be at their level? There is humility, Timoran Wrath, and then there is holding a foolishly low opinion of yourself. Have you never wondered if there was something unique about you?”
 
   “It never crossed my mind,” the mortal warrior admits, scratching his head.
 
   Dariana clears her throat and steps off the remaining bed to cautiously approach the Barbarian God. “I would like to point out that none of us considered that possibility. Nyx and I have caught Timoran in various aura and mind scans, but nothing drew our attention such as it did with Delvin. The man’s aura is very mild and hard to find, which is expected in those who lack the gift for casting. What kind of power could Timoran have if it doesn’t work off magic? Not that you’re able to answer the question without breaking the law. Unless you have a vague hint that you are here to deliver.”
 
   “I assume it is the kind that allows him to block and survive the half-hearted strike of a god,” Kerr remarks, meeting the wide-eyed gaze of the woman. He can see the confused expression on Timoran’s face and sighs as his time comes to an end. “You will learn the truth in Aintaranurh and then I will expect you to avoid these pathetic collapses. No more pointless surrenders or wallowing in useless guilt. Otherwise, I will revoke my blessing and you will forever be a barbarian without a tribe.”
 
   Kerr fades away in a glimmer of red and leaves the splintery ruins of Dariana’s bed on the floor. Timoran is numb as he watches his friend examine the broken frame and punctured mattress. His mind is so busy trying to wrap itself around the words of the god that he never notices his eyes closing. Grunting at the exertion, Dariana catches the exhausted barbarian and drags him to his bed. Within minutes, he is snoring and the telepath is stuck sitting on the floor with her arm trapped under her heavy companion. After several fruitless tugs and shoves, she gives up trying to free herself and does her best to fall into a relaxing trance.
 
   *****
 
   “You haven’t answered any of my questions,” Luke says as he walks alongside the fleet-footed barbarian. All he can do is shrug at the continuing silence that he has failed to crack for the last two hours. “We’re far enough away from Stonehelm that we don’t have to worry about getting caught. All I want to know is what you have to do with the missing witness, Timoran, and King Edric.”
 
   With a tired sigh, Lodur stops walking and takes a seat on a nearby boulder that has been broken in half by a passing mountain giant. Rolling his shoulders, the white-haired man cringes at the sensation of his neck popping. The early night sky bathes the hilly landscape in red light, which gives it an eerie atmosphere that he finds relaxing. A chorus of hooting owls break the silence before the hungry birds soar overhead, their four winged forms separating to follow individual prey. There are no other sounds, which puts Lodur on edge and he is about to suggest that his companion be quiet until dawn. He holds his tongue when he notices that the forest tracker’s hands are an inch away from his sabers. A smirk crosses the barbarian’s face at the thought of the young man being as alert and cautious as a veteran.
 
   “You’ve seen a lot of battles in your time,” Lodur says while he takes a sip from a waterskin. The rustling of a nearby bush causes his hand to fall to the hilt of a large hunting knife, but he relaxes at the sight of a raccoon. “There isn’t much to say. I stumbled upon the witness a few years ago and learned their story. It wasn’t a pretty tale, so I’ve been helping this person by reporting on the activities of Stonehelm. The witness has shown an interest in Timoran Wrath’s return and the tribe’s reaction to him. It was only this morning that I was asked to bring one of his traveling companions who could share more information. Beyond that, I’m nothing more than a helpful drunk.”
 
   “Did you know that you fiddle with your beard ring when you lie?” Luke asks with a wide grin. He accepts the offered waterskin and takes a long drink, his stomach roaring after not eating for most of the day. “I won’t pry anymore, but I do wonder how long this will take. My friends need help as soon as possible. If for no other reason than I don’t think Nyx should be left in charge of a rescue. She’s been pretty irritable lately.”
 
   “King Edric is a wise and cautious man, so you don’t have to worry about him angering the Near God,” the barbarian replies, a twinge of bitterness in his voice. Rising to his feet, he continues leading the way through the wilderness. “This shouldn’t take long. We go to the witness’s home, report what is happening in Stonehelm, and travel back to put an end to all the lies. My beloved tribe has been living in ignorance for too long and now I can do something to revive their true honor.”
 
   The half-elf scratches his head and yawns to hide his look of surprise. “A little dramatic there. Do you have a grudge against Edric? If you knew something was wrong all these years then you should have said something. I mean, you seem very invested in all of these events and you obviously want Timoran to go free. After all, you’re the one who told Nyx about the witness and now you’re helping me. Did you know General Godric?”
 
   “We were friends and battle brothers,” Lodur replies, wiping a tear from his cheek. He anxiously pulls his knife in and out of its scabbard, the sound reminding him of his youthful days of training. “I wouldn’t say I have a grudge against Edric because he is a good man. He has merely been misguided in his actions, which is a curse for someone who has the passion and fire that he keeps locked away. That man would try to conquer the world if he thought it was both possible and a benefit for all. Not only for our tribe, but for every person on Windemere. So my anger comes from him sullying his own legacy, which is truly painful to witness firsthand. I always thought him better than this. Now is there anything else you wanted to ask or can we try to run?”
 
   “Think we can stop for something to eat?”
 
   “No, but I have some food in my bag.”
 
   “Thanks. I would use my Feast Ring, but that would be over the top.”
 
   “Best to save it for later. All of us would appreciate it more at that point.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   Lodur grins and hands the forest tracker a loaf of dark bread that is hard on the outside and soft on the inside. He is surprised at how quickly Luke devours the snack and wonders if they have enough food to complete the short trip. Howls weave through the night, causing the travelers to stop for a second and look around for signs of the wolves. Not hearing any movement, they break into a run and pray they are not sprinting toward the predators. It is not long before the sound of paws on the ground emanates from both sides, the cunning pack swiftly surrounding the warriors. The wolves remain hidden among the rising hills and fallen boulders as they try to herd their prey toward the open plain.
 
   “This is going to be messy,” Lodur says, drawing his knife. Coming to a stop, he spins around to face the predators that are nothing more than yellow eyes in the shadows. “These are barrow wolves, which you don’t have down south. Bigger, meaner, and smarter than your average wolf. Strike to kill or you’ll end up with your throat ripped out.”
 
   “Can’t we run for the witness?” Luke asks while spinning his sabers. Unleashing a primal growl, he causes the beasts to stop their approach. “I don’t like killing an animal that’s only hungry. Timoran can roar and scare them away, so I assume you can do the same thing. Unless we’re close enough to reach the witness before they catch us.”
 
   “We have a little ways to go and I wouldn’t want to bring our problems to our host’s doorstep. It isn’t like the witness knows when we’re going to arrive,” the barbarian replies before unleashing a bellowing battle cry. He ends with a staggering cough that ruins the effect and draws the pack closer, the animals thinking he is sick and weak. “It’s been a long time since I had to do that twice in one day, so I’m out of shape. It probably wouldn’t work anyway. Barrow wolves are very visual, so seeing an old man and a scrawny youth won’t scare them. Though your growl gave them pause.”
 
   “I have a few friends that speak their language,” the forest tracker claims as he backs up a few steps. Reflecting the moonlight off his sabers, he gets a quick count of the beasts. “I count ten of them with more hiding among the boulders. Might not have the power to become Lucy and Stiletto wouldn’t be enough since he’s only a dog. No offense, old friend, but you against ten wolves is too dangerous. Not enough energy for a chimera form. Well, I guess there’s a first time for everything.”
 
   “It sounds like you plan on fighting them alone.”
 
   “Thankfully, I’m never alone. Stay back and jump in if I’m in trouble.”
 
   His voice fading into a serpentine hiss, fangs grow out of Luke’s mouth as his skin turns into amber and black scales. Poisonous spines rise along his back and his body stretches into the coiled body of a snake. The half-elf’s hair tumbles from his head while his eyes turn yellow and a forked tongue flickers out of his mouth. A long, black stinger emerges from his tail and he lashes at the earth in an attempt to intimidate the wolves. His arms extend into gangly limbs that retain their humanoid fingers and press against the earth to keep the creature’s upper body vertical.
 
   Unafraid of the snake fiend, the pack moves into the moonlight and snarls at the strange, solitary creature. The beasts bristle their fur as they spread out and warm drool drips from their slavering mouths. Much larger than southern wolves, these predators reveal two rows of barbed teeth and sniff the air with elongated snouts. Stone-like plates are on their chests and stomachs, giving them protection if they are knocked onto their backs. With Luke’s spirit still conscious, he internally shouts to the snake fiend about the barrow wolves’ tails that he sees are made of razor sharp hairs. They leave thin gouges in the dirt and stone whenever they drag, which makes the reptilian beast a little nervous.
 
   “You’re the one who wanted to fight and earn a name,” Luke whispers inside the creature’s head. He worries about the fear that the stealthy predator is struggling against, its instinct telling it to retreat from the other animals. “Just listen to me. You’re too weak to do a frontal attack, but you’re not stupid. Treat this like any other hunt or fight. Remember how you injured me when we met? Use tactics like that.”
 
   The barrow wolves charge and the snake fiend briefly coils its body before springing ten feet into the air. Arms frantically moving before it lands, the scaly creature sends a spray of dirt in every direction while burrowing into the rocky ground. Blindly lashing out, its tail stabs one of the predators in the flank before vanishing into the hastily made tunnel. The paralyzed wolf topples over with foam seeping from its mouth, which startles the rest of the pack and causes them to move closer together. Swimming through the earth like a shark in the ocean, the snake fiend’s poisonous barbs occasionally push through the dirt. Hidden by the shadowy night, the reptile moves beneath the huddling wolves and pokes several in their soft paws. By the time, the snake fiend erupts from the ground behind them, four more of the beasts have been incapacitated by the venom. Their shuddering and vomiting terrifies the five healthy predators, but hunger drives the pack to continue attacking.
 
   Weaving through the ravenous wolves, the snake fiend bats one of them away with both of its hands. Twisting around a pouncing enemy, its coils bind the creature long enough for it to deliver a paralyzing bite to the neck. Hurling the injured wolf at the nearest target, the reptile leaves itself open and receives an agonizing chomp to its body. A burning pain ripples through its muscles as it is infected with a poison that eats away at the flesh around the wound. Enraged and terrified, the snake fiend stabs the snarling beast in the head and violently thrashes. Its powerful tail and thick coils slam against the ground, catching two of the surprised barrow wolves in the panicky tantrum. One of them yelps as its leg is pierced by the stinger, but the other is killed instantly by a blow that snaps its neck. Terrified of the strange creature, the surviving pack members race back into the shadows in search of easier prey.
 
   “That was impressive,” Lodur says while Luke returns his true form. He catches the half-elf and sees that there is blood seeping from his side. “I never knew a snake fiend could be so powerful on its own. I’m guessing your mind can control the body to some extent. Don’t worry about the pain. Barrow wolf poison doesn’t last long and I have a first aid kit to tend to the wound. Are you going to be okay?”
 
   “I think I’m going to name him Pike,” Luke mutters, his body shivering as it tries to throw off the poison. He gets the sense that the snake fiend is unsure of the name and wants him to try again later. “Like the polearm since you stab with your tail. I’ll ask Delvin if he likes it when we see him again, so stop complaining. You did great for your first time out. Was hoping you wouldn’t kill any of them, but it makes more sense for you to fight like that than me. At least it feels more natural.”
 
   “It seems you talk to them a lot.”
 
   “They need attention like everyone else. How far until we reach the witness?”
 
   When the clouds blocking half of the moon disappear, Lodur points at a jagged mountain that Luke remembers seeing from Stonehelm. Part of the outer ridge of Stone Asp Mountain Range, the impressive formation’s sides are covered in cliffs and caverns. The barbarian’s arm rises higher and higher, signifying that they have a long and difficult climb ahead of them. All Luke can do is groan and raise his shirt for his companion to patch up the seeping wound. Once bandaged and resigned to an exhausting night, the forest tracker stretches his legs and takes another long look at the mountain.
 
   “How hard can it be?” he asks, knowing those are words one should never utter when the gods could be listening. “After all, this wouldn’t be fun if it was easy.”
 
   *****
 
   There are plenty of handholds and the moonlight makes the first leg of the climb easier than Luke had feared. It is only after three hours of rapid ascent that their journey slows to an agonizing crawl. Powerful winds whip at the tired pair and threaten to launch them off the mountain. Many times a gust strikes the climbers from the back to beat them against the stone like an angry child pounding on a toy. Heavier and more experienced, Lodur swiftly adapts to the changes and continues to push forward without losing much of his momentum. The lighter forest tracker is not as lucky as he struggles to grip the stone, which has become more fragile thanks to years of battering winds. Several times, Luke’s hands slip and he nearly falls off the mountain, his quick reflexes the only things that save him from a painful demise. Catching his breath after one of these near disasters, the half-elf watches his guide scale the cliffs with a speed that he cannot hope to match.
 
   “Please tell me we don’t have to get to the top of this!” Luke shouts, praying that the barbarian’s keen ears can pick up his voice. With no response, the champion goes back to climbing against the winds. “I can’t believe the witness has scaled this thing repeatedly for all these years. There has to be a secret passage or something. Maybe Lodur was never told of the safer path and he isn’t fully trusted. He said to avoid the caves, but it couldn’t hurt to stick my head in one and give a listen.”
 
   Luke clambers onto the nearest ledge where he sees a gaping hole in the stone, the cave big enough for a barbarian to enter without crouching. A mournful whisper emanates from the opening, but the forest tracker is sure it is nothing more than the wind. Taking a few steps into the darkness, he is surprised to find that the sounds from outside are already muffled. Seeing with his ears, Luke gets a mental image of a tunnel that goes deep into the mountain. Small forms flit around in the distance and it takes him a few seconds to recognize them as harmless bats. Dripping water and chirping insects help to fill in the rest of the terrain, but he finds nothing dangerous to explain his companion’s warning.
 
   “Wonder why we have to avoid these?” he softly asks, rubbing his stiff fingers. Something moves nearby and Luke catches the glimmer of a large beast on the ceiling. “Had to open my mouth.”
 
   The pointy-eared creature remains motionless as Luke silently backs toward the exit. With a slow exhale, the half-elf takes a long step that nearly brings him out of the darkness. He is almost at the cliff when the beast hisses like a cat and pounces. Tracking his breath, the black-furred lynx bounds around the warrior and tries to bite him in the throat. With no time to draw his sabers, Luke keeps the knee-high predator at bay by throwing it over his head and spinning away from a swipe at his head. Desperate to escape and catch up to Lodur, he kicks the beast in the face with enough force to knock it off the cliff. Rushing to the edge, he is stunned to see the animal spread its limbs and reveal thin membranes along its sides. Riding the powerful winds, the lynx lands on the mountainside and uses its long, metallic claws to run along the uneven stone. It jumps over Luke’s head before he can react and glides back toward the warrior, the predator’s teeth aiming for his neck.
 
   A knife strikes the flying lynx in the side, piercing the heart and killing it instantly. The limp body crashes into the half-elf, who nearly slips off the cliff and gulps at the view of how far he has to fall. His hand is grabbed by Lodur, the barbarian roughly yanking him back onto stable ground. With no other weapons on him, the old warrior retrieves his knife from the dead animal and haphazardly cleans it on his soiled shirt. With a powerful shove, he knocks Luke against the wall and corners the champion, his face a mask of brewing rage.
 
   “I told you to stay away from the caves,” Lodur whispers, his reddish brown eyes scanning the sky. A brief sound to his right makes the barbarian sweat and he carefully listens for it to repeat. “Unlike the witness, we aren’t welcomed here. That’s why the tunnels are off-limits and we’re forced to climb up the side. If you were patient, we would have made it to the cabin just before dawn. Now we have a problem.”
 
   “The lynx is dead and they don’t run in packs,” Luke argues, his senses picking up on several forms coming around the mountain. The whipping wind and an eerie stillness to the approaching figures makes it difficult to identify them beyond the fact that they are huge. “What exactly is going on?”
 
   “The true masters of the Stone Asp Mountains have arrived and they don’t like trespassers.”
 
   “Don’t be vague. Who or what are the true masters?”
 
   “Rocs.”
 
   “Oh . . . Is that all?”
 
   Five enormous eagles come out of the clouds and circle the mountain, their ivory feathers making them stand out in the red-tinted night. Long legs with deadly talons are curled beneath their bodies and their yellow beaks are tipped with dried blood. A wild plume of black and red is on their heads, the largest of the beasts having a solitary purple feather curling out from the middle of the others. The rocs screech at the climbers and try to knock them off the mountain by unleashing gusts of wind from their wings. One of them swoops in close to peck at Lodur, but the barbarian quickly leaps onto a lower ledge. The beast turns toward Luke, who puts up his hands and smiles before diving away from the attack.
 
   “These look and act different than the ones I ran into before,” the half-elf admits, dropping closer to where Lodur is hiding under the cliff. The sound of talons tearing at the stone above causes Luke to jump for the natural crevice. He catches a deep handhold on the underside of the cliff and dangles over the open air before swinging onto the ledge. “The ones I met were brown and didn’t have those plumes. They weren’t as aggressive too. Although, the ones I remember lived in my temple and might have been tamed.”
 
   “Golden rocs are more passive than the Sylvan variety,” the barbarian answers while watching one of the birds fly at them from below. Pressing himself to the mountainside, he feels feathers touch his face as the roc smashes through the cliff. “These are very territorial and attack anything that tries to enter their home. You see, they nest in a hollow mountain’s core instead of on the cliffs and peaks. So stepping into the cave and fighting the lynx caught their attention. I don’t know how to handle them, especially up here.”
 
   Luke unleashes a roaring screech at the five birds, which causes them to stop their next attack. “Had a feeling that would give them pause. Seems a half-elf sounding like a griffin confuses everything. How much further until the cabin?”
 
   “Maybe ten miles.”
 
   “I should have done this from the beginning.”
 
   Closing his eyes and listening for the rocs, Luke waits for them to begin wheeling around the mountain. When they are on the opposite side from him, the warrior jumps off the ledge and plummets toward the ground. Invigorated by the rush of air, he rides the wind for a second and lets the griffin spirit gradually take over. Fur and feathers sprout from his twisting body and a pair of beautiful wings erupt from his back. Turning into a spiral, the elegant beast spins around and rockets back toward the barbarian. The griffin catches Lodur’s shirt in her beak and yanks him into the sky where she releases her hold. Cursing and flailing, the heavy warrior watches as one of the rocs soars towards him. In the blink of an eye, the griffin snatches him from the bird’s glistening talons and flips the man onto her back.
 
   Due to the added weight of Lodur, the griffin is not as fast as she could be, so she makes up for the loss by flying erratically. Maneuvering around the larger animals, Lucy scratches and pecks at any openings she finds. She refuses to kill or severely injure the territorial beasts, which forces her to be more cautious and defensive than she is used to. Luke’s voice rings in her ears when he has an idea that she only agrees to because she is outnumbered. Catching a roc’s beak with her hind legs, the griffin spins and flips the massive bird into one of its friends. It is enough to stun the animals, but the maneuver causes her to hover for a second to recover her senses. As her enemies attempt to close in, she escapes and soars around the mountain with all of the ivory birds in pursuit.
 
   “Leave their territory and wait for them to fly back into the gorge over there!” Lodur shouts as he hangs on for dear life. The griffin spirals away from two of the rocs and dives low enough to skim the ground when she pulls back up. “The gorge is the entrance to their nesting area. All we need to do is make them believe we’re no longer a threat.”
 
   “Those birds will never let me hear the end of it if I retreat,” thinks the griffin, refusing to let go of her pride. A twinge of laughter from Luke causes her to attempt a smirk, the expression not working due to her solid beak. “Yes, I have been with you for too long. Still, perhaps there is another way that will not risk us wasting time and reverting back to you at a poor moment. I can already sense that your energy is failing.”
 
   The griffin heads for the sky and disappears within a bank of clouds, which the rocs are more than willing to enter at first. Naturally afraid of lightning, a rumble of thunder gives them reason to stay back and gather in a small group that hovers over the mountain. Their powerful wings flap in unison to send a wind that tears the hiding spot apart, but their enemy is nowhere to be seen. Searching the area for several minutes, they fail to locate the smaller beast and eventually return to the gorge. None of them notice the leonine form clinging to the bottom of a cliff after having escaped out the back of the mild storm and making a large circle back to the mountain. Pressed between her stomach and the rough stone is Lodur, who is still sucking in gasping breaths.
 
   “How was that not retreating?” Luke asks when the griffin drops from its hiding place. She flips to put her rider on her back and waits for him to get settled. “I think running away and hiding is a form of retreating.”
 
   “Yes, but I outwitted them. Proves I’m smarter.”
 
   “Just find the cabin, Lucy.”
 
   The griffin makes a slow circle around the mountain in search of the hidden building. She sees it tucked within a wide, exposed cavern that has been made bigger by the winds and years of destructive lightning strikes. Lights are on in the windows and a trail of smoke is flowing from the chimney, proving that someone is home. Approaching the cabin, the griffin notices the glint of metal too late to get entirely out of the projectile’s path. The heavy spear strikes her wing and she lurches to the side, nearly throwing Lodur off her back. With the last of her strength, the injured animal reaches the cliff and transforms back into Luke as soon as she crashes into the solid ground.
 
   “What was that?” the half-elf asks, his eyes locked on the large spear in his side. He grimaces at the sensation of the metal head that is gently touching his ribs and threatening to puncture a lung. “I can’t move with this thing in me. So weird that it doesn’t hurt as much as it should, but it still feels like I’ve been stabbed. Please tell me that this witness has something to help with this.”
 
   “She does, but that doesn’t mean she will,” a woman says while she steps out of the shadows and removes her dark mask. Blonde hair falls down to the barbarian’s waist and her blue eyes are filled with suspicion. For a brief moment, she appears to flicker out of existence, but Luke assumes the effect is because he is losing consciousness. “Who are you and why should I save you? Let him speak for himself, old man.”
 
   “My name is Luke Callindor and I’m here to ask for your help in clearing the name of Timoran Wrath,” the champion answers, grunting at the blossoming pain. With a quivering hand, he reaches up to touch the blood that is dripping out of his wound. “He’s my friend and I know he’s innocent. King Edric and Sheriff Kalten are going to execute him as early as tomorrow if I can’t save him. There’s more, but I’d rather speak over food and without the threat of dying from my injuries. Do you have a name, missing witness?”
 
   The woman plucks the spear from Luke’s side and presses her cloth mask against the wound while picking him up with one arm. “Come inside and I’ll give you one of the healing potions Lodur gave me for emergencies. My name is Tigris Wrath. If you’re a friend of my husband’s then you’re a friend of mine.”
 
   *****
 
   The smell of cooked caribou drifts through the large encampment and draws all of the soldiers to the multiple bonfires. Snow tigers prowl a mile away from the intruders and roar to make sure they are recognized as the rulers of the wilderness. Many of the chaos elves give the beasts little attention, but a few curious individuals watch the large cats and revel in being away from home for the first time. Patch-covered tents have been set up, most of them being used to protect the army’s supplies and gear from the elements. The soldiers keep their bedrolls in groups of ten or twenty, the ground feeling softer and more even than the one on Shayd. None of them know how far it is to Stonehelm, so they do their best to speak quietly and make sure to avoid drinking anything other than water.
 
   Wandering among her people, Trinity repeatedly ignores Sebave’s requests to get some sleep and conserve her strength. She is too busy talking to anyone who is crying and assuring them that their loved ones are safe. Chewing on a skewer of caribou, she stops at a group of casters who are studying their battered spellbooks. Awkwardly kneeling in front of them, Trinity answers their questions and gives them advice since several of them have never set foot on a battlefield. It is when she tries to stand that the baby gives her a solid kick to the stomach and she doubles over. More hands than she can count reach for her, but it is Sebave who eases her Queen away from the crowd.
 
   “Please take some time to rest,” the priestess says while guiding Trinity toward a dark purple tent. She rubs the other woman’s belly to deliver a calming spell, ignoring the defiant squirming of the baby. “I will attend to the soldiers and report any emergencies that require your attention. We are supposed to march tomorrow and you told me we are a day’s journey away from Stonehelm. That will take a toll on your body since the baby is becoming more restless by the day. I believe the child is reacting to your stress, but I cannot be certain. The father’s blood brings a level of mystery to this.”
 
   “My child better behave until this is over. Thank you, Sebave, and I promise to get a good night’s rest,” Trinity replies with a forced smirk. Groping for the tent flap, she ducks inside and stops when she sees a familiar figure on her bed. “What are you doing here, Yola? If you’re here to cause trouble then leave. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   The sleepy immortal stands and adjusts her engorged stomach, which wriggles like she has eaten a bucket of eels. Yola tiptoes across the tent and stretches her body to give her friend a hug without them touching bellies. A few tickling tears fall on Trinity’s neck and creep along her skin, the liquid gathering on her cheeks. The chaos elf shivers at the slimy sensation until the salty drops leap onto the ground. A collection of pillows sprout from them, but they have gaudy colors and one of them yawns to reveal teeth.
 
   “I don’t want you to go away,” Yola whispers as her body retracts and pulls the chaos elf to the bed. The women sit among the pillows and a tray of grapes float between them. “You’re my only friend and I need you to help me with the baby. I tried to convince Arthuru to go easy on you, but he’s so angry and confused. He’s desperate to strike a blow against the champions and make them believe that he isn’t simply waiting for them to fight through his agents. Yet, I’m sure that’s the situation he is creating by putting you out here. He also believes you need to feel desperate to win, which I don’t agree with.”
 
   “I’m touched by your concern, but there’s nothing I can do,” Trinity replies, grabbing a handful of fruit and tossing a piece in her mouth. She takes her time chewing the sweet orb and licks her lips to catch every drop of juice. “He’s given me no choice. My people need me to fight and win. At first, I took some comfort in the idea that these men and women could go home if I died. Now that’s not an option, so I can’t back out or lose.”
 
   “Do they know about that rule?”
 
   “I only told Sebave for now, but I will tell the others tomorrow.”
 
   Yola wraps her hair around her hand and plays with the loose threads, the former goddess unsure of what she should say. Her brain has always been a maelstrom of chaos, but there is something different this time. The giddiness and joy of being able to do whatever comes to her mind has been replaced by a hole that she fails to understand. All she knows is that the only person in the world who ever treated her like a true friend and made her smile might be erased from her life. Lines of red run through Yola’s black and white body, each one bleeding liquid fire that evaporates before it can damage the tent.
 
   “Do you want me to stay with you?” she bluntly asks. A more sinister idea comes to her mind and she grins wide enough for the corners of her mouth to touch her eyes. “I could even kill the Baron. The only thing that stops me is the prophecy and . . . well, I’m not entirely certain I can defeat him without my original powers. If you wish it then I promise to try and help you come back home.”
 
   “Thank you, my dearest friend, but I don’t want you to get in trouble,” Trinity replies, shifting closer to give Yola a kiss on the cheek. The chaos elf ignores the sensation of phantom lips touching hers and refuses to see if the immortal has grown another mouth. “Some days I think you’ve prepared me for motherhood without realizing it. I don’t remember when I started looking out for you even on the days that you irritated me. It was easy to watch over you since you rarely left Shayd and nothing could hurt you. Now I feel like I need to protect you from yourself. Go back home, Yola, and please don’t do anything to put yourself in danger. Especially not on my behalf.”
 
   “I can’t make that promise and you know it,” the green-haired woman declares with a sense of childish pride. A pinch on her intestine causes Yola to grab a decanter of alcohol and plug it into her bellybutton for the baby to drink from. “Would it help if I promise not to annoy you anymore? What if I hide all of you in the Chaos Void while I change the Baron’s mind? He only needs time to calm down and then he will realize that throwing you away is foolish. I mean, I know he doesn’t entirely trust you because of how you’ve acted toward Nyx, but that’s temporary. Please don’t go into this fight and die.”
 
   “I plan on winning, so don’t worry.”
 
   “But Nyx doesn’t have a baby in her belly to slow her down.”
 
   Trinity runs her hands up and down her stomach, feeling the unborn child move and turn in its sleep. “My plan was to maintain a shield around my baby. That would certainly put me at a disadvantage, which you and Sebave have pointed out. I’m still determined to win, but I admit that my chances are slim. After all, I have to protect my child and lead my people. I don’t know if I can do both.”
 
   “Not unless you put the baby somewhere else,” Yola casually suggests before demonstrating by removing her belly and juggling it. A clawed hand erupts from the ball of flesh and smacks the immortal across the face, forcing her to put it back. “The little guy gets feisty if I do that. I’ll drink a gallon of seawater to teach him not to hit mommy. Are you sure I can’t sneak you back to Shayd? Maybe I can hide you under my bed and sneak you scraps from dinner.”
 
   “I’m not a pet, so it wouldn’t work,” the chaos elf states, chuckling at her friend’s persistence. Rising to her feet, Trinity puts a hand on Yola’s shoulder and takes a shuddering breath. “I do have a request. If I fall, please use your powers to protect my people from the Baron. Tell him that was my final wish and I asked you to see it through since you are my best friend. Be firm and unyielding if he tries to refuse. Will you do this for me?”
 
   “I swear on my own child that I will protect your people,” the immortal swears as she strokes Trinity’s cheek. Her body gradually turns into steam and only her head remains solid as she wraps around the chaos elf. “I love you, my friend. Please do whatever you can to stay alive and we’ll meet again.”
 
   “I promise we will.”
 
   Yola dissipates while Trinity examines herself in a mirror, the glass a little foggy around the edges. She has the image focus on her belly and she closes her eyes while concentrating on her child’s aura. The energy is very strong and potent, which she fears will be too tempting to access when fighting Nyx. For the first time, Trinity considers leading her people into hiding and waiting for her child to be born before facing her rival. She forgets the idea within seconds, knowing that those left behind would be made to suffer. Even with Yola on her side, she needs to engage in battle and at least try to kill Nyx. Otherwise, the Baron will never be satisfied and ignore the former goddess’s demands.
 
   “Only one thing to do, little one,” Trinity whispers as she sits on the bed. She eats a few more grapes and takes some soothing breaths to calm her nerves. “Can you come in here, Sebave? I have something to discuss with you.”
 
   The priestess swiftly enters and goes to her Queen’s side, kneeling next to the pillows instead of sitting. “What do you wish to talk about? I heard you mention Yola before I could leave, so I stayed outside. Are you angry at my eavesdropping? I promise that I didn’t hear anything important.”
 
   “I have a favor to ask, but it will remove you from the battle,” Trinity replies, sliding to the floor to look the other woman in the eye. Seeing confusion in her midwife’s eyes, she takes the purple-haired chaos elf by the shoulders and smiles warmly. “It isn’t as bad as you think. This will ensure the future of our people and give me a better chance at claiming victory. My baby is strong and I feel that I have the power to transfer it to you. This may require that I access some of your holy aura as well, which is another reason I want your permission. If we do this then you must stay in hiding and not be by my side.”
 
   “I would be honored, Queen Trinity, but what if you fall?” Sebave asks while gripping her leader’s arms. A wave of pride, joy, and fear sends flutters through her heart, which she knows is evident on her face. “I don’t believe I have the wisdom and strength to raise a child with such power. For that matter, where would I go?”
 
   “Trust in Ambrosine and yourself like I do,” the violet-eyed ruler says as she settles on this course of action. Part of her refuses to let go of the baby, but she knows it is the best thing to do for her child. “If I die then wait for the dust to settle and find Nyx. As strange as it sounds, I believe she would help you even if she’s the one who killed me. Maybe you’ll end up in Rainbow Tower or Darkmill after that. I can’t say for certain, but I do know it would be a place where you and my baby will be protected.”
 
   “I will do as you wish.”
 
   “Thank you, Sebave. Now relax and I apologize for any pain.”
 
   The spell starts with a crackling of energy along their arms and a rumbling from Trinity’s stomach. A tunnel of magic twists from her bellybutton and connects to Sebave’s midsection, the priestess shuddering at the sensation of her organs being rearranged. Minutes of silence pass with both women feeling pressure on their bodies, the tent becoming hot enough to make them sweat profusely. Trinity gasps when her stomach starts to shrink, the presence of the baby gradually diminishing until she feels nothing at all. Across from her, Sebave grunts and coughs while her body changes to accommodate the active child. Her eyes clench shut and her jaw locks at the bizarre sensation that switches from bursts of pain to waves of ticklishness. By the time the spell is over, the two chaos elves are slumped against the bed and crying.
 
   “I’m sorry for doing this, little one,” Trinity says, leaning forward to kiss the priestess’s belly. Already missing the baby, she nearly breaks down when she feels a foot press against her lips. “Please forgive me for putting you through this. I promise that I will take you back as soon as I can. Would you stay in my tent tonight, Sebave? Just so I feel like I’m still with her. You can go into hiding in the morning.”
 
   The priestess struggles to stand and is forced to accept the Queen’s help. “I refuse to leave your side until the battle. Even then, I will not be far from the army. Your daughter and I will be watching.”
 
   “Daughter?”
 
   “I peeked, your highness.”
 
   Trinity grins wide and hugs the other woman while laughing and crying at the same time. To the wandering soldiers who pass the tent, they cannot tell if their leader is happy or sad. All they know is that it is safer to stay outside and continue praying for Ambrosine to protect their beloved Queen.
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   Perched in a tree, Delvin calmly watches the thick underbrush for signs of movement. The bare-chested warrior’s sword is strapped to his back, every patch of exposed skin covered in dirt and small cuts. He leans around the trunk to make sure Sari is still there, the quiet gypsy keeping an eye on the other side of their hiding place. She wipes sweat from her brow and adjusts her shirt, the fabric having been crudely cut to reveal her arms and belly. The gypsy is still wearing her layered skirts, which she has hoisted up to her knees and tied off to cool her legs. The tired champions know that the rising jungle heat will eventually drive them to the ground in search of shade, but their enemies are still on the hunt. After days of skirmishes and narrow escapes, time has swirled into one big battle and they are happy to get even a few minutes of peace. The joy is limited since the champions have noticed that their wild path has placed them back within sight of the Judges’ lagoon.
 
   “Fizzle’s been gone a long time,” Sari whispers from her side of the tree. A knife is balanced on her fingertip and she flips it into the air to catch it by the hilt. “One of those robed guys had magic, so maybe they caught him. Do you think we should start a search?”
 
   “If they catch Fizzle then that’s their mistake, so I wouldn’t worry,” Delvin replies while plucking a piece of fruit from a branch. He shudders at the sour taste, but the burst of energy is welcomed by his muscles. “I think I saw a grotto about half a mile to the east, but we have to be patient. Fizzle is supposed to return to this tree with a report. If we leave and he can’t figure out where we went then our problems get worse. My hope is that we can make a run for the grotto and rest. Worst case scenario is that we have to fight to it and make a last stand. How many groups are after us again?”
 
   Sari smacks at her arm where a mosquito is getting a meal, the bug splattering against her palm. “These things are huge and disgusting. Wish I knew why they keep coming after me and none of them have touched you. What was the question? Oh, I counted four groups. The robed people who sent us down the river, a pack of prisoners who are angry at us for some reason, a team of poachers who want Fizzle, and a tribe who think we’re with the third group. Amazing since we’ve only gone out of our way to annoy the robe-wearing psychos.”
 
   “You forgot the other tribe that’s angry at you for bathing in their holy pond.”
 
   “There wasn’t a sign to warn me.”
 
   “They gave you a way out of trouble.”
 
   “How about you marry the toothless elder and become his thirteenth wife?”
 
   Delvin laughs and reaches over to pat his friend on the shoulder, the warrior glad to have broken the tension. He stops as soon as he notices a figure pushing through the bushes, the glint of a drawn weapon telling him it is not an animal. Waiting patiently, he sees a man in leather armor briefly step into a gap between two trees. A curved blade is at his hip and a long spear is in his hands, the latter covered with dried blood. On the poacher’s back is a wicker basket with feathers and three-toed feet sticking out of the slits. Delvin is sure the colorful plumage is connected to birds that the man and his friends simply stuffed into the sealed container with no care if they live or die.
 
   “We can remove an enemy right now if we want,” Sari hisses when she notices her friend gripping his sword. The gypsy licks her lips and crouches like she is a jungle cat ready to pounce on fresh prey. “The penalty is death for them anyway. I say we drop down, take out the poachers quickly, and race back into the trees. There’s only twelve of them and we have the element of surprise. Not to mention all our other tricks.”
 
   “They had dogs too,” Delvin reminds her, his hand rubbing a heavily bandaged wound on his side. The bite mark is no longer bleeding, but the flesh has become itchy and tender as it heals. “I think we should wait for Fizzle before we take action. As long as it isn’t one of the tribes, we can fight whoever stands between us and the grotto. The robed people, the prisoners, and the poachers are fair game since they don’t have good reasons for hunting us.”
 
   “Fizzle done,” the drite says as he lands on a branch and materializes. The tiny dragon is shaking with excitement at his news and barely steadies himself by vibrating his wings. “Judge Feeders furthest away. Fighting mean ones. Not be problem. Tribe after Sari go home and other still hunt for animal killers. They too far in sun direction.”
 
   “Guess we got lucky,” the gypsy replies before handing Fizzle an apple from her pouch. She steps around the tree to stand next to Delvin, her legs straddling open air. “Do you have any plans? You’re stroking your chin, which means an idea is forming.”
 
   The warrior watches the poachers stalk through the jungle, each one carrying a dead or dying animal. Looking in the direction of the grotto, he sees that they can go around their enemies and easily avoid a confrontation. With the heat getting worse, Delvin knows he has to continue fighting without his chainmail and Sari’s naiad powers will be limited due to her fatigue. Going around the twelve men and women makes the most amount of sense to him, but he also knows that the poachers may corner them in the grotto. He doubts the spot is unknown to the small group who seems to know the jungle as well as the tribes. A more terrifying thought comes to mind when he considers that all of their pursuers might try to use the natural dead end for a camp. The idea of fending off four different threats in an enclosed space does not appeal to him, which is obvious to his friend due to his exaggerated exhale.
 
   “Best to take out one enemy before they join forces with another,” Delvin states, surprising his companions with his plan to attack. He moves his bastard sword to his hip, making it easier to draw in an instant. “Fizzle needs to hold back because they have gear that can see him when he’s invisible. Although if you see an opening then you should take it. Try to free any of the living animals too. I can be the initial threat that draws their attention. Sari will be the real danger as she strikes from wherever she wants and does what she does best. Now we only need to get rid of the dogs before we leave the tree.”
 
   “Fizzle do already,” the drite proudly declares while he finishes his snack. He hovers in front of his friends and uses a branch to shield him from the poachers’ view. “Dart in when not seen. Give dogs mist. They go silly and run away. Bad people not chase.”
 
   The warrior reaches out to pat the dragon on the head. “We’d be dead without you, Fizzle. I guess it’s time for me to start the fun.”
 
   Delvin waits for all of the poachers to pass the tree before climbing down and dropping the last few feet. He lands with a loud grunt to get the attention of the nearest man, who spins around with two knives drawn. The others are hurrying to join their companion as he drops his sack of squirming rodents and charges the champion. With a stifled yawn, Delvin unsheathes his sword and deflects his enemy’s weapons with his shield. A downward stab pierces the man’s shin, the flawless blade slicing through flesh and bone like they are paper. The poacher drops his knives when the sword is turned and bolts of agony rush up his body.
 
