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      For you, Moms. For you, Pops.
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      …rain becomes fire, the air is crushing, the breath of darkness blots out the sun, and mountains bleed crimson tears. Thus the Incursion. Thus the Ruination.

      

      —Unknown Author
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      Malkiem stood atop one of a forest of mountain peaks, each separated by miles of river snaking its way through the valley hundreds of feet below. He looked behind him to see the blue glowing figure of Zeraphal standing atop her own mountain peak. On yet another, further away, stood Typhirelli, his red, blue, and brown glowing figure blazing like a beacon.

      He looked back ahead, not bothering to note the locations of the other Illuminarians. Malkiem knew his comrades were there, waiting for his call. Miles separated him from his fellow Illuminarians, as miles separated him from his former comrades, barely distinguishable in the distance ahead. Those miles might have been mere inches, for every one of them, Illuminarian and Fallen alike, could reach each other in the span of a few breaths.

      The humid air sat thick and charged, coursing with static electricity. For three days Malkiem and the Illuminarians had battled Devrin and his Fallen, hurling massive amounts of essence at each other. Despite neither side having slept even a moment during that time, they had to take brief moments to stop, lest they rip the world apart.

      Cold, callous, and evil to the core Devrin may be, but he wasn’t stupid. He couldn’t endlessly bathe in the power of the essences with the world at his fingertips, if they destroyed the world first.

      Malkiem narrowed his eyes. The distant peaks stood tall and majestic, shrouded in a palpable darkness where seven dots glowed in the various colors of the essences. He wondered if Devrin truly understood those who followed him. Did he have even an idea that his group of once noble essence wielders were like him, selfish, cruel, and twisted by their own ambitions?

      Well, almost like him. The Fallen shared many of the same traits with varying degrees of extremity and personal ambitions. The corner of Malkiem’s eyebrow twitched. To anyone who knew him, that subtle movement would be the equivalent of an audible snort from anyone else.

      The leader of the Illuminarians didn’t miss the irony of his thoughts. Whatever Devrin and the Fallen might be, Malkiem and the Illuminarians were a mirror image. How thin was the line they walked? How well balanced were they to walk upon it?

      Malkiem closed his eyes and opened himself. The essences rushed to his call, flooding into his body, the blood in his veins, his mind, his very being. The weight of the world flowed around his body, inside his soul. Less than a flicker of the power of creation touched him. It would have been enough to disintegrate the most powerful of essence wielders with lesser knowledge and abilities than he and the others, spread about this cluster of peaks.

      When Malkiem opened his eyes, he saw seven distant blots of light flare to life, and felt the five behind him also filling themselves with the power. This needed to end now. The world could not endure the continuous clash of these two groups.

      Air came to his call. The essence swirled around him, lifted him from his perch, and sent him speeding across the land as if they were but a handful of running strides.

      Devrin’s arrogant and ever-confident smile came into view as Malkiem closed the distance between them. With a mighty leap, the Fallen flew straight up.

      The air crackled with electric energy as Devrin summoned and launched down on Malkiem, a bolt of lightning larger than an entire city.

      Malkiem stopped over the peak where the Fallen had been standing, crossed his arms over his chest, and commanded air. The enormous bolt of lightning split around him and shattered the mountain below. He heard Devrin’s voice above the thunderous explosion.

      “Seriously, Malkiem,” the Fallen leader shouted. “How long do you insist on playing this game? You know as well as I that the world cannot sustain our antics forever. We should come to an agreement before we break our toy, don’t you think?”

      Malkiem’s face tightened. That’s what the world was to Devrin. A toy to be used for his amusement. His glowing body pulsed between silver and blue as he called forth water, combined it with air, and sent a raging river of ice shards streaming at Devrin.

      The Fallen commanded fire. An inferno encircled Devrin that stopped most of the twenty-foot shards, but not all. Devrin moved left to right, using air to navigate around the spears that were too hard and moving too fast for his fire to completely melt.

      Somewhere he heard the distant scream of Mycia. It wasn’t a scream of pain or rage, but bliss. Sebanavick’s answering laughter preceded an explosion that rattled Malkiem’s chest cavity. Those two were more similar than Malkeim was comfortable with. Explosions, raging fire, and screaming winds lit the mountainous valleys as the Illuminarians and the Fallen fought in their endless battle. Neither gained advantage, and the world suffered every moment of it.

      “Nothing to say?” Devrin shouted from above.

      Malkiem commanded air and shot straight up for the taunting Fallen. Devrin narrowed his eyes and sent a column of fire spinning down on him. He then commanded earth, grabbing boulders from the destroyed mountain and pulling them up to his call.

      Fire met Malkiem from above while thousands of tons of rock met him from below. The Illuminarian met both in an explosion that rocked the region. Trees shuddered and fell, rifts tore the ground open, and the river far below jumped as though a giant hand had smacked its surface.

      Like the bolt of lightning Devrin had thrown at him, Malkiem shot out of the fiery cloud of dust and debris, rushing straight into Devrin’s rapidly diminishing smile. The Illuminarian drew air and water to his left hand, closed it into a fist, and struck the Fallen with a lightening infused uppercut to the chin that erupted in a blinding shower of sparks. In the air far below, Typhirelli drove his knee into Revdrak’s stomach. He then delivered a chop to the back of the Fallen’s head as he doubled over, then used air to stop a falling boulder and launched it toward Devrin. The boulder pulsated between all the colors of the essences as it sped toward the leader of the Fallen, who tumbled backwards, head over heels, through the air.

      The boulder struck with a mighty explosion. Typhirelli shoved Revdrak away and kicked him in the side for good measure. He turned and looked above, toward Devrin, and worked his hands in a quick pattern. The energy and debris from the explosion stopped and drew back in toward the Fallen leader. Devrin’s eyes widened, and he crossed his arms across his chest curling himself into a ball.

      Typhirelli flexed his arms and punched his fists downward. The explosive energy compounded on itself and exploded with concussive force. Fallen and Illuminarian alike tumbled away from the massive burst of energy.

      Devrin uncurled himself and glared down at Typhirelli through the smoking wisps slithering away from his singed body. Typhirelli winked at him just before Mordayne flew into him. The two sped through the air and crashed into the side of another mountain. The impact sent a spray of rock and dust falling to the river below.

      In the distance, flashes of light preceded the audible explosions of Udorian and Dyrge clashing over and over again, while Amadon battled Lenara on one of the distant mountain peaks.

      Malkiem commanded air and ascended toward Devrin. In his right hand, he created a spear of ice, while his left hand glowed red like living magma. Just as he was about to strike, he saw a great darkness in Devrin’s eyes, like a void of nothingness threatening to swallow him.

      “I’ve learned something new, Malkiem,” Devrin said in an air-enhanced voice. “I told you I’ve had enough of this back and forth game. Ascend!”

      The Fallen disengaged from the fight and flew higher into the sky. The Illuminarians gave chase even as Malkiem finally reached Devrin. Within a few dozen feet, he saw the grin on the man’s face as he felt the essences retreating from his body.

      Malkiem gasped at what felt like numerous hands clawing and grabbing at the power flowing around and through him. Something snatched away the power at his command, and he began to fall.

      He heard Amadon’s surprised shout, as well as Mycia’s enraged scream. They’d stripped the others of the power as well, but how? Helpless and falling to his death, Malkiem could only ponder this new development in the last moments of his life. He looked around and noted his fellow Illuminarians also falling, speeding headfirst to the ground like spears falling from the sky.

      Malkiem felt a tingle deep inside his being that lit afire. The essences had returned to him! Perhaps the effect was temporary, or only effective within a certain range. Whatever the answer, Malkiem would find it later. He summoned air and arced his descent until he was flying upward again. All around him, the other Illuminarians did the same. As one, they sped back toward their enemies.

      “Stop! Everyone stop!” It was Dyrge who’d spoken.

      Malkiem looked across the distance and followed her horrified gaze toward an area of sky beyond Devrin. The sky darkened, while silver, blue, red, and green, the colors of the four essences, flowed into it.

      The darkness greedily drew in the power, the colors disappearing into the black void as if they’d never been. Across the valley, each of the Fallen hovered in place, backs arched, as the essences were pulled through them and into the black patch in the sky.

      “Stop them!” Malkiem shouted. “Knock them out of the sky!” He’d barely gotten the last word out of his mouth as he launched an enormous column of fire toward Devrin. From below and on every side, his comrades did the same. Six raging columns of flame at least a hundred feet wide flowed toward the Fallen. Off to Malkiem’s left, Typhirelli split his column in two and sent one toward Udorian and the other toward Mordayne.

      The flames engulfed each of the Fallen, but instead of immolating them, the fires flowed right into them and out, blending into the essences streaming into the darkness.

      Hovering below his ancient enemy, Malkiem watched in helpless indecision. Given what had just happened, he was convinced that if they got too close, the essences would be stripped away from them again and fed into whatever it was in that darkness. He ground his teeth as he searched for an answer. “What in the name of the Creator are you doing, Devrin?”

      “Ha! Funny you would mention such a thing, old friend.”

      “We ceased being friends a long time ago,” Malkiem spat.

      Devrin shrugged. “As I said before, I’m tired of this back and forth game. Surely you must be, as well.”

      “By feeding essence into the sky?” Malkiem asked. He frowned at the ever-darkening area above. It felt alive.

      “Malkiem!” Typhirelli called from the side. “What are you doing? Take that freak down!”

      Devrin smirked. “Yes, Malkiem. Put me down. Put us all down.”

      Malkiem commanded earth. Far below, a massive chunk of rock dislodged from the wall of the valley, broke apart, and reformed into a stalagmite. Once formed, it aimed toward Devrin and sped upward in a straight line for the Fallen. Malkiem kept his eyes on Devrin to keep from tipping his hand.

      “You can’t, can you?” Devrin taunted, even as Typhirelli shot toward Mordayne. Before Malkiem could shout for him to stop, Typhirelli got too close. His ascent slowed, and he roared in anger as he began to fall. Amadon flew down and grabbed him. She held him aloft until the essences answered his call again. That gave Malkiem an idea. He retreated from Devrin, who laughed at him.

      The black blot in the sky continued to grow, and somehow Malkiem knew it had indeed become a living thing. An evil thing. Below, the stalagmite sped upward, almost close enough to be within view.

      “Both of you,” Malkiem said once he reached Typhirelli and Amadon. “Combine your efforts with air and throw me at him.”

      “Sounds insane,” Amadon said.

      “Sounds fantastic,” Typhirelli added as they both summoned air to their command.

      “Wait until I say,” Malkiem said. He turned toward Devrin, stealing glances at the ever darkening cloud in the sky. He thought he saw two red slits open side by side and focus on him. He felt more hate than could be possible emanating from those slits.

      The stalagmite shot into view from below and behind Devrin, speeding straight for the Fallen leader. “Now!” Malkiem shouted. Amadon and Typhirelli launched him at his old nemesis, who turned his lazy gaze on Malkiem and slowly shook his head. Malkiem blinked away the tears streaming from his eyes from the speed of his ascent.

      The essences winked out as soon as Malkiem reached the dead space surrounding Devrin, but his momentum carried him through. The smugness on the Fallen’s face fell away when the stalagmite ran through his lower back and out of his abdomen. Less than a heartbeat later, Malkiem swung his elbow into the side of Devrin’s face with the full force of his speed behind it.

      The impact broke his elbow, but it would have shattered his hand, had he used his fist. Already focusing on healing his elbow, Malkiem twisted himself around as he began to fall. If the impact hadn’t broken Devrin’s neck, the stalagmite surely killed him.

      Dyrge commanded earth and air. “A little over the top, don’t you think?” she yelled, as she broke the rock apart and reformed the pieces into smaller spear-like weapons. She sent them straight for each of the remaining Fallen.

      Malkiem didn’t answer, for he knew Devrin better than any of them. When the essences returned to him, he commanded air to hold himself aloft once more. He watched Devrin’s body fall from the sky, his line of essence that fed the black cloud died away. Whether it was in shock from the apparent death of their leader, or the lack of his guidance, the lines of essences winked out from the other Fallen as well, who began to fall from the sky in exhaustion.

      Dyrge followed through, and each rocky spear aimed for its respective target, aimed for hearts that had long ago gone as black as pitch.

