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Life after death can be hell...
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For over a year, Jundag has lived—and died—and lived again at the whim of Calmarel Darkmist. Soul-sick and weary, he longs for the eternal peace of death. But Calmarel covets Jundag’s strength and fortitude, and devises a devious scheme to usurp those traits for her own profane ambitions.

Unbeknownst to Jundag, his spiritual anguish is perceived by his long-lost friend and companion, Avari. Convinced that Jundag is alive—or that she is going crazy—she seeks out the friends who shared in the liberation of Zellohar Keep. Using the two cornerstones they recovered from the Nekdukarr Iveron Darkmist, they locate their friend, and discover a fiendish plot. The children of the Dark Gods are again planning to subjugate the surface world. But simple conquest is no longer their goal...only complete annihilation will satisfy their blood lust.

Dragons and demons, Dark Gods and Darkmists all stand against the small troop of brave yet conflicted companions determined to save their friend from an eternity of torture, and their world from complete and utter destruction.

But first, they have to go to hell...
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deity~domain~area of influence~symbol
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The Gods of Light

The Seven Heavens

~The plane of Paradise above all~

Eos All Father (The Maker)~Nimbus~maker of all~circle of gold

Demia (Keeper of the Slain)~Eroe~usher of souls~feather

Oris (The Overseer)~Librum~knowledge~crossed scrolls

Tem (The Balancer)~Ordrin~justice~silver scales

Eloss (The Defender)~Refuge~warriors~a silver shield

Koss Godslayer~Korr~champions, knights~sword-point up
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The Heavens are separated from all by Purgatory
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The Gods of Earth and Sky

Earth Mother (Lady of the Forest)~life, earth~tree or gem

Thotris~beauty, fertility, vanity~a hand mirror

Puc (The Trickster)~luck, trickery~any coin

Bofuli~wine, meriment~a goblet

Odea~the sea, storms~the scimitar moon

Dorin (The Delver)~greed, wealth, gold, gems~crossed picks
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The Hells are separated by Limbo and the River Oblivion
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The Gods of Darkness

The Nine Hells

Pergamon (The Punisher)~Agonia~pain, torture~thorned chain

Seth (The Defiler)~Malorea~decay, poison, serpents~Ouroboros

Xakra (The Tangler)~Discord~plotting, deceit, chaos~spider

Mortas (The Deathless One)~Necrol~death~interlocking crescents

Phekkar (The Flaming One)~Hades~fire~a burning sun

The Lower Hells

Grund~Lair~orcs, ogres and trolls~clenched fist

~The Void~

Draco~Pytt~dragons~reptilian eye

~The Abyss~
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The mediator of Xerro Kensho gazed up into The Void.

As always, the view awed her: a sky blacker than the deepest cavern, more impenetrable than a wall of the hardest granite.  A sky that reflected the emotions in her heart.  A sky that would allow the Dark Five—Pergamon, Seth, Xakra, Mortas, and Phekkar—to reign supreme in all their terrible glory.

Dropping her gaze, she stared out from the balcony on which she stood, through the clear, chill air to the faint glimmer of the shield that surrounded and protected the citadel.  She caught her breath as a huge shape loomed beyond the shield, great leathery wings billowing.  It spewed forth flames, but they splashed harmlessly against the citadel's protective barrier.  The draconic residents of Pytt resented the intrusion represented by the citadel, but she cared not.  She dismissed the impotent display and drank in the majesty of the view, dreaming of a dark future.

A cruel smile drew the mediator's lips apart and her tongue darted out to run over her even, white teeth; she could nearly taste their victory.  This sky—The Void—was to be the salvation of her people.  For so long they had been shunned like vermin, forced to dwell in the confines of the deep caverns of the world while the surface dwellers luxuriated in more space than they could ever hope to occupy.  But in a few short weeks that would change.  With the power of The Void, they would purge the surface world, clearing it for conquest.  The plan had been hundreds of years in the making, and she would see its culmination.  She closed her eyes as she praised the gods who had granted her this opportunity.

"Mediator Koyrull."

The grating voice shattered the mediator's reverie, stiffening her shoulders with tense distaste, erasing her smile, leaving upon her features only the cruelty that was the core of her being.  She turned slowly toward the master of the voice, Ngeryl, Mediator of Toff Zyr, another of the Dark Gods' greatest cities.

"We are ready to continue, Mediator Koyrull, if you would deign to lend us your attention."