   “I feel obligated to give all of you a chance to release your catches and retreat,” Delvin announces while wiggling the stuck blade. None of the poachers obey his request, which makes the former mercenary grin wickedly. “Well, my conscience is now clean.”
 
   Not waiting for Delvin to free his weapon, an Elven swordsman rushes forward. The champion ducks the clumsy swing that connects with his first opponent’s neck. As the decapitated body crumples, Delvin hits the elf in the stomach with his shield and yanks his blade out of the corpse. Raising his shield, the warrior blocks the next attack and plunges his sword into his enemy’s side. He does a quick twist to snap several ribs and do more damage to the internal organs, making sure the swordsman is no longer a threat.
 
   A hissing panther leaps out of the trees and pounces on one of the other poachers, who screams and flails. The illusionary cat fades away as several daggers passes through it and sink into the terrified man’s chest. When a roar erupts from their right, everyone turns and fails to see a female archer get yanked into a bush on their left. A minute later, the woman reappears and rapidly fires at the others, the glaze of a charm spell over her eyes. She kills two of her companions and injures three more before a dwarf impales her with his spear. Before he can yank his weapon out of her chest, a slender arm lances out from a tree and slits the poacher’s throat with a stiletto. Sari drops her camouflage and steps into the open while twirling her blood-dripping weapon.
 
   Feeling trapped between the grinning gypsy and the stone-faced warrior, the five remaining enemies back away. Pausing their retreat, they jump when a purple blur slams into a young man with an axe and splinters his ribcage. Fizzle turns back around to strike him again, but is snared by an orc’s large net. Casting a strength spell, the drite rockets into the sky with the poacher trailing behind thanks to the rope tied to his waist. High above the jungle, the thick mesh snaps and Fizzle circles back into the trees. Unable to fly, the screaming orc plummets and is battered by the thick branches until he smashes into the ground.
 
   “That’s going to earn us some attention,” Delvin says while Fizzle darts around to free the animals. The surviving poachers keep their weapons raised and one takes a feeble swing at the drite, earning a dagger to the side of her head. “These idiots will not give up. They’re all yours, Sari, while I go back into the tree and take a look around.”
 
   As Delvin sheathes his blade and climbs back into their former perch, the gypsy spins her stiletto and a recently stolen dirk. She fakes a rush to see if the poachers will back away, but they refuse to budge. When one of them takes a step forward, Sari sighs and undoes the tie on her skirts to let them fall free. As if dancing, she spins away from a thrusting spear, leans backwards to avoid a swinging sword, and flips over a mace. One of her booted feet bashes in the nose of a poacher before she lands and slicing the man in the stomach. Tripping him into the incoming spear, she blocks the third warrior and slashes him across the eyes. Sari rolls behind them and stabs both of her enemies in the back of the neck, dropping them at the same time.
 
   “Some days I scare myself. I mean, I don’t enjoy this, but . . . I really wish some of you had run away,” she mutters while searching for any gear that they can use. A blood-stained map catches her eye and she slips it into one of her skirt pockets before jogging to the tree. “I’m done down here. See anything from up there, Cunningham? Grottos have water, right? I’ll let you take the first bath in case we have to escape quickly. I can always clean myself with a puddle or a hollowed stump full of rainwater. Hello? You run into something up there? I’m starting to get worried, Delvin.”
 
   The warrior drops to the ground and grabs Sari by the wrist, pulling her along as he hurries through the jungle. He whistles for Fizzle to follow, the drite freeing the last of the captured animals and soaring after his friends. The tiny dragon is sad to see how many creatures are too injured to survive without help, but knows that he has to hurry to catch up. Pushing his tired wings, he comes alongside Delvin, who refuses to let go of Sari. The gypsy eventually escapes his grasp and regains her balance, but her shorter legs cause her to remain a few steps behind her friends.
 
   “What you see?” Fizzle asks, the trio crashing through the underbrush.
 
   “A lot of trouble,” Delvin answers while gasping and wheezing. He can feel the bite mark on his side starting to bleed again and the heat is making his muscles ache. “Just keep running and I’ll explain at the grotto. At least if we get there alive.”
 
   *****
 
   Cloaked figures wander through the roofless grotto, the towering walls of silver-streaked stone having many crevices to be searched. Some of the robed men and women stare into the murky pool that steams and bubbles from the underground hot spring feeding it. Glowing fish swim through the water, but none of them move as if avoiding large creatures. Broad-leafed plants are roughly shoved aside to see if anyone is hiding, but the hunters only find swarms of bugs and the occasional rodent that scurries away. Unable to locate their elusive prey, the Judge Feeders return to the jungle and mark the grotto on their map. None of them bother to look at the canopy where Fizzle is hanging by his tail among a family of scaly pangolins. The anteater-like animals keep the friendly drite hidden until he whispers his thanks and gently pats the biggest one on the side.
 
   Dropping from the trees, Fizzle casts an illusion over the grotto entrance to shield those inside from view. Anyone who looks without entering will see an empty dead end while the dragon and his friends rest for a few hours. Landing next to the deep pool, he pokes his head in to see Sari and Delvin camouflaged along the bottom. With no time to put on his enchanted chainmail, the warrior has been breathing by maintaining a kiss with his friend. Once they see Fizzle, the gypsy unlocks her body and the champions swim to the surface. Gasping and hacking, the pair settle on opposite sides of the pool, which is becoming clear and pristine again. The fish that once glowed return to their original coloration, Sari’s illusions disappearing without their notice.
 
   “No offense, but that was disgusting,” Delvin says, using a ring to pour warm coffee directly into his mouth. He gargles and swallows the sweet drink to get rid of the lingering taste of Sari’s lips. “The two of us have been on the road and eating whatever we find for too long. I’m sure it wasn’t enjoyable for you either.”
 
   “It was fine until you exhaled,” Sari replies after doing her own gargling. She hoists herself out of the water and dries her clothes off by running her hands along her body. “You need to do something about your cracked lips too. By the gods, I don’t want to even know what it would have been like if our tongues got involved. If yours is anything like mine then there’s probably a sticky film that you just can’t get rid of. It was the sour fruit we were eating from that last tree, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Fizzle say not smart,” the drite interjects with a yawn. He stretches out on a rock that is in the sun and lets his muscles relax. “Fizzle need sleep. Only Judge Feeders left. No see any tribe or mean ones. More Judge Feeders than before. Friends think. Let Fizzle sleep.”
 
   Without leaving the pool, Delvin strips out of his clothes and settles into the warm water to ease his aching muscles. The warrior puts his sword and shield in the sun to help them dry, their enchanted nature protecting them from rust. He scratches at the red-edged brand on his chest and momentarily wonders if he will ever get the hook-beaked bird symbol finished now that he has been reunited with his parents. As he runs a finger along the finished tail, he senses that Sari is examining the mark out of the corner of her eye. Sinking up to his chin, he leans back to use a patch of thick moss for a pillow and stares at the active canopy. A flock of small, blue parrots are in one tree that is festooned with nuts, which the birds deftly crack open and eat. With a gentle hoot, a tan gibbon pulls itself onto the edge of the grotto’s open ceiling and sways from side to side. The animal screeches at the presence of humans in its favorite spot, but the sight of the warrior’s sword causes the monkey to leap back into the branches. Delvin watches the slow-moving pangolins and is starting to fall asleep when he hears splashing in front of him. He forces his eyes open and glances over to see Sari settling herself at the other end of the pool.
 
   “Isn’t this too hot for you?” Delvin asks in a lazy voice. He rolls his head and groans at the pops in his neck. “The weather has been taking its toll on you, so I thought you’d want to stay in the shade. Also, I’m surprised you didn’t wait for me for to finish.”
 
   “I’m cooling the water that touches me,” Sari replies while gently washing her dirt-streaked face. Without taking a breath, she dips underwater and comes right back up, her blue hair now shimmering clean. “I needed this so badly that I couldn’t wait. Figured we’re too tired to be discreet and shy. Not like either of us have anything the other hasn’t seen. Besides, I have no interest in you and you have none in me. So we’re safe.”
 
   “Good point. You’re attractive, Sari, but I can’t even force myself to think of you as anything other than my friend,” the warrior says, reaching over to his bag and pulling out a small razor. Using his shaky reflection as mirror, he careful trims the messy beard that has grown on his face. “Any ideas on what we should do? It sounds like we only have one group of enemies left, but it’s the big one. They had about thirty when we ran into them after the Judges. I’m guessing they’ve at least doubled their forces by now.”
 
   “Where did the extra numbers come from?” the gypsy asks, craning her neck to see if Fizzle is still conscious. The drite is on his back and snoring, a steady stream of rainbow mist rising from his nostrils. “Maybe we should wait until Fizzle is awake. I took a map from the poachers, so maybe he can help us make sense of it since he’s seen more of the area. We don’t really have to fight these people, do we?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “It’s just a cultural issue that we got caught up in.”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “I mean, they were only executing prisoners and we have stuff like that at home.”
 
   “That we do.”
 
   Grabbing a brush out of her nearby skirts, Sari fixes her hair and watches tiny motes of dust float through the sunlight. A few bubbles pop on the surface of the pool and she squirms when something runs along her belly. Submerging her face, the gypsy finds several colorful creatures that must have gone into hiding when she and Delvin dove underwater. A bright orange newt is what walked across her stomach and she reaches out to see if she can pet the tiny animal. Scared of the movement, it swims away and warns its friends about the danger by sending vibrations through the water. All of the newts dart into small holes and behind rocks to avoid the strange intruder that they fear will eat them.
 
   “The others will come for us if they finish in Stonehelm and haven’t heard from us,” Delvin says when Sari’s head returns to the surface. He offers her a bar of soap, which she happily floats into her hand. “It’s already been a long time since we contacted them, so they’re going to be worried. More than likely, our friends will start in Anpress and learn where we went. Then they’ll go down the river and face the Judges like we did. I’m pretty sure Nyx can handle them within a minute once she figures out what is going on.”
 
   “Except there will be that first attack, which could kill one of them,” Sari states, knowing it is a fear that her friend wants to leave unsaid. Lifting a leg out of the water, she scrubs at the dry mud and scowls at her collection of bug bites. “So we have to make a statement to keep our friends safe. If these people barely survive facing two champions then four will be something they don’t want to cross. Not that Timoran wouldn’t be an intimidating figure by himself, but we should make it easier for the others to find us if we’re in trouble.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure we’re already in trouble, so let’s act accordingly,” the yawning warrior suggests before getting out of the pool. Pulling a towel out of his bag, he curses under his breath to see that it is filthy. Tossing the soiled cloth away, he walks into a patch of sunlight and keeps his back to Sari while he waits to dry off. “To answer your earlier question, I have a feeling there are multiple groups of Judge Feeders in the jungle. They probably interact with tribes and take criminals off their hands for a price. We’re seeing them gather together to hunt us down since we’re dangerous fugitives and us being alive is bad for their reputation. It’s also possible that they assimilated the surviving prisoners into their ranks. That scenario is a long shot, but I find it strange that those people simply vanished. Do you think this is more of a cult than an official system of punishment?”
 
   “I do now,” Sari admits while climbing out of the water. With a wave of her hand, she dries her friend off and wipes the remaining droplets from her skin. “The more I think about these people, the more they don’t make any sense. They followed the criminals down the river and hunted the ones that got out of the lagoon. We saw them kill the woman who escaped with a broken leg, but they never brought her back to the Judges. They just left her body for some scavenger to find. Something about this makes me think they only care about a high body count and their pets are simply one method of reaching that goal.”
 
   “So we stumbled into the path of a serial killer cult,” Delvin replies as he puts on the last of his clean clothes. He turns around to see Sari haphazardly tossing all of her skirts and tops into the pool. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Laundry, so throw your clothes in and keep talking.”
 
   Curious as to how she will clean the garments, the young man takes off his shirt and hands it to the gypsy. “Then it’s settled. We get some rest and go . . . No . . . We rest and bring them to us. I hate depending on you so much in these fights, but how much damage can you do with this water at your command?”
 
   Sari sighs and swirls the pool without affecting the living creatures inside, the animals surrounded by pockets of calm water. She removes all of the filth that has built up since they started their adventure, the dirt becoming a murky layer that is skimmed off by a wave of her hand. Liquid tendrils rise from the surface to hang the clothes on vines that run across the open roof of the grotto. Sari chooses her favorite yellow and blue skirts and a small, azure top to get dressed, the garments drying instantly. When done with the laundry, she continues to have the water take various forms and swirl around the area. Dancing among the bubbling tendrils and other figures that appear in the display, Sari has them converge on her body. With a clap, she sends everything back into the pool and bows to her companion.
 
   “You could have just said a lot of damage,” Delvin says with a smirk.
 
   “Where’s the fun in that, Cunningham?”
 
   *****
 
   Sari’s whistling tune carries through the jungle thanks to a spell from Fizzle, who lurks in the canopy. Wearing his chainmail, Delvin lurks in a deep crevice to the right of the entrance and keeps an eye on the gypsy. Sitting on the far side of the pool, she is bathed in crimson moonlight, which gives her a ghostly appearance. She flexes her fingers and gently stirs the water in front of her, the motion causing the animals to retreat into their hiding places. With her energy revived by sleep and a decent meal of tropical fruit, Sari patiently watches for signs of their enemies. It has been an hour since she began whistling and there has been no movement in the shadowy jungle beyond a prowling ocelot.
 
   “Guess they need more bait,” she whispers while closing her eyes. Several gestures create four blue and yellow silhouettes that faintly resemble her body. “Run through the jungle and lead our enemies here. Don’t forget to be flashy with your movements and continue whistling. We want them to think you’re me.”
 
   The illusions run out of the grotto, two of them flipping and cartwheeling as they get out in the open. They head in different directions and the waiting champions hear several animals react to seeing the ghosts. It is not long before there is more noise than Sari intended to stir up, but she holds her position and waves for Delvin to relax. Another hour passes and the red moon is hanging directly over the grotto when Fizzle slaps his tail against the stone. The gypsy remains sitting as a robed figure steps into the entrance and pulls back his hood to reveal a handsome, but stern, face.
 
   “Guiding us here was foolish, tainted one,” the man says as he scans the area for Delvin. He takes a small step closer and holds up his hand to stop his companions from leaving the nearby shadows. “Our quest is to rid the world of those who unnaturally share the blood of the purest beings. I can smell the aroma of fae on you and it is sullied by your human stench. You should have let the Judges eat you and return the energy you stole to the jungle.”
 
   “Wow. I didn’t expect that to come out of you,” Sari answers, hopping to her feet and casually brushing dirt off her skirts. She can see Delvin preparing to pounce, but he stops when she giggles and blows a kiss in his direction. “Now a lot of what we’ve seen makes sense. Those weren’t really prisoners and I’m betting there was never a forgiver in Anpress. We would have been sent to the Judges no matter who we spoke to. Not sure how you found me out, but that really doesn’t matter. All I care about now is that this is personal.”
 
   “Purity must be preserved in these days of-”
 
   The man’s voice is cut off by a clamp of ice that Sari throws over his mouth. The gypsy walks across the pond, creating little geysers under her feet to make it appear as if she is bouncing. When she is within reach of the man, she removes the freezing restraint and tosses it over her shoulder. Patting him on the cheek, she delivers a paralysis spell that forces his body to become tense and rigid. She does a playful spin to signal for Delvin to remain in hiding and wait for the main attack.
 
   “You and your friends are nothing more than bigoted psychos,” Sari whispers as she circles the robed man. Surprised that nobody has stepped out of the shadows, she draws her stiletto and waves it at where she thinks the others are waiting. “Everyone you killed were descendants of fae who decided to breed with other species. I guess some of them could have been criminals. Though I doubt being fed to the Judges was the proper punishment. Interesting how you have so many of my kind here, but I’ll wait until I find a trustworthy source before I look into that. By the gods, I suddenly want to toy with you until your friends come into the open. Too bad they’re refusing to come to your aide because that would end this quickly.”
 
   “We are disciplined and refuse to fall for your tricks,” the man replies in a strained voice. He forces his arm to rise against the paralysis spell and enjoys the fear on the gypsy’s face. “I have been blessed to resist your magic. A lifetime of training and special potions has made my family the natural enemies of the tainted ones.”
 
   “Why did you include my friends in this?”
 
   “Because drites are an abomination and the man is an acceptable casualty.”
 
   “I think I’ve heard enough.”
 
   With a flick of her wrist, Sari summons a battering ram of water that knocks the man back into the jungle. The twisting creation wraps around her as the rest of the cult rushes out of the shadows, none of them making a sound. She leaps backwards and creates a slide that carries her to the far side of the grotto, allowing her enemies to rush through the entrance. When all of them are inside and draw their weapons, Sari extends her arms and has the pool explode with scalding water. Many of the cultists are burned, but their fervor helps them shrug off the pain and surge forward. An icy pillar rises under the gypsy while giant arms stretch from the depths of the underground hot spring, each limb adorned with razor-like fingers. They swing and slice at the robed figures, who try to reach their enemy by using their blades to climb her pedestal. Only a few are killed by the attack while others are only maimed thanks to their resistance to her powers, the watery arms dispelling before cutting too deep.
 
   “Guess your friend warned me,” Sari mutters before diving into the churning pool. She returns wearing icy armor that is covered in spikes, the gauntlets three times the size of her actual fists. “Thank the gods I finally figured out how to make this thing lighter. I won’t run out of tricks, bastards, so feel free to retreat.”
 
   The gypsy leaps and dances among the cultists, injuring several as she lets the long spikes do their job and focuses more on dodging. She uses her bulky hands for blocking instead of bashing her enemies, every blow leaving deep gouges in the ice. Needing more space, Sari tries to make her way out of the grotto in the hopes of using the jungle to attack from the trees. She is almost at the entrance when a dwarf hits her with a wooden hammer that shatters the armor. The impact sends her against the wall near Delvin and she holds her dislocated shoulder. Refusing to give up, the gypsy feigns a more severe injury and stabs a black-haired woman in the face when she gets within reach. Tossing the screaming cultist aside, Sari turns to see that the crowd is surging towards her. The hammer-wielding dwarf is nearly on the champion when his head tumbles from his shoulders.
 
   “I was waiting for you to ask for help,” Delvin says, his body glowing and his sword pulsing with energy. The cultists take a step away from the strange human, their acute senses telling them that he is not fae-blooded. “I know we’re supposed to be noble champions, but my compassion is really being pushed to its limit. How many of these proud murderers should we leave alive?”
 
   “Just one because I want the rest of their kind to know what happened here,” Sari growls with a smirk. A flicker of energy lances off the warrior and binds her shoulder to gradually heal the injury. “You really need to use these powers more often, Cunningham. How do you want to do this?”
 
   “I go right, you go left, and Fizzle starts in the back,” Delvin replies, cocking his head to the side. He senses a faint flicker of aura in the forest and grins, the brutal instincts of a seasoned mercenary rising to the surface. “The first guy is still alive, so none of these bastards are needed to send a message. A slaughter isn’t my style, but I really doubt they’re going to leave us alone if we play nice. You can see it in their eyes that it’s kill or be killed. So we’re going to have to leave a pile of bodies in our wake.”
 
   “You’re far too good at being intimidating.”
 
   “Came with the old job. Anybody want to surrender or retreat?”
 
   None of the dedicated cultists lower their weapons and the sudden offer galvanizes them into action. Enhanced by his powers, Delvin shatters a man’s chest with a strike of his shield and easily slices an elf in half. The warrior blocks most of the amateur attacks, but the ones that reach his flesh never leave more than a temporary cut on his arm or face. With her powers unreliable against the cultists, Sari settles for using her daggers and leaping among the cursing crowd. For the first few minutes of the battle, she focuses on maiming with slashes to limbs and any opening that she can find. As those around her slow down, the gypsy delivers lethal strikes to the throat and chest. By the time she has reached the far side of the grotto, twelve cultists lay dead behind her.
 
   “No hurt friends!” Fizzle shouts while darting over the middle of the crowd. He sprays them with rainbow mist that he ignites on the next pass, burning five of his enemies. “Fizzle not play games. Fizzle not ab . . . abom . . . what you say. Fizzle angry!”
 
   It takes fifteen minutes for the champions to finish off the cultists, the last of which attempts to stab Sari in the back. The robed woman is felled by Delvin shoving his sword through her side, death coming instantly to the gurgling human. Fizzle perches on the warrior’s shoulder and growls when an injured cultist enters the grotto. Blood is dripping from the man’s mouth and his right arm is mangled from where Sari hit him with the watery battering ram. Letting his zeal get the best of him, the cultist draws a dagger and takes a step toward the blue-haired champion. He does not make it any further due to Delvin knocking him out with a hilt strike to the side of the head.
 
   “I’m not sure if he’ll live long enough to tell anybody,” the brown-haired warrior says while easing the man to the ground. The shimmer of aura disappears from his body as he sheathes his blade and examines the carnage. “This is going to attract predators. Our messenger might get eaten before he wakes up. Any ideas?”
 
   “Fizzle make him safe,” the drite announces with an impish flip in the air. Wrapping his tail around the man’s ankles, Fizzle carries him into the trees and uses the vines to bind him to the branches. “Now only tree cat be threat. Not sure how he get down. Maybe heal bit before leaving?”
 
   Delvin does not hear his friend as he turns to find Sari shivering. “Are you okay?”
 
   “First the poachers and now these people. I . . . I’ve never done anything this . . . violent before,” she admits, her adrenaline fading away. The sight of so many bodies reminds her of the attack on her clan, which brings tears to her eyes and nausea to her stomach. “I feel sick. This . . . I’m no longer sure if we had to go this far. I was angry and scared and the emotions just took over. Almost like there was another voice in my head urging me to destroy them. There wasn’t any hesitation or remorse when I was doing it. I never knew I had that in me.”
 
   “We all have the ability to do things like this,” Delvin says, putting an arm around the gypsy and guiding her out of the grotto. The pair walk into the red-tinted jungle with Fizzle flying a few feet ahead, the drite glistening enough to guide his friends. “Let’s find a place to rest for the night. There are too many nocturnal predators in this place and that free buffet will bring them here.”
 
   “You don’t want to talk about it?” Sari asks, surprised at the warrior’s coldness.
 
   “I’m sorry, but now isn’t the time. We need to let everything sink in.”
 
   “Have you ever done anything like this before?”
 
   “No, which means we’re in the same boat, little sister.”
 
   She takes some comfort from the warm smile that she can barely see in the gloom. As they walk away, the blue-haired woman takes a final look at the grotto. Even from so far away, she can see many of the bodies outlined in the crimson moonlight. Her throat goes dry and she turns away, fearing that the sight will turn into another constant nightmare. At this rate, Sari wonders if she will ever be able to sleep comfortably again.
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   Tigris stares at the food that covers her table and reaches out to make sure it is not an illusion. Her hand wraps around a turkey leg and that tears free from the cooked bird with little effort. She takes a large bite complete with the oily skin and savors the taste for a minute before swallowing. After years of eating simple meals from whatever she has found in the wilderness, the sight of so many delicacies makes her mouth water. She looks at the shelves across from her to see steaming pies, the Feast Ring having placed items wherever it found space since the square table is too small for the entire banquet. Tigris slaps Lodur’s dirt-marked hand when he tries to grab a potato and points him in the direction of the kitchen sink. He is about to argue when she raps him on the head with a metal ladle, her aim perfect even though she never stops looking at the food. She wanders around as if in a dream until sitting next to Luke, who is resting on the couch.
 
   “If you were hoping we’d become friends then you made an amazing first impression, Mr. Callindor,” Tigris says, accepting an empty dish from Lodur. With a lick of her lips, the blonde woman heads for the table to claim her first course. “Make a plate for our guest, old man. I’ll save you the other turkey leg and the entire rhubarb pie. I’m more interested in the beef since it’s been far too long. Fresh rolls and plump tomatoes too. How many times can you use that ring before it needs to recharge, Mr. Callindor?”
 
   “It works only once every seven days and you can call me Luke,” the forest tracker replies while getting to his feet. He rubs at the bandages around his body, his hand coming away with some of the numbing salve. “Thank you for the healing potion and bandages. I really appreciate you fixing me up.”
 
   “You’re very kind to forget that she’s the one who injured you,” Lodur interjects with a warm smile. Seeing the other barbarian move for his precious pie, the white-haired man leaps across the room and snatches the dessert. “It may be improper to eat my meal backwards, but I won’t give you the satisfaction of punishing me. Your father would never approve of such petty actions.”
 
   “Too bad he isn’t here to set me right,” Tigris snaps before grabbing a mug of ale and sitting on a cushioned chair. She claims a slab of beef that is dripping with sauce, enjoying the first taste that she hopes will last forever. “So it seems my husband has finally come home. This means it’s time for me to return to Stonehelm and reveal the truth. Can’t say my confidence is riding high considering the mess I have to make. I’ve been going over these events in my head so often that I can barely believe it all really happened. Why are you chuckling, old man?”
 
   “You think too much.”
 
   “That comes from years of being alone up here.”
 
   “I always offered to spend more time with you.”
 
   “Never said the isolation was a bad thing.”
 
   “Why do you mourn for a man who isn’t dead?”
 
   Tigris glowers at the grinning drunk while chewing on a warm, buttery roll. “I don’t want to have this discussion again. Every time we argue about this, I cry and you storm off. That doesn’t work very well when you live on a cliff, so things are awkward until one of us apologizes. That’s usually me since you’re too stubborn to admit when you’ve pushed things too far. Now we have a guest and you’re causing a scene.”
 
   “Then I apologize and stand corrected,” Lodur mutters before settling into a creaky rocking chair. Rolling his eyes at Tigris’s purposeful sigh, he claims some dinner from the table and places the rhubarb pie on the floor next to him. “I also agree that you’ve been alone in the wilderness for too long. You’ve no idea how to treat your elders with respect. The barrow wolves gave me a warmer greeting than you.”
 
   Hungry and forgotten, Luke watches the barbarians continue to argue while he gathers two plates worth of food. He puts them on one of the coach cushions before getting a bowl of chicken soup, which he greedily drinks as he returns to the rest of his food. The half-elf opens his mouth to say something, but stops when he sees that the two are pointing turkey legs at each other. The amusing scene reminds him of swordsmen preparing to duel over a petty grievance. He can barely follow the conversation, which jumps from debating Tigris’s situation to complaining about Lodur not bringing treats back for her. The tone of the argument makes Luke smile and think back to the heated conversations he used to have with his father. Within a minute of the fond memories coming to his mind, the forest tracker’s eyes go wide and he nearly chokes on the carrots in his mouth. Taking a drink of water and beating on his already aching chest, he struggles to clear his throat and breathe.
 
   “You’re General Godric!” Luke shouts, startling his hosts. Both of the barbarians stare blankly at him and attempt to laugh as if he has told a bad joke. “Don’t even try to deny it. You two bicker like family and I mean close relations. I’m talking either blood or he raised you from childhood. There’s an undertone that no matter what you say and how angry you get, you’ll still love each other. Also I get a sense of parental condescension from Lo . . . I thought your first name was Raynar?”
 
   “It is, but I didn’t want to use my old name considering our situation. Lodur came from randomly sticking letters together on a piece of paper,” the old barbarian answers, putting a hand on his daughter’s arm. He gently pushes her back into the chair as he grabs his pie and stands to his full height. “You’re a very insightful young man, Luke Callindor. No wonder Timoran trusts you so much. I am General Godric and I was dead, but not for very long. Barely any time to enjoy Ram’s Garden before I was brought back to my body. That doesn’t mean I’m undead, so you can take your hand off the weapon. My heart beats and I age like every other member of my tribe. Though not very gracefully as you can plainly see.”
 
   “How?” Luke asks, leaning over to see if Tigris is surprised. Trying to feign disinterest, the young woman is calmly eating her meal and subtly eyeing one of the dessert trays. “That’s all I can think of asking. It covers a lot of ground here. Don’t get me wrong. Great that you’re both alive, but my friend is on trial for your death and thinks he’s a widower. My head is starting to hurt.”
 
   “You should tell him what happened,” Tigris interrupts after wiping her plate clean with a piece of bread. With drink in hand, she heads to a closet and begins packing clothes and weapons for their trip. “I need to get ready. Besides, I’m only a victim in this like everyone else. You can thank my husband and father for this disaster.”
 
   “A fact you mention every time I visit,” the General mutters as he removes the jasper circlet from his beard. Holding it before his eyes, the stone catches the torchlight and shimmers like it is made of glass. “It all started with this. You can hold it since it’s no longer active. This artifact is called the Second Life.”
 
   Luke takes the smooth object and turns it over in his hands, the half-elf expecting it to do something. There is no sense of magic in the heavy circlet, which makes him wonder if he is being tricked. Running his thumb along the mottled stone, he feels a few random grooves that are invisible to the naked eye. Bringing it close to a nearby candle reveals pieces of runes that were once etched into the stone. Luke finds himself wishing Nyx had come with him, the channeler possibly being able to decipher some of the eroded sigils. The thought of her accidentally awakening a relic that is responsible for whatever trouble Timoran is in makes him change to being thankful that the channeler is still in Stonehelm.
 
   “It takes twenty years for it to recharge,” the old barbarian explains, taking the circlet back and putting it on his beard. Returning to his chair, Raynar drags the seat across the floor to sit across from Luke and finish his meal. “The simple answer is, sadly, not that simple. I was killed in battle by Edric, but I would not call my friend an evil man. Rumors of the Bog Hare Tribe had reached Stonehelm weeks before we met them and he wanted to negotiate for peace. Not out of cowardice, but because he wished to save as many lives as he could. The death of King Melich was a devastating blow to his argument and I, as the military commander, rejected his pleas without a second thought. In his mind, I was blindly leading our people into an unnecessary war and would do worse if I took the throne. Poor Edric gave me every opportunity to try his path and I was too stubborn to give him even a single chance. To his credit, my old friend was one of the first to enter the battle. In the end, he stabbed me in the back as the fight died down. He told me that he was sorry and that my death was for the good of the tribe. Everything he has always done has been for the good of the tribe. I can’t hate him because I would have killed him if I thought he was a threat to Stonehelm’s future. Although I would have made a challenge instead of being underhanded. Guess he knew he could never defeat me in honorable combat. As you can imagine, I’ve yet to talk to him about the encounter.”
 
   “So where does Timoran and Tigris come into this?” Luke asks while undoing his bandages and putting his shirt back on. He returns to his meal, wincing at the dull ache that is steadily vanishing from his ribs. “Everybody thinks your daughter is dead and that your son-in-law killed you. Edric doesn’t seem to remember anything. Either that or he’s a really good actor. If he is a kind person like you said then I don’t see why he would let Udelia suffer in ignorance for so long. None of this makes any sense.”
 
   The General places his empty plate on a cushioned stool and rocks steadily while staring out the window. “The Second Life can bring a person back, but it requires a sacrifice from three people who were close to the deceased. Edric was my good friend and entered the pact in an attempt to alleviate his guilt. This cost him the memories of his sins along with his honor, which is why he stole King Melich’s crown and faked his success at Aintaranurh. Now he commits and rationalizes actions that he would never have done if the curse was not on his head. Timoran was my son-in-law and my most loyal student, which is why I wish he didn’t get involved. Yes, he was standing next to me when I fell and he ran away. He did so to get the Second Life, which I had told him about several years earlier.”
 
   “But Timoran is terrified of magic,” Luke interrupts with a mouth full of yams.
 
   “A side-effect of his inclusion in the ritual. He was always suspicious of casters, which was merely enhanced into fear,” Raynar replies, his voice filled with sorrow. Turning his head, the General can see the shadow of his daughter standing in the other room. “As the one who activated the Second Life, Timoran became the one accused of my murder. You see, the artifact doesn’t erase the death from history. It simply gives the target another chance to live. Normally, this type of memory twisting doesn’t happen, but you could say we did the ritual wrong. After all, why would one expect the murderer to be part of the resurrection unless they were forced into the pact? Yet, Edric was a willing participant and had his memories changed because of his grief. So the Second Life backfired on Timoran and forced him to run from his homeland and wife.”
 
   General Godric smiles when Tigris enters the room and gestures for her to take a seat next to him. She grabs a tray of sugar-covered cookies before joining her guests and leaning against the table. She bumps the stool with Raynar’s plate on it, causing the dish to fall to the floor and crack. Before the cursing woman can start another argument with her father, he reaches over and takes her hand. The tears in his eyes make Tigris hold her tongue and realize that he is struggling to get through his explanation. It dawns on her that describing their curse to an outsider must be infinitely more difficult than debating the past with her. Ignoring the mess and not wanting to hurt her father any more, she sets on the floor and pats him on the leg.
 
   “One of the three makes a greater sacrifice than the others. They lose their life, but not to death. People believe they’re gone, so they are forced into solitude,” the white-haired barbarian says, squeezing his daughter’s fingers. It takes him several seconds to recover his voice, which cracks as he speaks. “Tigris disappeared and the citizens of Stonehelm believed she died in the battle. I essentially stole my own daughter’s life. Part of the spell makes it so that nobody recognizes me as long as I don’t touch the one item that would reveal myself to others. For me, it is a special symbol of my previous position, which now holds a spark of my aura. Beyond that, people believe they have known me for years while I live this new life. Meanwhile, anyone who stumbles upon Tigris will see nothing more than a shimmering phantom. It only works for those who knew her in life or were in the scope of the spell, which was all of Stonehelm. That is why you see her almost perfectly.”
 
   Luke gets off the couch and paces around the cabin, grabbing random pieces of food as he thinks. The barbarians watch him carefully, hoping that he believes them and is still willing to help. Not having heard of Timoran’s battles as a champion, Tigris considers the half-elf’s loyalty no greater than those of a fame-seeking adventurer. She is prepared to argue with the young warrior until her keen ears catch him whispering about how to save her husband and end the curse. The General pats his daughter on the arm and rocks gently, closing his eyes to indulge in a few moments of silence. He is drifting into a light slumber when Luke claps his hands and returns to the couch with a serious expression.
 
   “If they can’t see her as anything other than a phantom then how can she help?” the forest tracker asks before the old barbarian can fully awaken. His hosts seem unsure of an answer, so he sighs and runs his hands through his hair in frustration. “I want to help you save Timoran, but I feel like I’m still missing some facts. It’s nearly dawn too, so we have maybe two hours to get sleep and then we have to leave. Tell me what the plan is and I’ll get both of you down the mountain as quickly as possible. Otherwise, I’ll go on ahead right now and give you time to figure this out. Not sure how long I can stall Edric, but I’ll give it a shot.”
 
   “The curses on those who sacrificed to the Second Life can be broken when all four are brought together,” Tigris answers, her voice quivering in uncertainty. She adjusts her polished bracers and tightens one of them that has come loose. “I don’t know exactly how it works. The Second Life planted the answer in my head, but it is like a dream that remains on the edge of my consciousness. If the resurrection turns out to be a mistake and any of the loved ones are in danger because of the ritual then the curses can be lifted. Edric and Timoran will regain their memories. I will be seen and remembered again. Everything will be undone, but it can only happen if I appear at the right moment. Any earlier or later and the curses may become permanent.”
 
   “Which is why you’ve been living in the mountains all these years,” Luke states with a grim nod of his head. Gazing out the nearest window, he frowns at how Vir the crimson moon is already halfway below the horizon. “The right moment sounds like a point where emotions are running high. My guess is that the best time is when Edric has sentenced Timoran and the execution is about to be performed. Now you said everything will be undone. Does that mean your father will die again?”
 
   General Godric coughs before his daughter can answer and rises from his rocking chair. The old warrior leans out the front door and takes a big sniff of the crisp air. A scent on the wind makes his blood boil and a long-sleeping roar echoes in his mind, the effect making his ears twitch. From the sounds and smells of the landscape, he knows that there are enemies marching on Stonehelm. A fiery glint erupts in his eyes at the thought of stepping onto a battlefield and fighting for his people one more time.
 
   “If it does then it does. I’m not supposed to be breathing anyway,” Raynar declares as he crushes part of the frame in his iron-like grip. Walking to a closet, he opens the doors to reveal a suit of a platemail. A roaring tiger’s head is emblazoned on the breastplate and Luke can see the blade of a great axe in the shadows. “All of the gods know I’m supposed to be arm-wrestling Kerr in Eporwil’s tavern while my idiot of a son-in-law and my fool of a daughter raise my grandkids. I didn’t ask to be brought back no matter how much you blame me. So let’s stop talking and get some sleep. I smell a battle on the horizon.”
 
   “A battle?” Tigris asks, surprised at her father’s statement. “I don’t think Edric will be that difficult.” 
 
   “If only it were him that we had to fear. Get some sleep.”
 
   Without another word, the General carries his gear into a small bedroom and slams the door closed. Tigris is about to follow when she decides it is better to finish packing and clean the cabin, her anxiety making it impossible to sleep. A wave of melancholy strikes her heart when she realizes that this might be her last night in the small building, which has protected her for many years. Turning to speak to Luke, she sees that he has already fallen into a sleep-like trance that she does not want to snap him out of.
 
   “Thank you for bringing my husband home,” Tigris whispers, giving the half-elf a gentle kiss on the top of his head. Picking up the faint scent of Timoran on the young man’s clothes, she lingers nearby and lets a smile play across her face. “I look forward to meeting your friends and fighting by their side. If they are anything like you then I’m sure Timoran has been in good hands all these years.”
 
   *****
 
   The midday sun glints off the axes and spears of those standing atop Stonehelm’s defensive wall. All of the warriors are at attention while keeping an eye on the army that has stopped at the far end of the valley. There are no tents or fires, telling the barbarians that the battle will be starting within a few hours. Nobody knows who the enemy is until several scouts return from their posts on the cliffs. Within minutes, nearly everyone in Stonehelm knows that the chaos elves have arrived with Queen Trinity at the head of their army. All attempts to contact King Edric have failed as the ruler remains locked in the courthouse with only his trusted advisors to help pass a verdict on Dariana and Timoran. Without any of the War Chieftains to give orders, the guards remain tense and alert in preparation of a chaotic melee. Many consider leaping off the wall and charging ahead to deliver the first attack, but the size of the chaos elf force is enough to keep them at bay.
 
   “Lock the front doors and arm every able-bodied person,” Nyx orders as she steps onto the wall. The half-elf cracks her knuckles and stretches, her violet eyes searching the valley for her rival. “Send all children, elderly, and sick to the library along with two healers. If you have a more secure location then use that. The courthouse doors are locked from the inside and the windows are closed, so we’re on our own until the King finishes his business.”
 
   “You mean Edric the Deceiver,” grumbles one of the soldiers behind Nyx. His head snaps forward and he whirls around to punch whoever slapped him, but pauses when he sees Cyrus. “I only speak the truth. You should hate him too for what he did.”
 
   “I do, but this isn’t the time for pettiness,” the black-haired barbarian replies. He makes a small show of adjusting his wyvern scale bracers and drawing a long-handled hammer off his back. “We don’t know that for a fact that King Edric lied to us. Something is still missing from the puzzle and there are more pressing problems than searching for the piece. We have an army with the audacity to face us head on. These outsiders have given us no warning, no reason for their attack, and hence have shown us no respect. King Edric is the only one we have to lead us and that is what we will let him do. For all his faults and mistakes, we know him to be a wise and brave man. If Kerr bears any ill will toward him then the Barbarian God will judge the Snow Tiger King on the battlefield. Until that time, our job is to make sure our tribe survives and we will not do that by harboring grudges.”
 