      Malkiem looked to the blackness in the sky. The blackness glared back at him. It was the most hateful, baleful gaze he’d ever seen, and it threatened to wither him where he floated. Two swirling appendages sprang from the cloud while an enormous claw formed on each end. If mist could growl, it would have been the same hideous sound that came from the cloud of blackness.

      Their dead enemies forgotten, the Illuminarians attacked as one, hurling every physical form of the essences they could imagine. Ice, fire, stone spears, and lightning bolts assaulted the thing, but it absorbed the attacks; drank it all in. Malkiem nearly screamed when he felt the essences reach the thing. It was as if the essences had died upon reaching it.

      The cloud extended its arms out to its sides and curled them around the group of floating Illuminarians. Malkiem and the others fled, easily outpacing the extending arms. But the creature wasn’t reaching for them, but around them, toward those who’d created it. Every one of the Fallen slowed in their descent, then began to rise.

      “What in the name of the Creator is that abomination?” Mycia shouted.

      The enormous cloud focused its withering gaze upon her and all of them at the same time, and Malkiem heard a terrible voice infect his mind. It took every bit of his will to keep it from driving him mad as the sound ground against the inside of his head. The last thing he heard as he watched in dismay, the hole in Devrin’s torso closing, were the words torturing his mind, his very soul.

      I am Shurza.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Brother Amerus

          

        

      

    

    
      Brother Amerus Layun ran a hand over his mostly bald pate. He gently slid a stack of books aside and cupped his hands over mouth. He’d been doing that a lot as of late.

      He looked at the stack of books again, as though they might speak to him. The literary pile stared back at him in uninformative silence. Not a single one of those tomes held any information beyond superficial accounts regarding the monsters that had attacked Vyne. He’d been researching for weeks, trying to find anything that might point him in the direction of a solution to the bigger problem he knew was coming.

      Amerus took a deep breath and exhaled through his nose. As much as he hated to admit it it, it had come down to himself and that first magus, Selvetar, to find a solution to this problem. Archminister Decius had doubled down on his uselessness, refusing to believe the attack was anything more than an isolated incident caused by the imprisoned wilder.

      While the timing might have made for a suspicious coincidence, only an idiot would pass the matter out of hand. Decius, of course, fit that description far better than he fit his actual occupation, much to the misfortune of Vyne.

      The senior monk reached for the solitary book on his right, the remaining book he hadn’t yet read. The spine creaked as he opened it and flipped through the pages. He hoped Selvetar was having better luck, and simultaneously hoped he’d never hear from the man again. Magi in general weren’t a group Amerus trusted, but that man made him especially uneasy.

      Amerus stopped at an interesting passage regarding creatures of the underworld. As with every book in the stack to his left, the amount of information was lacking, but there were a few notes that caught his attention.

      “Hmm. Bipedal beasts with four arms, skin like cooled lava rock, and blood like magma. Tall, hulking, relentless, and brutal. The creatures cursed their enemies even as they swiftly cut them down. The fist of the underworld. The Drauk.” Amerus sighed yet again at the perfect description of the horrid creatures that had attacked Vyne. He found more troubling images as he flipped through the pages, some monsters even more horrible looking than the drauk, but with even fewer details about them. Each image had the same quote underneath; “they precede the blight. They herald the Ruination.”

      “The Ruination.” Amerus knew that story all too well. Most of the populous knew the word, and that it related to some apocalyptic event, but little more than that. A myth from ages past that may or may not have happened. The most studied scholars and monks from the Brotherhood of the Source knew the history.

      Brother Amerus had studied extensively about a group of powerful magi breaking into two factions. One faction had remained dedicated to the study of the essences while the other faction had studied the power for its own sake. Amerus had studied the War of the Immortals, the many battles between the two factions that came to be known as the Illuminarians and the Fallen. The latter had created a beast that supposedly absorbed the essences themselves.

      Amerus grunted and shut the book with a resounding thud. Part of him thought it nonsense. Monsters popping up from the underworld preceding a great evil that brings about the end of the world? Who wouldn’t scoff at such a notion? But how many books could he ignore about it? The average Marailander might not have read many or even any of the ancient historical texts, but Amerus had read all that he could get his hands on. Were these books all filled with nonsense? Were they just fanciful stories originating from different parts of the world that all validated each other? Or was there something to it?

      A knock on the door brought a welcome interruption to the senior monk’s dark thoughts. “Come.”

      The door creaked open to admit an ashen-faced Brother Krusp. The man was pale as moonlight on the best of days. Now, standing there with his hands clenched together so tight the veins were showing, he looked like a ghost. “My apologies for the interruption, Senior Brother Amerus. But I have news of the brothers you sent to investigate the dead patch of land northwest of here.”

      News of the brothers? A stab of ice settled in his stomach. He kept his features neutral. “Why isn’t Brother Landon here to deliver his report himself?”

      Brother Krusp somehow managed to clasp his hands together tighter. “He … can’t, Senior Brother.”

      Amerus frowned. “What do you mean he can’t?” At this point he knew the answer, but hoped for some small chance he was wrong.”

      “Brother Landon barely survived, Senior Brother.”

      The senior monk slowly pushed his chair away from his desk and stood. “Survived. Survived what, Brother Krusp? I wasn’t aware the mission I sent them on contained an element of danger to survive.”

      “I would urge you to hear it directly from Brother Landon, Senior Brother.” Krusp’s hands were clenched so tightly they were shaking. “As soon as I saw his condition and he told me that only he had returned, I came straight here.”

      As senior monk of the Vyne branch of the Brotherhood of the Source, Amerus had a responsibility to be a beacon of strength for the brothers. Through sheer force of will, he wrestled down his alarm and nodded. “Then, let’s go see him.” He swept out the door and heard it close behind him, followed by Krusp’s footsteps.

      They left the main building of the brotherhood, crossed in front of the Temple of Contemplation, and moved swiftly through the gardens. The fragrant roses and flowers normally could sooth his most dour mood, but so grim were the possibilities swirling in Amerus’s mind, he smelled none of it. For a mercy, Brother Krusp didn’t feel the need for pointless chatter, and so left him be.

      He did smell the infirmary, however. The pungent odor of therapeutic insense found his nostrils, as did the sharp scent of boiling kava root. Amerus followed the agonized grunts until he finally came to the room housing Landon. He gave a knock, then gently opened the door.

      Brother Landon lay squirming on a bed with three nurses holding him down. A fourth nurse was in the middle of administering a cold balm to several angry burns on the man’s legs and arms.

      Amerus clenched his teeth to keep his mouth from hanging open. The nurse applied the cold balm on Landon’s left arm, but avoided touching his right, which lay slack on the bed, dusty brown and cracked like parched earth. The poor man’s arm looked so fragile that it might simply break apart into dust if the nurse breathed too heavily on it. Perhaps the nurse thought the same, for he took extra care not to touch anywhere near the limb.

      “What’s happened?” Amerus moved beside Landon’s head, earning a disapproving frown from the lead nurse. He ignored the man and repeated his question. “Brother Landon, what happened to you?”

      “D … dead. All … d … dead. N … no chance. All together, still … no chance.”

      Amerus lay a hand on the man’s forehead and closed his eyes. He reached his other hand into the pocket of his robes and closed it around the corlite stone inside. He wished he were better at healing. “Keep talking, Brother.”

      He concentrated on grabbing hold of earth and fire, bending and molding the essences, then grabbing water. As Amerus molded the three essences into an ethereal blanket to settle over the wounded monk, he listened as brother Landon spoke of the most awful things he’d ever heard.

      A man with skin like charred tree bark leaving disease in everything he touched. Despite being outnumbered seven to one, the man easily dispatched every one of them.

      “M … moved too fast. No man … should move so fast. Essences … in … in … ineffective.”

      Amerus had done all he could do for the agonized brother. He stepped back with a tired sigh. “Send word of any change in his condition,” he said to the lead nurse. “One way or the other.”

      “Of course, Senior Monk,” the nurse replied.

      Amerus swept out of the room, Krusp on his heels. The other monk trotted to keep up with his swift gait. “What was all that, Senior Brother?” Krusp asked.

      Brother Amerus didn’t reply until they exited the infirmary and were alone again in the gardens. As much as he disliked admitting it to himself, First Magus Selvetar had been right. They needed to work together on this, which meant he would have to speak to the man as soon as possible. Which, unfortunately, meant he would need to be in the man’s presence, and often. Too often.

      “Go to your chamber and speak to the Creator, Brother Krusp. Beseech His wisdom, courage, compassion, and strength. Beseech his guidance on the times to come.”

      The tiny bit of color that had returned to Krusp’s face drained away. “What do you mean, Senior Brother? I will heed your words, of course, but what—”

      “Brother Landon’s words speak of dark times to come. Go and pray, and fortify yourself. We have lived in comfortable times under the Creator’s blessings. Uncomfortable times approach, and faith will be tested true.”

      Krusp’s mouth fell open at that, and Amerus knew he wanted to ask what in all the world that meant, but the monk knew better than to question Amerus further. With a deep bow, the man hurried away.

      Amerus blew past the many people who greeted him with a bow or a quick blessing. So occupied with Landon’s fragmented account of what befell the party, he barely noticed they were there. He didn’t see the path in front of him, the steps he took two at a time to enter the temple, nor the hallways he navigated.

      Without realizing when he’d gotten there or how long he knelt, Amerus found himself on his knees before the Altar of Creation. At some point he’d lit several incense sticks and placed them in a bowl of fertile soil.

      There could be no doubt about what was coming. The appearance of drauk might be passed off as an isolated incident. There were, after all, monsters and evil in the world. All sorts of phenomenon, good and bad, occurred across every land. But Brother Landon’s account of the attack and subsequent decimation of his party chilled Amerus to his core.

      The senior monk said a prayer of thanks to the Creator on Brother Landon’s behalf. That he had escaped with his life was no small miracle, for few could claim to have survived an encounter with a droughtlord.
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      Emiel watched Amoura Xanna’s floating and rotating body. Her eyes were closed, but he knew they glowed as silver as her shining essence ring. He glanced about, hoping the levitating magus hadn’t drawn any unwanted attention, whatever that might be.

      Beside him, Lief also looked around. He hadn’t seen her this nervous since their escape from those horrible mountains, the Triplets. Her dark brown eyes were open wide with fear, and it seemed to Emiel that her sandy, almost translucent glowing skin had dulled and gone pale. Even her clay-red hair had gone dim.

      “Got any words of wisdom, Tinfar?” Bone asked.

      Lief stared at the mercenary for a long time before she finally spoke. “Don’t sleep.”

      Bone blinked several times as a snarl crept up his mouth. “Don’t sleep. What in the name of the Fallen is that supposed to mean?”

      “I suppose you could go to sleep and find out,” Lief snapped.

      Emiel glanced at her. That was unusually sharp, even for her. “You okay?” he asked.

      Lief hugged herself and shivered. “Whoever sent us here is cruel. This is a place of endless torture.”

      “Torture?” Bone replied. His teliak bone armor made a muffled squeaking sound as he turned this way and that. He indicated the vast expanse of nothingness populated only by seemingly infinite elevated pathways snaking their way into the darkness. “Endless, maybe, but what is torturous about this, other than the possibility of wandering endlessly until you starve?”

      “Sounds tortuous enough to me,” Emiel replied.

      “You’ll find out soon enough, Bone man,” Lief replied.

      Bone glared lazily at her. “Bone man.”

      “She is right,” Amoura said.

      Emiel turned back to see that the magus had finally settled back to her feet. The silver glow of her essence ring, signaling that she’d been manipulating air, pulsated a few heartbeats more before reverting back to its simple marble color.

      “I’ll take a wild stab at this,” Bone said. “The Maze is a place of endless dangers at every turn. No one who’s ever entered has left, and it’s only a matter of time before you die in a futile attempt to find your way out. And there is no way out. Does that cover it?”

      “Mostly,” Amoura replied. “I know of no one who has escaped the Maze, but I also know of no one who’s ever been in it. There are only books and legends, and I hadn’t believed any of them until this moment.”

      “That’s fair,” Emiel said as he turned a circle, gazing out at the innumerable pathways stretching into the endless nothing. “I wouldn’t have believed this existed, either, if I wasn’t here.”

