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Prologue

Only the deities remembered how the oceans dried up. Stretching far across the globe, they made up much of the geography of the world of Naihme. No kingdom laid claim to them, and it was believed the ocean sands flowed to the edge of the world, falling off into nothingness.

Within those endless sand dunes, continents sat upon high, crested terrain and within those lands were kingdoms. The mightiest kingdoms had access to potable water or had powerful mages that could pull water from the air.

For thousands of years, many wars and battles were fought over this precious resource. Countless lives and sometimes entire species were decimated in the ensuing conflicts. Less than a year had passed since one such battle had taken place in the air just off the northern coast of one of those continents. Remnants of broken airships, almost entirely stripped of usable parts, were scattered throughout the desolate region. Too many casualties to count, far too many to bury. The site was now a graveyard, a memorial to those whose lives were lost.

Late one evening, a young elven widow knelt—stomach heavy with child—and placed flowers on a shrine erected in remembrance to those lost lives. A toddler clutched tightly to her while she silently prayed for Shine to give her children its blessing. The toddler tugged at her arm, asking for dinner, but the mother just turned and hugged her, holding back tears.

A drop of rain fell to the altar and dripped onto the flowers. Thunder cracked in the distance, a flash of light followed a few seconds later.

“Mommy, I’m scared,” the little girl said, fidgeting with her dress.

“It’s okay dear, the storm is far from here.”

“No.” Said the little girl, looking up into the sky. “Not the storm…that.”

Her mother looked at where she pointed. Lightning cracked, this time much closer. High above the battlefield a silhouette of a cloaked woman could be seen in the flash of light. The elven woman screamed, picking up her daughter and beginning to run.

The cloaked woman thrust out her hands and sneered, showing a mouth full of jagged teeth. Her face ended in a snout, covered in tattered, dark-gray fur, with hints of wrinkles underneath. Sunken eyes burned with hatred as she stared at the terrified elf and half-human child.

Streaks of white lightning danced behind her—then in front of her—then at her sides. A torrent of lightning rained around her as swirling dark shadows flew from her hands onto the battlefield. The broken airships began to tremble and splinter as gnarled bumps bulged out of the hulls. They formed a split down the middle and opened wide, revealing searching eyes.

The ground quaked and cracked, sand cascading into the tremors. Corpses climbed jerkily out of deep sand. Dark shadows encompassed the entire battlefield. The bodies were pulled from the sand into a whirlwind of magical energy, being hurled around and clashing into each other, breaking into pieces. The whirlwind grew taller and tighter, bringing body parts closer, connecting and reforming them into new, amalgamated creatures.

The elf mother tripped over something in the sand, dropping her child. She clutched her stomach and cursed. Looking behind her, she saw a hand bearing tattered bits of flesh and muscle protruding from the sand and holding her by the ankle. More hands erupted all around her and began pulling her beneath. She screamed, sand filling her mouth as she tried to tell her daughter to run. She clawed at the sand as she was quickly pulled under.

Tears poured from the toddler’s eyes as she cried out to her mother. Another hand thrust up from the ground, this one bare of all but bone and large enough to completely engulf a grown man. She wailed in terror as the bony fingers enclosed around her.

The cloaked figure floated to the ground, flipping her cloak over her shoulder. On one hand sat a ring with a blue gem, bearing three wavy lines, over which she hovered one boney, clawed finger. The newly formed many-creatures gathered tightly around her. She closed her eyes and touched the gem. A maelstrom of shadows swept over everything, absorbing them and vanishing.


   1

           The Thieve's...ADVENTURER'S Guild

Hall the Lucky knew he should have been no match for the beastly, tusked forest troll—but he could not simply leave the elven maiden to the monster’s mercy. The giant troll’s first mistake was wandering into the enchanted elven forest. The second, was daring to attack Hall.

The towering, leathery skinned, red creature hurled spear after spear at him while Hall nimbly dodged each one, jumping up onto a branch. Spears continued to whip by his head—he danced around them and spun as he leapt from one sparkling branch to another. He snatched one spear out of the air as it flew particularly close to his face, slicing through a few strands of his long, silky, chestnut brown hair. Flipping and spinning off the tree branch, he chucked the spear back at the forest troll. It pierced the monster’s neck and sunk deeply into its throat as Hall landed perfectly on the ground between the creature and the tree. The troll fell to its knees, gurgling and making a vain attempt to dislodge the spear before it keeled over onto the grass.

The elven maiden cheered as Hall rushed over to untie her. Flushed and fanning herself, she grabbed her low cut, silk dress and adjusted it, showing as much leg and bosom as possible. Ever the gentleman, Hall kept his gaze respectfully on her eyes. Such beauty in those large crystalline-blue eyes, which perfectly matched her pale purple skin, and light rose-colored hair.

“You are safe now, my lady.” Hall said. “Were that beast to have harmed you, never would I have been able to forgive myself.”

Now free, she wrapped her arms around Hall, embracing him and praising his heroism. Tall as the beautiful elven woman was, she still had to stand on tiptoes to kiss his broad chin. She ran her fingers through his hair and caressed his trunk-like arms.

“Who are you, magnificent stranger?” she whispered into his ear.

Looking to the sky, he replied in a commanding voice, “To those who fear me, I am Hall the Conqueror. To everyone else, I am Hall the Brave!"
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Eh? I thought you was Hall the Lucky!” The drunken man sitting across from Hall, said. “And since when are those spindly arms considered trunks?”

Laughter erupted around Hall, pulling him out of his daydreaming. Another man mocked that an elf wouldn’t be standing on tiptoes to kiss Hall—he would be standing on his.

Hall blushed and realized that he had been muttering to himself again, or at least, he thought it was to himself. Reality took hold of him as the bitter smell of ale and soot filled his nostrils. He found himself once again awaiting an interview in the Adventurer’s Guild Meeting Hall.

Once used as a tavern where folks would gather to gamble and drink, it was now a place where Guild members hung their trophies on the walls. The grandest ones hung over the cobblestone hearth, or rather, the grandest one—the wide, tusked skull of a Snorbltast, collected by the Guild founders decades ago. While some members used the place to recount fantastic tales, albeit quite exaggerated, of their adventures, others continued to use the establishment for its original purposes.

At the opposite end of the room, the beastmen were stroking their manes and scratching their muzzles and were in their usual competitive mood. This time they were trying to outdrink the orcs and arm wrestle the lizardfolk—managing to lose at both. Hall noticed the goblins were shuffling around the room, avoiding getting too close to the hearth—which was easily twice their size—while they worked their craft, trying to sucker humans out of their coin in any way possible and succeeding effortlessly.

Those goblins aren’t getting my coin today! He thought with a focused stare.

Hall’s ears perked up at a song from across the room and he turned to watch a small goblin girl with light-green skin and long, pointed ears. She danced on the tables and sang a chipper song, much to the delight of the patrons. They clapped and danced around her and threw coins at her feet. As she danced, she grabbed at her tattered dress, swaying it back and forth while she picked up the coins with her toes and flipped them into her open rucksack. Folks shouted an excited hurrah to each successful catch, encouraging them to throw more.

Still half-daydreaming, Hall looked back at his table and took his hands off the splintery surface and scratched at the scruff on his chin as he watched her dance. He rubbed his palms into his eyes then onto the back of his head, working his fingers over his shaved scalp and stopped at a loose strand of hair, barely an inch long. Huh, I must have missed that part when trimming. Across from him, the drunken man stared placidly into his ale.

“Sorry, I got distracted.” Hall said. “What was I talking about, Mic?”

“Something ‘bout a troll, or a slain dragon?” Mic muttered with glazed eyes and a small bit of drool dangling from his chin. “What’s a scrawny, little, weak-chinned scrapper like you wanna be an adventurer for anyways? Why, you can’t even keep hair on your head!”

“I can too! I’ll have flowing locks in no time!” Hall frowned and ran his hand over his head again. “I just cut it because it keeps falling in my eyes!”

“And that’s how you slew a dragon?” Mic burped up a bit of spittle. “By keeping hair out of yer eyes?”

“That’s right! I also slew a dragon, saved the town of Dewhelm, and retrieved this magical gem of invisibility!” He flicked his earring which bore a small green gem with three wavy lines carved into it. “And to think, even after all my heroism, that elf lady sent the Queen’s army after me! Either way, that should qualify me for membership, eh Mic?”

A loud thump sounded as Mic’s head hit the table, followed by snoring. His hand still loosely grasped his half-full mug of ale. Hall licked his lips as he eyed the ale. I better not, that stuff never did me no good, he thought and looked back into his own mug full of milk.

Footsteps loud enough to belong to a giant preceded a barmaid who stomped up to the table. She had one hand on a generous hip and the other holding a hefty tray of ten full mugs. Grinning with big, red lips and showing ample bosom, it almost took the focus off the big hairy mole on her cheek. She collected Mic’s mug, downing the last of its contents and leaned over, rifling through his pockets. Hall’s eyes were locked onto her dangling chest—it was barely contained by her shirt.

Some gentlemen I am. He thought to himself. Say something! Blushing, Hall stuttered “P, picking up his tab?”

She grinned at Hall. “Yeah…I’m picking up his tab,” she said, half scoffing, half laughing.

There was something strange about the way she said ‘tab.’ Hall saw her place the man’s money inside of her cleavage. The coin made a loud clanking sound as it hit more inside. Huh, I guess I’m not the only one without a proper coin purse.

The barmaid licked her teeth and spoke in a gravelly voice. “Anyone takin’ care of you, hun?” She winked and pursed her lips. “I see an empty mug there. So, watcha thirsty for?”

Hall found himself mesmerized and unable to look away from the gargantuan woman’s gargantuan bust. “Mm—milk!” he stammered, then licked his lips and grunted, clearing his throat.

Before he had a chance to say anything else, a stout hand was firmly planted across his face, leaving a large red print on his cheek. The barmaid stood up straight, scowling, and waved her finger in his face. “This ain’t no brothel, fool! I may show what good Shine blessed me with, but you ought not be so blunt about wanting a piece of it!” she exclaimed with a loud huff, then spun on her heels, almost wearing a hole in the floorboards, and stormed off.

Grabbing his mug, he swung it in the air at her. “Wait, I am drinking milk! Look, milk!” The last of the mug’s contents dropped out when he slammed it back on the table. Sighing heavily, he rested his cheek on his palm, then quickly pulled it away, rubbing the deep red mark. I could have handled that better, but she practically laid those things in front of me…then again, maybe a woman that size doesn’t have a choice.             

Across the table, the drunk man was awake again, with a mocking smile plastered on his unmoving face. The man was like a statue.

“Oh stop it, you grinning idiot!” Hall said. “Like you wouldn’t have stared!”

“You’ll learn how she is—when you become a Guild member.” Mic said, still grinning like an idiot. “All you young guys are the same, another lost orphan-boy looking to score some loot and ladies!”

“I’m no orphan, and I’m no boy!” Hall sat up straight and proclaimed proudly. “I’m the eleventh child and seventh son of the moderately successful Toft Merchant Family.” He puffed out his chest. “And I’ll get into the Guild THIS time!”

“Is that so?”

“That is so! Say, did I ever tell you about how I outsmarted Azaax the Dark?”

“Now was that before, or AFTER you saved the elf princess, and slew the dragon?” Mic hiccupped and smirked, eyes still barely open.

“I didn’t slay the dragon, Sir Reginald did.” Hall said.

“Sir Reginald?!” The man practically jumped, eyes now wide open. “The Guardian?”

“Well sure.” Hall said matter-of-factly. “He was incredible!”

“I bet he was.” Mic rolled his eyes and snorted. “So, you saved the elf princess—what’d you say her name was—Merilya?”

“Lady Maeralya, and she wasn’t a princess.” Hall sighed, becoming pleasantly lost in thought. “Actually, I didn’t HAVE to rescue her. She got away on her own. She’s a clever one—pretty too—beautiful even! Wait, what was I talking about?”

Laughter broke out as Hall found himself surrounded once more by a crowd of guild members. The smell of cheap ale and cheese wafted from the group. Face red, he pulled his empty mug up to cover his mouth in a vain attempt to hide his shame.

The men started making up other incredible feats that Hall could also lay claim to and offered to find him something lighter to drink if milk was too strong for him. Hall tried to look away and ignore the group. He saw the goblin girl was now without a crowd. She stopped dancing and glared at Hall.

The door at the back of the room slammed open, quieting the crowd. A towering orc stomped out, the top of his head brushing the doorframe. He was dressed in typical tanned-leather adventuring attire, and had a thick, drooping mustache of dark black hair that was braided into his beard and hung to his waist. The barrel-chested orc was nearly as wide as he was tall.

“Hall…the Lucky?” the orc bellowed throughout the room, speaking over the murmurs of the patrons. “What kinda name is that? Who’s Hall the Lucky[AK1]?”

Hall jumped up, slamming down his mug, and held his chin high as he yelled, “That’s me!”

“He’s Hall the Lucky all right,” Mic said with a slurring laugh. “No one else would have a name that stupid!”

A wave of laughter erupted once more, but this time Hall was able to ignore it—for the most part. As he hurriedly made his way towards the back door, shimmying and scooting around chairs and tables, the goblin girl huffed and kicked a stool in front of him as he passed.

“Hey! Jerks.” Hall jumped, narrowly avoiding the stool and found himself standing face to face with the towering orc. “Uh…hi,” he said with a slight shake to his voice.

“Don’t worry about them, they’re just rowdy,” the big orc said, extending a hand to shake. “Hi, I’m Peter Gulm, but most guys call me Big Pete on account of my mustache.”

Hall’s hand was almost engulfed by Pete’s. He eyed him from left to right, and head to toe, taking in the full girth of the enormous orc. “Your mustache…right.”

Hall followed him into the back room. Pete sat down next to a grizzled human and gestured for Hall to take a seat in the chair opposite them. There were lots of paintings on the walls with the two. Some depicted them with a trophy kill, others just showed them smiling with a hand on each other’s shoulder. One thing that seemed to be consistent in every picture was that the two men were always next to each other and touching. The pictures seemed to span decades.

Huh, I guess they’re pretty close. Hall thought.

Big Pete grunted and adjusted himself as he sat in the chair. Clearly it was not built for orcs. “This is my partner, Slippery Willy.” He gestured with a meaty hand at the human, whose eye-patched face regarded them both stoically. “We’re the last of the original founders. Adventuring is a whole lotta fun, but it can be mighty dangerous as Willy here can tell ya.” His chair creaked as he leaned forward, looming over Hall. “Now don’t let his name fool ya, he’s had his share of getting stuck.”

Willy looked like he had spent years running through a gauntlet of spiked whips. Staring at Hall, the man pulled a match from under his eyepatch and struck it against his peg leg. Then with his hook hand, he stabbed a half-smoked cigar that was on the table, bringing it to his lips and lighting it, all without blinking. Hall hoped they didn’t notice his nervous tremble.

“So, here’s what we need from you before we let you join.” Willy said in a most unexpected voice.

Hall’s eyes bulged and his jaw dropped. It was the highest voice he had ever heard in his whole life, including that of his three-year-old sister. Willy paused for a moment, glaring at Hall.

“C, continue.” Hall said, stifling a laugh.

“As I was saying,” Willy cleared his throat. It sounded like a mouse sneezing. “New recruits are sent on a typical plunder and retrieval adventure. If you’re successful, we’ll give you another assignment.”

“Assignment?” Hall said.

“Uh, I mean adventure!” Willy added. “But since you’re new, all treasure acquired goes straight to the guild bank.”

Hall’s face brightened, “Well that sounds reasonable.”

“For five years.”

Hall frowned. “Oh.”

“Still sound reasonable?” Willy said in his high-pitched voice, smirking. Hall was still trying to figure out if the voice was real or a tactic to keep him off guard.

“Have you ever heard of the tale of Vourius Gravemoore, legendary knight of the Ancient World?” Hall opened his mouth, but Willy didn’t wait for him to respond. “Story goes that Vourius was a righteous knight who defied his corrupt king and stole his most prized possession, the Unikey!”

“The what?” Hall said.

“The Unikey lad, ain’tcha heard of it?” Pete butted in gruffly. “Everyone’s heard of the Unikey! It’s the magical key that opens any door or lock in the whole world. Why, you could open the gates to the Realm of the Deities, you could!”

Tightening his face, Willy added, “Or to the hellish Realm of Otherside!” Hall knew he meant for that to sound scary—but his high tone made it almost comical.

“And we know right where it’s hidden, too!” Pete said.

“So, if you know where it’s hidden, why hasn’t anyone retrieved it yet?” Hall scratched his chin curiously. “And what does any of this have to do with Boreus?”

“Vourius, lad! Get the name right!” Pete barked. “Folks are too scared to retrieve it, for legend has it that he was cursed for betraying his king and must wander the Hidden Temple of Arkarok, where he hid the key, for all eternity.”

“Also, because no one can find out how to actually get inside the temple.” Willy squeaked, and eyed Pete. “And it’s not pronounced Arkarok, it’s Arrarok!”

“It is not!” Pete said. “You’re daft!”

“Oh, you think so, do ya?” Willy said, voice going up another octave as he brandished his hook hand at the bigger orc.

“I know so!” Pete snapped.

“Guys!” Hall said, interrupting the argument. “How would one key even open every lock? Some locks are different sizes and shapes.”

“Maybe it reshapes itself! Look boy,” Willy slammed his hook hand onto the table. “Just get the damn key, and don’t ask so many questions!”

“Aye, do that, and you’re in!” Pete added. “By the way, have you got anything to defend yourself with?”

“Yeah,” Hall patted the sheathed throwing knives that were strapped to his leg. “I practice with—”

“Good!” Pete interrupted, handing Hall a parchment and quill. “Now take down these instructions.”

Hall listened intently, writing down everything they said, which turned out to be little. Some obscure directions and vague tips about getting inside the supposedly impenetrable temple.

“And don’t go dying on us before we get that key.” Willy piped up.

“Uh, what he means is that we don’t want to lose potential members.” Pete elbowed him and cleared his throat. “And don’t go thinking you can keep the loot for yourself either!”

“Of course.” Hall said, eyeing the two men curiously. 
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Back in the main room, the patrons were hollering and guffawing, tossing dice and coin, and chugging ale as the little green girl continued singing and dancing. She jumped toward one of the patrons, who caught her at the waist and swung her overhead. Joyfully dancing and spinning around—she was passed from person to person. No one even noticed that she was picking their pockets and snatching their coin purses.

The back door slammed open, and Hall was shoved out by Pete and Willy. They barked at him—well Willy squeaked it—to be quick about his return and told him to send in the Gobby-Lin entertainer. Hall ignored their strange pronunciation, and assumed they meant the dancing goblin girl.

He pushed his way into the crowd, excusing himself to those he shoved. He reached to grab her, but just missed as she was passed to another patron. She giggled and sang and kicked her feet, all the while discreetly placing the pilfered purses into her rucksack. As she was about to be passed to another person, Hall jumped onto a table and leaped over the crowd, grabbing her out of the air while she was in mid chorus. Ear’s flapping, she squeaked as Hall’s boots slammed onto the floor, forcing her rucksack to spill open.

“What’s the big idea?” she barked in a voice pitched exactly right for someone half an adult human’s height.

Maybe Slippery Willy is half goblin? Hall wondered briefly.

“You some kinda fool, or what?” she pouted, eyeing him up and down. “Oh, I get it, you have a thing for little, green women, is that it?”

“What? I—no! Look, I’m sorry about that, I wasn’t sure how to get your attention.” Hall kneeled down, picking up the coin purses and wallets and placed them back into her sack. “Here, you dropped these,” he said, handing her the sack. “Must be good money in singing, even if it’s mediocre.”

She frowned and placed her tiny fists on her short, round hips. “My singing is extraordinary! Perhaps it’s your ears that are mediocre!”

“No, my ears are fine, thanks.” Hall said, rubbing his ear. “Oh, and Big Pete and Slippery Willy wanted to talk to you. Be careful around Willy! He has a really high voice, but it’s probably best not to mention it. Just tell them Hall sent you.”

She paused, holding the rucksack tightly against her chest. “Right, I’ll tell them the hall sent me.” She squinted at him suspiciously, then jiggled her rucksack. “You gonna say anything about this?”

“About what? Having a tattered money sack?” Hall shrugged. “Better than not having one at all, like me.” Looking down, he stomped the heel of his boot against the floorboards, producing a jingling sound. “Gotta keep my coin in my boot, and boy is it uncomfortable!”

She smiled ruefully and rolled her eyes. Hall watched her curiously as she hurried off to the back door. Before entering, she looked back at Hall and stuck her tongue out at him.

She’s an odd one. He thought, then turned his eyes toward the entrance and patted the notes stashed in his shirt pocket. Whelp, better get going.

Hall stepped out of the Adventurer’s Guild Headquarters onto the streets of Fallwich, eyeing a nearby airship tower. The pilot hollered for the last chance to board before takeoff. Hall pulled out the parchment and double checked the directions. Some hidden temple, this location isn’t even that far from here.

“I guess I’ll just rent a horse.” Hall muttered, looking over his notes.

Hope they’re wrong about that cursed knight though… 


   2

           A Meeting Too Long

Sitting in a marble, high-back chair, the elven Light Mage Maeralya Caharice ran a distracted thumb along the gold trim of her heavy white robes while another Lord prattled on. She didn’t care much for the thick multi-layered robes, even though the light color matched her pale, purple skin quite nicely. Already tall for an elf, she stood a head taller than most human men, with light rose-colored hair that was always perfectly brushed and tied neatly behind her neck. Though she wasn’t a member of royalty, she was the official representative on behalf of the Temple of Shine. As such, was required to be present during the weekly meetings at the Palace in Aedon, the capital city of the Kingdom of Xelic.

Shine was a simple religion, but one that had reigned undisputedly on the continent for millennia. Any child who showed signs of the shimmering magic—Shine’s blessing—was sent to one of the Temples of Shine to study and learn how to control the power. If they had the aptitude, some would move on to be trained as a Light Mage and travel the world, healing and helping those in need. All in the name of Shine.

Maeralya felt proud to represent the Temple, but couldn’t help that her eyelids always grew increasingly heavy at the weekly meetings. The current speaker was going on about a need to increase taxes in his domain to fund something or another. Thankfully, her chair—while exquisitely crafted—was so cold and uncomfortable, that it was the only thing keeping her awake. He’s missing all the fun…again. She thought, glancing at the empty chair to her right.

Sitting to her left was the dutiful Sir Reginald Reynaldo, Queen Urika’s Commander at Arms. Beside him was the Queen herself, whose nauseating lavender perfume overpowered every other smell in the room. Why does the Queen wear that perfume? She can’t possibly think it smells nice! Maeralya thought.

Beyond the three of them sat a multitude of Lords and Ladies, Noblemen and Noblewomen—all in two rows that ran along the outer edges of the large, circular throne room. Intricate stone tile and artfully crafted masonry decorated the massive room, with gold-edged red rugs spanning from the Queen’s throne to the massive wooden entry gate, where a dozen heavily armored guards stood.

“Thank you, Sir Illiquaine of House Maegesteral. Your request has been heard and will be considered,” the Queen said in a regal, yet bored tone. “From whom do we hear next?”

Stepping forward, the royal herald held up a large scroll, unfurling it and speaking in a stilted, nasally voice. “The Lady Susemilin Sorelian, heir of the Great House Kalanthrop, from the neighboring Realm of Utanad speaks on behalf of the request of their Magistrate…”

I can’t take this anymore! Maeralya thought as the words began to buzz in her ears. She leaned over and whispered. “I’m not going to make it through this week’s meeting, Reg.” Pulling out her belt knife, she handed it to him. “I beg of you, take this and end it all for me.”

Placing his large, gauntleted hand over hers, Sir Reginald chuckled. “My dear Lady, could this truly be the end of the wondrous Light Mage Maeralya—the healer of wounds, the symbol of Shine—who meets her end as the result of a rather tiresome throne-room meeting?” He spoke calmly, never once shifting his gaze from the speaker.

She took her hand back and returned the knife to its sheath on her belt. She huffed and pouted her lower lip. “It would be nice if, just for once, we could skip all these titles and just get to their impractical requests.” She sighed quietly. “Really! It’s always the same thing, nobles prying at the Queen to get in her good graces, to then further their own personal agendas.” She gave Reginald a hard look. “How does this not drive an honest man mad?”

Reginald inhaled deeply and a small smile creased his hard face.

Does he actually enjoy that aroma? Maeralya thought.

“‘Tis all part of our duty and service to the Queen and Kingdom my Lady. I dare say it is an honor to partake in these affairs.”

Of course he would say something like that! Maeralya scoffed. “Well the honor is all yours, Sir Knight,” she said, slouching in her chair. “Personally, I would rather be doing something that is productive or helpful with my time.”

The Queen glanced in their direction, clearing her throat and frowning. Reginald met her eyes and gave a slight bow. She smiled and delicately ran her finger on his gauntleted hand, cooing. Reginald grew noticeably tense and returned his focus to the speaker.

Maeralya eyed the two of them and stifled a giggle. “Still not comfortable with the Queen’s affections, eh Reg?” Maeralya whispered through the side of her mouth.

He grunted and scanned his eyes over the room. “It is not that, my Lady—the air, do you feel it?” There was a tightness in his voice.

Maeralya also tensed as the air in the room grew thin. It would be unnoticeable to everyone except those trained in the magical aspects. This was dark magic, not Maeralya’s study, but she was aware of it enough to know when it was being used close by. Magic in the throne room was forbidden, Maeralya ran her eyes across the room, searching for anyone who might be attempting to cast a spell. The air suddenly became unbreathable for a split second as the gilded doors to the throne room burst open, throwing the guards into the walls.

A stubby mage ran to the center of the room, holding his cobalt robes so he wouldn’t trip. His wide-brimmed, honey-colored hat cast a dark shadow over his face, covering all features save two, glowing, yellow spherical eyes. Everyone gasped and cried for help as he ran to the center of the room. “Damn guards barring the damn doors!” the little mage said irritably.

The Queen leaped up from her throne and slammed her hands on the table in front of her. “Master Azaax the Dark, I assume you have a good reason to not only be late to this week’s meeting, but to then interrupt it and throw the meeting into chaos!”

He stopped before the dais, clearing his throat and throwing his gloved hands into the air. “Grave premonitions, my Queen!” he shouted. “A threat looms over this world like none we have seen before!”

“Hold it right there, Azaax!” the Queen interrupted, pointing a finger at the tiny mage. “That will be quite enough at this time.” The Queen returned to her seat and waved a hand.

Dark shadows emanated around Azaax as his voice took on a foreboding tone. “But your majesty, you do not realize the gravity of the situation! I believe corrupt magic is being used to raise an army of—”

“Herald!” the queen shouted.

The herald stood up swiftly, clearing his throat and addressing the small mage. “Master Azaax the Dark, Lead Arcane Researcher to the Kingdom. We regret to inform you that your tardiness does not allow you to add concerns to the current agenda. As such, you will be required to take your seat next to Lady Maeralya and wait until the end of the meeting to speak of any new items to add, which will then be addressed accordingly, or if time not permitting, addressed at the next meeting.”

“You have got to be kidding me.” Azaax said. His eyes glowed a little brighter and he thrust a hand towards the herald. “I could incinerate you where you stand, you know.”

The herald trembled, eyeing the queen.

“Do not seek to threaten my subjects, Master Azaax!” the queen said with a hard bite to her words. “Now—take your seat!”

Azaax grumbled and slumped his shoulders, his hat flopping slightly.

The Queen cleared her throat and nodded to one of the Lords. “Now then, Lord…Thumbleberry was it?” A man stood up, clutching a silly hat only a noble would wear, and bowed. “You were requesting an extra tax on…wool, was it?”

“Yes, your grace. The degenerate ‘Jaw Gang’ has been slaughtering sheep in my region…”

Maeralya waved to Azaax, patting the chair next to her. He sighed and begrudgingly shuffled over to her. She extended a hand and helped him up into the chair. Leaning down with a mischievous smile, she whispered, “To be fair, the Queen has already been informed of several so-called world ending events.”

“Hm.” Azaax huffed.

Maeralya pointed to various members in attendance. “That man mentioned a reborn lich, as well as a dragon threat.” She pointed at another, “That woman said something about a legendary sword hidden behind a waterfall—” she lowered her voice conspiratorially “Aren’t they always behind a waterfall?” Tapping her chin, she struggled to recall the last few. “And something about an evil cult, or rumors of necromancers that wanted to cross breed humans with undead…” She waved her hand in a vague motion. “The less said about that the better.”

Azaax slouched in his chair and gripped the armrests. “And there are countless bands of ‘heroes for hire’ who are more than eager, and somewhat capable, of dealing with such trivial issues,” he said, making no attempt to whisper. “This is a far greater threat. I have minute details as of yet, but never underestimate the premonitions of a Master of Dark Magic. We are closely tied to the evils that lurk in this world.”

“I see…” The playful demeanor left Maeralya’s face. “And to what degree is the urgency of this premonition?”

The glow of his eyes heightened to embers, radiating a bit of heat. “I believe a powerful undead army is being reborn throughout Naihme,” he said grimly, “and if I’m right, the fate of every living being is in peril!"
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"This horse is in peril!” Hall said, rubbing the mane of his rented horse. “I don’t think they feed this guy enough.”

Hall followed the directions exactly as they were written, starting by heading southeast, slightly past the border to Exabia. He came upon a dense jungle filled with tall, black, spiraling trees that towered high into the sky, tilting over each other. A misty fog rolled over the tops of the trees, blocking out all but narrow beams of sunlight. Moss-covered boulders as well as lush, green foliage blanketed the jungle floor, making travel by horse all but impossible. Hall tied his horse to a nearby tree and patted its nose reassuringly before proceeding on foot.

He deftly hopped from rock to rock, carefully avoiding the questionable ground beneath the foliage. Stopping at one of the taller trees, he climbed up to get a better view of the area. The trunk had several large, gnarled and bulbous bumps the size of his fist, making for an easy climb. From the top, he saw that the jungle was deathly still, with only the slightest sound of wind rustling leaves and a faint smell of wet dew.

I guess there’s no animals here—not even birds—it’s so eerily silent.

Sitting down on a branch to rest for a moment, he pulled out the piece of parchment and looked over his crudely drawn map, as well as some scribbled notes.

It’s supposed to be around here somewhere…you wouldn’t think the builders of the temple would try to hide it. How are people supposed to find it?

Turning the parchment over revealed the last note he recorded—given to him just as he left the meeting. ‘Search for peculiar stones.’ Gee, that’s helpful. I certainly won’t find stones in this tree. He folded the paper and returned it to his pocket, then began shimmying down the trunk. One of the gnarled bumps hit him in the groin as he slid down, causing a quick jolt of pain that made him lose his grip and fall the last couple of feet to the ground. “Shine that hurts!” he groaned, doubling over and rubbing his crotch. They never mention stuff like this in the old stories!

After a few moments, the pain subsided and he got to his feet, brushing himself off. He walked a little awkwardly, feeling slightly embarrassed.

Hall sighed. What even is a ‘peculiar’ stone? He proceeded to pick up stones at random. They all looked like any other rock he’d ever seen. He searched each one and tossed them aside when finding nothing unique.

Coming upon a tree that was split by lightning and laying on its side, he noticed more of the strange bulbous bumps he’d used to climb that first tree. Strange…I’ve never seen bumps like that…but they seem to be all over the trees around here. He knelt down and carefully examined a small rock near the fallen trunk; Hall chuckled to himself. “Well this one’s sort of peculiar…kinda looks like Slippery Willy, if he had slightly softer features.”

The sound of leaves rustling came faintly from behind him. What was that? I barely felt any wind here. Is something following me? He peered around but only shrugged when nothing moved. Continuing on, he walked through what he thought was a wall of overgrown vines and ended up smacking his face against a hard surface. “Ow! What was that?!” He hobbled backwards, rubbing his reddened nose.

Feeling annoyed, Hall grabbed a rock and threw it at the vines. It rebounded, knocking loose some vines and revealing mossy cobblestone. “The Temple!” His face lit up at the discovery, then frowned after pulling the vines away, revealing a peculiar stone wall.

Great, now where’s the entrance? He stroked his chin while examining the wall for a moment, then made his way around the structure and searched for an opening. He brushed away the moss, vines, and leaves, revealing the entirety of the temple in surprisingly quick time. Stepping back to look over the building as a whole, he saw what looked to be a rather small stone archway, completely sealed shut.

Hey, there’s no opening! He scratched his head in confusion. No wonder no one ever found this place, it was completely absorbed by the forest. It looks like a temple, but it’s the size of a small house. Surely this can’t be the whole thing…can it?

Placing his hands on what he thought must be the doorway, Hall searched for a switch, a latch, or anything identifiable. He huffed and placed his hands on his sides in consternation. Realization suddenly struck him. Wait, what am I doing?

He brought a hand up to touch his earring. He was so used to doing things in a practical sense that he often forgot there was an easier way. Hall chuckled ruefully as he rubbed his finger across the smooth gem. His whole body flickered for a moment, then began to fade to transparency. Hall the Lucky disappeared entirely, leaving the forest quiet and empty once again.
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Cuuxa’s tiny, booted feet softly landed on a small cluster of leaves in the jungle. She quickly crouched and bolted behind the trunk of a gnarly bumped tree. Drat! That’s the second time! Stupid leaves! Shine help me if I don’t end up giving away my position. She stealthily made her way through the foliage, following Hall’s obvious trail. What’s with this guy’s trail? It’s like he wanted to be followed. She paused for a moment. Oh Shine, did he?? Is the Guild playing me now?

No, they wouldn’t do that. Not to a full member…would they?

Climbing up a tree, she sat down on a branch and pulled out her spyglass. Searching over the forest, she saw no further signs of travel. Where is he? Was he that far ahead of me? She heard a loud stirring of vines and leaves nearby and dropped the spyglass into her pouch. Near the bottom of the tree, she saw Hall brushing away foliage from the temple entrance. Oh…he’s right there. She grinned. That was easy.

Laying low, she watched Hall bring his hand to his ear. Cuuxa gasped as he disappeared, and almost fell off her branch. “What in the world?!” Forgetting herself, she quickly clapped her hands over her mouth and blushed at her audible slip. How did he do that? When Pete and Willy assigned me to shadow him, all they said was this dope might try to keep the loot. They didn’t say he was a mage! In fact, I don’t think mages CAN turn invisible!

The gnarled bumps on the trees around her opened up like eyelids, revealing large, green eyeballs with narrow yellow pupils. The eyes rotated, searching, then stopped and stared intensely at the doorway. Cuuxa yelped and fell backwards, tumbling out of the tree and catching one of the branches on her way down. One of the eyes looked at her for a moment, making her squeak with surprise, then it quickly turned its gaze back to the doorway. She climbed off the tree and eyed the temple. What is going on in this creepy place?!
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At the top of the world of Naihme, beyond the dry oceans lay a stretch of land with burning red sands called the Ancient Realm. At its center stood a once-impenetrable fortress-city, built to protect against invaders from Otherside. Now it was a twisted necropolis, floating high above the swirling maelstrom of the Tainted Abyss.

Deep within this massive structure was a complex series of corridors, laboratories, and dungeons, all dark and foreboding. Within these twisting halls strode the hooded figure of Cellica Zul. Her hooves echoed with each step, slightly drowning out the distant cries of suffering that reverberated throughout the walls. She ran a finger over the band on her ring, careful not to touch the blue gem. Her teeth clenched as thoughts burned in her mind of the elusive green twin to her gem. Ascending the stairs, she passed by the opening to her chamber of Sentient Species Research.

A vile human creation, half living, half corpse stood in the doorway, awaiting her presence. This creation was more successful than the others had been so far, and was the only one capable of speech. It spoke each word in a slow, pained voice with a tongue and mouth that failed to work properly.

“Elf…mother?” Each word came out as a gurgle.

She glared at the creature. It cringed as Cellica gazed upon it. She knew that it could feel her hatred for it, and all the sentient races.

“Embalm the elf with the essence of undeath, then extract the baby and leave it in the Specimens Antechamber.” Looking past the creature, Cellica stared at the elf. She was tied down to an operating table with tear-soaked cheeks below soulless eyes and a silent open mouth.

“This one gave up sooner than most.” Her gaze hardened. “Good. After the extraction, establish procreation with a lizardman, a healthy one. Let’s see what a combination of magic and physical strength will produce.”

“Female…child?” The creature continued to cower as it spoke.

“Ah yes, there was a child.” She thought for a moment, stroking the fur on her chin with a clawed hand. “Put her to work with the unliving. If she survives the next ten years, then she can be bred when she comes of age.” She sneered at the creature as it bowed in compliance.

She grunted and continued up the winding staircase. “I never should have used human corpses for anything other than tinder.” Her hooves stomped louder, old memories provoking each aggravated step.

The stairs led to an enormous shrine on the topmost level of the massive necropolis. The skeletons of hundreds of satyrs lined the walls. Each perfectly preserved and standing as if at attention. A large balcony sat at the end of the room with an altar in the middle. She delicately grabbed two horned skulls from an adorned shelf and set them atop the altar. Kneeling before it, she placed her hands on the edge and rested her horned forehead against it. “Soon mother, soon father,” she turned to regard the other skeletons in the room. “Soon my brothers and sisters, we will stand before the deities that created our race in disgrace…and dethrone them.” Gritting her teeth, tears of anguish welled up in her eyes. “We will do away with the sentient races,” She hissed. “And with their corpses, create a new race, one to serve us! And in that new world, you shall all be born anew!”

An object in her robes began to resonate, interrupting her reverie. She hastily pulled out her viewing portal. It was similar in size and shape to a small hand mirror. Its golden, ornately formed edges began glowing a dull green as a swirling image appeared. The viewing mirror showed the sight from one of the eyes—a young man, standing before a temple. Cellica watched as the man in the mirror flicked a small, glowing green gem at his ear and instantly became invisible.

“It…it can’t be!” The eye’s vision played again in the viewer, looping over and over again. “One of my spies has finally found it!” She brought it close to her face and growled with contempt as she examined the human within the image.

“I command thee undead to rise!” she cried, throwing one hand overhead, the other clutching the mirror tightly. Shadowy tendrils formed around her fingers and flowed into the mirror. “Rise and create unto me a beast to crush this fool human who dares possess that which is mine!” Through the viewer she saw a two-headed creature come into form at the entrance to a temple. She ground her teeth and screamed into the mirror, “Rip the flesh from his bones, and bring me the trinket!”


   3

              Into The Temple

The world around Hall was bathed in a translucent blue, and constantly shifted, as if everything was underwater. The temple was no longer in front of him—in its place was dense foliage—he knew that as soon as he touched his earring again, the temple would once more be there.

He took a few steps forward.

I should be inside by now…I hope.

He swallowed and touched the gem on his earring, reappearing on the other side of the sealed doorway. His body flickered for a few seconds before returning to its solid state. That’s odd, I don’t remember flickering the last time. Well, maybe for a second. He shrugged. I’m sure it’s fine!

It was nearly pitch-black inside, except for bits of light that shined through tiny cracks in the walls, revealing little of the environment except stone and cobwebs. He found himself standing in a small entryway with only darkness ahead of him. Wind blew softly by his face, tickling his ear and causing goosebumps on his neck. That’s weird, how is it windy in here?

Crouching, he felt around for anything that would reveal the surrounding area. The ground was cold to the touch and smelled of dust and rot. As he moved his hands around the stone he ruffled a thick layer of dust into the air, resulting in a loud sneeze. The sound reverberated down what sounded like a long corridor. He felt for a pebble and threw it in the direction of the echo. After a few seconds he heard it land against stone, then again, and again. The sound seemed farther away than he expected—and…lower?

That wasn’t an echo, that was…

He felt the stone ahead turn down into a step. Moving onto it, he found another, then another. He slowly descended the stairs, half crouched, with arms outstretched as he took each step down into complete darkness. His body began to shake with each subsequent step, and he was no longer able to keep track of how far down he had gone. The wind tickled his ear again, this time with a quiet hushing sound, almost like someone was whispering to him.

Stopping for a moment to steady his nerves, Hall placed his hands on the walls beside him and realized just how narrow the stairwell was. The walls felt different than the cold stone from before. It was softer, almost squishy, and round. He felt around the shape, finding a slight protrusion in the middle, with two small indentations above it, as well as a small, jagged hole beneath the protrusion. An icy chill rose up, caressing Hall’s spine. He pulled his hands back.

What is this place?

He hurried down the stairs, taking care to not fall. Occasionally placing his hands on the walls for vertical support, he felt the same features as before. It gave him chills each time. Either it was his imagination or the wind was growing louder, almost audible, like tiny voices were whispering to him. He saw a faint glow at the bottom of the stairs and felt a refreshing warmth.

What could be warm in this ghostly place?

Picking up his pace, he made his way until he was a few steps from the bottom and leapt off onto the ledge at the base. Hall shook and almost lost his balance when he saw the lake of lava, nearly level with the platform, right in front of him. He quickly jumped back to the stairs and tried to grab the sides of the corridor. The glow of the lake illuminated the oval shaped cavern and showed what he had feared was in the stairwell all along.

Faces.

Twisted faces of horror and rage. They were everywhere. All over the walls and on columns that rose from the lava up into the darkness of the ceiling.

Those can’t be real! His knees shook and beads of sweat ran down the sides of his face. None of this can be real!

A small rock dropped from above and made a splash in the lava, sending a few drops onto the edge where he stood. Hall cringed at the thought of slipping and falling in. Heart pounding, he swallowed hard and stepped out onto the platform, examining the vast cavern. Most of it was visible, except a small alcove across the lava lake that had some sort of archaic writing above a hole that was no larger than a man’s fist.

Where do I go now? Hall looked about as his mind tried to grasp how to handle the situation. If only I had a way to light up whatever’s written on that wall—I bet it would tell me.

More rocks crumbled away, falling into the lava and immediately erupting into flames. Hall took out one of his throwing knives, and quickly stabbed one of the molten rocks before it sank into the lava. Being careful not to touch the flaming rock, he threw the knife at the hole on the other side of the cavern, where it landed inside with the skewered rock. The fire from the rock illuminated the writing just enough to see the characters.

Ah, dragon fodder! Hall bent over, placing his hands on his knees and sighing heavily. I can’t read that. Shine! I don’t even know what language that is!

The cavern rumbled and the walls shook as an opening beneath the writing began to split down the middle, forming the shape of two doors that slowly swung open. The magma began to bubble and slosh as obsidian stones rose from under the lava and created a pathway to the opening.

Hall swiftly moved his hand to the sheath on his leg and pulled out another throwing knife. He tensed and whipped his head around the room, furiously searching for another intruder. “Who’s there?! Who opened the door?” His voice trailed off as he felt that frigid wind again, but this time it pierced his skin and chilled him to the bone.

How can I feel so cold when there’s lava all around me? Hall shuddered.

The wind caressed his ear, making him twitch—this time he clearly heard a whisper say, “Death comes for all.”

Hall cried out, heart racing, and leaped onto the hot, obsidian steps, bounding across the lake.

What have I gotten myself into? He gasped. And I’m hearing voices now? This isn’t adventuring, this is insanity!
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This is insanity. Cuuxa thought.

She stood just outside the temple and ran her hands along the doorway. It seems like he just vanished. What in the world happened? Looking over her shoulder at the tree eyes, now closed, she stuck her tongue out at them. Stupid eyes, scaring me like that! What even were they?! I never heard of no trees with eyes!

The ground around her began to rumble, boulders shifted, and trees groaned. She jumped and hid behind a nearby tree and searched where the sound came from. What now?!

Scattered bones from beneath the thick foliage rose up from underground, as if invisible strings were pulling them.

Covering her mouth to keep from screaming, Cuuxa looked on in horror. Some of the bones still had rotted flesh on them, some were bare, all were from different creatures. The bones floated into one another. A dark, swirling fog formed around them as they seemed to knit to each other, becoming something singular. The twisted amalgamation quickly formed into a new, two-headed creature. Its torso hovered in the air, limbs hanging lifelessly at its sides. Then, after a burst of darkness, the fog disappeared and the creature dropped to the ground.

Cuuxa’s eyes bulged and her mouth hung open in shock. She crouched, and cautiously eyed the creature. It twitched an arm. Then a leg. Then rose up. She jumped back and scurried up a tree.

The creature lurched up awkwardly for a moment, as if the original inhabitants of the bones were trying to move separately. A long, thicker chunk of bone was held in its massive hands as a club.

Oh Shine, please don’t let it see me! She trembled at the thought.

She watched in frozen silence as the creature shambled to the doorway. Lifting a stilted, hoofed leg, it kicked at the stone several times, barely cracking it. It smashed its bone club at the stone, chipping away a small bit. Fuming, the creature finally lunged forward, headbutting the wall with one of its skulls—possibly once belonging to a ram. The wall finally gave away and crumbled before the towering creature.

The monster snarled and howled as it stepped inside, stooping over to fit inside the human-sized building. The sounds of the many creatures it possessed pierced Cuuxa’s large Gobby-Lin ears. She crouched on a branch and covered the sides of her head as tightly as she could.

I can feel it…I can feel that awful thing howling down to the pits of my soul! Cuuxa shivered as silent tears streamed down her face.
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"Shine! What next?" Hall said, shaking as he entered the next room. It was much smaller than the cavern, and rectangular in shape. The wide wall before him was covered in runic symbols, none of which he had any clue as to what they meant.

If I wanted to be a scholar, I would have stuck with my tutors!

Ruffling his chin, he looked over the symbols, trying to puzzle out any possible logic or correlation between them and the handful of written languages that he was familiar with. Nothing came to mind.

This place is stressing me out. I’ve only been in here a few minutes and I feel exhausted. He sighed and leaned against the wall.

The wall roared and Hall jumped back. His heart was pounding painfully fast. The rune he had leaned against began pulsating, giving off a bright blue shimmer. Oh Shine! What’s happened? He thought, panicking. I didn’t do anything! The other runes now glowed red. The wall rumbled as it rose, revealing an opening into another chamber.

Hall stared into the new path, taking a moment to catch his breath and calm his nerves. Okay…I guess I did do something. He pulled a bandana out of his back pocket and wiped his forehead with it.

The next chamber was also rectangular in shape, except it was missing the far wall. Instead, the far end was a grand opening that stretched out over a deep chasm. Scant beams of light dotted the ground from an opening high above. He saw a large skeleton from an unknown species lying in the shadows against a wall, near the edge of the chasm. There was more of the ancient writing on the wall, but this time there was a picture etched in the stone underneath. It appeared to be a depiction of a person lifting a large beast over his head and walking to a cliff.

Hall frowned at the skeleton. Gee, I guess even beasts need to be fed once in a while.

Across from the entrance was a long, wooden bridge that had seen better days. The bridge stretched out over a wide, gaping chasm with no visible bottom. On the far end of the bridge, he saw a doorway, closed.

Hall picked up a bit of rubble and walked over to the edge, dropping it and cocking his head to listen. Only silence. He stepped lightly on the bridge and it creaked like an old man on the brink of collapse. He looked around the room, then once more at the skeleton.

A terrible thought entered his head. Wait, if each room had a test… first the rock in the hole, then the rune…is this test to lift that beast over your head? Hall began to sweat and shake his fists in frustration. But the beast is already dead! And the doorway is still closed!

He threw his hands up in the air. “That’s just great, now what do I do?!”

The temple echoed with a loud crashing sound, followed by a horrible, ear-piercing howl. Hall jumped. “What was that?!” He clapped his hands over his mouth. Oh Shine! When will I learn to keep my mouth shut?

The sound of giant hooves rapidly pounding stone approached as Hall scrambled like mad to find a place to hide. With no cover in sight, Hall grabbed the large skeleton and tucked himself behind it. Still completely visible, Hall shook, rattling the skeleton’s bones as the sound drew nearer and nearer.

Whispers of the freezing wind picked up again, taunting his sanity.

“You will die!”

“Join us!”

“Die!”

Hall’s face contorted as a horrifying sight, something beyond his comprehension, stomped into the room. Head and shoulders taller than any man and twice as wide, the skeletonized creature had two heads, one with horns, the other with a single bulbous empty eye socket. The twisted creature snorted as it groaned and lumbered about the room, searching.

Hall tried his best to keep his teeth and the bones he hid beneath from chattering. He made an inaudible gasp as another shape entered the room behind the first creature. It was almost as tall as the other, though more narrow, and held a vaguely humanoid appearance. It was wearing black heavy plate armor with a sword at its belt and a chipped kite shield that would have been almost as tall as Hall. The first creature didn’t seem to notice this new visitor who stood silently at the entrance, shrouded in darkness.

It’s a man, or maybe an orc—Big Pete?! Hall gasped with relief. “Another adventurer, I’m saved! I’m…” His words stuck in his throat as the figure walked into one of the beams of light. The cracked jaw of a skeleton hung limply from under the knight’s helmet. More bone than flesh, more dead than alive, it limped into the room. The knight’s great sword was not strapped to his back, but hung from his belt, and dragged behind him, scraping the ground as he walked. A visible darkness loomed over him, dampening the paltry amount of light in the room.

Hall trembled as the two-headed monster slowly turned and caught sight of him. It lunged forward and reached out at him—howling and pulling the beast skeleton off Hall with one hand and raising his bone-club with the other. Hall desperately tried to get away, but his legs seized and his feet fumbled. Just as the towering two-headed monster brought its club down, the knight’s massive sword intercepted, cleaving the monster’s arm off at the shoulder and sending it flying into the chasm. Howling, the creature reached for the knight, grabbing his sword and headbutting him. The knight’s helmet flew off, revealing a cracked skull with two deep, empty sockets and stringy cobwebs of hair, dangling at the sides.

Hall exhaled, letting out the breath he had been holding in and slapped his cheeks. Focus! I don’t want to die here! Finding his feet and scrambling away as fast as he could, he bounded for the bridge. His foot crashed through the first plank and he barely managed to grab the rope railing just before falling to his death. Spinning around on the rope, Hall reoriented himself, tightened his grip, and turned to see the two monsters still fighting.

The skeleton knight shook off the blow to his head and bashed his shield into the creature’s ram skull, knocking the monster off balance. The knight thrust his sword into the hoofed monster’s torso and tightened his grip. With one arm, he managed to lift the massive, screeching creature above his head. The knight walked to the edge of the cliff and raised his sword high overhead as the creature thrashed at him. Swinging his sword downward, the creature was hurled into the bottomless cavern, howling and clawing at the air as it fell into infinite darkness.

Hall gripped the rope railing and shimmied along the underside of the bridge. Each time he attempted to climb onto the bridge, the wooden planks cracked in half. Near the end of the bridge, he saw the doorway was now open for some reason.

How did that happen??

Beyond the doorway he could see something shining atop a small, round, stone pedestal inside of a cramped, circular room.

That’s it, that’s the Unikey! Hall gasped with relief. I’m almost there, I’ve almost got it!

The air around Hall grew noticeably thin as he scrambled up the ledge to the doorway. A chill ran down his spine—he had that feeling again, the same as before when he was first descending the stairs into this cursed place. That icy wind, like someone was right behind him, watching him. He spun and froze in place. Blood rushed from his face as he saw the skeleton knight, helmet in hand, floating over the chasm. His long black cloak whipped up behind him, as if the air itself had concentrated around the knight, carrying him across.

No! Not when I’ve come so close! Fumbling at his leg sheath, Hall produced a throwing knife. Maybe I can scare him away! I mean, that horrible monster didn’t—but maybe I can! He winced and shook the knife threateningly, then whipped it across the cavern.

The knife flew swift and straight, clanging against the far wall, where it stuck for a second, then limply fell down into the bottomless chasm.

The knight stopped and idled in the air a few paces away from Hall. He calmly turned his head to look at the wide miss of the dagger. The knight’s dark aura pulsated, and its mouth remained still as Hall heard a deep voice echo inside his head.

“A blind man with no hands could have thrown with greater accuracy.” The knight turned its eyeless gaze back to Hall. “Was that knife really intended for me, or was there a small insect on the far wall of the cavern you wished to slay?”

Sweat dripped from Hall’s brow, his hands began to shake. What was that voice?! He thought. No time for that—grab the key!

He turned and quickly reached for the key. The knight thrust his hand out and the altar instantly became engulfed in a swirling column of fire that extended all the way to the ceiling within the small room.

Hall shot his hand back, clutching it in his other. Shine, I just barely avoided that fire!

“Go ahead, take it,” the voice whispered invitingly.

He turned to the knight, but his eyes glazed over as his mind became occupied with chaotic thoughts. First lava, then monsters and now skeleton knights—this is too much! I…I can’t do this! Hall ran into the small room and frantically searched for a means of escape, his earring swung and shimmered in the glow of the flames.

Dark energy swirled and expanded around the knight as he floated closer to the ledge. “That trinket…how did you come upon it?!” His voice boomed in Hall’s head.

Trinket? Hall thought. Shine! I was so scared—I forgot I had it!

Hall reached for the gem. The knight raised his hands and commanded, “Stop, fool! Without the other pieces, it will curse you to the shadow world!”