   “Well I’m pretty sure a grudge is part of this battle,” Nyx points out, her fingers crackling with lightning. A battle lust is growing in her heart, which ebbs from the tattoo that is throbbing beneath her crimson shirt. “Trinity and I have fought before. She’s another Near God, so leave her to me. I would like to reason with her, but I doubt it will work. By the looks of things, she was sent here to destroy Stonehelm. She won’t stop until the job is done or she loses so many soldiers that she’s forced to retreat. Not unless I’m missing something.”
 
   “Can’t she destroy the city on her own?” Cyrus asks, standing alongside the champion. He peers into the distance to see a solitary figure separating from the stationary army. “She has the same amount of power as you. Why does she need soldiers to attack us?”
 
   “Because she’ll be too busy with me,” the half-elf replies, pulling a flask off her belt. She is about to take a drink, but stops and melts the container instead. “I can’t be drinking before this. I need all of my faculties, especially if I try to talk her out of this. Trinity and I have an odd relationship. Sometimes she’s trying to kill me and other times she’s working to keep me alive. I hope this is the latter.”
 
   “It sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself.”
 
   “I am because, like I said, I’ve a bad feeling that she’s not going to back down this time.”
 
   “Perhaps there is a way to appeal to her benevolence?”
 
   Nyx rubs her amethyst necklace and bites her lower lip when she sees that it is Trinity walking toward the city. “Amass your forces behind the wall while I meet her in the field. Don’t come out until her army marches. Even if she and I start fighting, do not attempt to make the first move. Chaos elves are tricky and vicious, so it’s best to let them initiate the battle. That way you don’t run into any illusions or traps. By the way, they probably have casters in their ranks. Keep your eyes and ears peeled for anyone chanting, doing odd gestures, or acting like they’re about to unleash a spell.”
 
   “Why should we obey you?” a tattooed archer asks, a longbow slung over her shoulder.
 
   “Because I’m the one who will be stopping the other Near God from burning all of you alive,” Nyx replies, grabbing the woman by the shirt. Red energy coils around the half-elf’s muscles as she yanks the tall warrior down to stare into her face. “You can ignore me if you want, but that is my enemy out there. I’ve fought her and the chaos elves before and will probably face them many times after today. So be thankful I’m even letting you participate. I could just as easily put up a barrier and make all of you watch me have all the fun. Now is the Snow Tiger Tribe with me or do I have to treat you like insolent children?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am!” shouts the barbarians, making the channeler blush.
 
   “It appears you’re our War Chieftain for now,” Cyrus whispers to the young woman.
 
   “I like the sound of that.”
 
   Instead of leaping off the wall like her mind is screaming for her to do, Nyx takes the stairs and focuses on keeping her temper in check. Stepping through Stonehelm’s entrance, she slams the gate closed with powerful wind spells. The half-elf marches toward her rival, who is already standing halfway between Stonehelm and the chaos elf army. Not a single sound can be heard as the channelers approach each other, the wilderness seeming to hold its breath. The thorny shrubs and squat trees that dot the valley remain still, the summer breeze no longer passing through the valley. Movement to her left causes Nyx to risk a glance and she sees the snow tiger cubs spying on the battle from a high cliff. They disappear into the cave where their mother waits to attack anyone who dares to intrude. With a slow exhale, the half-elf walks faster to close the gap between her and Trinity.
 
   “You’re not pregnant,” Nyx says when they get within a few steps of each other. The hope that her rival is too far along to fight is quickly dashed by the chaos elf’s slender figure, which the champion guesses is not an illusion. “I couldn’t say anything when I felt it because Stephen damaged my throat, but I sensed the baby when I freed you from him. Did something happen? I thought it was strange for you to be marching on Stonehelm given your condition. Did I cost you the baby when I broke your tether?”
 
   “Shut up, champion,” Trinity snaps while adjusting her leather top. The fabric releases a shimmer that travels along her exposed belly and arms, revealing its magical protection. “I didn’t come here to talk. My orders are to kill you and, if possible, destroy Stonehelm. There won’t be any kindness between us this time. I’m done playing with you, hero. One of us has to die today and I swear I’ll crush your skull under my boot.”
 
   “After everything we’ve been through, you still hate me?” the half-elf asks as a fireball appears in her hand. A blast of ice hits her spell, which explodes in her palm and peppers her forearm with freezing shards. “I was really hoping that we could talk, but you seem determined to see this battle through to the end. Guess we’re back to how we were when we first met in Rodillen.”
 
   “Actually, I watched you fight in Gaia prior to our meeting, but such memories aren’t important,” the chaos elf claims with a shrug. She takes a step toward Stonehelm and is shoved back by a force spell that shatters her shirt’s defensive enchantment. “I didn’t put much work into this armor anyway. Not my style since it makes me feel restrained. Know that my army will charge as soon as we start fighting, so I hope your friends are ready.”
 
   “Do you think your people can beat a barbarian tribe?”
 
   “Yes because they’re fighting for everything they hold dear.”
 
   “And the Snow Tiger Tribe isn’t?”
 
   “Not like we are.”
 
   Turning toward Stonehelm, Nyx wonders if Cyrus and the others are ready for the battle to begin. She is about to face Trinity again when a bolt of lightning strikes her in the side and she barely erects a barrier to avoid getting severely hurt. The impact is still enough to knock the half-elf across the valley, a thorny bush stopping her from hitting a boulder. She rolls away from Trinity, letting the chaos elf’s acid-dripping knife sink into the ground. With the barbed plant still on her, Nyx transforms it into an armor sleeve and fires all of the thorns at her rival. A barrier of fire erupts between them and incinerates the tiny projectiles, the wall sending pulses of heat through the valley. Before Trinity can decide on another spell, the champion grabs the flames and tears them out of the earth. Combining them with the wooden sleeve, they become a giant, rippling fan that unleashes an inferno with a single wave. Protected by a heat resistant shield, the chaos elf is sent flying and a trail of ashes follows her as she lands in the middle of the valley. Steam wafting off her clothes and hair, Trinity douses the flames on her body with a driving rain that creates a circle of mud. Singed by the attack, the determined woman steps out of the muck and waits for her rival to get closer.
 
   “We’re really going to do this?” Nyx asks as she approaches. Not wanting to be caught by surprise, the half-elf summons a pair of fireballs that she holds at her sides. “Only one of us is walking away today, Trinity. Do you really want to fight me to the death?”
 
   “It was always going to end this way!” the chaos elf declares while growing acidic blades from her palms. “The two of us being friendly and gaining respect for each other never really mattered. This fight was inevitable.”
 
   “Seems so.”
 
   “Good-bye, Nyx.”
 
   “See you in the afterlife, Trinity.”
 
   *****
 
   “I have come to a decision!” King Edric announces as he steps out from behind the courtroom curtain. The exhausted ruler takes his seat and nods for Udelia to pull the shackled prisoners to their feet. “There is no evidence that I stole the crown of King Melich. Only that my crown is a simple, unadorned circlet like his. There are only so many designs that can be done, so repetition was bound to happen at some point in our history. It just so happens that I am the first and I can assure you that I will not be the last. All requests to defile his grave with an unnecessary search have been and will always be denied. The court and council find it insulting that such an act has even been suggested. I am sure Kerr would rain his fury upon us for desecrating the resting place of our ancestors. One hopes he is not already angry at our consideration of the idea. With the goal of appeasing our god and cleansing our city, the foreigner named Dariana will be exiled from Stonehelm tomorrow morning. She will never be allowed to step foot within our territory again under penalty of death.”
 
   The courtroom remains silent as the gathered War Chieftains watch their leader and do their best not to yawn. None of the hardened warriors fully understand why Edric demanded that the doors and windows be sealed. They assume it is to prevent the rest of the citizenry from spying on the verdicts and breaking into another riot. It took hours to get Stonehelm under control after Dariana’s accusation, but the tension and confusion is still lurking beneath the surface. With only a handful of people knowing the final decision, it gives them time to prepare their soldiers to quell any violent disturbances. For now, the War Chieftains are trusting their men to maintain the fragile peace outside of the courthouse and hope that their trusted leader does not draw this meeting out for very long. Their minds are so busy thinking of ways to repair the damage to the King’s reputation that they are surprised when Dariana steps forward.
 
   “I accept your verdict, but I still request that you examine King Melich’s tomb,” the champion says as Udelia grabs her by the arm. Dariana slips from the barbarian’s loose grasp and continues walking toward Edric, her manacled hands behind her back. “I assure you that Kerr will understand your actions. It is the only way to prove beyond all doubt that you didn’t steal the crown. With that rumor defeated, nobody will think you failed in Aintaranurh. Your kingship will be secured without question. By not doing this, you leave yourself open to whispered accusations that will continue to undermine your authority. By agreeing to my request, it will show you to be a cautious and confident ruler.”
 
   “And I will be known as the first man to desecrate the royal graveyard,” Edric states, the words practically spit from his mouth. The arms of his chair creak as he grips them, his anger nearly breaking his self-control. “This is not open for debate. If anyone is caught attempting to check the tomb then they will be executed on the spot. I loathe using such threats, but I will not have your lies destabilize my tribe any further. We nearly fell apart in the wake of losing General Godric and King Melich. I rose up to claim the throne even though I would have preferred to remain as a teacher and advisor. The sacrifices I have made for my people will not be undone by an outsider who would do anything to save a traitor.”
 
   The Snow Tiger King grinds his teeth and feels his mouth go dry when the champion continues her quiet approach. Her face an emotionless mask, Dariana stops at the ruler’s feet and snaps her handcuffs with a flex of her wrists. With only a fraction of her power seeping through the necklace, one of her bones breaks and she nearly collapses from the shock. She cradles the damaged limb and struggles against the enchanted collar to set the injury. All she accomplishes is giving herself a headache and nosebleed, so she lets the arm hang limp at her side while she ignores the pain.
 
   “I want to save a friend and would do almost anything to accomplish that goal,” Dariana says, refusing to look away from the scowling ruler. Sweat is on his brow, so she takes a single step away to make him understand that she will not attack. “That doesn’t include driving his people into anarchy and hurting the homeland that I know he loves. Timoran would never forgive me and I don’t have enough friends to risk losing any of them. All I am suggesting is that you work to remove all doubt from among your people. This isn’t being said as your enemy, but as someone who believes you to be a good man. Infected with fear due to recent events, but still good of heart. I’m sorry, but if I knew of any other way to solve the problem that I caused then I would reveal it immediately.”
 
   “We could ask the shamans,” Udelia interjects, stepping forward and putting fresh restraints on the telepath. Minding the injured wrist, she drags the woman back and forces her to sit. “They may be able to talk to King Melich’s spirit and ask him to check his own body. Even if it fails or you’re denied, the attempt will help your reputation.”
 
   “I will take that under consideration,” the ruler claims, though his voice hints that he is done with the argument. Satisfied that the discussion is over, he steeples his fingers and nods to his War Chieftains. “Now we come to the criminal whose actions have plagued our tribe for many years. They have left festering scars that we can finally cleanse. All of you will bear witness to his fate.”
 
   King Edric leans back in his chair and turns to Timoran, the red-haired barbarian continuing to stare ahead. The calm expression on the prisoner’s face makes the older man angry and guilt-ridden, which catches him by surprise. Whenever he attempts to focus on the source of the emotions, he hits a mental wall and feels a pulse of discomfort. Deciding on the simplest answer, Edric assumes the sensation is because the warrior killed his best friend. Yet there is a nagging shard of doubt in his mind that he cannot shake. It is frustrating since he has spent years knowing that this exile is guilty and must be punished. Now with the most hated man of the Snow Tiger Tribe standing before him, the wise ruler finds that he is not so sure of what he saw on the battlefield. Suddenly, the entire event feels like a dream with only scraps of truth mixed with possible lies. Straightening his back and taking a cleansing breath, he rids himself of the confusing thoughts and prepares to bring peace to General Godric.
 
   “Timoran Wrath is unquestionably guilty of abandoning his post,” Edric begins, aiming to build up steam as he chooses his words carefully. He takes strength from the War Chieftains paying close attention to the verdict, all of them leaning forward. “By this fact, he is also guilty of treason. The real question is if there is enough evidence to clear Timoran of the battlefield murder charge. Dariana did not make a suitable case on his behalf and settled for trying to undermine my reputation. I have found that a person only does such a thing when they are knowingly defending a criminal. Furthermore, these actions nullified the jury, who joined in the ensuing riot and have shown they are more interested in my fate than that of the accused. Due to their removal, the final decision comes down to me. With that being said, I find Timoran Wrath guilty of the murder of General Godric and he is to be executed in the morning. He will be given a final meal and his friends will be allowed to say their farewells. If he wishes to speak to a shaman and ask Kerr for forgiveness then one will be sent to his cell.”
 
   “This wasn’t even a real trial!” Dariana shouts, leaping to her feet and ducking under Udelia’s attempted grab. Slowed down by the pain throbbing through her arm, the champion is easily caught by the collar of her shirt. “Every piece of evidence was flimsy and revolved around people only seeing Timoran standing near the body. Nobody ever saw him commit the murder, so you’re condemning him over conjecture. Admit that there was never any other way that this could have ended as long as you presided over it. How can you say you have honor when you have put on such a blatant farce of a trial?”
 
   “Hold your tongue or you will be executed alongside your friend,” King Edric warns the champion. Reaching behind his chair, he draws a winged spear and settles the weapon on his shoulder. “I do not want to be a cruel ruler, but both of you are threatening the foundation of this tribe. You are not one us, Dariana, so exile is what I chose for your punishment. Be thankful that I am letting you leave with your belongings because the ancient traditions would see me send you naked into the wilderness. Now as one of our people, Timoran can only be dealt with through execution. That is unless he decides to renounce his blood and claim to no longer be a member of the tribe. Only then will I be willing to consider giving him the same punishment as you. Does he wish for this path?”
 
   “I was born of this tribe and that is how I will die,” Timoran declares, facing the Snow Tiger King for the first time in days. The air in the courthouse becomes thick with tension as the two men lock defiant stares and growl at each other. “If this is your decision then I cannot change it, King Edric. I will point out that you are putting many innocent people in danger by sentencing me to death. The gods have given me a higher purpose and my friends need me to be by their side. You may claim that I am offending Kerr by rejecting your offer, but I know he would be furious if I agreed. He has made it known to me that I am to never show weakness, which is what you are asking of me.”
 
   “You’ve heard rumors of the champions, right?” Dariana asks while facing the War Chieftains, who remain stone-faced and silent. Muttering a curse, the powerless telepath wishes she could implant the information into their minds. “A great evil will arise from history’s shadow and Timoran is one of the warriors chosen to stand in its way. It’s possible that him being framed for the death of General Godric was part of Gabriel’s plan to get him out of Stonehelm. If Timoran hadn’t left then he’d never have met Luke and Nyx in Hero’s Gate. He wouldn’t have been there when they returned at a later date either. Those events are what put him on the path of his destiny. Please see that this is a small part of a greater event and killing this man will destroy the Tri-God’s work.”
 
   “If it truly is destiny then something will save him from being executed,” Edric retorts even though he is wise enough to know the world does not work that way. The disapproving look from the sheriff causes his thoughts to falter and he slumps in his chair. “Free will is part of Windemere’s beautiful tapestry and it is more delicate than destiny. Every choice holds a negative reaction for someone. If a man decides to steal a loaf of bread then someone else will have to go without. In this case, my path would be damaged if I was to release Timoran in the name of this supposed destiny. I will argue that there were many ways for him to meet the rest of you, but he chose the one that started with killing my friend. Such an act does not suit a champion who will save the innocent. Perhaps he is a tainted chosen and the only way for you to succeed is to cull him from your ranks. I assume that if a new hero is needed, one will rise at the proper time. It could even be Sheriff Kalten or Cyrus or anyone within this city if a member of this tribe is required.”
 
   “That is not how Gabriel’s plans work.”
 
   “Then let him appear and stay my hand.”
 
   “You know the gods can’t do that.”
 
   “In that case, I ask for them to send me a sign that this should not be done.”
 
   Udelia tackles Dariana to the side as the ceiling cracks and collapses into the building, chunks of stone splintering the benches. One of the slower War Chieftains is trapped beneath the rubble, his massive hand flailing for assistance. Having jumped to the same side of the room, Timoran and Edric find themselves standing next to each other, but their attention is on the groaning figure rising from the dust. A burst of wind clears the air and reveals Nyx, fire rolling around her arms like enraged serpents. Without a gesture or word, the channeler magically hurls the debris off the trapped War Chieftain and sends her flames through the broken roof. They explode against an incoming swarm of spells and the eruption creates a rain of sparkling embers that bathes the entire city. Not wasting any time, Nyx hurtles back into the sky where she is slammed into by another form. A few seconds pass before the stunned witnesses here a distant boom that reminds them of a giant’s footstep.
 
   “We will finish this later, your highness,” Udelia says as she frees Dariana from the handcuffs. As the War Chieftains rush the exit, the sheriff tosses her keys to the lone guard and climbs over the wreckage to be closer to the King. “I know you’ve waited years for this moment, but Stonehelm needs all of us. Perhaps the gods were listening and will pass their judgement on the battlefield. After all, the three of us carry sins that have long since required atonement. So forget your pride and-”
 
   Edric raises his hand to stop Udelia from talking and reaches out to break Timoran’s restraints with his bare hands. “The voices of our people are calling to me. I hear spells and the mention of chaos elves. Queen Trinity herself is here to do battle and her reputation is one of power and ferocity. I also find her timing suspicious and believe it has something to do with our guests. You have been slated for execution, Timoran Wrath, but you are still a member of this tribe. The decision is up to you. Are you willing to fight for us?”
 
   “Give me my weapon and I will defend Stonehelm until my final breath,” the champion replies with a grin.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   13
 
   King Edric pushes his way to the top of the wall and is amazed at what he sees within the valley. Chaos elves and barbarians are clashing throughout the valley and casualties from both sides litter the battlefield. The mass of cobalt-skinned intruders goes so far back that there seems to be no end to them. Thin blades meet battle axes to create ringing echoes that combine with screams from the dying. Shamans unleash hazy spirits to attack their enemies as keen-eyed archers strike the primitive priests down from atop the cliffs. Enemy casters pepper the Stonehelm forces with spells, their magic punching holes in the unruly mob of muscular warriors. The casting becomes less frequent as the battle condenses and the magic-hurling chaos elves are forced to use their mundane weapons. The fear of magic on both sides reaches a point that whenever soldiers hear chanting, those in the area immediately stop to look around and attack the source. Even with their superior strength and knowledge of the terrain, the barbarians are struggling against the enormous army that refuses to give ground. The fervor of the chaos elves is so potent that many of their warriors manage a final attack after suffering anything less than a decapitation.
 
   “The ones that fall are still stabbing at our legs until they breathe their last,” Edric whispers as he watches the hectic battle. He notices many of his warriors are on the city side of the wall, all of them showing minor injuries. “Who is commanding the army? I require a report on the situation.”
 
   “Technically Nyx called us into action, but I’ve been making the decisions,” Cyrus answers as he approaches his leader. The black-haired warrior is covered in cuts and his hammer is dripping with blood, but a wide grin of excitement is on his face. “She’s handling Queen Trinity and I’ve been trying to keep the chaos elves at bay until you and the War Chieftains arrived. My goal was to conserve our forces, so I’ve been letting them go in and out of the doors in groups of one hundred. Most of our shamans have been called back because we need healers and many of the enemy casters have disappeared. We’re outnumbered at least twelve to one and they are matching us in ferocity. Still, I believe we can turn the tide with a full rush. As far as the chaos elves know, we’re unprepared and still getting our bearings.”
 
   “When in reality, we are stalling and giving them a false sense of superiority,” the King says while watching his War Chieftains organize their forces. Knowing that they need a central military figure for such a battle, he draws a tiger tooth medallion out of his pocket. “We have not had a true general since Godric passed. This is a time where we need someone wise, strong, and trusted to stand in the frontline. Due to recent events, it cannot be me or Sheriff Kalten. Please take this medallion and lead Stonehelm to victory.”
 
   “You’re planning to execute my best friend,” Cyrus points out, his face losing its charming expression. Knowing that everyone is watching the exchange, he takes the medallion and puts it around his neck. “But this isn’t about us. I will protect Stonehelm and obey my king during a battle. Any personal issue I have with your decisions will be settled after we drive this army away. Will you be joining us or staying here?”
 
   Hurt by the blunt question, Edric puts his hands on the wall and gazes over the battlefield. A fresh wave of barbarians are entering the mass of bodies, their War Chieftain swinging her flail in a skull-crushing arc. The chaos elves react by surging forward instead of falling back and their forces practically consume several of the Stonehelm warriors. Crossbow bolts erupt from the cliffs, the barbarian archers finally prepared and within range. They only get a few destructive volleys into the mass of cobalt-skinned figures before they find themselves under attack from opposing archers. Armed with longbows, the chaos elves have the advantage of range and they swiftly take out several of their targets in the first minute. The only thing that is in the crossbowmen’s favor is that they are partially protected by wooden shacks that they can duck inside of. Instead of wasting ammunition on the distant and well-hidden threat, they risk their lives to jump up and fire into the army on the ground. It is a reckless tactic that strains their nerves and forces them to shoot without aiming. All they can do is pray that they are not hitting their own men and the enemy archers are looking in another direction.
 
   “I will lead a group along the cliffs to defeat those archers,” Edric declares, removing his cloak and shirt. Years of being on the throne has given him a small gut, but his arms and chest are still muscular and strong. “We will use the topmost paths to get above them. It will leave us open, but it is the quickest way. Shields should make it more difficult for them to deliver fatal wounds. I will have Sheriff Kalten lead a group on the other side of the valley.”
 
   “I think you should be in the valley and take the front to rally your men,” Dariana says, startling the barbarians. She continues to tug at the collar that refuses to come off, her powers still restrained. “It would be best for them to see you in the thick of the fight. They will be more aggressive in order to protect their leader and their trust in you will be strengthened if you’re sharing in the danger. I can handle the archers alone as soon as Udelia releases me from this collar. The enemy won’t see me until it’s too late.”
 
   “I’d listen to her,” Cyrus admits while directing the main force into position. Using hand gestures, he gets the remaining barbarians into a long column that will barely fit through the entrance. “Once we go through the gate, the battle will become even more heated. Things could get worse if Nyx and Trinity’s fight returns to Stonehelm. If you’re coming with us then I want to put you in the middle of our forces. With any luck, the chaos elves will try to swarm toward you and leave themselves open to attacks from the sides.”
 
   Amused by the strategy, Edric chuckles and stomps his winged spear on the ground. “You are using me as bait.”
 
   “Well that’s what you would be no matter where I put you. We might as well use it to our advantage.”
 
   “Fair enough. Do we have any other important placements?”
 
   Through the din of battle, they hear the whispers before many of the soldiers on the wall head for the stairs. With nobody knowing that he has been sentenced to death, the sight of an unshackled Timoran walking alongside Sheriff Kalten is seen as a sign of innocence. Wearing his Ifrit fur vest and carrying his tiger-striped great axe, the champion is an impressive figure whose presence sends a charge through his fellow tribesmen. Many shake his hand and welcome him home, but he spends very little time talking. To his mild frustration, a few of the younger warriors refuse to get out of his way without a proper greeting. The red-haired barbarian stomps his foot and snorts his displeasure of being blocked from his goal, reminding everyone of an irritable bear. A path is made for him to approach Edric and Cyrus, one man watching with excitement and the other with dread-filled apprehension. Timoran bows to his fellow warriors before looking over the battlefield, the start of a grin making his lip curl.
 
   “This should fix your wrist,” Udelia tells Dariana as she hands the woman a potion. There are two more hanging from her belt, both of them protected by metal spheres. She finishes securing her chainmail and straps her huge broadsword to her back. “What is the situation and where should we go? Before I forget, I release you from your bond, Dariana. Not really sure how to do it though.”
 
   “It’s still attached,” the telepath declares, the collar refusing to budge. She finishes the potion and takes some comfort from the sensation of her bones knitting back together. “Do you know how to remove this, Edric? I can only access some of my powers now, which I would say puts me at half strength. This will make me a liability out there, so please tell us how to release me entirely.”
 
   “It should have worked with her words,” the King replies, running a sweaty hand over his bald head. An explosion in the distance draws everyone’s attention to the east where they see a pillar of violet smoke. “The Near Gods might be causing interference with all of the artifacts in Stonehelm. I imagine it will do the same to anything being carried by our enemies. General Cyrus, please tell our soldiers not to depend on any enchanted items that they are carrying. We do not want anyone to try something, fail, and get killed.”
 
   “I’ll meet everyone down below,” Cyrus says while rushing for the stairs. He stops as he passes Timoran and turns back to the King, a glint of mischief in his eyes. “I suggest we use the fright opener when we want the fun to really start. The chaos elves are determined, but maybe a chorus of battle cries could rattle them. I’ll have the men prepare. Also, it might be best to have Dariana and Udelia take out the archers together. The sheriff can continue trying to release the collar and act as a very deadly shield for our friend. Wait, do I outrank you, Udelia?”
 
   “Only if we’re talking smell,” she retorts with a smirk. The blonde barbarian clears her throat at the stern glares that she receives from the nearby soldiers. “Sorry. The excitement of battle is causing old habits to appear. Generals outrank sheriffs in these situations. I’m the law inside of Stonehelm while you are in charge of the battlefield. Congratulations on your new title and I will follow your orders to help Dariana.”
 
   Cyrus nods and hurries to meet with his men, several of the other warriors following him to take their positions. Only a handful of soldiers are left on the wall, all of them rushing to stack piles of metal orbs. Udelia and Dariana check their gear before jogging to the southern edge of the mountain. Unnoticed by the chaos elves, they wedge themselves into a crevice and slowly climb to the top of the natural barrier. Both women stay low as they emerge into the hot winds that are washing over the cliffs from the south. Catching Udelia by the wrist, Dariana signals for her to wait while she gives them a psychic cover. Straining her weakened powers, the champion hides their presence by making them resemble a collection of heat hazes.
 
   “And what will you do?” King Edric asks Timoran. The two men find themselves alone as the other warriors finish stocking their ammunition and get in position. “This reminds me of when we fought the Bog Hare Tribe. Cyrus, Udelia, Tigris, and Godric were all with us back then. It seems odd that we find ourselves here again before I have you executed. Unless you die out there or earn yourself redemption.”
 
   “I sense that you hope I fall in battle,” Timoran states, his emotionless eyes fixed on the ruler. The pair turn to watch a boulder fall into the chaos elf forces, the stone dislodged by several crossbow bolts to its crumbling base. “The two of us want to protect Stonehelm. I will stay out of your way and you will stay out of mine. Perhaps Kerr will use our battle rage to clear our minds and reveal the truth.”
 
   The ruler’s eyebrow twitches and he grips his spear tightly, the beginning of a headache making him wince. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “My memories of those past events are unclear,” the champion admits, scratching at the scar on his shoulder. “I get the sense that you suffer from a similar blockage. We remember being over General Godric’s body, but neither of us know what led to that point in time. Correct me if I am wrong, my old teacher.”
 
   “You are right, but that does not change your fate,” the older man retorts, a twinge of anger and frustration in his voice. With the cracking of his knuckles, the King calms down enough to push his personal feelings away. “This is a pointless conversation based on emotions we have kept locked away for years. You and I have something to settle, but we need to work together for the sake of Stonehelm. I asked you to fight for the tribe because I know you are a strong warrior and it was a wise decision. In the heat of the moment, I forget that I hate or at least distrust you. I shall hold onto my logic and keep my emotions in check because it is for the benefit of our people. Choose your position and fight hard.”
 
   Timoran stays on the wall while King Edric takes the stairs, most of the army cheering at the sight of their leader. Every breath is invigorating to the champion and he lets the stress of containment seep out of his muscles. His eyes scan the battlefield to see where he will be needed most, his attention locking on the center of the chaos elf forces. Stretching his legs, Timoran gets closer to the far edge and waits for the doors to open wide. The moment he hears the bellowing cry of the Snow Tiger Tribe, he makes a running leap into the fray and fights as if this is the last battle he will ever taste.
 
   *****
 
   Realizing that Luke cannot carry both of the armored barbarians, the three travelers have settled for taking the quickest foot path to Stonehelm. Leaving at dawn, they make decent time because Tigris’s presence keeps the rocs and other creatures of the mountain at bay. It is midmorning by the time they reach the start of the foothills and stop on a high ridge that shows them most of the valley. As the thick fog dissolves, they forget discussing what they should do upon reaching Stonehelm. From their vantage point, the travelers can see that their path is blocked by a massive army flowing toward the city walls. Cobalt-skinned archers are on the cliffs, revealing the identity of the enemy who none of them would have expected to attack the city so brazenly. The warriors calmly watch the battle to see if they can discern the cause, but nothing is clear from so far away. A slight tremor runs through the mountains as the wall doors swing open and the roars of the Snow Tiger Tribe echo across the mountains. Thundering footsteps and the collision of bodies, sends every winged creature into the air, especially vultures that realize a glorious meal is in their future. Even the rocs have left their nesting ground since their slumber has been disrupted by the noise. The giant birds fly high above the valley, yet there is an unnerving energy in the breeze that tells them to stay among the clouds.
 
   “Why are the chaos elves attacking Stonehelm?” Tigris asks as the trio observe the distant armies. She shifts her pack of spears to her other shoulder and steps closer to the cliff’s edge, her eyes squinting. “It reminds me of the day you died, father. Do you think the gods are revealing a sense of humor?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know who the joke will be on,” the platemail-wearing General replies. A burst of lightning draws his attention to the east, but he sees nothing more than smoke. “It seems another battle is going on over there. It could be the attack that this invasion is preventing the tribe from noticing. My suggestion is that we investigate the cliffs behind the castle.”
 
   “Given it’s the chaos elves, those explosions are probably Nyx and Queen Trinity,” Luke says, cringing when he sees a mountaintop crumble. From the sounds and quakes, he is fairly certain that the channelers are not holding back. “We’d only get killed or distract Nyx if we went over there. Let’s head to the real battle and . . . are you going to get involved or is this King Edric’s problem?”
 
   General Godric spits off the ridge and towers over the half-elf who refuses to back away. “I would never abandon my people when they need me. Edric did try to kill me and I don’t entirely trust the man even with his memories altered. Yet I will not let him fight alone when he does so for the same reason I do. The people of Serab don’t understand how important loyalty and honor is in the wilderness. If you betray one of us then you betray us all, but it is always possible to find forgiveness. You can stay here if you want, young man, but my daughter and I are heading into battle.”
 
   “I’m sorry for insulting your honor,” Luke states, his chocolate and gold eyes focusing on something within the mass of bodies. A blur of red catches his attention before three chaos elves are knocked above the rest of their army. “I only wondered if you wanted to remain behind to stay safe. From what you described, Timoran needs both of you to stay alive. As for me, I’m diving into that mess no matter what. My friends are down there and I don’t know what condition they’re in considering Edric’s men probably went after them too.”
 
   “Then it seems the three of us are marching. This will be interesting since most will only see me as the infamous phantom,” Tigris mutters, cocking her head to the side. A strong breeze coming off the battle carries the noise to her ears and she licks her lips while picking out some familiar voices. “I hear Cyrus is the new General and Edric is participating like last time. Udelia is nowhere to be found, but that might only mean she’s being quiet and nobody is aware of her location. A lot of chatter about the Near Gods and the chaos elves are . . . fighting to return home?”
 
   “That’s amazing,” Luke says, his own senses straining from such a distance. “I knew barbarian ears were keen, but the battle has to be at least five miles away.”
 
   “My hearing has always been exceptional even among my people.”
 
   Curious about the chaos elves’ reasons for attacking, General Godric walks to the back of the ridge and strokes his beard while deep in thought. His knowledge of their mysterious enemy is no better than that of most people. They are a race of assassins and thieves that want nothing more than to cause harm to those who live in the light. In his youth, he had joined a sailing crew to see Shayd for himself, which turned out to be a blood-chilling sight. He remembers a storm that illuminated eerie creatures of the land and sea, all of which prevented them from reaching the craggy shore. The atmosphere was dismal and choking even from far away, so he could only imagine what living there would do to an entire race. Why anyone would wish to return to Shayd is beyond him, but the shadowy continent has been home to the chaos elves for their entire existence. It dawns on him that their enemies might be fighting for the same reason as his tribe and there is more to the situation than he realizes.
 
   “They fight to return home, which suggests they have been exiled,” the General says, noticing that Luke is nodding his head. A shriek is heard from where Nyx and Trinity are battling, the pair briefly rocketing into the sky before cutting through the clouds and crashing in the west. “I fear we are being used by someone. Be honest with me, young man, and explain why such a large force has been sent to Stonehelm. The chaos elves have never shown interest in our lands until you and your friends arrived. It is safe to assume that one or all of you are the real targets.”
 
   “It’s all about the champion prophecy,” the forest tracker answers, seeing where the old warrior is going with his thoughts. Piecing together what has happened recently with what he knows about their enemies, Luke anxiously rubs his saber hilts and closes his eyes. “Trinity protected Nyx from Stephen Kernaghan. That has to be it. The Baron must have exiled the chaos elves from Shayd, so she’s trying to eliminate us and regain his favor. If he’s as cruel as his son then he might have kept their children and elders, which is why they’re so determined to return. This is bad. You’re fighting an enemy with nothing left to lose.”
 
   “Imagine if such a fate happened to our tribe,” Tigris whispers, a shiver running along her spine. A whimsical thought comes to her mind and she cannot hold back a chuckle. “I don’t have to imagine it. Such has been my life for years. Always looking at Stonehelm’s gate and never being allowed to cross its threshold.”
 
   “If that is the truth then I pity them, but they can’t be allowed to win,” her father states, returning to the edge of the ridge. Another eruption shakes the range, the rocs rushing away from a pillar of acidic flames. “Nyx may be the one who has to end this. With Queen Trinity defeated, her people will be less confident and hopefully retreat. The rest of us need only hold the wall and keep them at bay until our Near God is victorious. Hopefully that fight ends soon. Given my people’s history and prowess, it will be us who claim victory on the battlefield, but it will be at a great cost.”
 
   Luke cracks his neck and quickly eats an apple, knowing that he will have to transform soon. “Then we should quit talking. I won’t stop you two from killing, but I’m going to try to knock out as many enemies as I can. Dariana might be willing to do the same if I can explain the situation to her. I understand you have to defend your city, but I want to minimize casualties on both sides if the chaos elves truly are victims here.”
 
   “Now you’re just trying to make us feel bad,” Raynar says, slapping the half-elf on the back and knocking him to the ground. He helps the smaller warrior up by the scruff of his neck, noticing that there are already feathers sprouting from beneath Luke’s shirt. “I will try to find Edric and relay our thoughts to him. He may be able to think of a plan that helps both sides. Though I doubt it will be a true negotiation. Personally, I say we give those pointy-eared intruders a great fight and let them die as warriors instead of whimpering exiles.”
 
   Tigris’s eyes widen when she picks out a familiar battle cry, her ears helping her pinpoint where in the crowd her husband is fighting. Not waiting for the others, she jumps onto the side of the mountain and races down the slope. Drawing two of her short spears, she uses them to control her descent and slow her speed enough to avoid injury. She jumps over small boulders and swerves around the larger ones, her durable boots not even scuffing from their horrible treatment. Leaping onto even ground, Tigris sprints toward the battle and disappears among the rocky hills.
 
   Refusing to be left too far behind, Luke transforms into the griffin and hunkers down to act as a mount for the heavy barbarian. The beast grunts and growls at the uncomfortable weight until she rockets into the sky. With the force of their ascent, General Godric leans forward and holds on tight to avoid falling off. Explosions erupt to their right and they see the silhouettes of the channelers pass through a cloud that is only a few yards above their heads. Wanting to get away from the more destructive battle, the griffin goes even higher and punches a hole in the clouds with a powerful blast from her wings. She scans the ground for a few seconds before deciding on the best place to enter the melee, a battling figure drawing her attention more than the others. A roaring screech is the only warning the old warrior gets before the griffin dives toward the valley.
 
   *****
 
   King Edric stomps on a legless chaos elf’s head as the determined enemy tries to slice his ankle. Two more invaders pounce and are batted away by his spear, the pair landing on their backs and swiftly losing their lives to axe-wielding warriors. The formation of the barbarian forces has broken into scattered groups struggling against the crushing wave of cobalt bodies. It is a small advantage that none of the chaos elves recognize the Snow Tiger King, so they do not attempt to overrun him any more than the others. The chaos elves constantly push ahead as a solid mass, their true target the wooden wall that blocks them from the city. Backing away for a breather, Edric slams his elbow into a swordsman’s face and guts them with a tight swing of his spear. He roars at a pack of charging enemies, but they do not pause until Cyrus leaps in their way. The blood-soaked barbarian’s hammer bashes in the heads of three more chaos elves before two of his men charge in to finish off the others.
 
   “We should fall back to the wall,” Cyrus announces while protecting the King. He whistles as loud as he can to call for everyone to pull back. “Not a full retreat, but we really need to regroup. We’ve lost three War Chieftains, so their men are working without a leader. This isn’t the type of battle for us to be sloppy. Our only victory is that the enemy archers on the left have been disposed of. I guess Udelia and Dariana are working their way to the right side of the valley.”
 
   “With the wall at our rear, we can prevent them from flanking us,” Edric states, stabbing under his General’s arm to hit a chaos elf in the chest. He twists his spear to toss the enemy aside, making sure the dying warrior cannot finish the sneak attack. “Drawing them closer will allow our shot putters to get into the action. Do we have any crossbowmen left?”
 
   “The survivors came down to join the melee fighting, but I can order the badly injured to join those on the wall,” Cyrus says, relaxing as more of their men gather around them and create a thick circle. The flood of chaos elves crashes against the formation, but the defenders hold the line. “Every time one of our warriors falls, it means there’s more of these bastards for the rest of us to fend off. I never would have guessed that chaos elves could be the most dangerous army we’ve ever faced. Why are we having so much trouble?”
 
   “Besides their superior numbers and catching us by surprise, we are not fighting at our full strength.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “There is still distrust towards me.”
 
   “Don’t the others know this isn’t the time?”
 
   “A barbarian’s honor is easily wounded, but not so easily healed.”
 
   Cyrus growls in frustration and vaults over his own men, landing amid the chaos elves with a wild roar. His hammer slams into bodies and he charges forward in the hopes of igniting the battle lust of his people. A few follow his example, but all of them are on the verge of being overrun before a burly figure crashes through the cobalt-skinned crowd. Cyrus calls for his men to return to the main formation while he runs behind Timoran. Knowing not to get too close to an enraged barbarian, the black-haired warrior handles the enemies that his friend fails to kill. A fireball arches toward the bellowing champion, its caster hidden somewhere within the mass of bodies. Crushing a chaos elf’s head in his fist, Timoran backhands the spell with his great axe and sends it hurtling toward the back of the invading army.
 