      “Because most humans can’t seem to believe anything they haven’t already seen or touched,” Lief added.

      “Humans believe in the Creator,” Bone said absently as he, too, looked around. “And I can’t think of anyone I know who’s ever seen or touched Him.”

      “You believe in the Creator because you want something from Him,” Lief replied. “Or, you’re afraid of Her, or think it’s only through Her that you can be happy. He is either your salvation or damnation, but despite all of that, every human I’ve ever seen seems to always want something from everything around them.”

      “So much scorn from such a small person,” Bone remarked.

      “Did you just refer to the Creator as male and female?” Emiel asked.

      Lief waved a dismissive hand and didn’t even bother to look in his direction. “You call the Creator Him, the people of Khatal say Her. You’re both right and wrong.” She looked over her shoulder. “Which seems to be the case more often than not. Or, you’re just wrong.”

      The one and a half foot-tall woman was clearly in a mood, so Emiel let it go. Fortunately, Bone picked up on it as well, and dropped the subject.

      Amoura had been staring in the same direction during their discussion. “The air brought no smells to me of any dangers that might be lurking beyond our vision. I heard no footfalls or moving bodies. But I heard whispers; promises.”

      “Promises?” Bone asked. “Do I want to ask what those promises are for?”

      “It was only an impression that I got,” the magus answered. “I’d wager you don’t want to ask, but you do want to know.”

      Bone nodded. “Aye. I’d rather know what’s coming for me, even if it’s something terrible.”

      Emiel glanced at the young mercenary, wondering if his accent slip was an indication of how nervous he was. “Okay, so we’ve got no indication of monsters around here, at least not in the immediate area. And, we’ve got something like a promise waiting for us, somewhere. Given the situation, it’s safe to assume we won’t like it.” He shrugged. “Might as well get moving. Do you know which way to go, Amoura?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Ah, okay then.” Emiel raised his hands and let them drop. “I guess, let’s just pick a route and get going. I’ve got my girls to get back to, an archminister to throttle, and if I’m not too exhausted, I’d like to find the Fallen-cursed bastard who dropped us in here.”

      “And do what?” Amoura asked him.

      “Maybe hug his neck really hard with my hands,” Emiel replied.

      “That would be difficult,” Amoura replied. “The Maze isn’t accessible via a doorway or any location you can just walk into. Whoever dropped us in here is capable of opening a gateway from one plane of existence to another. That is no small thing.”

      “You can’t do that?” Emiel asked.

      “I would have had us out of here the instant we arrived if I could,” Amoura answered. “In all the order of magi, in all the branches residing in all the many cities and regions in the world, I only know of one man who can open a gateway.”

      “Well, that narrows the list of suspects down,” Emiel replied with more enthusiasm than he felt. The look Amoura gave him suggested she either missed the sarcasm or wasn’t in the mood for it.

      “Despite our differences or the situation that led us here,” she said, “I doubt the first magus would have dropped us here. Also, if it was him, the best you could do against Selvetar is amuse him before he uses a number of creative ways to dispatch you.”

      “Thanks for the confidence,” Emiel replied.

      To his surprise, the woman’s face softened. He found himself drawn into her beautiful, steel-colored gaze when it wasn’t glaring at him. Emiel gave himself a mental slap. What in the world was his problem?

      “Other than Magi Master Vladrick himself, I can’t think of anyone who might match Selvetar,” she said.

      “What about you?” Bone asked. “You’ve done some pretty handy stuff with that ring of yours. I’m sure you could outsmart him or whip up some sort of surprise to catch him off guard long enough for me to run a blade through his back.”

      Amoura’s responding sigh showed her growing impatience. “Whip up a surprise. I am not a baker, mercenary. He would likely incinerate you, after him,” she pointed at Emiel, “while holding me off long enough to do it. You would die, both of you, in short order. And before you tell me how we survived Vladrick, Selvetar is probably a match for the master, but is far more crafty. Now, as for this Fallen-cursed place.” She turned her back on them and went silent. Emiel glared at Bone, but the mercenary just shrugged.

      “The minute we take a step, it will change,” Amoura said. “If the legends hold true, as they have thus far, the Maze is a pathway to and through the void. The void exists between this realm and our own.”

      “The void?” Emiel asked. His heart pounded in his chest, and his hands went clammy. “You mean the void, as in the prison of the Fallen, “the void”?”

      “Precisely,” came the reply.

      “And … there’s no other way out?” Emiel asked, trying to keep the desperation from his voice.

      “I’m sure I would have suggested another option were it available,” Amoura replied. “Or we could continue this discussion indefinitely and just remain where we are for the rest of our lives.”

      “Almost sounds like a better option,” Bone muttered, but he went about checking the gear on his person, then punched his fist into the palm of his other hand. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

      “The first step is hope,” Lief said.

      Emiel was about to ask what the tinfar meant when the black surroundings shifted. Colors and sounds assaulted them from everywhere, coalescing in a whirlpool of randomness that Emiel had to close his eyes to escape from, less it scramble his mind. When he opened them again his heart leapt.

      Not more than a dozen feet away and smiling at him, were his twin daughters. Nandi’s hopeful expression glowed in typical contrast to Amiya’s hint of sarcasm. The woman standing between them broke his heart. Aunya, his beloved wife, dead since the birth of his girls, stared at him with eyes filled with love.

      Emiel bit his bottom lip. It wasn’t real, he knew. It wasn’t real and it couldn’t be real. But it looked real; so real. They were standing within reach, right in front of him. His mind screamed at him to look away, but his heart pleaded with him to take a step and grab them all in a crushing hug. Was this where his wife was trapped after she’d died? Had the girls died and were trapped here with Aunya? His heart nearly stopped just to think it. Maybe he could get them out.

      He shook his head. Of course not. They weren’t there. This was some sort of trick …

      “Hey, Dad, you just gonna stand there staring?” Amiya asked. “You look as sick as that time Nandi showed you her drawing of us standing in front of the house.”

      “Shut up, Amiya,” her twin said. “We just barely found him and you’re already mouthing off.”

      Emiel looked from one to the other through the entire exchange and laughed. It was them. It had to be. This wasn’t like that trick Vladrick had pulled on him. These were his girls and his wife. They weren’t simple images like the one the Fallen-cursed magi master created as a trick. These were his girls. They actually spoke!” He hesitated. The girls had spoken, but not Aunya …

      “Both of you, hush,” Aunya said.

      The pieces of Emiel’s broken heart melted when he heard his wife’s husky voice, so filled with love, matriarchal warmth so typical of a Barbarosian mother. “Aunya,” he whispered. Emiel forced himself to look away from his family at the others. They, too, stood transfixed, staring at his beautiful family.”

      Emiel focused back on the three ladies. “I don’t know how we ended up here, and I’m sorry I failed you all, but I’m getting you out of”—he waved a hand—“whatever all this is.” Aunya and the girls smiled at that, and Emiel took a step toward them.

      “Emiel, no!” Lief hopped and grabbed his hand. “It’s not real!”

      “Yes, it is,” Emiel argued. “Let go of my wrist, Lief. I’ve finally found them and you want to take me away from them? What are you, jealous? You don’t have a family of your own?”

      As soon as he said the words, he regretted them. When Lief’s hand slid away, he felt even worse. “I … I didn’t mean to …” the stricken expression on his friend’s tiny face nearly undid him. He looked back to his family to see all three of them scowling at her. They looked up in unison from the tinfar to meet his gaze, and their smiles returned.

      Emiel felt a flicker of doubt that grew when he noted how horribly they’d looked upon his tinfar companion, the only friend he’d had for the whole journey to Altarra. His family simply stood there, silent as if waiting.

      “Get away from the edge, Emiel,” he heard Amoura say.

      The magus’s even, ominous tone stopped Emiel mid-step. When had he started walking? He looked down and shuffled backward with a gasp. One more step and he would have walked off the edge of the path and fallen into infinite blackness.

      He looked back up to see his family silently staring at him. “Nothing to say?” he asked with a mixture of nerves and hopefulness. Please don’t say the wrong thing, my girls, my lady. Please.

      “We’re held where we are, my forever love,” Aunya said. She’d called him that since the day they’d met. Despite his doubts, Aunya had always known they would marry. “You have to come get us, and then we can leave here with you.”

      “In death,” Amoura said.

      Emiel rounded on her, but when he saw her stepping back as well, also dangerously close to the edge, it gave him pause. The magus was staring somewhat in the same direction as his family. Her fists were balled and anger burned in her eyes. Beside her, Bone had drawn his sword. Lief sat on the ground a few feet away, cross-legged with her hands folded in her lap, head hanging.

      “Emiel.” Aunya’s voice drew him back. She and the girls raised their hands in unison and beckoned to him. “Help us be free.”

      “Yes,” Amoura said. Emiel glanced at her. “Yes, I will help you. I will deliver you.” In the time he’d spent traveling next to the woman, he’d never heard such danger in her voice. It chilled his blood.

      Amoura’s ring flared red with such intensity Emiel had to shield his eyes. She opened her fists, and blue fire erupted from her curled fingers. The fires engulfed whatever was in front of her and a piercing scream broke the silence.

      Aunya reached an impossibly long arm out and grabbed Emiel’s shoulder. Despite her hideously long arm and the painful grip on his shoulder, whatever had grabbed him still looked like Emiel’s wife.

      He struggled to free himself, but the grip was far stronger than he. When he drew his knife, the concern on Aunya’s face gave him pause.

      “We just want to be with you, my forever love.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Emiel growled. “Don’t ever say those words again.

      “Dad?”

      Emiel looked at Nandi. No, not Nandi, Whatever it was disguised as Nandi.

      “Dad? What’s wrong?”

      Emiel looked into her earnest brown eyes, filled with uncertainty. This wasn’t real; it couldn’t be. But they were standing right in front of him. They even sounded like his family.

      “Dad, you …”

      Without realizing it or knowing how he did it, Emiel’s body erupted in flame. The flames blew out from his body to engulf his “family”. All that remained of the three figures was now indistinguishable burning creatures.

      Before Emiel could even begin to digest what had happened, the ground beneath them rose. Emiel dropped to his hands and knees. All around them, other pathways rose and fell.

      “What in the armpit of the underworld is this place?” Bone asked.

      “Your home and your tomb,” a voice said from somewhere below. “Convenient.”

      Everyone turned in the direction of the voice just as several bipedal creatures crawled over the side. Emiel’s skin crawled as five gray-skinned creatures straightened and grinned at them. Their eyes glowed white in contrast to the endless blackness surrounding the path. Seeing those things crawling from over the side made him move towards the middle of the path.

      One of the creatures looked directly at Emiel and favored him with a toothy smile. “Aw. Upset about your dead family? Worry not about your failure. Their suffering ended. Eventually.”

      Emiel lit afire again and sent a wave of flames over the creature, immolating it where it stood. He similarly dispatched the other monsters just before Lief appeared beside him, her hands balled into little fists. The ground beneath the creatures exploded and sent them spinning away and falling back into the infinite darkness below. Emiel looked down at the glowering tinfar. He’d never seen her truly angry, before.

      “They know your hopes and fears, your losses and your loves. Everything.” Lief continued to glare at the place where the creatures had been. “And they will use it all against you.”

      “Who’s they?” Emiel asked.

      “This entire place,” Amoura answered. “It is a place of torment. Creative torment. Keep moving.”

      They moved along the path, keeping a wary eye on the sides. Sometimes the path was rock, sometimes tiles, sometimes dirt. Everything about the Maze shifted with random frequency. A gust of freezing air would pound into them for a few moments, then sunlight would appear just long enough for them to feel the warmth before turning into a freezing torrent.

      There were voices as well. An endless assault of whispering and laughter, giggling, growling, moaning, weeping. In the distant blackness Emiel thought he saw a large, winged creature that looked like a mosquito, only big enough to carry a person away. It was naive to even hope it would stay where it was.

      “Ya know why I left when ya were still a boy, lad?” a voice said from over the side of the path.

      A tall, barrel-chested man with a thick red beard that covered a good portion of his freckled face pulled himself over the side and climbed to his feet. The man wore loose-fitting breeches and a long leather coat that hung open over his red-haired chest. “Ya were just sa damn soft, lad. Couldn’t take a right good if it came from a leaf in the wind.”