Hall froze, his hand was less than an inch from his earring. “C…Curse me?!” He cautiously stepped in front of the flaming pillar and stood in the doorway, facing the knight. “But I’ve already used it!”

The knight lowered its head, slightly. “That is…unfortunate.” He floated towards Hall, the tips of his heavy, booted feet barely touching the ledge as he looked down at the scared young man. “My former master who raised my corpse was a follower of one Cellica Zul. She hunts for that cursed trinket.” He pointed into the cavern. “And that undead creature made of the corpses of many was proof that she now knows of your presence.” Reaching over Hall’s head, the knight plucked the unikey out of the flaming pillar and clutched it in his hand, never taking his gaze from Hall’s trembling face.

Hall forced himself to look away from the terrifying knight, instead focusing on the key. It looked bronze, or copper, he wasn’t entirely sure. It was dull and larger than a regular key.

The knight slid the key onto a clip around his belt. “Now then, for bearing that trinket,” He said, threateningly. “You will die!”

“What? No!” Hall fell to his knees, petrified with fear. “I…I…”

In a flat tone, the knight said “Either by the curse, or by Cellica. The latter of which I cannot allow.”

Hall cocked his head to the side. “Wait…cannot allow?”

The knight nodded. “That earring you bear will ultimately consume you, phasing you permanently into the shadow world—that, or Cellica will mercilessly hunt you until she has it!”

A bit of relief washed over Hall’s face as he removed the earring and carefully held it by the hook. “Shine! Then I’ll just give it to her!”

“Do not be a fool!” The darkness around the knight erupted, encompassing the cavern. Hall shrunk back from the undead knight. “Cellica will doom this world, as she has always tried to—even when I still wore flesh! She must be stopped at all costs!”

Hall shakily put the earring back on and stumbled to his feet. “You’re mad!” he said, glaring at the knight. “I’ve never been in a fight. I can’t even swing a sword for Shine’s sake!”

Frustrated stress overtook Hall. “I came here for that stupid key and that’s it!” He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “And now you tell me that I’m cursed and going to be hunted to the grave?!” Hall swung his hand in the air. “I was too scared to even try to throw my knife anywhere close to you! What am I supposed to do about this Cellica person?”

The knight stood in silence, examining Hall.

“That throw was beneficial on your behalf. Had you thrown your knife directly at me, and not away as a warning, I would have immediately slain you as a foe.” Hall’s face went pale. “You say you’ve never been in a fight, yet you braved the cursed Temple of Arrarak with nothing more than your wits and a few throwing daggers.” The knight slowly floated onto the platform, forcing Hall to take a step back. “You say you cannot wield a sword, yet you did not turn away despite the presence of that monster, or myself. You stand at odds with Cellica, an overwhelming opponent to even the most capable of champions—as well as the precipice of certain death—where others would beg for mercy, you ask for direction and guidance.”

The knight’s words were strangely calming. Hall’s breathing, along with his heartbeat, had relaxed. It still beat hard, but was no longer painfully rapid. He felt calmer, but confused. “I asked for…what?”

The knight raised a hand toward the room. The flames dissipated, and the far stone wall opened up, revealing a hidden staircase.

“You are indeed a fool, but a brave fool.” The knight bowed deeply and crossed his hand over his chest. “To you I offer my aid, for our destinies are now entwined. I am Sir Vourius Gravemoore.”


   4

               A Meeting Too Short

The setting sun cast a twilight glow, lighting up the purple leaves of the Saffmor trees which covered much of the Western Expanse, the greater region of Xelic. To the east of the city of Aedon, deep in the Mirroway Forest, Maeralya followed Azaax into his silver, spiraling research tower to discuss his visions.

High up in the rooms of Azaax’s study, Maeralya was analyzing a scroll with squinted eyes. “You mentioned a world-ending threat, but aside from numerous vague prophecies regarding the end of the world, these old scripts give few details to go on.” She looked down at Azaax. “All right, tell me everything. What did you see?” Her large crystalline-blue eyes flickered in the low candlelight. She was barely able to see the scrolls on the short-legged desk.

Azaax paced the outer edge of the room, holding his arms behind him. He always looked to be deep in thought, carefully selecting each word before speaking. “Damn undead threatening damn mortals.” At least it seemed like he selected each word carefully.

“Being one of the damn mortals,” she said, glaring at the tiny man, “I would appreciate some specifics. Or is your twisted, Dark Magic not strong enough to see that?”

“Abominations,” he said. “Undead creatures created from the corpses of men and animals. Some made of fresh corpses, some of ancient ones. All forced together in a twisted amalgamation of unnatural existence.” Azaax groaned and leaned against the wall. “I saw these…things—I think we once called them many-creatures—rising, en masse, from the dry oceans. Some arose from purple sand dunes, others blue and even…red.”

“Red!” Maeralya gasped “The Ancient Realm! No one has set foot in that cursed place for thousands of years!”

“Correct.” Azaax stepped over tomes that had been haphazardly scattered on the floor. He pushed a few alchemical components off his desk and unfurled more scrolls. “I have little to no information about that whole area, not even the name of the original kingdom!” He ran his hands over the parchments. “And the Palace library holds no more clues than what I have here.” He looked at another small desk that was meant strictly for writing. “I’ve also requisitioned information from the army, but there’s been no scout reports or sightings of any kind. How could I have so many visions, yet no one else has seen a thing!”

“Yes…about that,” Maeralya squinted at Azaax, “just how many times have you had these visions, Azaax?”

“Oh, uh…” He brought a gloved hand to his shadowy face and stroked where a chin would be. “I don’t know—five I guess,” he said, shrugging.

“FIVE?” She grabbed one of the scrolls and threw it at him. “You’ve had these visions five times and are only just now mentioning them?!” Azaax scurried away as she stomped toward him, fists clenched. The wooden floorboards rattled under her slippered feet. Elves were already taller than the other races, but to Azaax, who barely reached her hip, she was a veritable giant. “You dare keep these premonitions from the Queen?” She clenched her teeth. “Or even worse, from me!”

Azaax found himself up against the stone wall with Maeralya looming over him. “I have lots of premonitions!” he stammered. “Most are usually just some dumb mage meddling with spells they can’t contain. Or even someone trying to play at being a dark lord, taking over a small village or something trivial.” His hands fidgeted as he spoke. “I don’t report everything I see to the courts, that’s why we have scouts and lawmen! I’m a researcher, not an oracle!”

She remained directly in front of him, trapping the tiny man between her legs and the wall. Her face softened a bit. She felt some satisfaction at how intimidating she could be, even if it wasn’t always on purpose. “Hm.” She folded her arms and looked around the tower. “I suppose living in a place like this would make one rather callous to such atrocities.” Dark symbols, runes, trinkets and oddities, along with alchemical components and jars filled with questionable shapes decorated every square inch of the musty tower. All the objects were indicative of a practitioner of the Dark Magics. It was nothing like the temples of her blessed Light Magics.

“Fine,” she clicked her tongue, “so what made this one worth sharing?” He tried to shimmy past her, and she raised a foot and stomped it on the floor next to him. “Other than the fact that it sounds like a horrible army of undead is on the rise.”

He paused his movement and regarded the overbearing woman with a sigh. “Because I thought the practice of necromancy was long since abolished. It was such a threat to the world, it became forbidden…and up until recently, I thought it was!” He tried once more to squeeze past her.

“And what exactly do you know about necromancy?” Maeralya asked.

“Not much,” he said flatly, still trying to scoot past her.

“You know something, Azaax?” She frowned. “You always make it so hard to get information out of you.” She moved her leg to block him again.

Azaax huffed. “Okay, I did research it, but that was a long time ago.” She cast a suspicious glare. “Don’t worry, I never made any progress. It required something else—something I couldn’t ascertain.”

She raised a curious eyebrow at that. “And were there any other mages able to utilize necromancy—others who could ascertain that something?” Maeralya asked, moving her leg just a bit to taunt him into trying to squeeze by. “Perhaps anyone from back in your day, whenever that was.”

As he made a move to get by her, she smirked and shifted her leg, wedging him in place.

“All right, fine, there may have been one!” he grunted. “I vaguely remember one mage who was capable of creating such creatures…but it was so long ago. Honestly, I just assumed they were long dead.”

“I see.” She relaxed and let Azaax scoot around her legs, retreating back to his low desk. “You know, an unnaturally long life isn’t entirely unheard of… especially in mage circles.” She eyed Azaax pointedly.

“Oh believe me,” Azaax said, “I am well aware—”

The back door opened with a crash, slamming against the wall. Encased in full plate armor with glowing runes carved into it, stood a man who took up almost the entirety of the doorway.

“Truly no need could be greater than thou wouldst comply with,” the man said in a booming voice.

“Reg?! Where did you come from?” Maeralya asked. “And how long have you been listening?”

“Long enough to know thy cause is indeed great!” Reginald crossed his arm over his chest and bowed deeply to each of them. “Greetings Lady Maeralya, and Master Azaax the Dark.”              

Azaax glared at Reginald. “Dammit! How did you counter my wards? I set them all over this tower!” An owl flew in and perched on a windowsill. “Granted, it was mostly to keep out those pesky creatures! Now I have to reactivate them all!” 

He waved his arms in a futile shooing motion as the nocturnal bird watched him, unblinking. “Go on, git!” It flew over his head and zipped about the room, knocking a relic off of a shelf. Azaax’s eyes fumed, and he raised his hand, sending a tiny streak of lightning towards the bird, scaring it and sending it flying back out the window.

Reginald chuckled at the mild nuisance. “‘Tis is true my ally mage, but as you can see, I am no owl.”

“Right…and I’m sure those had nothing to do with you bypassing my wards.” Azaax muttered, eyeing the runes on Reginald’s armor.

“Truth, thou speaks.” The gargantuan man clicked his heels and approached the table. “Now then, onto more important matters. I come offering my assistance in this endeavor. Please share any questions you may have and let me know anything I can do to help.”

“Here’s a question,” Azaax said. “How did you convince the Queen to let you out of her sight?”

Reginald cleared his throat. “Master mage, I do hold a great honor as the Guardian of the Realm. As such, I must take on certain tasks from time to time. Tasks that, while I’m sure the Queen would begrudgingly prefer I delegate to—”

Azaax threw up his hands in annoyance. “Oh forget it! I’m sorry I asked!”

“I’ll say it again, Reg,” Maeralya said, placing a friendly hand on his shoulder. “Speaking with such formalities is entirely unnecessary outside of the court.”

Azaax rolled his eyes at the tired request.

“Listen, we don’t actually have any information yet.” Azaax said, shifting his hands.

Maeralya snapped her fingers and smiled. “I know where we can find some! The Temple of Shine in Eldermere—they have some of the oldest tomes and scrolls in all of Naihme.”

“A wonderful suggestion my lady,” Reginald said, standing at attendance. “I will inform the Palace and assign us an escort of no less than three dozen soldiers. We can all be off at first light. It will be a wonderful journey, I shall request your favorite chef to accompany us. We will travel by way of Dewhelm, I presume?”

“Oh, you mean the chef who makes that delectable yellow sauce that you drizzle over poached eggs?” Maeralya licked her lips, then stopped and shook her head. “I mean—no!” Maeralya stood eye to eye with Reginald and pointed at the scrolls. “We don’t know anything yet, and there haven’t been any accounts of attacks, let alone sightings!” She leaned in close enough to force Reginald to tilt back. “The last thing we need are people, along with soldiers, gossiping and causing panic about a potential threat to the kingdom.”

“She’s right.” Azaax added. “For now, our goal is to find information and if possible one of the many-creatures, alive, or should I say moving, as proof of the threat.”

“Then we shan’t be more than three!” Reginald smiled and looked out the window, into the distance, already envisioning the journey before them. “On the morrow, the trio of we shall set off for—”

“No, no no!” Maeralya stamped her foot on the ground and thrust her chest into Reginald’s breastplate, knocking the big knight back a step. “Now you listen to me Reg! This time you stay at the castle! You are the Commander of the Army! And Queen Urika panics every time you leave!” Reginald opened his mouth to object, but Maeralya spoke sternly, and pointed her finger so close to his face, she swore he could feel the heat from the tip of her finger. “Should we find any indication of an undead army, we need you to be ready to command soldiers, set up base camps, and defend the lands! Don’t forget your oaths are to Queen and Kingdom, not to personal quests!”

Reginald’s face remained hard and unreadable. He stared at her for a moment, then a look of shame came over his eyes. “Forgive me.” He sighed heavily and nodded. “True wisdom my lady speaks.” Crossing a gauntleted fist over his heart, Reginald bowed. “May Shine guide you safely on your journey my Lady Maeralya. And to you as well, Master Azaax the Dark. Please send word as needed, I will be ever vigilant to assist.”

Maeralya nodded and patted Reginald’s shoulder. “Rest assured we will be cautious, good knight. Make sure the army is ready. And increase the guard as needed.”

Reginald nodded. “I shall also dispatch every available scout to search the outer perimeters of all towns and villages in the kingdom. Should an attack arise, first and foremost we must see to it that the people are safe.”

“Agreed.” Maeralya looked to see Azaax, hunched over the table. “Azaax!” Maeralya snapped. “Are you even listening?”

“Uh-huh…scouts attack, people safe.” Azaax grabbed a map and looked up at the other two. “Traveling by airship could work, but we would have to head back to Aedon, which could take some time.” He held up the map, pointing to their destination. “Reg, you mentioned Dewhelm, that’s to ferry across the Venwick River, correct?”

“Obviously.” Maeralya said before Reginald had a chance to answer. “Dewhelm is just south of us, it would easily be the fastest way to Eldermere.” Maeralya smirked at Azaax. “What’s wrong, scared that we will encounter another dragon down there?”

“If you do, please send word, I would not have another tragedy befall that poor town!” Reginald said, warmly.

“I wasn’t worried about that,” Azaax rolled up the map and tossed it aside. “I was worried about you going mad and calling in the entire army if we run into that thief again.”

“That awful, filthy man had it coming!” Maeralya said and looked at Reginald. “Back me up, Reg, you were there! That rugged man deserved imprisonment for stealing the Kingdom’s treasures!”

“Rugged?” Azaax said, catching Maeralya’s eye.

She blushed slightly.

“Forgive me my Lady, but I am not so certain that he was in fact at fault for the missing trinket.” Reginald said, turning towards the door. “I believe he had far too much virtue for a thief.”

“That,” Azaax said, “and sending an army after him didn’t give him much of a chance to return it.”

“I—” Maeralya began.

“All right, enough talk, let’s get this underway!” Azaax reached under the desk and pulled out a short staff. “Well, I’m packed. Ready to head south, to Dewhelm?”

“Now? You mean to depart right at this moment?” Maeralya said in a flat tone as she held her up empty hands and scowled at the little mage. “Yeah…I’m all set.”

“Admirable to make such haste on your quest.” Reginald said loudly. “Shine be with both of you as you journey!” Clicking his metal boots together, Reginald spun and marched out the door.

“It was a joke—Reg!” Maeralya shouted. “I still need supplies and reagents!”

“I keep telling you, he doesn’t understand sarcasm or subtlety.” Azaax said as he followed the knight out the door.

Maeralya huffed, and placed a hand on her coin purse. “You’re lucky Light Mages are given handsome stipends for emergencies, little mage!” Maeralya marched out behind Azaax, slamming the door behind her.
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           The Dead Rise

A short distance from the now-ruined temple’s entrance, beneath the foliage, a stone slab split open and revealed the top of a long, winding staircase. The jungle had grown over the opening, making it all but invisible.

“Couldn’t we at least trade?” Hall said. “You can have this stupid cursed earring. Besides, I need the unikey more than you do!” He avoided looking directly at Vourius, trying to ignore the sight of the ghoulish knight. The rank odor did not help, either.

“The earring is your burden to bear for as long as you can.” Vourius said, lurching out of the stairwell behind Hall. “The unikey is my burden, and I have great need for it.”

“I could take both burdens!” Hall said. “At least until I turn over the unikey to the Adventurer’s Guild!”

“I already informed you that it would be disastrous for thieves to possess it.”

Hall threw up his hands, proudly. “Not thieves, adventurers!” Vourius stared at him and he flinched. “Ok fine, one or two of them might be thieves.” Hall frowned. “But what could you possibly need that old, rusted key for? You can make doorways appear wherever you want. Just like you did with this secret passage.”

“I do not possess the magic to make doors simply appear.” Vourius sighed. “I was present during the creation of this temple and already knew of the rear entrance. I merely manipulated the earthen stone to open the doorway.”

Wow, Hall thought, he must be incredibly old—probably at least a hundred years! Hall stopped and furrowed his brow. “So, if you knew of the secret entrance, why didn’t you just use that to begin with?”

Vourius motioned his hand to the massive amounts of refuse and branches covering the stone slab.

“Oh, I guess it would be a tad difficult to find.” Hall looked around, scratching his head and trying to find the direction where he’d originally entered the jungle. “My horse is hitched just outside of here…somewhere. How did you come here? Did you ride in on a cursed undead warhorse or something?”

An eye on a tree nearby opened up and glared at Hall. Before he had time to recoil in horror, Vourius’s gauntleted fist slammed into the eye, crushing it in an instant.

“She saw us!” Vourius said. “She now knows her creature failed to slay us! Hurry, brave fool, to your horse! We must flee this place!”

The ground around them rumbled and cracked beneath their feet. Trees became uprooted, crashing into each other as hundreds of bones beneath the soil erupted into the air. Swirling around each other, they formed a multitude of many-creatures. All in varying shapes and sizes. Dozens of monstrosities with beaks for hands, claws for feet and heads made from the skulls of multiple creatures began crashing through the jungle, destroying everything around them.

Hall’s knees shook as he gaped in horror. “C-can you do anything about this??”

“Not before they devour my unliving corpse!” Vourius said, floating through the jungle. “Run! There is a haven to the north!”

Vourius flew ahead with his arms raised at his sides. Hall gawked as huge chunks of stone and rubble rose from all around the floating knight in the form of a corridor, crushing some of the creatures and creating a blockade of walls to either side.

Giant many-creatures formed around Hall and immediately began thrashing at everything around them, even each other. Heart pounding, he lurched into motion, jumping and ducking past the giants who were swinging their arms into the makeshift corridor.

Hall tried to catch up to Vourius, but the knight was flying at a rapid pace. The air grew increasingly thin, and Hall began to slow down. Writhing arms and legs from the many-creatures trapped in the stone walls blindly grabbed at anything that moved. Hall started to choke on the thinning air. Arms grabbed him, trapping him and pulling him to his knees. The sound of heavy footsteps approached him from behind and Hall turned to see one of the smaller many-creatures had found its way inside the stone walls. Struggling, Hall looked to the sky and gasped for air, his vision blurred as he saw a small person running along the top of the stone walls.

What? Who’s that?

The figure became recognizable as the goblin girl from the Adventurer’s Guild, Cuuxa[bk2]. She produced a short bow in one hand and several arrows in the other. With deadly precision and speed, she let loose a flurry of arrows, each one drilling into the boney arms and snapping them in two. From behind, the many-creature that was chasing Hall leapt at him just as Cuuxa unleashed another arrow, piercing its eye socket and slamming it to the ground, pinning it in place. She quickly unwrapped a rope that was wrapped around her waist as a makeshift belt and tossed one end to Hall. Reaching for it, his hand flickered for a moment, then slipped right through the rope, as if it weren’t there.

What was that? Did I miss? Hall thought, looking at his hand. It was solid once more.

“What are you doing? Hurry up and grab the rope!” Cuuxa shouted.

Hall reached again, grabbing it this time, and quickly climbed up the wall.

“You’re braver than I thought!” Cuuxa said. “That skeleton knight you’re chasing sucked up all the air down there just to fly away from you!”

“What are you doing here?” Hall said, trying to catch his breath. “And I’m not chasing him, we’re—” There was a deafening crash. Hall turned to see the walls had begun crumbling behind them. The largest of the many-creatures was bashing the stone walls, using one of the smaller creatures as a club. “Oh Shine! Talk later, run now!” Hall shouted, grabbing Cuuxa and leaping forward just as the wall crumbled behind them.

Hall cradled Cuuxa in his arms as he landed on the jungle floor, tucking and rolling. “Vourius, where are you?!” Hall shouted as he jumped up and ran.

Cuuxa fidgeted and thrust her feet into his stomach.

“Ow!” Hall yelled. “Stop that!”

“Let me go, you’re gonna get me killed!” Cuuxa yelled, kicking her way out of Hall’s arms.

“This way. Hurry!” Vourius’s voice echoed in his mind. Hall could see him waving a ways off from a clearing.

Hall and Cuuxa sprinted towards Vourius and leaped out of the jungle, landing on hard soil. Hall looked up, and to his dismay saw that the terrain beyond the jungle was equally as harsh, as a violent sandstorm raged across the land before them. 

Vourius raised his hands and collapsed what remained of the walls, crushing some of the creatures and slowing the giant. He moved his hands in a precise motion, forcing the stones to strike together and create a series of sparks. Pushing air into the sparks, he created an explosive wall of fire that engulfed a large area of the jungle. The many-creatures were set ablaze. The giant collapsed, falling to the ground and shrieking in agony. The creatures continued to advance, clawing and digging with whatever ligaments they had, dragging their flaming carcasses out of the jungle and onto the dirt. As they slowly approached, Vourius stepped hard, crushing their skulls. Numerous others continued to crawl out of the jungle, Vourius limped along, too drained to continue stomping on them.

“They’re still coming!” Cuuxa cried out and turned, fleeing into the storm.

“Don’t go!” Hall yelled as she disappeared into the torrent of sand.

“Do not fret, I am certain that she will survive. They are a very resourceful race, always have been.” Vourius hunched over, shaking as he hobbled over to Hall. “We must press on, that will only buy us a short pause before they reform.”

Hall nodded, still trying to catch his breath and comprehend everything that had happened so far. He followed Vourius into the sandstorm when a sudden realization overtook him, making his heart pound and his mind panic. “Wait!” Hall said.

The knight continued to shamble away.

“WAIT!” Hall yelled.

Vourius stopped and faced Hall. “Problem?”

“Yes problem! Big problem!” Hall’s voice cracked. “I’m following a skeleton knight, apparently I’m cursed, AND running from an army of undead nightmares that are controlled by a crazy necromancer who wants me dead! All because of this stupid trinket! Problem, yes!”

“You could always die.” Vourius said calmly. A heavy breeze swept between them. He waited, letting his words sink in. “That would end the curse AND stop Cellica from hunting you.”

Hall gritted his teeth and sucked in air, getting sand in his mouth. “Gee, what an option,” he spat, breathing heavily.

The towering knight shuffled over and stared down at Hall, making him twitch. His dark shadows grew wider as cobwebs dangling from his broken, gaping jaw fluttered in the wind. Up close, it seemed the undead knight’s bones were writhing with small creatures. A maggot crawled up inside his helmet, a worm slithered around his neck and mold covered parts of his torn, rotted flesh.

“Or if you prefer,” Vourius said. “I could kill you…take the trinket and walk to the bottom of the Abyss, holding it safely for all eternity.” There was a moment of pause, while Hall swallowed nervously. “Admittedly,” Vourius continued, “that is not the most desirable option for me, either.”

This was the closest Hall had ever been to the undead knight. The intense smell of mold and rot stung his eyes, making them water. A slight clicking sound could be heard echoing from within the black armor, his bones no doubt, being held together unnaturally by twisted, necromantic magic.

Hall looked away and fought back the turbulence in his stomach. He gulped air and almost gagged. “Options…options are good,” he said, clearing his throat. “They help put things in perspective.” He stepped to the side of Vourius, looking forward and trying to calm his breathing. “So…there’s a castle nearby, is there?”

“Castle Tarlington.” Vourius nodded. “I’m not quite sure how long it has been since I was last raised, but it should be just north of the temple. They were always trustworthy and should offer aid…provided I can keep my features covered."
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An hour had passed as they continued through the dense sandstorm, Hall had to keep his hands up to protect his face. He felt like every one of his senses was being assaulted. The storm made a loud whistling sound that hurt his ears, and the coarse sand had a bitter scent, strong enough that he could taste it in the back of his throat. He thought about Vourius, and what he had said. Incidentally, the sand was still preferable to the smell and sight of the knight’s rotted flesh.

I can’t do this. Hall thought. This isn’t me…I’m not strong enough to handle something like this…

“They were quite impressed with you, you know,” Vourius said, unbothered by the sand. “Even in my time, not everyone could read ancient Saacril Script.”

“Who’s they? What script?” Hall said.

“The spirits trapped in the Temple of Arrarak, of course.” Vourius said, looking back at Hall. “They watched as you deciphered the riddles to each trial.”

Shine! I couldn’t read a thing, I just guessed and got lucky. Hall thought in bewilderment.

“Is that so?” Vourius said.

“What? How did you know what I—?”

Vourius tapped his skull lightly with a gauntleted finger. “Incidentally, I am far older than one hundred years.”

“Right…of course you can hear thoughts…and talk to spirits.” Hall said. “And fly, and place your hand directly into fire, and stave off an entire army of undead.” Hall sighed. “I wish I had power like that…I’ll bet you’re immune to disease and poison and things too. I can see the allure of—”

Vourius stopped, holding his arm out in front of Hall and prevented him from taking another step. “NO!” For the first time, there was an intensity in his voice. “Magic such as this is not to be trifled with. What good are power and eternal life if you are nothing more than a slave, a conscious puppet bent to their very will! Were I to tell of the years I spent committing unthinkable acts, always aware of every one of them, yet unable to stop myself, never again would you be able to sleep!”

Hall’s eyes went wide. “I’m sorry, I—” He suddenly found himself unable to take his eyes off the knight, not out of fear, but out of deep sorrow. He realized all the years this man must have spent in forced servitude. Years spent in suffering, and bringing that suffering onto others, while having no way to stop any of it. “I didn’t know.” Hall’s voice trailed off as Vourius lowered his hand.

“It was not for you to understand. I apologize for bringing that dreadful knowledge to your mind.” Vourius shot his gaze off into the distance. “I feel a dark presence nearby. Stay vigilant!”

Hall nodded and readied a throwing knife in each hand. They picked up their pace just as the dust storm began to settle down, quieting just enough for Hall to hear the sound of bodies dragging on the ground behind them. He made his way beside Vourius. “Shine! It must be those things! They’re still following us.” Hall shuddered. “At least all they can do is crawl.”

“They will reform—they always do. Let us make haste, the Castle should be close.” Vourius picked up the air around him, moving more briskly. “Strange, I should be able to feel the will of the living…but I only feel one.”

“You mean me?” Hall said. “Or maybe it’s that goblin girl.”

“Gob-Lin?” Vourius said. “Curious, did they shorten their name in this age?”

“I don’t know, maybe.” Hall said. I wonder what she was doing here? I guess I should thank her when I see her again…if I see her again. He looked at Vourius and frowned. “I can’t believe I’m saying this after seeing so many corpses, but I’m actually kind of hungry. I’m guessing you don’t need to eat…or rest for that matter.”

“You guess correctly.”

The sandstorm cleared, revealing the ruins of an enormous castle floating over a massive crater. There was a long stone bridge running from the edge of the crater up to a collapsed entry gate. The bridge looked like it had seen better days. The whole castle did for that matter.

“Hey, I know this place,” Hall said. “My family passed by it while traveling with our caravan. It’s the Flying Castle of Symond the Cursed.”

“It seems I have been gone for some time,” Vourius said. “I do not recall it floating in the air, nor have I heard of this Symond the Cursed. Why was he called that?”

“My guess is, probably because he was cursed.” Hall shrugged and squinted up at the castle.

Vourius paused, awaiting further information. “Indeed.” Something that could only be described as a mental sigh echoed quietly in Hall’s mind, then faded.

A dozen reformed many-creatures burst suddenly from the sandstorm behind, heading straight for them.

“Let’s go!” Hall yelped and began to run. “To the bridge!”

They crossed the cracked stone bridge as quickly as they could. Vourius turned and clenched his fists. The undead knight raised his arms as the creatures neared the middle of the structure. Suddenly a section of the stone bridge collapsed, cutting off the path and sending some of the creatures over the edge into the chasm below.

The creatures howled as they plummeted, crashing into each other on their way down before shattering into a hundred separate pieces upon impact. Hall paused for a moment, looking over the ledge. “Shine, that’s quite a drop!” He gulped nervously and stepped back from the edge. A hand grabbed his shoulder, making Hall jump.

“Hurry! This way!” Vourius said, practically pulling Hall up the bridge.

At the gate, a pungent scent of sulfur lingered from the castle. Hall squeezed his nose as he looked for a way inside. The gate was in ruins and the side entrance was rusted shut. They searched along a narrow bit of land that extended along the outer perimeter and came upon a crumbled guard tower that was built into the wall.

“We can make our way inside through this section.” Vourius said. “Search for dark areas, or anywhere that would make it difficult for them to locate us.”

Hall nodded and climbed inside. They kept moving, searching until they found the darkest corner of the castle courtyard. Steeped in shadows, they settled inside what might have once been stables.

Hall sat down on a small pile of straw and let out a sigh of relief. Smelling the air, he immediately covered his mouth and nose. He groaned and leaned against a cobblestone wall, kicking his heel into the dirt. Shine, it stinks even worse here!

“I see you still struggle with the foulness of my odor.” Vourius said. “My apologies.”

“It’s not that.” Hall said. “It’s that dang—”

“Have you any provisions?” Vourius asked.

“Oh, yea—lots.” Hall frowned. “On my horse. Which is probably dead now.”

“Most likely.” Vourius said. “You won’t be able to travel far if you collapse from starvation or exhaustion. For now let us find nourishment for you. I can ignite a fire, but we will need tinder if we want it to last.”

“A fire? Here?” Hall said.

“Do you not require your food to be cooked?” Vourius said.

“I mean, not all the time… I just figured that…well, never mind.” Hall’s stomach grumbled. “I’ll see what I can find.” He jumped to his feet and adjusted his shirt. “Oh, hey I was thinking about the trinket.”

“What about it?”

“What if I use it and just stay invisible? Then Cellica can’t find it!”

“That wouldn’t work. As I mentioned, the gem doesn’t make you invisible.” Vourius scanned the courtyard as he spoke, ever alert for danger. “Touching it causes you, and anyone in contact with you, to enter the shadow world.”

“Oh.” Hall also looked around the courtyard for supplies to make a fire with. “It sure is creepy…the shadow world I mean. I’ve never seen anything alive in there.”

“It is a world much like this one would be if no living creatures ever existed.” Vourius’s armor clinked lightly as he turned to regard Hall. “You would still require sustenance, of which you would likely find none.”

“Ok then, how about this,” he said, walking around the stables, collecting twigs and straw. “You mentioned walking it to the bottom of the Abyss for safekeeping—what if I just throw it in the Abyss? If the tales are true, no living thing can enter there.”

“At preventing Cellica from finding it? Most likely. At breaking the curse it has on you? Certainly not.”

“Oh right, a curse… you did mention that.” Hall frowned and snapped the wood into kindling, then made a small pyre with it and the straw. “I’ve only used it a few times, and I’ve never noticed anything. What’s it supposed to do anyway?”

“Each use leaves a small part of your being in the shadow world. After enough uses, your physical form, along with your soul, will forever be trapped there.”

“But I’ll still have the trinket?”

“No—the trinket will remain in this world.”

“And I’ll be trapped there.” Hall stopped working on the pyre and stared off into the distance. I can’t imagine a worse fate than being trapped in that awful place.

“It would be dreadful.” Vourius said.

Hall squirmed at the thought of it. He looked at his hands, they were solid, as was his whole body. “The curse doesn’t seem to have gotten any worse. What if,” he pondered for a moment, “what if I just never use it again?”

“And what of Cellica?” Vourius asked.

Hall grimaced and rubbed the scruff on his chin as he thought. “I don’t know…the army’s problem, I guess.”

Vourius stared at him. Hall could almost feel the knight sighing.

“What?” Hall asked.

A wintry blast of air brushed by the two. Hall shivered and heard a low, moaning sound echoing from somewhere within the castle. “What was that?” Hall dropped the last of the twigs onto the pyre and scrambled upright, looking about wearily. “Don’t tell me those things made it into the castle!” His voice rose slightly and his leg twitched, as if wanting to run. “We’ve nowhere else to go! Shine, won’t I ever be safe again?”

“Calm yourself and remain focused. All will be well, you just need to eat and rest.” Vourius raised a hand over the pyre, causing two small rocks to hover over it. “Firstly, let’s get this fire going, you keep shivering.”

The rocks struck each other and created a spark, igniting the kindling and catching the sulfur in the air. Hall threw up a hand too late as a massive fireball erupted directly in front of them, throwing Vourius and Hall backward as they crashed through the stables.

The room spun inside of Hall’s head as bits of dried straw and ash fluttered down all around him. What in Naihme was that?! Hall thought, rubbing his forehead. Shine, I’ve got the worst luck sometimes!
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             Up The River...Without A Paddle

Maeralya and Azaax headed south from his tower, riding in a guarded carriage in route to Dewhelm. They passed over Xelic road, the kingdom’s main highway that spanned from Aedon Palace in the east, all the way to Nightbrook, on the Rolling Sea out west.

Some distance south of that road flowed the Venwick river, which ran parallel to the road, splitting the kingdom into northern and southern halves. The river ran almost the entirety of the kingdom, starting at the Fair Sea, near Aedon Palace and flowing nearly to the west coast. It was one of the few sources of natural water, making Xelic one of the wealthiest kingdoms in the Western Expanse.

Plans had been made to create a second highway, meant to connect the northern and southern halves, but it would have to wait until they built a bridge over the river. For the time being, the ferries of Dewhelm were the most common forms of transit between the northern and southern regions of the land, as most people weren’t willing to spend the coin needed to fly by airship.

Dewhelm was not a large town by any definition. Many times smaller than the great western city of Fallwich, which itself was many times smaller than the capital city of Aedon. It would normally be considered an insignificant town by all accounts, except for its ferries and of course, its location near natural water.

Maeralya was led by hand out of the carriage by a guard while the other soldiers lined up and bowed respectfully. Despite her protest, Reginald had ordered a carriage, along with an escort of four soldiers to take her and Azaax down to the river town’s docks. It was enough protection for Reginald to be at ease, but not so much that Maeralya could dissuade them away.

Beautiful. Maeralya thought as she stepped to the edge of the dock and took in the sight of the river. “To see it flow naturally—what majesty,” she whispered.

“And filthy.” Azaax said dryly. “The Palace fountains have finer water than this.”

“Finer is all relative,” she said, smiling and breathing in the smell of the salt water. “Conjured water will never match the glory of natural, flowing water.”

“What’s unnatural about the Palace fountains?” Azaax asked.

Maeralya scoffed. “You mean aside from the fact that Dark Mages pull that water from the air?”

“It’s still natural!” Azaax cupped his hand and moved it through the air around him, pulling water out of what seemed to be nothingness and holding a small pool of it in his outstretched hand, as if to prove a point. The soldiers gasped. While this was something mages did, it was rarely ever witnessed by anyone outside of the elite water conjuration rituals. “See, just being taken, naturally, from surrounding areas.”

Maeralya rolled her eyes at the little mage. She saw the soldiers muttering in astonishment. Her long, adept elven ears overheard one of the soldiers question what would happen if all the water was pulled out of the air. She turned back to Azaax. “You really don’t see what’s wrong with manipulating the natural world, do you? Is that why you deny that Dark Mages had anything to do with the oceans drying up?”

“You’re not dragging me into that conspiracy of yours again, Maer!” Azaax said, gesturing to the ferries. “Now hurry and pick one.”

One of these days I’m going to get you to admit what you know about that. Maeralya smirked at Azaax and turned to face the ferries. The dock had multiple ferries of differing size based on need and cost. Some of them were larger structures, with enormous platforms, rivaling the size of an airship’s deck, with small, box-shaped living quarters built into one end. Others were simply rafts, barely large enough to move a small family.

Merchants were talking to the dockmaster about hiring the larger water crafts, muttering about heading out west to Nightbrook before their wares expired. A large family had just stepped off one of the medium-sized ferries, with one of the older members arguing the toll fee. Otherwise the docks were fairly quiet, leaving several options for them.

This won’t take long, Eldermere is just up the river a short ways, the last thing we need right now is more traveling companions. She thought. I’ll have enough trouble convincing the Temple Elders to let Azaax inside, let alone these soldiers.

Maeralya pointed to the smallest ferry. It was barely a raft with enough room to carry a few passengers. She jumped on board, causing it to jostle. Standing with her legs outstretched, she placed her hands on her hips with her elbows sticking out, trying to take up as much room as possible. “This one will suffice!” she said. “Now then, we are most grateful for the assiduousness of the escort, good soldiers.” She pointed to Azaax. “Now if you will—please load the Dark Mage onto the raft and promptly return to your posts.”

One of the soldiers made an attempt to pick up Azaax, getting his hand swatted away in the process. They were low-ranking soldiers, and not accustomed to having to argue their orders. “B—but my Lady,” A particularly lanky soldier stuttered. “We were instructed by Sir Reginald to see your passage safely to Eldermere and no less.” He looked to the other soldiers for support. They casually looked away and began to whistle.

“I assure you, good soldier,” Maeralya said through clenched teeth. “That Sir Reginald’s authority does not supersede that of Shine itself. Would you not agree?”

“Certainly not—I mean yes, my lady,” the soldier said, wiping sweat from his brow. “But were anything to happen to you—”

“Then as a mage of Light, it would be Shine’s will, would it not?” Maeralya said, glaring at the soldier.

“I suppose. But my Lady, my orders—”

“Soldier!” Azaax said loudly, startling everyone. “You will report that your services were no longer required and you were ordered to return. Is that understood?” He compressed the air around him, pushing it under himself, and floated onto the ferry.

The soldiers paused for a moment, gawking at him. The little mage’s glowing yellow eyes looked at them and ignited in fire, billowing smoke.

They kicked their heels in attention and saluted. “Understood Master mage!” they replied in unison and quickly spun around, marching off with the carriage.

“Really Maer,” Azaax said, as he leaned over and set his staff down. “Sometimes you just have to drop your imbecilic formalities and get rough!”

Maeralya raised her slippered foot and pushed it into Azaax’s back, pressing him down into the wooden planks. It felt like the little mage’s body had a strange density under his robes. He was simultaneously solid, yet spongy, like a sack filled with water. She ignored it and continued to press him to the raft. “Light Mages have a divine reputation to maintain, Azaax!” she said, grinding her foot into him. “Besides, I save that kind of interaction for the likes of you!”

“Damn you elves and your gargantuan height!” He slipped out from under her foot and stood up, glaring at her while adjusting his hat and robes.

“Jealous?” she said, crossing her arms and looking down at him with a satisfied grin.

“Jealous of what?” he chortled. “That you’re the longest-lived sentient race, yet the slowest to reach maturity?”

“We mature at the same rate as humans!” she snapped.

“So the humans mature at twenty and live to eighty—elves live to what, four-hundred?” He pretended to count with his hands, mockingly, as if to help her with the math.

“Azaax,” She said, grinding her teeth.

“Weather’s awful nice this day, eh?” A jovial voice butted in. “Apologies to keep ye waitin. Dockmaster just alerted me of your presence, gave me a good shakin’, he did. Didn’t even realize no one was here.” A short, bald, elderly man that looked to have spent most of his days out in the sun approached. He was dressed in simple dark trousers, cut off halfway down the leg, a tan leather vest, and a brown bandana wrapped around his eyes. In his hands was a long, narrow oar that he used to tap at the ground in front of him as he boarded the raft. “Suppose you already know this, but my ferry only goes to Eldermere.”

“Oh, that will be fine sir, just fine.” Maeralya said, eyeing the man’s bandana. “Um, sir, are you—”

“Well then, off we go,” the man cut in with a smile and began to untie the mooring line from the bollard while whistling a pleasant tune.

Maeralya leaned down to Azaax with worry on her face. “Is he—?”

“It’s fine Maer.” Azaax said. “I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”

The ferryman plunged his oar into the water, gently stroking and setting off. “You folks can just sit back and relax, ain’t much more than a twenty-minute trip.” Despite the nearly still flow of the river and casual stroke of the oar, they began to move at a brisk, yet smooth pace. “Water feels good this morn,” he said with a wide grin. “Gonna be a smooth ride.”

“Um, yes.” Maeralya said, steadying her feet and curtsying. “And we thank thee for the swiftness of our departure, kind sir.” The ferryman gave no reply to Maeralya and continued whistling and humming quietly with a constant smile on his face.

“Sir?” she said, raising a hand to his face.

“In case you didn’t notice the blindfold,” Azaax said. “That usually means that the person is blind…usually.”

“Azaax!” She bowed before the ferryman, while giving Azaax a mean glare. “Apologies, kind sir. Regrettably, manners are lost on some!”

“And sense is lost on others.” Azaax said, pointing to the ferryman’s ear. “I’m fairly certain he can’t hear either. He said the dockmaster shook him to let him know he had clients.”

“But—that can’t be.” Maeralya said. “How could he possibly control the raft, or know where to go?”

“What do you mean?” Azaax asked. “Oh—you mean you can’t feel that?” He spoke with a deep snark in his voice. Maeralya looked down at him in annoyed confusion. “You see Maer, this kindly, gentle old fellow has what you call the twisted, Dark Magic within him. Specifically, the aspect of water.” Azaax gestured to the river current that was perfectly moving around the raft, hugging it and carrying it along.

Maeralya looked with wonder, as the raft frequently steadied itself as they streamed downriver.

“I must say, he is quite gifted in it. Why, I’ll bet he can feel everything this river touches. Even snippets of the water in the air around it.”

“I didn’t say that Dark Magic was—” Maeralya bit her lower lip. “Ok, I did—but that’s not what I meant.” She held out her hands and looked at them as they began to glow softly. “It’s not the magic that’s twisted, but how one uses it.”

“Truer words.” Azaax said. “I take back my comment about you lacking maturity.”

Maeralya dropped her hands and smiled at Azaax. A leaf floated by her and landed in the water. She watched it float down the river away from them. “It really is beautiful.” She knelt down near the edge of the ferry and ran her fingers in the cool stream. “This is the only beauty needed to represent the blessing of Shine.”

She frowned and fiddled with a small piece of thin gold jewelry that was formed to fit over the top part of her long, pointed ears. Delicate gold chains connected the piece to the hooped earrings on the lower half of her ears. “This stuff,” she frowned, removing the jewelry and rubbing the tops of her ears. “It’s all so ostentatious. Just a superfluous representation to show the divine beauty of Shine’s mages.” She ran her finger over the jewelry. “I always felt we had to wear this kind of stuff more for the Temple’s reputation and less as an example of Shine.” It was one of the only things she disagreed with at the Temple.

“Hm.” Azaax replied. He always seemed to be half listening.

The wind picked up slightly and Maeralya ran her fingers through her hair. “It does feel good, doesn’t it?” she said, getting no response from Azaax. “Ok, maybe it’s just my elven blood, but either way, I sure do enjoy being out in nature.” A gust of wind blew over the raft, flipping Maeralya’s robe up and exposing her legs. Her cheeks turned dark purple as she quickly pushed the robes down.

“And how do you like nature now?” Azaax said, half laughing.

“Do not—” Maeralya glared and straightened her robes, still flushed. “Do not look at me in that way!”

“Look at you in what way?” Azaax said. “Oh. Your legs. Skin, right,” Azaax casually looked her up and down, then shrugged. “While I’m sure you’re quite alluring to the other races, I feel no interest in that fashion.”

“Nothing?” Maeralya asked. “Not even to—whatever your species is?”

“My species…no,” he said. “The only thing that I’m attracted to are magical objects of power.”

“Oh really?” Maeralya raised her eyebrows and grinned.

“Err, that’s not to say that I’m turned on by—I mean that I enjoy what those objects do for me! No, what they do to me! I mean—”

“Oh Azaax, stop!” Maeralya tossed her head back and laughed aloud, while he seemed to catch his breath. “Well if you don’t care about exposed skin, then I think I will get some cool air on my legs.”

She stuck her long legs out of the splits at the sides of her dress and pulled off her slippers, then dunked her feet in the cool, flowing water. “I truly enjoy these few moments of peace. Moments I can pretend that no one is sick, or suffering, or dying. I can pretend that, even if briefly, the blessing of Shine has healed the world.” She looked ahead and sighed. They were already halfway to their destination, but she wished the trip could last all day. 

“Indeed. Speaking of suffering,” Azaax leaned on his staff and looked at the land south of the river. “Does the Temple send many Light Mages down there?”

“To Exabia? Some.” She looked at the jungle. “I know of a few mages who traveled there to try to cure the sick. One said they were searching for a lost Temple. Every one of them returned stating that no inhabitants could be found.”

“Hm.” Azaax said, shaking his head slightly. “I believe the inhabitants living there were forced to flee to the southern regions.”

“It still doesn’t explain why no one, or even hints of civilization for that matter, could be found anywhere down there.”

“That’s most likely because the Exabians built their homes high in the trees.” Azaax said.

“How do you know that?” Maeralya looked back at Azaax, who was standing just behind her.

He merely shrugged.

She sighed, turning her eyes to the lush green Exabian jungles. “To think that such a place could be known for its breathtaking, natural beauty, and such terrible diseases at the same time.”

“So—I will ask again,” Azaax said, taking a big step away from Maeralya, whose ear twitched as he spoke. “If Shine truly has the power to heal the world, why not heal it? Why give mere snippets of its power to so few and have them heal on its behalf?”

“This again?” Maeralya grabbed one of her slippers and raised it threateningly. “I will not have this argument with you again, little mage!”

“All I want is one good answer,” he said, holding up his hands defensively.

“Why are you always trying to get me to question my faith?” she snapped.

“Because you’re one of the good ones, Maer.” Azaax said. She lowered her hand and looked at him in askance. “You’re one of the Light Mages I actually respect. You follow the principle of the beliefs and the honest intentions behind it. It’s fine if you believe in something, I just think you need to be a little more aware.”

“Aware of what, exactly?” She glared at him.

“That a lot of beliefs have come and gone in the last several thousand years, all claiming to be the true one,” he said with an unusual empathy in his tone. “I just don’t want you to lose your faith if you find out that it’s not everything you thought it was.”

“I won’t!” Maeralya snapped. “We’re very nearly at the temple, where you can learn of the glory of Shine for yourself!”

“And what exactly do you expect I will learn?” Azaax asked.

“You will see that the Temple teaches not to question the power of Shine when it blesses a mortal child with Light Magic,” Maeralya recited. “But rather to show gratitude for the power it has bestowed upon us, and to use such power to help those in need and cure the ill.”

Azaax rolled his eyes at the tired old mantra. “And yet no one questions where this power—pardon me, blessing—comes from?”

“I have a gift to heal! And a duty to protect!” Maeralya exclaimed, slamming her slipper down in front of him. “How could I dare to question it, or be ungrateful for the power it grants me?”

“All right, all right! I’m sorry I brought it up.” Azaax groaned. “I just want you to know that I’ve been around for a long time.” She gave him a hard, questioning stare. “And I’ve seen a lot of beliefs come and go…all professing to be the true one.”

“Shine is the true belief!” she snapped, raising her clasped slipper in the air and waving it around. “Our records date back over ten thousand years. To a time even before the Ancient Realm, to the birth of the very written word! The power of Light Mages is proof of its glory, there can be no question about it! It is the birth of magic!”

“Maer, look out!” Azaax yelled, pointing to the front of the raft.

Maeralya turned and flinched when she saw a log rushing towards them. Azaax whipped his hands forward towards the water, but before could he react, the old ferryman whipped his hand in the air, as if calmly swatting a fly. The water around the log mimicked the man’s hand movement and thrust it out of the way.

“That,” Maeralya set a hand on her chest, catching her breath, “was close.”

“And how does the Temple of Shine explain Dark Magic?” Azaax grumbled under his breath.

“Sorry ‘bout that old wood,” the ferryman said. “Temple’s coming up ahead, folks! Everyone take caution, hear?” The man’s voice suddenly had a shake to it. “I feel the tides turning in my bones. Day’s gonna be a rough one. Yup, rough day ahead.”

Maeralya sighed with relief and quickly pulled her feet out of the water, patting them dry on her robes and putting her slippers back on. She realigned her jewelry and stood, straightening her robes, making sure she looked presentable as they approached the dock.

“Welp, here we are,” the old ferryman said. “Hope you folks had a pleasant ride.”
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              Queenly Summons

Queen Urika relaxed on a couch, surrounded by candles in her sitting room as she awaited Sir Reginald’s arrival. It was the perfect place to unwind after the affairs of court. Located in the upper regions of the palace, the chamber always received a steady breeze that rolled in from wide open-windows and circulated around the domed ceiling, bringing in a wonderful scent from the trees. A bard stood in the corner and played romantic music on his lute.

She reached out and a servant handed her a glass of wine. She ran her finger along the rim of the glass as thoughts of Reginald teased her mind. Every time she envisioned him, he was always wearing his damn armor. She wasn’t sure if she had ever even seen him without it on.

That man is always so insufferably proper! She took a sip of her wine. Although…he did ask to see me tonight. Maybe I can finally convince him to have a drink with me this evening…and maybe he will finally be able to unwind and relax in casual clothing. She downed the rest of her glass in one gulp. And while I’m dreaming I would also like a cure to all diseases and unlimited food for my people.

Urika stretched out on her sofa wearing one of her evening gowns while her servants fed her peeled grapes and occasionally sprayed the lavender scented perfume around her. It was the purple gown, thin and soft, and transparent around the legs and belly.

To think I wear colors and scents that I know he finds enchanting…why, I bet that fool man doesn’t even notice. She looked down at her body. She was long past common marrying age, but still had an ample bust, and a strong, healthy body—despite a small belly. She eyed her stomach. I wonder where I got that from?

She motioned to her servants for another glass of wine.

No matter.

With the duties that came with being a queen, she hardly ever found the time to court. Not that she was without plenty of opportunities, or suitors, offering themselves to her over the years. She sighed. Oh, if only there was even one other man in this world with Reginald’s looks, trust, and honor…then maybe I wouldn’t have had to be alone for over twenty years. Damn my standards! Why, I should just settle for—

The doors to her chamber swung open and Reginald stepped inside, holding his helmet under one arm. She leaned towards him with an elated smile, followed by a quick frown. Oh Shine, are you kidding me, the sun has practically set—doesn’t he ever take off that damn armor? She rolled over on her couch, eyeing him. It wasn’t long before another smile formed on her lips.

Reginald dropped to his knee, crossed his hand over his breastplate and gave a deep, solemn bow. “My Queen, I thank thee for allowing me a moment to speak despite the hour.”

“You may rise, good knight,” she said, attempting to show ample cleavage. “And please…be at ease.” The bard turned away from the Queen, face flushed and continued to play his lute. Urika opened her mouth to receive another grape. She looked at Reginald, catching his eye, as she placed her lips atop it, giving it a light kiss, before winking at him and popping it in her mouth. He tensed and cleared his throat. “Care for anything, my dear?” she purred.

“I—thank thee for thy offer, your Majesty,” Reginald said, keeping his gaze firmly on her eyes. “But I come bearing a request of most urgency.”

“Oh my!” The Queen leaned forward, placing a hand on her dangling bosom as her eyes lit up in anticipation. “And what is the nature of this…urgency?” she said, breathlessly.

His eyes grew somber. “Forgive me, I cannot allow what we desire,” he spoke barely above a whisper.

Urika raised her hand to her ear and leaned forward. “I’m sorry, Sir Reginald, if you could speak up please. I barely heard a word of that.”

He looked at her with an intensity in his eyes. “I said forgive me, my Queen—I bear distressful news of the rise of an immense threat to our lands,” he spoke briskly. “I would request extra guards stationed at every city, village and town in the kingdom, your Majesty. Wouldst thou permit me further, I would also request the dispatch of every available scout to the outlying regions.”

Urika’s smile immediately left her face. “And that’s why you asked to see me this evening?” She rolled onto her back and let out a long sigh, then pointed to her mouth, annoyed, signaling the servants to feed her more grapes and bring her more wine. “My dear, sweet Reginald.” She now spoke casually, less alluring and with a mouth half full. “I am well aware of these threats! Cultists, a dragon, something about a reborn lich.” She leaned up, taking a sip of wine. “These are indeed concerns—but as I recall—you have already spread our armies quite thin, dispatching groups of soldiers to every corner of the kingdom.”

“My Queen is certainly well informed.” Reginald said, maintaining an air of stoic discipline.

Urika rolled over and looked sternly at Reginald, searching for sarcasm in his voice, but as usual, found none. She dipped a finger in her wine and swirled it around. “You are aware of the current reports, dear Reginald, are you not?”

“I have read the reports of which my Queen speaks, however my concerns lie not with the current circumstances, but with reliable rumors regarding a new threat.”

“I see.” The Queen sat upright, adjusting her dress, set her glass down, and motioned her servants away. She walked up to Reginald, kicking her bare leg out from the slit in her gown and eyed him up and down. There was mild perspiration on his dark, sun-tanned forehead.