   “We need to rejoin the others,” Cyrus says while defending his friend’s flank. He blocks a crude spear with his bracers, twisting his arm to catch the tip and snap the weapon. “I know you’re releasing some pent up anger, but we’ve been cut off. So let’s start hacking our way in the opposite direction.”
 
   “Why are you pulling back?” Timoran asks, his voice guttural and savage. A sword cuts across his arm and he cleaves the attacker in half, the injury having no effect on the champion’s speed and strength. “We only have to hold out for Nyx to defeat their leader. More importantly, Luke has yet to enter the fight and he will be a deciding factor. Order the others to march forward.”
 
   “We’re outnumbered and our morale is still damaged from your trial,” the General replies, lunging forward to knock three warriors away. Seeing an injured chaos elf crawling toward Timoran, he yanks his friend away and kicks the threat into the crowd. “As your battlefield commander, I order you to return to the rest of the army. Do not make me carry you back, Wrath, because I will do it! Fight your rage and think clearly.”
 
   The red-haired champion takes a deep breath as he slices through more enemies, risking a glance over his shoulder at his fellow tribesmen. They are holding their own against the chaos elves, but he can see that they are no longer a cohesive unit. Suffering from distracting thoughts, weapons of allies clang together by accident and the famous prowess of the barbarians fades before Timoran’s eyes. With a heaviness in his heart, he considers that his people’s spirits are still wounded from the Bog Hare Tribe battle to win a confrontation of this scale. Like him, they remember that the last war cost them dearly and left them confused. The difference this time is that Timoran is using the memory to fuel his rage while the others are letting it erode their courage.
 
   “You see it too, right?” Cyrus asks, noticing his companion’s muscles relax. He starts clearing a path to the wall, moving slow enough for Timoran to walk backwards and guard their rear. “This is the first real fight we’ve had since that day. King Edric did whatever he could to avoid such confrontations. Many of us have softened, but I never realized how bad it was until now. This battle requires that we act smart, so drawing the enemy into shot put and crossbow range is our first goal. Unless you know of a way to ignite our brethren’s fire. After all, I can hear you chuckling for some reason. Then again, it’s possible that you’ve finally gone mad at the worst possible moment.”
 
   “I hear approaching wings.”
 
   The griffin’s call startles the chaos elves, their entire army pulling back as she lands between them and the barbarians. An armored figure climbs off the beast’s back and allows her to return to Luke’s form, his sabers already drawn. Only those on the wall watch the half-elf as he steps toward the invaders and causes them to back away with a stomp of his foot. Those on the ground are more interested in the man whose platemail is unmistakable with its tiger head symbol and dull color. Only Timoran and Edric recognize the face of General Godric even with so many changes such as wrinkles and white hair. Neither man can understand how they know this is their friend returned from the grave and thinking about the mystery causes an irritating tickle in their brains. The other barbarians simply wonder why Lodur is wearing the armor of a fallen hero, a few even growling at the thought of the drunk pilfering the royal graveyard.
 
   “Why aren’t the chaos elves attacking?” Cyrus asks, following their gaze to Luke. Not wanting to waste the opportunity, he rushes to join his allies and keeps a tight grip on his weapon. “Also, is that Lodur wearing General Godric’s armor? For some reason, I keep thinking that’s really the old man, but it can’t be. What’s going on here, Timoran?”
 
   “I do not know. If it is him then the tide of this battle is about to turn,” the red-haired barbarian answers, nodding to the forest tracker as he passes. He shares a wild smirk with his fellow champion, the pair excited about sharing a battlefield once again. “As far as the pause in the battle, I think the chaos elves are curious and scared. A new enemy has appeared on the back of a warrior that they are not sure if they should attack. Luke is considered Nyx’s little brother and she holds the same power as their leader. Focus and you can hear their whispers running to the back. They are wondering if it is wise to attack him and risk his big sister’s fury. Our pause is also allowing them to rest and regroup, which they need more than us. Our forces are small and wounded, but our enemies lack the endurance to handle a battle of this size. I assume this break will end in a few minutes, so we should get ourselves in position.”
 
   As they get within reach of General Godric, both of the young barbarians are stopped by a solid, familiar grip on their shoulders. When the old man’s thumb grazes the chain around Cyrus’s neck, the legendary warrior abruptly becomes clear to the entire tribe. The stern-faced warrior gestures for his successor to ready their people, making sure to tap the medallion on his former student’s neck. The object shimmers in recognition of its previous owner, the residual energy of Raynar returning to his body to maintain its effect. With a smile and a salute, the younger General hurries to spread the order to advance while sending the more injured barbarians to the wall. He glances at the distant cliffs to see that Udelia and Dariana are patiently waiting above the final group of archers. Cyrus can only imagine how badly the sheriff wants to leap from the mountain and charge through the chaos elves. He makes a silent prayer to Kerr that she gets to speak with her father again, but fears that this battle will not be any kinder to her bloodline than the last one.
 
   Timoran obediently follows his father-in-law through the parting barbarians, the pair stopping in front of King Edric. The confused leader stares into his old friend’s face and battles a combination of joy and hate in his heart. As happy as he is to see Raynar again, the thought that this man has been alive all this time enrages him. Noticing that the chaos elves are beginning to reorganize, he pushes the conflicting emotions away and focuses on giving his people the burst of morale they need. Edric embraces his old friend to prove his is not a ghost and lets a few tears slip down his cheek.
 
   “I remember seeing your body. What happened?” the King asks, his shock still controlling his thoughts. He clears his throat and looks out at the invaders, determined stares returning to their faces. “I’m sorry. This is neither the time nor place to have this discussion. Are you here to lead us?”
 
   “Right on both accounts, old friend,” Raynar replies, smirking at how the man who killed him has no memory of the crime. Gently pushing Edric away, he turns to get a better view of the enemy. “All of us have much to discuss, but first we must protect Stonehelm. Don’t dwell on my presence. Know only that I could not reveal my true identity until now. The magic involved has kept me masked from your senses for all these years. I believe I’ve already said too much when I have another battle to win. Care to rally the troops, your highness?”
 
   “Just like that?” Timoran asks, refusing to shy away from the elders’ matching glares. “I am sorry, but you show up out of nowhere and expect us to fight alongside you? This seems like a trick or-”
 
   “Keep talking, son, and I’ll use your head as a battering ram.”
 
   “That is what my father-in-law used to say during my training.”
 
   “He also said that he’d rather his daughter marry a dread boar than you.”
 
   “I do not remember that.”
 
   King Edric clears his throat and admits, “He said it to me the night you and Tigris became engaged. There was a lot of alcohol involved. At least two kegs of ale and four decanters of rum . . . for each of us. Now, are we sure that we are who we believe we are? The scrawny, blue-skinned whelps look ready to fight again. Nice that they are giving us time to get reacquainted, but my old body is getting stiff.”
 
   “They are fighting to regain their master’s favor and return to Shayd,” Raynar says while they walk to the front of the small army. He draws his axe and has the sun glint off its polished head, the light dancing at their enemies’ feet. “These men and women are desperate, which makes them incredibly dangerous. None of them will fall easily because all of them are homeless exiles now.”
 
   “That explains why they are here without provocation,” Edric states before he turns to his warriors. Timoran and General Godric flank him, the pair joined by Luke and Cyrus, who are cautiously watching the chaos elves. “We are outnumbered and our enemies are more determined than we ever imagined. They fight to regain their homeland just as we fight to preserve ours. Neither of us wish to die, but only one may see victory this day. I apologize to our enemies, but that shall be the Snow Tiger Tribe. Stand with me to drive these invaders back into the plains and cast the survivors into the wilderness. Give those who fight a warrior’s death so that they may know true peace. Attack!”
 
   Two deafening roars erupt as the armies charge and crash into each other. Crossbow bolts and arrows fly into the crowds along with the occasional metal orb now that the chaos elves have moved closer to the wall. Barbarians barrel through enemies with wild swings and stabs, the bulky warriors moving in pairs. Luke dives and flips through the mass of bodies, his saber hilts striking faces and the dull side of his blades cracking bones. When he is nearly tackled by several chaos elves, the forest tracker transforms and erupts into the sky as the griffin. She repeatedly dives at the army to send flailing bodies tumbling to the ground where many of them remain unconscious and groaning. The bedlam is so thick that the leaders of the barbarian forces soon find themselves divided and blindly battling through a mass of cobalt-skinned killers.
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   The squad of twenty archers fire into the crowd, their arrows finding most of their marks due to the barbarians being much larger than their fellow chaos elves. Two of the bowmen remain with their backs to the battle and their weapons trained on the higher cliffs. After seeing their allies disappear on the far side of the valley, they know it is only a matter of time before the enemy assaults their position. With her heart pounding in her ears, the squad captain tries to figure out where the inevitable attack will come from. Even if they are ready for the assassins to strike from above, there are too many boulders and ledges that can be used as cover. Taking a moment to fire at an injured enemy, the cunning chaos elf signals for one of her men to hide in a crevice. The slender bowman wiggles into the tight spot, making sure not to knock over any of the arrow-filled quivers that have been stashed inside.
 
   “Wouldn’t they have to cut across the battlefield or run back along the wall?” one of the archers mentions while aiming at a barbarian. The shot hits the flail-wielding woman’s arm, the pain appearing to make her stronger. “Captain, I think it might be wiser to take a position at the top of the ridge. The footing might be less stable up there, but it would reduce the chances of an ambush.”
 
   “Good point. Those crossbowmen are no longer a threat to us, so we don’t need such a low vantage point,” the captain replies, turning to examine the upper cliffs. She squints into the sun, her vision playing tricks on her with the heat haze. “We’ll go up one by one. That way we can continue the barrage and avoid them learning of our movements. I’ll take the rear. Each of us will take an extra quiver and leave the remainders here for emergencies.”
 
   With a salute, the first archer grabs his gear and makes a slow climb up the crumbling stone face. A minute after he moves out of sight, an arrow sails into the crowd and hits the blade of a barbarian’s sword, startling the scarred warrior. Satisfied with the results of the new position, the captain whistles for the others to follow their companion. Every time an archer reaches the top, another arrow goes sailing into the armies. A few arc their shots in an attempt to hit the enemies on the wall, but repeatedly fall several feet short.
 
   It takes thirty minutes for the squad leader to be the only one left on the lower ledge. She takes her extra quivers and nimbly scales the cliff face, her callused fingers easily finding handholds. Glancing up, she notices that her men are no longer firing arrows or talking. Unable to draw a weapon without falling, the chaos elf shuffles to her right and tries to reach the top from the opposite side of a boulder. A low grunt is the only warning the captain gets before someone dislodges the giant rock and sends it rolling down the mountain. Directly in its path, the archer leaps out of the way and stretches for a distant ledge. Her fingers slip on the crumbling edge and she bounces down the mountain, landing with a crunch at the bottom.
 
   “That was definitely easier than dropping on them,” Dariana says, checking the defeated archers that have been hidden from view. Most of them received fatal slashes, but a few are merely knocked out due to the telepath’s weakened state. “What do we do now? We never went over our next move.”
 
   “We enter the battle and I find my father,” Udelia replies while approaching a narrow pass that leads to the valley. She squeezes into the tight path, her chainmail occasionally catching on the rough stone. “Whether he’s a ghost or truly alive, I need to speak with him. One of us could die out there, so I don’t have a moment to lose.”
 
   “What do you need to talk to him about?”
 
   “Just something.”
 
   “I have enough power to send him a message.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So it’s not that urgent?”
 
   Stuck in the tight pass, Udelia is unable to turn around and grab the other woman by the collar like she desperately wants. Instead, she continues to push forward while leaving a trail of broken stone and snapped rings of chainmail in her wake. It is a long, silent march to the valley and the sheriff’s armor is destroyed by the time they reach the bottom. The two warriors are several yards behind the chaos elf army and remain unnoticed as Udelia removes the larger scraps of chainmail from her body. Left only with a leather jerkin and an off-white shirt, she feels both exposed and invigorated by the danger. Scanning the battle, she struggles to spot the armored form of General Godric among the other warriors. A curse slips from her lips when she fails to locate her father and is forced to guess at his location.
 
   “Wait,” Dariana snaps, catching the barbarian by the elbow. She ducks at the swinging backhand, relieved that her reflexes are steadily improving. “I’m happy to help you, but we need to know where we’re going. Give me time to pinpoint your father. Again, it would be easier to relay a message through telepathy.”
 
   “Thank you, but I have no message,” Udelia replies, seeing the concern in the silver-haired woman’s eyes. With a sigh, the barbarian steps out into the open and takes a big sniff of the blood-soaked battle. “I never got to say good-bye to my father or sister. Now he is here again, so I only want to talk to him. A final conversation that I can cherish is all I’ve ever wanted. Unable to get that, I was settling for justice, but now I have a chance to speak with my father again. I refuse to let this pass me by.”
 
   “I understand and apologize for what I said,” the telepath says, closing her eyes to use her powers. She struggles against the opal’s weakening enchantment and does her best to sort through the cacophony of violent thoughts. “Everything is so primal. I don’t think I can discern one barbarian from another. The only person I can pick out of the crowd is Luke because of his spirits. Maybe we can reach him and get his help.”
 
   The cracking of stone and a low growl rises from the ground, which causes the two warriors’ blood to freeze. A swirling hole is forming near the entrance to the valley, the distortion noticed only by the barbarians on the wall. Udelia can hear several voices chanting from the other side of the battlefield as the muddy vortex gets larger and moves closer. The incessant growl becomes a roar when a pair of white stone arms burst from the earth and lift a bulky rock creature to the surface. Standing on gold-veined legs, the strange beast is at least eight feet tall and built like a bear with a tortoise shell. Its entire body is made out of rock, which crumbles and regenerates as the monster takes a step toward the battle.
 
   The creature stops after a minute of slowly advancing, another roar shaking several stones loose from the cliffs. Plunging its hands into its chest, the monster yanks a boulder from its core and hurls the projectile. The jagged rock slams into the wooden wall, leaving a dent before falling to the ground and crushing a surprised barbarian. With an ear-wrenching bellow, the creature’s eyes telescope out of its head and rotate to improve its vision. After a minute of careful aiming, another chunk of stone is hurled at the same spot and smashes through the defensive barrier. Screams and shouts can be heard from the people inside Stonehelm as another boulder crashes on top of the wall.
 
   “The remaining casters have pooled their auras to summon a Feldspar demon,” Dariana says, reaching out with her telepathy. Unable to defend herself, a backlash drives her to her knees the moment she touches the creature’s mind. “It’s so animalistic that I can’t do much in my weakened state. Not without risking my own sanity. We need to find the casters and defeat them in order to cancel the summons.”
 
   “I heard chanting coming from over there,” Udelia claims before tackling her companion out of a boulder’s path. She turns to see another projectile heading towards them and rolls with Dariana to get out of the way. “How many of those things can it throw?”
 
   “The Feldspar’s core is always regenerating, so it won’t run out of ammunition,” the champion answers, lashing out with a disruptive bolt. A surge of pain hits her body, but she sees the demon stumble and briefly beat on its head. “It’s stunned, so let’s move quickly. Don’t slow down for me because I’ll be keeping it dazed as we run.”
 
   Udelia nods and sprints toward the far side of the valley, Dariana only a few steps behind her. The sheriff can hear boulders coming towards them, but the deadly projectiles repeatedly fall a few inches short of the sprinting women. Glancing over her shoulder, she sees that blood is dripping from Dariana’s ears and the Feldspar has returned to attacking the wall. No longer the objects of its attention, Udelia stops to hoist the telepath onto her back and hurries to where she believes the casters are hiding. Drawing her sword in one hand, she leaps into a shallow cave that is hidden from view of the city by a jutting wall of stone.
 
   “What happened here?” the barbarian asks, seeing seven naked chaos elves unconscious on the floor. Their enhancer gems are sparking and humming, creating enough light to reveal that their owners are barely alive. “Do we wake them to disrupt the summons? Some of them are in very unnatural positions.”
 
   “Their limbs are touching to create the demon summoning circle and they used their clothes to make a central fire. You can see a few buttons in the ashes,” Dariana explains, kneeling next to one of the casters. Touching the man’s forehead, she shudders at the emptiness inside his mind and body. “They didn’t just combine auras to do the summons. These casters put all of themselves into that demon. Killing them would be like burning snake skin that has already been shed. All of this to regain their homeland.”
 
   The sheriff walks outside of the cave and watches the Feldspar continue its destructive barrage on the wall. None of her people are able to break through the chaos elves to confront the demon, but she can see several are trying. The attempts have left many of them isolated and desperately fending off the flood of invaders. She dives back inside when the creature roars and throws a boulder at her, the stone shattering against the mountain.
 
   “I would go to such lengths for Stonehelm,” Udelia whispers as Dariana joins her at the entrance. She puts her broadsword on her shoulder and takes another look at the unconscious casters. “They’re willing to sacrifice themselves for their people. To defeat such an act would require a similar one. What happens to them if I kill the Feldspar?”
 
   “It depends on how strong they are, but you can’t beat that thing alone,” the champion politely replies. Refusing to cow before the angry glare she receives, Dariana puts a hand on the other woman’s stomach. “Hardened leather and woven cloth won’t protect you. Your sword seems to have a durability enchantment, but you would need more strength than your body has to break the Feldspar’s outer shell. Let me try to take it apart from the inside. It’s a risk, but it’s all I can think of doing.”
 
   “Your powers barely work on it and I do have the strength to kill it,” the sheriff confidently states, examining her weapon. A single link of chainmail that is stuck to her shirt catches the barbarian’s attention and makes her smirk. “Kerr is on my side. All I need is for you to unlock me. Go into my mind, Dariana, and awaken my rage. You have heard of the legendary fury of my people that has scared many outside of the tribes. Many think it is the modern rage that we can unleash with ease, but it is really a more terrifying gift that lurks within all of us. We keep it restrained these days because there is rarely a reason to become a true berserker. This is a time where such a warrior is needed.”
 
   “Will you survive?”
 
   “Only if Kerr wishes it.”
 
   “I don’t-”
 
   “Either you do it or I go into the fight as I am now.”
 
   The resolve in the sheriff’s eyes tells Dariana that she cannot talk her companion out of such a dangerous plan. Hearing the screams of people getting hit by the boulders, the telepath reaches out to delve into Udelia’s mind. With the other woman giving permission, she finds it easy to move through the first barrier and push into the depths. Waves of guilt, loneliness, and anger attempt to drag the telepath into an abyss of self-loathing, which spouts greasy arms that fail to catch a solid hold on the intruder. A choking darkness consumes the psychic landscape, a mixture of cackling laughter and mournful cries attempting to drive the champion away. In responses, visions of the sheriff’s family and friends rise from the ethereal shadows to give Dariana enough light to find her way. It is a short, straight path due to the clarity that has overtaken the barbarian, so the telepath risks breaking into a sprint. Sensing every obstacle, the gracefully vaults over a few holes in the road that lead to the darkest recesses of the sheriff’s psyche. After what feels like hours of constant running, but has only been seconds in the real world, the muscular form of Kerr appears in the distance. A crimson orb is in his hand, which he lowers to the path when Dariana gets within reach.
 
   “I trust you to honor her, Godling,” the Barbarian God booms from every direction. His face appears in every shadow, the eyes flickering like hungry flames. “This is not an easy decision and she will not survive. Tell her that I will be the first thing she sees on the other side. Udelia Godric-Kalten will not have to wait for me to claim her from Ram’s Garden.”
 
   The orb erupts at Dariana’s touch and bathes the entire mindscape in a blood-like pallor. A shockwave sends the telepath back to her own mind in time to hear the echoing battle cry of her companion. The barbarian looks no different than before aside from a maddening glint in her eyes and a throbbing throughout her muscular frame. Desiring nothing more than battle, Udelia charges the Feldspar and smacks a boulder out of the way with her sword. Leaping over another chunk of stone, the sheriff comes down with a powerful swing that drives her weapon into the demon’s shoulder. A stony fist strikes her in the side with enough force to splinter ribs and dislodge the sword. Immune to pain and driven by the purest rage, Udelia punches the Feldspar in the jaw and shatters half of its face. She is unaware of her broken fingers as she slams her shoulder into the monster’s stomach and begins pushing it away from Stonehelm, its clawed feet leaving deep furrows in the earth. Not wanting to lose ground, the demon delivers a crushing blow to the warrior’s back that seems to only make her angrier. Jamming her broadsword into the Feldspar’s solid gut, the bloodied barbarian grabs it by the neck with her other hand and lifts it into the air. Deadly punches rain down on her head and chest as she twists her weapon and stretches her muscular arms wide. The loud cracking of stone mixes with cheers from the distant wall while Udelia tears the roaring demon in half. Dropping the body to the dirt, she stomps on the Feldspar’s head to turn the creature into powder.
 
   The rear line of chaos elves are about to advance on Sheriff Kalten when she roars, her blood-soaked face enough to make most of her enemies lose their courage. She only manages to take one forceful step since her main enemy is dead and the berserker rage is already fading away. Collapsing to her hands and knees, she waits for the invading warriors to swarm and attempt to finish her off. Instead, a burly form bashes through the chaos elves and skids to a stop while tender hands roll Udelia onto her back. She can see Dariana leaning over her while Cyrus rapidly swings his hammer at the approaching enemies, who cautiously remain beyond his deadly reach. The chaos elves’ fear is like a thick soup in the air that makes the fatally injured woman laugh with pride.
 
   “I guess I won’t be talking to my father like I wanted,” Udelia whispers, pulling Dariana closer. Suffering from severe internal injuries, flecks of blood and bone chips spew from her throat every time she coughs. “I think this is atonement for my sins. All of what happened with Timoran is my fault. It was my job to investigate the accusations against him, but I let my emotions get the best of me. If I’d only done my job then I would have uncovered King Edric’s trickery and the damn trial never would have happened. Timoran could have come home without worry. My father might have even come out of hiding before today. Instead of repairing the damage, I acted like a stubborn child and held onto my hate. Tell Ti . . . my brother-in-law that I’m sorry. Make sure my father knows I’ve missed him all these years.”
 
   “Kerr wants you to know that he will be claiming you immediately,” Dariana says, stroking the woman’s blood-caked hair. A sudden pulse from the opal warns her that Udelia will pass away at any moment, prompting her to prepare for a surge of energy. “He also wants me to honor you. Cyrus! Protect us while I do something. I only have a second to pull this off. Maybe not even that long.”
 
   “What are you doing?” the sheriff weakly asks as the telepath puts cool fingers on her temples.
 
   “Just relax and trust me.”
 
   The women close their eyes and pick up on each other’s faint thoughts as death takes the barbarian. As soon as Udelia’s heart stops, the collar falls off Dariana and she reaches out with her full power. Before her ally’s mind fades into the ether, she copies all of the sheriff’s family memories and emotions. There is nothing to see, so the telepath is forced to work by touch and instinct alone. It is a scramble to grab everything while the mental world crumbles into psychic dust. The laugh of Kerr rumbles in the darkening sky as Dariana stores the sheriff’s thoughts in her own mind and awakens from her trance. She is surprised to see the Barbarian God standing at the mouth of the valley, his arm raised as another figure materializes before his palm.
 
   “Not the honor I had in mind, but good job, Daughter of Purity,” Kerr states before leaving with Udelia by his side.
 
   “Is she gone?” Cyrus asks as the chaos elves charge.
 
   “Yes, but I-”
 
   Dariana’s words are cut off as something slams into the middle of the battlefield. The impact sends clouds of dust pouring through the valley and the earthquake knocks all of the combatants off their feet. Warriors from both armies are sent hurtling in every direction while chunks of rock tumble from the cliffs. Dariana and Cyrus try to withstand the shockwave that is rolling towards them, but they are sent flying back along with the rear guard of the chaos elves. The two defenders crash in a heap and struggle to see through the billowing cloud, but it is too thick to view anything other than the groaning soldiers of the fallen armies.
 
   *****
 
   Cut off from the other barbarians, Timoran battles his way through the thick sea of chaos elves. Cleaving multiple enemies with every swing, he carves a path toward the southern wall of the valley. Several weapons have found his flesh, but none of them have done more than shallow cuts and bruises on his skin. Scratching at his chest, the point of a sword is embedded in Timoran’s vest, the battered blade having broken as he twisted away. His knee is still adorned with a bloody splotch from when he caved in the swordsman’s chest. Fewer and fewer of the invaders are haphazardly attacking him, the newer challengers proving to be more cautious than their aggressive predecessors. It gives the champion time to breathe, but he realizes that it is also allowing him to calm down.
 
   “Away from the wall!” shouts one of the crossbowmen from atop the wooden barrier.
 
   Timoran and the surrounding chaos elves look up in time to see a boulder strike the wall and crash on top of another barbarian. Sensing that a new threat has appeared at the far end of the valley, the red-haired champion attempts to charge through the invading army. He does not get very far before three bleeding chaos elves tackle him around the ankles. Swinging and twisting as he falls, Timoran manages to kill an approaching enemy and stomp on the throat of one of his attackers. Leaving his weapon on the ground, he grabs the other two warriors who are gripping his legs and yanks them off their feet. Wielding the men like awkward clubs, he bludgeons every invader that is within reach. Once he is sure that the chaos elves in his hands are dead, he tosses the bodies into the crowd and dives for his great axe. The space he has made is steadily closing before he can stand and he finds several sharp weapons are already heading for his back.
 
   A winged form crashes and skids across the ground, knocking down half of the warriors that surround Timoran and startling the rest. Her wing injured by a boulder, the griffin struggles to her feet and swipes at anyone who comes near. Feeling vulnerable, she transforms back into Luke, who is barely able to stay on his feet. The half-elf is covered in cuts, including a seeping gash across his forehead, and he walks with an obvious limp. Still unwilling to kill the desperate chaos elves, he settles for deflecting attacks and slashing at limbs. Whenever he disarms an opponent, Luke darts in to strike the side of their head with the dull side of his sabers.
 
   “You are being too kind,” Timoran warns his friend as he shatters a spearman’s spine. With a tight turn, he beheads a pouncing, dagger-wielding woman and kicks the body into the side of the mountain. “This is not the place for compassion.”
 
   “This isn’t the place for a conversation either,” Luke retorts, delivering a spinning kick to the face of a swordsman. He bites his lip in pain and hops away from the unconscious warrior, who is swiftly replaced by another. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t kill any of them. It happens when I have no choice, but I’m trying really hard not to. Be nice if they appreciated my efforts and decided to go away. How can this fight even end?”
 
   “With the death of my tribe or the invaders.”
 
   “What is taking Nyx so long with Trinity?”
 
   “You speak as if she has it easier than us.”
 
   Luke slices a chaos elf across the chest and drives a saber hilt into the woman’s jaw. “She might since she could clear this battlefield with a single spell. Now there’s some rock creature hurling boulders at Stonehelm. Dariana and Udelia are heading for it. Have you seen Godric or the King in this mess?”
 
   “Both men are in the middle and fighting back to back,” Timoran reports, his height allowing him to see his leaders. He gets an odd sense of dread when he considers that the scene looks eerily familiar. “I am reminded of my last battle here. Though this seems much more difficult for some reason. We should push ahead and face the rock creature. If it destroys the wall then those who cannot fight will be in danger too.”
 
   Timoran tries to barrel into the chaos elves with Luke a few steps behind him, but the cobalt-skinned warriors push forward. With daggers glinting in the sunlight, agile fighters leap off the shoulders of the front line and tackle the two champions. Luke flips one off him with his legs, but the pain in his ankle prevents him from standing. He rolls away from another diving warrior as Timoran crashes to the ground, the barbarian wrestling with several swordsmen. A thin blade pierces the half-elf’s shoulder from behind and pins him against a rock, preventing the champion from helping his friend. Blindly slashing backwards, Luke manages to cut his opponent and feels the pressure disappear. With the curved weapon sticking out of him, the forest tracker scrambles to his feet and tackles two of the chaos elves who are trying to kill Timoran. The pair of invaders fight back for a second before they feel sharpened metal plunge through their hearts.
 
   “Guess I don’t have a choice anymore,” Luke mutters, yanking his sabers free. Removing the sword from his shoulder, the half-elf staggers forward and stops when he picks up a familiar scent on the breeze. “Or I can sit back and enjoy what’s about to happen. Say hello to the local phantom, everyone.”
 
   A short spear flies out of the crowd and impales a chaos elf with enough force to send the body slamming into the mountainside. Three more warriors are killed by their unseen opponent, the corpses landing in a heap around Timoran. Many of the barbarians on the wall are pointing and shouting as they watch the glowing figure sprint toward the two champions. None of Stonehelm’s crossbowmen dare to shoot at the ghost since it appears to be on their side, but they cautiously switch the attention between the creature and the rock demon facing Udelia in the distance. A few of them cheer and hoot with glee as the invaders fall before the phantom, which sends glistening spears soaring through the air.
 
   Seeing Tigris instead of the phantom, Timoran is surprised when his wife smashes through the wall of chaos elves. She knocks the remaining warriors off her husband with one of her spears and unleashes her fury on the more stubborn of her enemies. As Luke helps his stunned friend stand, their rescuer stabs and batters any opponents who come within reach. Whenever her weapon is about to break, she jumps back and hurls it hard enough to impale at least two of the tightly packed warriors. It is impossible for the cobalt-skinned army to get near Timoran and Luke as they fall in groups to Tigris. Several agonizing minutes pass before the chaos elves back away, leaving a ring of bodies around the barbarian woman.
 
   “By the way, Timoran, I found your wife,” Luke whispers with a smirk. He leans against the mountain and groans, his sabers held loosely in his hands. “She’s the mystery witness that we heard about. There’s more, but it’s her story and I’m not feeling so good.”
 
   “You are alive?” Timoran says as if his friend had not spoken. Reaching out with a blood-soaked hand, he strokes his wife’s cheek and runs his fingers to her chin. “This is turning into a strange day that I now fear is a dream. Though I find myself more willing to believe you are alive than your father.”
 
   “Probably because you remember seeing his body and you merely overhead that I went missing,” Tigris states with a wry smile. A sound from behind makes her stab backwards, impaling a creeping chaos elf in the chest. “Nobody ever thought to look for me due to the Second Life’s enchantment, so they claimed I disappeared. You assumed it was death like the rock-brained fool you’ve been since childhood. You’re lucky I love you, Timoran, or I would have found someone else. You’d be none the wiser.”
 
   “It is most certainly you,” her husband replies, chuckling even though his body aches from multiple cuts. His ears are ringing from a blow to the head, but he swears he can hear something coming closer to Stonehelm. “I have so many questions. Why has nobody else seemed to notice you? They are pointing and calling you a phantom.”
 
   “All will be explained later.”
 
   “Yes, our enemies are regaining their courage.”
 
   “Not that it will help them,” Luke says while he runs for the wall. “Find some cover!”
 
   Timoran and Tigris dive to the ground, the barbarians attempting to shield each other from the flaming streak heading for the battlefield. The object strikes the valley with a massive explosion that sends both armies flying against the mountainsides. A heavily damaged section of the wall collapses in upon itself, causing several guards to tumble to the ground below. Those closest to the mysterious crash are knocked unconscious immediately and covered in a thin layer of dirt. The warriors on the outskirts of the battle remain aware of movement in the thick cloud, but only one person is able to move and get closer to the crater.
 
   *****
 
   Lightning razes the cliffs, tornado-strength winds shred the clouds, and fireballs pound the mountainsides as the channelers battle. Using flight and jump enhancement spells to move, the two women unleash their full power throughout the wilderness. Animals take cover as the air ripples with so much magic that parts of the landscape appear to distort. The land shakes every time one of the combatants is struck by a spell and sent hurtling to the solid earth, their defensive spells popping and crackling during the high speed descent. Neither channeler knows how long they have been fighting, but they are starting to feel a crushing pressure on their bodies. Trinity flings acidic sweat off her brow, which Nyx dissolves with a gentle sigh that becomes a heat shield. The half-elf attempts to copy her opponent’s spell, but the spray is avoided by the chaos elf turning into mist. The collection of fiery droplets pepper a hill, leaving smoldering holes in the dark stone.
 
   With tempers flaring and minds reaching a breaking point, the channelers grapple with each other as they rise high into the sky. An arctic blast drives them back toward the ground, neither of the combatants sure about who did the casting. The pair smash through several cliffs, which causes their magic shields to flicker and hum in distress. Sensing that something is wrong, Nyx and Trinity struggle to control their descent, but refuse to release their holds. At the last second, they push off one another and shove the last of their magic into defensive bubbles. Both women bounce and ricochet throughout the wilderness until they land among the jagged remains of a crumbled mountain. The channelers feel their auras become dormant as they stand and take gasping breaths, puff of sparkling air leaving their mouths.
 
   “Is that all the strength you have, champion?” Trinity asks, tearing off the shredded sleeves of her shirt and approaching her enemy. Still weak from their magical duel, she fails to connect with a clumsy kick to the head. “Stop backing away and fight! There’s no chance of me walking away out of boredom or because this doesn’t feel right. One of us dies today and I swear to Ambrosine that it’s going to be you.”
 
   “I can’t do this,” Nyx gasps, leaning away from another kick. Her vision blurs and she leans against a boulder until she can see straight again. “I understand that you and your people are being punished. Being exiled is horrible and I want to help. All I’m saying is that there has to be another way. Look at what we just did to the mountains. There has to be a way that the two of us can solve this without a fight to the death. How in all of Windemere can we lose if we work together?”
 
   “Because my master is stronger than us, you idiot,” Trinity growls as she shakes her head clear of some stars. A cleansing breath helps her condition improve, but her magic refuses to work as she snaps her fingers for a spark. “For some reason, you and your friends made me go soft. I can’t even tell you when I changed. All I know is that before you champions showed up, I’d kill my master’s enemies without a second thought. Some I would even toy with and make them suffer. Not as horribly as Stephen, but I’ll admit to taking some pleasure from my little games. Now stop holding back and fight me.”
 
   “I don’t have my magic either.”
 
   “Then this is where you die.”
 
   “You win because of your hand-to-hand training, right?”
 
   “This is what you get for depending only on spells.”
 
   Trinity swings her leg for an expert kick to Nyx’s side, but is surprised when the half-elf blocks it with her forearm. Caught off-balance, the chaos elf is unable to avoid the straight punch to her stomach. She falls to the ground and rolls away, hopping up to her feet with a kick in case her opponent is pursuing. Instead, Nyx remains several feet away and gently bounces on her toes while keeping her fists in front of her.
 
   “Timoran has been giving me boxing and wrestling lessons,” the champion claims with a proud grin. She cracks all of her knuckles before standing still and shifting her weight for a more comfortable stance. “This isn’t going to be as easy as you think. So I’m going to let you decide on what we do.”
 
   “Stop giving me chances!” Trinity roars before charging. She darts to the side to avoid a punch and leaps forward to savagely drive her knee it her rival’s gut. “There have been four times I left myself open in this fight. Every time, you refused to take the bait. I even saw you hesitate. You told me up there that you understood this fight and you would give it everything you have.” The chaos elf grabs the other woman by the chin and slams her against the nearest boulder, holding her against the warm stone. “There won’t be any more chances from me. I wanted you to give me a real fight and make my victory something to be proud of. Now it feels like I have to butcher a worthless, weak-willed child.”
 
   “You would have done it already if you really wanted to,” Nyx claims, grabbing Trinity’s wrist and twisting out of the hold. She flips the chaos elf onto the ground and tries to straddle her, but the half-elf is kicked in the back with enough force to knock her away. “Even if you do kill me, my friends won’t let you live. Will your master bring you home immediately or will he make you walk back to Shayd?”
 
   An evil smile is on Trinity’s face as she stands and wipes dirt off her hands. “Interesting question, but one that has made a decision for me. I know how I’ll get a real fight out of you. If you refuse to give me everything you have, I’ll kill you right here. Then I will scatter the remains of your friends across the mountains. Probably take my time with your little brother just to spite you. Though Dariana would have to be the first to die with a spell that removes her head. After finishing up here, I’ll go to the jungles to kill the other champions and that drite. Those three will never see me coming. I will raze Rainbow Tower to ground, burn your birth parents alive, melt that heiress in Bor’daruk, turn your friends in Gods’ Voice to stone, destroy every living thing in Helgard, and have the ocean swallow Nevra Coil whole. I swear to Ambrosine that every person you hold dear will be sent to the other side right behind you and I don’t care if my master gets angry. There will be nobody left to remember you. All because you decided to be weak and soft.”
 
   “You’re bluffing.”
 
   “I’ll enjoy every minute of it, especially when I tear Delvin’s heart from his chest. Might even kiss him while I do it.”
 
   Nyx rushes at Trinity and catches the expected kick, locking the slender limb against her side. Before she can strike, an elbow awkwardly hits her in the head and the chaos elf jumps with her free leg. A knee slams into Nyx’s chin and she stumbles back, allowing her enemy to dart in and deliver a kick to the face. Falling to the ground, the champion gets her hands up to block a heel stomp to her chest and rolls to take Trinity’s other leg out from under her. Pouncing on the fallen woman, Nyx grabs her by the shirt and lifts her up enough to send her back down with a ringing headbutt.
 
   “You’re nothing, but a savage brawler,” Trinity grunts as she swings her shin into her opponent’s groin. The chaos elf rolls away and handsprings up to her feet, pausing to attempt a spell that does not happen. “I can’t believe you call that fighting.”
 
   “Knocked a few of your teeth out, so it worked,” Nyx replies while limping forward. She sidesteps another attack and catches Trinity by the back of the head. “You threatened my friends and family, so I’m giving you the fight that you want.”
 
   Sprinting a few steps, she slams the chaos elf’s head into a boulder and rears back to do it again. Trinity spins around and locks Nyx’s arms against her chest before driving her heel into the half-elf’s knee. A loud snap causes the champion to gasp in pain, but it is not enough to stop her from gripping the other woman’s wrists and pivoting on her good leg. Trinity’s shoulder breaks when she hits the boulder and her hold loosens enough for her rival to get free. Nyx repeatedly punches the chaos elf in the face and side until two fists box her ears and she is violently kicked in the stomach. The half-elf falls against a chunk of smoking stone and stays there gasping for air.
 
   Bloodied and bruised, the two women stare at each other while struggling to think of another attack. Trinity blinks to clear her vision and touches her shoulder, which aches even when caressed by the summer breeze. Nyx looks down at her knee where a shard of bone has punched through her skin and pants. The thought of the other channeler recovering first drives both of them to ignore the pain and continue their attacks. Able to move faster, Trinity delivers a kick that breaks one of Nyx’s ribs and flips to land another blow that cuts the half-elf across her right eye. Attempting a knee to the doubled over champion, the chaos elf finds her leg caught in a crushing grip. Lifting the surprised woman off the ground, Nyx uses the last of her injured knee’s strength to charge at the nearest boulder. With an echoing yell, she rams Trinity back first into the stone and collapses next to her groaning enemy.
 
   With her good eye, Nyx stares at the coughing chaos elf and struggles to stand, her right fist already rising for a punch. A flicker of flame runs through her matted hair, so she tries to create a magical brace around her damaged knee. The crimson energy casts a light on Trinity, who is still fighting to awaken her dormant aura. When Nyx stands and coats her hand in fire, her cunning enemy lunges forward to touch the flickering spell. The chaos elf absorbs enough energy to restart her magic and grows whips from her fingernails. She lashes at the half-elf, who takes the first few blows before sending a fist of solidified air into Trinity’s chest. The strike knocks the chaos elf to the ground where she immediately gets on her hands and knees, the sensation of a shattered breast bone making her cough.
 