      The man crossed his massive arms, towering over them with a scowling grin. He looked over the rest of the group and snorted the same snort Emiel had heard from Bone throughout their journey. “Still can’t be a man, boy. So weak ya need a scrawny islander,” he snarled at Emiel, who snarled back, “a little toy girl,” he jerked his chin at Lief,” and a woman,” he favored Amoura with a disgusted expression. The magus merely arched an eyebrow at him. “Pathetic, boy. I always knew you’d never—”

      Bone unsheathed his sword and moved between the others so fast, Emiel barely had time to react. The big man who could be no one other than Bone’s father, or rather, something mimicking him, reached over his shoulder and drew a huge axe. By the time he’d gotten it over his shoulder, however, Bone had disemboweled him from left to right and back again.

      The thing that had mimicked his father dropped to its knees and let out an inhuman scream just before Bone lopped off its head and kicked it over the side. “Come on,” he said, stalking past the others. “Which way, magus?”

      “Forward!” Lief yelled. “Anywhere but here, run.” She darted past them, waving for them to follow.

      “What’s her problem?” Bone grumbled.

      “Dramatic?” Emiel replied, then he felt it. The party froze when the ground rumbled beneath their feet.

      “Run, fools!” Lief turned away and heeded her own words.

      Emiel turned and saw the ground breaking apart and falling away behind them. “Run run RUN!” He took off after Lief, Bone and Amoura falling in around him.

      “What is this place?” Emiel huffed.

      “Why don’t you shout it into the nothingness,” Bone answered. “Maybe something’ll answer and the two of you can sit down and whittle wood while you discuss it.”

      “You’re an ass,” Emiel replied. Despite the situation, the boy laughed. Emiel thought he heard Amoura mutter “idiots” under her breath.

      Lief kept the lead, taking one path after another. Her decisions seemed random, but the pathways all around them, except the ones they took, had started to crumble away. She was an earth tinfar, Emiel reminded himself. Perhaps even here, she intuited where the safer paths were.

      “Wait, wait.” Lief skidded to a stop and looked around. She closed her eyes, then popped them open and darted to the right. “Hurry.”

      The pathway to the left crumbled and fell away before they got a dozen feet away from the juncture. Lief continued to lead them along the paths, seeming to read each intersection like a sign only she could see.

      Emiel thought he caught sight of a tiny red glow on Amoura’s essence ring. He wanted to ask about it, but his breathing was labored. Better to concentrate on keeping up.

      A figure faded in and out of view on one of the pathways in the distant darkness. It looked to be keeping pace with them, despite taking far fewer steps. It also looked slightly bigger than them, despite the distance. Emiel felt a shiver down his spine. “Anyone see that off to the right?”

      “Maybe it’s the thing coming to tell us about this place?” Bone said, unsheathing his sword.

      “We’ll have to face it,” Lief said from ahead. It’s the only path that won’t fall away.”

      “Of course,” Emiel muttered. He tried to grab the essences. He succeeded only in sensing that they were there, like being in pitch darkness and feeling something brush up against him.

      As the two paths came closer together, the creature pacing them grew bigger. Its giant bat-like wings flexed with anticipation, and it flexed arms as thick as Emiel’s body. It curled its fingers, extending claws that could surely cut him to ribbons. It narrowed its glowing red eyes above a wide mouth filled with cracked and yellow teeth, with tusks protruding from its lower jaws.

      “Oh good, a friend!” Bone said with mock cheer.

      “Is your inappropriate sarcasm a fear defense mechanism?” Amoura asked as her essence ring flared to life.

      The hulking winged beast came fully in sight, each step a resounding thud that vibrated beneath their feet. As it drew closer, its claws flexed open and closed in anticipation.

      Emiel strained to grab any one of the essences. Physically, he could do nothing to harm that thing, but he might make a difference if he could grab the essences. Maybe he could burn it, or freeze it, or … he felt whatever flicker of the essences he’d felt a moment ago slipping away. Too ambitious. Keep it simple.

      The winged creature stomped closer, and Amoura Xanna sent a stream of fire into it. Flames spread over its body but it kept stalking toward them like a living torch. Emiel wrestled with his growing fear as the thing made a straight line for them. Amoura blasted it again and again, but it kept coming as if it felt nothing.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Bone growled over his shoulder.

      “Do I need to guess?” Emiel replied. “Another one behind us?”

      “You win,” came the answer.

      Amoura blasted the flaming monster with long spears of ice that barely punctured the thick fiery hide. Her efforts did little more than cause it to stumble, but it kept coming. Behind him, Emiel heard Bone’s rushed footsteps as the mercenary engaged the new foe.

      A piece of the ground exploded. The debris raised into the air and crashed into the face of the monster. When it raised its arm to shield against the assault, Lief raised her hand, turned her palm toward the monster, and thrust it forward. Another blast of rock assaulted the beast. It hunched forward, inching its way forward.

      Good idea. Emiel reached for earth and it came to his call. He gestured toward the ground in front of the monster, and it erupted in a blast angling at its midsection. The assault threw it off balance long enough for Amoura to blast it using a similar tactic.

      “Hey, friends!” Bone called. “Mind splitting some of that essence action over here?”

      “Oh, sorry.” Emiel turned and grabbed earth just as Bone dove out of the way of a pounding fist that would have flattened him. He broke the ground around the monster and hit it from every direction. The feel of wielding earth essence was exhilarating. Emiel had never experienced such a sensation, such a feeling of being so powerful, and this was nothing compared to what Amoura and Lief were doing to the monster they fought.

      Emiel shoved the thoughts out of his mind and focused on the task at hand. He concentrated on grasping the other essences, but found them more elusive. Bone stabbed the monster in the side of the leg, retracted, and rolled aside. The monster bellowed and punched the ground where the mercenary had been. Bone rolled behind it and cut it across the hamstring.

      What should have been an agonizing and debilitating injury only caused the monster to drop to one knee. The injury might have slowed it down, but not enough for Bone to finish it.

      Emiel gave up on trying for the other essences and grasped for earth again. It came readily to his call and he channeled another wave of solid stone fragments speeding at the monster again.

      A huge chunk of rock floated over their heads and stopped over the monster. Bone hollered and sprinted away. He dove the last few feet to get out of the way as the giant rock dropped on top of the monster’s head. As large as the creature was, it went down so hard and so fast, its wings twitched upward as its body crumbled under the weight of the boulder.

      Bone’s armor creaked as he hurriedly climbed to his knees, then feet. He glared at Emiel.

      “Don’t look at me,” Emiel said, holding up his hands.

      The mercenary angled his glare past Emiel down to about knee-level.

      Emiel turned to see Lief shrug. “You’re fast. I knew you’d get away in time.”

      “And what if I stumbled, or fell, or it hit me?” Bone asked through gritted teeth.

      “But it didn’t, did it?”

      Bone looked like he wanted to throttle the tinfar, but she turned her attention back to the monster Amoura fought. The thing was still afire, and still trying to get ahold of the magus. Amoura blasted it from every side with exploding rock, then shot it with a barrage of ice spears. Nothing she did caused more than superficial damage to the thing.

      Lief broke apart another large chunk of the path behind them, moved it over the monster, and let it drop. The boulder-sized chunk of rock fell on the monster’s head, but instead of collapsing into a dead heap like the other one, this one fell, shook its head, and climbed back to its feet. It arched its back and let out a roar that made Emiel’s chest cavity vibrate.

      “Of course that wouldn’t work twice,” Bone remarked. He took measured steps back as the beast took another step forward. “Hey, magus,” he said over his shoulder. “Maybe put the fire out so I can attack it.”

      “No,” Amoura replied. “Step back.”

      Emiel thought the mercenary would offer some kind of retort, but he complied without comment.

      Amoura blasted the thing with ice, rock, and flames, one after the other. The only effect it had on the monster was to slow it down as it shielded its face and continued forward.

      The party continued to give ground until they came to a juncture. “Left then right,” Lief said.

      “Get it off the path,” Bone said. “Not much can hurt that thing, so just knock it off.”

      Since the ground behind the monster wasn’t crumbling away, Amoura broke pieces of it apart and hit the it from the right, repeatedly bombarding it with giant rock after giant rock. Lief helped as well, and Amoura, having given up on ice spears, formed ice boulders instead.

      When the winged beast began to lean against the assault from that side, Emiel grabbed earth and made the ground explode toward it from the other side. Amoura quickly added to his efforts by hitting it with a powerful gust of wind. Lief swung a boulder around and hit it from that side as well.

      Having been balanced against the assault coming from its left, the monster easily fell over the side under the attack from the right. It fell into the infinite blackness below, bellowing in rage all the way.

      The group didn’t bother to look over the edge. They continued on, jogging behind Lief. The paths rose and fell, angled upward, forcing them to climb, then downward, causing them to scoot on their backsides or risk sliding right off the edge.

      They picked their way down the rocky path to the bottom, then ran on, stealing wary glances in every direction. The rock pathways were still crumbling all around them, but Lief led them true. They turned right and saw a circular portal.

      “I’m sure that’s not where we have to go,” Emiel said dryly.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Bone replied. I’m sick of this place.”

      Amoura held up a hand for them to stop. Emiel was about to ask what was wrong, but she just stood staring off into nowhere. Emiel frowned at the woman until he realized she was listening. After a few tense heartbeats, he heard it, too. A long, distant roar that grew progressively louder.

      Emiel sighed. “Not again.”

      The path in front of them exploded as the giant winged monster burst through. The pathway shook under the weight of its landing. It stood between them and the final turn to the pathway leading to the portal, heaving hatred with each breath.

      Amoura blasted it repeatedly from one side until Lief struck from the other. However savage the bat-winged creature might have appeared, it wasn’t stupid. It lowered itself against the assault, barely moving as the magus and tinfar hit it from both sides.

      Emiel joined in as well, hitting it with everything he had to little effect. He shook his head. No matter how much he threw himself into it, he couldn’t even approach the power Amoura wielded, and she did little damage to the thing.

      The monster lifted it fists and pounded the path. The quake threw them off balance, and it charged. Amoura wielded all four of the essences at it, one after another or combining them.

      Emiel could feel everything Amoura was doing. He could feel when she grasped a single essence or combined them. He felt when she successfully wielded them in harmony versus bending them to her will.

      Without thinking about what he was doing, Emiel grabbed earth and, with some strain, water. He combined their physical namesakes and sent a stream of mud into the creature’s face, then its feet. Bone snickered from behind, but he paid him no mind. It was working.

      Emiel had hit the beast square in the face, and now its huge mouth fell agape as it coughed up mud. It stepped too heavily just as Emiel had hit its feet as well, and it slipped and fell.

      Amoura followed Emiel’s lead and kept it stumbling, while Lief pounded it from above with debris from the destroyed section of the path.

      The beast suddenly shrank down to the size of a small human. Emiel frowned. It was a girl now. Nandi. The sight of it lit him with white-hot anger. “You played that trick,” he yelled. “Didn’t work then and won’t work now.”

      The thing that looked like Nandi lifted its head and looked on him with tormented brown eyes. Emiel steeled himself against the sight. It was a lie, but the sight of his little ladygirl’s face twisted in pain made his heart shudder. “Dad,” it said. “Please, help me. I don’t know what’s happening. First I’m back home, now I’m here. Something keeps changing me into this big monster with wings.” Tears spilled down her eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “Ignore it, Emiel,” Amoura said. The uncharacteristic softness in the magus’s tone made Emiel look at her. She looked back at him with compassion in her silver eyes, the first he’d ever seen. “That isn’t your daughter, you know that.”

      “What’s she talking about, dad? I’m your …”

      “You’re not my daughter,” Emiel said. That thing didn’t need to hear the words, but he did. He needed to hear himself say it. “You’re the same monster that attacked us, and I’m going to kill you.”

      The thing wearing Nandi’s face grinned. “Maybe I’m not. Or maybe I’m what lurks inside both of them.” It shrugged and stood up. The smirk, and the way the thing moved now was decidedly not Nandi. It chilled Emiel just to look upon it. “Well, then. Since that little situation is over, let me welcome you to the end of the Maze. I admit my surprise that you’ve made it this far. Come.”

      Emiel stared incredulously as the monster—still using Nandi’s form—turned away, fully expecting them to follow it. Amoura shared a look with Emiel and fell in behind it; many paces behind.