“It would appear you have been sweating Sir Reginald. I can see it on your face. Or perhaps, that is nervousness I see,” she continued before he had a chance to reply. “No, don’t answer. I do not believe anything could sway your nerves, my dear.” She smiled and rolled her shoulders, walking around him while he stood at attention. His expression remained unchanged.

Shine! What does a woman have to do to get a reaction out of this man—lay herself on his bed? Well I won’t do that! And if that is what he wants, then he is crazy—for as I said, I won’t! She stopped at his back, considering him. Not until he asks me to marry! She stood on her tiptoes, then leaned in and blew softly on the back of his neck. He gave no response. She sighed and placed a hand on the shield slung over his back. “Oh very well Reginald, once again my intentions have gone utterly unnoticed. Tell me, Sir Guardian, what is this ‘reliable rumor.’”

He spun to face her. There was a strange hurt in his eyes.

Had I offended him so? she thought.

“My Queen, word from the Royal Researcher, Azaax the Dark bears ghastly omens of an army of newly risen abominations.”

“Azaax said that? Then this is indeed grave news,” she said, frowning and placing a hand to her chest. “However—until this threat finds its way to our kingdom’s borders, or until we have witness reports of such occurrences, I believe our guards and scouts are being utilized effectively for the active threats.” His face remained stoic, but she could feel his dismay. She walked to the opening and gazed out over the land. “Reginald.”

“My…Queen?”

For a second she thought he was about to call her his love. No, stop it. She shook the thoughts out of her head. Just leave it alone. She cleared her throat and spoke in her regal voice. “Join me, please.”

“Yes, your majesty.” He stiffly approached and stood next to her, at perfect attention.

“This kingdom thrives under my guidance and your protection, does it not?”

“It does.”

“And though the people don’t realize it, our lives are spent in constant servitude.”

“Truly.”

“To the grave,” she said confidently.

“To the grave,” he said stoically.

She faced him. “Look at me.” Placing a hand on his breastplate, she looked into his eyes, there was a softness in them. “Would it truly be so terrible, that those in our position would have some semblance of romantic companionship?” She took her finger and moved it in a circular motion on his chest. “Is there, perhaps, something else you wanted to ask me this evening, my sweet knight?”

“My Queen,” he whispered in a pained voice and swallowed hard. “Our obligations to the Kingdom must come before our own desires.” Reginald stepped back and bowed deeply. “Please excuse me, your majesty. I thank thee for thy time.” His voice returned to its formal, stoic, tone. “With thy blessing, I shall return to mine duties post haste.” The barest hint of discontent could be heard in his voice.

“Very well,” she breathed. “You are dismissed.” His lips quivered, as he mouthed the words ‘I’m sorry.’ She closed her eyes and turned away from him.

Reginald spun and marched to the door, stopping just before exiting and bowing once more to the servants and bard. He paused for a moment, giving a longer, deeper bow to the Queen, before tearing his gaze away from her and leaving.
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Sir Godfrey was waiting patiently for Sir Reginald outside the Queen’s chamber. The moment the doors opened, Reginald bolted down the hallway with a visible tightness on his face.

Finally, what was that man doing in there?! Godfrey thought.

“Sir Reginald? Commander!” Godfrey hollered, running after him while saluting.

Slowing his pace a bit, Reginald returned the salute to the knight as the two walked shoulder to shoulder. “Good day to you, Sir Godfrey. How dost thou Commander First Class fair this evening?”

“I fare quite well, thank you.” Godfrey knew to always speak quickly when addressing the constantly busy Knight Commander. “I was concerned with how the meeting went with the Queen. Do we have permission to dispatch the troops?”

“Nay, Sir Godfrey, nay.” Ever the professional, Reginald showed only the mildest hint of dissatisfaction in his tone. “I fear my words were not chosen well and thus have fallen on deaf ears. It seems I will need to look into these matters without the aid of the army.”

“I see.” Godfrey waited to speak, carefully considering his next words. “Commander, if I may be so bold—as the Prince Consort, you would be in a position to lead without question.” Godfrey was taken aback when Reginald stopped in his tracks and looked down at him with his full attention. There was an uncomfortable intensity in the larger, older knight’s face. “Uh, what I mean is—well surely you have noticed that the Queen fancies you quite a bit.” Reginald raised an eyebrow. “Sir, would it be so improper to—”

Reginald placed a heavy hand on the smaller knight’s shoulder, startling him. “My friend, I would be frank with thee. My heart sings for her, my loins pain for her embrace.” Godfrey’s face flushed. He didn’t expect Reginald to be this frank. “Truly it would be an honor, but an honor of which I am unworthy. I am bound to serve the Queen and the Kingdom, until my dying breath. Nothing, I believe, would be more dishonorable than offering the Queen a life as a widow.” Reginald saluted, turned, and continued on his way.

Godfrey stood in silence for a moment, still a bit flustered at Reginald’s words. “Wait!” He quickly turned and hollered, “What will you do, Commander?”

“There is a threat to the kingdom—the border must be scouted and scout I shall!” Reginald shouted, picking up his pace. “I give thee authority to oversee the forces while I am absent! Shine bless you, good Sir Godfrey.”

Godfrey’s face paled. “Sh-Shine bless you—Sir Reginald.” His voice trailed off as Reginald turned the corner at the end of the hallway. Not again! How will I explain to the Queen that her beloved Reginald has run off once more?
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            The Temple Of Shine

Maeralya hurried up the wide steps to the temple with Azaax shuffling close behind. The temple walls were made of gold bricks, engraved with detailed symbols. It was surrounded by breathtaking gardens, full of exotic foliage, and trees gathered from neighboring kingdoms. Taller than any other building in Eldermere, it was built with multiple layers, as if smaller temples had been stacked upon one another, each having their own balcony with bronze banisters and a set of slanted rooftops, used to collect precious rainwater.

Folks from all walks of life had traveled across Naihme to kneel and pray at the steps of the Temple for Shine to bless their families and homes. Servants shuffled all around them, carrying supplies ranging from food and scrolls, to small crates full of who knows what.

It feels good to visit the Temple again. I have been away for too long, far too long. She glanced and saw two pairs of soldiers in full uniform kneeling at the base of the steps. I never thought I would see the day when soldiers spent their break period visiting to pray. Maeralya thought, smiling.

A pair of Light Mages stood before the closed Temple entrance. One, a scowling young human man, the other an older lizardfolk woman. Both had their arms crossed as they eyed the approaching mages.

“Lady Jiesk, Shine’s blessing upon you—and to you as well young mage.” Maeralya bowed. “Please let the Elder know that Maeralya Caharice, Representative to the Queen of Aedon Palace has come requesting use of the temple’s library.”

Neither of the mages replied. They stood, unmoving, and clenched their jaws while glaring at Azaax. Maeralya cleared her throat and bumped her hip into Azaax’ shoulder.

Azaax slightly tilted his head, giving the faintest impression of a bow. “There, satisfied?”

“Not quite,” the lizard woman said with a hiss. “Only a mage of Shine may enter the sssacred temple. And unfortunately, only a limited few for the time being! To permit anyone else, even under normal circumstances, is rare.”

“And to permit one who practices Dark Magic would be unthinkable!” the young man added with a crack in his voice.

The lizard woman looked down at him, hissing. “Well sssaid, but entirely unnecessary Bi. This one shall not be entering our sacred temple. Please hold your tongue whilst ascended mages ssspeak.” The young man flushed and bowed. “I remember you, Lady Maeralya. I would expect one of sssuch high regard to follow our traditions.” She eyed Maeralya head to toe with a sneer. “You may have been away for too long, as things have changed in the past decade. I’m afraid I cannot allow you entry at this time.”

Maeralya gaped. “Other than the doors being closed, everything looks the same to me—and frankly we don’t have time for this.” She stepped towards the lizard woman. “Please step aside, Lady Jiesk.”

“Perhaps you have been away too long. Guards!”

A pair of beastmen in ring-mail armor rose from the steps and rushed to the entrance, spears in hand. They stepped in front of the arched doorway and crossed their spears. “We are at the ready, Lady Jiesk,” they grumbled in their deep, gravelly voices.

Maeralya gasped, taking a step back. So those guards weren’t just here to pray, they were actually stationed here?

A scowl crossed the woman’s face. “As I said, I cannot permit entry for either of you.”

“Well, this trip was a tremendous waste of time.” Azaax said plainly.

Maeralya waved a hand over Azaax’ face, trying to shush him. “We stand at the temple entrance to greet visitors, not to shun them away!” Maeralya snapped. “And now we have guards?! What has happened here?”

“A lot, my dear. Quite a lot!” Jiesk’s eyes squinted tightly. “There have been some attempts to steal our sacred scrolls and tomes. The Elders have placed a restriction on entering the temples for all but the most blessed. And you—you approach us with this heathen?” Jiesk scoffed. “Really Maeralya, a practitioner of the Dark, who manipulates the world’s natural state? How could you even speak to one such as this?!” Jiesk looked down to eye the small mage, but he was no longer there. “Wait, where did he go?” Jiesk whipped her head around furiously, searching for Azaax.

One of the guards stepped forward. “He walked back the way he came while you were arguing, Lady Jiesk!”

“Mages of Shine do not argue!” she said, clicking her tongue. “I was merely informing my sister-mage of the situation at the temple!” She scowled at the guards. “Well? Go search the perimeter for that mage!” Her face contorted at the word, “I don’t want him wandering about.” The guards hurried off and scattered into random directions. “And keep your distance lest he decide to cook you inside your own skin!”

She returned her stare to Maeralya. Her face softened, slightly. “Do not think I am pleased with these changes to our policy. I agree that the temple should be open to all, and never a place for guards.” She sighed. “However, things as they are, we are not permitted to allow access unless specifically requested by the Elder, who has also been away for some time.” The young man opened his mouth, but Lady Jiesk quickly clamped a clawed hand on his shoulder and shot him a hard stare, quieting him.

How could so much have changed? Maeralya thought. I never once saw the doors closed in sixty years! I can’t stop now, I must find a way inside! She cleared her throat and regained her composure. “Very well. I hear and obey. Please forgive my insolence, Lady Jiesk.”

“Indeed.” The lizard woman raised an eyebrow, curiously. “Shine bless you on your return trip, Lady Maeralya. We will send word to Aedon Palace as soon as reentry to the temple is permitted—should you still desire access to the library.”

Maeralya exchanged bows with the mages and turned to walk back down the stairs. Her shoulders slumped, but she still tried to maintain her posture. Something is very wrong here. I have to get inside. If I can just get down to the library, I know I can find some answers.

“Ok, the guards are distracted.” A deep, raspy voice suddenly echoed in her mind. “Hurry to the south end of the temple and make sure no one sees you!”

Almost stumbling over the next step, Maeralya stopped and looked around. “Azaax? Where are you?” she said in a hushed whisper.

“This little heathen found a way in from behind,” he sent telepathically. “No one’s back here. I guess Light Mages aren’t accustomed to guarding their temple.”

Maeralya slowly knelt down, pretending to adjust her slipper and peeked over her shoulder at Jiesk and Bi, who were in a heated discussion. Off in the distance she saw the guards walking about, searching apathetically. She quickly walked to the edge of the stairs and snuck through the foliage and made her way around the temple. At the rear, Azaax was standing just inside of a crude opening in the temple wall. The gold-painted stone bricks were neatly stacked nearby.

“Where did this come from?” Maeralya asked. “There’s never been a back entrance!”

“Well there is now!” Azaax said, speaking once more in his normal voice. “Hurry inside so I can reseal the opening.”

“I don’t know, this doesn’t feel right!” Maeralya said with a tinge of panic in her voice.

“We’re short on options at the moment Maer.” Azaax said. “It’s this, or we head back to Aedon.”

Armored footsteps crunched through the foliage nearby, Maeralya groaned as she lifted up her robes and quickly jumped inside as Azaax moved his hands, causing the stones to float back in place, perfectly resealing the opening just before the guards arrived.

“Entering the temple without permission may be blasphemy, but defacing the temple definitely is, Azaax!” Maeralya kept her voice barely above a whisper. “See, this is why they don’t allow Dark Mages inside!”

“Yeah, that’s why.” Azaax said, looking around. “Huh…I don’t know why, but I expected the temple to be more garish on the inside. As you said, a symbol of Shine and all that.”

The inside of the temple was mostly plain, open space, with simple rugs and tapestries, lining multiple sets of stairs that led to the upper balconies of each floor. The temple was nearly empty, except for a few mages who passed by each other on the upper levels, seemingly unaware of anyone else. The walls were made of ancient cobblestone, clean, but far different than the lavish gold-decorated stones outside the building. Against the wall, next to them was a narrow, unassuming staircase that led down.

“The outside is made to show the glory of Shine,” Maeralya said. “The inside is left unchanged from when it was first constructed, thousands of years ago. It was only ever meant to be a place purely for worship and study. Aside from mages, few others have ever stepped foot inside.”

“Hm—I suppose that makes sense.” Azaax placed his hands on the stone wall, observing it closely. “Strange, the stone—and the air for that matter—seem unnaturally dry in here.”

“I noticed that too.” Maeralya clicked her tongue and looked around suspiciously, then headed down the narrow set of stairs. “This way—the library is in the basement.”

“Of course it is.” Azaax grumbled, following close behind.

The basement was without any light, as usual. “It looks like the mage in charge of summoning light orbs for the wall sconces has neglected their duties…again.” Maeralya shivered and heard faint dripping sounds. “It’s much cooler here than I remember.” She raised her hand and cast a small glowing orb of light that floated above her head.

“I admit, that’s one spell I wish I could cast.” Azaax eyed the floating orb. “Balls of fire can be…limiting when used as a source of light.”

“They are a rather advanced spell. Few are able to harness their own willpower with enough skill to create one.” With her next step, her slipper became submerged in water. “Oh!” she yelped and pulled her foot back.

She pushed the light orb away, causing it to float ahead some distance. The entire basement floor was flooded. “This cannot be. Where did all this water come from?”

“Damn, Maer!” Azaax knelt down and scooped some water into his gloved hand, inspecting it closely. “I had heard that Temples of Shine were wealthy, but to have an entire floor filled with water!”

“We don’t!” Maeralya stammered, looking on in disbelief. “I mean, we store rainwater in a cistern, but we only keep enough to care for the mages. The rest is given freely to those with the most need.”

“Hm.” Azaax ran his hand along the brim of his hat, thinking. “That unnatural dryness we felt—water must have been pulled from all around and placed down here. But why? And who would waste a fortune of usable water?”

“Not to mention the grave crime of stealing water from the air.” Maeralya added. “What do we do now?”

“I have an idea, but I’ll have to remain here,” Azaax’ hands began to glow blue. He pressed his palms together, then gently pulled them apart, causing the water ahead of the stairs to split and create a pathway. “Focused water separation requires a fair amount of concentration—so hurry and find whatever you can about necromancy.”

Maeralya eyed Azaax suspiciously. All this would have been so easy for a Dark Mage. Jiesk said there were ‘attempts’ to steal a tome. If a Dark Mage wanted to steal a tome they would have.

She carefully stepped off the stairs, onto the dry cobblestone floor, keeping an eye on the water. “Thank Shine, the water is only knee deep! None of it seeped into the shelves or script compartments.”

“Another mystery.” Azaax cupped his hands, concentrating the water separation to a small perimeter around her. “Why would someone bother to flood the basement, but make sure not to damage the tomes and scripts? What’s the point?”

“The only reason would be to keep people out. By why?” Maeralya summoned another light orb and placed it overhead, lighting her way as she walked through the library. “This place is vast, and it’s very dark in here. Can you see me and hold the water as I search?”

“Well, if I can’t, I’ll just let the water collapse around you,” he said.

“Azaax, be serious!”

“Calm down, I can feel your aura. Just keep going!”

He better not get me soaked! Maeralya huffed and lifted her robes. Not that getting wet would be the worst thing—I suppose getting caught would be. She shook her fist in annoyance. I shouldn’t be thinking about that right now, I need to concentrate!

Index symbols were carved above each stone alcove, identifying the different tomes and scrolls within. Organization aside, most of the alcove’s contents were stacked haphazardly atop each other, with vines growing over them.

Does no one tend to this place anymore? Maeralya thought. It looks like not a single thing has been touched in years! She searched tomes related to undead and necromantic magic, but found little except infrequent mentions. I could have sworn I came upon a book regarding forbidden magic when I trained here.

One of the newer tomes caught her eye. Maybe someone has been here recently. It looks like they are finally adding to this old library. She tried to pull the book out, but it stopped after an inch and became stuck. A clinking sound came from somewhere behind the walls, as if a chain were on a pulley. It abruptly stopped after less than a minute and the book slid back in place.

What in Shine was that?

“What’s taking so long?” Azaax asked, telepathically. “Did you get lost?”

“Of course not! I’ve spent much time down here.” Her voice echoed through the chamber.

“Keep your voice down!” Azaax said.

Maeralya grumbled and continued examining the room. She noticed another newer tome on a shelf in a different section. She attempted to pull that one free and heard the same sound. While the chains were still clinking she hurried back to pull the first tome. Her feet kicked the water ahead of her as she ran. “Azaax, keep up with the water control!”

“You think this is easy?!” he said, shaking his head.

The combined chains produced a louder sound. Multiple pulleys began moving at once. She whipped her head around, searching for another tome that looked new or out of place. On a nearby shelf, what looked to be a large reference book stuck out slightly further than the rest. She pulled on it, causing a third chain to sound. The chains made a loud clunk and stopped. She heard stones in the distance scrape loudly on the ground, followed by a rushing of water.

Then silence.

She stepped carefully towards it. Far in the back of the library, a large tapestry hung on the wall and began to ripple with water flowing underneath. Maeralya flipped the tapestry over and found a secret passageway.

Shine! This has to be recent! I’m sure I would have noticed this when I studied here!

At the end of the corridor, she found a pedestal bearing an ancient tome. It was titled Incantation Fusion.

Incantation fusion?! She thought. Combining magic spells? We are taught and required to combine Light Magic. Whyever would this be hidden away?

She skimmed through the text, finding various passages about combining aspects of Light Magic to create more powerful spells, as well as Dark Magic that can be combined. Flipping further into the book she came upon a section titled “The Calamity of Cellica Zul.”

Who? She turned to the chapter. Her eyes went wide with shock as she read over the passage. What?! It can’t be…this mage performed experiments on the sentient races by combining Light Magic with Dark Magic? Her hands shook as she read. And killing tens of thousands in the process!

The water around Maeralya suddenly closed in on her, soaking her up to the knee. She spun around to find all the sconces in the main chamber were now lit.

“Lady Maeralya Caharice!” A voice reverberated through the library. “Your accomplice has been silenced. Please do not force us to come and retrieve you. Kindly make your way out of the library immediately!”

Maeralya grabbed the tome and rushed out of the passageway. Water splashed all around her as she made her way back to the stairs. She was shocked to find Jiesk and Bi, along with two other Light Mages standing at the stairs. The mages glared at the book in Maeralya’s hands.

“Azaax, are you all right?” Maeralya asked.

“Sure,” he said dryly. “Aside from being magically castrated. Maybe don’t yell the next time you’re trying to be discreet.”

“So!” Jiesk sneered, holding and shaking Azaax by the collar. “Now it is you and your disgusting little Dark Mage stealing from us!”

“We have done no such thing!” Maeralya cried. “We have come searching for knowledge and answers! Since when does the temple hide knowledge?”

“Since we discovered those who would misuse it!” Jiesk gestured to the other mages, who began advancing on Maeralya. “It seems your age does not befit your wisdom, girl. Time spent in the stockades without the use of your magic will teach you obedience!” She released her grasp on Azaax and wiped her hand on her robes, as if he was encrusted in a foul grime. “As for your friend here, the world will not bemoan one less Dark Mage.”

“I’ll silence this one too, Lady Jiesk!” Bi shouted enthusiastically with his arms raised, hands already glowing.

No, no, no! Maeralya’s mind raced furiously. I have to do something, anything! We can’t stop now, we can’t— She looked down at the massive book in her hands. That’s it!

Maeralya threw the hefty tome at the young mage, slamming it into his face with a loud thud. He tumbled backwards, hitting his head on the steps and falling unconscious.

“Silence her, now!” Jiesk cried.

The mages raised their hands to cast spells, but Maeralya was quicker and pulled small particles from the flesh of everyone nearby, creating a protective shield barrier around her that deflected their spells. Leaping onto the stairs at their feet, she grabbed them by the ankles, casting a spell that squeezed their minds. They could no longer tell up from down as their vision became blurred and their minds were hit with a wave of dizziness. Maeralya ran past them as they stumbled over each other.

“Damn you, girl!” Jiesk said, flustered and trying desperately to concentrate a spell at Maeralya. “Take this—” Before she could finish, Maeralya was already in front of her, hand raised and glowing.

“Go ahead then!” Jiesk hissed. “Silence me!”

“I will not! And how dare you use it so frivolously—that spell is meant only as a last resort!” Maeralya snapped. “What is this? What is going on here?!”

Jiesk’s face remained a stony silence.

“Maer, we don’t have time for this!” Azaax eyed the two mages, who had begun to regain their composure. “We have to get out of here!”

“Grab the tome!” Maeralya shouted. “Run!”

Azaax fumbled, trying to hold onto his staff while he quickly grabbed the tome off the floor and sprinted up the stairs. The other mages stood up, glaring at Maeralya. “Come no further!” Maeralya’s hand was still focused on Jiesk as she gradually walked backwards up the stairs. “This is not the temple it once was. I…I don’t know what this place is.”

“Foolish girl, you know nothing of what is happening.” Jiesk crossed her arms, glaring at Maeralya. “Go on then, go and learn what you will. The Elders will be informed of your actions and there will be consequences. This I promise you!”


   9

            Figures In The Dark

Hall was still lying in the wrecked stable stall, rubbing his throbbing head. His eyes blurred with pain and his ears were ringing. “Shine! What happened?” He tried to catch his breath and gagged on the sulfuric odor. He covered his mouth as his vision cleared. The first thing in his sight was Vourius, looming over him.

“Augh!” Hall jerked his head back and smacked it against the ground. He cried out, clutching the back of his head with watery eyes.

“Oh, that stench!” He moved his hands back and forth between his mouth and head.

“Forgive me if I startled you.” Vourius held a hand out to help Hall to his feet. “Are you quite all right then?”

“Vour?” The ringing died down and his eyes focused. “I…yes, I’m all right—I think. Shine, that hurt!”

“It seems the air here is thick with sulfur.” Vourius said. “You should have warned me.”

“Sorry…I thought you already knew.” Hall said. “But then, I guess you don’t really have a nose, huh?” Hall frowned. “I didn’t mean to scream at you. I’m sorry for that too.”

“I have long since grown accustomed to being screamed at.” Vourius said. “So, your head is all right then?”

“I’ll live.” Hall pulled out a bandana from his pocket and tied it around his face. “Ugh!” He flinched. “I use this for bathing—but I guess it still smells better than sulfur.”

He looked at Vourius and realized the sight of the grotesque skeleton knight didn’t frighten him as much anymore. He’s not as scary or threatening when he’s just standing there. Come to think of it, I’m not sure he’s even killed anything living.

“Oh I have. Many.” Vourius said as he scanned over the courtyard. “But I am glad you are more comfortable with my appearance.”

Hall’s jaw dropped. “Oh Shine! I forgot you can hear thoughts!”

“Not all thoughts, only those from whom I share a telepathic link.” Vourius said. “Now then, if you are up for it, I believe we must find you something to eat and a proper place to rest before we continue our hunt for Cellica.”

“You mean continue to the Abyss?” Hall said.

Vourius stared at Hall for a moment. “Yes.”

Hall didn’t like the pause in Vourius’s reply and wanted to say something. How do I think of something to say, without him hearing me think it? That line of thought made his head hurt. He rubbed his scalp and stopped when he heard a moaning echo from the distance. Hall whipped his head around, searching for the sound. It seemed to be growing quieter, moving away.

“Hey, did you hear that?” Hall said.

“I did. Shall I investigate?”

“No, you keep an eye out for those creatures. They might try to sneak in.” Hall could feel Vourius’s stare at the ‘keep an eye out’ comment. Shine, it wouldn’t kill the guy to feign amusement. Hall chuckled. Kill the guy, that’s funny too.

Hall stepped out of the stable and scanned over the area. “I’ll search for food.” Hall said. “There might still be sacks of grain, or something non-perishable in the kitchen. Stay alert for whatever was making that sound!”

“Be careful.” Vourius said. “Though it won’t kill me to keep an eye out, it may kill you if you do not.”

Hall cringed and buried his face in his hands. I have GOT to remember that he can hear my thoughts!

“Incidentally, I do find you amusing.”

He poked his face out from behind his hands, and grimaced at Vourius. “Thanks…I guess.”

“Know that if I could smile, I would.” Vourius turned to Hall. “Incidentally, might I ask how it is you plan to find the kitchen in a castle so large?”

“Actually, I’ve been to lots of castles since I was a boy, mostly selling rugs with my family.” Hall pointed to a well in the distance. “Kitchens were always near wells and next to great halls. I only see one well around here.”

Hall headed over to the well, it had long since dried up. He saw a path of tiny splinters of wood, most likely from well-used carts that led off to a small building nearby. Servants no doubt had carted items between the well and the kitchen during a time when this castle was still active. He walked to the building and stopped at the cracked door. “What luck, the door is already open!”

“I would advise caution around unlocked doors.”

“I’m always cautious.” Hall whispered. He heard the moaning from within, but now it sounded more like a whimper. He peeked inside the room and the whimpering went silent. It was dark inside, with small snippets of light that shined through cracks in the shutters. The room smelled of moldy, or perhaps fine cheese, as well as flour.[bk3] He crouched and stepped carefully.

I know I heard something. And no one’s gonna stop Hall from getting something in his belly, mark my words!

A small, shadowy figure rushed behind Hall, past the open door. He whipped his head around and readied a throwing knife.

They think they can get the jump on me, do they? No one gets the jump of Hall the luck—

The small figure jumped on Hall, wrapping a rope around his neck and strangling him. Dropping his knife, he fell to his knees and clutched his throat. Whatever was on his back wasn’t strong enough to break his neck, but was still more than capable of causing him to lose consciousness. Hall gasped and lunged backwards at the wall, hoping to crush whatever was on his back. The figure leapt off just before Hall crashed into shelves, full of pots and pans.

“I sense a commotion about you.” Vourius said, still back at the stables. “Is everything all right? Do you need assistance?”

Hall fell to the ground and curled up in a fetal position, clutching his head, now ringing with pain once more. He heard Vourius, but wasn’t thinking of him at the moment. “Not again! Okay, you can have the grain!” Hall groaned. “I don’t even like grain, at least not enough to cause blunt trauma to my skull!”

“Hall?!” A high-pitched voice said.

Hall opened his eyes to see Cuuxa. Her cheeks were slightly damp, and she was standing atop the counter, cracking open the window shutters.

“You’re lucky it was so dark in here—otherwise I would have just fired an arrow at you,” she said, patting the short bow at her back.

The room was illuminated with just enough light to see a large prep table in the middle. There were countertops spanning the wall with the shutters, and a large cookpot located at the far end. The wall opposite of the door had pots, ladles and kitchen accessories dangling from the wall and ceiling, with sacks of grains and flour sitting on the floor beneath them.

“Hey, it’s you!” He sat up, rubbing his head. “Kuka, right?”

“Cuuxa!” she shouted. “Cuuxa of the Jix-Lin Clan!” She jumped off the counter and helped Hall to his feet. “Sorry about that. I thought you were one of those creatures, or even worse… a human.” She blushed and quickly added, “Err, a bad human. Not that all humans are bad, just most of them…uh, how’s your head?”

“I’ve had worse,” he said. “Like, literally ten minutes ago, but I’ll live.” She gave a small smile and began to wipe her cheeks. “Cuuxa, what are you doing here? Why are your cheeks wet? And what was that whimpering sound?”

“Why do you think, fool?!” She slapped the back of his head, sending a mild shock of pain through him.

“Ow! What was that for?” he said, rubbing the back of his head.

“Boy, you’re kinda clueless, aren’t you?” Cuuxa looked past Hall out the door and bit her thumbnail. “I saw you talking to that skeleton knight out there. Is he…with you?”

“You mean Vourius?” Hall opened the shutters a little more and began searching for food. “Yeah, he’s with me. He’s helping me get rid of my earring.” Hall flicked the trinket, causing his hand to flicker for a second.

“You need help getting rid of an earring?” Cuuxa gave him a sideways look. 

“It’s a long story.” Hall said. “Well, actually it’s not. An evil mage named Cellica wants this earring, so we’re traveling to the Tainted Abyss to toss it in.”

“I strongly urge you to not share your intentions with complete strangers.” Vourius said.

“She’s not a stranger, she’s with the Guild.” Hall said, looking off at nothing. “And she helped me back there when we fled the creatures.”

Cuuxa stared at Hall. “Are…are you all right?”

“Yeah, why?” Hall said. “Can you not hear Vourius?”

“No, she can’t.”

“No, I can’t.” Cuuxa said, jumping up to close the shutters. “And we want the window and door closed, at least mostly. It keeps out a lot of the sulfur in the air. There’s a cookpot in here, hopefully we can make a fire.”

“Oh, that’s a relief.” Hall said, pocketing his bandana.

Vourius silently approached the kitchen doorway. He looked in at Cuuxa with his eyeless gaze and peered into her mind, creating a link with her. “Ah, I see, she is one of the Gobby-Lins.”

“Gobby-Lins?” Hall said.

“What?!” Cuuxa jumped at the voice and spun to face the towering undead knight who stood in the doorway. “Y-you know us?” Her shoulders tensed and she began to shake.

“Indeed I do. Many of your kind were of immense help when I still wore flesh.” Vourius turned to Hall. “Heed her advice, they are wise. Do not be fooled by the illusion of greed and ignorance that they present to the other races.” Cuuxa snorted at that comment. “Now eat and rest, we must continue, shortly. Cellica will no doubt find us if we stay for too long.” He closed the door and stood guard just outside.

Cuuxa let out a long breath and relaxed her shoulders. “You certainly keep some strange company, Hall the Strange.” She gave him a sharp stare.

“It’s Hall the Lucky.”

“I prefer Hall the fool.” Vourius added.

“It’s Hall the Lucky!”

Cuuxa cupped both hands over her mouth and giggled. She dropped to her butt on the counter, next to the window and stretched out her legs. “Ah, it feels good to laugh again,” she said with a relieved sigh, wiping her cheeks.

“Fine, call me whatever you want.” Hall said. “But let’s get some food going. Have you found anything?”

“I just barely started looking.” She reached over the side of the counter and began rifling through the drawers. “Hey, maybe you are lucky! There’s a tinderbox in here!” She smirked. “Or maybe it’s Gobby-Lin luck!”

Hall walked to the far wall and began rifling through sacks of grain. “Cuuxa?” he asked. “Why do you, and Vourius, and even the guys at the Guild say ‘Gobby-Lin’? Aren’t you a goblin?”

“Well, we call our race Gobby-Lin’s. Gobby is our race, Lin means clan.” Cuuxa frowned and looked at the floor. “The other races, especially humans, say goblin as a kind of slur.”

“What?!” Hall jerked his head up, banging into the swinging pots above him and clutched his head. “OW! What? No! It’s not…is it?!”

“I was unaware of this.” Vourius said. “In my day, they were always referred to as Gobby-Lin’s.”

“That’s what happens when you fall to the bottom rung of societal hierarchy.” Cuuxa sighed and dangled her feet over the side of the counter. “Even so…it still kind of stings to hear.”

“I…I didn’t know.” Hall frowned. “I’m sorry, I won’t ever say that again, I promise!”

“It’s hard to believe a grown man didn’t know that,” Cuuxa smiled. “But I actually do believe you.”

“In my time, Satyr’s had the worst reputation.” Vourius said. “Being horned creatures with goat legs, many foolishly believed them to be the spawn of demons.”

“I’ve never heard of a Satyr before.” Hall said.

“As I recall, they were enveloped by the warring factions.” Vourius said. “They were, unfortunately, enslaved.”

“So why aren’t they still around?” Hall asked.

“They refused to work.”

“Oh.” Hall scratched his head, confused. “That still doesn’t explain why they aren’t around.”

“Slaves that refuse to work are killed.”

Hall’s jaw dropped. “That…that’s terrible.”

“And that’s precisely why Gobby-Lin’s stick together!” Cuuxa said, crossing her arms and nodding. “If we didn’t stand as one, we would also be enslaved, or perish!”

“I don’t know about that.” Hall said. “I’ve always heard other merchants say Gobli—” He paused and cleared his throat. “Uh, I mean Gobby-Lin merchants were the most nefarious and under-handed! That nothing in all of Naihme would perish your people.”

“Of course merchants would say that about us!” Cuuxa said. “No one beats us in trade! That’s largely due to our tenacious business sense!” She nodded proudly. “We might ruin someone, even each other, financially, but we never let our own go hungry or without a place to sleep.”

“I’m not so sure about that. I’ve seen plenty of Gobby-Lin beggars in the cities.”

“Is that so?” Cuuxa hopped down from her perch on the counter. Cupping her hands, she stuck out her bottom lip, lowered her large ears and looked up at Hall. Her wide eyes appeared to water as she spoke in a quivering voice, “P-please sir, may I have some coin, just one or two bits…p-please?” She dropped her hands and grinned. “Did they look like that?”

Hall’s jaw dropped. “Shine, I was about to empty my whole coin purse for you!”

“Oh, I’ll take it!” She bit her thumbnail, giggling and bouncing on her toes.

Hall grinned and went back to searching through the sacks of grain. He found one half full of rice and ran his hand through the bag, searching for bugs or dirt. He put a few grains into his mouth and tasted it.

“Well?” Cuuxa asked, eagerly.

“Seems fine.” He grabbed a bowl from a shelf and scooped some rice into it.

“Then toss it in!” Cuuxa stood on tip-toes and lifted the lid off the cookpot to look inside. “Hey, there’s water in here!” Cuuxa said, excitedly. “This cookpot has water inside, I don’t believe it!”

“Impossible! Who would leave water just sitting around?” Hall eagerly reached inside and cupped a small amount in his hand. He brought the water to his face, smelling it and took a cautious sip. “It’s clean! Really clean! There must have been a mage in this castle before it became whatever it is now.” He dropped the water back into the pot.

“Is water such a rare commodity these days?” Vourius asked.

“Uh, yeah!” Cuuxa said. “Why, was it not back in your time?”

“Not…as such.” Vourius said.

“Well it is now!” She dropped to the floor and knelt down at the base of the crockpot. “Toss in the rice, Hall. I’ll get a fire going!”

Hall poured the rice into the pot and quickly retreated to the back of the kitchen, covering his face from the oncoming blast. “Ok, go ahead and light it!”

“Oh please!” Cuuxa rolled her eyes. “Like I wouldn’t know if something was safe to light!” She grinned and looked back at him. “Or would I?” She struck the tinderbox and after a small puff of fire, ignited the coals under the cookpot. “See? Nothing to worry about! You can trust us little Gobby-Lin’s.” She blew into the fire, creating decent heat throughout the cookpot.

Hall sighed with relief. “And you can trust humans… well… you can trust this human.”

“We’ll see about that!” Cuuxa teased, sticking her tongue out.

“At least your people stick together and help each other out.” Hall said. “I bet my family hasn’t even noticed that I left.”

Cuuxa shrugged. “Well, my people have to stick together since we’re not as strong as the beastmen, or as smart as the lizardfolk, or as magical as the elves, or as ruthless as the hum—” She cupped her hands over her mouth with a squeak. Hall appeared to not notice as he grabbed another bowl off the shelf. “Uh, that is to say, as tenacious as the humans.”

“No, you had it right the first time.” Hall said, stirring the rice. “We also don’t have a great reputation…although ours is well deserved.”

“Indeed.” Vourius added with a slight turn to his head.

“It would be nice to have that kind of camaraderie… or to have a real family.” Hall said. “My family is huge and we travel a lot. It’s easy to be left behind or forgotten.” Hall frowned as bad memories flooded back to him. “Once, when I was a boy, they took off with the caravan and left me in a city when I wasn’t back in time. I caught up to them, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t notice, or even care that I was missing.”

Hall felt a tugging at his shirt. He saw Cuuxa looking up at him with her ears drooped and a frown on her face.

“Um…yes?” he asked.

“Poor Hall!” she wailed, wrapping herself around his leg. “Your life is so terrible, let me comfort you! Poor, poor Hall the fool!”

“Okay, okay! I get it!” Hall shook his leg and stomped on the floor. “You’re not the sympathetic type! Now, let me go!”

“Would you like a hug?” Vourius added.

“Oh Shine, don’t you start!”

She jumped off his leg and doubled over, giggling, then wiped the tears from her eyes. “I like you—you’re a fun one, Hall the Lucky.”

Hall grunted. “I’m glad you find me amusing.”

“I do.” She stood next to the cookpot and tried to peer inside. “So, is the rice done?” she asked with a squeak, rocking on her heels.

Hall lifted a ladle of rice and poked it with a finger, then dropped it back into the pot. “A couple more minutes, maybe less.”

“All the excitement of almost dying left me exhausted!” Cuuxa jumped onto the nearby prep table, stretched her back and then flopped over, resting her cheek on her hand and yawning. “How about you?”

Hall stirred the kettle, staring into it. The sight of the rice made his mouth begin to water and his eyes started to glaze over.

“Hellooo? Hall, the strange fool, are you there?”

Hall jerked his head up, slurping his saliva and wiping his mouth. “Huh? Oh, I guess it would be nice to catch a few winks. Maybe I can forget about this stupid trinket and Cellica for a bit.”

“What’s her problem anyway?” Cuuxa asked. “Is she obsessed with green earrings or something?”

“She wants it because it’s a magical trinket.” Hall pointed to the gem. “It phases the bearer out of this world. I guess she wants it badly enough to kill for it.”

“Ah-ha! So that’s how you got into the temple!”

“How I—?” Hall looked back at her, she shot him a toothy grin. “How did you know about that?”

“Because I was watching!” Before Hall could respond, Cuuxa shouted, “Hey! Smell that?” She sniffed the air. “It’s done!” She held out her hands, grabbing at the air with her fingers. “Gimmie gimmie gimmie!”

Hall dished up the rice in a couple of bowls and handed one to Cuuxa.

“So, you think she would really kill to get her hands on that trinket?” Cuuxa devoured her rice.

Hall thought about it for a moment while staring blankly into his food. She really would kill for this trinket, wouldn’t she? Hall thought.

“Hellooooo?” She waved her hand in his face. “Are you so hungry you forgot how to eat?”

“Oh!” Hall said. “No, I was just thinking.” He took a bite and looked at the door. “Vourius, can you tell me anything about Cellica?”

“She is a bitter, twisted mage.” he said. “One who experimented endlessly on the sentient races, finding herself with far more failures than successes—one of which walks amongst you.” Hall tensed. “Your trinket has a power as well as a twin with its own unique power. When the two are combined it unlocks something even greater, something unrivaled in all of Naihme. Let us hope Cellica does not already have the other one.”

Hall’s stomach became a knot. “I see.” He gulped his half-chewed rice and tried to force down another mouthful, then paused, and lowered his bowl. “I…I think I will lay down for a minute.” Suddenly feeling light-headed, he stumbled past Cuuxa, handing her his bowl. “You can have the rest…I’m full.”

She happily took the bowl, then gasped when she looked inside. “How can you be full, fool? You barely had two bites!” She waved the bowl at Hall. “You get back here and eat some more!”

Hall ignored her and sat down in a corner of the kitchen, leaning against the walls and resting his head on a sack of flour. This is too much. This whole stupid thing. Stupid trinket, stupid stomach…

Hall slumped over, gripping his aching stomach with his eyes half closed as he watched Cuuxa finishing her meal. She gobbled it down, stopping once to glance at Hall and offer him the bowl again. He shook his head wearily and she frowned at him. His eyelids felt heavier with each passing second. He let himself drift off into darkness.
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               Nightmares To Dreams

Dark clouds hovered over a long peninsula that stretched out into an endless body of black water. Part of the peninsula was made up of the bones of a colossal dragon that the land had long since grown over. Wrecked ships were scattered among the jagged rocks near the shores, and remnants of a deserted village with torches that were somehow still lit.

Wearing nothing aside from his earring, Hall found himself standing before a well-used path that ran as far as he could see. An icy wind sent chills all down his body as it began to walk, independent of his mind. He tensed, futilely fighting his body’s movement. His mind raced and he started to panic as he realized that he was only capable of turning his head. He looked around as best as he could, desperately searching his surroundings for anything or anyone that could aid him while continuing to struggle against his body’s movements.

The chilling wind penetrated his right side. Hall looked down at his ribs, seeing two thumb-sized openings that looked like knotholes in rotted wood. What—where did those come from? Filled with a mix of nausea and horror, he continued moving past the encampment and through a carved opening in the dragon bones to the other side. What is happening?! Dread filled his thoughts as the path ended at a tall, jagged rock formation which was shaped into something resembling a twisted tower.

I have to stop! His eyelids blinked and his body twitched, but it still continued inside, to a chamber that was nearly devoid of all light. He strained his eyes, looking furiously, barely seeing what appeared to be spiders and other horrible tiny creatures scurrying about the chamber’s floor, walls, and ceiling. His body carried him into a cluster of webs, where he could feel spiders cascade all over him.

No—NO! His mind cried.

Hall spasmed, desperately trying to fight his constraints and move his arms as the spiders crawled down his back. His arms twitched as he clenched his teeth, trying as hard as he could to move them. One arm suddenly broke free. He rapidly moved it to his back, missing the spiders as they raced to the holes in his sides. He flashed his hand to his side, barely missing the spiders as they quickly burrowed into the holes and squirmed about. Hall squeezed his eyes shut and opened his mouth to scream, only to have more spiders rush inside.
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Hall awakened gagging and thrashing at his sides, finding only smooth skin and no spiders. He looked around to find himself lying in a giant decorative bed with a canopy and silk sheets inside of an equally lavish room. The warmth of the rising sun shined on his face and obscured his vision. As he raised his hand to block the sunlight, a woman appeared at the edge of the bed. Startled, Hall shifted and realized that he was still naked, save for his earring. His cheeks flushed bright red and he grabbed the sheets to cover himself.

The fair-skinned, beautiful human woman wore a light, white translucent dress that revealed the youthful sleekness of her body. Her dress flowed alongside her golden hair in the warm breeze. She leaned forward towards Hall, with a captivating smile and big, enticing blue eyes. “Oh my, I do apologize for not freeing you from that awful creature’s grasp sooner!” she said in a soft, breathy voice. “I do hope you have not been harmed.”

“Who—who are you?” he said shakily, bringing his knees, along with the covers, up to his chin. “W-what creature? Where am I?” He noticed the revealing nature of her dress, then realized that she caught him looking. He quickly pulled the sheet up over his head in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to look!”

She giggled. “You have no reason to be shy, my handsome darling.” She gently grabbed the sheet and pulled it down invitingly. “I am The Overmother.” She leaned into him. “I teleported you from that awful Vourius’s nightmare realm. You are brave, but you must also be wise.” She placed a hand on his shoulder, the other on the back of his head and softly began running her fingers over his scalp. “Do not be misled by that horrific creature. He is trying to trick you. He will steal your trinket as soon as you let your guard down.”

“He…he wants my trinket?” Hall stumbled over his words, shaking his head, and began to feel dazed. “I…I remember Vourius telling me to rest, then suddenly, I felt very sleepy…he said something else, about…someone.”

She cupped his face in her hands and brought her lips close to his. “You must allow me to help you,” she whispered. “Where are you, my darling?”

Hall felt a quiet serenity overtake him as he leaned into her. His eyes glazed over as he suddenly wanted nothing more than to please her. “I’m inside the…inside the…"
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Inside the kitchen, Cuuxa sat on the table and swung her feet over the side. “Hall sure passed out!” she said with a full mouth. “I’m sure I will too in a moment. You need to rest too, Vourius!”

“I do not.” Vourius replied. “But I appreciate the concern.”

“So, are you like, invulnerable or something?” Cuuxa wiped her mouth.

“Hardly,” he said. “While we undead are not susceptible to the frailty of mortals, our existence is completely reliant on Dark Magic to function. It is our greatest asset, and weakness.”

“I’ve heard the first spell that mages are taught is how to stop other mages from casting spells,” she said, scooping the last of the food into her mouth. “I imagine that would be dreadful to someone who lives off of magic, right Vourius?” Cuuxa cocked at the door, hearing no reply. “Vour?”

She heard what sounded like a suit of armor hitting the ground just outside. The door to the kitchen crashed open, breaking against the wall upon impact. Cuuxa reflexively flipped backwards off the table and crouched behind it. She peered out from behind the leg of the table and saw Vourius lying lifelessly just outside the door.

Oh no, Vour! Cuuxa glanced back at Hall, who was sleeping soundly in the corner. That crash was screaming loud, how is he still asleep?!

A scarred figure with gray, spiky skin, barely resembling the shape of a man, entered the room. Clawed feet scraped the ground with each step and long, spiky tentacles dangled from a tusked jaw that dripped with froth. Beady, sunken eyes searched the room knowingly as flared nostrils sniffed the air. “Flesh!” A barely intelligible guttural sound exited his mouth.

What in Naihme is that thing? Cuuxa thought as her knees began to shake.

Cuuxa watched as the thing creeped into the room and spotted Hall. Its mouth twisted in a cruel smile as he reached out. Cuuxa leaped from behind the table and drew her short bow. “Oh no you don’t!” She shot an arrow, hitting the creature right between the eyes.

The creature’s head swung back and froze.

It slowly brought its head straight up and turned to face her. She readied another arrow just as the creature’s eyes became colorless, dark voids. It opened its mouth unnaturally wide, letting out a high-pitched wail.

Cuuxa screamed, dropping the bow and squeezing her ears tightly. The creature howled and lunged at her.
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             A Chance Encounter

Maeralya stopped to catch her breath behind a waist-high wall surrounding a small garden, some distance from the temple. She never thought she would find herself running through the streets of Eldermere—certainly not with Orbital Guardians chasing her.

I thought he was right behind me! She moved again, ducking behind a building and climbed onto a pile of crates, searching the surrounding area. Where did that little mage run off to?

She jumped down and darted between alleyways, trying her best to stay out of sight, eventually finding herself at the city’s towering, outer walls. A red, thick, fleshy slime, smelling of bile, had grown on the stone.

Where did this stuff come from? What has happened in this city? She covered her mouth and nearly retched when the mysterious substance appeared to pulsate like a beating heart. I don’t have time to investigate this—I have to keep moving.

Maeralya ran along the outer walls to the city gates. It was a relief to find the guards weren’t at their post. Probably off drinking and playing cards again. She sighed, looking around and hoping Azaax had also made his way out of the city.

“Azaax!” she whispered as she slipped past the gate and ran a little way along the outside of the wall. There was a stagecoach nearby, and a couple of kids playing with sticks, but no guards and no lawmen. “If your telepathy spell is still active, come to the western gates.” She clicked her tongue and kicked the dirt. “Drat, I forgot they silenced him, he won’t hear me.”

“First, I was silenced, meaning no speaking, which doesn’t stop telepathy.” Azaax said. “Second, ever since being silenced during the incident with the dragon in Dewhelm last year—and that thief—I always keep a supply of Reverberation herbs stashed in my robes for a quick cure.”              

“Oh, thank Shine you’re all right!” Maeralya smiled, then bit her lower lip and frowned. “Oh yes, I remember Dewhelm. And that…man! To think I once looked fondly at him.”

“Looked fondly?” he said amused. “Seemed to me like you wanted to do more than ‘look fondly’ at him.”

Her cheeks colored. “I…never mind that. Do you still have the book?”

“I have it.” Azaax kept a low profile as he stepped through the gate and approached her while motioning his hand towards the square protrusion in his robes. “Now a book is something you would ‘look fondly’ on. I think for him, the word you were searching for is ‘ravage’.”

Maeralya scoffed. “I had no intentions to harm him…mostly!”

“That’s not exactly what I meant by ‘ravage’.”

“All right, enough already!” Maeralya tightened her jaw and pointed to the stagecoach. “We need to get out of here. I’m not sure how far word has spread about us,” Maeralya whispered. “But I’m sure the Temple is asking for our arrest. We must be discreet, so let me do the talking.”

“Um…You sure that’s wise?” Azaax asked. She ignored him and headed to the stagecoach. He followed close behind.

“Good day, coachman.” Maeralya said in a stilted voice. “My mage friend and I have only just arrived in Eldermere. As such, we have not yet had a chance to visit the Temple, and therefore would have no knowledge of any goings on that might have recently arisen there.”

Azaax stared at Maeralya. “Wow, now that’s discreet.”

“Uh…all right then,” the aged coachman replied, puffing on his pipe.

“Yes, um, please allow us to hire your unit for transit.” The coachman looked at her cockeyed. She cleared her throat and shifted her feet. “Uh, what I mean is, might we inquire as to the employment usage of your services so that—”

“Hop on Maer, I’ll take it from here.” Azaax patted her hip as he hopped onto the stagecoach. “Good day, we wish to depart immediately.”

“Yes sir, Master mage. And a fine day to ye both as well.” The driver put down his pipe and stepped over his seat onto the coach, and offered a hand to help Maeralya up, still eyeing her with a befuddled expression. “Where do ye be off to?”

“We wish to travel out west,” she said, taking his hand and hopping aboard the coach. “Has there been any news from the temple?”

Azaax elbowed her and shot her a hard stare.

“Only news I hear tell is that we might see rain today,” he said, sitting back on the driver’s bench, taking a puff and blowing a ring of smoke. “If the guards’ words are anything to go on.”

“Well we must avoid that.” Maeralya said. “To the nearest ferry, we wish to travel up the Venwick River.”

The coachman raised his riding crop, then paused, eyeing them. “My lady, the nearest ferryman south o’ the river would be right back inside Eldermere—near our beloved Temple of Shine, it is.”

An Orbital Guardian flew past the gate, the Azaax-sized yellow ball paused for a moment, scanning the area. Hoping to avoid catching the Orb’s gaze, Maeralya turned away, running her fingers through her hair and hiding half of her face. “Oh, you are indeed correct, sir.” She forced a giggle, and spoke briskly, without pause. “However, we elves rather enjoy a ride through the countryside. Plus, a ride along the border gives such a beautiful view of the Exabian jungles. Far more enjoyable than simply ferrying through the city, I’m sure.” She laughed nervously, then bumped Azaax with her hip and motioned her head toward the Orb.

“Yes, the countryside—wonderful views.” Azaax said, eyeing the Orb and pulling the brim of his large hat down to cover himself.

“Eh, if you say so my Lady,” the coachman said. “But there’s no ferry out west…at least not on the south side of the river. Suppose you could try hollering across at Dewhelm, might get their attention. Got an airship dock in Fallwich, but that’s some ways away, it is.

“Fine, take us to Fallwich.” Azaax said curtly, still watching the Orbital Guardian as it drew closer.

“Road goes out past the castle of Symond the Cursed, it does,” the coachman said with a shake in his voice. “Don’t much care for getting too close to that old place. Folks are right to avoid it!”

The Orb floated beyond the city gate and began patrolling the area nearby. The Orb’s low, humming sound became louder, the closer it came.

“Driver!” Azaax snapped. “You have been asked to take us west, do not make us wait and do not question us.”

“Oh, of course—apologies Master Mage.” The driver sank into his shoulders, nodding apprehensively and immediately whipped the horses. “West it is.”

As they steadily moved away from the gates, the Orb’s hum grew less and less, eventually falling out of sight as they rounded a hill. Azaax tilted his hat and looked up at Maeralya. “Elves enjoy a ride through the countryside, do they?” he whispered sarcastically.

Maeralya sniffed. “Sometimes it is more effective to play an innocent twit than a belligerent one,” she whispered back. “Now, let me see the tome.”

“What about being discreet?” Azaax eyed the coachman.

“It’s fine.” Maeralya shrugged. “I doubt that he can hear us over the stagecoach and horses.” Azaax appeared unconvinced. “Nor would he even know what we were talking about,” she said.

“Fine, take it. But you’re holding onto it from now on!” Azaax sighed with relief and passed her the giant tome. “I prefer to travel light.” He patted his staff.

“I want to finish the passage that I was reading inside the temple.” Maeralya grabbed the book with one hand and held it up to her face. The book looked normal-sized, if not slightly small compared to the towering elf. “It tells of a necromancer from the ancient world named Cellica Zul.”

“Now where do I know that name from?” Azaax mumbled to himself.

Her face became grim as her eyes ran over the passages.

“Well?” Azaax said, looking up at her. “What does it say?”

“It appears that she…she was experimenting at the alchemist’s workshop in Castle Tarlington by creating elixirs infused with the powers of both Light and Dark Magic.” Her voice quivered slightly as she read. “And using it on newborns of varying races…but never achieved the desired outcome.” She dropped the book on her lap. “What in Naihme was she thinking?”