   “To the death,” Trinity mutters while standing again. “It always had to come down to this.”
 
   “I guess it did,” Nyx replies with no emotion in her voice.
 
   Their auras erupting around them, the channelers collide and launch into the sky. They deliver punches and kicks to every opening they see as they careen over the mountains and head toward Stonehelm. Fire and lightning spiraling around them, the women slam into the battlefield and scatter both armies across the valley. Trinity hacks and coughs, the chaos elf having been grabbed by the throat and used as a shield by the champion. The severely injured channeler is unable to push Nyx off, so she creates an acidic blade on her left hand. A burning grip catches her by the wrist and stops the weapon from striking while a charge of electricity makes every muscle shudder. Losing her concentration, the green blade melts and the Queen of the Chaos Elves finds herself defenseless. Dragged to her knees, the defeated woman watches as Nyx lifts her hand to create an orb of fire laced with acid and lightning.
 
   “Good luck with Arthuru,” Trinity says, her magic only able to flicker due to her severe injuries.
 
   Nyx is about to release the deadly spell when a tiger-striped great axe smacks it out of her hand. The orb explodes against the cliffs, leaving a smoking crater that matches the one in the ground. Her adrenaline and rage fading, the half-elf stares in wonder at Timoran as she collapses to her knees. Nyx looks to Trinity, who is raggedly breathing while attempting to rise and avoid failing her people. The chaos elf releases sparks from her eyes, but her body is too injured to do anything more than bleed and ache.
 
   “This fight is over,” Timoran whispers as he helps his friend to her feet. “Killing her like this is not your way.”
 
   “You idiotic savage!” Trinity shrieks as her people come to her aid. Her arms draped over the shoulders of two warriors, her blossoming rage allows her to remain conscious. “None of us can go home unless I kill Nyx or she kills me. Anyone who tries, including myself, will be executed by my master. So let her finish me off like she agreed or get out of my way while I slit her throat. Unless you feel like doing either deed yourself. No matter your decision, a channeler is going to die within the next few minutes.”
 
   “You and your people are captives,” the barbarian bluntly replies, turning his back on the furious Queen. Scanning the morose faces of the chaos elves, he can tell that they are no longer interested in continuing the battle. “We are not the types to kill those who cannot or will not fight back. Your defeat has put out the fire in your people’s eyes. I sensed their aggression die as soon as the dust cleared and you were revealed. Please allow yourself to be taken to our prison for medical attention.”
 
   “Then I’ll just kill you first!”
 
   Trinity grabs a dagger from one of her men’s belts and charges at Timoran, her aching body making her movements stiff. The barbarian is tossed aside by a gust of wind, leaving only Nyx in the chaos elf’s path. As the weapon sinks into the half-elf’s shoulder, Trinity is left open to a punch that hits her in the nose. Her fingers loosen on the hilt of the dagger and her violet eyes roll back, darkness pouring into her vision. Queen Trinity collapses to the trampled ground and is soon followed by her rival, the channelers bleeding and barely breathing.
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   The pouring rain batters the trio as they push through the jungle, their path barely visible among the thick plants. Delvin tries to use his shield to block the downpour, but the position gets his arm stuck in the vines that he hacks out of their way. Sari trails behind him, her eyes darting at every shadow that always turns out to be nothing more than a bird or insect. The gypsy wrings water from her hair instead of using her powers, which she fears can lead the cultists to their location. It has only been a day since their last encounter, the Judge Feeders showing no signs of giving up even after the massacre at the grotto. Against the stomach-twisting anxiety and paranoia, Sari puts on a fake smile whenever her companion glances over his shoulder. The storm hides the details and nuances of her body language, so she continues to avoid the conversation that Delvin has been attempting for days.
 
   “Fizzle no like this,” the drite mutters, materializing between his friends. He spins to get the water off his wings, but is drenched as soon as he stops. “Need rest. Parts of path flooded. Fizzle find ruin. It has top. Should work.”
 
   “I can only imagine what beasts are waiting inside,” Sari says while moving faster to get alongside the others. A snapping branch causes her to spin around with daggers in her hands and her chest heaving from terror. “Then again, I think I’d rather clear out a ruin than stay in a jungle that holds danger in every shadow. How far is it?”
 
   “Fizzle get there in minute,” the purple dragon answers, scratching his head with his long tail. The rain is too strong for him to hover against, so he clings to Delvin’s chainmail and folds his crimson wings against his sides. “Not take long. Small path in ten steps. Take to place. No traps.”
 
   “Sounds like a good idea,” Delvin states, his voice faint and distant. His companions can tell that his mind is elsewhere, their silent stares drawing him back to reality. “Sorry, but I’ve just been distracted by a few mysteries. The whole area feels strange and something about our pursuers still isn’t sitting right with me. We can discuss this when we’re dry. Even if the place has holes in the roof, we took a tent off one of the cultists. Not a fan of looting bodies, but I don’t have the luxury of being noble this time. Lead the way, Fizzle.”
 
   The drite tries his best to fly ahead of his friends, but his slow speed allows the water to bog down his wings again. Delvin holds out his shield to protect Fizzle from the elements, which puts a strain on his already aching muscles and joints. They have to stop several times to let him massage his shoulder until he hands the makeshift umbrella to Sari. The gypsy locks her arms in front of her as they push ahead, the ridiculousness of her appearance making her thankful that Nyx is not around to see her. Her nerves remain on edge and her head jerks toward every sound, which she knows is stressing Delvin. The warrior’s sighs are barely audible, but the worry in his tone is as clear as if he is talking. Sari is jolted from her thoughts when Fizzle whistles and lands on her shoulder to point at where the trees end. As they reach the edge of a clearing, she lets her arms drop and cringes when the shield hits her knees.
 
   Surrounded by mushroom-covered stumps, the ancient building is only slightly taller than the trees of the jungle. Made from dark red stone, the ruin is topped by a rounded spire that resembles a closed flower. Vines cover much of the structure and the faces of statues can be seen poking through the natural curtain. Cracked bowls sit on pedestals that line the steep flight of stairs leading to the gaping doorway. Some of the decorations hold colorful wildflowers while others are empty, except for the thick webs of spiders. A cobblestone road has been covered in muddy water, which sloughs into a narrow groove that goes around the entire building. The remains of other statues can be seen throughout the clearing, but they have long since been toppled and broken. All that is left are cracked limbs or the occasional marble face sticking out of the dirt.
 
   Lightning strikes the earth and thunder rumbles, causing the travelers to sprint along the flooded path. Risking the use of her powers, Sari runs along the top of the water while Delvin sloshes behind and waves for her to slow down. They take the crumbling stairs in twos as another bolt hits the top of the ruin, the electricity absorbed by metal veins that run along the stone structure. Desperate to get out of the storm, the trio burst into the building and are met by a wave of sweltering heat. They find themselves in a chamber where the gentle echoes of the rain hitting the roof bounce from corner to corner. A small dais is in the back with a large sconce built into the wall, a piece of moldy wood still set in the metal holder. Two wide stairwells are built into the floor, their shadowy entrances flanking the doorway. Bones and other signs of animals living in the ruin can be found in the unfurnished room, but the champions can only see a few snakes and a small tortoise. If there is a predator calling this building home then it is either downstairs or out on a hunt. Either way, the travelers are too tired to go searching for a new refuge.
 
   “Gather some dry wood on the dais, Fizzle,” Delvin requests, peering into one of the dark stairwells. Squinting and straining his eyes, he thinks he sees a pile of wreckage blocking the path. “We should stay away from these in case something comes out. Staying by the dais means we can’t make a quick dash through the front door, but it gives us the most amount of time to see an enemy emerging from below. That’s if there’s anything to worry about.”
 
   “Do you think the cultists use this place?” Sari asks, stepping further into the abandoned building. She crouches to wipe dirt away from an ornamental tile that depicts a picture of a grinning monkey. “We should check the walls for ancient writing. Places like this always have things like that. Seems like an old temple, so it might only be about a few of the gods that are worshipped around here. With any luck, this is nothing more than an abandoned Silvestris shrine.”
 
   Delvin wanders over to the wall and parts some of the vines to examine the pictures etched into the stone. “I doubt our enemies are using this place. We would have run into them along the way or seen guards. This area is so strange. As I said, there’s something off about the Judge Feeders and the jungle. It just doesn’t make any sense. If they’re fighting to keep fae lines pure then where are the fairies? I’ve seen no sign of them. With such an organization, you would think the ones they’re protecting would be more plentiful.”
 
   “Unless they’ve only just started in response to fairies becoming rare,” the gypsy suggests, squeezing more water from her hair. She is thankful that the heat in the temple is enough to help her dry off without using her powers. “I don’t understand why they’re going after people like me in the first place. Come to think of it, why are there so many fae-blooded here? There were enough to fill twelve boats and the gods only know how many times the Judge Feeders send a meal to their pets.”
 
   “Where are animals?” Fizzle asks as he fills the sconce. Not wanting to start a fire without permission, he returns to Sari and walks alongside her. “No big beasts here. Bugs, small furries, and scaled ones only. Nothing loud too. Frogs and birds quiet. Yet still feel natural. Not sure why place like this.”
 
   “It’s a war,” Delvin answers while tearing down more of the vines. He makes a pile of the dry plants to use as firewood and stops to pull some thorns out of his palm. “I remember forests getting like this whenever a conflict erupted in the area. Smaller creatures remain because they can hide while the bigger ones run until they feel safe. As usual, we walked into a mess that will probably connect to the prophecy in some fashion. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the Baron’s agents is behind the cult and the local fairies are connected to my temple. Given his remaining forces, I’d bet on Trinity being here.”
 
   “Not everything has to do with us, Cunningham,” Sari says with a nervous laugh. The incredulous look she gets makes the gypsy roll her eyes and sigh. “Yet it always manages to come back to our destiny. There never seems to be any coincidences in our lives. At least not since this prophecy really started to move ahead. Just once I’d like to walk into a problem that doesn’t have our names written all over it.”
 
   “Funny you should say it that way.”
 
   Surrendering to the inevitable, Sari and Fizzle join Delvin as he finishes cleaning off a section of the wall. Neither of them can understand why the old engravings have the warrior’s interest until he points at a faint symbol near the top of the mural. Pulling the Compass Key out of his pouch, Delvin holds the relic in front of the identical marking. There are remnants of paint that match the color of the six gems and the central pearl of the picture is a piece of marble that has been fused to the dark red wall. Waves of light are shown coming off the artifact and embracing six landscapes. They recognize all of them as their temples, a weaving collection of tunnels easily singled out as the one for Dariana. Carved into the middle of the entire picture is a solitary figure on a throne with six skulls at its feet. A few traces of metal are near the seated person, possibly parts of a tiny sword that was once embedded in the wall.
 
   “I really hope this doesn’t mean we’re destined to lose,” Sari whispers while tracing the mural with her fingers. Taking her hand away, she examines the layer of dust that is on her fingertips and half expects a dormant spell to go off. “So we have a temple that is about us, but not one of the real temples? I wonder if this was a Gabriel shrine long ago and his people abandoned it after the Great Cataclysm. It happened to other gods and goddesses. Durag even lost his original central temple to an earthquake when the continents shifted and the place got swallowed. Maybe the jungle did the same thing here, but left this section. I think I saw the edge of a cliff right behind this place.”
 
   “A lot of guesses, but those are better than anything I have,” Delvin admits as he tucks the Compass Key away. The heat in the temple is making him drowsy, so he removes his chainmail and pointlessly wipes his brow with a damp sleeve. “Let’s assume that the cultists and fairies are part of our prophecy. One of those sides must be working for the Baron while the other is connected to my temple. It makes sense since you and the others had a group of people who maintained your power centers. You had the sea elves, Nyx had the Helgardians, and Luke had the ghosts. I really wish-”
 
   “I know you want them here!” Sari shouts in exasperation. Storming away from the wall, she rubs her eyes and paces a wide circle out of frustration. “We both want our friends here. This entire adventure has been a disaster, which could have been avoided by any of the others being here. Every step has been a mistake, including us going psychotic on our enemies. There are serial killers who would have been kinder than we were in that grotto. Let’s face the truth, Cunningham. The three of us work terribly together.”
 
   “Fizzle think we do good,” the drite interjects with a pout. His stomach rumbles and he glances outside, the storm still raging. “Need food. Lightning not hit Fizzle. Go get fruit. That not bad idea?”
 
   “Thanks for always making sure we don’t starve, Fizzle,” Delvin replies, tickling the tiny dragon’s chin. He watches as the gypsy heads for the dais and tries to start a fire, her flint and steel feebly sparking. “Don’t take what she said to heart. Sari’s upset and scared because the Judge Feeders are after her more than the rest of us. Though I can’t argue with her about this adventure being a disaster. We’ve stumbled onto a cult and been hunted ever since we came ashore. That guy at the dock must have identified Sari as naiad-blooded, which makes me doubt there was ever a forgiver. They could have all been executioners and simply played up the false title to trick victims into boarding the boats. By the gods, I wonder how many of those prisoners were only vaguely fae-blooded and had no idea why they were being sent down the river. None of them showed powers like Sari, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they were never told of their true bloodline. That means these cultists are able to find targets with dormant or non-existent powers.”
 
   “Fizzle’s head hurt.”
 
   “Mine too and everything is guesswork.”
 
   “Answer be at temple.”
 
   Delvin glances at the ancient mural, his eyes focusing on the plateau with thick jungle at its base. “The trick is getting there alive.”
 
   *****
 
   The storm continues long into the night without wavering, the lightning streaking over the jungle outside. Sari sits on the stairs of the dais and stares at the entrance above which Fizzle is sleeping in a thick nest of vines. The gypsy picks seeds out of the fruit that the drite has brought back, the bitter slivers having a habit of getting stuck between her teeth. She nibbles at the sweet flesh of the food while waiting for another burst of lightning to make her surroundings appear eerie and isolated. A green boa slithers out of the shadows and stops its hunting to look at Sari, who prepares to clamber back up the dais if it gets too close. Confident that she is not a threat, the serpent continues toward the wall where it disappears among the vines.
 
   “At least the bats left,” Delvin mentions, taking a seat next to the young woman. He has a bite of his fruit and shudders at the seeds’ horrible taste. “If I wasn’t so hungry and impatient, I’d probably be copying you. Do we have any of those berries left? I need to get the bitterness out of my mouth.”
 
   “Fizzle ate the last of them,” Sari replies, blindly grabbing a cup of rainwater. She takes a flask out of her pocket and puts a drop into the glass to give the liquid a beautiful shine. “Drink this. It’s not very potent, but it should cleanse your palate. Maybe we can find a pool of fae water when we leave. I’m almost out and it’s been keeping me cool.”
 
   “You sure drink a lot of this stuff,” the warrior says, accepting the cup. A twinge of mild sweetness cleanses his tongue and makes him feel lightheaded. “In fact, you’ve been having more and more fae water as time goes on. I’m wondering if it has to do with your powers growing. Though it could also be that the fae water is making you stronger.”
 
   “Or it could be that I’m getting horribly addicted and can’t make it through a day without a taste. Just like you and those coffee rings that you use in the morning,” the gypsy angrily snaps before taking a swig from her flask. Seeing the shock on her friend’s face, she curls her knees against her chest and gazes at her bare feet. “I’m sorry about that. This whole mess has me on edge. The fae water is keeping me calm and I do think it’s having an effect on my powers. Not that I feel any stronger, but it gives me a clearer connection to them. Almost like it’s filling in the gaps between my human and naiad sides.”
 
   “Or you’re turning into a full naiad.”
 
   “Would that make me a monster?”
 
   Delvin puts an arm around her shoulders and leans back until they are laying on the hard floor. Pink fireflies are drifting among the azure flowers that sprouted from the ceiling at sundown. Faint shadows flit among the dim lights, the moths trying their best to get at the nectar without being seen by any lingering bats or hairy spiders. The sound of another snake passing near their heads causes the pair to remain still, the scaly hide grazing Delvin’s fingers as the long creature heads for the stairs. Sari risks raising her head to see the black reptile vanish into the shadows, its departure swiftly followed by the shriek of a rat. The gypsy stands and shakes her skirts, fearing that there are insects or worse within the folds.
 
   “I can lend you a pair of pants for the night,” Delvin offers without sitting up. A puff of air is knocked out of him when Sari takes a seat and playfully smacks him in the stomach. “I can’t tell if you’re in a good or bad mood. Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “Yes and no. I think. There’s just something on my mind,” the gypsy answers before yawning and laying down again. With a few gestures, she surrounds them with illusionary peacocks that she hopes will keep the snakes away. “I’ve never really thought at length about the act of taking the life of another. Not that I enjoy it or think of it as the way the world works. The truth is that I’ve only killed when my loved ones were in danger. If not for that reason then because innocent people were at risk. My point is that there was always a rationale for what I was doing and the severity of the act has always been understandable. I kill to stop something or someone from killing others, which makes me the hero.”
 
   “I’m sorry if this is blunt, but have you ever killed anything other than beasts?” the warrior asks, sensing his companion tense at the question. Taking a bite of the fruit, he exaggerates his disgust to get a small chuckle out of her. “I really have to stop eating these. Anyway, I’m thinking back to all of our fights since freeing you from Pallice. There was the assassin in Bor’daruk, but he fell off a building. It’s a stretch to say you out right killed him. Aside from the fight in the grotto, I can’t think of any time you took another life. At least not since I’ve known you.”
 
   “You mean the massacre in the grotto,” Sari mutters, rolling onto her side to avoid looking at her friend. A few tears threaten to fall down her cheeks, but she catches them on her fingers to let them dance on the floor near her nose. “Before I got involved with this prophecy, I took a few lives for the sake of my clan. People who threatened us, some who stole from us, and one guy that tried to kill Kayn in a bar brawl. Their deaths bothered me, but there was something different this time. Almost like another version of myself took over and actually reveled in the slaughter.”
 
   Seeing that the fire is dying, Delvin quickly goes to add more wood to the sconce and do a quick check of the perimeter. “I’m sorry for not talking to you when it first happened, Sari. My concern was putting distance between us and the grotto, but that’s no excuse. As I said, all of us have the potential for what happened back there. It comes from the rage, desperation, hate, and other dark emotions that a warrior doesn’t readily admit to using for survival. They give you tunnel vision and you don’t realize the consequences of your actions. All you know is that you’ll be alive if you go through with the killing.” He pauses to rub his eyes and find a better way to explain himself, exhaustion settling into his mind. “I’m not saying that makes it right, but that’s what stands behind those types of actions. At least at the time, you feel like you’re doing what’s right. With no time to think, you give yourself over to reflexes and hope you live long enough to think about it later. It’s up to you and anyone else affected by your deeds to decide on if you’re good, evil, or in the middle.”
 
   “Then tell me what I am?”
 
   “A loving, dedicated friend who lost her temper in the face of irrational hate.”
 
   Sari flips to her feet and goes to give Delvin a kiss on the cheek, accidentally eating a seed that was in his scruff. The gypsy coughs and waves her hand at her open mouth as if the sliver is spicy instead of bitter. Fumbling with her flask, she drains it of fae water while using her tongue to dislodge the seed from her teeth. Not caring about decorum, she spits the disgusting object into the shadows and gasps for air. Through with her extravagant display, Sari half-heartedly smacks Delvin in the shoulder and turns back to the entrance.
 
   “Learn to clean your face, Cunningham,” the gypsy says, crossing her arms in mock annoyance. She squints when something moves by the distant stairwells, but relaxes when she sees a large rodent waddle out of the ruins. “The cult is trying to commit genocide and I lost my temper. It reminded me of what General Vile did to my clan. I guess I didn’t want to be targeted for another massacre. After all, how many of those can one person be involved in?”
 
   “True, but this time will be different. You have me and Fizzle here,” Delvin points out with a charming smile. Yawning and stretching his arms over his head, the warrior walks up and down the stairs to stay awake. “I’m not sure if you know this, but Luke had some trouble coming to terms with killing Kayn. Soon after we left the Caster Swamp, he asked me how I handle killing an opponent. It’s such a difficult event to acknowledge after the fact even though there’s barely any hesitation in the heat of the moment. All of us who take up a weapon have to live with the inevitable day that we claim our first life. Whether it be adventurer, mercenary, thief, or whatever path you take, the decision always finds you and most aren’t ready.”
 
   “You keep talking as if this was my first kill when it wasn’t,” Sari states, slightly irritated at her friend trying to simplify her situation. Wandering to the back wall, she traces her fingers along a set of engravings that resemble serrated swords. “It was so much rage and part of me did enjoy what I was doing at the time. There was a thrill as I fought, which erased any guilt I had at the time. Well maybe it just pushed it away for me to feel later. I mean, these people consider me a monster and I ended up proving them right to some extent. What if the entire thing was my naiad side reacting to the threat? My humanity might not have had anything to do with my actions, which makes me wonder if the two parts aren’t compatible. Let’s be honest here. None of us have sat down to think about what being part naiad even means. Everyone else is understandable, but I’m no longer sure how much of me is human and . . . why are you so quiet back there?”
 
   Sari turns in time to see Delvin’s feet disappearing into the shadows, the warrior being dragged away by an indiscernible figure. The gypsy casts a light spell to reveal her enemies, but the glowing orb is caught and crushed by a quick moving form. Controlling the rainwater and drawing it inside, she blindly swings a long arm of water around the chamber. A yelp can be heard far to her left as someone drops a heavy object, which she hopes is Delvin. Grabbing a burning piece of wood from the sconce, Sari hurries toward the sound and finds her friend alone on the floor. A bleeding bump is on his head and his gear is missing, but a dull moan proves that the champion is alive.
 
   “We have to go, Fizzle!” Sari shouts as she tries to drag Delvin by the arm. She can barely move the unconscious warrior and spins around to see if anyone is sneaking up on her. “I need your help. Delvin is too heavy.”
 
   “Fizzle coming,” the drite whispers from the ceiling.
 
   As the dragon darts toward his friends, the flowers in the ceiling unleash a curtain of sleep-inducing powder. Diving low, Fizzle avoids the magical pollen and falling insects, but he has to swerve away from a shadow that looms out of the floor to grab him. A flip drives his tail into the back of his attacker’s head, the figure stumbling back into the darkness. He sees a corner that is clear of the sparkling powder and races toward it to disappear among the vines. Turning invisible, he sneaks out into the open and hangs from the wall to get his bearings.
 
   “Forget about us, Fizzle!” Sari screams while striking at more of the cloaked enemies. Every bolt of water sends one of their attackers crashing against a wall, but another always appears to fill the opening. “Bring the others back here. Tell them what happened to us. Don’t worry though. I promise we won’t be dead by the time you return. Oh, and tell Nyx to bring more fae water. I ran out and don’t like the taste of coffee.”
 
   Creating a cocoon of ice around her unconscious friend, Sari is able to put up more of a fight. She is unsure about Fizzle until the three figures in the entrance are scattered by an invisible creature hurtling out of the building. Flexing her fingers and focusing on the rain, she sends a massive wave swirling around the room to clear the pollen from the air. Most of her enemies are washed away, but several remain standing and continue their cautious approach. Sari notices that some of them are bonding to the floor with every step, so she coats the bottom of their feet with ice. With startled yelps, the men and women fall to the solid stone and struggle to get back up. Another burst of water spins them across the chamber and slams the attackers into the dais where they become trapped in a fountain of ice.
 
   “Naiad-blooded,” says one of the unhindered enemies.
 
   “That’s right and I have a lot of water to play with,” Sari replies, sending a blast of rain at the cloaked man. The stranger puts up his hand to stop the attack and coils it around his body like it is a pet snake. “And apparently so do you. You Judge Feeders keep coming up with new tricks.”
 
   A figure on the dais reaches out to control the remaining fire and turns it into a swarm of flaming bats. The creatures dive at Sari at the same time the other man unleashes his watery serpent. Sweat pouring from her brow, the gypsy takes control of the geyser and uses it to destroy the incoming creatures. Transforming the liquid into a pillar of ice that is connected to her hands, she knocks both enemies sailing into the far wall. Spreading her arms, Sari creates a pair of water streams that end in growling wolf heads. The remaining enemies are kept at bay by the snapping jaws while the gypsy inches toward the entrance. She turns the ice around Delvin into a sled that is chained to her waist, allowing the gypsy to take him with her.
 
   “Once we’re in the rain, we can escape,” Sari grunts while continuing her attacks.
 
   A piercing pain in the neck locks her body and she reaches up to feel a trickle of blood below her jaw. Unable to speak, Sari turns around and finds that a slender figure in a silver robe has appeared in the doorway. The gypsy flicks a dagger out of her sleeve and tries to slash the new enemy, but her wrist is caught by a thin, warm hand. The last thing Sari sees is the person’s arm rise and a blinding light engulf her vision.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   16
 
   The courthouse is surrounded by any citizens of Stonehelm who are not busy tending to the injured. None of the destruction has been repaired, but the bodies of the deceased have been gathered and given to the surviving shamans for funeral rites. The fallen chaos elves have been wrapped in aromatic blankets and placed in an unused clearing, the bodies preserved and protected from scavengers by a combination of herbs. General Godric and King Edric have been patiently waiting on the steps of the courthouse as people arrive to hear the phantom’s announcement. The tension is palpable as everyone wonders what the ghostly figure will say about the legendary warrior who has returned from the dead and the former exile they assumed had killed him. Many keep an eye on Timoran, the red-haired man standing like a statue at the base of the stairs. The champion’s great axe is kept on his shoulder to make sure people think twice about rushing the building. For now, all the citizens know is that somebody will be blamed for past mistakes and the tribe will have to begin another period of mourning.
 
   Gasps and whispers flow through the crowd as the phantom describes how Edric succeeded in killing his best friend. They can see a look of surprise and anger on their King’s face, which melts into an expression of shame. As the psychic dam crumbles in his mind, the wise ruler of Stonehelm holds his head and cries at the returning memories. His legs nearly give out, but he grips the side of the building to avoid an embarrassing collapse. Timoran sits on the steps in shock when the story reaches the point where he retrieved the Second Life from its hiding place near Aintaranurh and the ritual was performed to revive the fallen warrior. By the time Tigris nears the end of her tale, the citizens are screaming for blood and preparing to charge the courthouse. Before the enraged barbarians can storm the courthouse, General Godric raises his hand and lets it fall on Edric’s shoulder. It is a tight squeeze that hurts because of an injury sustained during the battle, but there is no malice within the gesture. The simple act leaves the rest of the tribe confused and willing to wait for the phantom to finish speaking.
 
   “Now I stand here to reveal the truth and free those of us who sacrificed to bring General Godric back to life,” Tigris announces, her true form becoming visible to the crowd. Another explosion of whispers consumes the people of Stonehelm with several people cheering for her return. “Those are the events that have brought us here and revealing them has begun the process of healing. Please try to understand more than what you’ve heard before demanding justice. King Edric did what he thought was best for the tribe even though it broke his heart. He attempted to make amends by undoing his actions, but his sacrifice resulted in him claiming a throne that he never wanted. You must take this into consideration when deciding his fate.”
 
   “There is nothing to consider,” Edric declares, raising his crown to the crowd. A chorus of boos and threats meet his voice, but they quiet down when he places the jade circlet in Tigris’s hands. “Whether I meant well or not, I committed an unforgivable crime. I also let a more honorable man take the blame and tried to execute him. This is not taking into account the theft of King Melich’s crown and sitting on the throne without defeating Aintaranurh. All of this means I should not rule or even be a member of this tribe. By all rights, I should be executed and buried in an unmarked grave.”
 
   “You’re getting dramatic in your old age,” Raynar whispers with a chuckle. Gesturing for Timoran to join them at the door, the tired warrior looks out over his fellow barbarians. “First we acknowledge that War Chieftain Wrath is cleared of all crimes, except the abandoning of his post. I’m sorry, son, but you did run away like a child avoiding his angry mother. Yet you were exiled for more years than the actual punishment, so your penance is done. We officially welcome you back to the Snow Tiger Tribe.”
 
   Their keen ears picking up the conversation, the crowd cheers as Tigris gives her husband a kiss and the pair move aside to allow the General to descend the stairs. He shakes hands and returns smiles, reveling in the type of attention that he has not received in what feels like a lifetime. Barely aware of those around him, a few tears run into his beard as he considers the fate of his old friend. A nagging thought grows stronger in his mind until it is the only thing he can think about. There is a subtle wrongness in the breeze and the colors of the world seem duller than they did several minutes ago. Glancing at his hands, he expects them to be fading away, but they are the same gnarled body parts they have been for the past few years. Still, a chill runs up his spine and a distant howling distracts him from the adoration of his people.
 
   “Your father is not looking well,” Timoran whispers into his wife’s ear. From behind, he can see the old warrior is hunched and dragging his right foot. “Is this because the sacrifices have been undone? Did he know this would happen?”
 
   “It was always a possibility, but you know he would have done this even if it was a sure thing,” Tigris responds, her blue eyes watching King Edric. The distraught ruler seems to be shrinking by the minute as he remains standing with his head down. “I should hate him for setting all of this in motion. Yet, I cannot do anything more than pity him. Imagine what would have happened if he never committed his sin and the warrior mentality of my father really did bring us into more battles. The legacy of General Godric would be tainted. Possibly even the reputation of the tribe and the alliances we have with our neighbors. It makes me wonder how many evil deeds have been done for the greater good, but people forgave them because the alternative was proven to be worse.”
 
   “I think you have spent too much time alone. Though you are correct, but now is not the time for a philosophical discussion,” her husband says with a warm smile. He grips her hand and refuses to let go, his thumb running along the smooth ring of bone on her finger. “I should put my ring back on. It is somewhere in my pouch. Now that we have been reunited, I feel like my finger is too light. I believe we have given the old man enough time enjoying the praise. Closure is needed.”
 
   Timoran walks down the steps and tries to put a hand on General Godric’s shoulder, but he is mobbed by the crowd. Handshakes and flasks are offered, some of which are thrust into his face so quickly and violently that he nearly punches the friendly citizen. Within a minute, he is yanked into the mass of joyous people and only his flailing left arm can be seen above their heads. Tigris attempts to rescue her father and husband, but meets the same fate as a horde of old friends hug her. She is shuffled around and told the various rumors of her demise while those with lingering disbelief gently touch her face. At one point, she bumps into Timoran and tries to catch his wrist before they are separated again. Instead, she grabs someone else’s hand and is pulled in the opposite direction of her beloved.
 
   “Enough!” King Edric bellows from the top of the stairs. A sea of angry stares meets the disgraced ruler, but no one dares to speak against him. “I know you do not owe me your respect, but I must say you are acting like foolish children. Our dead are being prepared for burial, our tribe has no true ruler, and one of the most dangerous figures in Windemere is sitting in our prison. As happy as I am to have these warriors back and cleared of all crimes, I know there is business that requires our attention. A celebration can wait until we settle all of our lingering problems and secure peace for our tribe.”
 
   “Start with the executions!” shouts a woman from the back.
 
   “Kill Edric alongside the chaos elves!”
 
   “I say have them fight each other!”
 
   “Feed them all to the snow tigers!”
 
   “He betrayed us all, so I say we stone him!”
 
   A flood of cruel suggestions rises from the crowd as they let their fury seep to the surface of their hearts. Every word drives Edric further into a depression and his hand grips his spear as he contemplates taking his own life. Another hand slips the weapon from his fingers and he looks up to see Raynar standing before him. His mouth goes dry when he sees a flicker of hate in his old friend’s deep eyes, but a tired sigh from the warrior causes him to examine the rest of the man. Wrinkled skin, cracked lips, and a slight wheeze make Edric realize that he is not the only person whose time may be coming to an end.
 
   “Do we go out as enemies or friends, old man?” the General asks, holding up his hand to stop the shouting. He makes a slow fist to stop his trembling fingers, the crowd mistaking it for a gesture of intimidation. “You killed me and then brought me back. I refused to give your wisdom a chance and now I’ve destroyed your legacy. History may call me the hero and you the villain, but right now I think both of us are nothing more than selfish, idiotic fools.”
 
   “In that case, let us die the way we were meant to,” Edric replies while removing his cape and taking back his weapon. He lets the heavy garment fall to the ground and rolls his injured shoulder. “You should make the announcement. Also, I request that we have Timoran involved considering what will happen afterwards. It is only right given what we put the young man through. After all, it was our disagreement that started this and I could have stopped him from using the Second Life. My guilt and stubbornness caused all of this.”
 
   “Wisdom was always your strength,” the white-haired barbarian whispers before turning to the crowd. He waves for Tigris and Timoran to join him, the pair muscling their way to the stairs. “Two wrongs must be righted! The Snow Tiger King must pay for his crimes, which he does not deny. He has requested a traditional fight to the death, which will be overseen by War Chieftain Wrath. So as Edric oversaw the trial of Timoran, now Timoran oversees the trial of Edric. I know many will offer to face this man, but there is another sin we must undo. Years ago, I should have remained dead. That is what the gods decided and I believe that it was wrong for me to return. The world feels . . . unnatural now that the sacrifices made on my behalf have been undone. This tells me that I should not be here. I was never meant to be here. My wish is to die in battle. So I will be the one to fight my old friend and return balance to our tribe. If I win then I will take the throne. If I lose then you will choose a new ruler while Edric is allowed to go into exile. Those are the rules of this trial.”
 
   Half of the mob is silent while the rest cheer happily at the prospect of seeing justice be done in the traditional way. The quiet citizens ponder the words of their beloved General, wondering if there is more to what he is saying. They notice the limp and how his face is not as vibrant as it was at the start of the public gathering. Unsure of the true reason for this death match between former friends, many of the people of Stonehelm consider that they will be watching an elaborate mercy kill. Although they are unsure who is the one that desires to meet his end. Within an hour, news of the trial has spread across the city and everyone heads for the valley with black armbands already in place.
 
   *****
 
   “Looks like I finally get some company,” Trinity says from inside her cell. Rising off her bed, she watches as Nyx limps to a chair. “How’s your eye? I like the cane. Gives you that classic old caster look.”
 
   Most of Trinity’s body is bandaged and she uses what little magic she has to help her walk and talk. Her broken jaw is tightly wrapped, so the chaos elf has her voice come from the stagnant air. There is a faint, violet glow within the cell and steam constantly rises from the top of her head to an anti-magic artifact. A pulsing diamond in the ceiling continues to leech most of her power, but the channeler knows she could easily destroyed the relic if she gets the desire to escape. Every time Trinity moves her arm, the connected shoulder pops and sends jolts of agony down her spine. Dragging a chair to the bars, the tired woman grunts as she lowers herself onto it and leans forward. She is only vaguely aware of her condition since she is more interested in the equally injured half-elf sitting in the hallway.
 
   “How’s your face?” Nyx retorts while scratching at the itchy wrappings that cover half of her head. She winces when she adjusts her suspended leg, the cast around her knee spotted with blood. “Your people are being tended to in the public jail, which is filled to capacity. Nobody is sure what to do about your dead, so the bodies are only being cleaned, preserved, and protected from scavengers. The shamans are praying for Ambrosine to give them peace, but that’s all they can think of doing. None of the other chaos elves are talking, which means we don’t know if there are any priests or priestesses among them.”
 
   “They’re broken and waiting to join the fallen,” Trinity replies, her low voice making it sound like she is talking from experience. Rubbing her belly, she quietly wonders where Sebave is with the unborn princess. “I told you what would happen if I lost. My people will be wiped out and that’s if they’re lucky. Most likely, the Baron will keep the youngest generation and raise them to be his obedient assassins. Our culture, history, and pride will be erased, which is pretty much the same thing as extinction. Honestly, it is probably worse. I’d rather we be destroyed than twisted forever.”
 
   “There has to be another way,” the champion insists, taking a drink of alcohol to keep her pulsing tattoo at bay. She tries her best to stop the reflexive shuddering since the jerky motions aggravate her injuries. “This is a conversation for another time. You should concern yourself with what will happen after a new king is chosen. Edric’s situation means you will have a few days before they make a decision. At least you’ll be fed and cared for until then. There’s already word that your people will be allowed to leave the jail in small groups for exercise once things settle down. You, on the other hand, aren’t being let out until the trial. Consider this cell your home for now.”
 
   “With you as my vigilant jailer?”
 
   “At least until I go with Timoran to Aintaranurh.”
 
   “I noticed the marking on your chest during our fight. A living Compass Key. Very ingenious.”
 
   “Annoying too. Damn thing tries to make me cause trouble, so I have to drink to keep it confused.”
 
   Trinity tries to smile, but the bandages around her face are too tight and her jaw aches from having been reset. It takes most of her energy to speak, her voice clearer now that she does not have to direct any magic toward her legs. She stretches her arm toward a bowl with a straw sticking out of it, the liquid meal the only thing she can keep down. Unable to create enough sucking pressure, she uses a wind spell to run the food up the tube and into her mouth. Trinity feels ridiculous eating like an infant, but her one attempt at solid foot resulted in her damaged stomach nearly rupturing.
 
   “Where do we stand with each other?” Nyx asks, stealing the question that was on her rival’s tongue. Shifting on the wooden chair, the half-elf curses as she nearly tumbles to the floor. “We came so close to killing each other out there, but I can’t say I hate you. This fight feels like it ended something because I just can’t see us going at it again. Almost like another battle would be a pointless waste of our time. Yet, we’re still on opposite sides of a conflict, which means it can happen again.”
 
   “I threatened your family and friends,” Trinity reminds the other woman. A laugh gets stuck in her throat and throws her into a violent coughing fit. “Can you really say that you no longer hate me after what I said?”
 
   The half-elf takes a long slurp of her drink and rubs her facial bandages. “At the time, I was furious and fought to protect my loved ones. Now that I’ve had time to think, I can’t figure out how you would accomplish any of what you planned. Dariana would sense you coming and that’s if my friends didn’t attack you immediately after you killed me. Timoran would be enraged and Luke would be livid, which makes them very formidable opponents. Sari, Delvin, and Fizzle being threatened made even less sense since they’re in the jungles. You wouldn’t go after a distant target because that would require abandoning your people at Stonehelm. Most of them have never been off Shayd and they’d be lost without you. So I don’t hate you because I believe you were lying in order to get me to kill you. A very convincing performance in the heat of the moment.”
 
   “Such a foolish champion. I was being completely honest, but your explanation does make a lot of sense,” the chaos elf replies, amused by her rival’s awkward compassion. She still remembers feeling the fury of her enemy as they slammed into the ground, the sensation making her battered back ache. “It won’t happen again. This was our last fight and you won. I can’t return to the Baron without being killed. Many of my people are still his slaves, but I’m nothing more than a failure who has been cast aside to rot. With my last chance at earning his favor destroyed, I’ve no more reason to fight you. Eventually, he will see what happened here and make good on his threat. That’s if he hasn’t done so already. I’m . . . nothing to you or anyone else here. Just a defeated foe awaiting her fate.”
 