It was neither Ngeryl's snide manner nor his condescending tone that grated on her nerves.  What irritated Koyrull was the sound of her proper name.  Part of becoming a mediator was, after all, the severing of all personal ties to name and clan.  After passing the rites of ascension, a mediator was known only as "Mediator", a title that commanded respect and fear.  The use of her name brought back memories of impotence and subservience that stoked the fires of her rage.

Koyrull bit back a retort as she returned to the room, glancing at the other occupants.  Unspeakable power smoldered behind the six pairs of eyes that met her scrutiny, power even to rival her own, for here sat the rulers of the cities that were participating in this project with Xerro Kensho.  Mediators all, they were her peers and, as such, merited a certain level of tolerance.  They had all agreed to the use of personal names to avoid the confusion of a conversation between seven mediators, and although no truce could stay Koyrull's rage at being addressed by a name she had not used in nearly two centuries, she knew it was the will of the Dark Five that they cooperate.

"Have all the progress reports finally been submitted, Ngeryl?" Koyrull asked, allowing herself a bit of verbal sparring.  It was the fault of this presumptuous twit that the meeting was delayed in the first place!  How dare he take me to task, she seethed inwardly.

"As I said they would be, Koyrull," the delinquent mediator fumed back, his black, serrated armor rustling like metallic leaves on the wind with his every movement.

"Excellent," Koyrull said.  Like a true authoritarian, she shook off her murderous thoughts and returned her concentration to the problem at hand.  "Now that we are ready, I would like to propose that each city donate one hundred slaves to the efforts of Trokk Nour and Zerrokesh.  Their progress has fallen well behind and must be brought up to pace."

"The delay is no fault of mine!" the mediator of Zerrokesh snapped as he surged to his feet in anger, his dark, nomadic features clouding dangerously.  El-Jumm had only recently passed the rites of ascension, and was yet untempered.  "We lost a hundred seventy of our best slaves during the last flux in the shield!"

"It was not my intent to assess blame for the drop in performance, El-Juum," Koyrull explained as she returned to the septagonal table strewn with plans and papers.  "I was merely trying to rectify the setback.  Additional slave laborers will be brought in as soon as the present instability in the portal is repaired.  Once progress in all seven sectors is comparable, the loaned labor will be returned.  If there is no opposition to this plan, I would like to see it put into effect immediately."

Silence reigned around the table.

"Excellent!" she grinned genuinely, her teeth glowing white between her thin lips.  "Now, please continue with the reports."

As the tedious and long-winded presentations of the progress on the citadel resumed, Koyrull found her mind wandering back to the thrilling view that still raged outside.

Soon, almighty Dark Ones, she thought victoriously, very soon indeed...
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He opened his eyes to a curious sense of déjà vu.  Although the darkness before him was as deep as that behind his eyelids, he stared intently, striving to recall the dim and unpleasant memories that lurked in the gloom.

Jundag, he thought hesitantly, then more strongly as the name resonated; it felt right.  I am Jundag.

He tested his bonds, but already knew that they were secured to the stone.  He started to rise, then stopped, remembering that the ceiling was too low for him to stand upright.  He heard a skittering noise and instantly knew it was a rat, and that if he was not vigilant, the rodents would feast on him while he slept.  Additional memories began to seep into his tortured mind as rainwater seeps through a leaky roof, first a drop or two, then a torrent.  He remembered hours spent in back-breaking labor, and hours more in blessed solitude.  He remembered the jeering roar of a crowd, and the peal of cruel laughter.

But most of all, he remembered pain.

He felt again the lash of a whip, the burn of hot coals, the searing cut of a knife parting his flesh.  He felt a heavy weight smash onto the bones of his fingers, the inflexible tension of the rack as it dislocated his shoulders.  He felt the agony of molten metal dripping onto his skin.

And he remembered waking after the pain, time and time again, his fingers whole, his shoulders firm and strong, and his skin intact, albeit scarred.  Hale, as he was now.  He squeezed his eyes shut and saw afterimages of jet-black hair, pale skin, and flashing white teeth.  And he felt his soul sink...as he remembered her.

Jundag heaved a sigh and was surprised by a rattling cough that left his sides aching before it subsided.  Reeling in his thoughts from the tumultuous sea of memories that threatened to drown him, he concentrated on himself, and realized that not all was as he remembered.  He felt a deep-seated ache in the very marrow of his bones which, along with the cough, told him that something was different this time.

He heard the familiar rattle of keys and the clank as the door to his cell was thrown open.