“Ooh—I vaguely recall this event. It was quite some time ago.” Azaax leaned over, looking at the tome curiously. “The original War of Expansion I believe it was,” he said, pointing to a passage. “And I think you misread this, it was not ‘varying races,’ it was multiple races.”

“What’s the difference?” she said. “Wait, you couldn’t have remembered the first War of Expansion. Wasn’t it over three-thousand years ago?” Azaax just looked at her in silence. “Three thousand years?!” she exclaimed. “You can’t be…I mean, how? Even elves imbued with magic of the Light don’t live that long! How could you have possibly lived for so long?”

“Positive thinking—now, back to the passage,” he said looking at the book once more. “Varying means different races, multi-race means two races—”

“No!” Maeralya shoved her finger in Azaax’ face. “You are not ignoring this question! If you are in fact over three thousand years old then why do we even need this book? Can’t you just tell me about this Cellica Zul and her experiments?”

“Long life doesn’t equal long memory, Maer.” Azaax said bluntly. “You’re what, a hundred years old? How well do you remember things from ninety years ago, or fifty, or even twenty?”

“I’m ninety-nine! And I…” She paused and realized how little she could remember from a few years ago, let alone ninety. “Ok, fair enough. I was just surprised is all.” Reading silently, Maeralya vigorously flipped through the pages. “Blast! It talks about experiments bringing about new life, but then the next few pages were torn out! We need more information!”

“It mentions Castle Tarlington,” Azaax pointed to the tome. “We might find more information there.” He fingered the brim of his hat. “Tarlington…now why does that name sound familiar?” He raised his voice to the driver. “Coachman, what castle did you say was up ahead?"
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Hall jerked awake to the ear-piercing scream of Symond the Cursed. His body convulsed, kicking a stool, sending it flying at Cuuxa. The dexterous little Gobby caught it out of the air and spun around, throwing it at Symond with all her strength. The stool collided into the creature, sending him falling backwards against the counters and crashing onto the ground.

“Wha…what’s going on?” Hall said, stumbling to his feet. “Shine, is that Symond the Cursed?!”

“I don’t know—I guess!” Cuuxa stammered. “Is that really important now?!”

“I—no, no it isn’t.” Hall shook his head, trying to orient himself. “Cuuxa, what happened to Vourius? Where is he?!”

“He…” Cuuxa was crouched in the corner of the kitchen and desperately tried to ready her bow. “He’s dead!” She pointed a shaky finger to the body.

“Oh Shine,” Hall cried, “That…that can’t be!”

Symond leaped back to his feet and thrashed about the room with his massive, clawed hands and feet, breaking tables and shelves all around as he snarled and screeched an ear-piercing howl at Cuuxa.

The little Gobby-Lin screamed in pain and dropped her bow. She trembled, hunching over and clutching her giant, sensitive ears.

“Get away from her!” Hall shouted, raising his fist. Symond’s rage-filled eyes turned their attention to him.

“Uh…” Hall gulped. “D-don’t come any closer. I mean it!” Hall backed up, holding a hand out. He found himself cornered and fumbling his other hand on the wall behind him, searching for anything that could be used as a weapon.

“Just run, fool!” Cuuxa yelled.

Hall’s hand grabbed a blunt, wooden object with a long handle and thrust it out in front of him. “Back off!” he shouted, then paled when he realized it was nothing more than a thick-handled ladle. Symond raised his hands and growled at Hall.

“Cuuxa!” Hall shouted, grasping the ladle with both hands as if it were a sword. “Get out of here, now!”

Cuuxa looked up, eyes watering as she watched Symond advance on Hall. “What? What are you doing?!” she cried.

Everything around Hall seemed to slow down for a moment as he saw Symond jump at him, claws and fangs bared, with spiked tentacles flailing about. Hall closed his eyes tight and wrapped his arms around his head, bracing himself.

“Haaall!” Cuuxa yelled.

The creature’s wailing screech cut off abruptly.

Hall opened his eyes and gasped as he saw a thick, ironclad arm wrapped around Symond’s throat, pulling him back. Vourius kicked Symond’s legs out, forcing them both to the ground, while keeping his arm tight around Symond’s neck.

“Vourius!” Hall and Cuuxa shouted. “You’re all right!”

“Forgive my carelessness.” Vourius said, grappling with Symond. “Fortunately, his spell was temporary.”

Clawing at the arm around his throat, Symond tried to free himself, kicking and pushing against Vourius. Gasping for breath, Symond grew weaker, his legs began to move less and his body slowed to a twitch before falling unconscious.

“Breath,” Vourius said, releasing his grip and pushing Symond aside. “A frailty of mortals.” He rose back to his feet. “Is everyone unharmed?”

“I think so.” Cuuxa released her grasp on her ears, and sniffled while letting out a sigh of relief. “Oh Shine, we wouldn’t have made it without you, Vour!” Hall lowered his head and frowned. “Oh, and you too, Hall!”

“Sure.” Hall’s hand went limp as he dropped the ladle to the floor and slumped his back against the wall behind him.

“No, really!” Cuuxa ran up to Hall’s leg and gave him a tight squeeze. “If it weren’t for you, that thing would have killed us before Vour got to him!”

“I guess so.” Hall patted her on the head. She smiled up at him and rubbed her cheek on his thigh, making him smile as well. Hall looked down at the unconscious Symond. “What a sight! What do you think he was cursed with?”

“This is no curse.” Vourius said. “This is alchemical transmogrification.”

“You mean he turned himself into this thing?” Cuuxa walked over and picked up her bow.

“Or someone did it to him.” Hall added.

“Quiet!” The knight raised a hand to silence them, then turned his head to the door. “I feel something—they’re here!” Vourius cried just as a skeletonized creature with the head and body of a monkey and the legs of a goat burst in through the open window, screaming and clawing at the air. A dozen more many-creatures pierced through cracks in the walls with clawed, boney arms and reached in at them from all sides.

“Grab on!” Vourius said, pointing to the chandelier. “Quickly!”

Hall jumped to the chandelier. Cuuxa followed, jumping and clinging onto his leg. Vourius raised his arms and began to summon magic. His body lifted up, floating a foot above the ground and he moved his arms, forcing the cobblestone floor, as well as the section of earth beneath the floating castle, to crack and split.

The many-creatures broke sections of the stone wall and crawled inside the room just as the floor gave way. The gaping hole swallowed them, along with the unconscious Symond, and they fell into the crater below. The creature in the window shrieked and leaped at Hall. Vourius snatched it out of the air and tossed it into the ever-widening chasm. It howled as it plummeted below.

Hall swung towards the open window, kicking his leg and forcing Cuuxa to be flung off. She landed on the windowsill and pulled herself up and out of the kitchen. Hall whipped his legs back, and swung again, this time intending to hurl himself at the window. The chandelier came loose from the cracking ceiling and fell just as Hall let go, flying out the window. Vourius floated out, just behind Hall.

The three stood just outside the window as the cracks from the kitchen slowly began to spread and tremor rumbled throughout the entire castle.

“We have to get out of here before this whole place breaks apart!” Cuuxa yelled while hopping away from the kitchen, avoiding the widening cracks and crumbling cobblestone. “Vour, can you float a stone platform off of this place?”

“I’m afraid I cannot.” Vourius released the air around him and landed hard on the ground.

“We have to get out of here!” Hall bounced around the cracking ground with Cuuxa as they looked for a safe place to run.

Vourius stumbled across the cracking stone and shuffled behind them, trying to move as quickly as possible. “I was feeling quite drained before encountering Symond, but now…I fear this husk of mine can barely move.”

The castle grounds rumbled loudly and began to shake violently, sending Vourius to his knees.

“Vour!” Cuuxa went to Vourius and positioned herself under his arm. Though only a fraction of his size, the little Gobby was devoting all of her strength to helping him up. “What do we do now?” she pleaded to Hall.

“It’ll be all right, we just have to keep moving!” Hall spotted a guard tower at the outer wall. It wasn’t too far away, and he figured it had to have some resources that could help them. “I’m going to check something out. Cuuxa, watch over Vourius!”

“What?!” Cuuxa shouted over the sound of crashing stone. “Where are you going?”

The ground continued to splinter as the cracks widened while Hall bounded to the tower. A section of the tower wall was missing, allowing him to easily step inside. It was mostly cleared out, with nothing more than a few empty crates, a stool, and a large artillery device pointed at the balistraria opening. A pebble fell from the upper walls, hitting Hall on the head. He looked up to find the tower’s walls were beginning to crumble around him. They looked as though they could collapse any minute.

His mind raced furiously to find a solution while guilt started to take over his thoughts. I got them into this cursed place, I have to find a way to get them out! I may not have been able to save them from Symond, but by the blessing of Shine I can do this! He looked through the balistraria opening at a huge tree that was down on the ground at the edge of the crater. He examined the room again and his eyes locked in on the artillery. That’s it!

“In here!” Hall shouted over the crumbling stone. “I see rope and a huge crossbow!”

“That’s a ballista Hall!” Cuuxa yelled. She was doing her best to help Vourius along while the two of them made their way to the guard tower.

“Well whatever it is, we can fire it and use the rope as a bridge!”

“Stop talking and do it already, fool!” Vourius said as Cuuxa pulled him by the arm.

He’s right, I am a fool—I should have stayed alone and not dragged anyone else into this mess with me! Hall’s hands shook as he nervously tied one end of the rope to the giant bolt and the other end to the base of the ballista. This has to work, I have to get them to safety! Sweat dripped from Hall’s forehead as he fumbled with the ballista’s mechanisms. Those things are after me, the others don’t need to be involved!

Hall searched all around the large contraption, but couldn’t figure out how to fire it. He turned and saw Cuuxa and Vourius had reached him and were stepping inside the tower. The ground was trembling behind them—time was running out. “Does anyone know how these things work?” Hall had to shout to be heard over the deafening roar of the crumbling castle.

“Shine! Didn’t your family ever trade in armaments, Hall?” Cuuxa yelled, pushing him out of the way. She knelt down behind the ballista and began to turn the winch wheel, tightening the arm.

“Are you kidding? We sold carpets and rugs!” he shouted, grabbing the stool and holding it overhead to block the falling debris.

“That should be tight enough!” Vourius said. He had his shield raised, covering the tiny Gobby from the falling rocks and rubble.

“Now what?” Hall said desperately as the castle began to rumble and split.

“Now this!” Cuuxa kicked the winch lever, releasing the ballista.

The giant bolt careened through the air, piercing the tree across the gorge with a loud crack. Cuuxa squeaked as Hall grabbed her and tossed her out onto the rope. The tower began to collapse all around them as Vourius shoved Hall out and then jumped right after him. They grabbed onto the rope and slid down behind Cuuxa as the castle began to crumble, with massive chunks breaking apart and falling into the chasm.

Cuuxa slid down to the tree and swung off the rope onto the cliff ledge, next to the trunk. Facing them and dropping to her hands and knees, she held out her hand. “Hurry! Jump off and grab my hand! The ballista is going to fall and take you down with it!”

Hall swung off the rope, barely reaching her hand just as the rope tightened and the giant bolt was pulled from the tree. The ballista fell with a large section of the castle into the crater, pulling the rope down, with Vourius still holding on.

“Vour!” Hall and Cuuxa shouted as the skeleton knight crashed into the sheer wall of the crater, sliding down it.

Hall dangled over the edge, holding onto Cuuxa’s hand as tight as possible. She strained and pulled him up over the ledge, falling backwards as he climbed up.

“Vour!” Hall yelled again, peering over the edge.

Their ears nearly burst with the deafening sound of the massive castle breaking apart and smashing into the deep crater below. They clasped their ears tightly, but in moments everything fell to silence. A dust cloud engulfed the entirety of the crater, preventing any visibility whatsoever.

“Vour…no.” Hall said softly, while he and Cuuxa peered over the edge.

The dust settled, revealing an armor-clad knight clinging to the inside wall of the crater.

“I should have stayed dead.” Vourius said, hanging on with his bony fingers clutching into the cliffside.

Hall and Cuuxa smiled and leaned away from the cliff’s edge with sighs of relief.

“Thank Shine!” Hall said with a nervous laugh and took a moment to catch his breath.

“Do not worry for me. I just need a moment to rest before I can—”

Hall and Cuuxa exchanged worried looks at the sudden silence.

“Vour?” Hall yelled.

“What is that word you keep using when in peril—Shine?” Vourius asked.

“What are you talking about?” Hall leaned over the edge, peering into the crater, the dust had completely settled. “Oh…Shine.” Hall said, limply.

The rubble at the bottom began to ripple and shift as boney arms reached out from underneath. The stone burst open, releasing dozens of many-creatures that began pouring out of the rubble. Scurrying on all fours like skeletonized spiders, they ran to the edge of the crater and began scaling up the cliffside at a rapid pace.

Hall looked back at Cuuxa and yelled, “Run!"
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"I keep telling ye,” The coachman said, slowing the pace of the horses. “There’s nothing in that quiet old castle except rumors and curses.”

“And I keep telling you, sir,” Maeralya spoke through clenched teeth. “That it is a point of interest for us.”

“He may be right.” Azaax leaned into Maeralya. “Whatever research was once conducted there may be long gone. Either destroyed or simply looted or—” Azaax froze and cocked his head to the side.

“What?” Maeralya asked. “What is it?”

“I don’t want to alarm you, but there is a massive surge of dark magical energy coming from your point of interest.”

“Great!” Maeralya said. “Between that and this tome, we will have all the proof necessary to convince the Queen.”

They felt a tremendous rumbling as the coach rounded the next hill and saw a huge dust cloud arise in the distance. The horses kicked up their front legs and whinnied as the land around them split. Azaax and Maeralya were distracted by the dust cloud and didn’t notice the splitting ground directly around them. Large cracks formed all around the coach, trapping it in place.

“Blessing of Shine, what is that?!” the driver hollered as the coach came to a screeching halt.

Azaax lurched forward, nearly falling out of the wagon before Maeralya grabbed him. “Are you mad, man?! Why did you stop so suddenly?” His words fell silent as he saw the cracks around the wagon. “That’s not good.”

Maeralya stood, still holding Azaax, her jaw dropped. Coming out of the dust cloud she saw a man, a small creature, a floating knight in black armor and a troop of what looked to be at least a hundred skeletonized monsters running towards them. “What in the name of Shine?!” she yelled, pointing towards the oncoming army.

Azaax, still held under her arm, looked to where she pointed. “That is also not good.”

“C’mon, git!” The coachman whipped the horses who struggled to move around the cracking land. “Git on now, go!”

“What are you doing?” Maeralya said. “We cannot run! That man is trying to invade Eldermere with an army of undead!”

“And that’s exactly why he’s trying to flee, Maer!” Azaax whacked her with his staff and struggled to free himself of her grip. “Now put me down!”

“Well we’re not!” She jumped out of the coach and onto the path of the oncoming undead horde. “I will not flee and let the armies of the undead take anyone!” She set him down and raised her hands for battle. “Ready yourself, Azaax!”

“Oh I am not in the mood for this, today!” Azaax raised his staff and rotated it in a giant circle, causing dozens of shards of flint in the ground to rise up and clash into each other, creating sparks. “If we survive this, you’ll have all the evidence you could ever want!” He pulled the surrounding air into the sparks. Everything ignited above his head and created a gigantic ball of fire. Azaax aimed for the human man in the distance and hurled the massive fireball directly at him.


   12

             A Familiar Face

“Take cover!” Hall shouted, jumping out of the way of the oncoming fireball.

Cuuxa dove out of the way as Vourius flew up over the massive ball as it careened past them, crashing into a cluster of many-creatures and incinerating them upon impact and blowing the surrounding creatures back.

“Where did that come from?” Cuuxa said, coughing and waving the dust out of her face. “Oh great, now Hall’s rotten luck is rubbing off on us!”

The creatures were scrambling about and reforming themselves as the dust from the blast of the fireball settled. Hall squinted and looked out at the new attackers. He saw a tall mage dressed in white, gilded robes, perhaps an elf, judging by the ears. Next to them stood a much smaller mage, dressed in dark blue robes, with hands that pulsated with dark energy.

Is that—? Hall thought. No, it couldn’t be.

“Is everyone all right?!” Hall yelled, still keeping his eyes on the new threat.

Vourius lowered himself to the ground, nearly collapsing at the last moment. “We must do what we can with what strength we have left!” The knight was hunched over, bones rattling. He unsteadily reached a skeletal hand towards the nearby river and pulled a large amount of water out of it and up into the air, then sent it flying towards the smaller attacker. The little mage had already managed to summon another ball of fire and sent it colliding with the barrage of water. Both objects dissipated in a shower of steam and heat.

Cuuxa was laying low on the ground and covering her face from the explosions. “What are they doing?” she yelled. “Can’t they see the undead army behind us?!” She jumped to her feet and aimed an arrow at the attacking Dark Mage. Just before releasing it, a beam of white-hot light streaked towards her from the elf priestess’s outstretched hand. Cuuxa leapt out of the way as the beam flew past her, striking the undead horde and incinerating them.

Hall thought the two figures looked somehow familiar, but the dust from the explosions blurred his vision. He got to his knees, coughing, and squinted at the two casters. His stomach dropped with the realization as dust and debris let him get a good look at the smaller mage. “Is that Azaax?”

And that meant the elf was… “Maer?!”

“Hall, look alive!” Cuuxa hollered. “That last blast nearly took your head off!” She fired her arrow at who was now most certainly Maeralya. The elven woman quickly raised a hand, creating an invisible barrier in front of her. The arrow crashed into it, shattering into pieces.

From the corner of her eye, Cuuxa saw the little mage raise his hand and point at her with two fingers. A streak of lightning no thicker than a twig launched towards her, striking and sending a reverberating jolt through her body. Cuuxa fell to the ground, every muscle in her body tightening and spasming uncontrollably.

Vourius collapsed to his knees and used the last of his remaining magical strength to raise a boulder. It was no larger than a man’s head, but he was able to hurl it towards the Dark Mage. Azaax casually waved his hand, sending the boulder flying back toward the knight. Vourius raised his shield just before the boulder hit. He deflected it, which sent him to the ground and the boulder flying into the last of the many-creatures.

Maeralya raised her hands to the sky. The clouds opened and a blinding bright light sparkled around Vourius, binding him in place. His bones sizzled.

“Begone, foul creature of darkness!” Maeralya yelled. “You shall not harm the living in this world!”

“Maer, no!” Hall cried.

He ran over and threw himself over the trembling knight. The Light Magic had no effect on Hall, but continued to burn through the undead’ s bones.

“You truly are a brave fool.” Vourius’s telepathy was strained, like a fading echo in Hall’s mind.

“What?” Maeralya gasped. “Why would you protect this thing, human?” Maeralya lowered her arms and the searing stopped. “And how do you know my name? Who are you?”

“I don’t believe it.” Azaax dissipated the magic from his hands. “Hall?!”

Hall jumped between everyone and raised his arms. “Please…please don’t do this.” His jaw tightened and his eyes hardened. “You don’t understand what’s going on here.”

“It can’t be.” Maeralya said. “It is you…the thief!”

“I’m not!” Hall said, shaking his head. “I know every thief says this, but it’s all just a misunderstanding!” His earring swung back and forth, reflecting the sunlight.

“You still have it!” Maeralya pointed to his ear. “You dirty, lying thief!” She raised her hands towards him, her fingertips began to shimmer. “You left me to die at the mercy of a dragon and stole the Kingdom’s treasure!”

“Maer, no!” Azaax yelled as a beam of energy shot from her fingers towards Hall.

Hall rubbed the trinket, phasing out of the world a split second before the beam of energy reached him. The beam flew past him, striking a rock and encasing it in a magical stasis.

“No you fool! The curse!” Vourius roared, instantly forming a telepathic link with everyone.

“Curse?” Maeralya gasped. “What curse?”

Cuuxa shivered as the paralysis wore off and staggered to her feet. “Oh Shine that hurt!” She saw the listless knight on the ground. “Vour! Are you all right?” She ran to help him to his feet. “What happened? Where’s Hall?” She glared at Maeralya and Azaax with anger in her eyes. “What have you done?! Can’t you see we were fleeing from those monsters?”

“Fleeing?” Maeralya pointed to Vourius. “But that one is your comrade!”

Hall reappeared in between Cuuxa, Vourius and the mages with his arms outstretched.

“Hall, you’re all right!” Cuuxa cried with relief.

He continued flickering for several seconds. “I’m sorry, but I cannot let you have the trinket—and I can’t let you hurt my friends!”

The dust cleared, and there was a moment of pause. Everyone fell silent as Azaax stepped forward.

“It’s okay Maer, trust me on this.” Azaax patted Maeralya on the hip and gingerly approached him. “Hall, what’s going on here?”

“The thing is,” Hall exhaled deeply, catching his breath and lowering his hands. “A crazy necromancer sent a bunch of creatures after us to get this trinket. I can’t let her take it. We’re trying to get somewhere safe and plan a route up north to throw it in The Tainted Abyss…it’s a bottomless sea.”

“No it isn’t.” Azaax muttered. “But that is a noble endeavor.” Azaax looked back at Maeralya, she was still scowling in silence. “I said that is a noble endeavor.”

“I suppose.” Maeralya turned her head away, huffing. “Well we are on our way to Castle Tarlington.”

“I don’t think you will find anything there.” Cuuxa said.

“What makes you say that?” Maeralya asked.

“Just a guess.” Cuuxa shrugged.

“This necromancer,” Azaax said. “By chance, is her name Cellica Zul?”

“How’d you know?” Hall asked.

“Never mind how we know who she is,” Maeralya crossed her arms, and glared at Hall. “How do you know who she is?!” Her features softened a bit as she realized how much fatigue and worry he wore on his face.

“He knows because I told him.” Vourius said, struggling to his feet with Cuuxa’s aid. “The fate of the world hinges on stopping her.”

“An undead with free will?” Azaax said, amused. “And who might you be?”

“He’s Vourius!” Cuuxa snapped. “And just who are you?!”

Everyone exchanged stiff introductions, except Hall, who met Maeralya’s eyes.

She looks just like she did the last time I saw her—beautiful, but upset. He didn’t even realize that despite her glaring at him, a small smile formed on his lips. All things considered, it really is good to see her again. 

“We can discuss things further as we travel to Fallwich.” He turned to the stagecoach and lifted his hands.

“We?!” Maeralya said with a huff.

“That’s right!” Azaax pointed to Hall. “They need to travel up north, and we need to get back to the Palace—Fallwich has airships for us and it is relatively close to here.”

Maeralya glared at him, but Azaax shrugged it off and turned towards the coach. “But first,” dark energy emitted from Azaax like tendrils of shadowy smoke that curled and floated along the ground towards the cracked dirt that trapped the coach. The ground shifted and moved around the vehicle. The driver let out a grunt of relief and steered the horses out onto stable ground.

“Well, looks like everyone’s going to Fallwich.” Cuuxa said. “I suppose we could tolerate a couple of mages for the time being, but no more shocky spells!” She leaned into Azaax and gave him a hard stare.

Azaax nodded at her, then turned back to the coachman. “Driver, I believe we are not yet at our destination.” Azaax eyed Maeralya. “One could ask for worse traveling companions than those with a common goal.”

Maeralya looked them over one at a time, pausing at Hall. Her cheeks colored slightly and she nodded. “Very well. I will allow you to accompany us—but should you try anything clever,” she placed her hands on her hips and glared at Hall. “You will sorely regret it!”

Hall couldn’t help but smile even wider.

“Oh-ho!” Cuuxa grinned, looking back and forth between Hall and Maeralya. “You two are cute.”

“What?” Hall looked down at Cuuxa. “What do you mean?”

Cuuxa giggled and slapped Hall on the back of the legs.

“Crazy mages!” the driver stammered while turning his coach back towards Eldermere. “Folks are crazy! I can’t continue…I won’t…”

“Brave sir!” Maeralya said, dominatingly. “Surely you would not leave a mage of the Light and her companions stranded amidst the corpses of these horrors, would you?” She paused, noting that the bodies were completely incinerated. “Uh, that is to say, certainly you saw what threatens our kingdom! Surely, you would not impede our reporting this to the crown!”

Sweat rolled down the driver’s head, his mouth quivered. The word shine could be seen silently repeated on his lips. “Y…yes, m’lady.” Turning the coach around, he froze at the sight of Vourius and pointed with a trembling hand. “Sh…Shine! There’s one left, one more!”

Everyone except Cuuxa tensed and looked at Vourius. Cuuxa looked back and forth between Vourius and the driver. She erupted in laughter and walked over to the knight, slapping him on the knees. “Shine! But that is one helluva respectable job you did on that disguise! Fools folks even up close!” Everyone, including Vourius, stared at her. “As a Gobby-Lin crafter, even I must say that is some mighty fine work. Mighty fine indeed.”

Everyone turned to look back at the driver, holding their breath as they waited. The driver cocked his head to one side and scratched his chin. He looked at everyone individually and saw that no one else was frightened.

“Oh, uh, now I see him!” The coachman said, finally breaking the silence. “Yup, good disguise that! Hardly could see the uh, tall, young man behind it.” He squinted, trying to make out who was inside the armor. “Never understood you adventurers and your strange disguises!” Everyone let out a sigh of relief. “Welp, off we go then. Oh, but this old coach only has room for four. Suppose someone could take a lap for the ride. Might could take a while though.”

“No problem there!” Cuuxa said, climbing aboard the coach with Azaax and Vourius. She waved her hand at Hall, motioning him to sit down.

Maeralya bowed, apologizing and giving gratitude for the coachman’s patience and courage during the attack. Turning to board, she paused and looked over the battlefield and sighed. “Not a single corpse left. I suppose Vourius and the tome will be sufficient proof.”

She stepped aboard and was relieved to see that the tome was still in the coach, then frowned as she eyed the occupied seats. “Azaax, would you please give up your seat?” He immediately turned his head away. She scowled at him and looked at Vourius, with a feigned smile. “Is that armor for show, or were you at one point a knight, good sir?”

“I was…and to a certain degree still am. However, I would crush anyone beneath me, and I would most certainly not recommend riding aboard my lap.” He lifted his arm, a couple maggots fell out of his armor. Maeralya paled at the tiny pests and nodded.

“Can’t sit here without crushing me!” Cuuxa grinned. “And I’m not giving up my seat! As they say, first come, first serve!”

Maeralya folded her arms and gave Cuuxa a stern look.

“It’s okay.” Cuuxa said, eyeing Hall mischievously. “Just sit on Hall’s lap!”

Hall flushed and nervously rubbed the back of his head.

The driver lifted the reins and whipped the horses. “Right then, off we go!” The coach lurched forward and Maeralya fell back, landing on Hall. Their eyes met and both blushed. Maeralya turned her head away, embarrassed. She fidgeted for a bit and adjusted herself on his lap. She was heavier than he expected, but not in an unwelcome way.

Hall became even more flustered as Maeralya bounced on him during the bumpy ride. Oh Shine, she’s going to fall off. What should I do? Where do I put my hands?

Realizing his predicament, she sighed and grabbed his hands, wrapping them around her waist. “Hold on, thief! And do not let me fall off!”

“You heard her, Hall.” Cuuxa smirked. “Better keep a tight hold on her!”

Hall gulped and nodded. His face was now crimson, much to Cuuxa’s amusement.

“Well then, if everyone is ready,” Vourius said. “There is much to discuss, shall we begin?"
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An hour passed and they finished exchanging information. Hall had become slightly more relaxed with Maeralya on his lap, but still had trouble looking directly at her. As he scanned the countryside he noticed they were heading down a southern pass, into a mushroom forest.

“Hey driver, isn’t this taking us down to Exabia? Fallwich is west!”

“Please sir, the south passage is the only safe route! It’s well below that cursed castle…oh Shine!” He brought the coach to a firm stop. Just ahead of them was an enormous rift in the land that cut off the path.

“Shine!” Hall said. “The castle falling into that crater sure made a mess!”

“What?!” Maeralya gave Hall a hard stare, causing him to sink down in his seat.

“I told you, you wouldn’t find anything there.” Cuuxa smirked.

“Good Shine!” the driver said. “Never seen a chasm that wide before. Looks like it just done come up out of nowhere! Don’t suppose you have a solution to get us across that, do you?”

Hall looked out over the chasm, then at Vourius and Azaax, hoping they would have a solution. They met his stare with a simple shake of their heads. “Uh, no.” Hall said. “I suppose I don’t.”

“Oh!” The driver said, excitedly. “Well in that case, I suppose we can head back to Eldermere now, eh?”

“Now wait a minute!” Maeralya cupped her hands over Hall’s. “We just need a moment to think.” She didn’t notice hands trembling slightly under hers. “Ok, let us examine the area, I’m sure we can find a way across.” She pulled his clammy hands from her waist, grabbed the tome and stepped off the coach.

Hall exhaled as if he had been holding his breath for the last hour and followed behind her. Cuuxa flipped over the edge of the coach and skipped off into the forest. “Stay close!” Hall hollered at her. The others proceeded down the path to the gaping chasm.

“It is quite wide.” Vourius said. “Perhaps after some rest I can float us across on a platform of earth or stone.”

“Want some help with that?” Azaax said, joining them.

Hall knelt down and picked up some soil. It crumbled in his hands. “I don’t know about that, it feels too soft.” He shaded his eyes and searched the fungi-ridden landscape. “And I don’t see any stones around here.”

“Even if Vourius and I compress all the air around, without a platform, we will only be able to float everyone across one at a time.” Azaax caught Vourius staring at him. “I know, I know. It’s not an easy task—even for us. And it will make breathing…an issue.” That raised a few eyebrows.

“At least we have a plan.” Hall said. “Let’s tell the driver we need some time to rest and—HEY!”

The stagecoach had already started back the way they came.

“No further can I go, friends!” the driver shouted while waving. “Best of luck to you! May the Light of Shine bless as y…” His words trailed off as he rounded the next hill.

“Cowardly bastard!” Maeralya shouted, much to everyone’s shock. “How dare he leave us stranded!” Her hands shook with fury.

Hall gently put a hand on her shoulder. “Maer.” She shot him a hard look, making him flinch and pull his hand back. “It’s okay, we’ll find another way.” She frowned, looking frustrated and exhausted. “I promise,” he said, smiling sweetly.

Before Maeralya had a chance to reply, they heard Cuuxa scream from inside the forest.

“Hall, come here!” Cuuxa yelled. “You all too, hurry up! This mushroom forest is better than I expected!” They entered a small clearing just as Cuuxa began to clear away leaves and refuse on the ground. “We can make camp in this clearing and there’s a hot spring nearby. Plus, there’s plenty of shade from the mushroom caps.” Cuuxa bounced excitedly and craned her neck at the towering fungi. The clearing shimmered with a blue-green mist. “And being so close to Exabia, no brigands would dare come here looking to loot us while we sleep!” She grinned, hopping from foot to foot. “It’s perfect, I can’t wait to have a soak!”

“Oh wow—nice work Cuuxa!” Hall smiled, patting her on the head, much to her enjoyment. “We’re definitely overdo for a decent rest!”

Hall turned his attention back to the group. Everyone seemed satisfied with the turn of events. Azaax and Vourius continued to discuss ways to use their magic to get everyone across the chasm while Maeralya listened. Hall tried to listen, but found himself getting distracted by Maeralya.

Stop it fool! Hall thought. She’s a Light Mage, she’s beautiful, she’s smart, she’s not looking for a scrawny human with a shaved head, who doesn’t own a home or have any land to his name!

Vourius paused his discussion and gave Hall a sideways stare.

Hall eyed the knight and his cheeks colored. And stop thinking to yourself when Vourius is around!


   13

            Camp

Why does that thief keep staring at me? Maeralya thought. Not that it is entirely unwanted, but still, one can only imagine what thoughts enter that head of his. Maeralya bit her lower lip. Actually, if we are to be traveling companions, then I really should take this time to make amends…not to him, of course.

Maeralya waited for a pause in Vourius and Azaax’s discussion. “Sir Knight, allow me to thank thee once more for forgiving my actions earlier.” She bowed deeply before him. “If you would please excuse me, the day’s events have made me rather lightheaded.” Vourius leaned forward in a solemn bow and nodded. She turned to walk away, glancing at Hall as she passed. He nervously jolted, and acted like he wasn’t looking at her. She pretended to ignore him and walked over to Cuuxa, who had begun collecting sticks and dried brush to create a bonfire.

“Greetings young one of the Gobby-Lin, I must apologize for our prior altercation.” Maeralya grabbed her robes and gave a deep, curtsying bow while Cuuxa gaped at her. “Clearly, a judgment of grave error had befallen my—”

“Oh stop with that formal crap!” Cuuxa jumped to her feet and playfully slapped Maeralya on her behind, making the tall elf yelp. “You didn’t attack us with anything fatal. Even that little guy’s fireball was aimed at the many-creatures.” She smiled and pointed at Maeralya’s chest. “I, however, was aiming for your heart!” Maeralya was speechless, with eyes wide open. Cuuxa grinned. “I’m kidding! My arrows don’t fly that high, I was aiming for your knee.” She bit her lower lip, stifling a laugh.

“I am…” Maeralya said, hesitantly. “Certainly grateful that no harm came to either of us.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say no harm.” Cuuxa bent over and ignited the fire with her tinderbox. She alternated speaking with puffing into the fire. “So…Hall fill you in…on what’s going on?”

“Hall? No.” Maeralya clicked her tongue. “As usual, that thief was not helpful.”

“Oh he’s no thief!” Cuuxa stood up and pointed at him. “He may be naive, foolish, and completely ineffective in combat—but he’s definitely no thief! Brave though!”

“Oh.” Maeralya looked thoughtfully at Hall. “If you say so.”

“So,” Cuuxa cleared her throat. “Was there anything else you needed to know?”

“Nothing that we can learn at this juncture.” Maeralya said. “Vourius was quite informative, but there is still much to uncover. It seems Shine has seen to it that our fate intersects for a common goal.”

“Honey,” Cuuxa flapped her hands at Maeralya. “You have got to drop the formalities! If we’re gonna be traveling together and seeing each other naked—or even worse, me without makeup on, then we have to get comfortable with each other!”

“I don’t…wait, we’ll what?” Maeralya stammered.

Cuuxa brought her hands up to her mouth and yelled, “Fire’s ready, my job’s done! Time to soak!” She grabbed Maeralya’s hand and skipped off with her. “C’mon, let’s strip and go relax in the hot spring!” Raising a hand to her mouth, she turned back the others while running off. “And no one better be peeping on us! I’m talking about you, HALL!"
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"So, you said that your plan is to just drop the trinket off in the Tainted Abyss, correct?” Azaax eyed Vourius, who simply shrugged.

“Yeah.” Hall said. “Why? Is something wrong with that plan?”

“It just seems a little short-sighted.” Azaax said, running his hand along the brim of his hat. “Hey, now that Maer’s gone…tell me, what happened to you after the incident at the dragon’s lair?”

“You were there. You saw the Queen’s guard rush me! What else could I have done? I used the trinket and ran off.” Hall shifted his feet uncomfortably. “I would have given it back…but I sorta panicked and fell over the edge of the mountain.” Hall looked down at the little mage. “Speaking of the dragon, what happened to you after you were silenced, and that Reginald guy?”

Azaax shrugged. “Not much happened on our end, I made a Reverberation poultice to cure my silence and Reginald put out a decree for an official search for the trinket.” Azaax leaned in, pointing to the earring. “Incidentally, he mentioned nothing of you, just a description of the trinket.”

“That’s nice of him—I thought for sure he would be after me!”

“Reg isn’t like that.” Azaax said. “I swear it seems like that man,” he paused. “Well, like he can almost read a person’s soul.”

“Intriguing—I would like to meet this man.” Vourius said.

“And Maer?” Hall asked, looking where the girls ran to. “Is she still…”

“Yeah.” Azaax said. “She’s still convinced you abandoned her and stole the trinket.”

“There certainly is some troubling history between you all.” Vourius said.

“I’m sure trouble always finds its way to Hall.” Azaax said as he hopped onto a stool-sized mushroom.

“Well that’s it!” Hall said. “Shine can take this trinket to Otherside for all I care! As soon as I’m rid of it I’m devoting my whole life to peace and harmony!” As Hall started to walk away, Vourius placed a firm hand on his shoulder, stopping him.

“I’m sorry Hall.” Vourius said, tightening his grip. “But you’re not going anywhere.” Vourius grabbed the handle of his enormous sword and pulled it from its sheath.

“Vour!” Azaax raised his staff and instantly emanated with magical energy.

“What,” Hall trembled, “what are you doing?”

Vourius slammed his sword into the ground between them and knelt down before Hall, bowing his head. “It is a dangerous path thou travels—a very dangerous one. Foolhardy bravery and luck alone will not be enough to protect you. Should I fall, I fear you would be vulnerable. I beseech thee, please permit me to train you.” He removed his shield from his back and stood up, looming head and shoulders over Hall.

Azaax dropped his hands, sighing with relief. “Do it Hall,” he said flatly. “You are kind of worthless in a fight.”

“I know…I wanted to ask.” Hall said, removing his shirt. “I just wasn’t sure how to bring it up.”

“Good Shine, man!” Azaax gasped.

“What?” Hall said. “I thought soldiers always trained without shirts! Something about keeping their clothes clean.”

“Not that!” Azaax said. “Haven’t you ever been to a healer?” He raised his staff and poked at Hall’s many scars. “Or do you think those make you look scary?”

“Stop that!” Hall swatted the staff away. “If I wanted to look scary,” Hall looked at Azaax’ glowing yellow eyes. “I could just get the Hex of Burning Amber.”

“It is called Burning Embers!” Azaax snapped. “And it’s not to look scary, I just haven’t had the time to cure it yet!”

“That is quite an old hex.” Vourius noted. “I believe it is cured by rubbing salt water in one’s eyes. Hopefully, that isn’t also scarce.”

“Not as much.” Hall smirked.

“I haven’t had the time!” Azaax’s eyes flared up with smoke as he clenched his gloved hands into little fists. “Fine, have your stupid scars Hall. I don’t care!”

Hall eyed Vourius as he drew the great sword from the ground. “I don’t suppose you have a smaller sword for me to practice with?”

“I do not.” Vourius said. “And you need not be concerned with weapons of destruction just yet. Before one learns to harm, one must first learn to protect.”

Vourius held out his shield and dropped it into Hall’s hands. The weight of the shield pressed firmly into his open palms. He slid his hand into the straps of the shield and held it out at arm’s length. Vourius grabbed Hall’s arm, bending his elbow and pushing the shield into his shoulder.

“Widen your stance, you want to thrust outward with the shield when being attacked.” Vourius readied his sword. “When attacked, firmly slide the shield into your opponent’s weapon at an angle, deflecting the blow and knocking them off balance.”

Vourius raised his sword overhead and slowly brought it down towards Hall to demonstrate. Attempting to counter the sword, Hall quickly whipped the shield forward, swinging it well before Vourius had brought his weapon in close enough for an attack. Hall froze in place, shield extended at arm’s length, his entire body now exposed as Vourius’s sword now pointed directly at his face.

“Good form, you were very swift.” Vourius said, approvingly. “But perhaps, you should wait for the opponent to strike before attempting to parry.” 

“This could take a while.” Azaax groaned, placing his face in his hand.
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Cuuxa kicked off her knee-high leather boots and dipped a foot in the hot spring. “Ooh! A little hotter than I expected!” She set her bow down, undid her rope belt and threw off her tunic. Then, shimmying out of her small clothes she let out a sigh of relief and jumped into the hot spring. Swimming to a shallow part, she stood halfway out of the water and began rubbing the makeup off of her face.

“Ok, get ready for the horror show!” She pulled her hands free and stuck her tongue out at Maeralya. “Blah!”

“You are adorable!” Maeralya smirked. “And I don’t want to hear you speak negatively of your natural features ever again!” She gawked at the Gobby-Lin’s ample bosom and round hips, then turned away, slightly embarrassed.

“Hm?” Cuuxa gave her a sideways look. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh!” Maeralya said. “Forgive me. I had forgotten.”

“Forgotten what?” Cuuxa said, jumping into deeper water.

“You are so tiny,” Maeralya suddenly felt embarrassed. “But are very much a woman.”

“That I am.” Flipping onto her back, Cuuxa paddled her feet across the spring. “And you elves are pure and angelic!” Turning her head, she gulped water into her mouth, swished it around then spit it out.

“Yes.” Maeralya scoffed. “That is what we try to make everyone believe.” She set the tome down, slid her feet out of her slippers, removed her outer and inner robes, carefully folding them and meticulously placed them atop her shoes. Then, she placed the folded pile of clothing beside the water. She noticed Cuuxa watching her. “First time you’ve ever seen an elf wearing only their skin?”

“Maybe.” Cuuxa blushed and sank all but her eyes below the water, still watching the tall woman.

“Want to see something neat?” Maeralya smiled and flexed her legs, forcing noticeable muscles to suddenly bulge all throughout her thighs and calves. Cuuxa practically choked on the water as Maeralya smiled, and gracefully slid into the water. “Pure and angelic, right?”

“Shine, your thigh is thicker than my whole body!” Cuuxa gaped at her.

“Well, try not to choke when you see this.” Maeralya cupped some water in her hands and brought it up, washing and scrubbing her face. When she lowered her hands, the same face could be seen—but less glowing, less perfect and pale, even slightly blotchy.

“No!” Cuuxa slammed her hands into the water, splashing excitedly. “I didn’t know elves wore makeup too!”

“This,” Maeralya said, removing her jewelry and laying them inside her robes. “Among other things, are what I disagree with about our culture. So much is a facade to give the illusion of superiority—and for no reason other than vanity.” She leaned back, resting her head on her robes. Her arms almost reached the edges of the hot spring. “It’s not enough that we’re the tallest, the longest lived and the most magically adept…for some reason we also have to be the most beautiful.” Maeralya sighed.

Cuuxa swam over. Forming her hands into interlocking fists, she squirted water at her, making her jump.

“Hey!” Maeralya coughed. “What was that for?!”

“For making us feel even more inferior than we already do!” Cuuxa giggled. “And by the way, you still look gorgeous, just slightly less pristine gorgeous. I bet you could still choose any man you want, elf or other.”

“Oh yeah? Well this is for not knowing how adorable you are!” Maeralya splashed back at Cuuxa and laughed. They settled down, and lowered into the water, enjoying the relaxing warmth. “Honestly though, I never found my race particularly alluring. A strong, brave man with a good heart is far more enticing than a pretty, pretentious one.” She looked to the clearing, where Hall was training with Vourius and blushed. “And I suppose a few scars earned courageously are rather enticing as well.”

“Ah-haaa!” Cuuxa laughed as she stood up next to Maeralya and playfully pushed her into the water. “So you like bad boys with the heart of a hero, do you? You know, I just happen to know one.”

Pushing Cuuxa back, Maeralya’s cheeks flushed a dark purple. “What, who?” Maeralya asked coyly.
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"Ow!” Hall said, rubbing his head. “I thought you weren’t going to strike anything but the shield!”

“You must maintain focus.” Vourius replied.

“Daydreaming about girls, Hall?” Azaax chuckled.

“I wasn’t daydreaming, I was looking at…” Hall shut his mouth, flushing. “Well actually, since you brought it up,” he raised the shield and clumsily fended off another attack. “Have either of you ever heard of The Overmother?”

Vourius stopped mid swing, firmly holding his sword in place. “Where did you hear that name?”

“It was some woman in a dream.” Hall said. “She was beautiful. At least she was for a human woman.” Hall fidgeted with his hands. “Not that there’s anything wrong with human women, I just always preferred—”

“The Overmother is how Cellica Zul refers to herself.” Vourius lowered his sword and glared at Hall. The knight’s dark aura pulsated and eerie glow. “Do not be taken in by her charms. She hopes only to ensnare and enslave you. Is that clear?”

“Y-yes.” Hall shuddered under Vourius’s stare and looked away, catching Azaax’s eye. “And, she can enter dreams?”

Azaax nodded and leaned back, placing his hands behind his head as he reclined on the mushroom cap. “Dream manipulation would not be outside a powerful mage’s skill set. And seduction is generally the most effective way to manipulate someone.”

“Though not all fall prey to the flesh.” Vourius added.

“I’m fairly certain she’s not even human.” Azaax said. “It’s easy enough to disguise oneself as a beautiful specimen of whatever race they are trying to entice,” he chuckled. “Funny to think how wrong that assumption could go. Weren’t you just saying you don’t go for women, Hall?”

“Ah.” Vourius nodded. “I have fought alongside numerous brave servicemen who preferred the company of their fellow men.”

“That’s not what I meant!” Hall said. “I just meant that humans aren’t as appealing to me as…that is to say, other races are far more exotic.”

“I see.” Azaax looked at the hot spring. “Shine, I can’t even remember when I lost all sense of attraction…eh, Vourius?”

“I do not recall ever feeling attraction.” Vourius said. “To anyone.”

Azaax sat up, leaning forward with interest. “Now that statement verifies my assumptions. So you are, in fact, that Vourius! The legendary Vourius the Fair-Minded, yes? The one who denied the great seductress. The slayer of a hundred men during the Battle at Randor. The last surviving knight who defended the gates of Otherside and assassinated his own wicked king, then finally banished himself with the unikey to the Temple of Arrarak?”

Vourius stood in silence as Hall set the shield down and stared in disbelief, mouth agape. “It would seem many of these tales have been exaggerated over the years.” Hall and Azaax leaned forward in anticipation. Vourius sighed.

“Denying the seductress is true. Though it was hardly a challenge for me. The slaying at the Battle of Randor was closer to thirty men, and certainly not all at once. And there were quite a few of us actually, who survived the last stand at the gate to Otherside. To be quite honest, our victory came as a result of the daemonic horde pulling back.” Hall motioned his hand, inviting Vourius to acknowledge the temple. “And yes…I killed my own king, whom I had sworn to protect. I suppose I am relieved that history has identified that the man was indeed quite mad…though betraying my oath does not leave me guiltless.”

“So why are you now like this—all skeletonized?” Hall asked.

“The better question is, what necromancer was lucky enough to find and raise the soul of one of the most legendary knights in history?” Azaax added, inquisitively.

“Another brave fool.” He eyed Hall, ominously. “A follower of Cellica who wore pristine white robes and had raised many undead, but quickly lost control of them and was slain shortly after raising me.”

“Is that why you went back to the temple?” Hall pointed to the unikey that dangled out of Vourius’s pocket. “To keep protecting it?”

Vourius grunted and glared at Hall.

“Gee, that’s not suspicious.” Azaax eyed the key as Vourius grabbed it and stuffed it back into his pocket.

Hopping off the mushroom, Azaax folded his hands behind his back and craned his neck at the towering knight. “Seeing as how you now have free will, can I assume that you intend to be reborn in the flesh?”

“You are correct. But doing so will negate my abilities and thus will have to wait.” Vourius raised his sword to Hall. “Ready yourself!” He swiftly brought his sword down and Hall reacted immediately. The sword crashed against the shield and slid to the side, successfully deflected.

“Well done.” Vourius said.

Azaax nodded.

Hall smiled and looked off to the spring.
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"Did you see that?” Cuuxa laughed and splashed water at Maeralya. “He was staring at you again! Shine—he’s in much better shape than you would think for a rug merchant!”

Maeralya blushed and sank down into the water. “How has it been traveling with that…man?”

“Actually I only met him recently.” Cuuxa grinned at Maeralya, who was eyeing Hall once more. “He’s terrible at fighting. He even tried to defend me from some awful monster with nothing more than a ladle. He’s probably equally as bad at romance. In fact, I’ll bet he’s never even been with a woman.”

“You think?” Maeralya said with slightly more relief in her voice than she intended.

“Sure, just look at how awkward he is around you.” Cuuxa giggled as Maeralya eyed her. They both turned to look back at Hall. “It’s a shame that he has all those scars.” Cuuxa said.

“What do you mean?” Maeralya asked. “Do they cause him much discomfort?”

“I bet they cause him pain every day. He’s probably too stubborn to get healed. Someone ought to hold him down and make him accept healing.” Cuuxa smiled at Maeralya who was now captivated, watching Hall.
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Hall groaned in pain as he knelt down in a secluded grove. It was a short distance away from the main camp and separated by foliage. He patted down a rudimentary bedding of leaves.

Shine—am I tired! How long did we practice?

Time was difficult to make out in the mushroom forest, neither sun nor moon were visible amidst the overgrown fungi and plants. Water trickled from one of the forest’s nearby crystal-blue streams. The purple glow of twilight seemed to linger as the shade of night slowly took over.

At least it’s not as muggy over here. And no one can see how weak and sore I am. He saw glittery pale green dust fall from the gills of the overhead mushroom caps and reflect in the moonlight. Everything had a sweet scent. Sure is pretty here.

He felt old bruises flare up from the training, as well as fresh ones. “How does practicing getting hit with a shield leave someone so beat and battered?” Hall muttered to himself. “Or is that a stupid question?”

“It is indeed a very stupid question.” A melodic voice came from just beyond the enclosure. “Why have you chosen to bed down away from camp?” Maeralya stood at a wide stance, with her arms crossed under her breasts and a sullen look in her eyes. She was wearing nothing but her low cut, sleeveless underdress. It was pale blue, hung down to her knees and had slits that ran up to her hips.

Stifling a grunt of pain, Hall laid down and shrugged. “I just wanted some private time!” Realizing how that might be misinterpreted, Hall sat up, causing a sharp pain in his back. “Ow! Uh, I mean, I was warm and I didn’t want to be by the fire!”

“Quiet your mouth, fool! You will listen and listen well.” Maeralya said, half stomping as she approached him. “If you were warm, you could have simply slept in your small clothes like the rest of us. There was no reason for you to seclude yourself! We are on an important mission and as such must all be well rested and in peak condition for the journey ahead.”

“Uh, right.” Hall blushed and nodded, desperately trying to keep his eyes from wandering down to her body. Shine, she’s so…Shine! His eyes shifted back and forth. What is she doing here??

“Good!” she said in a stern voice, moving her hands to her hips. “You will now remove your shirt, Hall the Lucky.”

“W-what?!” Hall sputtered, sitting up straight.

“I must see the extent of the damage if I am to heal it,” she said as she raised her arms and held her hands out over his body. The tips of her fingers began to shimmer with a dim light.

“No!” Hall tried to scoot away from her. “I don’t need healing! I’m fine, really!”

She lifted her foot over him, “You must remain still during the healing.” And firmly stepped on his chest, pressing hard.

“But—” He found himself pinned under her foot. Shine, but she is strong! He grabbed her ankle and felt her leg tense as he tried to pull it away. He placed his other hand on her calf and attempted to lift her foot off of him.

“Do not struggle,” she said as light trickled from her hands. “You cannot possibly overpower me.”

Hall shifted his torso and pulled on her leg, causing her foot to slip to his side. She yelped as she dropped onto him. She scowled, settling herself atop him. “You dare place your hands on a Light Mage?” The glow left her hands as she struggled to restrain him. “You will not resist my healing!” She pressed her hands onto his chest and pushed him down. Then she grabbed his shirt, pulled it off and tossed it aside. As he tried to wiggle out from under her, she squeezed his sides tightly with her bare legs, forcing him still. “There! Now you stay put!”

“Maer, I,” Hall’s heart raced as blood rushed to his lower body. “You really need to get off of me—right now!” He grabbed her waist and thrust his hips up, trying to push her off of him, but she simply straddled him even tighter and grabbed his wrists.

“Stop fighting me, fool. All I’m trying to do is—!” Maeralya’s face suddenly became hot. She could feel the warmth of him, all of him, between her legs.

They both paused, breathing heavily and staring into each other’s eyes.

She loosened her grip on his wrists.

He brought his hands down to her legs, pressing gently. She quivered slightly and placed her hands onto his chest. Her eyes began to shimmer in the moonlight.

Shine…she’s so perfect.

“Maer,” he said softly.

“Hall?” Her lips quivered.

“What’s the ruckus over here?” Cuuxa stepped through the foliage. “Is everyone all right?” She froze immediately as she caught sight of the two of them. “Oh. Oh! OH!” Each word came out louder than the last. She quickly turned away, half-covering her eyes, a visible grin stretched from ear to ear. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t know you were doing this now! Please continue and forget I was here!” Giggling and taking one last peek, she skipped back through the foliage, humming loudly.

“Wait!” Maeralya pulled her hands back, clutching her chest. “We were just…I mean, I was just healing him!” she declared, watching Cuuxa run off. “I was merely trying to heal an obstinate man of his injuries!” She turned back to Hall, with a stern look on her face. “Now look at what you’ve done!” Hands glowing, she hovered them over his sides and chest, forcing a surge of healing magic to wash over his body.

Hall convulsed, cringing at the burning and tearing sensation of flesh being rapidly regrown and renewed. It took seconds, but felt like minutes. Maeralya got up and stood over him. She folded her arms, gazing down at him. Her face was still flushed.

“Maer, I…”

“I believe a thank you would be rather appropriate, wouldn’t you say?” she said defiantly.

“Th-thank you,” he said.