   “Oh, Dariana noticed her father’s scrying right after the battle,” Nyx says with a chuckle that makes her ribs scream in pain. Unable to stop herself, she falls onto the floor and spends a minute feebly crawling back into the chair. “She’s altered the connection, so he thinks the two of us are still fighting. A lot of pauses, losing each other in the mountains, and simultaneous knockouts, which isn’t too far from the truth. Dariana is extending the display until she has the fake us create an explosion big enough to destroy his spell. By the way, she also contacted all of your people who are scattered about Windemere. That way they don’t return to Shayd and get themselves killed. Many of them are traveling to Stonehelm as we speak.”
 
   Surprised by an outsider showing compassion toward her people, Trinity cannot stop a burning tear from slipping out of her eye. “Thank you, hero. I guess the two of us should get some rest. You have a temple to challenge and I have a trial to await. Please tell Cyrus that my people’s traditional funeral rites cannot be done here. Our deceased are always taken to the edge of Shayd and lowered onto a small boat that is sent to drift through ocean. This sets us free of the darkness and, we hope, allows us to find peace in the sun. We will have to find a way to preserve our dead until we can return to our homeland. That’s if the barbarians let us leave. I guess exile means we can make a pilgrimage to the northern coast to do it.”
 
   The creaking door at the end of the hallway causes Nyx to turn away from the prisoner, her mouth slightly open at what she sees. Trinity is unable to stand and get a better view of the entrance, so she patiently waits for the soft footsteps to get closer. She tenses when she sees Luke helping Sebave walk, the forest tracker dragging a chair with his other hand. The purple-haired priestess appears weak and tired, having been alone in the wilderness for the last two days. Her stomach twitches as the baby senses her mother’s presence and pushes her hands toward the cell. Shoving the chair to the table, Luke deftly catches the collapsing woman and gently carries her the rest of the way. Nyx transforms the uncomfortable seat into a plush couch that is so comfortable that the chaos elf nearly falls asleep.
 
   “I don’t know if this makes things more complicated or easier, but Cyrus told me to bring her here. She said her name is Sebave and that she carries Trinity’s unborn daughter,” Luke explains while returning to the doorway. The clanging of wheels can be heard and he comes back with a food-laden cart. “Believe it or not, I found her living with the snow tiger cubs and their mother. They were protecting her and sharing their food. Took a good hour to convince her new friends to let me take her to Stonehelm. All four of them may still be waiting outside the wall for all I know.”
 
   “Is all this food for me?” the priestess asks, examining the dishes that she has never seen before. Getting some syrup on her finger, she licks it off and stares with wonder at the little container. “I’m sorry that I did not come to Stonehelm sooner, your highness. With you being captured, I was unsure if you still wanted me to follow your orders to find Nyx. My job was to protect the baby, so I tried to avoid the barbarians in case they mistook me for an enemy. I don’t know where the beasts came from. They were around me when I woke up last night and gave me raw meat.”
 
   “That stuff goes on the pancakes,” Nyx mentions, stopping the confused woman from drinking the syrup. Seeing Sebave stare at the food, she realizes that the chaos elf needs a lot of help to avoid starving. “Don’t let the poor thing suffer, little brother. Sit down and give her a hand. So you transferred your child into this woman’s womb. I never even considered we’d be able to do something like that. Feels more like a holy spell or advanced necromancy. Can you take the baby back?”
 
   “Once I’m strong enough to cast the spell and handle the strain of pregnancy. The kid enjoys kicking,” Trinity answers, her mouth salivating at the sight of food that she cannot eat. She picks up her bowl and takes a few slurps, the straw making a loud noise when the liquid is gone. “It was an act of desperation and love, but I also sense that my daughter had something to do with its success. Even now, I can feel her trying to pull me towards her. Please do me a favor, Nyx. If not for me then for my people and my daughter who will one day lead the chaos elves. There’s a good chance that I will be executed after giving birth, so I want you to bring her to Rainbow Tower. I know she will be very powerful and I wish for her to help others. Perhaps my daughter will be the one to free my people and bring them into the sun, but I need to set her on the right path.”
 
   “This is also Stephen’s daughter and the Baron’s grandchild,” Luke points out, backing away from the three glares he receives. He feels the sensation of a tiny fist of force poking him in the side of the head, the feeling disappearing when he slaps at it. “I’m not saying the baby will be evil. Only that we might want to be careful choosing her teacher, especially since she’s most likely a channeler. Maybe it would be smarter to have her be trained by Casandra in Helgard. Of course, that’s after she remains in hiding for a while. Every location that is connected to us would be a bad idea as long as there’s a chance of the Baron getting free and coming to claim her as an agent.”
 
   Trinity smiles at the forest tracker, the motion loosening one of her bandages. “You really are smarter than people realize. The dim-wittedness is all an act to throw your enemies off-guard, right? There’s no way you’ve been acting the fool by accident for this long.”
 
   “No, he’s pretty stupid unless he focuses,” Nyx interjects with a smirk. The outline of a tiny foot against Sebave’s stomach draws the champion’s attention back to the child. “You’re a priestess of Ambrosine, right? Can’t you heal all of Trinity’s injuries and giver her back the baby? I can turn off the magic absorber. Not that it’s too much of an obstacle for someone like your Queen.”
 
   “I have the strength to heal her more severe injuries, but no more than that,” Sebave replies, not wanting to promise too much. Accepting Luke’s help, she stands and takes a shaky step forward. “I need to put my hands on you to make it work. Your daughter is preventing me from casting without physical contact. Just stand still, your highness, because this will hurt a lot. Bones being reset and flesh stitching together is always painful, which I am sorry for and promise will not last long.”
 
   Green and violet energy dances between Sebave’s fingers as she approaches the cell and chants the complicated healing spell. Trinity stands and puts her arm through the bars, so the priestess has a shorter distance to walk. At the last second, the captured channeler makes a fist and the diamond in the ceiling pops like a fragile bubble. Struggling against a full body itch and incredible pain, Trinity swings her arm to magically hurl Nyx into Sebave’s hands. The holy spell goes off and the champion is rocked by such intense agony that she cannot talk. Bandages unravel as her eye feels like it is about to burst and her damaged knee twists violently. With an echoing snap, her leg is repaired and she falls against the bars, a numbness overtaking her muscles. Nyx’s vision is no longer impaired as her eye becomes whole again, the repaired lid making a tiny click when she blinks it into place. A final burst of magic rejuvenates her exhausted aura, but she senses the blast is from someone other than Sebave.
 
   “Why did you do that?” Nyx asks, turning to see Trinity that has slumped to the floor. She uses her powers to levitate the woman into the nearby bed and tighten the loose bandages. “You need your strength to take your daughter back. I could have waited for one of the shamans to take care of me.”
 
   “Sebave can heal me tomorrow,” the Queen declares as her energy fades. A yawn cuts off her voice for several seconds and her visitors wonder if she has fallen asleep until words echo from the shadows. “You’re challenging another temple. A victory will bring you one step closer to facing the Baron and possibly freeing my people. Between the two of us, I think I can afford to remain injured for another day since I’m not as important to Windemere as you. Now let me sleep.”
 
   The metal bars bloat and merge to create a wall that blocks out the light from the hallway torches. Luke helps Sebave back to the couch where she quietly goes back to trying out every dish on the cart. Tenderly touching her bruised rib, Nyx remains sitting against the barrier and listens to the faint sound of snoring that drifts from the other side. It is a pain-filled wheeze that breaks only when the exhausted prisoner tosses and turns in restless slumber. Not wanting the chaos elf to get in trouble, the violet-eyed champion creates a tiny peephole in the wall to get a view of the ceiling. It takes a minute of concentration to create a perfect illusion of the destroyed diamond, which will stop the guards from installing a new one. Before the hole closes, muttered curses toward the Baron and Gabriel can be heard from the bed.
 
   “Just whose side are you on, Queen Trinity?” Nyx whispers before leaning against the bars and falling asleep.
 
   *****
 
   With Timoran standing in Stonehelm’s open gate, the two combatants get ready for their final battle. The wall and surrounding cliffs are covered by spectators, including the chaos elves who are each handcuffed to a guard or metal pole. Several men and women wander the crowds to hand out food and drink, but refuse to take any money. A few brief scuffles have broken out within the confused audience, each one stopped by Luke or Tigris. Like a pair of stalking cats, the two warriors roam the area to make sure nobody tries to interfere with the trial. The job becomes easier when they confiscate all weapons from the spectators, one or two having to be taken by a public show of force. Far at the other end of the valley, the remaining shamans sit with eyes closed and bodies covered in red symbols. They pray to Kerr in unison in order to bring the Barbarian God’s attention to the trial. Some in the crowd shout to their patron deity, but their words are those of anger and hatred toward their former ruler.
 
   Standing on opposite sides of the valley, King Edric and General Godric prepare for their battle. The disgraced ruler allows Cyrus to check his spear and tend to him, a position that he hopes will not harm the young man’s reputation. Wearing his battered armor, the older barbarian runs his thumb along the damaged areas and winces whenever he comes across a bruise that is still tender. There is a growing thrill in his heart along with a constant prayer that he will find redemption. A healing potion is handed to him to erase the last of his wounds, but he politely hands it back to Cyrus.
 
   “My opponent is weakened, so I will remain as I am,” Edric whispers, knowing several of the nearby barbarians can hear him. The cold stares threaten to send a chill along his spine, but he straightens his back to prevent the tremor. “Go back to the wall. You have done everything that is required of you. I hope that you continue leading your warriors with honor. When you see Tigris, please apologize to her for me. I led her sister down a dark path, which is another of my many crimes. Udelia deserved better.”
 
   “Fight hard, Edric,” Cyrus says, slapping the ruler on the back. He hands the man his spear and steps away to get a final look at his former teacher. “Funny thing about Udelia. She said this mess was all her fault. According to her, the truth and her father would have been exposed earlier if she had investigated you. Neither of you accept that there’s no changing of the past. It seems you and the General were always destined to fight in this valley.”
 
   “Perhaps the gods are simply making the world right again.”
 
   Standing across the valley from his old friend, Raynar puts on his armor, which has been polished to a perfect shine. By the haggard General’s request, Dariana is tending to him and making sure his gear is ready for the trial. Unsure of what she is doing, the telepath scans the crowd for information on weapon sharpening and to figure out if his axe needs repairs. While tightening the warrior’s bracers, the telepath senses that Tigris is annoyed that she was not chosen for the honor. Even though the General took his timing saying farewell to his remaining family, his daughter repeatedly glares at Dariana until she is needed to handle another fight in the crowd.
 
   “You haven’t asked why I chose you as my attendant,” Raynar says while the silver-haired woman sharpens his axe. He chuckles when he sees her try to feign disinterest, but there is a hint of curiosity in her ivory eyes. “I never got to say good-bye to my other daughter. You were with her when she died. Cyrus told me of her final battle, but I want to know if there is anything she said to you. What were her last words?”
 
   “She wished to speak with you again,” Dariana replies, handing the weapon back. To prevent the fight from starting, she pretends to fix one of his bracers. “Kerr took her to his castle immediately and asked that I honor her. So I have many of her memories in my head. If you wish, I can share them with you later.”
 
   “I nearly forgot you were a telepath,” the barbarian whispers while stroking his beard. His hand lingers on the dormant Second Life and he considers removing it, but thinks it best that the dangerous artifact be buried with him. “There might not be a later for me, so I would like you to share them now. Before you disagree, they won’t distract me from what I must do. In fact, I think knowing how my fallen daughter lived her life will clear my mind. I worry that she will be a stranger when we meet again. Please give me this final gift because both of us would regret losing this chance. Will it hurt?”
 
   “No, but it may make you sad.”
 
   Dariana takes General Godric’s hand and closes her eyes, muttering gibberish in an ancient tongue to make it appear as if she is praying. Gently connecting their minds, she transfers the memoires of Udelia to her father. Without warning, a wave of misery and isolation threatens to drive the warrior to his knees. A dull ache is in his heart as he senses the pain his beloved child fought every day since his passing. Raynar is about to request that the connection be broken when a spark of light cuts through the darkness. Images of Udelia’s childhood and her training days flood his mind, reminding him that most of his daughter’s life was joyous and spent smiling. Even when her husband died, the strong woman decided to be happy that she had him in her life in the first place. Pangs of guilt eat at his resolve when he realizes that the only thing Udelia could not overcome was the loss of her entire family in one fell swoop.
 
   “Thank you for that,” Raynar says when the transfer ends. He hugs Dariana and gives her a kiss on the forehead like he used to do with his daughters. “Udelia barely knew you, but you became her final friend. I have a request. Are you willing to do for me what you did for her? If you can, please give my memories to Timoran and Tigris.”
 
   “I promise to honor your request,” the champion replies with a bow. Noticing that the crowd has become silent, she turns to see that Timoran is holding his great axe above his head. “Be strong and stay brave, General Godric. If this is truly your final battle then I hope it is the greatest one of your life.”
 
   Dariana scales the cliff while the two barbarians walk toward the middle of the valley. Both warriors turn to face the judge, standing only a few steps from one another. Not having anything to say, they hit their bracers together and take a deep, cleansing breath. Under the watchful eyes of their tribe, all of the animosity and hatred each man ever held for the other is nothing more than a shameful memory. They grew up and trained together, Raynar transforming into a great warrior and Edric becoming a wise scholar. They had been the best man at each other’s wedding and were drinking buddies ever since they were old enough to finish a mug of ale. It never occurred to their younger selves that such a solid friendship could possibly end with betrayal, pain, and death.
 
   “What is there to say?” Timoran declares, his voice booming throughout the valley. Putting his weapon on his back, he waits for Tigris to join him and takes her hand. “This trial is to decide the fate of King Edric and General Godric. Both men claim they are in need of redemption and have chosen to follow one of our oldest traditions. Each of us has our own opinion on the events that brought our people to this point. Forget them and realize that this is not about us. It is not about the Snow Tiger Tribe or Stonehelm. This battle is entirely about friendship, honor, loyalty, and respect. As such, I expect everyone present to act with dignity. The trial can start whenever the combatants are ready and it will not end until one is dead.”
 
   “First drink is on you, old friend,” the General whispers while stepping away. He grips his axe with both hands, the blade held behind his back.
 
   “See you in Ram’s Garden, Raynar,” Edric replies, spinning his spear and circling to his right. “Do you think both of us will find peace?”
 
   “Only if we work for it.”
 
   Ignoring his weakening body, Raynar moves forward and turns to swing his axe at his opponent’s side. For a fleeting instant, he wonders if the guilt-ridden King will simply let the fatal blow hit. Instead, the bald barbarian blocks it with the butt of his spear and jabs. The point cuts the sliver of exposed flesh at the General’s neck, earning a surprising cheer for the first successful strike. Touching the minor injury, Raynar notices that his blood has spots of black and is flaking away like ash. Fearing that he has very little time left, he musters enough strength to drives his enemy back with rapid swings of his weapon. The heavier axe repeatedly knocks the winged spear away, but Edric expertly keeps his unprotected body out of reach. Planting his leg and stabbing with one hand, the King seeks to hit the armored warrior under the arm. Stretching for the crippling blow, he is unable to entirely avoid a quick strike and roars while two of his fingers fall to the ground. Tossing the spear to his healthy hand, Edric jumps to the side and smacks Raynar upside the head with the flat side of his weapon. The two men back away to regain their senses, but neither attempt to tend to their wounds.
 
   The spectators remain silent and tense, waiting with bated breath for the blow that will end the fight. Holding his spear with both hands, Edric charges and pushes Raynar back with a flurry of jabs that get clumsier as his blood covers the wooden shaft. The King’s grip slips and he fumbles with the weapon, giving the General an opening at his flank. The axe head drives into the barbarian’s ribs, but is stopped when he performs a skillful block and steps away. It is still a deep wound that pours blood down Edric’s body and soaks the earth. With his weapon aimed at the ground, he makes the perfect target for Raynar, who hesitates out of caution.
 
   “Do not even think of asking me to surrender,” the King gasps, raising his spear. Due to his violent shaking, the point quivers while he attempts to aim the weapon. “We both wanted this fight. Now put an end to it, General Godric.”
 
   “As you wish, your highness.”
 
   With the last of his strength, Raynar delivers a massive overhead chop that comes down at Edric’s head. At the last second, the gasping ruler raises his spear and lets the axe cleave through the wooden shaft. It is enough to deflect the blade and send it into his shoulder, the keen edge splintering bone and slitting flesh. As he collapses, Edric stabs up with the front half of his broken weapon and drives the head into his old friend’s underarm. Releasing the spear, the former King falls at his opponent’s feet and lies still as his blood pools around his head. The General goes down to his knees and tries to lower his arm, but the motion only shifts the weapon that is scratching at his heart.
 
   “King Edric is dead and has been redeemed!” Raynar shouts while he watches three figures rushing towards him. His vision focuses on Dariana, the telepath touching his face to collect his memories as she promised. “Thank you. Please let my daughter and son-in-law get closer. I don’t have much time.”
 
   “We’re here, father,” Tigris says, taking the dying man’s hand. She is surprised to find that ashes are dropping out of his armor and part of his face is crumbling. “Without the Second Life’s power, you’re falling apart. We can’t let people see you like this.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, but thank you,” the General whispers, his teeth crumbling into dust as he speaks. Dropping his axe, he takes Timoran’s hand and stares into the eyes of his surviving family. “Edric and I discussed who should take the throne. In fact, we decided on it long before his betrayal. Both of you are wise, strong, and honorable. Our people respect you even after everything that has happened. Stonehelm and the Snow Tiger Tribe could ask for no better leaders to carry it into an age of peace it rightly deserves. On a personal note, know that I love both of you and trust that you will make me proud.”
 
   Dariana moves behind Raynar and puts her hands on his throat, sending a flood of warmth through his body. “Make the announcement and everyone will hear you. It will use the last of your strength, but it means nobody can deny your edict. I’m sorry that I could not do more for you.”
 
   “I understand. Now, as my old friend said, it is time to put an end to this mess and bring balance to our tribe,” the white-haired warrior says while squeezing the younger barbarians’ hands together. Sucking in a wheezing breath, he forces himself to stand and raises their arms into the air. “People of Stonehelm! I have little time and strength. My only act as your leader is to present your true rulers. Please cheer for King Timoran and Queen Tigris Wrath!”
 
   The battle cry of the Snow Tiger Tribe echoes throughout the mountains, joined by the roars of their primal namesakes. Even the chaos elves add their voices to the echoing symphony, the prisoners caught up in the flood of excitement and joy. Timoran and Tigris are oblivious to the noise as they watch the body of General Godric turn to ash and get blown into the sky by a twisting wind. It is not until his platemail crashes to the ground that the crowd realizes the great warrior is no more and all of Stonehelm falls into a quiet state of mourning.
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   “Your wife is pretty stubborn,” Nyx says as the travelers make their way through the lower mountains. Taking the lead, the channeler keeps her eyes on the colorful beams of light that are coming out of her chest. “For a minute, I thought she wouldn’t let us go without her. Good thing you explained the champion stuff and Cyrus was there to . . . well, he did the smart thing and stayed out of it.”
 
   “Tigris is scared of losing me again and I cannot say I blame her,” Timoran explains, trudging a few steps behind his companion. Having been away from his homeland for so long, every smell brings back a pleasant memory that keeps him in a state of relaxing serenity. “That is why I told her to stay behind. I will be facing more challenges than any of the previous Snow Tiger Kings and Queens. They merely had to earn a crown while I must conquer levels meant only for me. It is possible I will die, so Stonehelm needs one of its rulers to remain safe. The smart choice was to have my wife stay behind and handle the tribe’s affairs while I settle my destiny.”
 
   “It’s really strange hearing you talk about your wife,” Nyx admits while turning to walk backwards. The tattoo pulses and violently jerks her back into position, causing her to mutter a few curses in Elvish. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad you’re with her again. You deserve every bit of happiness you can get. It’s only that you never mentioned her, so I need some time to get used to the whole thing. When we get back, I hope to become good friends with Tigris.”
 
   “She does not really like you, fire sprite.”
 
   “What? But I’m . . . I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “You remind her of herself and possess many of the attributes that drew me to her.”
 
   “So she thinks we did something together?”
 
   “No, but she considers you a threat. A side-effect of her being isolated for so long.”
 
   “Did you tell her about Delvin?”
 
   “I thought it best that you explain that situation.”
 
   Laughter from the three guards stops the conversation, the barbarians stopping when their leader cracks his knuckles. Taking up the rear of the small group, Dariana and Luke maintain a careful watch on their surroundings. Both of them have noticed that Timoran and Nyx are distracted, so they strive to remain alert and on edge. For the past few hours, they have noticed several predators lurking on ledges or in patches of bushes, the animals curious about the source of constant talking. As soon as the beasts see that the noise is coming from a woman who is emitting light from her chest, they listen to their instincts and search for easier prey. Though as they get further into the wilderness, not all of the creatures act with caution. Luke is about to point out a bear lumbering into their path when a blast of fire from the front scares the animal back into the mountains. Its mournful howls echo throughout the cliffs, which causes smaller creatures to retreat from the area.
 
   “What are you doing!?” Timoran roars at Nyx. His hand is white-knuckled as it grips his great axe, the weapon still on his back. “You do not abruptly cast a spell a few inches in front of someone’s face. That could have hurt me. What were you thinking?”
 
   “I only meant for there to be a small flame on my thumb, but something went wrong. To be fair, I did say I wanted to run a test on you at some point,” Nyx argues while struggling to turn around against the tattoo. With no medicine left, the half-elf snarls and punches herself in the chest with enough force to make her double-over in pain. “This damn thing is messing with my aura and brain! You said it would behave itself as long as we were heading for Aintaranurh, Dariana. Instead it keeps wanting me to rush ahead and attack things.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but God-granted tattoos of powerful relics are new to me. I made an optimistic prediction,” the telepath claims as she jogs to catch up to the others. She attempts to put her hand on the marking, but is immediately flung over Nyx’s shoulder by an invisible force and caught by Timoran. “Impatience? Pent up aggression? It could be a reaction to being under the medicine’s influence for so long. Without knowing Gabriel’s entire reasoning behind the tattoo, I can only guess at its intentions and nature. Though it does seem to have a mind of its own. Use your magic sparingly until you have an enemy in front of you.”
 
   “And give us a warning before you do anything,” Luke chimes in from the back. He feels the burst of wind coming and leaps to the side as the spell punches a dent in a boulder. “I’m going to assume you meant to flick my forehead and not cave in my skull. This is getting ridiculous, big sister.”
 
   Nyx is on the verge of tears as she realizes that her presence is putting her friends and their quest in danger. “I didn’t even cast anything. This thing is turning me more into a weapon than I already am and I don’t know why. My small fire spell was only to see if Timoran would get scared. You said your fear was caused by the Second Life, so I was curious and warning you would have caused a false reaction. Soon after we met, you told me that you thought my type of magic was invasive to nature. Do you really believe that?”
 
   “First of all, my friend, I have always had a distrust of magic and that was enhanced by the Second Life,” Timoran explains, gingerly reaching out to tussle the channeler’s hair. A few sparks lick at his fingers, but he sees the young woman battle to hold her energy back. “I have come to realize that my opinion should be about the person who uses magic instead of the power within them. You have always honored my request to ask before casting on me even in times of danger. There has never been a time that I have seen you truly abuse your power. A few tricks and kneejerk reactions, but nobody is perfect and there was never any maliciousness. Do I still think it is intrusive for a person to alter and utilize the aura of another? Yes, but that is simply my way. One could have a similar issue with a warrior killing on the battlefield even if they fight for noble purposes.”
 
   “It also helps that she’s a channeler, which makes her a natural conduit for magic,” Dariana points out while they make a turn and enter a tunnel. Dripping water and the movement of hidden animals rattles the telepath’s nerves, none of the sources visible in the faint beams that guide them. “I’ve a feeling that we are nearing Aintaranurh. Timoran and Nyx need to take the lead with the rest of us remaining a few steps behind. We don’t want to become an easy target for traps and monsters. Sorry, Nyx, but you are technically the key to the front door instead of a simple champion.”
 
   “I understand,” the half-elf replies, feeling a strong tug on her chest. For a terrifying moment, she fears that her skin will be torn by the pressure. “I promise to always ask your permission before casting, big brother. Though I still maintain that in times of true danger, I’ll risk your anger and save you from your own stubbornness.”
 
   The barbarian’s chuckle echoes throughout the tunnel, startling a swarm of skull-patterned butterflies. “Thank you. I shall do the same for you, which is easier since all I need to do is put you over my shoulder and run.”
 
   “Why don’t you threaten Sari with that?”
 
   “Because even I cannot move her when she wishes to remain.”
 
   “Lucky gypsy. Here we go, everyone. Stay on your guard.”
 
   The seven travelers step out of the tunnel and into a circular valley created by a wall of sheer, red stone cliffs. A thin layer of amber dirt has gathered over pieces of solid granite, several of the ancient slabs visible around the area. Varying in size, tapered obelisks of jade mark the edges of the path that leads to a sealed door built into a grass-topped hill. Jutting out of the rough stone, the dome looks like it would be more at place on the plains that in the mountains. Its light brown soil shows signs of having been meticulously piled and molded. Tiny handprints can be seen in one or two spots, the faint markings resembling those that would be left by a child. Even the door appears to be made of dirt instead of rock, the entrance only identifiable due to the dark creases that outline its buried frame. Barely visible from the valley floor, the tops of several gravestones can be seen at the edge of the higher cliffs. The guards are amazed because they do not remember there being a massive hole within the royal graveyard. All they can recall is a strange circle of quicksand that every child is warned never to enter.
 
   “You three stay at the tunnel entrance,” Timoran whispers to his fellow tribesmen. They open their mouths to argue, but find that their voices have been stolen. “I assume you have been silenced for your own good. This place is meant for my friends and I. All who are not champions are in great danger and will be nothing more than distractions and hindrances. You may act as witnesses of us entering Aintaranurh, but I want you to stay safe. Do not engage with any enemies that appear. If monsters come out of that hill then you are under orders to retreat and wait for us on the far side of the tunnel.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” all three warriors shout with a salute. Unsure of what else to do, they take a seat on the remains of a stone bench near the entrance.
 
   Weapons drawn and nerves strained, the champions cautiously walk toward the Hallowed Hill. A faint groan can be heard from deep beneath their feet, causing them to stop their advance and wait. Sparks abruptly fly from Nyx’s chest and she is dragged by an invisible force, her boots skittering against the ground as she struggles. All attempts to cast a spell are met with failure, the wasted energy harmlessly spurting out of her nose, ears, and mouth in the form of acrid smoke. The others race after their friend only to find that they have been enchanted to move at different speeds, which eventually separates them. The jade obelisks vibrate as the channeler passes them and walls of emerald magic erupt from the stones to create several isolated sections. Nyx is the only one able to pass through the barriers until she slams into the doorway and is turned like a key in a lock. She is stuck upside down and facing the hill while her friends wait for the real to begin.
 
   “I really hate temple entrances,” Luke says, the forest tracker having gotten the farthest along the path. He taps at the barrier to see it shimmer, the response going high into the passing clouds. “I don’t think I can fly out of this. Any thoughts?”
 
   “The books I read didn’t say anything about this,” Nyx admits as she spits dirt out of her mouth. With a groan, the half-elf rubs her lower back and shakes her head clear of a thickening fog. “I think I feel some markings on the door. Maybe I can figure them out, but my head is getting fuzzy. Are any of you together?”
 
   “No and I sense we are about to get company,” Timoran replies from the middle of the path.
 
   Dariana tightens her sapphire top and stretches her arms, a rumbling from below running up her legs. “The threat is underground. I count six chambers, so we were supposed to have our friends and the real Compass Key with us. The time alternation spell would have put each champion in a different box. I hope that doesn’t mean we’re trapped until Sari and Delvin decide to leave the jungle and see what’s taking us so long.”
 
   “In other words, you hope we do not starve to death or get killed by a constantly reactivated trap,” Timoran states as he crouches to put his hand to the ground. Closing his eyes, he focuses on his hearing and tries to recognize the noise that is getting closer. “I am reminded of Nevra Coil and the rooms that had large gears. Either that or heavy footsteps, which makes me fear that we are facing giants. Whatever the case, I have a feeling this is something never encountered by my predecessors.”
 
   Grinding stone can be heard as a granite slab in every division of the path lowers and shifts out of view. The creaking of ancient gears emanates from the holes, followed by the screech of metal scratching against rock. Six jade swordsmen are lifted into the boxes and stand silently, as if waiting for orders. Their horned helmets have grinning faceplates and their smooth suits of platemail have a coin-sized hole in the chest. Crackling energy ripples along the edges of the small openings, which are steadily dropping jade dust without growing any bigger. The sound of steel on stone rings through the air when the knights draw their weapons, which pulse with heat and fire.
 
   Not wanting to give the golem a chance to attack, Timoran swings his axe and shatters his opponent. The barbarian leaps off the platform as it lowers and watches his friends battle their own knights. Given their fighting styles require using speed over strength, Luke and Dariana have a harder time with the creatures. The slender warriors spend most of their time dodging and searching for an opening that will do more than dent the enemy’s armor. Their strikes do very little against the solid bodies, so Timoran searches for a way to get to his friends. He dives to the side when the golem between him and Luke swings through the barrier. A replacement for the destroyed knight rises from the ground as the other enters the box, pitting the champion against two opponents. The sound of crumbling stone can be heard from Dariana’s direction and he can see the other two unclaimed creatures go after his friends.
 
   “Do not destroy them!” Timoran shouts while blocking a sword strike and catching a jade wrist. He tosses the captured golem over his shoulder and knocks the other down with a sweep to its legs. “Or at least try not to do so. A replacement will appear, but I doubt this is a simple endurance test. There is always something hidden with these entrances.”
 
   “Helgard didn’t really have anything beyond the broken pathway,” Nyx points out in a slurred voice. The blood rushing to her head has made her red-faced and on the brink of passing out. “I don’t know how long I can hold out here. The markings aren’t helping and my brain feels . . . mushy. What did all the other tests have in common?”
 
   “They involved the Compass Key, but not all six champions,” Luke answers, rolling under a strike and kicking the legs out from under one of the golems. It crashes to the ground and cracks, but slowly rises back to its feet. “It was all about finding the right combination. Pallice had the shells and the Garden of Uli had the columns. Helgard was kind of a mess, but that pathway probably worked in a similar fashion. Look for something that can work as a series or seems out of place here.”
 
   “The objects we used were both a set and different. For example, the columns were the same design, but each one connected to a separate champion,” Timoran says while preparing to block another attack. Both of the knights unleash waves of fire from their swords, which he deflects through the barrier by spinning his axe. “Their bodies and attacks are immune to the walls, which must be part of the puzzle. The obelisks are different sizes and there is supposed to be all six of us in the trap. This would be easier to figure out if they were not spitting fire at me.” The barbarian is surprised when the golems’ blades shatter from the constant heat. “What just happened? Do they fall apart on their own to make room for fresher enemies?”
 
   Dariana catches the wrist of one golem and uses the arm to block the other’s strike. She can feel how solid the body and sword are, so she finds it strange that those fighting Timoran are so brittle. Kicking one enemy away and flipping the other onto its back, she backs away to get her bearings. Both of her friends are struggling to fight without awakening fresh golems, which has led to Luke receiving a cut across his side. Every box and jade knight is identical, so Dariana turns her attention to the ground. It is a momentary distraction that gives one of her opponents the illusion of an opening. Catching the heated blade between her hands, she shoves it to the side and throws a punch at the hole in its chest. The breastplate caves in and a pulse of familiar energy ripples through her body, numbing all of the muscles in her arm.
 
   “These possess Nyx’s aura, but they’re supposed to have the Compass Key gems inside of them,” Dariana announces, realizing how the trap is supposed to work. She shoves her enemies together, watching them stick for an instant before separating. “These two almost bonded, but the process didn’t complete itself. We’ve seen that they can pass through the barriers, so I assume we can toss them into other chambers. Maybe we’re supposed to rebuild the Compass Key in a certain order. Does anybody see a riddle somewhere?”
 
   “I do not think we are in any position to search and read. Though there is a way to fix that problem,” Timoran says, banging his two enemies together. The pair shatter and crumble, giving him a minute to look around his chamber. “If the clue is in one of the empty areas then we will never find the answer. It has to be somewhere that any one of us can see it. Perhaps in the obelisks if the light hits them correctly. The message could even be on the door, but Nyx would be covering it.”
 
   “I’ll see if I can move,” the channeler mutters while bracing her legs against the hill and pushing off. She gradually stands parallel to the ground, revealing a beam of rainbow light connecting her to the lock. Her head is starting to clear, but her legs go numb and she is slammed back against the door. “Nothing! Maybe it’s under something like the first two times. It has to be somewhere that everyone can get to, but isn’t out in the open.”
 
   “I have an idea, but I’m not going to like it,” Luke declares as he ducks a swing that shatters the other golem. Hearing the gears grinding, the half-elf dives for the platform that is about to sink beneath the ground. “Listen for my signal, Timoran! I’m going to need some help getting out of here.”
 
   Luke crouches when he feels the earth rumble and the elevator lowers, his breath stolen by what he sees. His attention is so focused on his surroundings that he barely registers the stone slab sliding overhead and cutting off his escape route. Far below is a churning lake of beautiful green that the platform is steadily moving towards. He leaps for a narrow ledge near the bottom where he finds ancient gears embedded in the walls. Six telescoping pillars of rust-colored metal run to the surface, each one jutting out of the strange liquid. Exposed pieces of machinery can be seen throughout the immense chamber, causing the half-elf to wonder if they are standing on top of a long lost invention. Luke watches the lowering platform sink into the pool and return with a jade knight standing at attention. With a whining hiss, a beam of energy erupts from the ceiling to strike the golem in the chest and bring it to life.
 
   “How in all of Windemere is somebody supposed to figure this out?” Luke asks out loud. He covers his mouth when he sees hundreds of swords rise from the pool. “Only whispers and I need to find a way to search this place. Though I’m not sure how those golems would get to me. Best not to find out, so I’ll fly around and see if I can locate any clues.”
 
   Transforming into the griffin, Lucy forgets that the ledge she is on is narrow and her first step nearly sends her tumbling into the liquid jade. Easily avoiding the blades that rise from the lake, she flies a few feet above the pool and weaves around the metal towers. After several spiraling passes, she fails to find any markings beyond those created by time, dormancy, and friction. Guessing that the clue must be where any of the champions can find it, the griffin heads for the ceiling and searches for the source of the beam that activates the golems. A space for the Compass Key is in the dark stone, but it is nothing more than crackling energy surrounding an orb of glass. The rest of the smooth area is covered in thick shadows that require she find a way to get more light into the balmy underground.
 
   Stretching her wing, Lucy knocks on the stone slab below Timoran and waits for him to smash his opponents. The gears in the walls roar to life and the two platforms lower toward the jade lake, allowing thick beams of sunlight into the chamber. Due to a mild enchantment on the stone, the shadows refuse to recede from the edges of the openings. Fearing that she has failed, the griffin is about to leave the underground, but stops at the sound of the Compass Key space humming. As the process of activing the new golems begins, two of the gem spaces send the crackling beams of energy into the creatures. The display creates enough light to erase the darkness spell and reveal some writing in the stone. Hovering upside down, she lets Luke’s bard’s memory etch the words into his brain before making her escape. The elegant beast soars out of the nearest hole before it can close, knocking the jade knight off the platform as she passes. Before she can get very high, a burst of magic engulfs the griffin and teleports her back to her original box where she becomes Luke once more.
 
   “There was a riddle around a spot that the Compass Key is supposed to fit into,” the half-elf says, dodging the waiting golems. He flips and rolls while remembering the faint letters that becomes clear within a second. “The six must become one. Join as in the olden times and earn the raw core. The second part is what loses me. By the way, there’s a giant pool of liquid jade beneath us. Probably enough to make thousands of these golems, so fighting our way out of this isn’t going to happen.”
 
   “Raw core is what ancient casters called the elements,” Dariana replies, tossing one of her enemies into the two fighting Timoran. All three stick and separate, leaving the barbarian facing all of them. “Sorry about that. None of my ideas are working. There should be elemental symbols somewhere since we need to go in a specific order. Again, I think not having the real Compass Key has broken the trap. Not in our favor either.”
 
   “Why would Gabriel send us here if we could not get inside?” Timoran asks, smashing the golems and turning to face the opening. No longer wanting to be patient, he prepares to destroy the new jade knight as soon as it appears. “The change to the Compass Key must be taken into account. The trap is working off Nyx’s energy instead of the artifact, so that might alter the riddle.”
 
   Luke laughs when an idea comes to his mind and he spins around both of his enemies. “The impatient tattoo and her power surges. I don’t think we’re meant to solve this trap like it was originally intended. Nyx is supposed to overload the thing. You picked a nice time to keep your temper under control, big sister.”
 
   “Well, crazy stunts are your specialty, Luke,” Dariana claims as she kicks her opponent in half. She grabs the fallen sword and jams it into the platform with the hopes of jamming the mechanism. “Stop sitting around, Nyx, and get to work. I think we can all agree that you’ve had enough of a rest.”
 
   “Stop making fun of me!” the channeler snaps from the doorway. Her body erupts with fiery magic, which she plunges into the hill. “Everyone told me to behave and now you want me to get mad. It’s not my fault that I listened.”
 
   Veins of crimson energy run along the granite slabs and into the obelisks while the golems freeze in mid-movement. The tapered pillars shatter into dust, causing the shimmering barriers to flicker out of existence with a high-pitched shriek. An explosion can be heard from underground and the champions feel the jade pool slam into the cavern’s ceiling. Tiny spurts of the green liquid pop out of several spaces, the molten stone hissing as it solidifies on the ground. With a second blow, the metal platforms fall away to release geysers of jade into the sky. Pelted by a emerald rain, the three barbarian guards retreat into the tunnel that collapses behind them. With no other path to follow, the champions sprint towards the hill where Nyx remains stuck to the door. Luke steps out of the way as Timoran and Dariana lower their shoulders and ram into the entrance, which shatters under the devastating impact. The nimble forest tracker catches Nyx as he dives through the opening, the damaged frame splintering and crumbling apart. The last thing the champions see through the falling dirt is a rising flood of liquid jade that traps them in Aintaranurh.
 
   *****
 
   Flames erupt from stone sconces that are high on the walls, their light filling the entire chamber. Round tables with sturdy chairs give the room the appearance of a tavern, complete with a bar taking up the right hand wall. There are nearly one hundred bottles of alcohol on the lower shelf that runs along the base of a flawless mirror. A large chandelier hangs crooked from the ceiling with a ‘No Swinging’ sign dangling from its iron rim. Carts with empty dishware and cups have been gathered in a far corner, the small collection blocking a thin door to what the champions assume is a bathroom. A stage with various instruments sits opposite the entrance and the skeletal remains of a bard remains on a stool, his boney hand holding a feathered hat out for tips. The smell of fresh ale and hot food drifts from a metal door that routinely opens and closes because of a soothing breeze. Brief glimpses into the kitchen show hanging pots and pans, which glint in the flickering torchlight.
 
   “I did not expect anything like this,” Timoran admits as he leads his friends down the middle of the room. He runs a finger along a table and finds that there is not a single mote of dust. “The guardian must be very neat and organized. Strange that it has not approached us. I was under the impression that we would be greeted or face another challenge.”
 