A flood of torchlight nearly blinded him, but he managed to squint through it to see the figure in the doorway.  It was muscular and bent, curved tusks upthrust from its lower jaw.  It stooped into the confines of the cell and quickly worked a key into his manacles.  Even as he rubbed his wrists, the burly beast snatched him by the arm and hauled him out into the light of the passage.  The beast (Tredgh is its name, he thought) then let him go, turning to close the cell door.

Jundag took his chance immediately, more by reflex than through any conscious thought.  Pretending to slump to the opposite wall, he turned and planted his feet, preparing to launch himself into his jailer and smash him against the door.

"Stop!" a voice ordered, halting him in mid-lunge.

He stumbled, wondering why he had complied with the command, then his hands shot to his neck, grasping the delicate gold circlet there.  That voice...  Jundag turned, and the worst of his nightmarish memories were rekindled.

"Welcome back to the world of the living, Jundag," Calmarel said from where she stood beyond the glare of a wall-mounted torch, draped in shadow.  "I have missed you, my temperamental pet.  It’s been far too long since you last died, but I was...busy, and hadn’t had the chance to revivify you until now.”

"I wish you would leave me dead!" Jundag seethed, ignoring Tredgh's threatening growl.  This woman incited such loathing and disgust in him as he had never imagined he could feel.  The memories of her various tortures slipped and slid like eels though his mind, too slick to fasten onto, yet leaving slime in their wakes.  And something else...  Something important...  He snarled in frustration as the memory he sought eluded him.

"Well, after so many revivifications, I’d expect you to be a bit tamer,” Calmarel declared in response to his outburst, “but I see that your strength is undiminished.  Good!  Tredgh, clean him, feed him well and make sure he’s completely recovered from the revivification.  I’ll be away for a few days, but when I return, I will be in need of relaxation.  And I believe,” she teased as she wagged her finger at him, “my pet is in need of another obedience lesson.”

She turned and walked into the darkness.  Jundag wrinkled his brow as he watched her go.  Something about her looked...wrong, but try as he might, he could not discern what.

Tredgh pushed him roughly forward, tempting attack, but Jundag knew it would be futile.  With the collar, a word from Calmarel would restrain him, and he would only pay for it later.  Besides, he was too distracted by elusive memories that fluttered on the edge of his mind...then flitted away.
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The barest rustle of fern and bough marked the passage of the stalker as she crept through the woods.  Like a large predatory cat, she slid through the darkness undetected even by the wild and watchful beasts of the forest.  But this stalker was human, with a soot-blackened face and sword, and softly rustling armor covered by supple garments of dark leather.  The light of the half moon through a thin overcast guided her precise steps, but it was light from a clearing a few hundred feet ahead that pulled her like a moth toward its warm yellow glow.

Avari was on the hunt.

The distance to the clearing's edge took more than an hour to traverse.  As she neared, she stooped to a crouch, then crept the last few yards on her belly, eyes downcast to hide their whites, ears straining as she moved solely by touch.  The voices of her prey rumbled within the clearing, harsh and rasping over the soft pop and crackle of their fire, setting her nerves aflame with the rush of adrenalin.  Edging forward, she nudged her face into a damp patch of ferns around the thick bole of an oak, and finally saw them.

Five men occupied the camp: two lay on blankets, their chests moving in the rhythmic rise and fall of sleep; two sat, talking across the fire; and one strolled about, his back to the fire, his eyes on the forest.  A steady breeze from her left ensured that her scent would remain undetected, and kept the fire smoke out of her eyes, exactly as she had planned.

One of the two-dozen horses staked to her left nickered; Avari examined them for a moment and spied a distinctive brand on one sleek flank.  Yes, these were the animals she was looking for, although their theft was only one reason she sought these men.  Her clear thoughts clouded for a moment, overpowered by vivid memories of a charred farmhouse, a man beaten nearly to death, a woman pierced through the stomach with an arrow and left to die in horrible agony, and the vacant stare of a little girl only twelve summers old.  A little girl who had been left battered, naked and bleeding after these five men had finished with her.

Whitened knuckles popped and her sword hilt's leather wrapping creaked in her furious grip.  The noise snapped her out of her murderous rage, fearful that she had given herself away.  The men, however, remained as oblivious as before.  The one presumably on watch, the only one paying any attention to their surroundings at all, strolled to within five feet of her.  Killing him would have been child's play, but Avari wanted them all.  And for that she required a diversion.