Tossing her hair over her shoulder, Maeralya stepped over him and proceeded out of the clearing. She paused and turned her head just enough to look over her shoulder. Hall couldn’t see her mouth, but he thought she was smiling.

Just after she was out of sight, he collapsed onto his ravaged bedding. He let out a long sigh and placed an arm over his forehead. Welp, so much for getting any sleep tonight.
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                Sir Reginald On The Warpath

“The Guild’s finished!” A small man yelled, diving out the front window of the Adventurer’s Guild.

Everyone inside froze in place and stared at the towering knight that stood in the entryway, with his helmet held under his arm.

“Might I declare that I laid not a finger on the man?” Reginald said to the members. No one replied. He calmly walked to the middle of the room.

Guild members circled around Reginald but kept their distance. Everyone was wary and tense, ready to fight or flee at any moment.

One brave beastman with a flowing mane stepped forward and approached Reginald. “Word has spread all over town that the famed Guardian has been traveling from inn to inn asking questions about the Guild and starting brawls!”

“I do believe thou hast been misinformed, my good fellow.” Reginald chuckled. “For you see those patrons attacked me. I merely defended myself.”

The beastman scoffed, running thick claws through his mane. “Right! Who would be dumb enough to attack you?”

“Sadly, conventional wisdom doth escape a precious few.” Reginald smiled. “For example, that small fellow approaching me from behind.”

The beastman leaned to look around Reginald, spotting Slic Mic. There was spittle running down the side of his mouth as he tried to keep his balance while holding a chair over his head. The surrounding Guild members raised their hands to Mic, silently mouthing ‘no’ and furiously shaking their heads. Mic stumbled back, then forward, bleary eyed and seemingly unaware.

Reginald turned just enough to eye Mic, who was almost half the man’s height and a third his weight. A spark of realization flashed across Mic’s face. The tiny man gulped, then carefully placed the chair on the ground, scooted it behind Reginald and smiled.

“A place to rest your, uh, royal ass—m’lord.” Mic hiccuped and gave a wide, toothy grin, before meekly backing away.

Everyone gasped. Surely the regal, stoic knight would not tolerate such insubordination.

Reginald stared at Mic, slowly removing his gauntlets, then placed a hand on the chair. The room fell silent—not a breath was heard.

“My sincerest apologies, my good man.” Reginald said with a sincere bow. “Thou art clearly a man of wisdom and generosity. I thank thee—for my royal ass could use a rest,” he chuckled and sat down, setting his gauntlets on a table and whistled between his teeth. “Barkeep! A round of your finest ale for these good men!”

Cheers erupted all around. The beastman rubbed his muzzle in bewilderment. “Sir Knight, if I might ask—if you’re not here to arrest, then why have you come?”

The door in the back slammed open, banging into the wall and knocking a picture down. “What on Naihme is going on out—?” Big Pete stood in the doorway. The massive orc dwarfed virtually everyone in the room save the beastmen, and of course…

“Reginald?”

Reginald stood and bowed. “Peter Gulm. You are as large and commanding as ever. How hast thou been?”

“You!” Pete stomped up to Reginald, with guild members leaping out of his way. “You’ve got some nerve coming in here! Why, my hip still hurts to this day—and seeing you here makes it hurt even worse!”

“I am sorry that you still suffer from your injury, sir. But take pride that you were such a fine adversary in the arena.”

Pete scoffed and raised his fist, slamming it down on the table in front of Reginald. “Fine isn’t good enough! Fine isn’t winning!”

“There is no shame in being second, sir.” Reginald spoke with deep sincerity. “I myself have also had that honor.”

Pete spat on the ground beside Reginald. “I remember. Your first year—and only your first year!”

Reginald slowly stood up, meeting Pete’s eyes. Everyone watched in silence and stood with their backs pressed against the walls, ready to run at the flick of a wrist.

“My informants have told me everything.” Pete said, standing as tall as he could, with his shoulders wide. “You’ve been asking around, trying to find me.” He clenched his fists, cracking his knuckles. “I know why you’re here.”

Reginald nodded, also cracking his knuckles. “Well then—shall we get on with it?”

Members jumped over and around each other, running out the door, while others dove out the windows, knocking tables over and spilling drinks in the process. The big barmaid leapt behind the counter, inadvertently tackling the small barkeeper. The room fell silent as the two men eyed each other.

The tapping of a pegleg on hardwood floors broke the silence. Slippery Willy emerged from the backroom, “What’s taking so long, Pete? You said you was checking on the ruckus—next thing I know I’m hearing more ruckus!” Willy saw Reginald, and shot him a welcoming wave of his hand. “Oh, hey Reg, long time no see,” he said in his high-pitched, albeit peppy, voice.

Walking between the two giant men, Willy elbowed Pete. “Oh knock it off ya big galoot, and take a seat before that bum hip of yours gives out.”

Pete fidgeted for a second, then nodded and sat down hard, nearly breaking the chair. “Oh, that’s better!” he grumbled, letting out a deep exhale.

“Whilst I will not back away from a fight,” Reginald said, returning to his chair. “Truly, ‘tis not the nature of my visit.”

“Well that’s good.” Willy butted in. “I hope you’re here about those blasted creature attacks!”

Reginald paused. His face showed the barest hint of shock, the most anyone could expect to see from the man. “Is it already so common an occurrence?”

Both men nodded.

“Folks are scared, Reg.” Willy said. “We’ve got informants and Guild Members reporting attacks from all over the realm.”

“Yup.” Pete nodded. “They say these creatures just appear out of nowhere. First accounts were the outlying regions, but more recently folks are saying these things now pop up just outside of town.”

“How many are being seen?” Reginald asked. “And how well organized are these attacks?”

“Word is they attack as they are, mindless undead monsters—razing and causing chaos.” Willy shook his head and bit his lip. “Maybe they’re just trying to scare the locals—who knows? And also—”

“One thing we know for sure,” Pete interrupted. “Is that every week their numbers increase drastically!”

Willy shot Pete a mean look from his good eye. “Peter…we’ve talked about this before.”

Pete’s cheeks colored and he looked away. “S-sorry. Go ahead.”

Willy nodded, and cleared his throat. “First sighting was of no more than ten creatures. Then we heard tales of twenty, then dozens.” Willy paused, as if considering how much to say. “Most recently, word that over a hundred attacked the Jaw Gang—”

“Who we have nothing to do with!” Pete butted in, then gave Willy an apologetic look. “I just had to say it.”

Willy grunted with the squeak of a mouse and sighed.

“Reg.” Pete said. “Much as I despise you—I hope to Shine that you can quell this threat.”

Reginald fell deep in thought. “I knew I would find answers here.” He eyed each man carefully. “Thou are both good men. I feel great regret that I could not persuade thee to choose a life in my ranks as soldiers, rather than a life of thiever—”

“Adventurers!” Both men said.

Reginald smiled and nodded. “Should either of you be interested in putting the guild to work for the crown, temporarily of course, we could always use more to act as a night watch as well as scouts.” The men exchanged glances. “You would, of course, be handsomely rewarded.”

“What do you think?” Pete asked Willy.

“Hm. Work has been slow lately. New recruits keep dying…wouldn’t be completely opposed to it.”

“Wonderful!” Reginald stood, bowing and held out his hand. “If you come into any more information please send it to the Gray Goose Inn. I have a few more leads to check on before I return to the Palace.

Willy and Pete exchanged handshakes with Reginald. “Best of luck.” Willy said, while Pete just huffed.

“To you both as well. I’m glad to see that after all these years, you two are still together.” He dropped a sack of coin on a table on his way out. “Apologies for the trouble I may have caused.”
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             Confronting The Deities

Far above the clouds, ascending into the darkness of the atmosphere, Cellica walked along a winding set of clear, glassy bridges. The massive bridges arched over each other, ending in portals that sent the traveler to another bridge, in a looping, near endless maze. If anyone were able to reach this place, they would be baffled at how something with such great expanse could exist without anyone ever knowing about it. If one were clever enough to navigate the bridge maze, they would find there is only one path that leads to the end.

The air was thin, and had a metallic scent to it, common around the glass bridges. Cellica wiggled her muzzle and huffed her nostrils as she walked, hooves clacking, up the steps to the final platform. It was the only point on the massive construct that didn’t branch off to another path. Atop the platform sat a floating, gilded, oval frame. If one didn’t know any better, they would swear it was the fanciest frame in all of Naihme. One that could be used for a Queen’s vanity or portrait. The old mage was well aware of what it truly was.

She waved her hands in a deliberate motion. Her hands did not glow, for this was not an object that could be accessed by magic, but by a summons from the other side. The empty frame began to emit a white light and the inside of the frame formed an image. It was fuzzy at first, then slowly came into focus. On the other side of the viewing portal was the throne room of another realm, the Realm of the Deities. A fanciful world of exquisite architecture and mind-bending geometry.

In the room she saw thirteen deities sitting atop spiraling marble platforms. Their features were vague at best, blurred by a blinding light that each emanated. They sat, or perhaps floated in a specific formation, with six placed slightly lower on each side of one in the center.

Cellica strained her vision, but could barely make out little more than a single identifiable characteristic from each of them—except the one in the middle, who was completely unidentifiable. It was impossible to tell how far away they were on the other side of the portal, thus equally impossible to determine their size in relation to hers. One appeared to have massive, metallic wings, another had what might have been an orb, floating within a ring above them. She thought she saw hair flowing from one, yet it was somehow transparent and seemed to show an endless expanse of the night sky within it. Another appeared to have long, spiked bones protruding from itself, and yet another seemed to have multiple heads, or maybe just faces that floated in and out of its glow. Her head pounded, and her eyes blurred, as if they were deliberately trying to discourage her from seeing them as they were.

“Thank you for answering your summons,” one said, with a slight pulse to its glow.

Tight echoes of the same voice spoke rhythmically in her mind. They were so powerful that it seemed impossible that the entire world couldn’t hear them. Each voice spoke in a different language, with the one language she understood best outweighing the others.

“I have answered.” Cellica tightened her grip on her staff and snarled at the deities from under her hood. “And I assume you have requested my presence to plead for your fleeting existence.”

The one with hair spoke in a feminine voice, also speaking in a myriad of languages. “We have requested your presence to once more ask that you cease your fruitless attempts to recreate this world.” Her glow dimmed as soon as the voice stopped.

“What worthless beings you are!” Cellica hissed. “If you truly cared so much for your creations—why not intervene and protect them? Are you not content with simply standing by as I wipe out every living race—just as you watched my race vanish?!”

Another voice, this one deeper, with a grandfatherly warmth, spoke. “We will not intervene. There are a select few which we choose to speak to and guide. Those with power. Those who can change things for the better.”

“Curse you!” Cellica spat. “You should have protected my people! You created us as a mockery—made to be inferior to the other races, and you abandoned us!”

A voice with a commanding presence spoke. “Few races were more blessed than the satyrs. You were given the ability to live without food, water, or even rest for great lengths of time—far longer than any other race. You had longer lives, and were nigh immune to disease! Perhaps, you were too blessed.”

“Then why,” Cellica scoffed. “If we were so blessed, did you abandon us when the other races enslaved us?!”

“Once life is created,” the feminine voice spoke again. “That life must choose its own path. It is tragic what happened to the satyrs, but it could have been prevented had they shown restraint from their self-indulgence and united to—”

“I will hear no more!” Cellica’s cloak whipped behind her. She drew her staff forward and created a splintered current of lightning between it and her open hand. The current shot into the portal and immediately dissipated upon entering.

A booming voice came from the center deity, whose glow now overtook the other twelve. “Do not do that again.”

Cellica tightened the grip on her staff, grinding her teeth and flaring her nostrils. “I will abolish your sentient races—and from their corpses create a new one—powerful enough to end you!”

“And what will you do then?” a new voice asked. “Once you possess this supreme race, and have slain us and all sentient life.”

“I will make them serve my newly risen people for all eternity!”

“I fear this one is lost to us,” the feminine voice said.

“None are ever completely lost,” the grandfatherly voice added.

“Heed our guidance,” the commanding voice boomed. “We have long since learned that sentient races will never allow themselves to be controlled. This supreme race will destroy you and your people.”

Cellica looked away, scoffing and waving a hand at them. A speck of light flickered from her ring.

“She has the gem of the traveler,” the feminine voice said. “Shall we retrieve it?”

“No,” spoke another new voice. “Its creator allowed it and its indomitable twin to be taken. We shall not intervene.”

Cellica glared at them, cupping her hand over her ring. “No one will take them from me!” She raised her staff and summoned an orb of fire above her head. Sparks danced around the orb as it grew larger. “Not the sentient races—not even you can stop me from—”

The orb above her instantly dissipated and Cellica collapsed to her knees. She struggled to speak but her voice produced no sound. She felt no change in her body, her throat felt the same, and her ability to command the aspects of magic was ever present in her being. But she was completely without the ability to either speak or cast a single spell.

The center deity rose slightly and emitted a powerful glow. “Cellica Zul. The pantheon has spoken. Do as you will, but heed this warning—what you search for is not what will bring you peace.”

The image faded and disappeared. The frame was once again nothing more than a floating object high above the clouds.

“How?!” Cellica gasped, clutching her throat as her power slowly returned. “How was I silenced?” she shrieked, sending waves of fire and lightning bursting from her hands. “I should be immune to such spells!”

Rising to her feet, she gazed at her ring, her eyes ablaze with raw fury. “All I need is the other from that fool human—and I will have it!”
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               Dreams To Nightmares

Hall awoke to find himself standing against a cold, stone wall in the back of a crypt. The smell of bile and decay filled the air and stung his eyes. The place appeared to be an ancient burial chamber that had long since been lost and forgotten. Icy wind caressed his body, he looked down and found himself once again wearing only his earring. Sarcophaguses were scattered throughout the room, separated by columns between them. Alcoves bearing half-decomposed bodies lined the walls from floor to ceiling on the sides of the large room. At the opposite end was an arched doorway with a staircase ascending into darkness.

What…where am I? He cautiously stepped towards the doorway. The stone flooring was hard and cracked, and hurt his bare feet. At least I can move my own body this time, he thought with a sense of relief.

A deep, throaty sound echoed from somewhere in the room. As he passed by a set of sarcophaguses, the lids began sliding open. Hall froze for a moment, trying his best to hold his breath and not make a sound. He heard a painful [bk4]moaning from all around. The revolting reanimated corpses crawled from their tombs and the alcoves all around him. Hall jumped back and slipped on some loose gravel, falling onto his tailbone. He trembled uncontrollably and his eyes began to water as the horrible unliving corpses shuffled towards him.

“No…NO!” he yelled, throwing a hand up. “Stay back!” His hand became smokey as black tendrils like living shadows grew from his fingers and extended to the floor. The black tendrils crept along the stone, spreading out to each creature in the room and wrapping around their legs and torsos, binding them in place. He felt a powerful heat surge through his body. The smoke on his hands grew hotter and became a shadowy fire. They didn’t burn his skin, but still felt uncomfortably hot. He stood up and waved his hands, trying to put out the fire. The shambling corpses were flung to each side, coordinated with the movement.

What? Was that me? He swallowed hard and exhaled. Raising his hands, the corpses were lifted, dangling like stringless marionettes. He brought his hands down quickly and the creatures were slammed onto the ground. Then he spread his arms as wide as he could and the creatures slid across the floor, crashing into the outer walls.

How am I doing this? This power…it’s unbelievable! Relief washed over Hall as he proceeded towards the arched doorway.

He saw a beautiful, curvaceous woman in a light, see-through negligee descend the stairs. Everything suddenly became hazy, and he felt a powerful desire to please this mysterious woman.

Get a hold of yourself, man! He shut his eyes and shook his head. She pursed her lips as she walked through the doorway and reached out, holding his face in her hands. She was a human, like him. But unlike him, she was a flawless example of one. Despite her beauty, he looked at her with disappointment in his eyes.

“Am I not the object of your desires?” she cooed.

“I,” he stammered.

Everything went dark for a split second. What was that? Was that me—did I blink?

Without seeming to transform, she was now a new creature, almost as if she always was. Her outfit somehow perfectly fit this new form. A lizardwoman, sinuous, with striking eyes, and shiny, scaly skin. Leaning in, she ran her tongue along his neck. “And thisss?” she seductively hissed.

He shivered uncomfortably.

Blink.

“Perhaps you wish to have a dominating woman,” she purred.

A towering beastwoman gazed down at him, seductively. Powerful and bulky, the feline woman radiated raw libido and desire as she licked her mouth. She clutched his face in one large hand and reached below his waist with the other.

“What is this?” He twitched.

Blink.

Her hand was no longer holding his face. He felt a caressing at his waist and hips. Looking down, he saw a pair of large round eyes looking up from a pale green face. Below those eyes was a pointed nose and big pouty lips curved in a smile. “Perhaps one of the petite races, then?” She was close enough that he could feel her breath against his loins.

“Ah!” Hall jumped back.

The Gobby-Lin woman frowned and sighed.

Blink.

There she was. Hall’s mouth dropped, his eyes went wide with yearning. Standing a head taller than him, with glowing, pale-purple skin, shimmering crystalline-blue eyes, and light rose-colored hair, stood the most beautiful Elven woman he had ever seen. She looked so familiar, like someone he once knew.

She aggressively stepped towards him, backing him against the wall and thrusting her bountiful chest up against his chin. She was breathing heavily and looking down at him with hungry eyes.

“That’s right, my darling. I see now what is the object of your desire. I should have known…the fairest race…of course.” Twirling his hair with one hand, she delicately ran a finger from her other hand down the side of his face, stopping at his ear. “And you know what I desire…”

Hall’s heart pounded. Her intoxicating scent overpowered the foulness of the room. Everything about her felt so soft, so warm, so perfect. His hands started to feel warm again. Tendrils began to emanate from his fingertips.

So much power.

Everything he could have ever desired he had in this moment. He closed his eyes, wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed his lips to her neck.

“This is but a trickle of the power I can give you in the Dark Kingdom,” she whispered into his ear. “But first I must know where you reside, my darling.”

Reside…

Reside?

The word danced in Hall’s head.

This wasn’t real.

She wasn’t real!

“This is…” He shoved her back. “This is insane!” Hall shouted. “You are not Maeralya! You will never have me and you will never have this!” He gripped the earring.

Cellica shifted into her old, twisted satyr form and rose to hover in the middle of the room. “Fool!” she screamed, throwing her hands up. “You WILL give me the trinket, or everyone you know and love will suffer for all eternity!”

A swirling blackness expanded around her. Hall felt a forceful pressure pushing him against the wall, spreading his arms and legs wide. He found himself unable to move.

“Rend his flesh!” she shrieked.

The pressure against his body increased tenfold, nearly crushing him against the stone. His heart raced painfully fast as breath rapidly left his body. Cadavers rose from all around the room. They extended their arms, ending in rotted, fleshy claws that were ready to tear him to pieces. He clenched his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut just as they lunged at him.
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"Cellica!” Hall said, jerking awake.

“All right, I want your hands where I can see them!” A voice hollered from camp. “Everyone here is under arrest!” 

“What?” He stumbled out of his bedding and tried to reorient himself. “Who’s that?”
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            On The Run

A pebble fell from above, hitting Hall right between the eyes.

“Hey!” Hall exclaimed, as he looked up to see tiny, booted feet dangling over the edge of a giant mushroom cap.

Cuuxa leaned over the edge, placing a finger to her lips and squinting. Rubbing his forehead, Hall gave her a quizzical look. Following her pointed finger, Hall peeked through the foliage and saw a large gathering of Lawmen, farmers, and crafts folk.

Cuuxa motioned for him to follow. She leapt from cap to cap, leading him to a remote area of the forest, before jumping down to him.

“What’s going on?” Hall said quietly.

“Boy, you’re a hard sleeper! How did you not wake up to all the commotion?” She shook her head ruefully. “Some Lawmen showed up an hour ago and started questioning Azaax and Maer about the tremors. They’re blaming us! They think we caused it and want to bring us in for questioning!” Her ears twitched from a distant sound and she pushed Hall down behind a mushroom tree. “They’ve been searching the area,” she whispered, looking around. “I haven’t seen Vourius, I think he went scouting during the night. We have to find him and get Azaax and Maer out of there!” She lowered her ears and looked up at him with big, worried eyes. “What are we going to do, Hall?”

Hall ran his hand over his scalp, taking in all the information and trying to think. Cuuxa kicked him in the shin and grabbed his shirt, shaking him eagerly.

“I’m thinking!” he said, brushing her hands off. “We don’t have time for questioning. We have to get out of here before Cellica finds us.” He looked at the towering mushrooms. “Ok, I have an idea.” He patted her on the head and smiled confidently. “You stay here and keep an eye out. I’ll be right back.” He climbed to the top of one of the taller mushrooms and saw Vourius floating far above the land, arms crossed and looking out over the canyon that was blocking their path.

I knew he would be hiding up here. Who would think to look up in the sky when searching for suspects?

Looking back at camp, he saw Azaax and Maeralya, still clutching the tome. They were surrounded by Lawmen and onlookers. Everyone was keeping their distance from the mages, but the Lawmen still gave little room for escape. Up the road, beside the canyon he saw their covered Law Wagon. It looked empty, except for the two horses that were strapped to it.

That’s it! We just need a distraction to get the Lawmen away.

“Greetings. I am pleased to say much of my strength has recovered.” Vourius said, eyeing Hall from a distance. “I assume you are aware of the delay these Lawmen present?”

“I…” Hall started to say, then remembered that Vourius was able to read his thoughts.

I am. Hall thought. I need you to stay right there Vour. Don’t move.

“Very well.”

Hall swung off the mushroom cap and motioned to Cuuxa to follow him as he stealthily made his way over to the wagon and crouched down behind it. Cupping his hands over his mouth, he shouted, “Great Shine, what’s that thing in the sky?”

The farmers and crafts folk were the first to look up. They pointed at the undead knight and shrieked. Vourius shot a cold stare at Hall and threw his hands up in the air, annoyed that Hall gave away his position. The Lawmen drew their swords and ran into the forest after Vourius. They shouted orders to attack as the townsfolk cried out prayers for Shine to protect them.

Maeralya and Azaax looked around for the source of the original shouting. They saw Hall waving at them and holding the wagon door open, motioning them over. They hurried to Hall and jumped inside, with Cuuxa and Hall joining right behind them.              

Vourius turned, saw them boarding the wagon and nodded. He flew further into the forest, drawing the Lawmen away. Vourius dove out of sight, into the canyon. After a few minutes he emerged up from the canyon next to the wagon and settled himself on the driver’s bench. The Lawmen continued to holler in the distance, still searching for the ‘cursed monster’ as the terrified townsfolk scattered.

Vourius tapped on the roof. “Well done, but they will no doubt return shortly. What now?”

“Vourius, Azaax, can you two…what was it?” Hall snapped his fingers, searching for the right word. “Compass? No, compress! That’s it, compress the air around the wagon and float us across?”

“That depends,” Azaax carefully avoided the low hanging messenger birdcage as he sat down. “How long can you hold your breath?”

“Indeed. It would require the use of all the air within a vast area for us to float such weight.” Vourius added.

Hall heard the Lawmen shouting, their voices seemed to get closer every second. “It’s going to be okay, just do your best!” Hall swallowed a gulp of air.

Maeralya nodded at Hall approvingly, and also took in a big breath. Cuuxa groaned and opened her mouth wide, sucking in as much air as she could fill her lungs with before puffing out her cheeks to hold it all in.

Vourius and Azaax raised their hands. A dark glow emanated around them. First the air grew tight, as if their clothes were wet and clinging to them. Then it became heavy, like an intense pressure against their bodies. The pressure moved down beneath the floorboards, leaving the inside of the wagon feeling almost weightless. They could hear shouts of disbelief outside, followed by a slight choking as the wagon lifted off the ground.

Within moments they found themselves floating over the canyon. Hall, Maeralya and Cuuxa squeezed their eyes shut and puffed out their cheeks as the time passed. After what felt like an eternity, but in reality was less than a minute, they felt the wagon wheels settle on hard ground again. A rush of air filled the wagon and everyone collectively gasped in relief.

“Oh Shine, the horses!” Hall quickly opened a window and stuck his head out to see if they were all right.

“They are fine.” Vourius said, reins in hand and looking back at Hall. “For a moment they were not, but they are now.” He cracked the reins, and the horses began to move at a trot towards Fallwich. “Well done Hall. Those lawmen should no longer be a problem. My compliments to your ingenuity.”

“I’m just glad everyone’s all right!” Hall sighed and sat back down, running his fingers over his scalp once more. “Oh Shine! What’s that smell?” 

“Gee, I wonder.” Azaax said, eyeing the unkempt birdcage. A messenger bird cooed with a surprising calmness as it swung lightly in its cage that sat next to Azaax’s head.

“Might I ask, what exactly is this ‘Shine’ you keep referring to?” Vourius asked.

Maeralya looked up, troubled.

“What?!” Cuuxa gasped. “Everyone’s heard of Shine! It’s been around since even before your time!”

Vourius paused briefly before responding. “I see. Please forgive my ignorance.”

Maeralya shook her head at the exchange and moved to sit on Hall’s lap. He grunted, shifting his hands nervously. She placed her hands over his and wrapped them firmly around her waist, then cleared her throat before pulling out the tome to read.

“That’s really not necessary, Maer.” Azaax said. “There’s plenty of room in this—”

Cuuxa kicked Azaax and giggled as she smirked at Maeralya, who was also grinning. Cuuxa smiled at Hall, who was noticeably flustered and trying his best to stay calm. The bird cooed again and Cuuxa stuck a finger in the cage, trying to get its attention.

“Cute little things, aren’t they?”

“More useful than cute.” Azaax adjusted his robes. “Let’s just be grateful it didn’t die holding its breath, we may need it.”

“Why would we?!” Cuuxa said, looking between Azaax and Maeralya. “We have the best Light and Dark Mages right here. Can’t you just magically communicate to whoever, wherever?”

“Not exactly.” Azaax said. “There are limits to what we can do.”

“Speaking of magic…” Hall cleared his throat and tried to steady his voice. “How do you do that to the air? And heal, and make barriers, and all that stuff?”

“Ugh, magic questions. I’m so sick of magic questions!” Azaax sighed. “Vourius, do you want to answer this?”

“It would be difficult for me to explain,” Vourius said. “For I did not learn the magic. It was cursed upon my being as a risen undead.”

“You could have just said no.” Azaax said flatly, clearing his throat. “How about you Maer? Up for a little lesson for the magically uninclined here?”

“Hey! I know a thing or two!” Cuuxa said. “There’s two types, right? Light and Dark—Light Magic is good, and Dark Magic is evil!”

“Exactly!” Maeralya covered her mouth, giggling. Azaax shot her a hard stare. “Ok fine, the truth is,” she admitted, “they’re called Light and Dark because the magic aura they produce is visibly that of glowing light, or dark shadows.”

“You mean it’s literal?!” Cuuxa squeaked in surprise.

“Yes,” Maeralya nodded. “Just as Shine was named for its brilliant glow.”

“And within the two are different aspects of study.” Azaax added. “There are three aspects to Dark Magic. Rock, or stone, which is the easiest to manipulate as it is by far the most plentiful—predominantly beneath the crust of this world. Next is the aspect of water, some of which can be pulled out of the very air you breathe.”

“There isn’t water in the air!” Hall said, half laughing.

Everyone except Hall exchanged amused glances.

“Anyways…” Azaax continued. “The last is air. Widely regarded as the most difficult aspect to control. With it one can summon lightning or even manipulate living creatures to deprive them of oxygen, forcing them into a deep sleep, or with surges of shock to paralyze a foe.”

Hall’s eyes shot up. “That’s what you did to me on that mountain top outside the dragon’s lair!”

“He did what now?!” Cuuxa exclaimed.

“What? When was this?” Maeralya asked.

“That’s neither here nor there.” Azaax said, tugging his collar. “So that’s it for Dark Magic. Can’t help you on the Light side of things. Not my area of expertise, you see.”

“I could answer that, if you were curious.” Maeralya said, smiling.

“Mm-hmm!” Cuuxa rolled onto her stomach, resting her face in her hands.

“So whereas Dark Magic has three aspects based on the planet’s composition, Light Magic has five based on biological composition.”

“Five…” Hall said in disbelief. “My mind was spinning at three, how can someone learn five?”

Maeralya chuckled at his bewilderment and patted him on the head. She ran her finger along Hall’s arm, then pinched him, causing him to flinch.

“Flesh is the first. All living things consist of the flesh, the simplest and most plentiful biological aspect of all creatures. Using the flesh, one can manifest shields or barriers to protect, or trap. Pulling from tiny bits of flesh of every living creature nearby is usually unnoticeable—especially when pulled from insects, squirrels or other small creatures in a vast radius.”

“And you did that to Hall back at camp!” Cuuxa leaned forward, eyes widening.

“Oh, you could feel it?” Maeralya asked.

“I think so.” Cuuxa scratched her head. “Well maybe not—anyways, what’s next?”

“Next is the blood in our veins.” Maeralya said. “When harnessed and manipulated can cure diseases.”

She placed her hand on Hall’s chest and looked him in the eye. His heart was already beating hard, now it was racing. She smiled.

“Another aspect, similar, but different, is the heart which pulsates the life in our bodies. It strengthens and empowers us, allowing us to move faster and be stronger than we ever thought possible.”

She placed her hand on his head. “Then we have the mind, one of the most difficult things to manipulate. The practice is often frowned upon. Very few are even allowed to study the mind. And only in the direst of situations would a mage cast a spell on the mind, creating confusion or compulsion to the individual.”

“Wait, compulsion?” Hall thought of his recent dream and frowned. He grabbed Maeralya’s hand. “That’s a spell of Shine?”

“Well, yes.” Maeralya replied, confused by Hall’s concern.

“That’s only four!” Cuuxa said accusingly. “You said there were five aspects to Light Magic!”

“Oh, then there’s will, or in some cultures, spirit.” Maeralya said. “The most difficult to learn—and is only ever taught to temple Elders.

“Oooh.” Cuuxa’s eyes went wide with intrigue. “What does it do?”

“I am not certain, but it is said that mastery of will can heal nearly any wound, cause great harm to evil, or according to ancient texts, even be used to resurrect the recently deceased.”

Vourius scoffed.

“It all sounds so complicated.” Hall said, now feeling more at ease with Maeralya. “How long does it take to learn these aspects?”

“Oh you don’t learn just the aspects.” Azaax said. “You also have to learn how to combine them.”

“Combine them?” Hall and Cuuxa said at the same time.

“Yes, doing so will create even greater feats of magical strength.” Maeralya added. “Though it is incredibly challenging to even the most potent of magic users and tends to fatigue them.”

Azaax raised his staff into the air and waved it around. “Which is why you enchant things to become magical objects of stored power. That way you always have something to draw upon if you find yourself drained. Sometimes the objects have more power stored in them than the mage could muster on their own, even at full strength.”

“Oh wow, I’d like to see that someday!” Cuuxa said, paddling her feet excitedly.

“Hey!” Hall said, pointing at Azaax. “Is that why you didn’t exhale when we landed, you did some kind of combination spell, or used your enchanted staff so you didn’t have to breathe?”

“Good point!” Cuuxa rolled over and eyed Azaax. “And I didn’t feel anything inside his robes when I kicked him!” Crawling on hands and knees across the padded bench, she shoved her face into his. “What even are you? I see no face at all except two glowing, yellow eyes—not even eyes, more like orbs—surrounded by dark shadows.”

Azaax leaned back as far as he could, hitting his head on the birdcage as Cuuxa leaned in further, never letting him more than an inch away.

“Well? What are you?” she asked again.

“I swear Azaax, if it were possible,” Hall said, “you would be sweating right now.”

Azaax tugged at his collar and turned his gaze to Maeralya. “Uh…a little help here?”

“Nope.” Maeralya set the tome down and also stared at him. “I’ve been wondering what species you are ever since we met.”

Cuuxa reached up to yank Azaax’ hat off. “What…why won’t it come off?!”

“Stop it!” Azaax grabbed Cuuxa’s hands and pushed her back. “Don’t worry about what I am!”

“But why?” Cuuxa clenched her fists and shook them.

Azaax sighed. “I am something old and forgotten, nothing more.”

Cuuxa dropped her hands and sat back on her heels, staring at him sideways. “Something old and forgotten,” she repeated. “I got it!” Cuuxa snapped her fingers. “You’re too tall for a Gobby-Lin, and too short for a human, that means you’re a satyr, right?”

“He is far too short for a satyr.” Vourius butted in.

Azaax leaned his head out the window and glared at Vourius.

“What? I am also curious.”

“I heard tales as a boy about a tiny, long-extinct race called Nohme’s.” Hall added.

“They aren’t extinct, just rare.” Maeralya shook her head. “And he’s too tall for a Nohme, they’re even shorter than Gobby-Lin’s.”

“There’s a race shorter than us?!” Cuuxa perked up. “Oh, to not be the smallest race for once!”

“It’s not so bad being short.” Azaax said. “We shorties can use almost anything for a bed.”

Cuuxa reclined on the bench, sighing. “That’s true. Even a large pillow works for me! What do you think about that, giant people?” She looked at Maeralya, who was once again engrossed in her book, then at Hall. His face was barely visible over Maeralya’s shoulder—his eyes were firmly set on her bosom, jiggling in her robes amidst the bumpy ride.

“Watcha looking at, Hall?” Cuuxa said loudly.

“Oh!” Hall flinched, causing Maeralya to jump and almost drop the book. “I was just, uh, examining the tome.” Maeralya looked at Cuuxa who was snickering at the elf’s chest, then gave Hall a suspicious stare.

“Um, have you found anything worth noting…Maer?” Hall suddenly didn’t know where to look and settled on staring at the floor.

Maeralya grinned. There was some satisfaction in her face at Hall’s nervousness around her. “Actually, I did find some rather vague references at the end of this book regarding experiments in the Dark Kingdom.”

“The Dark Kingdom?!” Hall almost leaped up, causing Maeralya to bounce. “That’s where she is!”

“Calm down!” Maeralya placed her hand on his shoulder. “How do you know that?”

“It makes sense. The Dark Kingdom was the focal point during the War of Expansion.” Vourius said. “I had hoped that place had long since been crushed. It would be dire if even a trace of power remains there.”

“I’m sure!” Hall pleaded. “You just have to trust me!”

“Ok, I believe you, calm down.” Maeralya looked at Azaax. “Can you reach Reginald, telepathically?”

“No. For some reason he has always refused linking.”

“Then we’ll just have to do it the old-fashioned way.” She rolled up her sleeves. “There should be a quill and ink bottle near the messenger bird cage.”

Azaax reached in and handed her the writing utensils and some parchment. “What are you going to send?”

“He must know everything that’s happened.” She began writing furiously. “Ready the messenger bird.”

Good. Hall thought. Reginald will deal with Cellica and her armies. Soon I’ll be rid of this thing. Hall raised his hand to his ear, it flickered for a few seconds and the gem sparkled. And soon I’ll be rid of this curse!

“You are certain of that?”

“What?” Hall said. The other riders in the wagon looked at him, confused.

“Ready yourselves!” Vourius said to everyone. “Fallwich lies just ahead.”

The wagon passed by a tree with a gnarled bump on it. The bump twitched, then opened up and stared at the passing wagon, never shifting its gaze.

Vourius stopped the wagon a short distance from the city gates. “I’m afraid I must remain here while you explore the city.”

“I don’t think so, Vour.” Hall said.

“I will undoubtedly cause panic.”

“And we will undoubtedly need you with us.” Hall pulled his bandana out of his pocket. “This should cover what little of your face pokes out under your helmet. Just stay behind us and hunch over so’s not to draw any notice. Folks might just think you’re a tall elf.”

“There is visible bone protruding from my armor.” Vourius said.

“I’m telling you, with Azaax and Maer walking out front no one will look twice at you.” Hall jumped out of the wagon, stretching his legs as everyone followed behind. “Follow me. The Adventurer’s Guild is at the end of town, and if I remember correctly, the airship docks are just past it.”

“If you remember correctly?” Cuuxa said, grinning. “You can clearly see a giant airship docked over there.”

Hall gave her a wry smile.
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A short while later, they found themselves deep inside the city. Hall couldn’t help but linger as they passed by the Adventurer’s Guild. “To think—that used to be all I ever wanted.”

“It’s really not all it’s cracked up to be.” Cuuxa sneered at the establishment. “You see hardly any of the profits—even if you actually make it past the ‘recruitment’ phase.”

“It wasn’t about money.” Hall shifted his feet and kicked a pebble. “I just wanted to find a place where I belong, to feel like I have a family—but not like my family. I wanted to find people who would look out for me, and me for them.” As he turned to the group, everyone was staring at him. “What?”

“Hall, you do have a—” Maeralya started, but interrupted herself. “I don’t believe it…Reg?!”

Stepping out of the Adventurer’s Guild, Reginald was surprised to see Maeralya. He hastily made his way over, bowing deeply to her, then each traveling companion. When he caught sight of Hall, he paused mid-bow, catching sight of the earring, dangling in the wind.

“I can explain!” Hall held his breath and waited for the inevitable arrest.

Reginald simply smiled and bowed formally to Hall. “It is good to see that the gem has been well cared for. Thou truly were the safest hands to leave it in.”

“I, uhh…th-thank you.” Hall stammered.

“What are you doing here? You should be at the Palace!” Maeralya said.

Reginald straightened and faced Maeralya at attention. “Our Queen feels this threat is not justification for excessive use of our forces without solid proof of the threat.” Reginald paused at the sight of Vourius, who tried to crouch and face away. “My Lady—are you aware that your knight companion is an undead hiding behind a bandana?” he said softly so as not to catch Vourius’s attention.

Maeralya crossed her arms and gave Reginald a stern look. “Really?” she said flatly. “Do go on.” He met her face with confusion. “Yes, I am quite aware. He is a free soul and is aiding us against this threat.”

Reginald nodded and bowed to Vourius. “Understood. I ask thee forgiveness for mine presumptuousness.”

Vourius returned the bow. “There is something familiar about this knight’s demeanor.” Vourius spoke to everyone except Reginald. “Perhaps I fought alongside one of his ancestors.”

Hall shrugged.

“Most likely.” Azaax said aloud, receiving a curious look from Reginald.

“Reginald.” Maeralya said, drawing his full attention. “I already sent a missive to the Palace that should provide details for evidence of the threat. You must return to the Palace and ready the Queen’s forces to fly north to the Dark Kingdom.”

Reginald began to speak, but Maeralya cut him off.

“And if the Queen still is not convinced,” she sighed, setting a hand on Reginald’s shoulder. “Then just marry her already and take full control of the military.”

Reginald tried to squeeze in a ‘but,’ but she continued.

“And no, that would not be deceitful. I know full and well that your feelings for her go beyond your oaths...and I’m sure she does too.”

Reginald eyed Maeralya with a stoic, hard face. “I will consider these words. Might I ask what my Lady hast planned?”

Maeralya turned to Hall. “Actually, he’s leading the charge.”

All eyes fell on Hall. He cleared his throat and stood up straight. “Uh, that’s right.” He wished he sounded more confident than he felt. “We have to get to the Abyss as quickly as possible and dispose of this trinket.”

Reginald turned his gaze back to Maeralya, looking unsure.

“Everything will be all right, I trust him.” She smiled.

Reginald nodded, but still wore a face of concern.

“Rest assured we will be careful,” she said. “Just as before, we can travel faster and undetected with fewer companions. We will send any information we find.”

Reginald nodded. “Then there is no time to waste. I will return to the Palace at once and make plans to ready the Royal Fleet. With luck, we shall embark not but a day behind thee.”

Maeralya smiled and wrapped her arms around Reginald, hugging him tightly. “Travel swift, but cautious, good knight.”

“May your journey be safe.” Reginald bowed once more, then departed.

“Um, does he always talk like that?” Cuuxa asked.

“Always.” Azaax said.

“Like what?” Vourius asked.

“The docks!” Hall pointed. “They’re right over there, five streets down. Let’s go!"
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They walked through town to the wooden dock tower. “See?” Hall said. “No one even noticed Vourius. Most folks either avoided eye contact with Azaax or were gawking at the beautiful elven mage.” He winked at Maeralya, making her blush slightly.

There was a rickety staircase that ran along the outside of the tower and creaked with each step as they followed Hall in single file up to the top. There was nothing but a plank of wood sitting at the edge, meant to serve as a bridge between the tower and the airship, and a thick rope that connected the airship to the tower.

“Intriguing. What wondrous creations the modern world has.” Vourius looked up at the enormous, bulbous floating object above the ship. “What is that thing?”

“It’s called an envelope.” Cuuxa said. “I’ve worked on one before and let me tell you—you really want to make sure it’s secured to the ship before inflating one!”

“Sage advice.” Vourius said. “If I didn’t know any better, I would swear this vessel’s hull is the very same as what we once used for ships at sea.”

“They are.” Azaax said. “Had to find some use for them after the event.”

“Yeah, can I help ya?” a man shouted in a gruff voice. He was wearing a dirty coat, albeit still finer than one you would expect from a regular crewman. His pants were filthy and torn off at the knee with tattered cloth hanging down to bare feet.

“Greetings…captain?” Hall asked. The man nodded and stepped forward. “We ask to hire you and your vessel to travel up north.”

The captain guffawed. “You got two problems with that there request, lad. The second problem is that we’re just a cargo ship, and folks ain’t cargo.” He shifted his eyes back and forth. “At least they ain’t s’possed to be cargo,” he said in a lower voice.

“Are you kidding, me?” Cuuxa said, putting her hands on her hips. “We just need to hire a ship for travel!”

“Wait, what was the first problem?” Hall asked.

“The first problem is that we just docked and unloaded,” the captain shouted. It seemed everything the man said was in a shout. “My crew’s off for the rest of the evening getting some a and a!”

“A and a?” Hall asked.

“Ale and ass!” the man said with a wide, toothless grin on his face.

Maeralya glared at the captain.

“Err, uh…forgive me m’lady. Been a long while since I was in the company of a Light Mage,” he muttered under his breath something about rotten luck. “Just something sailors say,” the captain trailed off as the sun suddenly became covered in a great shadow. “What…what in Shine is that?!”

“At last,” A scratchy, agitated voice spoke from behind. “I have found you, Hall. And I see my greatest creation and failure still among you.”

Everyone turned and saw a swirling darkness in the sky. It was growing larger by the second. A cloaked woman floated in the center of it. A wrinkled, furry gray snout stuck out from under her hood. On her right hand sat a ring with a pulsating blue gem atop it.

“Everyone get back!” Vourius shouted, drawing his sword and shield.

Maeralya raised her hands and created a domed barrier overhead that was just wide enough to cover their group. Numerous many-creatures began pouring out of the portal, falling onto the ground and immediately scrambling up all sides of the tower. The captain screamed in horror and dove over the side of his ship.

“To the ship! Go!” Vourius commanded as he fought back the onslaught of creatures.

Everyone ran onto the ship’s deck, Maeralya followed Cuuxa and focused hard to maintain a shield around them, as well as separate ones on Vourius and Azaax. Cuuxa pulled out a dagger, ran to the ship’s cleat, and began cutting away the rope that tied it to the dock. Azaax floated up to the wheel at the ship’s helm and threw fireballs to the creatures down below. Many-creatures swarmed around Vourius, some ran past him and climbed onto the ship, pounding on the shield around Cuuxa and Maeralya.

“Hurry, Vourius, I can’t hold these for long.” Maeralya fell to one knee, panting and sweating. The creatures pounded on Vourius’s magical shield, causing it to flicker and start to fade. “Wait, where’s Hall?”

Just as the shield around Vourius dissipated, one of the creatures lunged at him, grabbing his leg and trying to pull him off. A throwing knife flew by Vourius and pierced the ankle of the creature, knocking it off balance causing it to fall from the tower.

Hall stood beside Vourius, knives ready in hand. He chucked them one after the other, aiming for knees and ankles with deadly precision, forcing the creatures to topple off the tower.

“Fool! How many of those knives do you have that you would stand on the front lines…and with no armor!” Vourius shouted.

“This is why I wanted to learn to fight!” Hall yelled back as he threw his last knife. “C’mon, we have to go, we aren’t leaving without you!”

Cellica brought her hands together, summoning a powerful ball of complex energy. Vourius clenched the unikey in his hand and shoved it along with his shield into Hall’s chest, pushing him back onto the ship just as Cuuxa cut the tether free. Hall reached a hand out at Vourius, hollering to him.

Cellica held one hand over the other, palms facing each other as if holding a large invisible ball to her chest and formed an orb of solid molten fire that pulsated with an electrical charge. She thrust her hands forward. A dense, massive beam of charged fire shot from her and exploded against Vourius’s back. The ear-piercing explosion ruptured the knight’s armor, breaking his body into pieces and sending a large chunk flying at Hall.

Hall raised the shield just before getting hit. The impact sent him flying back, slamming him hard against the deck of the ship and knocking the wind out of him. His vision blurred while he fought to stay conscious. The only intact piece of Vourius’s body, his smoking skull, flew to the back of the deck.

Hall clutched the shield and muttered, “Vourius…no…no…”


   18

              Fight Or Flight...Or Both

There was a ringing in Hall’s ears and his brain felt like it was buzzing inside his own head. He still saw the blinding bright light from the blast behind his eyelids. He clutched Vourius’s smoking shield to his chest and rocked on his back to the motion of the ship. A blunt object rolled to the edge of the deck and back, hitting his shoulder. Forcing his eyes open, his vision blurred before beginning to clear.

Vourius’s skull sat beside him, hollow and lifeless. Staring at him. Tears filled his eyes as he reached out and grabbed the skull, hugging it between him and the shield. Maeralya leaned over him, her mouth was moving, but Hall couldn’t hear anything other than a constant buzz. Panic filled her eyes as she continued to speak to him. Slowly, the ringing began to fade.

“Hall, it’s not over yet!” Maeralya cried as she scooped him up. He hung limp in her arms, head still spinning from the blast.

“What’s she doing?!” Cuuxa yelled, pointing.

Maeralya turned—Hall in her arms—both looking towards the docks.

Cellica floated up into the air and swung her arms around in deliberate form, causing a torrent of black wind to rise up around her. The many-creatures became swept up in the swirling vortex of darkness that now covered the dock. The creatures clawed at the air and howled as their bodies clashed, breaking into pieces. The cadaver chunks flew up into the air and began to reform into something huge and even more horrible.

Three pairs of long, bony wings with shredded pieces of dangling flesh extended out around a meaty, ring-like object. The ring’s diameter was three times the length of a man and had a round object made up of entrails and organs floating in the center. The object split open, like a giant, gaping eye. With a wingspan great enough to wrap around their entire airship, it was the largest creature Hall had ever seen.

Cellica floated to the winged abomination and stood atop the eye. Wings flapping, the creature hovered and screeched with the most horrible sound Hall had ever heard in his life. A sound as if a thousand newborns were being ripped out of the womb at once. Taking flight, Cellica quickly caught up to the airship.

“Never did I think I would see such a horrible creation, again.” Azaax mumbled under his breath. “Everyone get below deck, now!” He gave the steering wheel a sharp turn and pushed air behind the fins at the rear of the envelope, forcing the airship to move faster than it was ever capable of. Azaax made sharp turns and tried to outmaneuver the flying monstrosity.

Maeralya’s arms trembled as she held Hall close and ran down to the ship’s cargo hold. Cuuxa was close behind. She set Hall onto one of the crew’s cots below deck. Maeralya tried to hold him steady while the ship swung violently. She ran her hands over his face and body, trying to send healing magic through him.

“What’s happening, why isn’t he getting better?” Cuuxa asked.

“I don’t understand.” Maeralya’s voice cracked. “He hasn’t sustained any major injuries. Just bruises and a bump to the head. I don’t know why he isn’t getting up, he…”

Hall reached out and grabbed Maeralya’s hand. “Vour…don’t leave me…I can’t…I can’t do this alone…I…” His hand dropped limply at his side.

She leaned over, holding him in her arms and rested her forehead against his. “Yes you can.” A single tear dropped from her eye onto his cheek. “You are braver than you think. Vourius knew this."
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What do I do, what do I do? Cuuxa fidgeted and bit her lower lip while looking back at the stairs leading up to the deck. I can’t leave Azaax out there alone!

A loud crash rang from above. The ship heaved to one side, sending everyone crashing into the hull. Cuuxa held herself upright by clinging to the wooden column in the middle of the hold. She saw Maeralya hunched over Hall, holding him tight. He’s done so much to help us, it’s time we help him!

“Maer, I’m going up to help Azaax, you stay here and watch over Hall!” Holding onto anything she could to help stabilize herself, Cuuxa climbed up the stairs.

From the deck she saw that Cellica had greatly narrowed the gap between them. Arms raised, Cellica shot streaks of lightning down from the sky, each one barely missing the airship. Another sharp turn sent Cuuxa hurling towards the edge of the deck. She slammed against the railing, grabbing hold of it before falling overboard. Below the ship she saw the canyon formed by the castle. Eyeing the width of the canyon, then the wingspan of Cellica’s flying thing, Cuuxa formed a plan.

“Hey!” she yelled. “Can you get us down into that canyon?”

“Are you kidding?!” Azaax said. “It’s taking everything I got to steer and push this blasted thing!”

The ship leveled out just long enough that Cuuxa was able to run up to the wheel and push Azaax aside. “Fine! I’ll steer, you just do whatever magic thing you gotta do to get us down there and as far from that thing as possible.”

Azaax nodded and raised his staff. “Hey Cuuxa, you wanted to see what an enchanted object of power is capable of, right?” He waved his staff overhead. “Well here you go!” A bright aura burst from the staff. His body rose a few feet above the deck, but remained locked with the ship’s movement as the glowing aura quickly spread, overtaking the entire ship. A coned barrier formed just ahead of the ship’s bow and broke through the wind. The ship flew as if there was no resistance whatsoever. A second burst of energy pushed the airship from behind. Cuuxa steered the ship down as it was propelled through the canyon.

Cellica flew down to follow them. The creature’s enormous wings collided against the canyon walls, breaking and crumbling the ends into pieces. They quickly outpaced Cellica, who became a blur behind them. Cuuxa laughed victoriously as she piloted the ship, narrowly missing the obstructions in the canyon.

“We got this Azaax, we got this!” Cuuxa said, smiling.

“I’m not so sure about that. I have a terrible feeling!” Azaax looked back at the ever-growing gap between them and Cellica. A tiny blue glow shone from Cellica far off in the distance. “No!” Azaax yelled. The glowing aura left him as he landed back on the deck and rushed to grab the steering wheel. “Pull up, pull up! Get out of the canyon!”
“What are you talking about?” Cuuxa looked back. “We did it, we lost her!”

A swirling black void flared up in front of them. Cuuxa turned her head and screamed. Gripping the steering wheel, she spun it as fast as she could. They flew up, but not before the ever-expanding darkness lurched out like a giant hand and enveloped them.
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Cuuxa shivered as the ship idled over the eerily silent, foreign land. A crack of lightning struck, barely missing them. “What…what just happened?” She choked and coughed from the dry air.

Azaax walked to the edge and leaned over the railing, examining the landscape. Heat radiated from dark crimson sand as a hazy, gray fog rolled over everything below.

Despite being morning, the sky was covered in what seemed to be a permanent darkness, broken only by irregular, silent streaks of lightning that shot up into the sky. Scattered across the land were corpses, some writhing, others motionless. Amidst the endless desert he saw what looked to be ancient ruins, perhaps former temples. All of which were partially buried by the shifting sands.

“What is this, Azaax? Where are we?” Cuuxa coughed again and covered her mouth with her shirt.

“Cuuxa…I’m afraid we’re in the Dark Kingdom.”


   19

            Into The Dark Kingdom

“Hall.” A deep voice echoed in his mind.

“Hall!”

“On your feet, brave fool. It is not over yet!”

“Vourius!” Hall jerked up in his cot, almost dropping the shield.

“Oh Hall!” Maeralya hugged him. She had been sitting beside him, holding his hand while he rested.

“The dock—what happened?” Hall asked in a tight voice as she squeezed him. “Is everyone all right?”

She placed her hand on his cheek, caressing the side of his face. “Are you all right?” she whispered hoarsely.

“I will be.” He grabbed her hand, gave it a light squeeze and smiled. “Where is Cuuxa and Azaax?”

“Up on deck.”

Hall pocketed the unikey and stuffed Vourius’s skull into one of the straps of the shield, then made his way topside with Maeralya hovering behind him.

“Hall, you’re all right!” Cuuxa waved excitedly from the helm.

“Where’s Cellica?” he asked, choking on his words. “And why is it so hard to breathe?”

Lightning struck the edge of the airship, igniting the hull. Azaax hurried over and raised his hands, waving them in the air, but nothing happened. “Damnation! There’s barely any water in this air!”

Hall grabbed Azaax by the shoulders. “Answer me! Where are we? How did we get here?”

“Where do you think?” He pushed Hall back and straightened his robes. “We’re in her territory now—she teleported us here.”