      “And I’m going to kill you,” Bone whispered in his ear. “Flare for the dramatic, eh spicetrader?”

      Emiel snarled at him. “You pick the most inappropriate times to joke, kid. You know that?”

      The Nandi creature looked over its shoulder. “Why so far back? I promise not to kill you.”

      Emiel started to respond with some sort of retort, but when Amoura didn’t bother to acknowledge it, neither did he.

      When no response came, it shrugged and turned back. “Of all the unfortunates who have found themselves here, only two have survived the pathways. I’d be interested to know how that is.” It looked over its shoulder. “Nothing to say? Are you sulking? I’m not the one who brought you here, remember. It was either through your own stupidity in playing with space warping, or someone truly powerful doesn’t like you very much.” It laughed.

      “Mind wearing something other than that appearance?” Emiel asked.

      “You prefer my previous appearance?” the thing asked.

      “You don’t want to know what I prefer,” Emiel quipped.

      It led them through several turns, each time, the party covertly glancing to Lief, who confirmed it was the safe path. Emiel stole a glance at Bone and Amoura. They must be thinking the same as he. However Lief was able to determine the safe paths, there was no need to let this thing know that.

      The final turn brought them through what Emiel guessed must be the end of the Maze. They stopped at the end of the long pathway, just before the threshold to a circular platform. On the far side stood two figures in long, loose-fitting pants, with nothing but a flowing cloak covering their torsos. Blue flame danced where their heads should have been. The strange beings stood on either side of an upright disk that was larger than the platform it sat on. A yellow current of some kind occasionally streaked across its surface.

      Emiel opened his mouth to ask what in world those things were, but he looked at Amoura instead. The woman stood still as a statue, only her eyes darting left to right as she took in the situation.

      “I feel like a lamb right before the slaughter,” Bone said.

      The Nandi-thing stopped in the middle of the platform and half turned. The grin on its face, so uncharacteristic of his daughter, sent chills down Emiel’s spine and made him want to throttle the monster. “So wary,” it mocked. “Why the hesitation? You know this won’t be pleasant. Of course it won’t be!” It beckoned to them. “Come. Wouldn’t you rather get to it quickly, or waste your lives standing there?” It placed a finger to its lips in thought. “Well, I supposed you might hesitate; prolong these last moments of life?”

      Emiel ground his teeth. The taunting bothered him less than this monster wearing his daughter’s visage while doing it. He wanted to crush it under a mountain.

      The Nandi-creature beckoned to them. “Come. I give my word that you will not be attacked upon joining me here.”

      Emiel laughed at that. “Your word?”

      It shrugged. “Or, you could stand just beyond the threshold for the rest of your short lives. It makes no difference to me.”

      “Solid point,” Bone muttered.

      Amoura stepped onto the platform first, and the others followed her lead. Emiel felt a tap on the side of his leg when the creature turned its back. “You’re going to need more than just the essence you’re good at,” Lief whispered. “You’ll need all of them.”

      “What?” He looked down at her. “What do you mean?” The only response he received was an impatient frown before the Tinfar stepped away.

      Emiel stared at the flame-headed figures. They stood with feet shoulder-length apart, the fingers of each hand curled like claws and crossed in front of their chests. For some reason he couldn’t explain to himself, Emiel felt the nearest one turn its focus to him, though it didn’t move.

      “What are the terms?” Amoura asked in a tone so casual, she might have been inquiring about the price of a meal, or lodging.

      “Straight to business eh?” the Nandi-creature said. “Well, terms can be a private thing. The stakes of any given situation can vary. So let’s give each other a little privacy.”

      The world around Emiel vanished, leaving him in darkness.
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      No up or down, no left or right. Emiel shouted, but he couldn’t hear his own voice.

      A tiny blue dot appeared in the distant blackness and grew larger. As it neared, Emiel realized it was a blue flame. He figured it to be the head of one of those creepy cloaked figures. Fear welled in his chest and he grasped for earth. A voice spoke in his head with such power, he froze where he was.

      “To reach your greatest potential, you will sacrifice. To achieve your greatest ambitions, you will sacrifice. To achieve that which your heart desires above all.” Two figures slowly came into view. Nandi and Amiya. They were running from an unseen threat. Cuts and bruises covered their arms, their faces dirty and hardened with pain. “You will sacrifice.”

      “Sacrifice what?” Emiel demanded, though deep in his heart he had a feeling he knew where this was going.

      The images of Nandi and Amiya faded to be replaced by Bone, Amoura, and even Lief. Why hadn’t she disappeared like she had several times before? Was she not able to, here?

      “Two will remain, one will go. Make your choice now, for they will make theirs.”

      Emiel closed his eyes. “You won’t play this game with me. You’re not going to play us against each other so you can have two of us to do with what you please.” He snarled at the flame-headed creature. “What do you plan to do with the ones left behind, eat their souls? You look like the sort of thing that does that.”

      “Does the fate of your companions here concern you, or theirs?” The image of his friends faded to be replaced once again with his daughters. Emiel didn’t know if what he was being shown was true, but deep in his heart he knew that despite the truth of the conditions, these were his daughters. Had this already happened, was it happening now, or had this yet to come? Seeing his ladygirls like this tore at his heart.

      “A life for a life, equal trade. Make your sacrifice, and you will be returned to their side. If you do not, others will make your decision for you.” Again the image faded, and he was shown Amoura, who no doubt faced the same decision. The magus’s expression was unreadable. The image faded, and Lief came into view. The tinfar woman looked on the verge of tears. What were these things showing her?

      The image faded again, and he saw Bone. The young mercenary stood with his sword in a tight grip. His brow pinched together in an intense scowl. “Will he sacrifice for you? Will he sacrifice you? Make your decision in his hesitation, before he does the same.”

      “Make my decision.” The icy fear gripping Emiel’s heart started to melt under the heat of his building anger. “Make my decision; a decision to condemn my friends.”

      “Do your daughters not matter?” the thing said into his mind. “Do they matter less than two strangers who kidnapped you, separated you from your daughters, and are the reason for your presence here?You would not be in this place were it not for them. They are the catalysts of your struggles, they are the cause of your separation from your family, they are the reason your daughters are in peril while you are here, helpless to save them. Do they truly deserve your compassion; your loyalty? Be done with them, and reunite with your family.”

      “Just like that?” Emiel asked. “I decide to leave, and I’m returned to my family?” Emiel thought about everything that had happened since that fateful day he’d returned home to an empty house. What normally should have been a warm home filled with the smells of food and the banter of his twin daughters, had been an empty shell with a note from a man he despised.

      Emiel’s face tightened when he thought about the trip to the mansion, and his subsequent conversation with the archminister, Decius. He remembered how the man had toyed with him, the condescending tone, speaking of his family as if they were of little consequence. He thought of his first encounter with Bone, and how the mercenary had knocked him out, and how he’d awoken on his back in a wagon.

      Then came the endless dangers of the road, the jarku, the shrikes, the appearance of Amoura and their flight from the four-armed monsters. Their journey through the mountain range known as The Triplets.

      Emiel’s hands curled into fists as he remembered it all. The sudden appearance of Lief, his only friend during that journey. The tinfar had saved his life, their lives, on more than one occasion. Amoura, beautiful, graceful, and deadly. Bone, skilled and courageous. They’d fought and bled, together, argued, and saved each other’s lives.

      Amoura, Lief, and Bone had freed him from Magi Master Vladrick. “Just like that?” he asked, his voice low and even. “I make my decision and I’m gone?”

      “You have but to speak the words and your trials here will be little more than a memory of your struggles that returned you to them. Speak the words. Make your will known, and return home.”

      Emiel nodded. “Oh, I’ll return home. I’ll be reunited with my girls again.” Quicker than he could have thought possible, the essences raced to his call. He hadn’t grasped them and wrestled them to his will, they had come to him as if of their own will. In his anger at the thing that sought to manipulate his fears and greatest desire above all, his determination to do whatever it took to find his girls again, the power came to him.

      The essences, all four of them, flooded into him, wrapping and twisting themselves inside his body, outside his body, like a raging river. The flame-headed being made no sound, but it recognized the danger. It invaded his mind and pressed down on his will like a heavy, poisonous cloak. It bore into his mind and sought out his will. He felt it trying to crush him from the inside.

      Emiel focused the massive amounts of power swirling all about him and released it in a torrent upon the creature. It crossed its arms and braced itself, but the sheer volume of earth, fire, water, and air essences crashing into it was too much. It broke apart under the force of the onslaught, the tatters of its remains drifting away into nothing.

      The isolating darkness separating the group abruptly fell away. Emiel heard the others gasp at the sudden change, but he held his focus. The creature wearing Nandi’s visage changed into the same type of being with the blue flame head as the other. “Impossible,” it hissed.

      “I agree,” Bone said. He stabbed the nearest robed being through the chest. “Given the chance, I thought I would choose to be rid of you all in a flash.” He wrenched the sword free and stabbed it again through the abdomen. “Don’t know what’s come over me.”

      The flame-headed being flinched as Bone stabbed it multiple times, but gave no indication of whether being impaled even hurt. When the mercenary tried to cut it across the waist, it grabbed his sword and pulled him in close. Once he was in range, the being smacked him with a backhand across the face. The slap spun the young warrior around and he crumpled unconscious to the ground. It kicked him so hard his body lifted into the air and fell back to the ground in a roll.

      Bone’s body would have rolled right over the side of the circular platform, but Lief lifted part of the ground up into a small wall. His bone armor creaking with every revolution, the mercenary crashed into the wall and lay unmoving.

      The being whipped its hands out to its sides and they lit in blue flame. It sent that fire speeding toward Bone, but another wall of rock rose up to stop it. The being kept one hand focused on the wall and turned its other hand toward Lief.

      Emiel hollered and drew air and water. The essences charged to his call and he created a wall of ice half as thick as the platform upon which the combatants fought. The blue flames hit the wall of ice and began to melt through the center. Emiel replaced the ice as quickly as the fire melted it.

      On another end of the platform, Amoura threw spears of ice and stone at her adversary. She buffeted it with powerful gusts of freezing air and once again launched pieces torn away from the path connected to the platform. The being fended off her attacks and countered. It sent gouts of blue flame at her; left, right, right right left. It lit the black air overhead with a ceiling of blue fire and dropped it down on the magus.

      Amoura swept her arms in an inward arc over her head, then down to her sides. What could only be described as flaming ice met the ceiling of blue fire and burst it apart.

      “You will never leave here,” the being hissed into Emiel’s mind.

      Emiel thought of Amiya and Nandi. They were already forced to grow up without one parent. Now, they had to survive in an ever more dangerous world without him to protect them. He narrowed his eyes at the flame-headed being.

      “You will fall, here,” it said, “and be banished to the underworld forevermore.”

      “Then I’ll kill anything between me and the way out,” Emiel said, his voice barely audible even to himself. “I’ll break the damned underworld if I have to. I’ll rip it apart on my way out and if you, any monster, or the Fallen themselves get between me and my girls, I will obliterate every single one of you.”

      Without realizing it, Emiel had felt what Amoura had done to create the strange ice fire. He’d internalized it, adapted it, and turned the thick wall of ice into freezing flames. He walked to the glacial blaze and stepped inside it.

      Bone forgotten, the being focused its efforts on Emiel. It attacked his mind with images of his daughters being beaten, falling, stabbed, burned. It showed him endless images of their torture, and whispered into his mind that their agony was eternal.

      Emiel clamped his eyes shut, gritting his teeth against the mental assault with each image of his daughters’ torment, he felt himself grow hotter as his anger grew. His insides lit ablaze in a molten wave of rage, then the cold.

      He opened his eyes. He drew the ice flames into himself and charged the being. It lit him in an inferno of blue fire, but he charged right into it, right through it, and punched it in the chest. The being stumbled backwards and made a sound that could have been a gasp.

      Emiel grabbed its robes, yanked it forward, and punched it in the chest again. He held his fist against it and growled as the being lit like a torch from the inside out and burst into thousands of tiny cinders that floated in the air and winked out.

      Amoura still battled her adversary. She hit it with wave after wave of freezing air carrying lethal spears of ice. When it knocked the projectiles aside, she assaulted it with more chunks of rock.