When the sentry had passed, Avari eased a blackened dagger from its sheath.  She gauged the man's movement, then whistled a complex twitter and began to count slowly.  Her whistle attracted only one man's fleeting attention, but he quickly returned to his conversation.  When Avari reached five, the sentry was almost across the clearing from her.  When she reached ten, her muscles tensed and the bushes on the far side of the clearing rustled violently.  The three men reacted immediately, rousing their sleeping companions and whirling toward the disturbance, exactly as she had planned.

Avari emerged from the foliage silently, not breaking into a sprint until free of the restricting undergrowth.  She hit the men at a dead run.  Just as one was starting to turn toward her, all her strength and momentum drove the pommel of her sword into his jaw, smashing it into splintered ruin and dropping him to the ground unconscious.  He was the luckiest.

Another whirled and raised a weapon to parry, but Avari's stroke met his forearm instead of his blade.  Her sword clove his arm and still had momentum enough to slash through half his neck.  He thrashed violently, then stilled; he would be dead in moments.

Avari spun to confront her remaining three foes, and found them quietly backing out of striking distance.  They stood silently gauging her attack and confidently considering their response.

This, she thought with a brief twinge of worry, is not as I planned.  The plan called for disorganization and confusion on their part, efficiency and vindication on hers.  Her worry deepened when she noted that one man bore no weapon.  He instead reached for a belt pouch while muttering unintelligibly.  Her plan did not include facing a wizard.  The true value of a plan, however, is how well it can accommodate changing circumstances, and Avari's plan was a good one.

Avari charged the robed figure with a yell, wildly swinging her sword over her head.  He continued his incantation—tiny motes of energy began swarming between his hands—but his eyes were drawn up to her blade, which caused him to miss the flick of her wrist that sent her dagger plunging into his abdomen.  He folded over, grasping the hilt and gasping in pain, errant sparks of magical energy spilling harmlessly to the ground.  Avari kicked him in the throat, crushing his larynx to ensure that he would cast no more spells, then whirled her attention to the other two.

Surprisingly, they had not attacked while she was busy with their companion; they were not following her plan at all.  They stood well apart, each gripping two weapons comfortably; one held two short swords, and the other a longer blade and a dagger.  They smiled dangerously at her and immediately circled to gain the advantage.

"I don't know who you are, mister," one chided, "but you just killed three of our friends."  They circled more closely as Avari stepped away from the fallen men.  "Now, they weren't exactly close friends, but we been ridin' together fer near two months, and it's got Jubal an' me a bit riled, ain't it Jubal?"

"It was a downright unfriendly thing ta do, all right," Jubal agreed, rasping his two short blades together and squaring off his stance professionally.

"First," Avari said coolly, adjusting her posture to keep them both at bay, "I'm a miss, not a mister.

"Second," she continued, enjoying their surprise as she dropped her guard drop just enough to invite a careless attack, "I only killed two of them.  The tall one will live...long enough to reach the headsman anyway."

Her taunt scored.  The men lost their relaxed poses and tightened their grips on their weapons; they knew the penalty for horse thievery, not to mention murder and rape.  Avari relaxed her stance even further, dropping the tip of her blade and drawing a kerchief from her belt to wipe her brow.

"And third," she said with a predatory smile, "the family you destroyed six days ago were neighbors and friends of mine."  She waited a heartbeat to let the information sink in.  "And I'm going to take great pleasure in killing you for what you did."

At some unseen signal the two men sprang simultaneously, but they had already made the fatal error of allowing Avari time to prepare.  She flung the kerchief, which was filled with sooty ashes, into the face of the man on her left, blinding him.  She blocked Jubal's predictably high attack, dropped and rolled into his shins, inflicting a sizeable gash to his knee in passing.  The two men collided, but managed to avoid stabbing one another.  They lost their balance, even while Avari regained her feet.  She leapt to the attack, intending to end it quickly.  It was her first real mistake.

Avari had not noticed how closely Jubal's hand lay to the blazing fire.  Now a burning log spun at her face as she lunged.  She managed to knock the fiery missile aside with the flat of her blade, but the shower of sparks and cinders blinded her.

She back-pedaled madly, swatting the burning embers, knowing their next move would be to rush her while she could not see.  She tried a crossing slash, and was rewarded by a clang of sword against sword.  Short sword, her trained mind clicked with the tone, Jubal's short sword.  This gave her a good idea where his other blade was, and she managed to knock that aside with a quick twist of her weapon, and step inside his guard.  A knee to his groin and an elbow to his face sent him sprawling, but she dared not finish him while her other opponent was unaccounted for.