“Then she’ll no doubt be right behind us.” Hall looked at the growing flames. “Maeralya, can you create a barrier around the flames to keep them from spreading?”

“There’s no other life to pull from. To create a barrier, I would have to rip our flesh apart!”

There’s got to be somewhere we can hide on the ground. He thought. “Then we have to land.” Hall looked to Cuuxa. “Take us down!”

The flames grew larger and hotter. Azaax moved the air above the ship’s envelope, pushing it down to the ground as Cuuxa steered them to a clear patch of sand.

“Everyone hold on, this’ll be rough!” Cuuxa said.

They quickly descended, causing the flames to spread. Maeralya held onto the railing with one hand and Azaax with the other while the ship whipped back and forth. Turbulence hit them hard and Cuuxa was flung from the wheel. Hall jumped to the helm, snatching the Gobby-Lin by her rope belt with one hand and grabbing the wheel with the other. He steered one handed, fighting against the wind and forcing the ship into a hard landing, slamming him against the wheel, and sending Maeralya and Azaax flying towards the bow of the ship.

Hall leaned over the steering wheel, still holding onto Cuuxa. “Is…is everyone all right?” He set her down and tried to catch his breath.

Maeralya and Azaax struggled to walk. They stumbled across the uneven deck, trying to find their footing as they made their way towards Hall and Cuuxa. Breathing was still a struggle on the arid land but came easier than in the air.

A massive black vortex opened up overhead. An ear-piercing screech echoed from within. Cellica flew out, riding atop her creation and circled overhead.

“We have to get out of here!” Hall said, as he and Cuuxa ran to the mages. “Even through the fog, she will see the fire!” Hall jumped down onto the red sand. “Follow me and stay close!”

He could feel the heat of the sand through his boots. Everything about this place felt harsh and reeked of ash. He saw Maeralya hopping back and forth on thinly slippered feet and motioned for her to jump onto his back. She happily obliged, climbing up and wrapping her arms around his shoulders.

“The temple!” Cuuxa gestured to something in the distance. “We saw it from the airship.”

“Yes—there was some sort of temple amidst the sands,” Azaax said. “But it might not be what you think it is.”

Cellica flew overhead, her creation screeching as she summoned numerous streaks of lightning all around her. They struck at random locations, coming frighteningly close to the ship.

“We don’t have a choice.” Hall headed in the direction Cuuxa had pointed. Sand blew all around, hot to the touch. Unable to see five feet in front of himself, they were walking blind.

“It is near.” A faint voice said, echoing in Hall’s mind.

“What’s near?” he said, louder than he intended. Everyone gave him a confused look.

“To the left, almost there,” the voice said again, slightly clearer.

“Follow me, we’re almost there!” Hall said as he picked up his pace.

The screeching grew distant as the great flying monstrosity wheeled in a great arc in the sky away from them, still searching. They were safe from Cellica’s searching eyes for a blessed moment. It wasn’t long before they found themselves standing before an ancient temple.

It was smaller than the temple in Eldermere and different in design. This one had a triangular shape and appeared to lean a bit, most likely settling in the sands over the years. The corners were smooth slopes while the rest gave the appearance of giant stepping stones that lead up to the top, which appeared to have an opening. The opposite end of the temple stuck out over a sandy cliffside, with a valley of gnarly, thorny brambles that reached far into the haze.

Maeralya slid off of Hall’s back onto the cooler stone steps at the entrance. She eyed the carvings and symbols that were engraved on the archway. “These symbols—great blessing, I believe this is an ancient temple of Shine!”

“It doesn’t look like any temple of Shine I’ve ever seen.” Cuuxa said, hopping inside, behind Azaax and Hall.

“The old temples were never painted on the outside like the modern ones are.” Maeralya followed everyone inside, eyeing more symbols in the entryway. “Evil cannot enter this place—we will be safe here.”

They walked down a corridor and entered a large open room. Weak beams of light cast down from narrow windows above. There were five corridors in the room, including the one they just came from. The other four each lead to the corners of the temple. In the middle of the great room sat a large, cracked stone table.

“Below.” Hall could hear the voice much clearer now.

“What?” Hall pulled out Vourius’s skull and stared at it intently. He felt eyes on him and looked up to see Cuuxa watching him, her expression was heavy with concern. “I just—it’s for good luck.”

“Below,” the voice said again.

Hall twitched. “I need to think.”

“It’s okay,” Cuuxa said, kindly. “Take all the time you need. I’ll get a fire going. Maybe that will help lighten this place up.” Her tone was reminiscent of a mother caring for a sick child.

“That’s strange,” Maeralya’s nose twitched as she sniffed the air and walked about the room. “Something smells unnatural in here, almost like an embalmers lab.” She looked closely at the carvings and symbols on the walls. “I recognize a lot of these, but some are different from any I have seen.” She looked at Azaax, hoping he would have some explanation. “What do you think? Could these be symbols that were lost over the years?”

He was standing beside the table in the middle of the room, slightly shaking his head at her.

Her voice began to quiver as her mind raced with questions. “Sh…Shine has blessed us with this temple as a shelter from evil.”

Azaax ran his hands over the cut marks on the table. They were clean cuts—made by a very sharp blade and all in the same area. Faded red stains dotted several spots on the altar. “I don’t know how to tell you this Maer,” Azaax said, “but this is an altar.”

Maeralya stared past Azaax, she heard his words but refused to understand them. “Many temples of Shine have tribute altars for offerin—”

“It’s for sacrifices!” Azaax snapped. Maeralya winced at the word. Hall and Cuuxa watched in silence, afraid to say anything. He walked over and placed his hand on a wall. “I feel a strange magic here. Magic I haven’t felt in a very long time.”

Maeralya created a light orb, it was far dimmer than any she had ever made before, and held it above the altar. “What…what happened in this place?” Her nose was assaulted by something foul, yet familiar. Bile. She floated her orb to the walls and trembled at the sight of the same thick, fleshy red slime she saw in Eldermere. “It…it can’t be.”

“I tried to tell you Maer. Shine temples were not always what they appeared to be.”

“Silence, Azaax!” She clenched her fists. “I won’t hear it!” She turned abruptly and walked stiffly down one of the corridors.

Hall fidgeted with the skull in his hands as he watched her walk away.

“Belo—”

“Maer, wait!” Hall shouted, cutting off the voice and running after her.

At the end of the corridor there were two sets of stairs. One leading up, one down. Maeralya went up.

It’s okay Maer. Hall thought, following her. You don’t have to say anything. I’ll be here for you, wherever you go.

The stairs ended at a small rooftop balcony. The fog had cleared for a moment, giving a view of the surrounding land. Far and wide they saw obelisks, statues, shrines, and encampments full of many-creatures. If one unfocused their eyes and saw the landscape as a whole it almost looked to be alive, writhing and pulsating.

“What has happened here?” Maeralya mumbled. “That even the temples fall to her evil…is her power so vast?”

Hall saw hope slowly leaving Maeralya’s eyes. “No!” He grabbed her arms and faced her towards him. “If she were so powerful she wouldn’t need this trinket!” His breathing slowed and his eyes grew deathly serious. “I realize now—it won’t be enough to simply throw it away—she has to be stopped! She will be stopped!” He brought his hand to her face and caressed her cheek. “Everything will be okay,” he whispered, “I promise.”

Maeralya’s eyes opened wide and glimmered. She smiled and embraced him. Closing her eyes, she brought her lips close to his.

Hall leaned in, his eyes shifted nervously back and forth. From the corner of his eye he spotted a large, gnarled bump on the edge of the balcony. He pushed her away and whipped the shield off of his back, slamming it over the eye. The motion knocked Vourius’s skull out and Hall snatched it quickly from the air before it hit the floor.

“What?” Maeralya looked hurt and confused. “But I thought—”

“No, it’s not that! It’s an eye! One of those spies Cellica uses!”

Maeralya scowled at the eye for interrupting their moment.

“It wasn’t open, but she may still know we’re here. We have to get back and warn the others!” Hall said.

As he turned to run down the stairs, Maeralya grabbed his arm, squeezed it tightly and winked. “Ok…but you owe me something, Hall the Lucky!”

He smiled, and nodded.

Back in the main room Cuuxa was hunching over a fire with Azaax. They paused whatever they were discussing and Cuuxa jumped up and ran over to Maeralya. “Are you all right, Maer?”

“I am better now, thank you,” she said, looking at Hall and slightly blushing.

Cuuxa looked back and forth between the two of them and gave a toothy grin. “So, did anything interesting happen up there?”

“There was an eye!” Hall said, slightly flustered. “An eye on the top of the temple, there could be others here! I don’t know if it saw us enter, but we need to stay alert in case something happens.”

“Below!” the voice bellowed in Hall’s mind.

Hall froze for a moment, the skull felt warm in his hand. Everyone stared at Hall, waiting for him to finish whatever he was saying. “I will—be right back.” Much to everyone’s confusion he ran back down the corridor.

“Where are you going?” Maeralya hollered.

Azaax walked past Maeralya, placing a hand on her hip. “He’s probably just going to pee. I’ll go watch his back. You warm up by the fire Maer, it’s unnaturally cold in this—temple.”

Hall bounded down the stairs and found an open door. On the doorframe was another eye, this one was also tightly closed. Hall carefully stepped around it. The room glowed red from a pool of bubbling liquid in the middle. Somehow it gave off no heat, but its aura was bright enough to show the deformed skeletons chained to the walls. At the back of the room was a window, revealing an endless valley of brambles behind the temple. His hand tightened around the skull. What…what is all this?

“Necromantic energy is strong in this place,” the voice said. “Listen fast and listen well.”

Hall fell to his knees as his eyes began to water. “Vour?” Holding the skull up, he gazed into its eyeless sockets. “It is you! You—You’re alive?"
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Azaax quietly followed Hall down the stairs, keeping enough distance so as not to be noticed. The red aura pulsated from the open doorway. This energy, I remember it now. He thought. It’s necromantic magic. How did I not feel this when we first entered this place? Creeping to the doorway, he peered into the room and saw Hall with Vourius’s skull in hand.

Hall had knelt down, clutching the skull with both hands and holding it out, above him. His eyes were watering with a strained look of hope on his face as he gazed at the skull. He twitched and nodded. Whatever was happening, it didn’t seem good.

What is going on with him? He thought. Was it that blast from Cellica, or did Vourius getting blown to bits finally snap his brain?

“The unikey?” Hall said to the skull. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Uh oh…talking skulls are rarely a good thing.

“I understand. Yes, it is what I must do.” Hall stumbled to his feet and moved leadenly to the doorway. Azaax quickly ducked behind the opening and pressed himself up against the wall in the stairwell.

Hall removed his earring and held it to the eye. It opened wide. Its pupil shrank to the size of a dot and stared, unblinking, at the trinket.

“Cellica.” Hall said grimly. “Here’s the trinket, you know where I am. Let my friends go and you can have it. It’s all yours, you won.”

What is this crazy man doing?! Azaax thought as the temple began to tremble all around him.


   20

            An Offer Of Desperation

He truly is a fool! That or he’s finally gone insane! I have to warn the others. Azaax thought. Pulling bits of air up under himself, he floated up the stairs.

Small cracks formed within the temple ceiling and walls, no more than a hand wide. This temple is falling apart! The cracks seemed to expand, splintering off across the walls. The stone walls crumbled, and thinly formed many-creatures scurried through the cracks. They resembled skeletal centipedes, with finger and toe bones acting as makeshift legs. The creatures crawled through the crevices and quickly surrounded Azaax as he flew up the stairs.

Blast! Where do these cursed things keep coming from?! He raised his hands and forced the stone in the walls to shift and tighten, closing the gaps and crushing some of the creatures as they tried to squirm out.

At the top of the stairs he saw that hundreds of the wormy creatures had made it inside the corridor. They writhed all along the walls, floor and ceiling. Everything looked like it was squirming. At the end of the corridor, he saw a portal open up before him. Cellica floated out, hood pulled pack, with vengeful determination in her eyes.

“Cellica Zul,” Azaax said, half annoyed, half flat. “You always were relentless in your pursuits. Why is that? Satyr’s were always such a fun-loving people, wanting nothing more than to have a good time.” He paused, eyeing her up and down. “So what happened to you?!”

Her head whipped around to glare at him with hateful recognition. “We were a peaceful society!” she said, her words dripped with pain and seething hatred. “And the other races, especially the humans, took advantage of us!”

“Took advantage? Your people traveled, gambled, and drank!” Azaax said accusingly. “You barely had a society to begin with!”

“They enslaved us and killed us!” she shrieked.

“Your people let themselves be enslaved! They never rebelled, they never united or fought back, they just let themselves be taken and killed!”

“I will not hear anymore!” Cellica raised her hands and lightning sparked through her fingers.

Azaax thrust his hands forward and enclosed them as if around an invisible ball. His robes fluttered and flapped as the entire corridor became a vacuum, pulling the stone walls, ceiling, and floor in—all converging on Cellica.

He held the rubble tight and waited, but heard no sound from the giant pile except scratches from many-creatures that were caught inside. A portal opened up behind Azaax. Cellica emerged with her staff raised, already chanting a spell.

He spun and shot lightning from his hands before she had a chance to finish her spell, striking her staff and cracking it in half. She fell back, slamming against the wall, and slid to the ground. She screamed threats at Azaax and the many-creatures responded instantly, scurrying to swarm him.

He crouched and curled himself into a ball as he forced a massive aura of fire to explode around him, reducing the creatures to cinders. Cellica raised her arms and howled, forcing the ceiling above Azaax to crumble onto him. He raised his hands and pushed against the stone with all his strength.

Cellica huffed and glared, arms still raised as she tried to force the stone down. “You!” she grunted. “Were always strong! Too strong not to serve me!”

Many-creatures grabbed onto Azaax, wrapping their clawed arms and legs around his robes and pulled at him on all sides.

“To think…you originally…served me!” Azaax grunted, still trying to hold not only the weight of the stone itself, but also the force of Cellica actively pushing it down onto him.

“You will serve me once more, either willingly or by force.” She forced a spell into his mind. “And I will not let you escape my rule this time!”

“Compulsion…won’t…work.” There was an intense strain in his voice. “You can’t…break…what has…no form!”

“Oh I can, Azaax!” Cellica hovered her finger over her ring. “You were a foolish and lazy Dark Lord—you could have had the world—WE could have had the world! Both of our races were subjugated and obliterated! We could have overthrown the gods and recreated this world!”

“No!” Azaax began to break through the stone. The creatures grappling at him started to sizzle. “The deities were right! They were right to plant the seeds of life—then let us choose our own way!”

“Our races were made in mockery of the others!” she yelled.

“No, Cellica!” The creatures around him fell to the ground, writhing. “Our races made their choices!” Still burning, the creatures scurried away from him. “We had advantages over the other sentients and both our races damned themselves with their foolishness!”

“The deities will burn before my might!” she screamed, clasping her ring and creating a portal under Azaax. Before he could even think to react, he slid through the portal with a startled grunt and was gone from sight.

Cellica turned back to her creatures with a contemptuous look. “Cowards!” she cried as she incinerated what remained of the creatures that had run from Azaax.

Creating a new portal, she pointed to the remaining many-creatures and commanded, “I sent him to the Citadel’s mage dungeon. Return at once and see that he is bound and silenced! Do whatever you must to break his will!” The creatures shrieked and raced into the portal.
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"What was that?!” Maeralya spun around as the walls trembled. The dust on the ground bounced around her feet and the fire flickered violently, then in a flash was extinguished. She rushed to the opening of the corridor that Hall and Azaax went down. The walls looked like they were moving. She saw a cloaked figure hovering in the middle of the hallway. “It can’t be,” she whispered. The walls crumbled, caving in and blocking the path. “Hall! Azaax!” she screamed.

She ran back to Cuuxa who was already on her feet, preparing her bow. “Be ready for anything! I’m not sure, but I think I might have seen Cellica.”

Cuuxa stood at Maeralya’s back and ran her eyes over the room. “It’s going to be okay, it’s going to be okay,” she whispered to herself. “Don’t worry Maer, Azaax and Hall are okay, I’m sure of it.” The shake in her voice was less than reassuring.

Maeralya raised her hands and braced herself. “I think I saw those things. They were crawling—’’ She froze and stared at what looked like a living shadow descending from the ceiling, down the walls. As the shadows moved over the windows, they blocked out the sparse beams of light that shone in. Hundreds of creatures could be seen scuffling down and swarming around them. They snarled and howled, reaching in and grabbing at the girls. Not one was more than an arm’s reach away.

Crumbling stone and sizzling fire echoed from the collapsed corridor. The smell of burning flesh rose throughout the temple. Unnatural screams caused them both to flinch.

The creatures grabbed at Cuuxa’s feet. She hopped back and forth, kicking the creatures away and trying to steady her breathing. “It’s gonna be okay—we got this.” Cuuxa’s voice cracked with each panicky word.

Hall, Azaax, where are you? Maeralya looked over her shoulder, down at Cuuxa. The little Gobby-Lin was trembling. She clenched her teeth as she heard more screams echoing down the corridor. Cellica, so help me Shine I will see that you pay!

A burst of darkness appeared above and Cellica emerged from the shadows, floating over the creatures and landing in front of the girls. Cuuxa’s arms shook as she tried to steady her aim.

Maeralya stood tall with one hand raised towards Cellica, the other hovering over Cuuxa. She clenched her teeth so tight they hurt. “How?”

Cellica cocked her head to the side. “How what?” she said with a hard enunciation to each word.

“How can you and these creatures enter this place?!” Maeralya almost spat each word. Rage and confusion filled her eyes as they began to water.

Cellica slowly floated higher in the room and spread her arms out wide. The beams of light from the openings followed her hand movements and grew more intense. The whole room became a beacon of light. “Why—because these are my temples, my Light Mage.” There was the mildest hint of arrogance in her words.

“No.” Maeralya whispered. Cuuxa lowered her bow, her ears drooped as she looked up at Maeralya.

“These have always been my temples.” Cellica’s voice now echoed throughout the room. “For over three-thousand years!” she yelled. “They have always been mine!”

“Liar!” Maeralya screamed as tears welled up in her eyes. “The people offer tithes and tributes to Shine all over Naihme! They would never give offerings to your corrupt magic!”

“Fool girl! The people think to give to Shine, but the Elders have always used the temples for necromantic research! And I am their Overmother!”

Maeralya’s knees shook and tears streamed down the sides of her face, but she remained standing, still desperately defiant to Cellica’s words.

Cuuxa placed her hand on Maeralya’s leg and gripped it tightly. “Don’t listen to her Maer, she’s lying.” Cuuxa looked up at Cellica and shouted, “Everyone knows Shine has been around for longer than three-thousand years! Much longer!”

Crossing her arms impatiently, Cellica huffed. “Three-thousand, ten-thousand, when documents are that old you can claim they came from any age! It requires no more effort to forge. But the older you claim something is, the more people believe in it.”

“No…it…it can’t be true.” Cuuxa’s hand tightened on Maeralya.

The Light Mage was motionless. Silent.

“The Temple Elders are the only true mages of the Light, the rest are kept, shall we say, in the dark.” Cellica smirked.

“Nooooo!” Maeralya shot a white-hot beam of energy from her hands, striking Cellica right between the eyes—making a small puff of smoke on impact.

Cellica glared at Maeralya. “Oh you foolish, ignorant girl! Light Magic has no effect on me! You have always served me, always served the study of necromantic magic, and will continue to do so!”

Maeralya collapsed onto her knees, her hands dropped to her sides. She stared at Cellica. Past Cellica. Past the temple. Into nothingness.

“Enough of this. Now—where is Hall?” Cellica pointed to her creatures, then the other corridors, as if giving telepathic commands. Some scurried off, most remained, circling around the girls.

Cuuxa crouched under Maeralya’s arm and tried to help her stand. “Maer, we have to get out of here.” She tried to lift the much-heavier elf but struggled under her arm. “Oh Maer, please stand up, I can’t carry you!”

Cellica brought her hands out and waved them over her army. “Bring me Hall and submit to my will. Or be crushed under my new world!”

The creatures inched their way closer as Cuuxa jumped in front of Maeralya. Bow raised, Cuuxa shook with fury. “Never! We’ll never follow you, you hear?” she screamed, releasing her arrow. “Never!”

A dozen many-creatures leapt into the path of the oncoming arrow, blocking their master. One was struck in the face and fell into the mass of creatures. Cellica’s face showed anger, then quickly became docile. “You have chosen your fate—and so you will die.” She flipped her hood up over her face and floated back into the darkness. Snapping her fingers, she commanded, “Devour them!”
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            Cellica Summoned

Where is she? Hall thought as he nervously paced about the red room.

The temple began rumbling. The ground quaked and grew increasingly violent, knocking Hall off his feet. The skull slipped from his sweaty hand and rolled away. Hall scrambled after it, tucking it under his arm as rubble crashed in from the stairs, blocking the doorway.

“No!”

He rushed over and began prying the rocks loose. As he did, more rocks caved in, spilling into the room. Gritting his teeth, he pulled the stones clear. Fierce sounds of fire and lightning echoed down the stairs. What is happening up there? Oh Shine, no! She must be up top! Clearing an opening just big enough, he squeezed himself through, tumbling onto the stairs.

Hall hopped up the crumbled stairs and into the corridor. Everything had fallen in on itself. His eyes locked on a small gap at the top of the rubble, just wide enough for someone to crawl past. It was a tight fit, but he pushed himself through. He saw Maeralya and Cuuxa in the center of the great room, surrounded by a sea of many-creatures. Above them floated Cellica. The howling and snapping creatures made so much noise that he could barely hear the evil mage. Cellica turned and floated away, snapping her fingers as the creatures began to converge on the two in the center of the room.

Hall emerged from the corridor and screamed as loud as he could, “Cellica!”

She paused mid-flight and the many-creatures halted their advance with her. Now less than a hands length shy of the women, everything in the room went still for just a moment as all eyes fell on Hall. All, except Maeralya. She was hunched over and kneeling down, eyes glazed over.

“You! Where have you been?” Cellica flipped her cloak over her shoulders and placed hands on her sides. “You summon me here and dare to hide? What trickery is this?!”

Hall saw the hopelessness in Maeralya’s eyes and hurt and confusion in Cuuxa’s. The little Gobby-Lin’s cheeks were stained with tears. He sucked air in through his teeth and clenched his fists. “What have you done to them?!”

Cellica crossed her arms and slowly floated in Hall’s direction. “Who? You mean these worms you travel with. I’ve done nothing to them—yet.” She spoke with a hint of anger in her voice. Reaching her hand out, she yelled, “The trinket, boy. Hand it over, now!”

Hall removed the earring, careful to not touch the gem. “Oh you can have it Cel!” Her eye twitched at the shortened use of her name. “But you leave them alone!”

“Hall, no!” Cuuxa cried.

“Yup, you can have it all right! Just gotta pry it out of my hand!” He backed out of the rubble and fled down the corridor—jumping and twisting over and under the crumbled walls and collapsed stone with incredible speed and finesse.

“After him!” Cellica’s voice shook the walls and pierced his mind. “Every last one of you, tear him asunder and retrieve the trinket!” The creatures scrambled up the walls, into the corridors, and through every crevice.
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In an instant the room was cleared out. Forgetting about the girls, Cellica cast another portal and disappeared into it. The room fell silent.

Cuuxa grabbed Maeralya’s arm and pulled it over her shoulders. “We have to go!”

Pushing with all her strength, she tried to get the elf to stand up. “Please stand up Maer. We have to get out of here! I’m not sure what Hall’s thinking, but I think I still trust him…” Cuuxa frowned. I do trust him, I just wish…I wish he trusted us to tell us what he’s doing.

Maeralya lifted her knee lethargically and put one foot under herself. “That’s it Maer, try to stand up!” Lifting her as best she could, Cuuxa got her to stand. The towering woman still slumped forward, with eyes that seemed to look at nothing.

Cuuxa grabbed Maeralya’s hands and pulled her along. “We have to get out of here, and go…somewhere. I don’t know where, exactly.” Her voice shook with frustration. “Maybe back to the airship. There’s probably supplies or food or something.” Why didn’t we search it before leaving? She shook her head, flopping her ears and ignoring the thought. Makes no difference now, just have to get someplace safe! Please be safe Hall, please!

“Lies…” Maeralya muttered under her breath.

Cuuxa stopped for a moment, her face lighting up with relief. “Maer! What was that?”

“It was all lies…always…” Maeralya’s voice was barely audible. “Shine…everything.”

Cuuxa tugged on Maeralya’s robes, pulling her down to meet her face to face. “No! The blessing of Shine is not a lie!”

Maeralya’s face became meek. She blinked. Her face showed no tears, only loss. “My whole life, my servitude…all for nothing.”

“You served the people of Naihme and helped them with the gifts you were blessed with! That is the truth of Shine!” Cuuxa pulled Maeralya by the hand. “We have to go! We can’t stay here!” The little Gobby-Lin tried to run, but Maeralya was dragging her feet.

Outside the temple, the burning sand picked up in the wind once more. Cuuxa could feel the heat stinging her feet as she looked back at Maeralya. The elf stood silent, without flinching. Her mouth was still moving, muttering words under her breath.

Even if she doesn’t feel the pain, we have to hurry before she burns! Cuuxa placed a hand over her eyes to block the sand and tried to search the direction they came from. This would be easier if Hall or Azaax were here. What happened to Azaax? Cuuxa yanked Maeralya’s arm and pulled her through the shifting sands. A dark haze obscured her visibility even more as they stumbled over the rolling dunes. What was Hall doing? Was he seriously going to give her the trinket to save us? Our lives aren’t worth the cost of the world! She clamped her jaw shut, sucked in air and tried to avoid getting sand in her mouth. What was that fool thinking? And where is AZAAX?

Walking up over the dune, Maeralya’s hand slipped free and she tumbled down the other side into the rolling sand, collapsing at the bottom. “Maer!” Cuuxa ran after her, clutching her head to her chest. The Gobby-Lin’s heart raced. She looked around for anyone or anything for help. Any sign of hope at all.

“The airship!”

Its fires were faint, but still visible amidst the blowing sand. She pulled Maeralya to her feet and nearly sprinted to the ship. The flames had died down, but were still burning a small section. The rear stern of the ship was cracked, with an opening that led into the captain’s quarters. “That’s it, we can hide in there!”

Cuuxa helped Maeralya into the quarters and sat her down on the captain’s bed. It wasn’t a fancy bed, but it was far better than their sleeping quarters had been the night before. The sheets were mostly clean, a rarity for ships.

After getting her settled, Cuuxa took off Maeralya’s slippers and examined her burned feet. Shine! She’s going to feel that when she comes to. She searched the cabinets in the room for medicine or anything to help with the burns and found a small bottle of ointment. “I guess this will have to do,” she sighed and poured some onto her hands. “Brace yourself Maer, this might sting.”

Maeralya twitched slightly, then laid still. I’ve had burns before, I know this should hurt…but it’s like she doesn’t even feel it. I can’t leave her alone, not when she’s like this. Cuuxa discarded the empty bottle and slumped over against the side of the bed.

Was it right leaving Hall alone back there? Should I go back for him? What should I do…

Maer…Hall…Azaax…what should I do?

Cuuxa buried her face in her hands and hunched forward, dejected and overwhelmed.
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Hall ran down the winding corridor, holding Vourius’s skull in his hand. The corridors all seemed to converge along the outer perimeter. Cellica emerged from a portal at the far end of one corridor, and a group of many-creatures ran along the walls of another.

Good! They all see me.

He spun around, running down another hallway towards a staircase where a few of the other creatures were. His heart pounded as he ran, but for some reason felt calm. It’s going to work. This plan is going to work! Banging on the banister, Hall called out, getting the attention of the growing cluster of many-creatures. Gotta get them all together. Can’t let any get away.

“I will tear your flesh from your bones, fool!” Cellica’s screams echoed throughout the temple.

He shut her words out of his mind and ran up the stairs with the creatures close behind. They were all following him now, tightly amassed and clawing at his heels. He took the stairs at two, then three steps at a time. Almost flying up, he leapt out onto the balcony, creating a gap between him and the creatures. Vourius’s shield was still hanging over the eye on the railing. Hall smiled grimly and grabbed it just as the opening flooded with the mass of many-creatures.

Looking out over the edge of the temple, Hall swallowed hard and leapt off the side, shield in hand. In one quick motion, he brought his knees up to his chest and whipped the shield under his feet, landing on the sloped corners of the temple and slid down them atop the shield. The creatures poured out over the top, stumbling and falling down, crashing into each other, some shattering on the jagged steps.

Hall crouched, turning and leaning back, causing his momentum to slow. Just before hitting the bottom of the temple, he grabbed the shield and lurched his body upward, bounding into the air. Pulling the shield out from under him, he brought it up to his side and pressed it firmly into his shoulder, just as Vourius had taught him. Holding it tight, he curled himself up into a ball and crashed into the sand.

It was a hard and painful impact, but one that didn’t knock the wind out of him. Hall groaned as he got back up and slung the shield onto his back. The creatures were still falling all around him. The few who didn’t fall to pieces lost sight of him quickly in the haze.

He sprinted around the temple to the cliffside. Tightly gripping the wall, Hall skirted along the edge towards the window of the red room. Gotta get back there and get her alone. I’m no match for an army, but with just her…

Sweat trickled down his temples, catching in his ear and making him shake his head, causing him to lose his balance for a moment. His foot slipped and he barely grabbed the stone wall in time. He dug his fingers into the stone so tightly that his nails began to bleed. For a brief moment he contemplated dropping Vourius’s skull to get a better grip on the wall.

Ok, stay calm. One thing at a time. First, focus on not falling. He couldn’t help but look down over the cliff as he set his foot back on the stone. That’s gotta be at least a fifty-foot drop. At the bottom was a vast valley of thick, thorny brambles, almost completely covered in fog and shadows. You’re almost done. Stay focused.

Finally at the window, Hall climbed inside and collapsed on the floor with a sigh of relief. In the middle of the room was the pool of red liquid. He walked up and stared into it. Must be powerful—whatever this stuff is—if it can destroy Cellica and the trinket. Hall patted the unikey at his side. And this…why did Vourius say to also throw this in? Was he confused?

A black void appeared in the doorway and Cellica stomped out, hooved feet clacking on the hard stone floor. Her mouth was clenched so tight, it looked like she could chew coal into diamonds. “You are a clever one, Hall…separating me from my minions.” She hovered her finger over her ring. “But you should know, I am never without my army!”

“Stop!” Hall commanded, still holding Vourius’s skull in one hand, he took off the earring with the other. His body flickered slightly as he dangled the earring over the pit. “Summon anything here and I’ll drop it!”

Cellica stood up straight and reached out her hand. “The curse already has you,” she said with a sneer. “Give me the trinket, and I can cure you.”

Hall met her eye to eye. “Come and get it.” Even he couldn’t believe how confident he sounded. This is it. Just step a little closer and in the pit you go, along with this cursed thing!

“Why, my dear.” Cellica cooed. His mind became fuzzy, and her form shifted into a perfect imitation of Maeralya. She pulled her cloak back, revealing no clothing underneath except a decadent amount of jewelry dangling from her ankles, wrists, and waist, along with a necklace that fell between her breasts. “Why don’t you…” Licking her lips, her voice sung each word. “Come and get it.”              

Hall eyed her from head to toe. Everything around her seemed out of focus. His mouth hung open and his heart started racing. Exhaling deeply, blood rushed through his body—and then, calmness. He closed his mouth and shut his eyes. His heart felt still. Everything felt still.

“This body, along with the world’s treasures, can be yours.” She held her arms out and tip-toed towards him. “Do not be a fool, boy. Is this not all you have ever dreamed of and more?” She eyed him seductively and smirked. “Come to me.”

“You are not her.”

“Look upon me,” she whispered. “Am I not your desires?”

“You…” Anger seethed in his words. “You take her form, but you are not her! You are an insult to her!” She lunged for the trinket, Hall caught her at the wrist. “That you would disgrace her and think you could control me!” He tightened his grip and threw her to the pool. “To hell with you, Cellica!”

Cellica whipped her hands forward and pushed herself with air just before landing in the red liquid and tumbled back onto the cobblestone floor. She had once more regained her satyr form and glared up at him with hate in her eyes. “A virtuous one, are you? My people were virtuous. Virtue is the path to death!” Standing, she thrust out her open palm. “Now, renounce this foolishness and relinquish the trinket to me at once! Do this and I will spare you and your friends an eternity of suffering!”

It didn’t work! Now what? Hall clenched his teeth and sweat dripped off of his brow. I can still throw the trinket in, but with her still here, I’m done for!

Hall’s mind raced as many-creatures silently crawled in through the open window, clinging to the ceiling and walls around Hall, just out of his peripheral view.

“They will not suffer!” Hall shouted. “Not so long as I live and breathe will I let any harm come to them!” He drew his arm back to throw the trinket into the pit. The creatures pounced on Hall from all sides, wrapping arms and legs around every inch of his body.

What? NO!

Fighting and struggling, he tried to throw them off as they clawed and scratched at his hand to pry the trinket loose. Cellica raged at the creatures to rip Hall apart. “Cellica!” Hall said, barely pulling his arm free as he looked her in the eyes. “You will never have your power!” Hall threw the trinket at the pool.

“NOOO!” Cellica screamed.

The gem shimmered from the reflective glow of the red pool as it twirled end over end. The many-creatures dove off of Hall, pushing him aside as they dove for the trinket.

One by one they tumbled into the pool. One creature managed to grab the trinket just before splashing in the liquid. Holding it up overhead, that creature sank and dissipated into the pool while another creature dove on top of it, grabbing the trinket, then also sinking. In droves they fell in, passing off the trinket as the dark-red energy consumed their bodies. Finally, the trinket lay in a severed, stationary hand that fell outside the edge of the pool.

Cellica walked over to the open hand. Casually picking it up, her eyes shimmered at the sight of it. She slowly moved her focus from the trinket to Hall. He was pinned to the ground by a dozen many-creatures that gripped his arms, legs, and torso so tightly that their claws punctured his body. Anguish filled his eyes as he saw the satisfaction on her face.

He forced himself to look at Vourius’s skull, clutched in his hand. “Vourius, we lost,” he said. “I lost…I wasn’t strong enough.”

“You do not need to be strong…” Vourius’s voice flickered distantly in Hall’s mind. “You just need to do what is right.”

The skull shattered in Hall’s hand. Thousands of shards flew in every direction. Trails of smoke trickled from the tip of Cellica’s finger.

“No…no, no, no, NO!” A surge of rage overcame Hall as he pushed his body up, sending the many-creatures flying back and jumping to his feet. “Damn you!” he cried as he pulled the shield off his back and lunged at her.

He slammed into a barrier, knocking the breath from his lungs. Cellica pulled her hands back, then thrust them forward. The barrier pushed away from her, slamming into Hall, knocking the shield away and sending him hurling out the window, plummeting to the darkness below.

Despite the wind rushing past his ears, Hall felt a still silence wash over himself. Everything that’s happened…even this moment…has felt like a dream… a beautiful—terrible dream. He closed his eyes.

A sudden impact followed by a series of loud crunches broke his fall. His body twisted and rolled as he fell deeper into the pit of thorns, getting scratched, gouged and bruised. His descent slowed and he came to a stop a few feet shy of the bottom.

Opening his eyes, he saw the black sky beyond the finger long thorns that held him in place. They pierced his torso, his arms, his legs and one especially long thorn ran through his cheek. Blood dripped from hundreds of small wounds all over him.

Everything felt cold, and numb.

It was as if his mind and body were still trying to understand what had happened. Blood ran down his face, blurring his vision.

Stay awake…stay awake! His mind was racing. You’ve experienced pain before, you can deal with this—think about something, anything…

Bit by bit the shock was wearing off. His body began to convulse as he desperately tried to focus his mind away from the encroaching pain. Through blurry eyes, he barely saw the window he fell from. Cellica hovered just outside of it and a portal appeared beneath her. The many-creatures dove out the window, into it. It almost seemed like she was looking around, perhaps searching for him. After a moment she flew into her portal and disappeared.

His body began to spasm. The pain had finally come. He couldn’t fight it anymore. He couldn’t fight anything anymore. Tears and blood streamed down the sides of his face.

It’s over…it’s all over…
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           Reflections Of A Fool

Cellica pierced her ear with the green-gemmed trinket. A drop of blood fell from her lobe. Walking carefully around the pool, she gripped the windowsill and peered out over the cliff. Darkness covered the bottom and a dark gray fog rolled over the area just above it. She could see nothing.

Curse that human! she growled, softly. I could send a few to search, just to make sure he’s dead. Looking back at the many-creatures, she grimaced at how few were left. Bah, ‘tis no concern now. Even if that human did somehow survive, he is doomed in this wasteland.

Cellica turned to regard the many-creatures. They could understand her, understand the intention of her words, but had no way to reciprocate communication. “It is nearly time, my creations.” They gathered around at her hooves, cowering and looking up at her. The ones lacking heads shifted their torsos towards her. “Soon you all will be reborn as my supreme race. But first, I will break Azaax—he will serve me as he once did. Then…” She paused, eyeing the tiny splinters of the shattered skull that lay about the room.

“Perhaps we will consider raising Vourius in a new body. If he can in fact be controlled, he would be a perfect leader for my armies.”

She leaped from the window and floated just outside, taking a moment to look over the cliff once more. Yes, he is dead. I am sure of it. Touching her ring she formed a portal. “Come, my children, to the Citadel!” The creatures leapt out the window, diving into the open portal. She took one last look at the darkness below and then flew into the portal and closed it.
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The sand was getting everywhere. Wind blew into the opening of the captain’s quarters and spread it across the floor. Cuuxa left Maeralya to rest while she pulled the drapes off the windows and yanked up the rugs. She hung them over the cracked wood just outside the open gap. It’s no door, but it should keep the inside from getting covered in dust and debris.

Stepping outside she saw the fire had died down to a smolder. I could probably put that out now. Cuuxa grabbed a bucket from one of the closets below deck and filled it with sand. It took a few trips, but the fire was out for now.

Flipping the bucket onto the ground she sat atop it to let her feet cool. She pulled her shirt over her mouth to block the sand and sighed heavily. Her stomach gurgled and she chose to ignore it. Then it gurgled louder. “All right!” she said loudly to no one. “I’ll put food in you!”

She made her way back into the cargo hold and searched all over. It was dark, even to her keen Gobby-Lin eyes. The hold was cleared of virtually everything, save a few scattered crates and barrels, which were either empty, or had goods that were long since spoiled. She’s gonna need something to eat when she comes to. I bet she’ll be so relieved when I find something good to put in our bellies. Cuuxa forced herself to smile. Please be okay, Maer.

Finding nothing usable, she headed back to the captain’s quarters. There’s gotta be something in there, right? Surely the captain would have something edible like cheese or wine—or anything! She jumped onto the captain’s chair and searched through his desk and the little chests nearby. All she found was a mostly empty waterskin and a well-used spyglass on the desk. Nothing in the chests. She tossed the waterskin onto the little table that was next to the bed.

Pushing the chair to the dresser, she jumped on it to search the drawers. Why do they always make furniture for the taller races? Stupid carpenters! There were bits of edible bread and cheese that sat atop a bounty of rock-hard bread and moldy cheese. “Yuck!” she said and spat at the sight of the food. Someone should have told that captain that you don’t save food that’s gone bad, you sell it for livestock fodder! She sat down on the chair and lowered her ears in a huff. There’s not enough here for even a small meal.

Checking around outside the ship was even worse. There was absolutely nothing to hunt. No animals, not even critters. Plant life was just as bad, with barely any vegetation except for a tall, thin, tree-like thing. The trunk looked to be as hard as bone and had a single long, pointy fruit hanging from it. Shine only knows if that thing is even edible! Not to mention trying to figure out how to actually eat it!

The ship looked like it had sunk deeper into the sand. That or perhaps the wind was piling sand up higher on one side. Cuuxa couldn’t tell which it was exactly, but she didn’t like any of it. The crow’s nest was still intact, albeit leaning. Patting the spyglass in her rucksack, she thought, I bet I could get a better lay of the land from up there.

The ladder on the mast was cracked and didn’t look like it could hold much weight. She took each step with caution, the ladder creaked, but maintained. Good thing I don’t weigh much. The mast was attached to the envelope, with the crow’s nest just below it.

At the top, she took out the spyglass and searched over the endless rolling hills of the barren land. She sighed longingly, hoping that at any moment she would see Hall and Azaax walking over the next sand dune. There was no food and no way to get out of this cursed place. Maybe…maybe it’s all over…

Bringing the spyglass up, she searched one last time. Peering through the window of the captain’s quarters, she saw Maeralya shifting in her bed. Cuuxa gasped and pocketed the spyglass. She braced the side of the ladder with hands and feet and rapidly slid down, just as she had been taught when she was a little girl.

Kneeling beside the bed, Cuuxa leaned in as Maeralya mumbled something. Even straining her big ears to listen, she still couldn’t make out what was being said. “What—what is it?”

Maeralya mumbled something again, then sat up abruptly and started coughing into her arm. The carpet and drapes had fallen down, and sand was blowing in through the cracked opening once more. Cuuxa hurried to the opening and resealed the gap. When she turned around, Maeralya was sitting up and had brought her knees to her chest.

“Oh Maer, I’m so glad you’re up!”

Maeralya slid her feet along the bedsheets and winced. She turned the bottoms towards her. “Why,” she said, touching the soles of her feet. “Why am I burned?”

“You had a bit of a shock. You…well you—” Cuuxa jumped onto the bed beside her. “What exactly do you remember?”

“I,” Maeralya paused, trying to focus her thoughts. “It’s all so hazy, like a horrible, vivid nightmare.” Then a spark of remembrance twinkled in her eyes. “We were in the temple.”

“What else?” Cuuxa asked, gently stroking Maeralya’s hand.

“Everything started shaking. We were surrounded by those…things.” She shook her head. “Cellica was there. She said something,” Maeralya strained to remember. Her brain hurt. “Everything gets fuzzy there.”

Oh Maer, please remember. Cuuxa thought, ashamed at her own cowardice. Don’t make me say it. I can’t bear to be the one to tell you.

“Cellica, she said that Shine—” Maeralya froze mid-sentence, then fell limp back onto the bed.

Cuuxa scooted over and rubbed Maeralya’s forehead. “That’s not you. You dedicated yourself to helping others and making things better. You upheld the blessings and ideals of Shine!” Maeralya didn’t look convinced. “It wasn’t the temple or the other Light Mages, just the Elders who were corrupt. The few who served Cellica, not the whole!” Cuuxa met her eyes. “The Temple taught you that some were born blessed with a gift, and to use that gift to heal and save people who were suffering. That still rings true!”

Maeralya smiled.

“That smile better be genuine and not just to make me feel better!” Cuuxa said, crossing her arms.

Maeralya shrugged. “It will take time. But…I do feel better. Thank you Cuuxa.” Sitting upright, worry suddenly took hold of her. “Oh, but what happened to Azaax? I remember there was an explosion, is he—”

“I don’t know.” Cuuxa said, fidgeting. “It sounded like a fight with magic. Powerful magic. I’m not sure what happened. I think Azaax might have been taken. Curse that little man—thing!” She slapped the bedside. “How could he go and let himself get captured? I thought he was supposed to be powerful!”

“And, what about…about,” Maeralya choked on her next words as painful memories flooded back to her. Her last memory of him, standing atop the rubble, trinket in hand, offering it to Cellica.

“It’s not what you think!” Cuuxa interjected, raising her hands defensively. “He must have been trying to trick her. He couldn’t do that! He wouldn’t do that! He’s just…” They caught each other’s eyes.

A soft smile formed on their lips as they both thought of Vourius and said, “A brave fool.”

The cabin fell silent as wind kicked up a bit of sand under the rugs in the opening. It spread across the floor, then rolled towards the slanting end of the room.

Maeralya sat up, taking a foot in hand, she eyed Cuuxa. “I apologize, my friend. This will require a mild healing, but even so there are only two of us here and you will feel—”

“Maer, just heal your damn feet so we can go search for Hall and Azaax!”

Maeralya smiled and nodded.

The elf woman flinched as she ran her hand over her burns.

“Oh! That is a weird sensation.” Cuuxa’s skin felt like it was rippling, and she grew slightly lightheaded. It was as if she had a sudden mild loss of blood. Her skin also felt tingly and itchy, similar to a week-old sunburn. She looked at her arms but saw nothing more than a blotchy redness.

“There, that should be adequate.” Maeralya said. “The healing process will finish taking effect in a few minutes, then we can head out.”

“Just enough time to put something in our tummies!” Cuuxa reached into the captain’s dresser and handed her a couple bites worth of bread and cheese. “It ain’t much,” Cuuxa grimaced. “It really isn’t, but it’s all there is.

“It will be enough. Thank you.” Maeralya said, graciously.

“Speaking of Hall…” She sat next to Maeralya, looking up with a mischievous smile, much to the towering elf’s concern. “What’s this I hear about a dragon at Dewhelm?”

“Oh that,” she laughed, with a hint of relief in her voice. “Last year, word had reached the Palace of a dragon threat. Naturally, Sir Reginald—he’s the Guardian to the Kingdom—” Cuuxa rolled her eyes. Everyone knew who Sir Reginald was. “He leapt at the opportunity to investigate. He’s a brave man, but far too headstrong. I joined him to make sure he didn’t sacrifice his life for some fruitless mission.”

“I see.” Cuuxa said with a full mouth. “So when did Hall come into this?” Cuuxa rolled onto her stomach and paddled her feet behind her. “And did you already know Azaax?”

“I knew of Azaax. He had quite the reputation.” She said it in a way that implied she didn’t know him personally, not as well as she does now. “Which is why it was so strange how we met Hall.”

“Hm?” Cuuxa said, cocking her head.

“Reg and I bumped into Azaax on the main road while searching for information. Hall was already with him, serving as his…what did he call him? Oh that’s right, his bottle boy!” she said with a laugh.

“What’s so strange about that? Bottle boys are pretty common.”

“What’s strange is that Azaax doesn’t work with others. Ever!” Maeralya said. “In fact, if he didn’t truly believe it was the end of the world, I don’t think he would have ever come to me with the news of the many-creatures.” Maeralya sighed, becoming lost in the memories of her first time meeting Hall. “He didn’t catch my eye at first, but now that I think about it, he couldn’t take his off me.”

“Oh reeeally?” Cuuxa bit her lower lip and raised her eyebrows.

“Uh, as I was saying,” Maeralya cleared her throat. “Azaax was—is the Queen’s lead Magic researcher. He had been tasked with researching the magical energy that emanated from a golden goblet that bore a single green gem within it.” She looked up reminiscently. “I’m not sure why Hall was with him. I always assumed he was just a thief, wanting to steal the goblet and sell it.”

“Hall would make such a lousy thief.” Cuuxa laughed. “He’d probably return whatever he stole—then he’d apologize for stealing it!” Cuuxa stood up and leaned into Maeralya’s face, forcing her to lean back. “So what happened next? Did the dragon have the goblet?”

“Actually, they didn’t even mention the goblet to us. Azaax made it sound like they just wanted to help us with our dragon threat.” Maeralya shook her head in disbelief. “To think, I was once naive enough to believe that.”

“Go on…” Cuuxa said, pushing into Maeralya’s arm. “Did you find the dragon’s lair?”

“Oh we found it all right,” Maeralya said, inhaling deeply. “And Hall ran in and grabbed the goblet, waking up the giant beast!” She shook her head in frustration. Her voice took on a serious tone. “Reg stayed behind to distract it while we fled…I didn’t want to, I tried to cast a powerful spell to stop the enormous beast.”

“And you didn’t?” Cuuxa asked. “Or, couldn’t?”

“It wasn’t that. Hall stopped me from finishing the spell. He grabbed me and carried me out of the cave to our horses.” She sighed. “We tried to flee but it was on our tail so fast.” She glanced down at her once bright, shiny robes, now grimy and covered in sand. “Dragons love shiny objects, gems, jewels, sparkling bright cloth,” she said, shaking her robe. “I guess the sun reflected off of me and caught the dragon’s attention. It grabbed me off my horse—and Hall and Azaax just kept running.”

“No way!” Cuuxa said, jumping on the bed. “I don’t believe that for a second! Not one second!” Pointing a finger at Maeralya, she said, “He would never abandon you, or any of us for that matter!”

“Actually,” Maeralya’s eyes lit up and she smiled. “He did come back for me. It wasn’t until the next day, and I had already…” Her voice softened. “I had already escaped.”

“He would have been there sooner, but Azaax paralyzed him!” Cuuxa said, shaking her fists.

“Oh?” Maeralya asked with a curious laugh. “And how can you be so certain?”

“In the wagon earlier, don’t you remember?” Cuuxa grabbed Maeralya’s hand and shook it. “Hall mentioned that Azaax used paralysis on him outside of a dragon’s lair!”

“He—he did, didn’t he?” Maeralya looked away, her eyes glazed over as memories of that day flooded back to her. She had returned to the mountaintop with the Queen’s army at her back and saw Hall emerge from the cave entrance with Reginald and Azaax. Hall had been holding the goblet with the trinket’s gem on it.

“I…I thought he was just a filthy thief.” Tears began to run down her cheeks. “I sent the army after him. I accused him of stealing it.” She buried her face in her hands and began to sob. “He…he used the gem to flee…oh Shine, the curse, it’s all my—”

“That’s enough!” Cuuxa grabbed Maeralya’s wrists and pulled her hands down. “Look at me—it won’t do any good to blame ourselves for what’s happened! Now, Hall and Azaax are out there and we need to find them! Are you with me?”

Maeralya sniffled and wiped her cheeks, then looked into Cuuxa’s big, determined eyes, smiled and nodded.
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            The Knight...Queen's Gambit

The Aedon Palace war room was a frequent gathering point for generals and interested noblemen. Lunchtime, however, was a different matter. Reginald preferred to look over maps and reports while everyone else was out. His opinions were always so widely regarded and sought after that he was rarely given time to simply ponder events and procure plans at his leisure. It was a relief to have a moment to himself. Looking over maps, he marked locations of the attacks that the Guild had informed him of.

They said the frequency of these attacks have doubled each week. He frowned. Each account states the number of attackers also grows exponentially. At this rate we will be overrun within… Reginald sighed heavily. We must find the source which is creating these creatures and lay waste to it as soon as possible, but where?

“Sir Reginald,” Godfrey hurried into the room and saluted. “Thank Shine you have returned! What news has scouting brought, my Lord Guardian?”

“Greetings Sir Godfrey.” Reginald stood up straight and returned the salute. “I learned little of the source of this menace than I already knew prior to my venture. The threat is indeed real, my friend. However it is far greater than even I had anticipated.”

Godfrey stood at perfect attention before Reginald, his face paled at the news. A small, folded letter sat in his hand. “What of you, Sir Godfrey?” Reginald asked. “Hast thou any news for me?”

“Oh, I nearly forgot!” Godfrey exclaimed. “That is why I have been searching for you. This letter arrived, my Lord. It came a short while ago from the Lady Maeralya Caharice.” He bowed and held out the letter.

Reginald unfolded the paper and read each line carefully. Then he read it again.

The Dark Kingdom…

The Knight Commander always had a sense of obligation, putting above everything else behind, never letting his discipline falter for even a moment. He was always stoic and lived each day as a boundless servant to the kingdom. Even in the most overwhelming battles he still remained calm.

“Sir Godfrey.”

“My Lord?”

“I thank thee for all thy years of loyal service towards the people, the kingdom and the Queen.” Reginald spoke with a deathly seriousness to his voice.

Godfrey nodded. “It is as we are sworn—to the grave, my Lord.”

“To the grave.” Reginald repeated.

“Prepare every Royal Airship we presently have access to. Then commandeer every docked airship within the city.” Reginald marched out of the room, never once pausing his words. “Dispatch every available soldier, guard, officer and militia willing to fight. Have them board the ships immediately.”

“My Lord, are we to leave the kingdom so unprotected?” Godfrey said loudly as Reginald departed. “Where are you going, Sir?”

“To do what I should have, long ago!"
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Reginald bounded down a hallway in the Queen’s Quarters. The standing guards saluted him as he passed. He returned a quick salute, never shortening his stride. At the end of the hall, two heavily armored personal guards stood at attention in front of a large, gilded door. They exchanged uncomfortable glances at the sudden appearance of the knight.              

Reginald raised a hand in salute as he barreled towards the door. “I beg thee forgiveness for my intrusion, loyal guards. I beseech thee to stand down at this juncture.”

The guards nervously stood in front of the doorway. “S-Sir Reginald, the Queen is—” The guards put up little resistance to the towering frame of Reginald as he knocked them aside and flung open the massive doors.

Inside, the royal bath was the most gilded and adorned room in the Palace. Decorations acquired from all over Naihme lined the walls. Queen Urika stood in the middle of a pool-sized bath, as female servants ran soft, sudsy cloths over her body. The women all froze in place, mouths agape, staring at the intruder. Soapy water ran down the Queen’s tall, curvaceous body, dripping into the pool.

“Sir Reginald!” the Queen shrieked.