   “I do sense something here,” Dariana whispers while rubbing her temples. A strong presence surrounds her and she attempts to make contact before a psychic jolt hits her brain. “Purple boots rice puzzle box. Tickle! Elephant gnome underwear. Spank me!”
 
   Dariana claps her hands around her mouth and tries shaking her head clear of the fog that is making her spout embarrassing gibberish. The others jump away when a tiny penguin clambers out of her ear and grows to its full height. With a gentlemanly bow, the animal puts on a tasseled cap and waddles to the bar where it crawls into the ice box. Applause erupts from around the room and the chairs stomp their wooden feet to create a deafening symphony. Nyx attempts to use a magic sight spell to find the source of the enchantments, but the casting causes her eyes to leap out of her head. Free of their sockets, the twin orbs fly around the chandelier and land on Timoran’s shoulders to nuzzle against his warm hair. More applause causes them to disappear in a puff of smoke and return to the half-elf’s face.
 
   “Are we being attacked or toyed with?” Luke asks, taking a cautious step toward the bar. A tap on his shoulder makes him whirl around and he continues spinning like a top. “I’m definitely going with the second option. I want to throw up, but I’m really afraid of what will happen if I do.”
 
   “Spiders breeches pomegranate,” Dariana blurts out, groaning at her own voice. She points emphatically at Timoran, her finger lancing out and curving to go into Nyx’s mouth. “Salty. Hag turtle door scratch sternum.”
 
   “What can I do against something like this?” the barbarian asks, reaching for his axe. The weapon floats off his back and coyly bats his hand away. “If this is the guardian then it could be corrupted. Although it does not appear violent like some of the others. Perhaps there is a way to draw it out and kill it before things get worse.”
 
   “So close to the answer!” screams a musical voice from every corner of the chamber. Luke stops spinning and Dariana can feel her mind relax, the suffocating influence leaving with a cackling laugh. “I was so happy to finally meet the champions. Sure, I’m missing the fun one and the smartest one. Though four out of six isn’t a terrible turnout. Too bad I now learn that my master is the dummy. Not the little one, but the big, burly one. All you can think about is killing me?”
 
   “You did attack us,” Nyx mentions, creating a fireball in her palm. Her hand raises above her head and the spell becomes a chocolate pie that she mashes into her own face. “At least that tasted good. I get the feeling that this thing could have killed us by now. With very little effort too. So what do we do?”
 
   “Don’t guests announce themselves?” the hidden guardian asks.
 
   “Don’t proper hosts greet their guests at the door?” Luke contends with a grin. His lips keep stretching until the top of his head falls to the floor and he scrambles to put it back on. “We don’t want to hurt you if you’re friendly. You have to understand that two of the other guardians we ran into tried to kill us because they were corrupted. We figured the same challenge was happening here when strange things started happening. How am I still talking while in this state?”
 
   A delightful laugh ripples through the air and is joined by a chorus of giggles from the furniture. “Oh, I was corrupted. Then I found it incredibly dull and decided to get better. Now I’m simply bored and hoping to let a champion into the real challenges. All I’ve had for centuries are barbarians who want a piece of jade and have no interest in fun. Walk through the front door, fight whatever monster I decide to create, pick up the fallen rock, and leave without even a thank you. The least those fleshy, hairy landmasses on legs could do is say hello.”
 
   “Hello,” Timoran says, waving toward the bar. A tight grip catches his hand and shakes it emphatically. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Manners at last! It’s been far too long. Coming right out!”
 
   With creaking bones, the dead bard stands and dons its feathered hat, which drops several coins and two buttons to the floor. The corpse is about to step off the stage when it sees the skinless state of its foot. Snapping its fingers, the short creature regains its dark flesh and beaming smile that sends starry light around the room. Clothed in a colorful jester costume, the guardian does a small dance to make sure the bells on his boots are perfectly tuned. He molds his hair into a black and red cap with three sagging spires that are each tipped with a kaleidoscopic gem. Satisfied with his appearance, the strange being walks off the stage and keeps going without touching the floor. Coming eye to eye with Timoran, the guardian abruptly sticks his head in the man’s ear.
 
   “Well there’s a working brain in here, so I’m going to assume you were slow because of what happened outside,” the flashy creature says, his voice coming out of the champion’s other ear. He notices Dariana backing up and moves completely through his master’s head to land in front of her. “The daughter of good and evil. Always knew I’d get to meet you, but that’s part of my job. How’s your mother? Your father still wanting to rule the world and undo the Law of Influence? That man really knows how to hold onto the past and I’m not just talking about his terrible fashion sense. Does anybody smell channeler around here? Oh, that must be the one that molested the front door. I don’t know where you were raised, young lady, but here we knock for entry.”
 
   “I didn’t . . . Gabriel put a fake Compass Key on my chest and made me the key,” Nyx states, her cheeks bright red. She licks her lips at the taste of the guardian’s magic and stops herself from shuddering in ecstasy. “What are you? I’ve never heard of a creature like you. So much power and energy.”
 
   “My name is Fortunatos and I’m a Jester. No, you can’t have another taste. Your kind were always trying to bite, which is why we never kept you as pets,” the guardian answers before smacking Nyx on the nose with his hat. The blow turns the half-elf into a long-haired puppy that whimpers and tries to hide behind Luke. “Strange. Channelers usually reverse that spell after a second. She must still be learning the defensive nuances. I don’t want any accidents in the temple, little one. Go outside and . . . never mind. You four destroyed the welcoming center and my door. Guess I’ll have to trust the crazy kid over here to clean up after his big sister. Do you know what you did when you refused the path to your full power?”
 
   “Not really, but I don’t think I’ve suffered because of it,” Luke replies, leaning away from the Jester. Fearing the powerful entity, a chorus of voices from his spirits scream for him to run and hide. “Not to rush things, but I think we’re supposed to be tested. Our friends are waiting by another temple on the other side of the continent. No offense and I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to have fun later.”
 
   “You threw everything into chaos, young man,” Fortunatos says, ignoring the forest tracker’s request. With a loud pop, he gives Luke a kiss on the lips and pinches the stunned mortal’s cheeks. “You’re so cute and innocent. No wonder you have so many problems and your suffering is inevitable. Enough of this pointless chatter, I have to toss the big one into a test, give him a stone, and then let the real fun begin. Please follow me. Do try to close your mouth, Dariana, or a fly will get in there.”
 
   The sight of a giant insect crawling out from under the stage makes the silver-haired woman clench her jaws shut. As if offended by her actions, the bug crosses several of its arms and skitters into the shadows. Dariana carries Nyx as Fortunatos leads the champions behind the bar and opens a trapdoor with the flick of a finger. Everyone gathers around the entrance to see a splintery ladder leading down to a stone chamber. A cool breeze wafts from the lower level and Timoran picks up the faint aroma of wine. The guardian claps his hands to return Nyx to her normal form, leaving the groggy half-elf cradled in Dariana’s arms. The women separate and get closer to the trapdoor, but they are jerked back by invisible hands. A puff of crimson smoke drifts from the mirror and covers them before dispersing to reveal they are now wearing barmaid uniforms.
 
   “The boys go down and the ladies stay here,” Fortunatos declares while gesturing to the entrance. He feels a spark of anger from Nyx and makes her skirt shorter to stop the half-elf from attacking. “It isn’t that I think you’re weaker than your friends. The opposite actually. Timoran and Luke must find my favorite bottle of wine while you two tend to the tavern. It’s almost time for the midday rush and I could use the help. This test would be too easy with a telepath and a channeler to pinpoint the correct vintage. Don’t worry. You two look beautiful, so you’ll make some extra money and can rest up for the real fights.”
 
   “I get the feeling that arguing with you would be life-threatening,” Nyx replies, happy to see her skirt go back to its original length. A flood of voices erupts from around the room as specters appear at the tables, their ephemeral clothes coming from various periods of history. “I did spend a month working at a tavern when I was younger. Had to quit when Willow and Cyril found out about it. Unbecoming of a caster is what they said. So, who makes the drinks and who goes out there?”
 
   “I tend bar and you two be nice to the customers,” the guardian replies, transforming into a handsome, Dwarven barman. His bristling, rainbow-colored beard stretches to grab glasses and places them on the counter. “Watch out for Madison over there. He gets grabby with everyone, so try to take his order from across the table. What are you two boys still doing here? Get into the cellar and don’t come back without my wine.”
 
   As their friends head into the ghostly crowd, Timoran and Luke start down the ladder. With a gentle hiss, the trapdoor slams shut and leaves them in darkness. They curse and growl as splinters pierce their hands, the wooden shards wiggling out of their flesh and dropping into the cellar. Throughout their descent, the two warriors hear the grand celebration upstairs, including the sudden appearance of an off-key bard. A chorus of boos drowns out the music for a few seconds before a bellow silences the complaints.
 
   “Not sure which of us is in a worse situation,” Luke mutters with a smirk.
 
   “Stop yapping and get to work!” Fortunatos shouts, his shining face appearing out of the ladder. With a yelp, the half-elf loses his grip and falls into Timoran, which sends both of them plummeting down the shaft. “You break anything and you’re fired! And I’m not talking about your bones. Those you’re free to damage if that’s how you get your kicks. I’m really going to have to talk to someone about the hiring standards around here.”
 
   *****
 
   Gasping for air, the two warriors burst from the water, which is colored to resemble a stone floor. They climb onto solid ground and wipe the thick, oily liquid off their faces. A crunching noise makes them jump and they watch the deep pool transform into rock. Luke cautiously taps it with his foot, which comes away with thick drops falling off his toe. Reacting to a strong shove to his shoulder, the half-elf turns to see that they are standing in the entrance of a huge wine cellar. There are thirty rows that go back at least fifty yards and are illuminated by statues of flame that dance mockingly on top of the seven-foot tall wine racks. The ceiling is marked up by a collection of scratches, making the champions wonder if there are traps or monsters hidden within the basement.
 
   “Your temple is definitely the strangest one yet,” Luke says, stepping into the room. A thud beneath his feet gives enough of a warning for him to leap away from a maw of fire that attacks from above. “Pressure plate traps, which isn’t too surprising. So, where do we find this favorite wine? What clue did he give us?”
 
   “Fortunatos did not give us any clues,” Timoran replies, cautiously moving ahead of his friend. He sniffs at the bouquet of sweet aromas and wipes a line of drool from his chin. “I did not even think to ask. We are jumping in blind and hoping to find the right one before walking into a lethal trap that we cannot escape. I do not understand why you are grinning.”
 
   “Because this type of mess is my specialty,” the forest tracker claims, his eyes sparkling with excitement. He cracks his knuckles, the sound louder than normal, which makes him worry that the guardian is about to play a trick. “He mentioned vintage, which means something that is old and classic. I know a little about wines, but not enough to be entirely sure of things. Look for anything with a lot of dust or a yellowed label.”
 
   “What if he drinks it often and there is no dust?”
 
   “Then I’m wrong and we’re wasting time.”
 
   Not waiting for a response, Luke goes down the first row of racks and pulls one of the wines out of the middle shelf. The label is faded and flakes at his touch, which makes him pray that they already solved the mystery and can return to the bar. As soon as it clears the wooden cabinet, the cork fires out of the bottle and bounces into a dusty corner. Two gangly, clawed hands squeeze out of the mouth and a slimy-skinned creature frees itself from the narrow container. Webbed feet touch the floor and a barbed tail slaps Luke’s hands, causing him to drop the fragile bottle. The amber-colored monster’s wide ears flap with enough strength to carry it to the top of the rack where it hisses and grinds its gnarled, blue teeth.
 
   “That is an imp. They used to run wild through the mountains about seven hundred years ago,” Timoran whispers as he avoid making any sudden movements. He watches the creature investigate one of the dancing flames, the beast screeching when it burns its nose on the pirouetting figure. “I believe it was King Homrin who drove them across the Stone Asp Mountains and into the ocean, but that is an old children’s story. It is possible that he made a deal with Fortunatos to contain the imps in return for a favor. All I know is that they can be a lot of trouble because of their speed and foul temper. We must be more careful when searching for the correct wine.”
 
   “If there’s any wine in the first place,” Luke mutters, taking a careful step to his right. An arrow flies from the far wall and skims the top of his head as he ducks. “I get the feeling that some of these traps are for people of your size. If I was any taller, I’d have lowered my face into that. We can’t waste any more time, but rushing is dangerous. Walk carefully, check bottles without removing them, and keep an eye on that imp.”
 
   “Let us wait and think, my friend,” the barbarian insists while gradually putting his hand on his axe. He lets go of the weapon when the creature jumps up and down in anger. “We do not want to risk freeing any more of them. They could set off pressure plates and turn this place into a bigger death trap. We need a plan to get out of here alive.”
 
   “Unless your sharp ears or my sound sight can figure this puzzle out, we’re kind of stuck.”
 
   “What about a keen nose?”
 
   “I don’t follow.”
 
   Timoran closes his eyes and takes a deep sniff, absorbing all of the scents. “There are many aromas here that I am trying to sort through. My nose is more for precision and distance, so I do not know if it will work in this enclosed space. It is worth a try.”
 
   Luke’s body shudders and a tail sprouts from his rear, the appendage wagging happily as Stiletto comes to the surface of his mind. Leaning forward and growing thick fur, the half-elf’s hands become paws that tap on the floor. With a happy bark, the noble shepherd spins in a circle and stretches his back before eagerly sniffing the nearest bottle. The dog licks at the cork and spits at the bad taste before moving on to the next one.
 
   “I did think of that, but there is a reason I did not suggest it,” Timoran says, drawing his weapon and facing the drooling imp. The creature is inching along the racks, its black eyes hungrily locked on Stiletto. “Wolves and dogs are an imp’s favorite meal. If they are not hungry when they find such animals then they injured the animal to kill later. This one seems to be famished. I do not think it will let you concentrate.”
 
   “It’s only one imp, so focus on finding that wine,” Luke tells Stiletto, calming the dog’s nerves. He helps his friend sift through the odors, eventually pinpointing a faint scent that he recognizes. “Something smells like Fortunatos. That’s probably the one we’re looking for, so track it carefully. Watch out for traps and I’ll keep my attention on the imp.”
 
   Stiletto barks to let Timoran know that he may have located the wine and waits for the barbarian to get closer. With his nose to the ground, the dog leads the way down the row and weaves around anything that reeks of oil from hidden machinery. He can hear the imp following above, the creature making several attempts to pounce, but always retreating from the barbarian’s axe. As he rounds the corner, Stiletto stops and whines because of a horrid smell under the floor. Backing up, the dog makes a running leap over the traps, but lands with a thud on another pressure plate. Spikes erupt from the wall and the section barrels down the row with its target racing a few steps ahead. Arrows, fire blasts, and other projectiles erupt from every direction as Stiletto sprints over more triggers. He hears the smashing of wood before the deadly barrier shudders to a stop and the chamber is filled with a chorus of hisses.
 
   “The good news is that the projection part of the trap was a collection of beams that I destroyed,” Timoran calls from the other end of the row. He carefully inches around to the next set of racks, pausing when he sees imps crawling out of the shelves and knocking over more of the bottles. “The bad news is that the wall broke opened all of the bottles it passed. The imps are freeing more of their kind, so you might want to return to your true form and borrow Stiletto’s sensitive nose.”
 
   A high-pitched yelp drives the barbarian to race toward his friend, which results in him taking an arrow to his shoulder. When he finds Stiletto, the dog is battling several imps that will not give him a chance to revert back to Luke. Three of the slimy creatures lay dead on the ground and the rest flee when Timoran roars. He is about to bend down and pick up the snarling dog, but the animal suddenly rushing between the big man’s legs. All the barbarian can do is grip his axe and follow his companion while the imps rush about smashing more bottles. Timoran notes that none of the containers have more than a few drops of alcohol inside them, which he assumes were kept to trick anyone with an acute sense of smell.
 
   Refusing to let go of the scent, Stiletto charges through the rows that are teeming with slimy bodies and barbed tails. Borrowing Luke’s sound sight, the dog is able to avoid the imps and traps without slowing down. The few that dare to pounce find themselves clinging an angry beast that twists around to crush them in his jaws. Skidding around a corner, Stiletto bounces off the wall and skips a few rows down before turning again. He stops at a thin decanter that sits backwards in its holder, a jester cap in place of a cork. Confident in his decision, the dog uses his teeth to pull the container from the rack. Nothing happens to the bottle, but they hear the loud bang of the traps turning off.
 
   “Of course it is that obvious and kept in the back,” Timoran says as he battles through more of the imps. Not wanting their prize to get damaged, he snatches the wine from the dog’s mouth and stuffs it into his bag. “I guess Fortunatos expected us to awaken an imp long before we got here. Are we supposed to be learning patience or caution here? Feel free to transform into something with swords or bigger claws. Stiletto is holding his own, but we have a swarm between us and the exit. Change and we can battle our way to the ladder.”
 
   Stiletto races down the row while transforming back into Luke, the half-elf moving on all fours for a few feet. He rolls forward and draws his sabers to come up spinning at the mass of imps in his path. Timoran swings high to avoid hitting his friend, the barbarian focusing on the creatures that lurk on top of the racks. The warriors repeatedly slip on the greasy blood and slimy bodies that litter the ground as they fight to the ladder. Glancing back into the room, they can see that all of the bottles have been opened and there are nearly a thousand imps stampeding toward them. Unable to make the climb without getting attacked, the champions are forced to hold their position and whittle away at the hissing swarm.
 
   “You two realize we’re waiting, right?” Fortunatos asks as his head appears from above. A puff of air from the Jester sends the imps swirling back into their bottles. “You should have killed the first one immediately. Then again, setting off the wall trap would have put you in this position too. Anyway, come up to the bar and give me my drink. Then we can continue with your tests and the spirits can make some more bets. By the way, none of them won because everyone thought the little guy would get eaten.”
 
   “Everyone bet on me getting killed?” Luke asks as they climb the ladder.
 
   “Not everyone. The spirits lost, but somebody else made out very nicely.”
 
   Unlike before, it takes only a minute to reach the trapdoor and there are two mugs of wound-healing ale waiting for the warriors. They are surprised to see Nyx happily perched on the bar while counting coins and gems, the young woman making a prideful display. Dariana is nearby collecting more of the channeler’s winnings from grumbling specters who leave through the thin side door. A buxom woman stretches her neck to shriek in Luke’s face as she hands over a sapphire necklace and matching bracelet. The ghost breaks into tears while following the others, calming down after she puts on a set of ruby-studded jewelry.
 
   “You actually bet on our survival,” Timoran says, removing the arrow from his shoulder before finishing his drink. Bubbling froth seeps from the wound before it closes, leaving the faint smell of ale wafting off his skin. “I guess we should be happy you were on our side. Here is the wine, Fortunatos. I wish to start the next challenge immediately. Not to offend you, but I am in a small hurry.”
 
   “Your wife isn’t going to disappear . . . again,” the guardian swears, accepting the bottle and hopping over the bar. With a mischievous smile, he dances over to Nyx and plucks a gold coin from her hand. “Do you want to make another wager, channeler? This time the question is on if Timoran and Dariana will survive.”
 
   “I will always bet on my friends coming out alive and victorious,” Nyx replies, allowing Fortunatos to scoop the coins and gems into his hat. Running her hands along her sides, she turns her barmaid uniform back into her red shirt and black breeches. “Though, me betting on a fight that I’m involved in might not be fair. So I’m going to politely refuse your offer and not let gambling cloud my judgement. I will ask for that money back before I leave. We’ll need some to get to our friends and the rest can help with a certain situation.”
 
   “Very wise and honorable. You truly were born for this life,” the Jester states with a bow to the half-elf. The bottle spins in his hand and the cork pops off, shattering the beautiful mirror behind the bar. “Now for the next event! Time for all of you to face the Darago! Hold your breath, keep all heads inside the portal, no spitting, and definitely no mooning the monster. The thing really hates the sight of naked butts. Here we go with more fun!”
 
   Fortunatos hurls the bottle at the broken mirror and watches it explode into a curtain of purple liquid. It pools among the bottles, which are moved to a lower shelf by the beautiful waterfall. The jewel-like potion swirls and churns, releasing thick tentacles that snatch the champions by the waist. Several of them lance out to claim pieces of the Jester, a few of them fighting over his limbs as they retract. With the cheer of a crowd erupting from the vortex, everyone is yanked through the gateway and the splintered glass reforms behind them.
 
   *****
 
   “I cannot say this surprises me,” Timoran says while he removes his vest.
 
   With vague memories of the portal journey fading quickly, the champions find themselves in the middle of an underground arena. The soft sand makes it difficult to move and the darker areas reek of blood that has been kept moist by the humidity. Ghosts fill the red-cushioned stands while spectral vendors wander through the crowds and shout about their wares. Above the excited audience, Fortunatos relaxes on a couch in a viewing box that is fringed with hanging vines. Wearing only a loincloth and his three-pronged hat, the Jester enjoys being fed grapes and cookies by jade handmaidens. Each of the female golems is modestly dressed and wears a jewel-encrusted crown, which makes them resemble a princess more than a servant. Off to the side is a motionless butler holding a pitcher of water that one of the ladies occasionally takes to refill their master’s twisty horn goblet. Below the guardian and his golems is a metal gate that trembles whenever a large beast rams it from the other side.
 
   “I’ve a thought that I don’t know if I should share,” Luke claims as he watches the ghosts make bets on the looming battle. Distracted by the gambling, he is snapped out of his trance by Nyx clearing her throat. “I was thinking about how this is a champion temple and where the new rulers of Stonehelm get tested. That’s two different purposes that we’re here for. It makes me wonder if we’re doing the challenges for the crown or the ones for our destiny.”
 
   “These have to be the champion tests since we’re helping Timoran,” Nyx states, though the rubbing of her amethyst necklace betrays her doubt. A thunderous clap silences the crowd, drawing all their attention to Fortunatos. “Guess we’re about to find out. Anybody know what a Darago is? I’ve never heard of it.”
 
   “It sounds familiar,” Dariana replies before her voice is turned off by the Jester. She bows in apology and feels her throat pinch as the theft is reversed.
 
   Stepping onto the marble railing, Fortunatos grabs two rings above his head and pulls himself up to sit cross-legged in the air. “Ladies, gentlemen, golems, and anyone who snuck in through the backdoor! We have a special treat for this crown fight. Timoran Wrath wants to rule our local source of entertainment, but he’s also the champion I’ve been waiting for. The man who will claim the true power of Aintaranurh and stand against the long-forgotten Baron Arthuru Kernaghan. Yes, betting will be allowed for that fight when it happens, but we probably won’t have front row seating available. Back to the current match, you will see that our potential landlord has brought some friends along. I give you Dariana the true Near God, Luke Callindor the man with no title, and Nyx the channeler. Due to us having more than one person in the ring, I’ve decided to give some additions to our beloved Darago. After all, we need to keep things fair and fun. As usual, this fight is to the death, all sales are final, all wagers are made, and there will be a raffle at the end for whatever is left of our combatants. Open the door! I said open the door! Oh, that’s my job too. I’ll only be a few seconds.”
 
   Flipping off the rings and onto the railing, the Jester walks down the wall toward the metal gate. He undoes a latch at the top and pushes the two sides of the doorway apart, his body stretching like an elastic cat. When the doors slam against the sides of the arena, several sets of yellow eyes appear in the darkness. A massive reptilian foot emerges and shakes the ground, followed by another that is covered in thick, greasy hair. Long necks unfurl from the shadows and weave high above the champions as the Darago finishes its entrance. The green-skinned beast has multiple heads, each one the enlarged version of a different beast. A tiger and a wolf growl while a long-snouted dragon blasts fire against the ceiling. Lowering itself, the horned head of a bull prepares to charge while the champions cautiously back away.
 
   “How could you forget something like this?” Nyx asks, her eyes following a neck that ends at the fanged maw of a cobra.
 
   “My older sister mentioned it in passing, but only that she found it disgusting,” Dariana replies while trying to scramble the beast’s minds. She catches glimpses of its creation, but there are too many thoughts for her to shut the entire monster down. “It used to be a hydra, but Fortunatos got bored one day. He’s been repeatedly reviving and altering it to challenge the rulers of Stonehelm. Seems he has a lot of faith in us because he’s never gone this far with the changes. By the way, Timoran has to get the fatal blow to earn the crown. The rest of us are here as shields.”
 
   “Then protect my flank because nobody is going to stand in front of me,” the barbarian growls as his rage oozes to the surface of his psyche. “This is not the final challenge of my temple, so I will not waste more time and energy than is necessary. I suggest you do the same, my friends.”
 
   Timoran charges forward as the bull’s head attacks, the two crashing into each other with a shockwave of force. The Darago bellows as the great axe is driven into its forehead and used to toss the horned threat aside. Nyx hurls lightning javelins at the gurgling dragon, which spews fire that she gathers in her hands. Seeing a giant rabbit’s head coming at Luke, she throws the orb of flames at its twitching nose. White fur burns and the creature screeches before the head is lopped off at the neck by the forest tracker’s sabers. A fresh rabbit skull sprouts from the stump, but this version has metal teeth and slaps at Luke with barbed, prehensile ears. Dariana struggles against the cobra as she grips its fangs and kicks at the snarling wolf. Snapping off the venomous teeth, she jams them into the eyes of the approaching tiger. The head melts immediately and regrows to spit jets of acid at the nimble champion. Caught in mid-flip, Dariana is unable to entirely avoid a hummingbird and is impaled through the arm. Luke leaps in to free her from the creature, his sabers shattering the thin beak before it can open and sever the limb.
 
   “This is going to get steadily worse,” the forest tracker says as he watches the crippled head sprout a new nose. Spinning like a drill, the beak drives down at him and he barely gets away as the neck curves to follow his movements. “Can you bind the Darago’s necks to give us an opening, Nyx? The rest of us are doing the best we can, but we really need you to clear the field.”
 
   “Always depending on the channeler!” Fortunatos shouts with a mocking laugh. His hands become puppets of Nyx and Luke, complete with life-like eyes. “Save me, little brother. Protect me, big sister. I’m too weak. I’m too angry. It’s the same thing ever since you two met. I understand depending on your friends, but do either of you really try before you call on the other’s power? It would be so much easier if you two were one person.”
 
   Mashing the puppets together sends Luke and Nyx careening into each other, their bodies transforming into clay. When the swirling blob takes human form, it is a bizarre mixture of the two champions. Long, black hair in a ponytail runs down to its waist while the confused creature’s brown and violet eyes stare at its hands. A red shirt with leather armor patches covers the lean body and flares at the hips, revealing black breeches that are laden with several pouches and pockets. Luke’s sabers are flickering with Nyx’s fire, but their separate minds do not know who is controlling what. With an awkward step, the hybrid attempts to move away from the chuckling Darago. A quick movement from the left causes Luke to lash out with a saber, but he ends up moving the wrong arm. Unable to control their shared body, they are about to be swallowed by the tiger’s head until Dariana tackles them out of the way.
 
   “I think we’re figuring this out,” the hybrid says, its voice switching from Luke to Nyx and back again at every word. It attempts to flip off the ground, but rolls backwards to land on its face. “The parts keep switching. We can’t even get up now. Maybe we can use magic to do something.”
 
   A burst of lightning erupts from their back and nearly hits Dariana, the blast arching over the telepath’s head. It misses the Darago entirely and punches a hole in the arena before racing around the walls. The spell comes back around and strikes the defenseless hybrid, who grows wings and a dog’s tail. When they try to use the new body parts, a scream of arguing noises erupts in their head and blood trickles out of their ears. Attempting another spell, the construct violently ejects the wings and tail along with the connected clothing. The projectiles explode as they crash into the stands and the dust drifts to the groaning, barely clothed body. As the cloud settles over the combined half-elves, the motes turn into a suit of crimson platemail that pins them to the blood-soaked floor.
 
   “Hurry up, Timoran!” Dariana shouts while standing over her helpless friends. She punches and kicks the heads away, her telepathy focused on confusing the dragon that repeatedly comes close to incinerating them. “I’m sorry, but I can’t hold my ground for much longer! You need to do something, Timoran! Hello? Where are you?”
 
   The Darago’s heads scream in unison and all of the necks spasm before they abruptly go slack. Dariana scoops up her friends and runs away from the plummeting skulls that shake the ground with their thudding impact. Luke and Nyx divide while in her arms, their weight causing all three champions to tumble into a heap. The crowd cheers when Timoran climbs his way out of the mess of lifeless necks, his body covered in rainbow-colored blood. His axe is stuck in a large, beating heart that he drags to the middle of the arena. Freeing his weapon, the barbarian prepares to stomp on the enlarged organ and bellows loud enough to make the ceiling rain pebbles onto the crowd. When his foot comes down, the heart pops like a balloon and sends waves of blood lapping against the arena walls. As his friends get to their feet, Timoran smiles at Fortunatos who is back in his Jester clothes and gleefully applauding.
 
   “It wasn’t the longest fight I’ve seen, but it was the most amount of fun,” the guardian claims, leaping down to the arena floor. Using one hand, he shoves the Darago’s remains back through the open gate and seals it with a flick of his wrist. “That concludes your test for the throne, so let’s move on to the champion stuff. It’s been awhile and I need to check all the lower levels. For all I know, those monsters have starved to death or left for better employment. All of you can wait here and I’ll open the doors once I’m ready. Oh, here’s another prize for you, King Timoran. It’s never had a name since you’re the first to officially wear it. Try not to call it anything that will make my eyes roll out of their sockets.”
 
   Fortunatos hands the champion a wide ring of marble that molds to the warrior’s thick finger. Timoran can see animals appear within the stone’s mottled coloration, each figure representing the totem of a barbarian tribe. A sense of stability and warmth flows through the champion and he watches the artifact become a gentle blue. Before he can ask any questions, the Jester disappears by folding himself into a tiny ball and falling through a fist-sized hole in the floor. The ghosts fade away, many grumbling about losing more money and claiming they would stop coming to Aintaranurh if they had anywhere else to go.
 
   “It seems we get a reprieve,” Timoran says while sitting on the sand. The others join him to rummage through their bags for food and drink. “Actually, there is something I wish to take care of at home. Can you be a bridge for me, Dariana?”
 
   Sensing his thoughts, the telepath flashes him a beaming smile. “It would be my honor, your majesty.”
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   Trinity knows she is dreaming since the meal laid out before her fills the entire cell from floor to ceiling. Having recently recovered enough strength to safely take her baby back, the captured Queen has done nothing more than sleep and eat. To her silent frustration, the food has been a tasteless, high nutrition stew that Sebave and the shamans insist she ingest to undo any issues caused by transferring the child. So the presence of moist cakes, steaming rolls, golden roasted chickens, and everything else she has ever wanted to taste is a clear sign that she is really passed out on her bed. For a moment, she considers lying back down and forcing herself awake, but the intoxicating aromas draw her to the center of the room. No longer wanting to leave the blissful dream, Trinity lets the happiness wash over her and indulges in everything that is within reach.
 
   “I should point out that your body thinks it is eating, so you are going to make yourself sick if you continue like this,” Ambrosine says as she appears in an empty chair. The Chaos Elf Goddess smiles at her favorite devoted, who is sheepishly chewing on a butter-dripping asparagus stalk. “So when do you plan on breaking out of here? The champions are gone and you have an army that none of the barbarians are expecting an attack from. Even in your current state, you should be able to handle the strongest of Stonehelm.”
 
   “Our people are beaten. I’m a prisoner. The fight is over,” Trinity replies, her appetite disappearing. She turns away from the beautiful goddess and closes her eyes, but finds she cannot leave the vision. “We had one chance to win and we . . . I failed. The Baron will destroy many of us and the survivors will be forced further into his shadow. Those of us on the outside are now exiles, so I’ll tell them to find havens after judgement is passed on me.”
 
   The black-haired deity puts her hands on the mortal’s shoulders, the fingers creeping up to her neck. “Surrender is not our people’s way. You were born with power and I expect you to use it. The chaos elves must survive.”
 
   “Then maybe you should have done something to keep us away from the Baron!” the channeler shouts with enough force to warp the room. She unleashes a blast of acid that melts the bars and hallway, exposing a churning void that surrounds the vivid dream. “I did everything I could to not only keep us alive, but reignite our hope and pride. The chaos elves have thrived under my rule. Children dream of touching the sunlight and the elderly are happy that the worst times are memories. I suffered and bled for my people while you did nothing to aide us. Even your priests and priestesses have had trouble gaining your favor. Now I’m out of tricks to keep us going. The Baron has our children and my people have no home. All of my options are dead, which is the state I’ll be in once the barbarians are done with me. There’s no silver lining to my misery, so stop acting like you care.”
 
   “A superb speech, except you forgot two little factors,” Ambrosine whispers while running her finger around the rim of a soup bowl. The sweet-scented brother drifts into her mouth while she slinks back to her chair and relaxes. “One is that you asked Yola Biggs to protect those left behind. The woman might not be my favorite creature in exists, but she is loyal to you and determined to stand by her word. My father will be forced to decide between carrying out his threat and the happiness of his newest spawn’s mother. That factor will give the second fact time to come to fruition. If the champions defeat the Baron then you regain your homeland. With him dead, the chaos elves will be free and all of Shayd will prosper. For example, those gems and resources that he hoards will be yours to trade with the outside world.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I am simply pointing out that survival does not always involve sacrifice and staying loyal to a cruel master.”
 
   Trinity rubs her belly, imagining that the baby is pressing a hand to touch hers. “You want me to trust in the one friend I have left and be patient. Yola won’t let me down and I do believe that these champions have a chance of success. Are you suggesting that I ally with my former enemies?”
 
   “Were they ever really your enemies or merely targets you were sent after?” Ambrosine asks with a teeth-bearing smile. A twinge in her mind makes the goddess roll her eyes and conjure another chair. “Think about your next step and examine all factors. You have always been talented when it comes to planning victories, but only if your mind remains clear. The weaknesses of others scream to you like shrieking harpies, dear Trinity. Look at how you goaded a stubborn woman into attacking when she constantly refused beforehand. Remember your strengths and that you have never truly cared about my father’s dreams. Our goal is to make sure our people see every sunrise that Windemere has to offer. Now I believe we are about to have some unexpected company. I assume they are coming for you, but I wish to stay.”
 
   A frayed tear appears in front of the cell, allowing Timoran and Dariana to cross into Trinity’s mind. Stopping in their tracks, the champions are surprised by all of the food and the Chaos Elf Goddess’s presence. After an awkward bow, the barbarian claims the empty chair and waits for his companion to stop staring at the cobalt-skinned deity. There is no tension in the air, but he senses that the unexpected encounter can sour at any moment. Noticing a steaming turkey within reach, Timoran experimentally taps at the leg until it pops off and floats into his waiting hand.
 
   “I’m sorry to have interrupted your message, older sister,” Dariana says, creating her own seat in front of the rough doorway. She tries to appear relaxed, but fails due to the mental pressure of maintaining long distance contact. “We had a break in our challenges and Timoran wanted to speak with Trinity. He has earned the crown, which ensures that he’ll be the one to preside over her trial.”
 
   “How is it being awake for so long, little half-sister?” Ambrosine asks, ignoring the two mortals. Licking her full lips, she twists her hand to drag the telepath across the cell for a closer look. “You definitely have your mother’s presence and softness of hair. Though you have our father’s eyes and scent. The power and intensity that roils beneath your surface reminds me of my younger self. I should be angry that you had a hand in our brother’s death, but I’m already over the loss. Stephen could have become so much more than a pathetic monster protected by our nostalgic father. I visited him after he died and he is not doing well. Nobody on Ambervale will claim him, so he is being shuffled throughout the harsher afterlife planes. Thought you should know.”
 
   “That’s unfortunate because I hoped he had found peace at last,” the silver-haired champion admits in an unwavering voice. Claiming a hunk of chocolate, she moves back to allow Timoran and Trinity to look directly at each other. “I’m sorry, but this visit is not about us. You and I can converse whenever we want since we’re family. My friend wants to help your people, which you will agree is more important.”
 
   Timoran clears his throat and leans forward, nearly toppling out of the small chair. “I have been made aware of your reasons for attacking my tribe, Queen Trinity. So have my friends, but the rest of my people are unaware of the truth. Many have guessed that you attacked us out of desperation, but they do not know the extent of your suffering. For you to survive and for me to retain my new throne, I need to sway them entirely in your favor. I am not a diplomat, which means such an act is beyond my current abilities.”
 
   “So I’m doomed because you can’t make a speech,” Trinity bitterly retorts with a chuckle. A twinge of guilt on the barbarian’s face makes her soften her tone and force a smile. “Thank you for showing concern since we’ve tried to kill each other in the past. What do you plan on doing to help me? A fight to the death wouldn’t work given my current situation. I’d never put a proxy in my place either.”
 
   “I want you to tell my tribe about your people,” the barbarian politely requests, surprising the chaos elves. The intense stare of Ambrosine makes him visibly uncomfortable, so the goddess turns away to watch his reflection in a mirror. “Windemere only knows your people as assassins, spies, and thieves. Make the Snow Tiger Tribe realize that you have families and a culture like the rest of the world. I can open my people’s hearts to you, but I need you to touch them. Figuratively speaking, of course. Just think of what you can say at your trial and I will give you the stand right away.”
 
   “Fortunatos is calling us back to our bodies,” Dariana whispers, the jingling of bells ebbing from the twisting hole. The champions bow to their hosts as they fade away along with a cart of desserts that the jester desires. “Please take him up on his offer, your highness. All of us are ready to help if you wish. After all, you’ve been a victim of my father for longer than every champion except me.”
 
   With a gentle sucking sound, the psychic opening sews itself shut and the food-filled cell becomes eerily quiet. Trinity fixes the damaged bars and leans against them while Ambrosine giggles into a goblet of water. The goddess’s amusement steadily grows until she laughs loud enough to crack the nearly repaired walls. Struggling to her feet, she stumbles to her beloved follower and hugs her tightly. Tears drip onto the mortal woman’s shoulder and coat her body in an ephemeral shimmer that replaces her ratty clothes. A feeling of warmth and hope starts to needle into the channeler’s heart, but she pushes it away out of fear of the goddess clouding her thoughts.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” Trinity asks, feeling more drops fall onto her neck. A sense of relief and joy breaks through her defenses, causing her head to swim. “I don’t understand what you’re happy about.”
 
   “For as long as I have been a goddess, our people have been prisoners. First by their ancestors’ actions and then by my father,” Ambrosine explains, regaining enough control to speak clearly. With a deep breath, she releases Trinity and bends down to kiss the mortal on the belly. “Gabriel has never been able to forge a champion from our people because of my father’s presence on Shayd. The best we could do is create your bloodline to be a protector and keep the chaos elves safe. As much as I dreamed of it, never did I believe you would be in a position to free them from their bonds. They will see the sun and, if the champions claim victory, they will remain there for the rest of time. Trust in your friends and former enemies, Queen Trinity. You are on the verge of doing something that I never thought I would see. Please do not let me down.”
 
   A wicked grin appears on Trinity’s face and she eases the elegant goddess back onto the plush chair. “Don’t worry. I know exactly what to say and the right strings to pull. I won’t let you or our people down.”
 