      It shattered the rock and retaliated with fire. A piece of the ground behind it suddenly thrust upward and speared it in the back. Another spear shot out of the ground from the side and impaled it from the right.

      Fire lit in Lief’s narrowed eyes. She continued to impale the being with stalagmites every time it broke one apart. Amoura feathered it with so many ice spears Emiel could barely see it. He felt the power inside diminish with his fatigue, so he thought of his girls again. He thought of how this thing wanted to keep him away from them. He remembered how it had tried to tempt him into trading his friends for his freedom. Whether he’d have been returned to his girls or not, he would have been an empty shell of his former self. He’d have had to live a lifetime of guilt and shame at his cowardice.

      He curled his hands into fists as the heat of his anger grew again, and with it, the essences flooded to his call. He drew them in, and they flowed his body, a raging river of living destruction. He bombarded the impaled being with fire, wielding massive amounts of the essence’s physical namesake. He combined water with that fire, then air.

      Emiel lifted a huge chunks of bridge and set them drifting around the embattled creature. He combined fire and water and burning air with it. Somewhere he heard Lief yelling his name, but her voice sounded tiny in his mind. With a final thought of what this thing tried to do to him, to his friends, to his daughters, he focused on the destructive creation before him and it collapsed inward onto the flame-headed being. In mere heartbeats, he encased the creature in a ball of rock.

      Everything went quiet as Emiel walked toward the giant pulsating ball of stone, glowing red, blue, silver, and brown. He placed his hand on the rock and released all the pent up anger and rage in a slowly increasing growl that erupted into a roar of defiance.

      The ball of rock exploded, causing quakes in the ground beneath his feet. Debris flew in every direction and Emiel thought he heard a curse behind him. When the rain of debris cleared, nothing remained of the flame-headed being. Emiel stood there for a time, just breathing. When he turned back to the others, he saw that Bone was awake and staring openmouthed at him. Beside the mercenary, Lief also looked at him with an expression Emiel couldn’t place.

      They were all inside a dome of air. The silver glow in Amoura’s eyes faded out, and the dome dissipated. The magus stared at Emiel with a mixture of confusion and what looked like trepidation.

      Emiel frowned. “Why’re you all looking at me like that?”

      Bone placed a hand on his knee and pushed himself up. “This is how people stare at someone who looked like they lost it and were going to destroy everything around them.”

      “What in the name of the Fallen are you rambling about?” Emiel asked.

      Amoura approached the standing disk. “This is our way out.”

      “I hope you know how to operate it, then,” Bone said. “Seeing as how our guy over here disintegrated the only creatures who knew how to use it.”

      “I doubt they would have told us,” Lief said.

      “That’s a really big word, Bone,” Emiel said. “Did it hurt to use it, or have you been waiting your whole life for the opportunity?”

      Bone rocked back on his heels. “Woah hoo! Our spicetrader’s growing a spine.”

      Emiel opened his mouth to answer the jab, but bit it off when Amoura muttered something about leaving the two of them behind. He moved beside the magus and studied the wall, stealing a glance at her here and there. Despite the situation, he couldn’t help being captivated by her smooth dark skin, her delicate eyebrows, her round full lips and neatly platted braids. The contrast of that to her silver eyes added a haunting quality to the beautiful woman.

      Amoura flicked a glance at him then returned her attention to the disk. It was such a quick thing Emiel would have missed it if he’d blinked.

      “I think the spicetrader is going to profess love,” he heard Bone remark from behind, followed by tiny chuckling. Emiel felt heat rising to his face to mingle with the betrayal he felt from Lief’s laughter.

      He pretended not to hear and focused on the disk. Lines wove in various patterns across the gray stone. This close, he noticed runes lining the outermost rim of the disk. They were so smooth and perfect, Emiel couldn’t imagine the level of expertise needed to carve them.

      “I wouldn’t,” Amoura said when he reached out to touch the polished stone. Another yellow streak whizzed across the surface only a heartbeat later. “There are wards on this disk that we need to disable.”

      “Can you do it?” Emiel asked, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice.

      Amoura stared at the disk for a long time before answering, “I don’t know.”

      “Those runes are old tongue,” Lief said. “They’re from what you call the Second Age.”

      “You can read that?” Bone asked.

      “Somewhat,” Lief replied. “If it was language from the First Age, I could read it easily.”

      “There’s that much of a difference?” Bone said.

      “Blame your species,” Lief replied. “You’re always changing things. The tongue you spoke during your First Age shared enough with other tongues that there could be understanding. But by your Second Age, humans began to change the words you spoke and separated yourselves.”

      Emiel looked down at Lief when she came to stand between him and Amoura. “Other tongues?”

      Lief snorted. “You’re not the only species that knows how to talk, you know?”

      “No,” Emiel sputtered. “No, I didn’t mean … I wasn’t saying—”

      Lief waved him off. “Be quiet. I’m concentrating.”

      Emiel reared back at that. “Well okay, then.”

      “It’s saying something about the Maze having no beginning, but,” a tiny frown creased her brow, “but, only one end.”

      “That’s useful,” Bone said.

      “Feel free to come have a read,” Lief said absently, still studying the runes.

      She began to read in a language Emiel didn’t understand. When he looked to Amoura and Bone, they both wore the same uncomprehending expressions as he. “Is that Khatalese?” he asked.

      Lief let out an irritated sigh. “Yes. Yes, it is ancient Khatalese, not much different from all the variations they’ve created to complicate it. Their language, even today, hasn’t changed much since the First Age, and is the most similar to this. Now will you please stop asking me questions?”

      Emiel held up his hands in a warding gesture. “All right, sorry. Wow.” Behind him, Bone snickered.

      “To reach the terminus,” Lief read, “is a testament to your strength and connection to the one aspect that is your savior. To best the keepers testifies to your cunning, skill, and indomitable will. To open the gate, test the might of your mind.”

      Amoura stepped back and looked the disk over. She pointed to a symbol at the top, then the left and right sides, and finally the bottom. “Those are the ancient symbols for each of the four essences, or “aspects”, as the Khatala call them.”

      “Aspects,” Emiel repeated. “It says that to reach this platform was a testament to our connection with the one aspect that was our savior.” He looked at Lief. “You’re an earth tinfar. That’s why you knew which way to go on the paths?”

      Lief nodded. “It was luck that the pathways are stone. I don’t know why, or even how tall they are, since it looks like there’s no ground below.”

      “Whoever or whatever created this place probably hadn’t anticipated a tinfar ending up here,” Amoura said. “Let alone e’ta tinfar.” She gave the one and a half foot-tall woman a nod of appreciation.

      Bone pointed a gloved finger at the disk. “That last part. What was it again? To open the gate, test—”

      “Test the might of your mind.” Emiel shared a look with the mercenary. “Didn’t we do that already?”

      Amoura stared at the disk while the others talked. She squinted at the disk Emiel wondered if she, too, was considering the potential implications of what the next and—hopefully—final challenge might be.

      “The toughest battlefield,” Amoura said, “is never in a place against a physical foe.”

      Bone nodded. “The most difficult battle anyone can ever wage is in their own mind.”

      Emiel turned a look of mock surprise on the young warrior. “Very good. Sounds like there’s more than porridge between those ears after all.”

      Bone snarled at him. “It’s true, spicetrader. I’m not sure how strong a will it takes for you to sit through the mighty challenge of mixing spices every day, but I’ve trained with the sword since I was old enough to hold one. My da pounded the lessons into me verbally and physically.

      “You ever get punched by an adult before you reached your tenth year, spicetrader? How about twice? Three times, four, five, until you stop counting? Until you’ve woken up with a swollen face and have to keep going until your da says it’s enough?

      Emiel’s mouth slowly fell open a little more with each word the mercenary said. “That sounds … pretty awful.”

      The boy shrugged. “It was, for the first several weeks. Thought my da hated me; wanted to kill me. Then one day I saw him chopping wood. Man could easily split a log as wide around as you with one chop of his axe. That’s when I realized he could’a killed me a long time ago if he wanted to.

      “So I kept getting up. I kept wiping the blood outta my mouth and nose and kept going. My da punished every mistake with a lot of pain, but he never broke me physically. Never broke a bone or broke my face. But he broke my spirit over and over again until he couldn’t, because I stopped letting him.”

      Bone off into the distance as though looking through a mental portal into the past. “I learned that only death could break me before I reached manhood, because my da forced me to forge my mind into an unbreakable thing.”

      “That’s really dramatic,” Lief said. “Why would your own father harm you so? What could be so bad about the world that you need to suffer in preparation for it?”

      Bone lowered his icy blue gaze to meet the tinfar’s. She looked up at him with pure innocent curiosity. “The world is a cruel and merciless place, lass,” he replied, bits of his accent slipping through. “It’s filled with monsters and if yer not strong enough, they’ll run you down and feed on yer carcass, leaving only yer bones to bleach in the sun.”

      Lief took a step back, horror twisting her tiny features. “That sounds terrible. Just … dreadful!”

      Emiel looked at the tiny woman in confusion. He might not have been raised as brutally as Bone, but he agreed with the younger man’s perspective. The world was indeed a hard place filled with those who would cheat, lie, and steal from you; or even kill you. It was filled with lethal animals and lethal monsters, sickness and disease. “Is the world not the same for tinfar?” he asked.

      Lief frowned at him with an emphatic shake of her head. “No! Not at all. I can’t imagine a world like the one you just described. I wouldn’t want to live in it. I couldn’t. It sounds like a dark and terrible place.”

      “So, nothing goes wrong in the little piece of the world tinfar huddle in?” Bone asked.

      Lief’s responding glare made Emiel fear she was going to do something painful to the straw-headed mercenary. “No, boy. Our lives aren’t perfect and we certainly don’t huddle. What we don’t do is create horrifically difficult lives for ourselves that we must then struggle to thrive in. We live with the world, not against it.”

      “You mean you let the world run your lives,” came the boy’s retort.

      “I mean we are not so disconnected that we continually suffer for it,” the tinfar shot back. “Monsters and great evil don’t plague us, boy. They only plague you.”

      “My apologies for interrupting your argument,” Amoura said. “But I’m ready to leave. Let us activate this portal and be gone.”

      Lief spared one last glare for Bone then whipped her head away and spun on her heel. Bone looked helplessly at Emiel as the tinfar woman stalked away.

      “You’re an expert at making friends, you know that?” Emiel said.

      Bone shrugged and lifted his hands. “What?”

      “My best guess at this,” Amoura said, “is that we may each be forced to face our greatest fears. Whatever this thing is, when we try to pass through it, I think we’ll have to go through our own personal torments to escape.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Bone said dryly.

      “What is this place?” Emiel asked. “And how in the name of the blasted Fallen does it know so much about us?”

      “Why does the sun rise in the east and set in the west, Emiel?” Amoura replied. “How did humans learn to talk? Why does the underworld exist and why doesn’t the Creator personally reach down and pluck us out of danger whenever we find it, or it finds us? We could ask questions for several lifetimes and it would bring us no closer to getting out of here.”

      Emiel sighed. “It was a rhetorical question, Amoura.” He clenched his teeth as the magus continued to study the disk. I’m getting tired of being snapped at.

      “Think you know how to activate this?” Lief asked, to which Amoura shook her head.

      “It’s nerves,” Bone said in a low voice, surprising Emiel. “She’s as anxious as us to get out of here, and is probably nervous about facing whatever she fears as much as we are.”

      Emiel felt his rising anger fade. “Yeah. I guess we’re all a little tense.”

      Bone looked around the infinite labyrinth of rocky pathways zigzagging out of sight in every direction. “Let’s just get this stupid trial out of the way and get out of this creepy place. We hang around too long, there’s no telling what else’ll show up to play.”

      Amoura pointed to four runes positioned at each corner of the top and bottom of the disk. “Lief. Can you read those?”

      “Ushaa,” the tinfar said, pointing to the large rune on the left corner. She pointed to the bottom left, top right, and bottom right in turn. “Olayem, naara, tinu. Water, earth, fire, air. The four essences. I think, once you feed all of those runes, it will activate the disk.”

      Amoura moved back until she stood with the others in the middle of the platform. “Remember, your mind is your power. Master it. Do not let it master you.”

      “Whatever this thing throws at us is all in our minds,” Bone said.