“I beg thee forgiveness, my Queen.” Reginald removed his helmet and knelt down at the edge of the bath, hand crossed over his chest and bowed. “I have been a fool for far too long. No longer can I withstand the allure of your advances. I hereby pledge not only my sword and shield, but my heart and soul to you, my love. If thou wouldst have me, it would be my greatest honor to be your betrothed.”

The guards ran to Reginald and hoisted their spears an inch away from his bowing head. Their shields were raised to cover their view of the naked Queen.

The Queen regained her composure, closing her mouth and bringing her arms to her chest. She gave her bath servants a sharp look and they quickly ran off and returned with her clothes. Donning her robe, the Queen exited the bath as the servants all gathered around and knelt down before her.

“Oh for Shine’s sake.” She flapped her hand at the guards. “Begone you two. And close the damn doors!”

Shields still raised, the guards bowed, whispered an apology to Reginald and the Queen as they scurried out, and closed the doors behind them.

Urika folded her arms and walked up to Reginald, close enough that her dripping wet feet could be seen beneath his bowed head. A single servant ran over and began patting the Queen dry with a towel until she snapped her fingers and sent the servant away.

“Well,” she began. “This is quite a surprise.” She tip-toed around him, placing her hand delicately on the top of his head, and running her fingers through his long, unkempt hair. “While I am quite fond of surprises—” His head raised slightly at her apprehension. “I am far less fond of heart-attacks.”

“My Queen, I sincerely apologi—”

She gripped his scalp and dug her nails in. “Oh I’m not done speaking, Reginald.” He immediately fell silent. “You see,” she stopped in front of him, and placed her hand on his chin, lifting his eyes up to meet hers. “I would of course love to have you as my Prince Consort—I always have.” She smiled lovingly at him, her eyes twinkled. “That is of course—assuming you are comfortable with being second in command to a woman. Xelic has always been a nation with a Queen as its ruler, not the Queen’s partner.”

“It was never a concern, my Queen.” Reginald said, looking into her eyes, an honest sincerity in his voice. “You have and always shall be the leader of this, the greatest kingdom in all of Naihme.”

“Good,” she said with a smile. “Now…where do we go from here, my love?”

“Please forgive the urgency, my Queen,” he spoke with a hint of sorrow in his voice, “but I must depart immediately with our army aboard a fleet of airships to the Ancient Realm as soon as possible.”

Urika’s head hung low, her eyes glared at Reginald. Servants quickly ran up behind her with a large, padded chair just as the Queen doubled over, barely catching her in time. The chair made a loud thud as it hit the marble floor.

“Oh come now!” she yelled, throwing her hands up into the air. “Is this truly the nature of your visit?!”

Reginald threw off his gauntlets and raised his hands, pleading.

“No!” She slapped him away. “Don’t patronize me!” Running her hand over her forehead, she sighed heavily. “Reginald, you’re the Commander of the military, I trust your opinion regarding the use of our forces more than anyone else’s, even my own!”

Reginald fell silent, unsure of how to respond. The Queen guffawed at finally catching him off guard for once. He found it strangely alluring to hear her genuine laugh, as opposed to the reserved, regal laugh that she used in public.

“Oh Reginald, I do love you—and I long for the day you reciprocate those feelings to me, but please know that I did not appoint you to your position because of my feelings for you. Nor do I want your love as merely a means for necessary use of our military.” She stood up and motioned the servants to finish patting her dry and bring the rest of her clothes. “You are the best military leader that a kingdom could ever ask for. You did not need my permission before, I merely did not concur with your recommendation. You may do as you will.”

“My Queen…your feelings are not without reciprocation, I—”

“Oh Reg, stop.” She sighed once more. “If there is in fact a threat so dire that you must shove off with the entirety of our military and airships then that is the clear priority at this juncture!”

His eyes caught hers and she smiled at him. His heart skipped as she held his face and stroked his chin.

“Go,” she whispered. “Deal with this threat and return to me.”

“I will return to you, my love, I promise,” he whispered. “Please be patient with this old fool.”

“I always have been.” She smiled.

He stood, bowing deeply to the Queen, then to the servants.

“Godspeed good knight,” she said as he walked out. “And remember, this discussion is not over."
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Reginald stood at the helm of the ship, running his eyes over Maeralya’s letter one last time. The airship was already prepped and nearly ready to depart. 

Godfrey approached and saluted. “Many thanks for your haste in readying this vessel, Sir Godfrey.” Reginald said.

“Thank you, sir,” he said breathlessly. “Forgive me for questioning your tactics my Lord, but is such drastic urgency necessary?” Godfrey looked as if he had been running for the last hour. “This vessel was the only one already scheduled for departure. I’m afraid the other ships will take time to prepare and thus will run some distance behind us.”

“Indeed they will.” Reginald folded the missive and put it away. “It is a risk I would rather avoid if possible. Unfortunately the breadth of the situation limits our tactics until we establish a presence in the northern realm.” He placed a gauntleted hand atop Godfrey’s shoulder. “Have faith. The other ships will set sail as soon as possible and shouldn’t run more than a day behind.” He smiled confidently, as usual. He always gave off a grand air of reliable confidence.

As they departed, Reginald looked out at the Palace, then the kingdom as a whole, and finally to the north. Shine help us, I hope we aren’t too late.
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              The Valley Of Thorns

Deep inside Cellica’s citadel, Azaax laid unconscious on a crude, rotted operating table that was stained heavily with blood. It was well-worn from years of heavy use and no upkeep. There were entrails mashed into the cracks and splinters of bone from unknown creatures sprinkled across the surface.

Indescribably rank odors fouled the air. Jars with miscellaneous body parts were scattered throughout the room, even on the tables. Beakers were bubbling with strange glowing liquid that cast a dim light on the walls where tortured bodies were chained. Some of the bodies had long since deteriorated, others seemed fresher and a scant few twitched.

Cellica marched into the room and waved her hand over Azaax’ dark, shadowy face. His glowing yellow eyes fluttered as he regained consciousness, but was unable to move. Cellica looked down at his unclothed form, watching him slowly realize where he was.

“I see now—” there was a stark realization in her voice “—what becomes of one who gives themselves so utterly and completely to the Dark Magics.”

“Admit it, you just wanted to get me alone and disrobed, didn’t you?” Azaax replied, limply.

“I suggest,” she spoke through her teeth, “that you take your predicament more seriously.”

“How can I when there’s a literal head in a jar resting beside me?” A mild amusement could be heard in his voice.

“Do not seek to test my patience, Azaax the Dark! I require information.” Her voice boomed throughout the room as her cloak flapped behind. “I’m sure that even you can feel agony!”

“Wow.” Azaax chuckled. “So this is what it’s like being on the other end of this conversation.” His eyes shifted back and forth. “It feels weird.”

“Be sure that you are not the only one to whom I can bring untold torment.” She thrust her hand out and opened it in front of him.

His eyes narrowed at the sight of the two trinkets lying in her palm.

“What have you done to Hall and the others?”

“Why Azaax—have you finally succumbed to the weakness of sentiment?” She glared with disgust in her eyes. “To care for the wellbeing of the other races…even after what happened to your race?!”

“What,” he said, smoke billowing from his eyes, “have you done with them?”

Closing the trinkets in her hand, Cellica crossed her arms and sighed. “The human fell into the depths of darkness. I do not presume he survived.” Azaax’s eyes grew wide. For a moment Cellica swore she saw genuine hurt in his featureless face. “As for the Elf and the Goblin, they fled. They can easily be found of course, and will be tortured quite thoroughly. That is, unless…” she paced around the table, keeping her eyes on Azaax, “you decide to cooperate.”

“Hall…” Azaax said remorsefully. “Cooperate—you can’t kill me, Cellica. Not without destroying this world—and you can’t manipulate me unless I drop my wards.”

“Which, you will note, is why I asked for your cooperation!” Cellica slammed her hand on the table beside his form. “Do not waste my time by forcing me to find and torture your pitiful, mortal friends!”

“Very well,” he said, weakly. “What is it you wish to know?”

“The Saacril Scrolls say that when the trinkets are joined together, their abilities are heightened to make the bearer invincible, and capable of traveling anywhere in existence, even to the Realm of the Deities!” She clutched them tightly in her hand. “Yet here they are, together! And I feel no increase in their power!”

Azaax’s form shifted slightly, as if he were shrugging.

“I see you wish to be tested!” She raised a hand over him. “To see if you can in fact feel pain!”

A bolt of lightning infused with Light Magic struck him, sending a surge of violent energy throughout his being. His eyes tightened as his form convulsed and sizzled, leaving traces of smoke.

Azaax exhaled deeply and shifted once more.

She sent another bolt through him, holding it much longer this time. His eyes burst open, yellow smoke billowed out. “I don’t know!” he cried out. She paused, glaring at him. “I don’t know…” he sighed. “The ancient scripts were vague at best! I also assumed you just pushed the two together. Or perhaps forged something like a piece of jewelry into a makeshift amulet to hold them together.” He exhaled deeply.

Cellica clicked her tongue. “That would in effect be the exact same as merely holding them side by side.” She ran a finger under the fur of her chin. “There must be something else…a key piece must be missing!”

“A key…” Azaax remembered Hall mentioning the unikey back at camp. It was said that the fabled key was capable of opening anything. But that wasn’t what the ancient scripts said; it was defined as a gateway that opened all doors for the bearer.

A gateway…for the bearer. I remember seeing it dangle from Vourius’s belt in camp. It had strange grooves in the bow…that’s it!

“Cellica, you are a fool. You doomed your own cause!” Azaax burst into laughter. “There is an amulet, and you will never find it, never!”

Cellica raged, sending bolt after bolt into his body. He screamed with each blast, forcing out laughter in between.

“I will break you Azaax!” she shrieked, striking him again. “And make you into a living source of power for me!”

Azaax’s screams continued, echoing throughout the Citadel. Echoing beyond the Citadel and across the Dark Kingdom.
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What was that?! Hall struggled to lift his head in the direction of the scream. The long thorn that pierced his cheek shifted in his mouth tearing at the inside. Pain still raged through his body, though it had died down due to the loss of blood. The pricks all over his body had finally stopped bleeding. Somehow he never fell unconscious, but was neither truly awake. He simply remained, strewn in a lingering purgatory of pain.

Still alive…I don’t know if that’s a good thing.

Thoughts of his friends, loved ones, and everyone he ever knew and cared about haunted his mind. It’s all my fault. They’re all going to die because I was a fool and a coward. He tried to swallow, but found only sand and blood in his parched throat. I may have finally found a real family, but now…Shine only knows what they think of me. His head swung back, dangling once more. I wish…I wish I had told the others what I was doing—what my plan was. I know they would have tried to convince me not to, but at least they wouldn’t have thought I betrayed them.

Tears stained his cheeks. He struggled to move, but even the slightest change to his body sent fresh spikes of pain coursing through him. Shine…someone…anyone…help me. His thoughts taunted him. He wanted to speak, the thorn that pierced his cheek made it almost impossible. Help me! he screamed in his mind. Anyone…

“Haallll!” A faint voice called from off in the distance.

Who…who is that?

“Haaallllllll!” Another voice, much higher. It pierced through the air.

He shot his head up, snapping off the thorn in his cheek. That sounded like Cuuxa! And that meant the other voice was… His eyes darted all around. They’re out there—they didn’t give up on me! Worry suddenly overtook him. No! They shouldn’t be out here!

“Haallll!” the voices cried out again.

Stop it! Stop yelling, she’ll find you! His body burned with determination. Can’t…can’t let Cellica find them! Hall twisted his body, pulling his shoulder, and moving his left arm slightly as the thorns tore his flesh. His hand began to flicker, allowing him to just barely pull it free. He gasped in pain, realizing he had been holding his breath. Slowly, he twisted and pulled his left arm, yanking the brambles with it, while reaching to another thorn. Bit by bit he seized the thorns closest to his left hand and began to untangle himself. He tried to move as carefully as possible, but was still poked on all sides.

His left arm now free, he reached up and pulled the thorn out of his cheek, screaming as it finally came loose. Fresh tears rolled down his cheeks. Pain or relief, he didn’t know which, and it didn’t matter.

“He…help!” he struggled to speak, his voice was cracked and strained. “Help…” he said again, this time coming out as a hoarse whisper. Hall struggled as he used his free hand to carefully unravel the thick, thorn-filled roots from his leg. He found himself with enough room to adjust his body and free his other arm. Thorns still surrounded him, but they had stopped piercing his flesh and merely scraped him on all sides. “One…last…limb,” he said, trying to remember to breathe.

“Augh!” Hall cried out as he got his other leg free. His feet were now standing on the roots and avoided direct contact with the thorns. He maneuvered himself slowly, cautiously, as he climbed up the twisted, gnarly roots. He made sure to keep his eyes focused on the opening above.

Their voices were heard off in the distance, growing dimmer with each yell. Almost there, stay where you are, he thought. Please…please don’t go! The voices felt so far away now.

He began to speed up, grabbing at the roots and pulling himself up faster. He pressed his foot down, accidently puncturing it with one of the larger thorns. He opened his mouth to yell but lost his breath as he slipped and fell down, losing valuable distance on his climb.

He paused, tightly gripping the branches and clenching his toes in pain. Fool! Calm down…calm down… he chanted over and over, while breathing carefully and gradually lowering his heart rate. Almost there, stay calm, just a little further.

Bit by bit Hall pulled himself up through the seemingly endless canyon of winding roots. After what felt like hours, Hall saw the top of the cliff. Breathe… just breathe…

His hand reached out of the canyon and grabbed onto the edge of the sandy cliff. It was just solid enough for him to get a firm grip. Pushing the last of the roots out of the way, Hall set his other hand atop and pulled himself up to the surface. He drug his body onto the ground, not concerned in the slightest with the biting hot sand that covered him and lodged itself into hundreds of tiny wounds all over his body. That’s it…that’s it…

An overwhelming sense of relief washed over him. He never wanted to move again, but to just lay there and enjoy not being stuck in the valley.

After a brief rest, Hall rolled onto his back and stared at the sky. The others! he thought. I have to get to them! Hall lurched to his feet, despite his injuries and hobbled around the temple. He tried to call out, but his throat was so dry that everything came out as a wheeze. His whole body felt like it was on fire, inside and out, but he didn’t care, he just kept thinking of his friends as he moved.
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            At Death's Door

Cuuxa stuck another torch into the sand, pushing it in deep. They made a small fire just outside the captain’s quarters to serve as both a means for cooking as well as a beacon. Okay, that should be enough markers to safely find our way between the temple and the ship. The light from the torch was faint at best, and the windy sand raised questions as to how functional they would be. Better than nothing I suppose.

Cuuxa looked back at the ship. Maeralya had gone back to the ship with a piece of the spikey plant-thing’s fruit to try to cook it. I hope those things are edible. Poor Maer looked like she was ready to drop from exhaustion back there. I guess there’s another benefit to being the smallest race, we sure don’t need to eat as much, or as often.

Cuuxa heard a shuffling in the distance and crouched behind one of the dunes. A shambling figure appeared in the distance, shadowed by gray fog and sand. Those blasted things! They never stop! Cuuxa nocked an arrow and aimed right at the creature’s heart. I won’t let you near Maer you vile thing!

“M, Maer…Cuux…Cuuxa…” the hobbling figure groaned in a raspy voice.

What?? Since when can those things speak? And how do they know our names?!

“I’m sorry…I’m sorry…I never should have tried to trick her alone…I should have trusted you both…” the figure said, struggling to breathe.

It was Hall! 

“Damn right you should have trusted us,” she whispered to herself. She jumped up from her hiding spot and ran over behind him. Where did you wander off to anyways, fool?

The fog continued to obscure her vision as she raised an arrow at him and playfully said, “Ah-ha! There you are, Hall! Tried to betray us did you?” She smirked. “Well I’m not so sure we can trust you now!”

Hall turned and slowly walked towards her. As he came into view, she gawked, and her hands went limp. She dropped her bow to the ground as horror struck her face at the sight of his blood-soaked clothes and scarred body.

“Hall!” She wanted to help him, but wasn’t sure how without making his wounds more severe. “What—what happened?”

“I need…” he whispered. “Maer…help me.”

A shrieking howl reverberated just beyond the dunes. Cuuxa whipped her head around, searching for the source of the sound, but finding nothing nearby. She slung her bow on her back and tugged Hall’s shirt, pulling him to move as fast as he could. Cuuxa followed the light of the torches. They were barely visible in the windy sands. The howling turned into a wailing and drew nearer.

“We’re almost there!” Cuuxa said enthusiastically. She caught sight of the campfire in the distance. “There it is!”

You have to heal him Maer, you have to!
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Finally! Hall thought, reaching the crashed airship.

He saw Maeralya, hunched over and grimacing while sitting atop a bucket just outside the captain’s quarters. Her legs were crossed and she had one arm wrapped tightly around her stomach. Her other hand held a twig with a spiky fruit skewered on it and suspended over a small fire.

She looks so upset…

Her eyes looked up and met his. Tears welled up.

Oh Shine! She thinks I betrayed them! Hall strained his voice as she stood up and rushed towards him, “Maer, wait!” he said, raggedly. “This time I can explain, I—”

Maeralya ignored his words and wrapped her arms around him in a loving embrace. He groaned loudly. Cuuxa jumped in between them and pushed Maeralya away.

“That can wait,” Cuuxa said, voice cracking. “He needs healing!”

“What?”

“I’m sorry…the trinket…Cellica has it…she has it…” Hall collapsed to his knees.

“He—” Maeralya took a step back and looked Hall up and down. Her eyes grew wide with shock, then stoicism quickly took over her features. “We must take him inside right this minute. Carefully!”

A shriek echoed over the land, followed by others. They continued, sounding rhythmic, as if sending signals to others. The sounds surrounded them, seeming to come from just outside the fog.

“Shine! They followed us here!” Cuuxa kicked out the fire and grabbed the hot piece of fruit, bouncing it between her hands. “We need to get him to safety and put food in him! Should we go back into the captain’s quarters?”

“We can’t take him there, it’s too exposed!” Maeralya knelt down, carefully placing one hand behind Hall’s back, and the other under his knees. Feeling weak and malnourished, she struggled to lift him, trying her best to handle him delicately. “Forgive me Hall—I am without my strength.” She headed onto the deck. “To the cargo hold!”

“I’m…I’m so glad you’re both safe,” he mumbled.

“Be silent!” she said with a shake in her voice. “Save your strength!” Maeralya carried him around to the ship’s hull and headed down the stairs. Cuuxa ran ahead and placed a cot as level as possible.

Maeralya carefully laid him down. “So many wounds,” she whispered. “And he’s lost so much blood. He will require a great deal of drawn flesh and blood to be fully healed!”

“Take it from me!” Cuuxa leaned over Hall, hovering her hands over his forehead.

“No!” Hall coughed, blood spurted out of his mouth. “No, you have to go! You both have to get out of here!”

“Damnit Hall,” Cuuxa said with pain in her voice. “I am going to slap you so hard when you’re all better!”

A sudden thump hit the deck above them. Then another, followed by several more. Stomping and thrashing came from above. Everyone fell silent, waiting, hoping that if they remained still, the sounds would just go away.

“I…I will do whatever I can,” Maeralya placed her hands over Hall. Her palms glowed faintly. “I promise.”

“Maer,” Hall barely opened his eyes and looked up at her. “You are so wonderful…whatever happens…I want you to know that I…I—”

“Oh Hall, shut up and let me heal you!” She clenched her teeth and squinted her eyes. “You are NOT going to die, you brave fool!”

The creatures scrambled atop, stomping and shrieking louder and louder. It sounded as if they were getting closer to the cargo hold. Maeralya’s hands suddenly began to glow brighter. Her face started to gleam. Cuuxa looked at her, bewildered.

“I don’t understand,” Maeralya said. “But it feels like… that all around me is—”

“From the many-creatures!” Cuuxa said, excitedly.

“It couldn’t be,” Maeralya whispered. “They’re undead abominations.”

“They have flesh.” Cuuxa said. “And I swear I’ve seen some of them bleed.”

“Then,” Maeralya whispered. “That means—”

The many-creatures poured into the hold from the stairs and the windows, howling and thrashing about as they raced towards everyone. Cuuxa leapt in front of them and raised her bow at the oncoming horde as Maeralya suddenly burst with an aura of bright, white-hot light. Cuuxa squinted her eyes as a flash of light overtook Maeralya and Hall. Just as the creatures leapt at them, they became consumed by the light and instantly disintegrated to ash.

Hall convulsed from the healing, his chest jolted up and his body flared with an intense heat. He screamed, sitting up and gasping for breath.

“It worked,” Maeralya said, breathlessly. “Oh Hall, I’m so reliev—”

He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her deeply, passionately. She froze for a moment, then slowly closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around him.

He pulled his lips off of hers and looked into her eyes. “I love you.”

Breathing heavily, she set her cheek against his and whispered into his ear, “I love you too.”

Cuuxa jumped onto the cot and hugged them both, tightly. “I love you guys too!” she said, sobbing.

Hall sat embracing the girls with his eyes tightly shut. He patted Cuuxa on the head and didn’t even mind that his first kiss was interrupted. He finally had a real family.

Maeralya backed away and picked up Cuuxa, who was still clinging to Hall. He opened his eyes and saw Maeralya standing before him and a sulky Cuuxa in her arms.

“What was that for?” Cuuxa said. “Oh, I get it! It’s because I pushed you away from hugging him earlier, right?”

“Easy now,” Maeralya said, setting Cuuxa down and patting her on the head. She gently pushed Hall back onto the cot. “Cuuxa, remember how my feet needed a few minutes to let the healing process finish? Well—he is going to need an hour or two, perhaps longer.”

“What?” Hall sat up again. “Maer, we don’t have an hour, let alone two! Cellica must be stopped right now!”

Maeralya pushed him back down again. He tried to struggle, but quickly remembered just how strong the tall elven woman was, even while malnourished.

“Rushing in there right now won’t do anyone any good,” she said. “The world will not end if you rest for one hour.”

“Actually, it might.” Cuuxa said grimly.

“Well,” Hall gave a strained chuckle and laid back down. “If it didn’t end when I was thrown into the valley of thorns, I certainly hope it doesn’t end now.

“You were what?!” the girls yelled.

An hour later, inside the captain’s quarters, Hall was feeling better, albeit still hungry. He and Maeralya leaned over the captain’s desk, using it as a table while they eagerly waited for Cuuxa to cut open the spiky fruit. Piercing the fruit was the easy part, cutting it clean along the edges and splitting it open was much trickier. It truly was an ungodly looking thing. Normally, it would be the last resort for food—although in this barren wasteland, it was the only resort.

“Oof!” Cuuxa said as she finally split it open. “Let’s hope it tastes better than it smells!” She cut out chunks of the squishy yellow insides and passed pieces of it to the others. They each took a cautious sniff, then eyed one another, shrugged, and took a bite.

“Actually, it’s not that bad.” Hall said, raising his eyebrows. “Kind of like a sweet melon—but less sweet.” He took another bite.

“Agreed,” Maeralya said, mouth half full. “Odor aside, it is far from the worst thing I have ever tasted.”

“I think it’s foul!” Cuuxa groaned. “There’s just no accounting for some people’s taste.” She eyed Hall and Maeralya.

“I’ve heard Gobby-Lins,” Hall began, Cuuxa gave him an approving nod. “Prefer bitter and salty foods—however, some folks prefer sweetness.” Hall turned and smiled at Maeralya.

“Actually,” Maeralya said, placing her hand over his. “I don’t mind a little salt.” She smiled back at Hall.

“Geez guys,” Cuuxa said, grinning. “Do I need to leave you two alone?”

The three exchanged glances and shared a laugh.

The piece of fruit Hall was holding suddenly fell through his hand and onto the table. The girls stopped laughing and looked at him as his whole body flickered for a moment. Hall looked down at himself, now solid, and placed a hand to his chest. “It’s not going to go away, is it?”

“We need to form a plan.” Maeralya said.

“Together, this time!” Cuuxa added.

Hall nodded. “We can still win this, Cellica hasn’t attained her great power yet.”

“What makes you so sure?” Cuuxa asked.

“I have a feeling.” Hall said. The girls did not look convinced. “Think about it, nothing’s changed out there.” He walked to the draped doorway and flipped it open. “If all she needed for untold power, was to get ahold of the two trinkets—”

“Then she would have done something by now!” Maeralya said.

“But,” Cuuxa walked to the doorway and looked outside. “She still has them, and that makes her even more powerful than she was before!”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Hall closed the flap. “She was already capable of hiding in the shadows and even disguising herself. A trinket that makes you invisible, and curses you no less, wouldn’t enhance her abilities at all!” The girls looked at Hall, still unconvinced.

“So what’s she waiting for?” Maeralya stuffed the last piece of fruit into her mouth and crossed her arms.

“Yeah,” Cuuxa said, pushing a chair over to the desk and hopping on top. “Maybe she’s just finalizing her plan. She has everything she needs now, right?!”

“Maybe not,” he said.

The girls turned to him.

“Vourius…” Hall sighed with a heavy heart. “Vourius spoke to me…after the blast,”

The girls gasped.

“He did? Where is he?” Cuuxa asked.

“In his skull…he was still alive, or at least conscious.” Hall paced about the room. “He said the unikey had to be destroyed.”

“Was alive?” Maeralya squinted at him.

“Cellica…she shattered his skull.” Hall’s voice became strained. “Before throwing me into the brambles.” Concern washed over the girls faces. “I admit, I don’t understand it either!”

“Hall,” Maeralya said. “Can we see the key?”

“Oh, uh…sure.” Hall took it out and set it on the desk.

The key was an incredibly aged, dull bronze and was at least twice the length of a normal key with an especially long shaft. At the tip of the key, the pin, key wards, and bits were very dull and plain looking. As if they were there for decoration and not actually functional. The bow, located at the bottom of the shaft was the only part that appeared to be unique. It was formed with two, gem-sized shapes engraved into it.

“What a poor excuse for a key, that is!” Cuuxa said. “The end is so worn down, it doesn’t look like it could open anything!”

“It’s not a key,” Maeralya whispered. “It’s an amulet!”

“A what?” Hall asked.

“An amulet!” Maeralya said again. “They’re very rare. I’ve read about them. During the first War of Expansion, objects of power were created, but deliberately made with their true power dampened, or even docile unless embedded into a special object—an amulet!”

“That’s why Vourius was protecting it all along!” Hall said.

“So, should we destroy it like he said?” Cuuxa asked.

“Perhaps,” Maeralya bit her lip, contemplating. “However, if we could retrieve the trinkets from Cellica, and infuse them into the amulet, then we could use their power to help the world!”

“Or it could be used to destroy the world.” Cuuxa noted.

Maeralya nodded. “Indeed.”

“Either way,” Hall said, grabbing the key. “We have to get Azaax back and this will make a great bargaining chip!”

“But,” Maeralya said, running a hand over her forehead. “Is such a thing worth risking the fate of the world?”

A heavy silence fell over them. Hall held the key over the table. Their eyes gazed upon it, almost hoping the amulet could talk and tell them the answer.

“I’m not sure.” Hall said, closing his hand around it. “But I’m not leaving Azaax to die—nor would I leave any of you!”

The girls nodded.

Cuuxa leaned over and slapped Hall hard on the back.

“Ow!” he said. “What was that for?”

“I told you I was going to slap you when you were all better!”

Maeralya laughed as Hall rubbed his back, smirking at Cuuxa.

Cuuxa grinned. “Ok, now what’s our plan?”
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           One Last Meal

“We’re taking the fight to Cellica!” Hall slammed his fist on the table. “No more running!”

“That’s great but,” Cuuxa frowned. “We still don’t know where she is.”

“She can’t be that far from the temple, I could hear Azaax,” Hall frowned, “when I was in the valley.”

“You could hear him?” Maeralya asked.

“He was screaming.”

Both women grimaced.

“Actually, I swear I saw something in the distance when we first came here on the ship, but it was hazy.” Cuuxa bit her thumbnail. “It was so big, at first I thought it was a floating mountain—but the way it was shaped…could that really be her home?”

“That has to be it!” Maeralya said. “She wouldn’t have teleported us to a random location within the Dark Kingdom, she would want us close to her necropolis.”

Cuuxa shuddered at the word. “But the question still stands, what direction is it? How do we find her and Azaax?”

“We should head back to the temple.” They both gave Hall a questioning look. “Not only so I can retrieve Vourius’s shield, but also to use the balcony to look over the land. We’re bound to see something from up there.”

“We didn’t see anything helpful last time.” Maeralya noted.

Hall walked around the desk and placed his hand on Maeralya’s shoulder. Leaning into her ear, he whispered, “We weren’t looking carefully last time, we were…distracted.”

Cuuxa eyed Maeralya, who looked away, blushing. “Ok you two,” Cuuxa said, clearing her throat. “Let’s say we find this place, what then?”

“We retrieve Azaax and get out of there.” Maeralya said. Hall eyed her intently. “What? We can’t destroy her ourselves. I sent a message to Reginald, he should be here any day now…I hope.”

“That may be time we do not have.” Hall said. “You called it a necropolis—could we use that place to, perhaps, raise Vourius again?”

“And with those two back,” Cuuxa jumped onto the desk with her arms raised. “We should be strong enough to kill Cellica and get the trinkets!”

“This could work,” Hall said, apprehensively. “But we don’t have a map or information of any kind about that place. We would be going in completely blind.”

“We will figure it out as we go,” Maeralya placed a hand over his and smiled. “I have faith in us.” He smiled back at her and nodded.

“Are you both ready?” she asked.

“I sure am!” Cuuxa jumped down from the desk and walked to the opening, then paused. “Well, are we doing this or ain’t we?”

“Sure—I feel like a new man!” Hall said. Maeralya eyed him questioningly. He shrugged. We can’t wait any longer, this needs to be finished. Hall opened the flaps and knelt down in the doorway, holding his arms out.

“Uh,” Cuuxa was thoroughly confused. “You praying before we go, Hall?”

He looked back at Maeralya and smiled. She walked over to him, placed her hands on his shoulders and ran them across his chest. He stood, lifting her onto his back. She pressed her legs onto his sides as his hands settled under her thighs and gave them a light squeeze.

“Oh, right.” Cuuxa said. “You know something, my feet are sore too!” She bounced on her toes while reaching up at him. “How ‘bout giving little Cuuxa a ride too, huh?”

“Next time, I promise.” Hall said, heading out. Cuuxa rolled her eyes and frowned, then headed out into the shifting sands behind him.

Despite the joy Hall felt having Maeralya pressed against his back, which would normally make him want to slow down, he was glad that the torches made traveling to the temple faster. Maeralya hopped off, frowning—she also seemed to wish the trip had been just a little bit longer. Hall led them down to the red room. They had to clear away more of the rubble before getting inside. Skeletal bodies still hung on the walls. The bones were clean, as though they had sat on the walls for years. Vourius’s shield was resting under one of them, at the edge of the room.

“He was the bravest man I ever knew.” Hall sighed, picking up the timeworn shield. “If it weren’t for him teaching me to use this, that blast would have killed me.” He slung it onto his back. “Now I understand why, that before one learns to harm, one must first learn to protect.”

“That’s a curious statement.” Maeralya said, giving Hall a sideways look. “Reginald says that very same thing. He said it was something he learned from the knight who trained him.”

“Shine! What is this stuff?!” Cuuxa looked over the red pool of magical energy. “And it gives off no heat at all, that’s just unsettling!”

“That’s the pool,” Hall explained, “that Vourius said could destroy Cellica, the trinkets, and the amulet.”

“Is that so?” Maeralya knelt down next to the pool and examined it closely. “It appears to be a toxin, very concentrated—and as such, very powerful.” She hovered a hand over the surface, feeling its aura. “Yes, possibly strong enough to destroy the trinkets and the amulet.” 

“And Cellica?” Hall asked.

“Doubtful, I’m afraid.” She cast a small barrier and pushed it onto the pool. The barrier floated atop the liquid. “With a simple shield such as this on herself, Cellica would likely endure.”

“Then we will just have to hope that your magic, combined with that of Azaax and Vourius, will be enough to stop her,” he said.

“That sounds good,” Cuuxa strolled up to Hall and leaned against his hip with her arms crossed. “Hall and I will just hang back and watch the epic battle of mages.”

“We’ll do something to help,” Hall pushed her off. “We just have to play to our strengths. It’s not like we can throw lightning, or cast magic shields, or heave massive swords.” Hall reached into his pocket and pulled out the unikey. “All I can do is hang onto this thing and if the time comes…destroy it.” He eyed the pit longingly.

“Hall!” Maeralya said loudly. “You do far more than you give yourself credit for. Do not destroy it yet! The amulet will be safe with you. Do not forget, we may need it as a bargaining chip to get Azaax back.”

He nodded and pocketed the amulet. “All right, let’s head up to the balcony."
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Maeralya sunk her fist deep into the eye atop the balcony railing. Hall and Cuuxa gawked at her, jaws dropped. “What?” she said, wiping her hand on her robes. “It interrupted our first kiss!”

“Damn Hall, you are lucky,” Cuuxa laughed, slapping him on the behind. “Got yourself a damn fine woman there!”

He still doesn’t realize how lucky. Maeralya thought, and wiggled her hips, smiling at Hall.

He blushed brightly.

“Oof, you were right,” Cuuxa said, grabbing the balcony railing and hoisting herself up to look over. “There isn’t much to see up here!”

“It has to be close,” Maeralya looked out over the bleak, hazy terrain. “I swear I can almost feel her horrible magic.”

“Yeah…that’s what it is,” a voice said, echoing dimly in her mind.

“What?!” she said, looking all around. Hall and Cuuxa exchanged looks.

“Sure…this time you heard me…but the other times…nothing!” the voice said.

“Azaax…” Maeralya spoke so softly even she barely heard her own words.

Cuuxa’s enhanced Gobby-Lin ears perked up. “Azaax?” She practically bounced in place with excitement.

“Where…?” Hall looked around in confusion.

“Shh!” Maeralya said, holding her hand up.

“The citadel…follow my aura…east…” The voice trailed off.

“I can feel him,” Maeralya paused as the voice went silent. Hall and Cuuxa watched her, waiting. “He never broke our telepathic link!”

Maeralya rushed down the stairs. “Follow me, I know where the citadel is!”

Once outside, Hall hoisted Maeralya onto his back once more and walked blindly to their destination. Maeralya occasionally tapped his shoulder and directed him. She was becoming increasingly heavy as they passed over numerous sand dunes, and kept slipping down his back. As Hall lifted her up, he feared he would end up dropping her. It felt like hours had gone by, but with the black skies blocking out the sun, time was nearly impossible to track out here.

They came upon a cluster of black rocks that were warm to the touch, but not as hot as the sand. Hall figured it was as good a place as any to stop and rest for a bit. Lowering Maeralya down, he sat and kicked off his boots to air out his feet. Cuuxa ran off to scout around the immediate area, checking for enemies or anything nearby that may be helpful.

“I’m sorry.” Hall said, catching his breath.

“For what…or should I say, specifically, what?” Maeralya winked.

Hall looked at the sand, avoiding her eyes. “For being ignorant, naive—a fool.”

Maeralya smiled at him and nodded. “Yes, you are.”

She held his chin and turned him to face her.

“But your innocence and naivety are part of what I have grown to love about you.” She smiled and moved her hand to his cheek. “We will grow wiser together—but please never lose your sweet, kind heart.”

His eyes shimmered, he quickly turned away. “Ah, I—I got some sand in my eye.”

Maeralya giggled and pulled his face back to hers. A tear rolled down his cheek.

“I am also sorry,” she said.

He looked sideways at her.

“For adding to your burdens,” she said. “I can walk the rest of the way. My feet are healed now.”

“Yeah, but,” Hall shook his head. “How long will you last out here in slippers?”

“You will need your strength when we reach the citadel. I can endure the sand for the rest of the way, I promise!”

“If you say so.” Hall scratched his head and laid down on the rocks. “But you know Cuuxa’s just going to make me carry her now.”

“Damn right!” A high-pitched voice squeaked from the other side of the rock. Cuuxa crawled next to them and sat down. “I saw something up ahead, it must be the—what did you call it—a citadel?”

“You’re sure?” Hall asked, sitting up.

“Yes, it must be,” Maeralya said. “I feel Azaax’s aura close…along with other…terrible things.” She shivered despite the heat.

“Are they nearby?” Hall asked. “These terrible things?”

“No closer than Azaax.” Maeralya’s eyes grew heavy with concern. “In fact, I haven’t felt those creatures since we set out.”

“I was wondering about them!” Cuuxa said, looking around. “Where did they go all of a sudden? Did they just disappear?”

Everything had fallen eerily silent except for the whistling of the wind.

“She must have spread her minions across the realm.” Hall said. “She wouldn’t need fortifications this close to her citadel…” Hall trembled as an icy chill ran down his spine. “The structure needs no protection.”

Everyone looked on in silence.

“So, it’s close is it?” Hall said. “Then let’s get to it."
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There were boulders scattered about the dunes that lead up to Cellica’s citadel, allowing them more frequent rests. The winds died down when the gigantic floating structure came into view. It sat there, a massive, isolated fortress, with no creatures of any kind around it. Large enough to be a city in and of itself, it hovered in the air, held by four sets of massive chains that ran from its corners to deep inside the sands. What they were holding onto was anyone’s guess. Each link of the chain was the size of a carriage. Despite their girth, they were still noticeably worn, with bits that were breaking off and cracks wide enough for someone to fall through.

Beneath the citadel, an enormous abyss of swirling black, highly viscous liquid swirled in a maelstrom. The abyss stretched to the corners of each chain.

“The Tainted Abyss,” Maeralya said, grimly looking down at the dark liquid. “It is said no creature can possibly swim in its waters. That anything that enters it is instantly sucked to the center of the planet.”

“Ok Maer,” Cuuxa said, visibly shaking. “We’re already scared enough. We don’t need you adding to it!”

“Oh!” Maeralya covered her mouth. “Right, I’m sorry. It’s just so strange to finally see these places and things in person.”

“And this is where you originally wanted to throw the trinket, Hall?” Cuuxa pointed at the abyss.

“I…” Hall scratched his chin. “I never said it was a good plan!” He looked at the enormous chains. They must have been at least a mile long. Hall sighed. “Ok, everyone ready?”

The girls nodded.

“I know I may not look it,” Hall said, starting up the chain. “But I actually have a lot of experience climbing things, towers, trees…mountains,” he said, eyeing Maeralya. “Particularly the mountains near the dragon’s lair at Dewhelm.”

Maeralya pursed her lips and glared.

“I’ll take the lead.” Hall said. “Remember, climb slowly, climb cautiously. Don’t ever release your footing unless you’re sure you have something else to grab onto.”

Hall kept a steady pace as he made his way up the chain. As he progressed up, his hands and feet slipped on a few loose rocks. The girls cried out as Hall quickly grabbed the side of the chain before falling in. He gasped and pulled himself back up, waving to the girls to let him know he was all right. He proceeded slower, searching for loose chunks and tossing them aside to keep the climb clear of loose handholds.

Cuuxa was also accustomed to climbing and kept pace a few feet behind Hall. Maeralya fell behind them both, her softer hands were more used to holding books than scaling iron chains. Maeralya faltered a bit, sweaty hands slipping, causing her to yelp in fear a few times. Hall looked back each time she called out to make sure she was okay, but she would always wave him away. Despite struggling and trembling with fear, she persisted and never complained.

Hall and Cuuxa reached the top and turned to Maer, cheering her on and holding out their hands for support.

“You’re doing great Maer,” Hall yelled, smiling at her. “Just don’t look down!”

Not that I’m one to talk, he thought.

“D-don’t say down!” Maeralya hollered as she clung tightly. Her whole body was shaking, but her face maintained a look of determination. “How much farther is it?”

“Not much!” he said. “You’re almost there!”

“You can do it Maer!” Cuuxa yelled from the top. She stood near the edge, fidgeting with her rope belt, just in case she might have to throw it. Hall hung out over the ledge and held his hand out.

Maeralya’s whole body was trembling uncontrollably by the time she reached the top and her grip was all but gone. Her eyes watered with terror and her hands gave way just before reaching the ledge. As her body leaned over, nearly falling into the abyss, Hall reached out and quickly grabbed her hand. She looked into his eyes, seeing confidence and trust in them, and instantly felt calmer. Taking his other hand, she climbed onto the ledge and joined Cuuxa, leaning against the wall of the citadel, sighing with relief.

Hall looked out over the ledge at the swirling maelstrom below. It never would have worked. I am a fool… just toss the trinket in the abyss and be done with it? And to do it alone, no less. He turned to the girls, they looked anxious, he forced a hopeful smile. They responded with a determined nod. We’re all in this together—and we’re going to get through it together!
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               Breaching The Citadel

Hall moved along the sheer metal wall, searching for any features that would allow him to scale it. It stood twenty-feet high, with no doors, no openings, and no visible windows anywhere near the bottom. The ground only stuck out a few feet beyond the wall, everyone became tense at the sheer drop. The blowing winds and looming abyss below also crowded his thoughts—he was sure it did for the others as well. Cuuxa followed close behind, carefully examining the walls as they walked. Maeralya had not only regained her composure, but grew impatient, nearly pushing herself ahead.

“Where’s the opening?” Maeralya asked.

Hall looked around. “I don’t see any point of entry…at all!”

“Well,” Cuuxa hunched over to catch her breath. “Considering that there’s no bridge leading up to this place, I’m gonna assume there’s also no entry gate!”

“Then what do we—”

“What about magic?” Cuuxa said, interrupting Hall. “Maer, can you blast an opening in this wall?”

“That would be unwise. Light Magic isn’t prone to destruction, aside from the undead. Besides, it would be best to remain discreet.”

“Yeah, I realized it was a bad idea when I said it.” Cuuxa sighed, adjusting her rope belt. “I guess I was just thinking out loud.”

“Well there’s something.” Hall craned his neck and pointed. “Is that opening a window?”

“It is.” Maeralya said, crossing her arms. “And it has to be at least twenty-feet high.”

“That’s it!” Cuuxa snapped her fingers. “I’ll stand on Maer’s hands, she can lift me up, then stand on Hall’s hands, and he can lift her up!” She patted the rope around her waist. “I’ll sneak into that window and lower this down to you guys!”

“Hmm,” Maeralya rubbed her chin. “Hall and I probably could reach sixteen or seventeen feet with our arms extended. This might work.”

“Uh…yeah, about that.” Hall looked away, flushed and ran his hand over his scalp. “I’m not exactly sure that I could—I mean I can carry Maer on my back no problem, but to actually lift you—and Cuuxa—and up over my head no less.”

“What are you trying to say, Hall?” Cuuxa frowned, leaning into him with her fists on her hips. “You trying to say we’re too heavy?”

“I think he’s saying he’s too weak.” Maeralya smirked and patted Hall on the head.

“I’m strong,” Hall said. “I’m just not that strong.”

“How much do you two weigh?” Maeralya asked.

“I’m not sure. It’s been a few years since I was near a body scale,” Hall shrugged. “Twelve stones, perhaps?”

“He’s a heavy one!” Cuuxa said. “I’m probably about four stones.”

“Yeah, this won’t be a problem.” Maeralya knelt down and raised her hands, winking at Hall. “Hop on, big guy.”

“Are you sure about this?” Hall nervously held her hands and placed a foot on her shoulder. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Maeralya stood up with ease. She tightened her grip with Hall to prevent him from falling over. “Does it look like you’re hurting me?”

Shine, but she is strong! Hall thought.

“My turn!” Cuuxa scaled up Maeralya’s robes. “Shine, she should have been carrying us the whole time!” The little Gobby-Lin grabbed onto Hall’s trousers and proceeded onto his shoulders. “Ok, now lift me up!”

Hall opened his palms and Cuuxa stepped onto them. Her feet were barely larger than his hands, reminding him of just how petite she was. He suddenly became nervous that he would drop the delicate little Gobby-Lin. Maeralya pushed her hands up, lifting Hall as high as she could. He did the same with Cuuxa.

“Just a little higher!” Reaching up, Cuuxa was barely shy of reaching the window seal. “Ok—everyone on tip-toes!” she ordered. Maeralya stood on her toes, Hall followed, and finally Cuuxa.

“Hurry!” Maeralya’s arms began to shake.

“I’m losing my balance!” Hall said, also shaking and causing Cuuxa’s legs to wobble.

Cuuxa leaped, barely grabbing the window as Hall slipped out of Maeralya’s hands. He fell and landed in her open arms. The elf woman smiled and gave him a squeeze. “Well now, if this gets you in my arms, then I’ll take whatever I can get!” Hall blushed.

“Ok, I got the rope tied.” Cuuxa said loudly. “Sending the other end down.”

The rope unrolled and dangled in front of Hall’s face, he grabbed it, hopped out of Maer’s arms, and handed it to her. “You can go first, I’ll keep an eye out.”

Maeralya nodded.

She jumped up, grabbing onto the rope and began to climb. A breeze rolled up under her robes, flapping them open.

“Hall?” she asked. “When you said, ‘keep an eye out,’” Maeralya stopped mid-climb and looked down only to see Hall looking up her robes with a wide grin on his face. “Hall!”

He shrugged. “I’ll also take what I can get.”

“Will you two just hurry up!” Cuuxa yelled.

Hall climbed up after Maer and crawled through the window. He handed Cuuxa the rope and looked around, but could barely see anything. It was nearly pitch black inside the room. The light from the window seemed to die immediately upon entering the space inside. There was a single door leading out of the small room but no way to tell where it led.

“Cuuxa,” Hall said. “You can see in the dark, right?”

“See in the dark? No. See better than you? Yes.” Cuuxa tied the rope around her waist and squinted her more-sensitive eyes. “However, I see nothing but darkness in here, sorry. Though I smell something foul!” Cuuxa pinched her nose.

“All right, give me a moment to think.” Hall also pinched his nose. And here I thought I was finally used to the smell of rotted flesh. He stepped into the doorway and peered out. All he saw was darkness rolling down a narrow hallway. This place is so much larger than the temple, but in the dark, it feels so much more cramped. He looked back at Maeralya. “Can you make one of those light orb things?”

“I could, but,” Maeralya hesitated, covering her mouth from the stench. “I can feel light magic wards here. There might be dark magic ones too, I’m not sure.”

“Magic wards?” Hall asked. “Those are the things that detect things, right?”

“Eloquently put.” Maeralya said. “They are warning beacons, meant to signal when something specific is detected. Her creatures have flesh and blood, so the wards would not be set to detect those.” 

“Right,” Hall said, “but I doubt they have heartbeats. Is there anything you can do about these wards?”

“Only the one who placed the ward can deactivate it.” Maeralya said. “But there is a way to counter a ward. I would have to get closer, not close enough to set it off, just close enough to be certain of the type.”

“Then we’re going to have to go into the darkness.” Hall braced himself. “I’ll take the lead, everyone stay close.” He felt a tug on his shirt.

“Don’t go too far ahead, okay?” Cuuxa looked at him with her big eyes.

Hall patted her on the head. “Don’t worry, I won’t.” You’re my family and I won’t let anything happen to you guys.

Hall placed his hands on the walls as he carefully walked down the corridor. The material felt foreign. It was smooth like the outer walls, but far harder than any stone or metal that he was aware of. It was as if they were crafted from the finest plate armor.

At least this time the walls aren’t made of twisted faces. He shivered and shook the memory out of his mind.

The smell of rotted flesh grew more intense as he walked. Cries of pain echoed in the distance. Hall tried to ignore it all as he moved down the corridor. They had passed several openings along the way, but he figured it would be a gamble to start running down random hallways and thought it would be best to wait for Maeralya to give him a signal about wards. Even though they had only been walking for a few minutes, he had completely lost sight of the room they came from. Maybe we should turn back, we’re walking blind!

“Wait!” Maeralya grabbed Hall’s shoulder. “I feel one, it’s close…but there’s something else…”

“Try to counter it.” Hall said. “We’re not going to get far in this darkness.” He reached to comfort her by placing his hand atop hers, but it passed right over. He felt his whole arm flicker and shift out of the physical world. Nervous beads of sweat dripped down the sides of his face. It’s going to be okay, we’ll stop Cellica, then figure out what to do about this curse. He shook it off, hoping she didn’t notice.

Maeralya brought her hands together. A dim glow trickled from her fingertips and shot out in different directions. “No!” she said, “Something’s wrong. I can feel the ward, but it’s not Light Magic!”

“What’s that?!” Cuuxa said, pointing to a small orange glow off in the distance.

A ball of fire formed inside a stone carving at the end of the corridor. It quickly expanded, lighting the beastly mouth which it formed inside. The ball of fire shot from the stone face and flew at them at incredible speed.

Hall turned to the girls, with the shield on his back facing the oncoming flame.

“No!” Maeralya grabbed Hall and yanked him close. “You can’t withstand the impact!” She quickly pulled from the flesh of nearby creatures in the citadel and raised a shield barrier in front of them. The massive ball crashed into it with the force of a galloping horse and sprayed fire across the clear barrier. More balls of fire crashed into it, one after another, in a seemingly endless barrage.

“We have to get out of here!” Hall shouted over the crashing fireballs. “Maer, can you light this place up?”

“I…I can try…” Maeralya strained, maintaining the shield and reaching into the depths of the citadel, feeling for everything that contained flesh and blood. “Life…agony…it’s everywhere!” she cried out as her body jolted and became consumed with immense power. Her eyes turned white and her mouth opened wide as beams of light shot out of them[bk5]. A tremendous glowing light radiated throughout the narrow hallway, expanding into the neighboring corridors.

Hall saw flickering shadows scurrying about from a branching corridor that was just behind them. He squeezed beside Maer and walked to peer down the passageway. It was so long that despite the overwhelming light around them, the end was bathed in darkness. It had many openings that branched off to other passageways. There was a mass of many-creatures dashing about, running up and down the corridors, searching for the source of the light.

They’ll find us. Hall thought. As soon as that light fades away those creatures will rush us! We don’t have much time! Hall looked back at the girls. Maer was still holding off the wave of blasts, while Cuuxa crouched behind her. I won’t let anything happen to you guys.

“Find another route to Azaax! Get out of here!” Hall shouted and turned to step into the corridor.

“Do what?!” Cuuxa hastily leapt over to Hall and grabbed his shirt before he had a chance to run. She tilted her head so one of her ears was close to his face. “What are you doing?” she yelled.

“The same thing I did at the temple.” Hall raised his shield. “Run around and draw their attention away while you guys get to Azaax and raise Vour.”

“The hell you are!” Cuuxa scoffed, pushing Hall aside. “You have the unikey, you have the shield, you can defend Maer and defeat Cellica.” She looked down, casting a frown. “I’m just—I’m just Cuuxa…I can’t do much, but I can distract them while you get away!”

Distract them? Does she mean to sacrifice herself?

“What?” Hall shouted. “No! I can’t— I won’t let you—”

“Whatever you’re saying,” Maeralya yelled in a strained voice with her arms still outstretched. The light was beginning to fade from her. “Do something quickly! I can’t hold this much longer!” The fireballs continued to crash into her shield barrier, with a loud impact, forcing her to exhale with exhaustion.

“This isn’t the time to argue, Hall!” Cuuxa looked up at him, pulling his shirt down so his face was close to hers. “Family takes care of each other—let me take care of this and you take care of Maer.” She stepped up on tip toes and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “And take care of yourself—Hall the Lucky.”

“Cuuxa, don’t—!” Hall reached out to grab her, but she swatted his hand and slipped past him.

“Find Azaax, raise Vourius!” Cuuxa shouted as she bolted down the hallway towards the creatures. “I’ll be okay—Gobby-Lin promise!”

“Cuuxa, no!” he screamed and moved to chase her just as a fireball blasted off the edge of the barrier, striking the doorway where he stood and sending him crashing to the ground.

His head was ringing, but he managed to get to his knees and look down the corridor. He saw Cuuxa pull out her coin purse and bang it against the metal walls as she ran towards the creatures to get their attention. Before reaching them, she made a sharp turn down a branching hallway. The mass of creatures turned and chased after her, screeching and howling. The next thing Hall heard was the sound of high-pitched screaming and the gnashing of teeth.

Hall’s eyes became filled with tears as he looked down the empty, ever-darkening corridor. The sounds grew more distant, and then silent.

Cuuxa…no…

Hall felt someone grab his shirt and yank him hard, pulling him into a doorway on the opposite side of the main corridor. He slammed to the ground with Maeralya on top of him. Fireballs rained down the deep main corridor, making a faint crashing sound at the far end.

“Just how long were you going to stand there, talking?!” Maeralya yelled, shaking him.

“I’m sorry, I—” Hall stammered.

I let Cuuxa die.

“We don’t have time for apologies,” Maeralya stood up, frazzled, looking around. “I felt him, I felt everything!”

“Maer,” Hall gasped, fighting back tears. “Cuuxa’s—”

“I felt everything in this gruesome place.” Fear gripped her face. “So much twisted life, so much pain and suffering!” She trembled, panicking as she spoke. “I felt Azaax, he’s close. He’s in pain. I couldn’t hear anything else over the crashing fireballs.” She frantically looked around. “What were you two doing—where’s Cuuxa?”