   *****
 
   Timoran and Dariana awaken from their trances to find Fortunatos drawing a circle in the middle of the arena. Oblivious to their return, he repeatedly mumbles incantations that forge glistening runes in the blood-stained dirt. The markings throb with ancient energy that changes color with every pulse. Luke is trying to understand the language, but his brain physically flips whenever he comes close. After a few minutes, Nyx softly punches him in the shoulder and points at his nose, which is seeping a white sauce instead of blood. Handing the warrior a soft handkerchief, the channeler goes back to enjoying the raw magic that is flowing through the chamber. With nothing else to do, the champions patiently wait for the whistling guardian to finish and tell them about their next challenge.
 
   “There are twenty levels with various traps and monsters. All of them have been accounted for too,” Fortunatos explains in a casual manner. His fingers are filthy from making the deep circle, so he plucks them off and pulls fresh digits out of his jingling cap. “This circle will open into stairs and you will work your way to the bottom. This temple is nothing more than a shaft that goes down to an old crystal mine, which was buried in the Great Cataclysm. Well not so much buried as the original tower sank into the earth and created the circular valley that you entered through. Never mind, I believe that does mean it was buried. Anyway, everyone step into the circle and I will get you started. Once you go downstairs, there won’t be any help coming from me. My job is to wait at the bottom for the final challenge, send your pieces to Helgard, and take a nap. Possibly in that order. Good luck.”
 
   The four champions gather among the runes, the warriors with weapons drawn and Nyx with a force spell on her fingertips. Dirt shifts beneath their feet and they can see wide steps forming in the middle of the circle. Coiling, spectral hands rise and touch the adventurers while Fortunatos hovers overhead. The ghostly limbs examine each of the champions, bypassing their clothes and flesh to caress their auras. Most of the gangly feelers gather around Nyx and Dariana while only one searches Timoran for his miniscule amount of energy. It is a strange sensation that borders on invasive and makes their skin crawl, but there is a strange tranquility that ebbs and surges throughout their muscles.
 
   A baritone laugh bursts from the floor and the hands lift their targets off the ground by their chests. The one holding Timoran hurls him out of the circle and into the arena wall, leaving a dent in the solid stone. Unphased by the impact, the barbarian leaps to his feet and charges with his axe swinging over his head. Before he can reach his friends, their auras are torn from their bodies and dragged beneath the roiling floor. Timoran skids to a stop and stares at the others whose eyes are glazing over and sinking into their sockets. Without a sound, Fortunatos gathers the fallen champions and places them in cocoons that sprout from the ceiling. The Jester’s face is morose and downtrodden as he tenderly places the bodies into the life-sustaining pods. Sprouting several arms that pass over the openings, he seals them inside and leaves a glistening window over their faces.
 
   “What did you do?” Timoran asks, catching the guardian by the head. The colorful man melts and drips out of the barbarian’s grasp, reappearing several feet away. “Are you working for the Baron? You must be corrupted.”
 
   “I’m on your side, but things are complicated here,” Fortunatos replies while he wipes some dirt off the stairs. Whispers rise from the depths of Aintaranurh, their mocking tone increasing his gut-aching guilt. “There are . . . people who took residence in the temple. I let them in because I was lonely and wanted some company. They’ve yet to leave and one of them is very interested in you. This guest is the self-proclaimed champion of Aintaranurh and has decided to take your friends’ auras hostage to draw you into a fight. You’re to defeat the temple alone and prove you’re worthy of the final battle. I’m sorry, but this is the situation.”
 
   The red-haired warrior can barely control his temper as he roars, “You are the guardian! Why would you let this happen?”
 
   “Because I am bored!” the Jester bellows louder than the barbarian. Fortunatos becomes twenty feet tall and lifts Timoran up by the arm. “I’ve been stuck in here for centuries with only ghosts and monsters to entertain me. Do you know what Jesters were born from? We emerged from pure, primordial chaos and roamed Windemere in search of fun. Then my people vanished during the Great Cataclysm and I found myself here because I enjoyed pranking the original guardian. He didn’t survive the upheaval, so I took over the position since I had nowhere else to go. Now I have a chance to put an end to everything and all I have to do is make things harder for you.”
 
   “I do not understand what you get out of this.”
 
   “Freedom from this decaying temple that will turn to ashes if you win.”
 
   “I will not make you stay here against your wishes.”
 
   “That’s the thing, King Wrath. A guardian dies if his temple is destroyed, which I didn’t learn until it was too late.”
 
   Fortunatos shrinks to the size of a child and sits in the dirt, his face staring blankly into the distance. The playful fire that his eyes have held since he first appeared has turned into a vague flicker, the energy desperate to stay alive. He glances at the slumbering champions and has the cocoons rock like a trio of cradles. An impatient roar erupts from below, causing the guardian to cringe in guilt and self-loathing. To his surprise, Timoran sits next to him and pats his head, each touch ringing the bells of the Jester’s cap.
 
   “I am confused,” the barbarian admits with a sigh. “The other temples did not have this problem. Why is it a risk here?”
 
   “Every temple must remain in relative seclusion to let the champion’s power gestate. Only those chosen to enter can do so without harming the delicate system within,” Fortunatos explains while running a hand through the dirt. Picking up a handful of blood and soil, he lets it sift through his fingers and become six piles with one remaining a faint bump. “As I said, I got bored and opened Aintaranurh to the first ruler of your tribe. Then the next one and going down the line of Snow Tiger Kings and Queens. Ghosts were invited inside too. Over time, their presence soured the magical core that Gabriel built into the temple. The same would have happened to the Garden of Uli if that Dark Wind curse remained for a few generations. You’d be surprised how fragile these places are. So now there is only enough energy left to awaken your powers and then Aintaranurh fades away.”
 
   “What does the ring do?” Timoran asks, holding his hand out to the Jester. The piece of marble jewelry shines and pulses the closer it gets to the guardian. “You said it has never been worn and I cannot get a clear sense of what it does. I feel tranquil and strong, as if I can walk into the most horrifying battle and hold my own.”
 
   “It is already absorbing the remaining energy of the temple,” Fortunatos says as he watches lines of magic flow into the artifact. Holding up his hand, he sees a faint thread going from his thumb to the ravenous relic. “When the time comes, it will drain Aintaranurh of all its magic and then you will awaken. Beyond that, I’ve no idea what it does. You’re the only champion who needs an artifact because of your weak aura. Everything about you is unique compared to the others.”
 
   The barbarian closes his eyes and stands, hefting his axe onto his shoulder. “I feel stronger than ever. If I wish to strike something, I will destroy it because I control every aspect of this power. This is the Ring of Aintaranurh and it will be my new temple.”
 
   “Now you’re being vague and confusing.”
 
   “If all of the temple’s power goes into me then I will become Aintaranurh.”
 
   “Still not making any sense.”
 
   “On my honor, I will not let you fade away, my friend.”
 
   Fortunatos laughs and hops to his feet, understanding dawning on his face. “That’s so unexpected that it has to work. You’re a very interesting man, Snow Tiger King. I swear my allegiance to you and the pretty ring. My life and powers are yours to command within reason and permission, but I can only be your guide here. There are twenty levels of challenges for you to get through before facing the one who has your friends.”
 
   Timoran approaches the stairs and listens to the sound of several monsters that are waiting for him to descend. Kneeling on the top step, he can see the shadowy form of a large beast that is staring at him with dark gray eyes. He walks toward the distant gate with thundering steps and listens for a change in pitch to tell him when he hits the edge of next level. Once the barbarian hears the faint noise he is searching for, he lifts his great axe and slams it into the sandy floor. A burst of orange magic explodes from the ringing impact and the Ring of Aintaranurh turns blood red. Timoran strikes another blow that shatters the ground and sends large chunks of stone falling into the lower chamber. He can hear a creature screeching in pain as several containment spells explode and fill the next floor with unrestrained energy.
 
   “I am sorry, Fortunatos, but I do not have the patience for games right now.”
 
   *****
 
   Timoran drops through the hole and into the final level of the temple, the barbarian landing with a knee-quaking thud that rattles the ancient crystals. Spires of colorful prisms hang from the ceiling and the walls have a beautiful sheen, reminding the champion of polished glass. A single torch sits in the center of the chamber, eternally reflecting off the crystals. Timoran can see several mine entrances that are blocked by fallen stone and a few overturned carts with their former loads strewn across the uneven floor. Nerves straining, he waits for Fortunatos to come through the hole with the three cocoons slung over his shoulder. The Jester whistles at the sight of the long lost mine, its breath-taking beauty surprising him even after centuries of living in the temple. Timoran wonders why his companion is still in awe of the landscape until he sees the solitary flame change to a deep blue. The unexpected shift alters the atmosphere of the room, making it eerie and soothing.
 
   “It always looks different,” Fortunatos whispers, not wanting to ruin the moment. He prods the champion in the shoulder and gestures toward the torch. “Go there and the final challenge will appear. Good luck and try not to get upset.”
 
   “Why would I get upset?” the barbarian asks as he touches a nearby crystal.
 
   “Because the truth can be painful.”
 
   Curious and worried, Timoran jogs to the torch and stands with the head of his great axe against the ground. Hazy forms appear out of the crystals and steadily become clear as they spread around the room. The muscular figures are regal and clad in gorgeous armors that sparkle in the changing torchlight. Each one wears a crown of ghostly jade and is wrapped in the snow tiger cape that is passed down from one ruler of Stonehelm to the next. The former Kings and Queens of his tribe quietly stare at Timoran, their glowing eyes holding neither malice nor concern. It is as if they have only come to bear witness to an event that none of them have any stake in.
 
   A massive, wild-haired ghost steps through the crowd and approaches the torch with long, powerful strides. Unlike the other rulers, this man is not wearing any armor beyond studded bracers and leather patches on his pants. His elegant beard is pure white and runs down to his belly, which is rippling with muscles. He has no weapons, but holds his right hand as if he is gripping the handle of a heavy object. Timoran can tell that this person must have been a terrifying warrior when alive and is even more dangerous in death. There is something about the orange eyes that twists the champion’s nerves and forces him to move away. A baritone laugh erupts from the specter when it sees the fear on its opponent’s face.
 
   “This is the champion who was birthed from my tribe?” the ghost asks, turning to Fortunatos and waving the Jester over. Amused by his challenger, he pats the guardian on the shoulder and squeezes him in a one-armed hug. “He reeks of fear. If this is the living tragedy that will befall the tribe that I forged then I pray somebody erases them from the world. I, Wodan the first Snow Tiger King, will never allow a coward to take my true crown.”
 
   “I assure you that he’s tougher than he looks,” Fortunatos says while slipping free of the phantom’s grip. Spinning his head like a top, he is unable to locate the comatose champions’ auras. “May I ask where his friends are? You wanted them as hostages to get a better fight out of this man. I assumed they would be here.”
 
   With a primal growl, Wodan stomps the ground and three of the thicker crystal spires hum to life. Luke, Nyx, and Dariana can be seen sleeping inside, their auras plunged into a restless stasis. All three shift in discomfort and unleash random silent screams of pain or fear, the noise contained by their unbreakable prisons. The figures fade away and reappear in the ceiling, stretching across the glistening expanse. Satisfied that he has made his point, the first Snow Tiger King stomps again to hide his captives from view. With a frown, he sees them still flicker into existence on random pieces of crystal throughout the room.
 
   “Why are you in this temple?” Timoran asks, walking toward the ghostly ruler. He leaps back when he senses something coming and feels an invisible blade cut across his arm. “I do not understand your presence here. Were you a champion who fell? If so, why has the tribe never known about our connection to the prophecy until I stepped on the path?”
 
   “You ramble like an empty-headed child,” Wodan replies, earning a few laughs from the other rulers. Reaching out to turn the torch into a vibrant red, the specter grins wide enough to show off his gnarled teeth. “I’m here because I claimed Aintaranurh for myself. Once I found a way beyond the first floor, I bested the other challenges and made this the center of my new tribe’s culture. Fortunatos helped me choose powerful leaders even when the stock of our people began to grow thin and weak. As for being a champion, why would I become something so pathetic? If such a hero is tested by the simple tasks of this temple then their enemy must be nothing more than an infant. No wonder this guardian brought my spirit here. Such power would be squandered on these so-called champions, which is why I have staked a claim on Aintaranurh.”
 
   “You broke into my temple and infected it,” Timoran says, spying the shame in Fortunatos’s eyes. Moving to the other side of the torch, he closes his eyes and smells the faint odor of decay in the room. “The intruders who are draining the energy of the temple are all of you. None of you should be here. Your presence is putting Windemere at risk because I need the power from here to face my enemies. Now there is very little left.”
 
   “We belong here! This is our territory!” the stubborn phantom shouts while stretching his arms. For a brief moment, a double-headed axe appears in the torchlight and disappears as it is lowered. “My tribe was created around Aintaranurh and I used its power to carve a kingdom among the mountains. Have you not noticed that the other barbarians live far away and still fear my people? The Snow Tigers are the dominant force of Ralian while the other tribes continue to prove their weakness across the world. They exist on the outskirts of our territory, which is something they should be thankful for. If I had not met an early end then I would rule every corner of this continent’s wilderness. Maybe the entire world if this guardian had revealed the locations of the other temples.”
 
   Timoran’s eye twitches at the final words and he charges to attempt a swing that is narrowly avoided by the ghost. “You are nothing more than a power-hungry warlord! These places were to be used for a greater purpose than conquest and you have destroyed this one. Now you tell me that your plan was to claim them all and wage war against the world? How could our people have fallen for such a dishonorable agenda?”
 
   “They were made for it!” Wodan bellows, shaking the entire crystal mine. He swings his invisible weapon, but Timoran leaps far away to avoid the blow. “Why do you think every young man and woman travels outside of the tribe when they come of age? It was not to teach them of the world or to test them like the current generations believe. They were ordered to locate the other champion temples. None of them were successful, but we kept trying. With so much untapped power, our people could have reshaped all of Windemere with a glorious war. Now people like you have ruined my dream and sullied the throne.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Timoran,” Fortunatos interrupts, bowing his head and floating over the torch. He kicks at the flame and turns it into a mellowing amber, which is changed back to red by the old Snow Tiger King’s growl. “I shouldn’t have let him in here, but I was new to the job. Then he came back as a ghost when I accepted others. No matter what I did, this man refused be dislodged from my home. Perhaps part of me believed that I had brought his presence upon myself. After all, this man nearly ruined the prophecy log before Gabriel sent an agent to destroy him.”
 
   “It is not your fault,” Timoran says as he fixes his vest. He tightens his bracers and runs his hand along the face of his tiger-striped axe. “He is an infestation that must be purged. It is only right that he be destroyed by the hand of the new king.”
 
   “You aren’t worthy of my crown!”
 
   “And you are not worthy of my temple!”
 
   The barbarians charge while Timoran focuses on the movements of his enemy’s arms. He puts his axe up to block what he thinks is a slash, but the invisible attack still skims across his chest. It leaves a cut beneath the undamaged Ifrit fur vest, the wound burning and stealing Timoran’s breath for a gut-wrenching second. Attempting his own strike, the champion’s weapon harmlessly passes through the spectral ruler. With an amused laugh, Wodan kicks the warrior in the stomach and sends him crashing against a thick spire. Feeling the breeze of an incoming swing, the red-haired barbarian ducks and rolls away, stopping in a crouch to leap back at his enemy. Another slash at the ghost’s legs does nothing and Timoran takes a punch to the face, which drives him to the floor. He is about to stand when a tight grip catches his throat and hurls him to the other side of the chamber. Spinning through the air, the champion bounces off a crystal support pillar and crashes to the ground with a dull thud. The spectral Snow Tiger King laughs and revels in the applause from several of the other rulers.
 
   “This is why you will never rule my tribe,” Wodan declares, remaining by the torch. A look of disgust is on his face when he sees that Timoran is not getting up. “I weep for the future of our people. A tribe of conquerors turned into philosophers and limp-wristed soldiers. All of us who held the throne in the old days should rise up and retake our homeland. With the power of Aintaranurh and these three champions, we can finish what I started.”
 
   With a ringing in his ears and blood dripping into his eyes, Timoran can barely make out the ranting specter’s words. He staggers to his feet and leans against the cracked spire to see that his enemy is rallying the others. The face of Nyx briefly appears next to him, but it only makes him feel ashamed and worthless. For all of his life, Timoran has believed that his tribe is one bound by honor and a desire for peace. Now he has learned that their origin is that of a warmongering pack seeking to conquer the world. All of his culture’s traditions flood into his mind and he picks out their connections to locating the other temples and crushing the weak, which makes his rage burn. Even with a blistering fury in his chest, the champion finds that he cannot return to the battle.
 
   “Why am I unable to hit him?” Timoran asks, hoping the answer will come to him.
 
   “Because you are not really trying,” whispers a familiar voice. Edric materializes before his former student and adjusts his crown, the ghostly circlet now showing a jagged crack down the middle. “Wodan is a relic. He believes the title makes the man and the Snow Tiger King’s role is only about conquest. The two of us know that it is the man who makes the title. You and Tigris are our tribe’s new leaders, which means our people’s reputation is on your shoulders. So act like your true self and bring honor to our people like you always do. Will you be an enraged bear or a cunning snow tiger, King Wrath?”
 
   Seeing that Wodan is watching them, the dizzy champion admits, “I do not understand. I need my rage and I am trying not to let it overcome my common sense. That is how I always fight.”
 
   “I truly failed you as a teacher,” the disgraced ruler groans, hurling a spectral spear to stop the other ghosts from coming closer. The weapon strikes the ground and explodes into a shower of shards that drives them back. “It is simple. Keep a clear mind and channel your rage. You already realized one aspect of the power that flows through the ring. If you want to destroy something then you will do it, which is all well and good. Yet, why does your motivation always have to be destruction? Consider the idea that if you want to protect someone then you will do it with the same amount of fervor. As long as you are determined and keep your honor pure, no obstacle will stand in your way.”
 
   Timoran glances at the Ring of Aintaranurh and remembers how it made him feel, the sensation swiftly returning. With a battle cry that shatters some of the more fragile crystals, the champion rushes at his enemy and lets his rage flow through his muscles. Instead of focusing on defeating his enemy, all he wants to do is save his friends and bring honor to his tribe. Even more so, Timoran wishes to erase the stain on his people’s history and put the first Snow Tiger King to rest for eternity. The ghost’s double-headed axe materializes as the champion’s senses become even more acute thanks to the ring channeling his fury.
 
   “A mewling scream will not scare me,” Wodan growls before he notices that his supporters are gradually dispelling. By the time Timoran gets within reach, only the more recent rulers who pushed for peace remain in the chamber. “I see how it is. My tribe is plagued by traitors and pacifists. None of you would have held power without me. Do you want our people to merely survive or to make history?”
 
   The tiger-striped great axe shatters Wodan’s weapon and comes back around to strike the surprised ghost in the head. The blow sends the original Snow Tiger King stumbling away, but his beard is grabbed by the focused champion. A burst of light from the Ring of Aintaranurh is barely noticed by Timoran as he yanks his enemy forward and lifts his weapon for a body-cleaving attack. Wanting to give the final blow more spectators, Fortunatos restores the other champions’ auras and frees them from their cocoons, earning a look of bewilderment from the terrified specter. A mischievous smirk is on the Jester’s face as he waggles his fingers and blows a kiss to the arrogant guest who nearly ended his existence. The wide-eyed expression is still on Wodan’s face as Timoran’s great axe comes down to put a shattering end to the Snow Tiger Tribe’s mad founder.
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   With every citizen of Stonehelm standing in front of the dais, Timoran and Tigris bow their heads before Fortunatos. The Jester is excited to be outside of Aintaranurh and no longer under the threat of fading away, so it requires the urgent whistling of the impatient crowd to refocus his attention. With a flourish, a pair of crystal circlets are drawn from his sleeves and placed upon the heads of the new rulers. He frowns at the simple appearance and adds tiger teeth to Timoran’s crown, the pointy decoration curving out from the top. Fortunatos puts a dangling diamond chain on Tigris’s circlet, which she snaps off and politely hands back to the colorful guardian. Shrugging, he tucks the gem into his pocket and turns to the face the quiet citizens of Stonehelm. A deep breath balloons his chest, earning a chorus of laughter from the children that have been following the Jester since he arrived in the morning.
 
   “Thank you for allowing this lonely, powerful, handsome, and not in any way humble stranger to stay with you,” Fortunatos announces while floating over to an empty chair. He bows and extends his neck to put his forehead against the ground. “It has been too long since I enjoyed the wind and sun. Even longer since I had real friends and now I have an entire tribe to call home. Possibly two if things go well. So it’s a great honor to introduce the Snow Tiger King and Queen of Stonehelm, Timoran and Tigris Wrath. For those remembering that this was already announced, I’d like to point out that it’s official now. No gnawing on the details. Just clap and cheer.”
 
   With a roar, the crowd lifts their weapons into the air, including the children who have been given toy axes and swords. The new rulers smile and wave, neither of them entirely sure what they are supposed to do now that they wear the crowns. So much has happened within the last few days that they feel overwhelmed and want nothing more than to retire to their chambers. The thought of the two of them having a meal together after years of being apart makes Timoran and Tigris swiftly grow impatient with the celebration. Yet they remain calm because there is one very important piece of business that must be settled.
 
   A nod of the head is all Cyrus and Luke need before they signal for Dariana to open the door to the jail. The barbarians quiet down when they see the chaos elves being escorted out by the guards and gathered in a penned off area. Seeing their former enemies disarmed and in simple clothes, many in the crowd wonder why they ever had trouble winning the battle. After five minutes have passed and the prisoners are still marching out of the prison, the people of Stonehelm realize how much danger they were in. It is a realization that puts them on edge and causes many to wonder if it is safe to keep the chaos elves alive.
 
   “My first act as your King is to bring justice to Queen Trinity and her people,” Timoran declares, his voice booming over the sound of marching feet. He takes his wife’s hand to steady his nerves and lets her squeeze his fingers whenever his voice falters. “I am more warrior than diplomat, so I do not know how to sway your hearts and minds. These people attacked us and killed members of the tribe. One would think the situation is fairly straightforward, but I have learned that it is not the case. Queen Trinity has asked that she be the only one punished and the rest of her people be allowed to leave in peace. After consulting with General Anghorn and Queen Wrath, we agreed to these terms and made our own request. To kill a beloved ruler without a trial will only turn our two peoples into enemies. I have asked Queen Trinity to stand before us and reveal the truth behind the chaos elves’ activities and history. In my time away, I have learned that there is more to them than anyone has realized. Yet I feel she can explain it better than I. After all, I already feel like I am about to repeat myself and ramble into gibberish. Bring out the accused!”
 
   Escorted by Sebave and Nyx, Trinity slowly makes her way out of the jail. Her people make a path and reach out to touch their ruler while whispering words of encouragement. At first, the barbarians assume the gradual approach is out of fear and she is trying to figure out a way to escape. So they are surprised to see that she is pregnant and having trouble walking thanks to a very active baby. A flood of questions rise to meet Trinity as Cyrus lifts her over the gate and hands her to Luke, the General turning to assist the other two women. Sensing the rising confusion, Tigris draws one of her spears and holds it above her head to get the mob to calm down. It is more the confident smile on the chaos elf’s face that silences their tongues and draws their attention. Stepping into a hastily erected witness stand, Trinity faces the barbarians and tries her best to get comfortable on the rough stool.
 
   “There are a lot of formalities and declarations that are supposed to be done during these things,” Timoran says, pulling a handful of papers out of his vest pocket. With a smirk, he hands them to Cyrus and shrugs while wiping his ink-stained hands on his pants. “We all know what happened, so there is no reason to tell the tale again. It is more important that we know what drove the chaos elves to attack us. Was it only about two Near Gods having their final battle or was something else behind their actions? After all, everyone here must have thought it strange that we were challenged by an army we had never interacted with before. Many have heard that our enemies were driven from their home and they could only return with our defeat. That is true, but it is not all of the story. I want us to pass judgement with no doubts or lingering questions. To that end, I give the floor to Queen Trinity. Any who show disrespect or try to attack her will find themselves at the wrong end of my axe.”
 
   “That’s it?” the chaos elf hisses to Timoran. The stone-faced stares are making her nervous and she notices many in the audience are clutching their weapons. “I thought you were going to soften them up for me. Talk about our past or how I was sometimes on your side. I stopped General Vile from killing you in Gaia. Remember that?”
 
   “I do, which is another reason I am giving you this chance,” the barbarian replies through clenched teeth. “I cannot appear any more biased than I already do by giving you this chance and admitting to having doubts. Just tell them the truth.”
 
   Trinity takes a deep breath and rubs her belly, the faint kicks of her daughter making her hand visibly jump. “I don’t really know what to say here. My people and I were told by our master to kill Nyx and destroy Stonehelm. We left our children, elders, and other loved ones behind. If we failed then we could never return to Shayd. Any who step foot on our homeland will be killed, which is a threat that extends even to me. My master is the same monster that your king is destined to fight, so he has been my enemy for a while. Baron Arthuru Kernaghan is the reason the chaos elves are what they are today. We were malicious pranksters and thieves before the Great Cataclysm brought him to our kingdom. It was he who turned us into the assassins and spies that the rest of Windemere fears. The truth is that you have no idea what we really are. My people are slaves who are forced to mine for gems under the whips of demons. Our children are put to work at the age of five and barely educated. Sometimes they are even killed for sport by the monsters that lord over them. It was actually worse before I took the throne and did whatever I could to protect my people.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you leave?” asks a child from the crowd.
 
   “Because Shayd is our home and we have nowhere else to go,” the channeler replies, smiling at the dirt-marked boy cowering behind his mother’s leg. Wiping a tear from her eye, she rolls her tongue in her mouth while regaining her composure. “Imagine if a being that even the gods feared appeared in Stonehelm and conquered you. This being twists your culture and reputation while breaking your spirit over the course of short-lived generations. Before you know what is happening, the rest of Windemere sees you as monsters. The only way to survive in the outside world is to hide what you are or remain isolated in the wilderness. It means that your choices are to suffer until things change or run away from your homeland, which you may never see again. I believe the chaos elves made the choice that your tribe would have made in our situation. I never regretted staying on Shayd and neither has my people. All we want now is to have our home back.”
 
   “Why didn’t you fight this dark master?” Dariana asks from the edge of the mob. She hides her smile when Trinity turns an incredulous gaze in her direction. “I know it’s ridiculous coming from me, but I always wondered about that. Why didn’t the chaos elves ever rebel against the Baron and try to retake their land?”
 
   “Because we’re not stupid,” the Queen bluntly states, earning a few trickles of laughter from the barbarians. Their reaction helps her relax and she finds herself able to breathe easier, the tension seeping from her sore muscles. “Your . . . enemy has proven to be too strong for my people to defeat. Long ago, we were swiftly crushed and made to suffer under weak leadership for hundreds of years. I’ve spent my entire life rallying my people to survive and I wasn’t going to jeopardize that by battling a monster that terrifies the gods. Not without the help of others. Besides, why would Windemere need champions if the Baron could be defeated by a single race?” The Queen clears her dry throat and rubs her belly, appearing vulnerable instead of confident. “Now there’s nothing else for me to say in my defense. I followed the orders of my former master and my people marched with me out of loyalty. We attacked you. Our exile and suffering doesn’t change that fact.”
 
   Feigning stomach pain, Trinity doubles over and holds her belly while gasping for air. She peeks through her curtain of hair and watches the faces of the barbarians as they discuss her words. She maintains the illusion of being distracted and uncomfortable by blindly reaching backwards for a nearby water pitcher. Her hands shake as she pours herself a glass, the summer heat having made the drink warm. Trinity is surprised when Nyx walks over to hand her a cool washcloth and pat her forehead. The champion perches herself on the edge of the witness stand, the rough wood making her shift until she is comfortable.
 
   “To the point and kind of thick,” the half-elf says while taking the quivering pitcher. She floats it to a table while staring at the muttering crowd. “I’ve been wondering something, my old rival. Are you even ready to survive outside the shadow of your master? It’ll be very different than being on Shayd and might even be more difficult.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. They need me to do it,” Trinity replies, nodding toward the other chaos elves. Her people are a sea of nervous tics and worried faces as they wait for their leader’s fate to be sealed. “I’m not sure where we can go or how we’ll survive. It isn’t like people will trade with us and we’d have to keep a low profile for a while. Money will be an issue too. Do you see all of the headaches I have to deal with since you didn’t kill me?”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be complaining about it for years,” Nyx teases before covertly dropping a diamond sphere into the box. Trinity levitates it into her pocket and is about to speak when Timoran bangs his axe on the stage. “I came into some money during our trip to Aintaranurh, which I can give to you. I’ll only keep what I need for traveling. As for where you’re going to live, I’ve heard rumors that Queen Tigris has a plan.”
 
   “May we continue?” Timoran asks while looming over the channelers. Nyx slinks out of the way and stands among the children, who giggle at her red cheeks. “All of what you explained has led us to this day and decision. We do not hold the fate of one woman in our hands, but of an entire race. Soon I will have to leave Stonehelm and help my friends fight the one who enslaved the chaos elves. He hopes to do the same to all of Windemere, which tells me that these people are not ones to be feared or even pitied. They are to be set free from a lifetime of hardship and made to feel like they are welcomed. It is not their fault that this Baron conquered and twisted them with his power. We must realize that he could have done this to any race or culture. The chaos elves are his victims and they should not punished for that. I argue that executing Queen Trinity would take away their hope of freedom, survival, and acceptance. She is needed to guide them onto a better path and, if we choose, the Snow Tiger Tribe has the honor of helping them take that first step.”
 
   An uproar can be heard in the back and one of the elderly warriors asks, “Where will they stay? We don’t have enough space or food. As much as I agree that they shouldn’t be punished and their plight sounds dire, we can’t release them into Windemere. The outside world won’t give them a trial like we are doing now.”
 
   “I know of a place!” Queen Tigris shouts before her husband can reply. She extends her hand to Trinity and helps her out of the box to stand before the crowd. “There is a mountain, which is a day’s travel from Stonehelm. I lived there for years and can help you gain acceptance with the wildlife. Luke has even agreed to converse with the rocs that roost inside and convince them to let all of you stay. It will take a lot of adjustments for you and your people, but you’re welcomed to be our neighbors until you can return home.”
 
   “I have to admit that I’m not sure what to do,” the chaos elf whispers, realizing that a few tears are running down her face. She no longer senses even a hint of aggression, which is slightly disconcerting after a lifetime of being hated. “We have nothing to pack, so we can be out of Stonehelm tonight. Do you think you could tell us what we can and can’t eat? I’m afraid we didn’t bring many healers with us.”
 
   “We will discuss things in the morning,” Timoran states, offering his hand to his former enemy. The barbarians cheer at the sign of friendship and the guards open the pen to let the other chaos elves out. “You and the priestess who is helping with your baby may stay in the castle as our guests. I am afraid that our city is lacking enough space for so many, but it is fortunate that it is summer. We have plenty of tents to place around town for your people to use and take with them. With you needing supplies and time to acclimate to the area, it may be several days before you can move into the mountain.”
 
   “Thank you. So what do we do now?”
 
   The Snow Tiger King grins and eases his guest into the arms of Fortunatos who creates a relaxing chair for her. “It is a custom in Stonehelm to celebrate a peace treaty, a coronation, and a battle victory with a celebration. Now we have all three events at once, so we shall relax and have fun tonight. Business can come tomorrow.”
 
   “Just a warning, Trinity,” Nyx says while she watches the mob disperse to prepare for the festivities. The channeler waves Timoran away, the gesture including a few teasing sparks that cause him to chuckle. “Everything a barbarian does seems to be a call for celebration. Hope you’re ready for a really long night. Even without drinking, I don’t think you’re going to bed any time soon.”
 
   Watching her people mingle with the barbarians, Trinity smiles and curls some of her hair around her finger. She can see the faint image of shining eyes in the sky and gets the sense that Ambrosine is applauding her. For the first time since leaving Shayd, the Chaos Elf Queen truly feels the sun on her skin. It is a warm and soothing sensation that she never wants to live without. A small pain in her heart appears as she remembers all of her people who are still prisoners in her homeland. The thought of them suffering without her protection makes Trinity angry and she nearly melts the chair with a spell. Only Nyx notices the surge of energy and places a comforting hand on the other woman’s arm.
 
   “I promise to save the rest of your people and return you to Shayd,” the champion swears as Sebave timidly joins them on the dais. The priestess is carrying a small plate of fruit, all of which she is curiously examining. “Just keep the others safe and gather your strength. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Baron and Gabriel aren’t done with you.”
 
   “That’s just perfect,” Trinity replies with a wry smile. “I’m not even close to being done with them.”
 
   *****
 
   “I remember long ago when only the rich buried their dead,” Zaria says as she appears next to Dariana. The two women stand over Udelia’s grave, a shimmering pool of jade only a few feet behind their translucent forms. “It was not really because of the wealth. Any farmer had a shovel and could make a simple marker. Those who lived outside of the cities did not want their loved ones to return as zombies. Necrocasters were not common, but they were not rare either. Back then, it was expensive to hire a priestess or a paladin because the gods were big on accepting sacrifices. Those days had a lot of cremations.”
 
   “I like this better because graves can be visited,” Dariana claims, bending down to touch a wreath of flowers. Since it is only her astral projection, her hand passes through the decoration and makes it shake. “I’m glad you came when I called, mother. The events with Timoran’s tribe have raised some questions that I can’t share with my friends. Most importantly, is the prophecy really this fragile?”
 
   Zaria sighs and turns to the liquid jade, the red-haired Goddess of Purity seeing through to the decaying temple. She sees ghosts frozen in time as their home is absorbed by the surrounding stone. It will not be long before all traces of Aintaranurh have been devoured by the mountains and only the bones of the monsters inside will remain. Pitying the phantoms who were invited by Fortunatos, she frees them from their shrinking prison and watches as they swarm out of the ground. Many return to their graves where a portal to the afterlife awaits while some wander off, their resting place no longer remembered.
 
   “The prophecy has always been on the verge of collapse,” Zaria says, a few tears falling onto her ivory dress. Having gained permission to repair the damage, she touches the jade pool to turn it into solid rock and covers the area in a layer of dirt that can never be removed. “We never knew why the previous God of Destiny made this path so brittle. Remember that Gabriel damaged it when he ascended and allowed your father to live. Around the smoldering remains of the original prophecy, he built what you see now. Yet a new house on a weak foundation can still be toppled with very little effort. Cessia has tried to help by giving us and our agents as much luck as she can, but it did not work for Aintaranurh and the barbarians. Two more generations of champions and this place would have been useless for both sides.”
 
   “Then none of you should have let things get this far,” the telepath claims, slipping away from her mother’s attempt at a hug. She freezes as her physical body reacts to someone bumping into her at the celebration in Stonehelm. “I know there’s the Law of Influence, but letting this happen is reckless. What is the purpose of any of you besides giving magic to priests and priestesses? Do you even care if my father returns? I doubt he’ll let the gods and goddesses remain on Ambervale. With that damnable law, would any of you fight back?”
 
   The slap across Dariana’s face causes her astral form to tear at the waist, the top half hovering a few feet to the left of her legs. Releasing gasps of pain, the champion concentrates on repairing the damage while her mother patiently fumes nearby. She can sense that her body has collapsed and is being helped to a chair by Cyrus, the General telling everyone that she has had too much to drink. The two women remain silent and still for so long that several small animals wander out of their burrows. A rabbit hops over to Dariana, sniffing at the telepath’s ghost-like foot and scampering away when her toe twitches.
 
   “We all know what will happen when your father awakens,” Zaria says while bending down to pet a squirrel. Her touch makes its fur shine and the tiny creature nuzzles her palm. “He has sworn to make us pay for creating the Law of Influence. It is believed that he will conquer the world and cut us off from our followers. Nobody knows what that will do to Windemere and we do not want to find out.”
 
   “Then shouldn’t you do whatever it takes to make sure this prophecy continues pushing forward?” Dariana asks, refusing to soften her tone. A rumble of thunder draws the champion’s attention to the west where she sees a black cloud shaped like a unicorn. “I can see Gabriel is eavesdropping, but my question still stands. Could you have done anything to prevent Wodan from weakening Aintaranurh?”
 
   “Something was done before he went too far,” the Purity Goddess argues, her eyes closing as she converses with the other gods. Her scrunched face and clenched fists reveal that she is arguing and getting frustrated. “I am relaying this from Gabriel. If the Snow Tiger King was stopped from entering Aintaranurh then he would never have created his tribe. Timoran Wrath might never have been forged and all events would have gone in a different direction. While we did not plan for such things, we worked with them and will continue to do so. Free will cannot be stifled for the sake of the safest path. All times that we have attempted to do so has caused great change within Windemere and our ranks. Trust that things will work in your favor, but not so much that you remain idle.”
 
   Dariana rubs her temples and yawns, her energy starting to wane. “I understand. Thank you for coming to answer my question.”
 
   “There is more to this visit,” Zaria admits while caressing her daughter’s cheek. She looks to the distance and sees the storm over Shayd flash with crimson lightning. “You have a new half-brother coming into the world. The child of Arthuru and Yola Biggs is sure to be a danger. We do not know what will happen, so we need you to remain on your guard.”
 
   “Should I warn the others?”
 
   “Yes, but try not to make them worry. All of you have enough problems right now.”
 
   From the other side of Dariana’s transmission, a blood-curdling scream shreds her astral form. She is rocketed back into her body to find that the chaos elves and barbarians have stopped celebrating. Everyone is gathered around the dais, so she pushes her way through the crowd that gradually parts to let her through. Leaping onto the stage, the champion first sees Sebave crouched on the ground, the priestess’s robes covered in blood. Trinity is trying to console the wide-eyed woman while Nyx and Luke tend to a tiny, limp form.
 
   Sensing that Sebave is merely startled, Dariana gets closer to her friends and sees that they are holding Fizzle. The drite is covered in wounds and barely breathing, each puff of his chest a series of stutters. His tail is broken in three places and his crimson wings have several tears in them. Wisps of rainbow mist drift from between his cracked lips and get sucked into his nostrils to dull his agony. Dariana takes Fizzle in her arms to scan his mind and witnesses his struggle to escape the jungle. Gently going back in the dragon’s memories, she sees the attack on Sari and Delvin, but she cannot see how the fight ended. The telepath prays that their friends are still alive and tries to forget how fragile the prophecy is. Part of her swears that Gabriel and her mother would never let events spiral so far into disaster without them having a chance to rescue the others.
 
   “We have to get to the southern jungles,” Dariana says, cradling Fizzle’s head in the crook of her arm. “Immediately.”
 
   *****
 
   Crimson lightning pounds the continent of Shayd and a chorus of screams sends boulders crashing into the ocean. The remaining chaos elves huddle in their caves, which are bathed in protective shells of green energy. Even with Yola’s shields, the terrified people still feel every shudder and spasm of their world. Undead randomly explode as shockwaves of magic burst from the castle, which has already lost one of its corner towers. All of the demons have retreated to the Chaos Void, leaving swirling vortexes that they peek through to see if it is safe to return to their jobs. With a final shriek of pain that ends with gleeful laughter, a new threat to the champions is born.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The adventure continues in
 
   Charms of the Feykin
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