      “And our mind has the ability to strengthen us or poison us,” the magus replied.

      Emiel stared at the disk, taking in the words of his companions. If what Amoura and Lief said was true, the disk would know his deepest fears and bring them against him. It’s all in my mind, he reminded himself over and over again. Whatever happens, it’s not real. Emiel’s palms started to sweat. If those things they’d fought to get here were all in his mind as well, he was in trouble. He glanced at Bone, whose chest rose and fell as he took a deep, steadying breath. He looked at Lief, who closed her eyes. As always, Amoura Xanna stood perfectly still and composed, patiently awaiting her challenge.

      “Everyone ready?” the magus asked.

      Lief opened her eyes and gave a sharp nod. “Ready!”

      “Let’s get this over with,” Bone replied.

      “Let’s do it,” Emiel said. He felt Amoura accessing the essences. She raised her hands and sent a gust of air into the rune bearing the essence of its namesake. She sent a gout of fire into its respective rune, then water, then a small chunk of rock into the final rune.

      As she activated each essence rune, the line of runes on the outer rim following it lit up as well. Each of the runes pulsated in the respective colors of their essences. Several moments passed and the party watched as the runes continued to pulsate while nothing happened. They stopped glowing and the light inside each of them died away, leaving nothing but complete darkness.

      Emiel froze. He lifted a hand in front of his face but may as well have had his eyes closed. “Is this part of the test, or did we do something wrong?” When no answer came, he reached out to his right, where Bone had stood barely an arm’s length away. Nothing.

      He lowered his arm and concentrated on willing his pounding heart to slow down. In my mind. All of this is just in my mind.

      A pair of red slits split the darkness a few dozen feet in front of him. Emiel crouched and took a half step back, his arms out at his sides. He looked from left to right, but of course he saw nothing. The slits looked like they were moving closer.

      Near frantic, Emiel reached for the essences but they ignored his call. He tried again and again, but nothing. He forced himself to stop panting and wiped his sweaty palms on his legs. Calm down, Emiel. This is in your head. You’re doing this.

      A row of white split the darkness below the approaching red slits. The white line quivered as it thickened, and he heard a low, deep growl.

      Uh huh, Emiel thought. Those are indeed teeth. Of course. Of course this Fallen-cursed Maze-thing would know that being eaten alive topped his list of fears. Gotta face this. Amiya and Nandi are depending on me. He used that thought to bolster himself. He stopped backing away and took a deep breath, reaching again for the essences.

      A trickle of the power came to him, like the last drops of water from a nearly empty waterskin. Emiel grasped at it with desperation just as the red slits closed the distance. The thick white line of teeth rose and tilted sideways, split in two, and opened wide in front of his face.
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      Nandi awoke to the sound of snoring. She cracked an eye open and saw Joga slumped in a chair on the far corner of the room, his head hanging over his left shoulder.

      She started to get up, but just the thought of it drained her energy, so she closed her eye and lay there. She grinned at the sound of a frustrated sigh on the right side of her bed. Amiya grunted and muttered something about the Khatala man sounding like a congested walrus.

      Nandi pressed her lips together to keep from laughing as her sister continued her griping. A bony finger jabbed her underarm and she rolled across the bed in a jumble of sheets. “Hey!” Nandi said just before she tumbled over the side of the bed. “Oof.”

      While she fumbled to extricate herself from the covers, Nandi heard Joga’s rhythmic snoring sputter. “You could have hurt me,” she said, finally sliding out of the tangled mess.

      Amiya rolled her eyes. “The covers softened your fall. Don’t be a baby.”

      “Sama still not understand how sisters love each other, but push and shove and argue.”

      Nandi looked to the windowsill where Sama sat cross-legged halfway in. The sun filtered in around the tatamble girl, setting her green hair and—currently—brown skin aglow. She briefly wondered if that was the girl’s normal skin color, or if she even had one. “Hey, Sama.” She looked at Joga, who stretched and yawned in his chair. “Hi, mountain man.”

      “Not you, too,” Joga said. “First sister, now you. North Frostlands where I’m from are far from mountains.”

      “I know, I know. It just … fits you.” She giggled at his responding sigh. “How long have I been asleep?”

      Sama looked over her hunched shoulder out the window. “A long time, girl has slept, since three days when the sky wept.”

      Nandi’s mouth dropped open. “Three days?”

      “Yup,” her sister said. “You even slept through the stink.”

      Nandi blinked. “Stink?”

      “First three nights we sleep in barn,” Joga said. “Man call it haloft.”

      “It’s pronounced hayloft,” Amiya corrected. She looked back to Nandi. “We’re not exactly rolling in money, so we got the guy who owns the barn out at the stables to let us sleep there in exchange for free work and mountain man, here, going out and hunting dinner for everyone.”

      Nandi pretended not to hear another sigh from the Khatala man. “So, we stayed in a barn for two days, then paid for this room?”

      Amiya nodded. “It took some serious talking, though. The innkeeper did not like the idea of him”—she jabbed a thumb at Joga—“sharing a room with two young girls.”

      Nandi started to correct her sister about it being three girls before she remembered how Sama couldn’t bear to be inside any structure for long. She figured the nimble girl probably climbed up to the window and sat with her back halfway out so she could feel the open air. “How did you convince the innkeeper?”

      “It was the fact that we didn’t look abused,” Amiya said. She smirked at Joga’s responding snort. “And … I told her that if he had been abusing us, I’d have dumped a burning log from our campfires in his boy-place while he slept.” Joga snarled and snorted again. Amiya giggled. “That convinced her.”

      Nandi’s suddenly growling stomach quieted the room. Everyone stared at her until it ended, quite a while later.

      “Girl is hungry after three days of nothing but sleep,” Joga said. “Should go eat, then find what news we can.”

      The Khatala man’s words brought the world back into focus for Nandi. In the span of a few heartbeats her mind raced across time and many miles. She remembered their captivity at the orders of Archminister Decius, and their dad being forced to complete some task to free them. She remembered the lessons they’d received from the mysterious man named Selvetar, the attack on Marai, meeting Joga, and their subsequent flight from Marai.

      Pursuit, the leapers, running to keep from being eaten or stomped to death from on high. The volcano, the lavakhan, and the man with the lava rock skin. She shivered at the unwelcome memory of the time she’d been captured and used as a conduit of the essences by the ant-headed creatures called ghuza. Thinking about all those pinpricks in her skin had her hugging herself and rubbing her arms.

      Joga left to get a table and food in the common room while Nandi dressed. Amiya filled her in on all the chores they’d done while she slept. She went into extra detail about the musty smell of the mountain moles, and how they were even more smelly in New Dama than the ones Dad had out back, behind their home in Vyne.”

      Nandi felt a jab of homesickness at the mention of their house. It seemed impossible that so much could have happened, and that they had traveled so far.

      The twins left the room and went downstairs to the sparsely populated common room, leaving Sama to climb out the window. The tatamble girl had no desire for human civilization and would find them once they left town.

      They found Joga at a round table with a basket of steaming buns in the center. Nandi thought her growling stomach might hurl her at the table. She snatched a bun out of the basket and shoved it in her mouth before she’d even sat down. She swallowed and reached for another, but stopped when she noted Amiya and Joga staring at her. With a crinkled grin, Joga indicated the basket with an open hand, that she continue. Amiya just called her a pig.

      Nandi snarled at her sister and shoved another bun in her mouth. Since they were currently the only patrons in the common room who were eating, the innkeeper personally delivered their food. She stopped at the side of the table as Nandi finished off the last bun.

      “You’re a hungry one, aren’t ya?” the woman said as she sat down the first plate, then reached into the crook of her arm where the second plate was balanced, and sat it down in front of Amiya. She gave Joga a suspicious look. “He not been feedin’ ya? You can tell me, girl. No need to be afraid while you’re safe, here.”

      Nandi snickered when the khatala man squirmed in his seat. “Thank you, ma’am, but he is our friend. I was hurt and he helped us.”

      The innkeeper nodded and placed the plate in front of Joga, who stared at it as if he might dive headfirst into it. Apparently hunger outweighed indignation. “Nothin’ against you personally, understand,” the woman said to him. “But you can’t be too careful these days. Girls get snatched from their parents all the time and raised as laborwives or worse. Boys get snatched away and sold as laborers, servants, or forced to become bandits by all manner of outlaws. And all of that added to the news of horrible things happenin’ everywhere since the local volcano blew its top.”

      That got everyone’s attention. “Please, dashan,” Joga said when the lady turned away. “Can you tell us more of these things you say happen after volcano erupts?”

      The innkeeper tugged at her apron. “Dashan. That’s that pretty word you Khatala folk say to women, right?” She gave him an approving nod. “Your ma raised you right, young man. As for the stuff happenin’, they’re probably just rumors. You know how folks like to gossip. But folks from both sides of the border are talking about great big monsters with four arms spitting foul curses and hacking people to bits.”

      Nandi, Amiya, and Joga shared a look that the woman didn’t miss. “So, you’ve all heard the same, then? Well, that’s only part of it. Folks’ve been rambling on about creatures leaping impossibly high in the air and flattening anything they land on, including people. Folks from all over Marai and Khatal are talkin’ about it.” She shook her head. “If even a little of what I’ve been hearing is true, it makes the war sound even more stupid than it already was.”

      “Any news about Altarra, ma’am?” Amiya asked.

      “Altarra?” The innkeeper shrugged. “Not much coming from there, but I imagine if any of them supposed monsters did show up, there’s enough power in that place to blow ’em back where they came from. Nah, only news filtering through my inn about Altarra was some sort of situation within the Order of Magi, but those folks keep everything to themselves. Any group of folks that secretive must be up to no good, if you ask me.”

      The innkeeper looked over her shoulder and spotted a couple of new patrons entering. “Enjoy your meal before it gets cold. And stay in New Dama. Here and Altarra are two places I’ve heard of that ain’t had trouble.”

      Yet, Nandi thought.

      Everyone shared a long silent look as they digested the information. When the hunger threatened to tie her stomach in a knot, Nandi dug in. After a three day fast, she practically inhaled her food.

      “I guess it’s good news that nothing’s happened in Altarra,” Amiya said around a mouthful. “Maybe Dad is there and safe.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Nandi replied, shuffling green leafy vegetables and some sort of roasted root into a sweet and spicy sauce. It smelled like a dream and tasted like bliss, though the spice wasn’t strong enough to Nandi’s inherited Barbarosian palate.

      “Food is good,” cough, “but spice is too much,” cough cough. Joga held his fist up to his mouth, took a deep breath, and coughed some more.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, mountain man,” Amiya said. “Big and tough as you are, and you can’t handle a pinch of spice?”

      “More than pinch,” came the muffled reply. Cough. He wiped his tearing eyes and sniffed.

      Amiya leaned back in her chair and laughed at him.

      The Khatala man looked to Nandi for support in between coughs, but she shrugged. “If you can’t eat this, you’d starve in Barbaros, Joga.”

      “Can’t” cough “be possible. Cough cough cough. Glaring at Amiya, he reached for her mug of water and took a long draw. “Ah! Argh! Make worse!”

      Amiya had put her spoon down, she was laughing so hard. “That’s what you get for drinking my water. Drink your ale, tough man. It’ll help better than water. Or I can get you some milk and a bun?”

      Ale sloshed over the rim of his mug when Joga snatched it up and took a long draw. He finished the drink in one go, and sat the mug down, staring at the table in concentration. “Helped a little,” he said. “Mouth still on fire, but helped.”

      “That has to be the funniest thing I’ve seen in a long time,” Amiya said, earning another glare from Joga.

      Nandi’s ravenous appetite had overridden her sense of humor. She shoveled the last spoonful of hot food in her mouth and washed it down with her water. “Oooh, that was good.”

      “Must’ve been,” Amiya said. She waved her spoon in the direction of Nandi’s empty plate. “You gulped it all like it was air. Did you even chew?”

      “Did you even chew?” Nandi echoed. “Yes I even chewed, thank you. If you’re done roaring like a beached seal, think you can finish eating so we can go?”

      Amiya leaned away from her with a frown. “Beached seal? At least I don’t eat like one!”

      Joga reached across the table and patted the air between them. “We finish food and go. Must find news before continue on to find father.”