“Maer!” Hall grabbed her arms as tears streamed down his face.

“Hall?” Maeralya looked into his eyes and froze. “What is it?”

“I let her get away,” It pained him to say the words, it pained him more to see the hurt in Maeralya’s eyes. “She ran off to lure them away.”

“Is—is she going to be all right?” Maeralya asked, nearly trembling with worry.

I can’t do this! Hall shook with anguish. I can’t lose Cuuxa and see such pain in Maer’s face right now!

He clenched his teeth and shut his eyes tight, holding back tears. Hall forced his voice to speak as steady and calm as he could. “She…she said she’ll be okay…she promised.” Hall swallowed, clearing his throat and trying to wipe his eyes dry. Maeralya just stared back in disbelief that the little Gobby-Lin was gone.

A Gobby-Lin promise…an old expression to say ‘There’s no way I’m keeping this promise’…
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              A Friend Lost, An Enemy Gained

Hall stood, staring at Maer and trying to keep a calm face. Neither of them knew what to say. Everything changed so fast, so suddenly. He tried his best to clear his mind and focus his thoughts, but found it nearly impossible. There was nothing he could do about Cuuxa. They had to press on.

“Now,” Hall shook the despair out of his body and tried his hardest to concentrate. “About the wards.”

“The wards?” Maeralya said. “They were obliterated by the blast of light.”

“They were?” Hall looked at the seemingly endless branching pathways, the illumination dissipated. “Then—can you still feel Azaax?”

Maeralya nodded and lifted her hand, creating a floating orb of light just above her head and turned to walk a deliberate path. He followed her as they proceeded through the winding passageways, stopping occasionally for her to realign her sense with the aura.

“It’s so empty in here.” Hall said quietly. “Where is everything?”

“Yes, it’s very curious…”

She stopped at a dark opening with doors that had been broken open and hung loosely by their hinges. “He’s just beyond this room.” They stepped carefully through the large room, the sound of broken glass crunching underfoot as they walked.

“That smell, it’s like bile, but worse. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.” Hall frowned.

“What are those?” He pointed to large, vague shapes in the room.

Maeralya expanded the orb and floated it over the objects. They both gasped.

“I think those are bodies.” Maeralya expanded the orb once more, now lighting the entire room. “Surgical experimentation tables…” she whispered with a scratchy throat. Each one had a small shelf attached with unlit candles resting under glass beakers and vials. The tables had the same red, fleshy slime oozing over the sides.

“So that stuff is a result of her twisted magic.”

“What?” Hall asked.

“Nothing I just,” Maeralya sighed. “I’ve seen this stuff before—in Eldermere.”

Most of the tables still had creatures strapped to them, long since deceased. The bodies were cut open with entrails halfway cut out, others removed entirely. One of the tables had two creatures strapped to it, and it looked as though they had died halfway through an operation to sew them into one.

Hall rested a hand on a nearby barrel, trying his best to hold in the contents of his stomach. Glancing down, he saw one barrel was filled with bones, the others with organs. He jumped back, hitting his head on something. Rubbing the back of his head, he saw numerous tiny cages hanging from the ceiling. His heart stopped as he thought of Cuuxa.

No, these cages are far too small for her, probably too small to even hold someone’s head. Thoughts of the little Gobby-Lin in peril suddenly plagued his mind.

He shook his head to clear his mind and peered inside one of the tiny cages, then immediately doubled over, emptying the contents of his stomach. Maeralya hurried over to Hall, trying to help him. “Oh Shine! Don’t look, Maer!” Hall put his hands up, trying to cover the swinging cage.

Already eye level with the cages, she couldn’t help seeing inside them. “How could anyone…” She trailed off, face twisted in pain at what she saw.

A whimpering came from the corner of the room. Hall and Maeralya both spun to face the source of the sound. A sizable cage contained a malnourished, gray, hairless, humanoid creature with large, black eyes. It was unlike anything either of them had ever seen before. It appeared to still be alive, cradled in a ball and writhing in pain.

“Nothing about this place should be.” Hall spat.

“Hall,” Maeralya said with quivering lips. “If you want to resurrect Vourius…”

“This would be the room to do it in.” Hall sighed heavily and sat on a stool. He hunched over, placing his face in his hands.

Maeralya stood next to him, rubbing his back, and tried to remain strong. “I will not think ill of you if you still wish to proceed.”

Hall reached to hug her and his hands started to flicker. He quickly pulled them back and hid them under his legs. Pushing his impending curse to the back of his mind, he looked around the room. The walls were lined with shelves that were full of books and skulls, along with various gems, trinkets, and objects of power. “We have to try. The answers have to be here somewhere.”

He stood up and leaned into her. “Maer, I…” He wanted so badly to wrap his arms around her, to believe that no matter what happened they would still be together.

I don’t know if this curse will ever be lifted…but no matter what, Cellica has to be stopped.

“I’m going to do whatever I can to stop Cellica,” he said aloud.

He walked to the shelves and looked over the spines, searching for anything with a title related to summoning souls. Doing his best to ignore all of his senses, he tried to focus on learning as much as he could. A book titled Merging Shine’s Aspects of Light caught his eye.

A book of Shine in a place like this? Hall opened it up and skimmed through its contents. This…this can’t be! He saw Maeralya staring at him, and the book in his hands.

“It’s true,” she said, unphased.

“You,” Hall stared, stunned. “You knew?”

“I recently found out—but yes.” Maeralya placed a hand on the book and ran her eyes over it. “Cellica and the Elders have been using Shine and its temples as a front to fund necromantic research.”

“I can’t believe it,” Hall stammered. “I mean, I was never exactly a follower, but still…I don’t know how to feel about that!”

“Good!” she said sternly. “Because we don’t have time for you to come to terms with it right now.” Taking the book, she flipped through its pages. “Here’s something.” She pointed to a chapter in the contents. “Recovering lost souls from Otherside.”

Flipping to that page, she skimmed over the text. “To summon a soul, one must choose at random or discover a specific soul’s location and force it into a submissive form…” Her tone had become inquisitive, scholarly, as she continued. “Once the soul is forced into a body, it must be immediately enslaved. Skeletons and cadavers are the easiest to enslave, as they are the weakest base form.”

“Wait,” Hall said, grabbing the book. “It says that, only once the soul is trapped in a body—can the summoner then imbue it with power, or unlock the soul’s initial power.” He ran his eyes over the rest of the chapter. “It doesn’t actually say how you would go about finding a specific soul…or how to summon it into a body.”

“Yes—a lot of books have an irritating habit of breaking up knowledge.” She sighed and looked through another book. “A lot of this stuff is more Azaax’s specialty.”

“Azaax, I nearly forgot!” Hall smacked a hand into his forehead. “You said he’s close?”

Maeralya nodded, putting the book back and then pointed to a door at the end of the room.

“Great, let’s go get him!” Hall said. “We can bring him back here and he can summon Vourius!”

The door led to another long hallway, but this one had no branching paths. Instead it led to a well-lit room. Hall braced his shield and cautiously proceeded into the room. Candles decorated the interior, lighting all but the farthest corners of the ceiling. It was a grand chamber, with columns and a large, gilded dais at the far end that led to an intricately decorated throne, upon which Azaax sat.

“Azaax!” Hall yelled. “What are you doing?!”

Azaax sat motionless on the throne with his hands resting together just in front of his face. He remained silent.

“Hall,” Maeralya said slowly. “Be careful. Something about this feels very wrong.” She raised her hands, pinpoints of light began to glow at her fingertips.

“Silence, worms!” A deafening voice shook throughout the chamber. “For too long has a being of my power been subject to servitude.” Azaax began to rise, hovering above the throne.

“It is the world that should bow before me in servitude!” He raised his hands out to his sides. “I am the entity of death, I am the ruler of life, submit to me, and I will bestow upon thee an eternal paradise!”

“What?” Hall said. “Since when does he talk like this?”

“Azaax!” Maeralya shouted, clenching her fists. “Have you been so easily broken? Have you succumbed to Cellica’s will?”

“Maer,” Hall whispered. “Azaax always seemed neutral to me—has he ever tried to be an evil ruler before?”

“You don’t want me to answer that.” Maeralya grimaced.

“I command only once more,” Azaax bellowed as sparks of lightning shot between his hands. “Submit or perish!”

“Never!” Hall screamed, jumping in front of Maeralya and bracing his shield.

“Then you will die!” Azaax rained lightning down upon them just as Maeralya summoned a barrier overhead.

“Stop this foolishness, Azaax!” Maeralya yelled over the loud crashing thunder. “Are you or are you not the Master of the Dark? The one who decided not to use your magic to rule, but to learn?!”

“To rule is to unite!” Azaax said. “And all will be united under my rule!”

“We will not!” Maeralya pushed the barrier back, and enclosed the lightning within it, trapping it. She reached out, cupping her hands into a ball as a shimmering light formed inside. She opened them, releasing a blinding light that reached throughout the room, revealing a cloaked figure hiding in the upper corner.

“Up there!” Hall pointed to the figure. “It’s Cellica! She’s controlling him!”

“Curse you and your magic!” Azaax’s robes sizzled. He turned away from Maeralya, covering his face with one hand and blindly shot balls of fire with the other.

A spray of fireballs streaked across the room, with one heading straight for the Light Mage. Hall leapt at the ball, hitting it away with his shield and sending it flying to the corner of the room. It struck Cellica, sending her tumbling to the floor beside the dais. The green-gemmed earring dropped from her and bounced down the dais, rolling to the side of the room. The lightning and magical barrier disappeared as Azaax’s body seized momentarily in midair, then fell and rolled down the dais. Light reflected off the sparkling gem, catching Hall’s eye. Just the mere sight of the trinket made his body flicker and struggle to maintain itself.

“What took you so long to figure it out?!” Azaax wheezed, getting to his feet and glaring at them. “Do you know how it feels to be consciously controlled?!”

No, but Vourius does, Hall thought, stepping over to the trinket.

“Azaax, are you all right?!” Maeralya ran to help him up. “I…I’m not sure if my magic can help you!”

“Don’t bother, I’m fine.” Azaax pushed Maeralya away. “I hate compulsion! I guess she thought I would be more effective at convincing you to hand over the trinket…or maybe catch you off guard, kill you, and take it.”

“That doesn’t matter now, let’s go, we have to get back to the lab!” Hall said. “We have to resurrect Vourius, we need his strength!”

“My own spell…you struck me with my own spell!” Cellica screeched as she got to her feet, body shaking with anger. “You won’t be resurrecting anyone.” She rose up, flipped her cloak back, and floated to the throne. “I demand that you hand over the amulet, now!”

“She knows about the amulet?” Hall glared at Azaax.

“Wait,” Azaax said, squinting at Hall. “How do you know about the amulet?”

“I didn’t know, Vourius knew!” Hall frowned and pointed at Cellica. “And now she knows!”

“Well I’m sorry!” Azaax snapped. “It’s hard to keep secrets when you’re being manipulated.”

“I will ask one more time.” Cellica created a form of swirling molten fire hovering over the entire room. It looked as if the ceiling had turned into an upside-down opening to a volcano. “Give me the amulet—now!”

Maeralya raised another shield above their heads. “I…I don’t think I’m strong enough to defend against this.” Her arms began to shake. “So, if you’ve got a plan, Hall…do it quick!”

“Oh, I’ve got a plan all right.” Hall said, slapping Azaax on the back. “Hit her with everything you’ve got!”

Azaax raised his hands up. “Happy to oblige!” Smoke billowed from his eyes. “It feels great to be in control again!” he laughed, making lightning dance between his hands. He created a whirlwind of thunder that began to enclose around Cellica.

Cellica thrust her arms to each side and pushed a magical shield around her. The lightning closed in, striking the shield. She grunted, unable to bring her hands together to touch her ring so that she could teleport away. She struggled to maintain the sea of fire overhead as well countering Azaax’s thunderous onslaught.

“Ahh, it’s been so long since I had the chance to let loose!” Azaax said, as lightning and fire shifted around his body. “Where’s the Gobby-Lin? She’s missing all the fun!”

“She—” Hall began, then stopped as a loud clamoring sound came from the nearby hallway.

Many-creatures poured into the room from the doorway. Some entered by crawling along the ceilings and walls, while the larger ones simply walked into the room. They were like a sea, covering every visible square inch of the chamber, writhing and howling. Some of the ceiling crawlers got too close to the molten fire and were incinerated by it, while others were hit by the hail of magical energy careening throughout the room. Many remained, still swarming about the throne room. Standing in the doorway was the tallest of the creatures, standing nearly twice Hall’s height. The creature extended its arm and held Cuuxa out before him. She still had her bow and arrows strapped to her back but was bound and gagged with noticeable cuts and bruises on her face.

Hall could see her breathing, barely. Relief washed over him that she was alive, but quickly dissipated at the overwhelming odds against them. Hall looked back at Cellica and tightened his fists with frustration. “Azaax—drop the spell.”

“But we can end it all now!” Azaax said. The entire citadel rumbled around them. “Uh, but we will probably die as well.”

“I said drop the spell!”

There’s got to be another way! Hall’s mind raced furiously while the creatures squirmed about the room.

“The amulet will be mine!” Cellica cried from within her protected barrier. “You will be crushed under my rule!”

Holding the barrier over them, Maeralya looked at Cuuxa, then at Hall. “What do you want us to do?” There was great trust in her eyes.

“Get close and place a hand on me.” They did, despite a moment of hesitation from Azaax. “When I give the word Azaax, pull Cuuxa to me.”

Azaax paused mid-nod and said, “Wait, Hall, you’re not—”

“Cellica,” Hall said, holding up the green trinket that he had recovered. “You dropped something.”

Cellica whipped a hand to her ear and a look of horror and rage streaked across her face. “Kill them, kill them all!” she shrieked.

“Now!” Hall shouted.

Azaax manipulated the air around Cuuxa, knocking back the creature holding her and flinging her towards Hall. She slammed into him just as he touched the gem, making all four of them disappear.
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            Cellica's Domination

“The Ancient Realm!” A veteran soldier called from the crow’s nest.

Reginald’s airship glided over the deep, dry oceans that separated the elevated continents. He and Godfrey approached the ship’s outer railing and looked at the raised coastline of the Ancient Realm. The coastal region was so congested with many-creatures that the sand appeared to writhe. The creatures scurried about encampments, creating structures, crude armaments, and artillery.

To think, the encounters we experienced on the mainland paled in comparison to the size of their overall force.

“By the blessing of Shine, Sir Reginald,” Godfrey said, pausing for a moment to take in the sheer breadth and scope of the undead army. “We must hold back, remain afloat and wait for the other ships!”

“Is that so?” Reginald gave him a stern eye.

“We cannot make a base amidst such corrupt land, My Lord!” Godfrey peered over the edge.” And if we do not turn back now, surely they will fire upon us and strike us down!”

Reginald waved a dismissive hand at the young knight. “Conventional wisdom may not be applicable to this conflict, Sir Godfrey.”

Reginald looked to a nearby soldier. “Soldier, bring me my spyglass.” He noted the concern on Godfrey’s face. “My good knight, I see absolutely no anti-aerial armada of any kind. I will search the land further, but they seem to have no way of attacking us at this elevation, and we can use this vantage point to further survey the land.”

A soldier ran up, saluting and handing Reginald the spyglass. “Good man, thank you soldier.” He returned the salute. Scanning over the terrain, he frowned. “Their forces are unbelievably vast…I could almost believe they have raised the corpse of every creature to have ever lived—even some that never have.” He lowered the spyglass and saw a grim expression overtake Godfrey’s face.

Reginald smiled, patting the knight on the back. “I did, however, locate a great fortress in the far distance. Though a blur among this haze, I saw no defenses, aerial or otherwise around its immediate vicinity.”

Reginald turned to the men aboard the ship and hollered for a scribe. An older man hurried to the Commander, bowing before him.

“Your name, sir?” Reginald asked.

“Uh, Williamson, My Lord,” the man replied, nervously.

“Pleasure, Master Williamson.” Reginald gently patted the man on the shoulder. “Take a message,”

He relayed coordinates, elevations, and rendezvous points, then requested multiple copies be made and sent immediately to the rest of the fleet. The man scribbled down every word as quickly as he could, barely keeping pace with Reginald’s rapid dictation. The scribe bowed deeply and shuffled off.

“My Lord, if I may ask, what exactly are our goals at this juncture?” Godfrey said with a touch of concern. “Since departing we have only been gathering and reporting information, and speculating, but not specifying a plan of attack.”

“Attack?” Reginald said. “When I was a squire, my Master Knight always told me one must protect before one harms.” Godfrey shrugged, having heard a variation of this quite a few times from Reginald.

“We know little of our opponent.” Reginald continued, peering over the railing and carefully eyed the swarm of creatures below. “As it stands now our highest priority is to learn as much information as possible. I’m most interested in how they are being created, and how they are finding their way across the dry oceans so swiftly.”

He noticed a shifting of the many-creatures on the ground and scanned them with his spyglass. “Sir Godfrey, should anything happen to this vessel, and Shine’s blessing see that it doesn’t, we will want the rest of the fleet to know as much as possible before engaging the enemy.”

The creatures swarmed into each other and formed into something new and monstrous. A towering, undead monster with hands larger than a man suddenly rose up from the sands below. Mouth agape, it screamed as it heaved itself up, extending arms constructed of the bones of giant animals.

Soldiers’ and crewmen’s faces paled as panic began to take hold of them.

“All hands on deck!” Reginald commanded. “Sir Godfrey, get to the helm, max ascension!”

The gigantic creature’s hands drew level with the ship. It grabbed onto the ship’s hull, cracking the wood and sending splinters flying to the crew below deck. The ship swayed, sending men sliding to one end. They panicked as they stumbled to their feet and scurried about. The soldiers, even veterans, barely managed to maintain composure. They sprinted to their posts and readied the cannons.

“Everyone remain calm!” Reginald bellowed as he held onto the side of the ship.

The massive creature stretched out its fingers, grasping the railing beside Reginald, and holding the ship in place. Steadying his feet, the Guardian pulled himself along the railing to the creature’s fingers. His hands moved automatically, drawing his sword and shield. He brought his sword crashing onto the smallest finger, snapping the bone at the joint and breaking it loose.

The ship heaved once more. Another enormous hand held the other side. The creature began pulling the ship down as Godfrey fought against it at the wheel.

Cannons fired at the creature’s head, striking it and flying right through the amalgamated skull, with no effect.

No! ‘Tis not a mortal creature, bound by the head or the heart! Reginald struggled to keep his footing, as he struck another finger.

“All cannons fire at the arms!” Reginald bellowed. “Focus on shoulder and elbow joints!”

Cannonballs careened through the air, barely missing the creature’s joints. Despite its incredible girth, it moved with finesse and precision. The airship pushed to increase its elevation, pulling the giant’s wrists.

Reginald swung his mighty sword again and again, pausing only briefly to catch his breath. He realized that he had barely cracked the next finger bone. Luck was with me for that first strike, not another seems to break. We have to attack its joints!

“Hold your fire, all cannons aim at the left shoulder, ready on my command!” Reginald yelled, gulping in air as he leapt over the railing, landing on the right hand. Strength, stay with me! Plunging his sword into the wrist, a tingling jolt reverberated through his hands and arms as he sank the blade deep into the corroded connective tissue. Gritting his teeth and grunting, he gave his sword a sharp turn and heard a loud crack. The fingers seized, no longer able to move, and began contorting as he turned his sword. “Fire!” he commanded.

A volley of cannonballs flew at the creature. Now far less agile than before, the spray of fire crashed into the creature’s left shoulder, breaking it loose. It stumbled over the sand and structures below, trying to maintain balance.

“Now the right!” Reginald hollered, pulling out his sword and sheathing it.

The ship heaved as the towering giant pulled on it. Reginald held onto the creature’s hand, trying his best to not fall off, while his mind raced to find a way back onto the deck. The creature was now fighting against the airship. It pulled its hand free and Reginald slipped down its wrist, falling onto its arm. He gasped and quickly dug his shield in as he slid down toward the elbow, slowing himself. Reginald whipped his sword around and thrust it into the monstrosity’s bone to hold himself in place. Finally losing hold of the airship, the creature hunched over and stumbled backwards, whipping its arm at its side, trying to fling Reginald off.

Reginald heard an indistinct shout amidst the noise and chaos coming from the ship. The ship seemed to be maneuvering closer to him. Holding onto his sword with all his might Reginald saw the airship descend to him. Fools! Do not risk the whole of the crew for my sake!

“Ascend! I command thee again, ascend!” Reginald yelled as loud as he could. “Sir Godfrey, send word to the fleet!” The creature’s arm swung back and forth at its side, fighting to regain balance. Reginald’s grip was at its limit, and his age was showing as he gasped for breath. He looked over the creature, his mind racing furiously as he suddenly saw the towering abomination’s weak spot. That’s it! He braced himself and prepared to bring the monstrosity down for good. As the creature swung its arm beside its hip, Reginald pulled his sword free and leapt off. Sword pointed in front of him, he landed, plunging his sword into the giant skeleton’s knee. The creature wobbled and tried to shake Reginald off.

“To hell with you, accursed abomination!” Reginald shouted. Heart racing, he clutched the creature’s knee, reached over and shoved his shield into the hinged part of the joint, then drove his sword into the back of the knee. The behemoth threw its head back, sending a roar through the sky. It toppled backwards, plummeting to the sands below, taking Reginald with it.
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Hall kept his eyes shut. For some reason, he feared the trinket wouldn’t work this time. He was afraid of what he might see, afraid to see his friends lying around him, dead. Slowly opening his eyes to a squint, he checked to see if everyone was all right.

The trinket worked, just as it always had. Maeralya and Cuuxa were kneeling down, with their palms on the ground, trying for a semblance of stability. Azaax had already started walking around, examining the environment.

Hall felt his body become solid once more. Was that it then? Am I now stuck in this shadow world forever? Anxiety filled his head that the curse finally consumed him. Hall shook the thoughts out of his head and felt the trinket still dangling from his ear. No, Vourius said the trinket would stay in the real world when the curse consumed me. Hall sighed with relief and turned to examine the area. I can’t think about the curse right now! We have to stop Cellica, whatever it takes!

The environment had its usual ambient, dull-blue tint, and was slightly glowing. Everything just out of reach became fuzzy and blurred, making navigation in the shadow world troublesome at best. Surreal imagery aside, the landscape also took on a different feel when in the shadow world. It was without structures, without buildings or civilization. Lush plant life had overgrown everywhere. It was a world untouched by the sentient races. A world without animal life [bk6]of any kind.

Everything looked as it always did when Hall used the trinket, except, he was still in Cellica’s citadel. Hall looked around the room, it was bare of tapestries, but the slick, shiny metallic walls and marble flooring remained. How does this place exist in this world?

As he looked about the room, everything just outside his field of vision began to shift and distort. Turning quickly to see the distorted areas did nothing except hurt his eyes, as it was always just outside of his direct sight.

Hall saw Maeralya looking at him. She looks worried. Hall thought. No, not worried…upset? With me? Why would she be upset with me? I saved us!

Cuuxa seemed to have recovered just fine and had grabbed Azaax’s robe and was pulling him across the room, pointing at various things and asking what they were.

At least we have a moment to regain composure.

“And why’s everything blue?!” He heard Cuuxa half ask, half demand.

“How should I know why it’s blue? Maybe because shadowy things are blue!” Azaax said, trying to pull himself free.

“So can I walk through these walls?” Cuuxa asked, walking into a wall and bonking her nose on it.

“Ow! Dammit!” she said, rubbing her nose. “They dragged me in here through that cursed lab! I sure don’t want to have to go through there again!”

“There shouldn’t even be walls in this place!” Azaax said, throwing his hands up. “In fact, we should have fallen right through the floor and into the abyss.” Azaax stared at Hall. “Honestly, what were you thinking, man?!”

Maeralya remained quiet, arms crossed, staring at Hall. While her face did look upset, her eyes looked sorrowful. “Hall,” she said softly. “Don’t do that again.”

“Maer,”

“Don’t ever do that again!” Maeralya shouted. Her eyes began to water.

“It’s all right.” Hall said, clearing his throat. “Only the bearer of the trinket is cursed, not those touching him.”

“Oh, you foolish man!” Maeralya shook her head furiously and rushed to Hall, wrapping her arms around him and hugging him tightly. “Don’t do it again,” she whispered.

Hall returned the hug. He saw Cuuxa looking at him, also with a worry in her eyes. “Oh! Cuuxa,” Hall said, stepping back. “Your wounds!”

“Forgive me!” Maeralya quickly walked up to Cuuxa, kneeling down and raising her hands around the little Gobby-Lin’s face. “I nearly forgot about your injuries!”

“I’ll live!” Cuuxa said loudly, flapping her hands at Maeralya to get her to go away. “Gobby-Lins are tough! We’re no strangers to cuts and bruises!”

“But,” Hall said, “Inside, it looked like you were barely conscious!”

“I was just playing that I was barely alive so that they would stop hitting me!” Cuuxa smirked. “It usually works.”

“I don’t care how tough you are, come here!” Maeralya scoffed and placed a hand on Cuuxa to heal her. The Gobby-Lin flinched at first, but then there was nothing.

“What? I can’t—” Maeralya turned at Azaax with concern. “Can you—can you feel your magic in this place?”

“No,” he said. “I felt nothing the moment we entered this place. The aspects we call upon in our world must be different from the ones here.”

“But we are still here! I should be able to pull healing magic from our bodies, shouldn’t I?”

“Well,” Azaax eyed her. “Can you?”

Maeralya shook her head.

“Then that’s your answer.”

She turned to Hall. “How long can we remain in this world?”

“How should I know?” Hall said. Suddenly he realized he was the most experienced one of them in regard to the shadow world. “Er, I mean, I’ve never been in here for more than a few minutes.” He looked around and shifted his feet. “Truthfully, this place gives me the creeps…being that normally, I’m the only one here.”

“I still don’t understand why the citadel is here,” Azaax said, pondering. “It shouldn’t exist in this place, yet here it is.” He placed his hand on the wall. “This substance is like smooth steel, but…I’ve never seen it before. Perhaps it was crafted in this world first, then somehow brought over to our world.” Everyone looked at Azaax, curiously. “Well, it’s just a guess.”

“I don’t have a clue,” Hall said. “I really don’t know much about this place. But I do know this…” Everyone stopped to look at him. “When we reemerge, those creatures are likely to still be here. We need to find a safer part of the citadel.”

“If the palaces I have visited are anything to go by,” Maeralya said. “All the private rooms are on the highest floors.”

“The highest,” Hall said, already walking back the way they came. “I saw a stairway at the end of the corridor before the lab room. Let’s go!” Azaax paused for a moment to examine something nearby. Cuuxa ran along into the next room, but Maer stayed in place. As Hall walked past her, she grabbed his arm, forcing him to stop. “Maer.” She kept her head down, tightened her grip and bit her lower lip. “We really need to get going,” he said softly. Hair hung in her face, covering her eyes. It was the first time he ever saw her hair in disarray—a tear rolled down her cheek. “Maer?”

“Oh thank Shine!” Cuuxa hollered from the lab room. “The bodies in the lab aren’t in the shadow world. Everyone hurry up!”

Azaax nudged Hall as he passed by, towards the lab. “We need to go,” he said in his usual flat tone.

“It’s going to be okay, Maer.” Hall said. “We’re going to stop her, I promise.”

Maeralya sniffled and nodded, releasing his arm.

Everyone hurried past the lab and into the corridor just beyond it. Hall led them up the winding stairway. It was narrow in design, forcing them to go one at a time. Hall braced his shield and hurried ahead of the others to the opening.

Once at the top, he found nothing. Nothing but a modest open room with two thick pillars in the middle, and a balcony at the opposite end, peering out over the edge of the citadel. In the middle of the balcony was a small altar, too small for even Cuuxa to lay upon.

Great, more altars. Hall thought.

He walked to the edge of the balcony and looked over. The Tainted Abyss was no longer below them, but high above, swirling in the sky. It looked different than before. The inside no longer appeared to be composed of viscous water, but was now a mass of dark shadows that culminated into a gaping hole devoid of all light. It looked like an infinite tunnel, as if merely gazing into it would cause him to be pulled up inside. He shivered.

“I swear to Shine, Hall!” Cuuxa said, catching her breath. “If you run ahead by yourself one more time!”

“Last time, I promise!” Hall said. “I just wanted to peek in here and make sure the room was safe.”

“Hard to tell without knowing what it looks like in the physical world.” Azaax said.

“Right! We need to be ready for anything.” Hall pointed to Azaax. “Watch over the opening to the stairs. Maer, stay behind one of the pillars, keep Azaax empowered and shielded.”

They both nodded.

“What about me?” Cuuxa said, throwing her arms up and bouncing on her toes.

Hall smiled and said, “Find a place where no one can see you, and hide.”

Cuuxa frowned and put her fists on her sides.

“Then,” Hall added. “When I give the word, I want you to plant an arrow right in Cellica’s heart!”

“That is something I can certainly do!” Cuuxa said, grinning and drawing her bow. “What about you?”

“I’ll get her attention,” Hall said. “Make sure she stays focused on me.”

“What about the plan to reraise Vourius?!” Cuuxa asked.

Hall held out the shield and looked at it, then at everyone else. “He’s family, his memory will always be with us.”

“You know something, Hall?” Azaax said with a surprising pep in his voice. “You’re all right.”

“Hall,” Maeralya said, looking him in the eyes. “Be safe.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of each other.” Hall said with a reassuring smile. “All right.” He brought a finger up to his earring. “Let’s end this.” Everyone placed a hand on him and he touched the trinket.


   30

              To Do What Is Right

Reginald held onto the collapsing giant for dear life. Crashing into the ground, its body broke apart on impact and sent thousands of pieces of flesh and bone flying off. He was thrown clear of the monster, crashing into an encampment and landing atop tents made of tanned flesh that barely broke his fall.

Reginald was shaken by the impact, but forced himself to shrug it off and keep going. Sword and shield locked in iron grips, he shifted himself to a defensive stance as he surveyed the area around him. The smaller many-creatures spotted him and within moments he was surrounded.

A horn bellowed throughout the sky and the many-creatures turned their focus upward. A fleet of airships were careening unnaturally fast through the dark twisted clouds and Reginald saw figures in brightly colored robes aboard, intermingled with soldiers and archers.

Mages! They must be accelerating the speed of the airships! Brilliant! Reginald nodded to himself in satisfaction before turning back to the problem at hand.

With that giant disposed of, there is little threat to bring a ship down to lift me out of this dreadful place. I just have to get their attention! With the creatures distracted, he quickly scanned his immediate perimeter and spotted a tower with an unlit brazier at the top. He needed to get a signal to the fleet somehow. Reginald charged towards it, crashing through the weaker creatures. He slammed his shield and sliced his sword, clearing his path forward. They clawed and swiped at the massive knight, but only succeeded in slowing his progress slightly.

Reaching the tower, he sheathed his sword and paused for a moment to catch his breath. Using his gauntlets to dig into the rough stone walls, he scaled the side. Creatures skittered up beneath him and pulled on his ankles. He slammed his shield, kicked at them, and knocked them away as he made his way up the tower.

Four creatures atop the tower howled and screeched as they tipped a massive cauldron of boiling hot tar over the edge. Reginald smiled. Thank you, my ignorant foes. He raised his shield overhead and braced himself against the wall as the tar streamed off of the sides and doused the creatures that were swarming around him. They fell to the ground, shrieking. The tar stuck them to the base of the tower, and blocked other creatures who tried to climb up.

Reginald gripped the ledge and pulled himself up onto the platform. The four creatures at the top lunged at him, howling and bearing jagged teeth. Reginald slammed his shield into them, knocking two off of the tower at once, then drove his sword through another and hoisted it into the air. The final one leapt at him and he raised his leg and shoved his foot into the creature’s chest, sending it flying off the tower. He snapped his sword backward and forward in a quick motion, sending the final creature flying over the ledge with a shriek.

Steadying himself with a deep breath, Reginald wiped the sweat from his brow and lit the brazier with a nearby torch. He turned to the sky and let forth a battle cry so loud that it was heard over the fury of the combat. A never-ending swarm of amalgamated undead abominations rushed from all sides, scaling the tower in a giant swarm and threw themselves at him in droves.

They beat against his battered armor, denting it and causing cracks and pieces to chip away. He fought them off, barely maintaining his stance. His sword and shield were growing increasingly heavy as the fight wore on. He tried to stay calm, to stay focused. He tapped into the knowledge learned from years of training and fighting and forced his mind and body to act as one. He saw the airship descend towards him. He just had to hold out a little longer.

The creatures scrambled up over the railing, fighting and leaping at Reginald as his body began to give out on him. Years of hard battles had taken their toll on his once-youthful body. Everything seemed to slow down around him as he took in the scope of the undead army. They were overpowering him, he knew he wouldn’t last another minute in this frenzy. The airship still wasn’t nearly close enough for him to board.

They aren’t going to reach me in time, he realized. This is it…this will be my final stand. He closed his eyes for a second, thinking of the woman he had loved for decades, yet always held his feelings inside. He had always been afraid of this very moment—the moment when he finally gave his heart over to her, only to leave her as a widow. Forgive me Urika, I cannot keep my promise to return.

“To the grave!” Reginald bellowed as he used the last of his strength to take as many of the cursed monsters down with him as he could. He cleaved his sword through the crowd. Taking them two, three, even four at a time, he fought valiantly, beating back the swarm single-handedly. Despite his efforts, there were just too many of them. The creatures piled onto Reginald, forcing him to his knees.

Sweat poured from his brow as he clenched his teeth and struggled to shove the creatures off of him. I should have told you how I felt when we were young—to think of all the years we could have spent together, my love—I was a fool!

Thoughts of embracing Urika passionately one last time forced a final burst of strength to well up deep within him. He leapt up and threw the creatures off. As they hurled back, they all burst into flames. The flurry of creatures mounting the tower also ignited, while others on the ground exploded in a mess of blood and ashes.

Reginald gasped and saw an airship floating a few dozen feet overhead. Mages lined the railing, leaning over and casting spell after spell at the swarm. Soldiers dropped a rope ladder from the ship and saluted the Guardian.

By the blessing of Shine… Urika, I may see you yet, my love!

Reginald let out a sigh of relief and sheathed his weapon and shield. He grabbed onto the ladder and returned the salute. “Ascend—ascend I say!” The ship immediately lifted as Reginald climbed aboard.

“Lord Guardian, thank Shine you’re all right!” The ship’s captain said as he rushed to meet him. “If it hadn’t been for the brazier and your battle cry, we never would have found you amidst that horde of undead.”

“I owe you all a tremendous debt of gratitude, more than you could possibly realize.” Reginald said with an elated smile. Everyone looked surprised, as this was something no one ever saw on the stoic man’s face.

The captain gave him a curious look, then pointed off into the distance. “Uh, my Lord, several creatures of enormous size have been spotted rising up around a floating citadel to the north.”

“Spyglass!” Reginald hollered, then eyed the captain. He quickly regained his typical battle stoicism. “Nay, stay thy hand, Captain,” he said, finally catching his breath. “Expand the fleet’s positioning and surround the citadel. I want all vessels elevated beyond the reach of those giants.”

“Yes sir!” the captain said. “My Lord, do you require healing?”

“That won’t be necessary, Captain.” Reginald cleared his throat. “I want all mages focused on keeping the undead contained.”

“Yes sir!” The captain hurried off to relay orders.

Spyglass in hand, Reginald inspected the area. As the ship flew closer, he saw a small, cloaked figure floating just outside the citadel. The figure appeared to be drawing lightning from all around and shooting it at the ships. “By the light of Shine.” Reginald said. “That must be the one Lady Maeralya mentioned, Cellica Zul!” Reginald turned to the crew and bellowed. “All scribes to me at once!”

A scribe and his two assistants rushed to Reginald, quill and parchment in hand as Reginald immediately relayed orders. The scribes wrote furiously as Reginald spoke without pause. “Have all vessels keep a close eye on that cloaked figure but maintain a broad distance. I want the heavy cannoneer vessels to focus fire on the giants, draw their attention, and then fly over the Tainted Abyss, forcing the giants inside.”

Reginald paused for a moment to consider his next thought, much to the scribe’s relief. “I want all mages and archers to focus on Cellica Zul, blanket her vision with arrows, and be ready on my command to move in close once the giants are dealt with.” The scribes continually nodded, confirming each order as given. “When signaled, all mages will send a barrage at her to break down her magical defenses, followed by a volley of arrows. As soon as she falters, I want the citadel secured for a full invasion.”

“Anything else, my Lord?” a scribe asked after finishing his notation.

“Be cautious with the invasion.” Reginald said with a gentleness in his voice. “We don’t know what captives may be held inside, and they have suffered enough without our additional recklessness.” The scribes nodded and rushed off to make copies and send a bird out to each ship.

Reginald turned with a hand on the railing, looking past Cellica to the citadel behind. Just hold on a little longer Lady Maeralya…soon, this will all be over.
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Hall held his breath and clutched the shield tightly. They were back in the physical world, and everyone examined their surroundings. Seeing no threat, they all sighed with relief.

“All right, everyone knows what to do!” Hall said.

“Right!” Cuuxa ran off to a narrow alcove in the wall. It was a perfect spot to hide, but also survey the room. She shimmied inside and nocked an arrow. “Ready!”

Azaax walked to the opening that led to the stairs and peered down. “Nothing yet,” he said. “But I’ll be ready for them when they get here.”

“I know you will!” Hall said, looking at the little mage confidently. He then turned to face the columns. “And Maer, these will make perfect coverage for you.”

“Hall,” Maeralya stared at him.

“What—?” He looked down at himself, his body was flickering continuously.

She reached a hand out to him. “You’re still—”

“Stay focused!” Hall snapped and backed away. Maeralya winced.

I’m sorry Maer, but now isn’t the time…everything will be okay, we just have to work together! Hall turned his attention back to the room. “We’ll deal with the curse later; we have to stop this!”

Maeralya reluctantly nodded and took her position near Azaax. She focused her magic and cast a spell of empowerment on the smaller mage, his robes fluttering as the magic soared through him. He nodded to her, and she crouched behind one of the pillars and held out her hands, maintaining a barrier around him. “Ok, I’m ready.”

I wish she sounded more confident. Hall thought. Shine, I wish I felt more confident!

“So, Hall,” Azaax said, raising his hands and bracing himself. “How exactly do you plan on getting Cellica here?”

“She’ll be here, trust me.” Hall said. “Everyone, be ready.”

This earring is a beacon, she knows when and where it’s used.

A frighteningly loud roar echoed from outside. Hall motioned everyone to stay in position as he approached the balcony. A mixture of relief and apprehension flooded through him as he saw the Royal Fleet with a horde of many-creatures closing in from a distance.

Hall turned back to the room and announced triumphantly “Reginald made it! And it looks like he brought the whole fleet!"
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Reginald continued to give orders and currently everything was going according to plan. Several of the giant creatures chased the ships as they flew over the Abyss. The giants tried to grab at the chains on the side of the citadel, but their arms were ripped apart as the swirling maelstrom pulled them under.

“Good,” Reginald watched the battle through the spyglass. “Only five of the giant creatures remain.” Eyeing Cellica, he saw her hands move furiously. Powerful magic flowed from her fingers and surrounded the remaining giants. By the Light of Shine, what is she doing?

The five remaining giants were pushed into each other, crashing together and entangled their bones and flesh into one. The mass of undead parts formed into unrecognizable chaos. They begin to shift and distort, slowly forming bony, crimson legs that stood underneath a torso full of bubbling boils. A series of crude, tentacle-like appendages, oozing with mucus sprouted from the gargantuan creature’s body.

“All ships ascend and fall back!” Reginald shouted. “All magic focus on shielding the fleet!”

Reginald knew it was too late as they finished forming into a single, monolithic entity. Their earlier giants paled in comparison to this monstrous new thing. It towered so high that the top could not be seen, bathed in the darkness of the sky. The monolith lashed out with a dozen appendages, reaching out over the entire battlefield and swatting fleeing ships with ease.

“Sir Reginald, what do we do?!” a soldier cried out.

“To Cellica!” he shouted.

It’s now or never!

“Full magical assault on Cellica!” Reginald bellowed, as she sent streaks of lightning across the battlefield, and rained down fire.

The mages followed orders and blasted her with everything they had. She formed a barrier, blocking the magical onslaught and retaliated with a massive orb of light, blinding everyone aboard.

Reginald shielded his eyes. “Archers, fire at will!”

The archers unleashed a volley of arrows at Cellica, blanketing the sky above her. The glowing ball of light began to dissipate. Reginald squinted and searched the battlefield, finding that Cellica was nowhere to be seen. “No!” he cried, whipping his head around, trying to find her.

Blast! Where did she go?!
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Hall’s face went pale as a black void appeared above the balcony and Cellica stepped out onto the altar. The portal closed behind her. They all turned, holding their positions and trying to remain calm.

“When will you understand?” Cellica growled each word, her face contorted with anger. Her eyes pierced Hall’s soul. “This is my realm! My world!” she screamed, raising her hands and spreading out her claw-like fingers. “And it will be recreated to my will!”

His eyes grew wide, and his heart pounded as he the hulking monolithic creature walked past the balcony. It crushed an airship with one of its tendrils and grabbed onto two more.

No! Reg, the fleet! Hall’s mind raced furiously. This can’t be happening!

“Cellica!” Hall hovered his hand over the earring and pulled out the unikey with the other. His body began to flicker rapidly. “If you want these, call off your forces, now!”

“Look at yourself, fool, you are in no place to bargain!” Cellica raised a hand to her ring. “Your soul barely remains in this world, and your friends are already dead!” She touched her ring, creating a portal above Azaax. “Rip their still-beating hearts from the flesh!”

Hall spun to see many-creatures pour out of the portal onto Azaax’s barrier. They swarmed the little mage and attacked relentlessly. A wave of fire flowed from Azaax’s body, moving beyond the barrier and igniting the creatures. A seemingly endless barrage of the undead flowed from the portal while Maeralya fought to maintain Azaax’s shield.

Hall turned to Cuuxa and yelled, “Now!”

Cellica looked just as Cuuxa released the drawstring. The arrow flew and struck the center of Cellica’s chest, piercing her heart. The twisted old satyr lurched back from the impact and floated, motionless, in the air for a moment.

Slowly, she raised her hand and gripped the arrow protruding from her chest. Grinding her teeth, Cellica shrieked, “You will die, worm!” She ripped the arrow free and shot a concentrated beam of energy at Cuuxa.

“No!” Hall tossed the shield, it became solid the moment it left his touch, into the oncoming blast. The shield shattered on impact, diverting the beam’s trajectory to the wall beside Cuuxa, exploding and sending the little Gobby-Lin crashing to the floor. She moaned and tried to get up but struggled to move.

“Cuuxa!” Hall yelled.

“Hall!” Maeralya collapsed to her knees, trembling. “I can’t hold this shield much longer!”

“I can’t hold them off!” Azaax shouted. The barrier began to falter, allowing the creatures to squirm inside. “We have to do something!” Azaax’s staff shattered at the powerful onslaught, and the little mage became engulfed by the swarm.

This can’t happen…not now…not to them! Hall’s mind cried for his friends’ safety.

“You will never slay them all!” Cellica howled, while holding out her hands and charging another spell. “No matter how strong you are, my army and power are endless!”

It’s not about strength…it’s about doing what is right.

Vourius’s words echoed through Hall’s mind as he looked around the room at his new family. Azaax, who always pretended to only care about himself—yet stood beside them, risking his life to save everyone. Cuuxa, once nothing more than a guild spy and thief who detested humans—now fought alongside one, as his best friend. And Maeralya, who, despite past misunderstandings, still believed in Hall, even when he did not.

For the first time in his life, Hall felt like he belonged, and finally had a real family.

He clenched his teeth and tightened his fists as everyone screamed in fear and agony around him.

They are my family, and I will do whatever it takes to protect them. I must do what is right…

Hall looked at Cellica and knew what he had to do.

What is right…

“Cellica, I cast you to the world of shadows!” Hall cried.

Moving before he had time to doubt himself, he threw the unikey out over the balcony.

“You fool!” She flew up, snatching it out of the air with ease.

Hall rushed at her as she was momentarily distracted, his body flickering rapidly. He knew this was it, nothing could change his curse, and he would never see his friends again.

I’m sorry…but this is the only way to save everyone.

“HAALLLL!” Maeralya screamed, reaching out for Hall.

He leapt onto the altar, touching his earring just as he passed through Cellica.

In an instant they were both gone.

The earring continued over the balcony.

And fell into the Tainted Abyss.
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The many-creatures surrounding Azaax immediately fell to the ground, lifeless. Their bones and flesh broke apart and turned to ash. All around them the citadel rumbled and started to shake violently. The metallic walls cracked and started splitting open. Outside, the monolithic creature was breaking apart, with massive pieces of it falling to the ground.

“Maer!” Azaax tried to get her attention while helping Cuuxa to her feet. “MAER!” Azaax yelled. “We need a beacon of light at the balcony before this whole place crumbles!”

“Hall…no…no!” Maeralya was on hands and knees, with a trembling hand still reaching out towards the balcony where Hall had disappeared.

“Damnation, we can’t give up now!” Azaax picked up Cuuxa and hurried to the balcony where he summoned a giant ball of fire overhead. “Hopefully, they will take this as a beacon for help and not a threat.” Azaax shook with anguish, trying his hardest to stay composed.

Azaax saw the airships surrounding the lower parts of the citadel. Soldiers jumped off the ships and rushed inside, retrieving captives amidst the crumbling structure. A young elf woman, cradling an infant, with a small child close behind ran aboard one of the ships.

An airship approached from above, closing in on the balcony. Reginald and Godfrey leaned over the side, directing the captain to bring the ship in as close as possible.

“Come, we must make haste!” Reginald yelled, as he and Godfrey leapt overboard, onto the balcony. “We must depart immediately; the armies are falling and the citadel is collapsing.” Reginald took Cuuxa from Azaax and carefully handed her off to someone on the ship. “Take her to a healer, immediately,” he ordered.

“I’m fine, I can walk it off!” Cuuxa struggled weakly in the soldier’s arms as a Light Mage ran up to them. “Put me down!”

Azaax floated onto the ship, stopping briefly as he passed by Reginald. “Hall didn’t make it—Maer’s in bad shape.”

Reginald nodded and rushed into the chamber, carefully picking up Maeralya. She was whimpering and didn’t seem to notice Reg. He quickly moved back to the ship and passed her to two soldiers who were on board. They gently set her down beside Azaax, who was leaning over the railing.

“Godfrey.” Azaax said, pointing into the chamber. “Grab that shield in the corner.”

Godfrey ran into the room and looked at the broken shield. “This shield is in pieces, Master Mage.”

“Then pick them up!”

Godfrey nodded and quickly gathered the pieces and ran back to the ship. “All set Commander. No other survivors in that room!”

Reginald nodded and the two knights climbed aboard the ship. He waved his hand to the captain, signaling him to head out.

“Wait, we can’t go yet!” Cuuxa said, hobbling away from the healer towards Azaax. “Where’s Hall? We can’t leave without Hall!” She looked at Maeralya, who was sitting nearby but refused to meet anyone’s eyes. Cuuxa looked at Azaax for answers.

Azaax looked her in the eyes and slowly shook his head. Tears formed in Cuuxa’s big eyes as she limped over to Maeralya and fell into her lap, crying. He leaned over the railing and gazed into the swirling Abyss as the ship flew away.


Epilogue

Azaax had nearly been dragged by Maeralya to the ceremony that Queen Urika held the following week to commemorate the victory over Cellica Zul and the Dark Kingdom. Long tapestries were draped over the throne room, with a lavish lectern placed atop the dais. Royal Guards lined the steps and outer walls and were pushed to the edges as a crowd forced themselves in. The Queen, a few advisors, Sir Reginald, and various noble men and women sat behind the lectern. Azaax, Maeralya, and Cuuxa stood next to the lectern.

Azaax squinted at the new Temple leaders in attendance. I bet they’re just as corrupt as the Elders were.

“Hey Maer,” Azaax said. “How goes the investigations in the Temple?”

“The corruption went deeper than we realized.” Maeralya said, sighing. “But at least we are working towards something better.”

“I still can’t believe you refused the lead position they offered.”

“I have other…matters at hand.”

Azaax eyed her curiously.

Reginald sat next to the Queen with his hand over hers. She kept a regal appearance but beamed with a joyous elation that the kingdom was saved. Reginald stood and took the stand. Looking out over the crowd, he smiled and waved a gauntleted hand. “This was a victory for every living creature in the realm. The heroes of this conflict shall henceforth be recognized by all.” He turned to his friends. “Only through unity and sacrifice do we triumph,” he turned to look back at Urika, “and through love and commitment, do we prosper.” The Queen sat up a little straighter and smiled a little wider.

Grabbing three ribboned medals, Reginald approached Maeralya. He lifted the medal high and placed it around her neck. “Lady Maeralya Caharice, the kingdom honors you with this medal of valor, for without your responsibility and healing, all would have been lost.”

“Thank you, Sir Reginald.” Maeralya whispered, smiling.

Moving onto Cuuxa, Reginald knelt and held the ribbon extra wide, being careful to not catch on her ears. “To you I dub thee, Lady Cuuxa, of the Jix-Lin. Who, without your bow so swift and courage so fierce, we would not have triumphed. We thank thee.”

Cuuxa’s wide eyes began to water, and she sniffled.

Reginald lifted a large finger to her cheek and smiled.

“And finally, Master Azaax the Dark.” Reginald bowed deeply to meet the tiny mage’s eyes and held out the medal. Azaax, bored by the entire event, simply held out a hand to receive the award. Reginald smiled and obliged, placing the medal in Azaax’s gloved hand. “We thank thee for thy loyal and devoted service, Master mage.”

Returning to the lectern, Reginald addressed the audience. “Many lost their lives in this conflict. Each shall be awarded and commended for their service.” He paused for a moment, thinking of Hall. “But there is one in particular whose sacrifice was responsible for ending Cellica’s reign of power. And so, I hereby declare, Hall Toft, as ‘Sir’ Hall, the Brave!” Reginald drew his sword and held it overhead.

The royal guards followed his lead, drawing their swords as they all chanted in unison. “Sir Hall, the Brave!”

“Sir Hall, the Brave!” Cuuxa threw her head back, bawling. “I’ll never forget you!”

Maeralya smiled at Cuuxa and patted her on the head. “None of us will,” she whispered, as tears streamed down her own cheeks.

Azaax rolled his eyes and pulled a tiny metal shard out of his pocket while Reginald continued speaking. The little mage turned the jagged piece of the shield over in his fingers a few times and it began to glow.

“I’m proud of Hall.” Vourius’s voice came from the metal shard, echoing distantly in Azaax’s head. “I knew he would do the right thing.”

“Agreed…you did good, Hall.” Azaax replied telepathically with a heavy sigh as he looked down at the shard. “I still can’t believe how much of your essence was imbued in this shield, that even a tiny fragment of it works as a conduit.”

“It is but a trickle of my essence.” Vourius said. “Hall couldn’t hear me at all through it. I had to use my former skull.”

“Regardless, it’s going to make recovering your soul much easier.” Azaax said.

“Indeed. So…when are we heading to the Shadow World to get him back?"
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Hall awoke, lying on his back in the Shadow World. It took his eyes a moment to adjust. The Tainted Abyss swirled above. It stretched across the sky as wide as he could see. Thousands of bones laid scattered atop the ground all around him. They looked as if they had recently rained down from above.

I’ve never seen bones in here before…where did they all come from? Was it those giant creatures?

Chills ran down his spine as he looked beyond the bones. The shifting blue glow that was common in this world had changed to something darker, like a black fog rolling over the land. Hall twitched as he felt a familiar, sinister aura emanate all around him. He leaned over to his side and placed both hands on the ground, then suddenly realized that something was missing. He looked at his hands and saw that they were both empty.

The key! Where is it? Hall frowned, suddenly remembering that he threw it as a distraction. Oh, right…real smart, Hall.

Huffing, and rolling onto his knees, he was startled by the sight of Cellica. She stood a few paces away, holding the unikey in her hand and glaring at him. She bared clenched teeth, grinding them so raw that bits of blood dripped from her gums. “You think this place will stop me? I’ll find a way back, fool!” she growled, shaking with hatred. “If the deities couldn’t stop me, you certainly won’t!” She flicked her hands to cast a spell at him and he flinched, blocking his face.

Nothing happened.

“Damn this place!” She spat a mouthful of blood at Hall. “Magic may not work here, but my ring will!” She hovered a finger over the blue gem. “I will find another way! Nothing will stop me! Nothing!” She touched her ring and teleported away.

Hall sat on his heels and threw his head back in defeat, staring at the void.

Great…now what do I do?

Sudden realization struck Hall and he jumped to his feet. “Oh Shine, I have to get back to Maer! She’ll kill me if I die here!"
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