Avari backed away, whirling her blade in a defensive arc while shaking her head and blinking to clear her eyes.  Tears streamed down her cheeks, helping to wash away the painful bits of burning ash, but it was her ears that saved her.  The scuff of his boot was not loud, but to her it resounded like a thunderclap.  She whipped her sword behind her in a vertical arc.  Her enemy's thrust was deflected just enough to send the sword's tip grating through the chainmail of her upper arm instead of between her shoulder blades.

Pain exploded down her arm, her hand numbed.  Avari ignored her screaming nerves and spun to defend herself, dropping her sword into her off-hand.  Her opponent pressed in hard with a quick four-stroke attack, but he overestimated his advantage.  Avari's vision had cleared, and he stared in astonishment as his last stroke was met with a lightning stop-thrust, which passed easily through his abdomen and out his back.  His sword dropped to the grass as he gripped the pommel of Avari's blade, stabbing desperately at her with his dagger.  She tried to kick him off the blade, but the descending dagger demanded her attention, and her right arm hung useless.  Reluctantly, she loosed her sword and snatched his wrist before his blade pierced her neck.

For the span of a heartbeat they were face to face.  He struggled weakly, trying to push the dagger into her, while she strove to make her numb hand grip her sword hilt and finish the job.  Then his eyes flicked beyond her, and she remembered Jubal.

Avari shifted her stance instantly, pulling the skewered man off balance toward her.  Dropping to the ground, she planted a foot on his stomach, just above her sword hilt, and rolled back.  His own momentum, aided by the strength of Avari's leg, launched him over her and backward—right into Jubal.

Jubal managed to not skewer his friend, but caught the full weight of the flung body squarely in the chest.  His eyes widened in surprise as the foot of steel protruding from the man's back plunged between his ribs and into his heart.  The two fell dead to the ground, killed, as it was, by a single thrust of Avari's sword.

Avari struggled to her feet, gripping her upper arm tightly to staunch the flow of blood, and stood over the dead thieves.  The luminous moon reflected in their rapidly glazing eyes, but Avari saw only the blank stare of a battered girl, and did not pity them in the least. She tried to pull her sword free, but her numb hand wouldn't close on the hilt.

"I am in the understanding of your anger with the vileness of these men, Miss Avari," Hufferrrerrr said from behind her, startling her despite her fatigue, "but you should not be one of taking such chances as you are.  I would have been more than in the willingness in helping to dispatch such evil foulness as these."

"It wasn't much of a risk," she assured her leotaur friend, giving up on dislodging the sword.  "I knew if things got too sticky, you'd break your promise and come rushing to my rescue."

"That I very well might have been doing, Miss Avari," he agreed, drawing a metal flask from a satchel and pointing to the steady stream of blood flowing from her elbow, "but I am thinking that things did indeed be getting into a bit of the stickiness, as you call it.  Please to be drinking some of Master Szcze-kon's potion before all of the life fluid in your body is being on the ground."

Avari released her grip on her arm and watched the blood pulse from the wound.

"Damn."  She had not realized that it was so severe.  She took the flask from Hufferrrerrr and drank greedily, enjoying the wash of wellness that instantly pervaded her to the core.  The bleeding stopped and the wound slowly closed, her fingers tingling with renewed nerves even as Hufferrrerrr wiped away the mess with a cloth.  In a short time her arm would be as good as new, with only a thin pink scar and a lot of drying blood.

Lucky it was my arm and not my neck! she thought.  "Anyway," she said aloud, "hunting down scum like this is the only exercise I get anymore, since I went back to being a horse farmer."

Hufferrrerrr's hissing laughter startled the horses, and he moved to comfort them, ignoring Avari’s glare.  Granted, she had been busy during the last year since the defeat of Iveron Darkmist.  The wealth she had accumulated during her adventures had allowed her to purchase an expanse of wilderness bordering the coast about twenty-five leagues south of Fengotherond.  With the help of the devoted leotaur and a number of hired hands, they had cleared sections of forest and used the wood to build a house, stables and corrals.  Searest, she called her new home.  She had bought several brood mares and a stallion, and begun training them as her father had taught her.  So, although her tasks of felling and chopping trees, building fences, training horses, and tossing hay bales had kept her muscles in shape, she hadn’t had a good fight in gods knew how long.  And she missed it.

She flipped over the dead wizard with her toe, and rifled carefully through his pockets.  She gathered a number of trinkets to present to Shay the next time she saw him, repayment for the curative potions he had insisted she accept.  The thought of her friend tugged at her heart.  It had been more than a season since they last had last met, and she missed him terribly.