      Amiya pressed her lips together and nodded. After a few moments of swirling her spoon around in her food, she shoveled in a mouthful. Nandi took another sip of water and stared into the mug.

      “You think he’s … okay?” Amiya asked.

      Nandi lowered her mug and looked at her mirror image. Amiya rarely let her feelings show, especially when she was scared. Seeing her now, looking at Nandi with an expression that said she needed to hear something good, made Nandi’s stomach twist into a knot. “Of course he is,” she said with more confidence than she felt.

      Amiya forced a grin on her face. “Good. Now say it like you believe it.”

      Nandi let out a half snort half laugh. Of course her sister would know what she was thinking.

      “I’m sure father is fine,” Joga said. When they looked at him, he responded with a determined nod. “Two of you able to wield great power. If you, then him too.”

      “We’ve never seen him use it,” Nandi said. “And we didn’t know we could do it until recently.”

      “Like you, probably forced to learn,” Joga replied. “When danger come, life or death, you learn fast. He learn.” With one last regretful look at his food, Joga pushed back from the table and stood. “Come. We get news and continue to this Altarra. Find your father.”

      “Go ahead,” Nandi said, sliding Joga’s plate in front of herself. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Piglet,” Amiya said as she pushed away from the table. “You keep that up, you’re gonna end up like bigbelly.”

      Despite her loathing of Archminister Decius for putting them all in this situation, Nandi giggled. She lowered her face to the plate and inhaled the sweet and spicy aroma, then shoveled in another mouthful.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Amiya elbowed the mountain man in the hip as soon as she exited the inn and came up beside him. “Hey, which way is Altarra?” she asked, ignoring his responding grunt.

      Despite it still being morning, the air carried a comfortable warmth to it. Late spring had begun to chase away the last bit of winter’s bite. Birdsong flitted through the air, as did the rattling drone of the cicadas.

      Amiya wondered if any color other than brown existed in the whole of New Dama. From the gravely ground to the wooden and clay stone buildings, brown. Even the clothes the locals wore were brown. After three days here, Amiya could easily pick out the locals from the visitors, despite New Dama’s diverse population. Locals wore brown clothes. They may be different shades and patterns of brown, but brown nonetheless.

      “Not sure,” Joga replied. “Not travel much in Marai. Maybe north of here?”

      “Don’t ask me,” Amiya said. “I just asked you. Maybe we should go back in and ask the innkeeper.

      “Wait here,” Joga said.

      Amiya followed his gaze and saw that he had spotted a group of Khatala walking by. They were tall like him, but bigger. While Joga had long hair, the two men wore theirs cut short. Amiya saw only a few inches of the women’s ponytailed hair, as they had it wrapped in simple, dark green cloths.

      The group stopped when they noted Joga’s approach. Unlike his blue-green orbs, these Khatalas’ eyes were a solid green that seemed to sparkle in the sunlight. His back to her, Joga performed some sort of gesture Amiya couldn’t see. As one, the group clasped their fists into their palms, then slapped their right hands over their hearts.

      “He find some friends?” Nandi asked.

      Amiya glanced at her sister, who was still chewing. She swallowed and stretched with a contented groan. “All full?” she asked, giving Nandi a pat on her now round stomach. “Ready to go roll around in some mud?”

      Nandi thumped her behind the ear before she could dodge. “You’d eat more too, if you hadn’t had anything for three days, so shut up.” She jerked her chin at Joga and the other Khatala. “Who’re they?”

      Amiya shrugged. “Don’t know. All I got so far is ‘wait here. See my people. Talk and make friend.’”

      Nandi snickered and hit Amiya in the arm with the back of her hand. “Don’t make fun of his accent. How well do you speak his language?”

      “I’m not in Khatal,” Amiya countered.

      “Beside the point,” came the reply.

      “Not really.”

      Nandi sighed.

      Joga executed what Amiya figured to be the same gesture he had when he’d first approached the group, to which they reciprocated. Must be some sort of greeting.

      “Making friends?” Nandi asked when Joga returned.

      “News,” the big man said.

      A tiny frown creased Amiya’s brow when she noted the concern in his eyes. “Looks like bad news.”

      Joga responded with a solemn nod. “Is my homeland. Your king still make war.”

      Amiya rolled her eyes. “Our king. You say it like we personally sat him on the throne. What’s going on with the war? Dad never told us much about it other than how he wished Alyn would learn how to talk instead of throwing weapons at the problem.”

      “Father sound like wise man,” Joga said. “Those I talk to,” he indicated the departing Khatala, “say possible that war reach Frostlands.”

      Amiya felt her stomach lurch. “That’s your homeland.”

      Joga nodded. “My homeland not involved in this, but it spreads. Other tribes might get involved. Might expect Frostlands to fight.” He let out a long sigh and looked to the southwest, the direction of his home. “My people not a large people.”

      “You look pretty large to me,” Amiya said. “I mean, you’re not as large as them”—she pointed in the direction the other Khatala had gone—“but you’re still bigger than most Marailanders.”

      “No,” Joga replied. “I mean big, like numbers. My people not have big numbers.”

      “Oh.” Amiya chewed her lip and glanced to her side to see Nandi doing the same. “They’ll probably need you to fight, won’t they?” Joga didn’t respond, but Amiya saw the muscles in his jaw tighten.

      “It’s okay,” Nandi said. “You have a responsibility to your people. We can make it to Altarra on our own.”

      Despite her reservations about that, Amiya nodded. “Yeah. If you need to get back home, we understand.”

      “What?” Joga furrowed his brow. “Never do such thing. What kind of man I be, if I leave two girls alone to find father. You help me fulfill bloodmark. Could not have done without you. You think I abandon friends? Never!”

      Amiya wished she didn’t feel such relief, but she had to admit to herself that the thought of trying to make it to Altarra to find Dad on their own felt daunting.

      “Is more,” Joga continued. “Big city Altarra. Is not north, but south and east.”

      “We passed it?” Nandi said. “How could we have passed it?”

      “Easy,” Amiya said. “Constantly running for our lives, traveling underground, and headed toward that volcano to kill the lava lizard-thing. That, and the fact that we’ve never been far from Vyne before now.”

      “You think Dad’s still there?” Nandi asked, a bit of trepidation creeping into her voice. “What if he’s already finished whatever it was he was supposed to do and already started back?”

      “Ugh. That would stink like a mountain mole,” Amiya replied. “Let’s hope not.”

      “We need to get moving,” Nandi said, trying to take charge, as usual. “If we miss him, we’ll have to backtrack all the way home and hope we catch up.”

      “Either way, we’ve got to head back home,” Amiya replied. “And we’d be headed back toward your home, anyway, right?” She looked up at Joga, who nodded.

      They spent the next hour replenishing their supplies with as little money as possible and gathered up their gear. Before they were half a mile outside of the borderland town, Sama found them. The girl seemed to appear out of the ground itself. Amiya envied the tatamble’s chameleon-like ability.

      In between Sama’s complaints about them taking too long to leave the confines of the town, they shared with her their plans to turn back south.

      “Leave one cage for bigger cage? Why Sama would do this?”

      “It’s where they sent our father,” Amiya said. “We don’t know if he’s still there, but we have to go in case he is.”

      “What if sister girls not find father?” Sama asked. “Then they ask Sama to go farther. More big cages with more humans who take and not give.”

      “Oh, Sama,” Nandi said. She tried to wrap her arm around the tatamble girl’s shoulders, but she shrank away, her black eyes going wide.

      Nandi took a step back and held up her hands in a warding gesture. “You okay?”

      “Why try to strangle Sama?” the girl demanded. “Sama help girls with same face to find each other. Sama help fight beast in lava, fight man in lava. All when she not have to, but Nani girl try choke Sama.”

      Nandi was waving her hands through the whole thing. “No, no, no,” she chuckled. “Sama, it’s a show of affection.”

      Sama narrowed her eyes. “What is affession?”

      “Affection,” Amiya said, moving beside her sister. “See?” She wrapped her arm around Nandi’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Like this.” She yanked Nandi in close and gave her another squeeze, then yanked her again, and again.”

      “Stop it,” Nandi growled. “Will you stop it?”

      Amiya’s grin widened. “See? This is how we show love for each other, Sama. It’s affection.” She continued to yank Nandi around until her sister almost lost her balance. “Hey!” she cried out when Nandi grabbed her by the arm and pulled her around.

      They tripped over each other’s feet and tumbled to the ground. Nandi grabbed Amiya’s wrist, but she twisted them and broke her sister’s grip. They rolled around in a dusty ball of entangled limbs, feet, hands, and grunts.

      Somewhere Amiya heard Joga’s exasperated groan right before his large, powerful arm wrapped around her waist and lifted her off the ground. “This how sisters behave?” he asked. “Attack each other like this  …” he trailed off when Amiya, staring across him at Nandi, burst into laughter. Nandi’s chin wrinkled with repressed mirth until she, too, erupted.

      Joga practically dropped them on the ground and walked away. Sama tilted her head and stared at them with the most confused expression on her face. She finally left them, muttering something about strange human girls.

      “Guess we should get going,” Amiya said, dusting herself off. Her mood sobered when she thought about Dad. “I guess we’ve wasted too much time, already.”

      “Not really,” Nandi replied. “If we’re grim all the time it won’t do us any good.”

      Amiya rolled her eyes. “Quit repeating Dad.”

      “Is he wrong?” Nandi asked.

      “I hope we’re not walking the whole way,” Amiya remarked once they caught up. “Otherwise it’ll take forever.”

      “Town another hour away,” Joga said. “Sandlanders tell me.”

      “Oh, those Khatala people you were talking to?” Amiya asked.

      Joga nodded. “Yes. Caravans stop through all the time. Can maybe get ride if we work.”

      “I wish we had more money,” Amiya grumbled. “Then we wouldn’t have to work all the time to get stuff.”

      “Must always work to get anything,” Joga said. “If already had money, means worked for it when at home. If not have money, must work for what you need. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Ugh. You sound like Dad too,” Amiya muttered.

      They reached the town just after midday and had little trouble finding someone that needed work done. Whether it was someone’s Fallen-blasted fields, or repairs done to a barn, or some other menial task someone didn’t want to do, “opportunities” came aplenty. Amiya wondered if people saved these tasks specifically for when people like her came along.

      Joga’s appearance alone got them on a caravan. A woman with three mule-driven wagons took one look at him and agreed to grant them passage as close to Altarra as she was traveling in exchange for Joga’s service as a guard. The girls, however, would help with cooking meals and feeding the animals.

      Late into that same evening, they huddled around a campfire finishing the last of a pot of boiling stew. “Dangerous times come on us these days,” the woman who’d introduced herself as Anna, said. She sat cross-legged and used a stick to draw in the dirt. “Used to be I’d only have to worry about a pack of wolves, shrikes trying to tear through the wagon covers to steal food, or even the occasional jarku pack. Now there’s word about four-armed horrors cutting people down, giant monsters nobody’s ever seen before bursting out of the ground right in the middle of cities.” She sighed. “Something dark is happening in the world. I got a feeling this is just the beginning.”

      “You sure you’re not being dramatic, Anne?” one of the two other caravaners asked. He was a slim man with a thick beard and calloused hands. “We ain’t seen anything like what people been buzzing about. Probably bored rich folk out of Altarra wanting to spread rumors to add some excitement to their lives. Get everybody riled up and such.”

      “You’re a cottonhead, Darry,” Anne said. “Altarra is one of the few places that hasn’t been attacked yet, and you know just like I do that there’s people from all over saying the same thing. Only a fool would ignore it.”

      “Guess we been lucky,” the man named Darry said in a quiet voice.

      “Uh huh,” Anne said with a nod. “That’s exactly what we been. Lucky.”

      Amiya looked from her sister—who seemed deep in thought—to Joga. He sat across the fire, staring into the flames as though he hoped to divine some information about what, she could only guess. Amiya thought about Dad, and it sent an ache through her chest that made her heart hurt. He had to be okay. He didn’t have the essences to protect himself like she and Nandi did. Hopefully whomever he traveled with kept him safe.

      She looked into the campfire as well, enjoying the heat on her face and losing herself in the dancing flames. Her jaw tightened, and a frown slowly creased her brow. One thing Amiya knew for certain; if something did happen to Dad, no place or person, or legion of soldiers, could protect Decius from her.
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