Avari began tying the fingers of the surviving thief together behind his back, yanking the thin leather thongs mercilessly tight.  She then bound his wrists, elbows, knees and ankles, making sure the knots were out of reach.  She poured a small amount of the curative potion into his smashed mouth; it was a crime to waste it on him, but she needed him alive, if only barely, to face the consequences of his actions.  The private deaths of his companions gave her satisfaction, but only a public execution would deter other would-be thieves.  She gave the last knot a particularly vengeful yank, and looked up to see Hufferrrerrr watching her with a thoughtful look on his broad, feline face.

"I am in the thinking," the leotaur ventured, "that The Thallon may have been being in the correctness.  Perhaps it is that you would be making a better warrior than a horse farmer."

"And I'm thinking," Avari snapped, instant anger flushing her face red, "that I told you never to mention that...that...man again!"

"I am in the understanding, but—"

"No 'buts', Huffer!" she spat, wiping the last of the soot and caked blood from her sword and snapping it into its scabbard.  "The last thing of interest to me is some guard captain's opinion of my potential!  Now go get our things.  We'll make camp here."
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No, no, no!" Shay scolded as he pushed and prodded Lynthalsea's limbs into the proper form.  "You are casting a spell here, not making shadow puppets.  It must be done exactly as described in the book, or there is no telling what will result.  You did read it, did you not?"

"Yes, Shay," his half-sister answered tolerantly, relaxing her stance for a moment to wipe the beading sweat from her brow.  "I read the spell, and I know it has to be performed exactly.  I'm just having trouble concentrating.  We've been at this for over an hour and I haven't even had breakfast yet.  It's a beautiful morning, and I'd much rather be running through the forest than cooped up in this stuffy tower learning how to wiggle my fingers properly."

Though Lynthalsea's tone was mild, the muscles of her slender jaw bunched and writhed with annoyance.  Shay had been pushing her hard lately, constantly insisting that she study, practice, read, and study some more.  And, while she enjoyed learning magic and was becoming fairly adept, there were times when she would rather be elsewhere.  Right now, for instance, her mouth was watering as the scent of a distant rabbit wafted through the tiny window.

"The next time we have trouble with jackaleks or ogres, I will remember that you prefer running through the forest to learning how to 'wiggle your fingers properly'," Shay said.  "I just hope that anyone suffering from your lack of magical skill is as understanding as I am."

"Okay, okay," Lynthalsea said, deciding that compliance was easier than resistance.  She renewed her convoluted stance.  "How's this?"

She had almost argued the point—she had had no magical skills when they were searching for the cornerstones, yet had pulled her weight with her archery and wolfish abilities—but there was no sense in it.  Shay was being contrary about everything of late.  Apparently, he wasn’t finding that Refuge, the home they had built in the foothills of the mountains, was living up to its name.  The keep was to be the culmination of Shay’s dream—a haven for wizards and priests who were outcasts or unwelcome in their professional circles.  Now more than two dozen wizards and priests of many sects dwelt within the keep’s walls, providing ample protection.  The beasts of the forest and mountains, which had plagued them during construction of the keep, had learned quickly, and now left Refuge well alone.  So, Shay’s insistence that her magical skills might turn the tide was more than a bit exaggerated.

Which makes all these spells I'm learning rather superfluous, she thought as another wisp of rabbit scent tantalized her keen senses.  She swallowed and tried to renew her concentration, knowing that her brother's philosophy of continual readiness was well meant.  Dealing with Iveron Darkmist had driven that message home; it was a lesson they would never forget, even if they wished to.

"There," Shay said with satisfaction, "that is perfect.  Now roll the pearl between your fingers as you recite the incantation."

Lynthalsea complied, and as she finished the spell-casting, they were enveloped by a shimmering, multi-hued dome, a shield that would turn the sharpest arrow or the keenest blade.  She allowed herself only the briefest moment of pride; complete concentration was required to maintain the spell.  A sudden knock at the door, the sharp crack as it opened against the towering bookshelves, and a cheery "Hellooo!" broke her concentration like a fragile porcelain plate hitting the stone floor.

"Huh?  Oh, damn!"  As Lynthalsea cursed, the pearl slipped from her fingers.  The sphere of magical energy collapsed into the dropped pearl, which spewed forth small globes of radiance, each colored a different shade of the spectrum.  The red globes burst into tiny gouts of flame, the blue into water, the yellow into light, and the white into ice.

A torrent of uncontrolled magic sent the siblings stumbling backward as more and more colors burst forth with even more bizarre effects, including puffs of smoke, flowers, mud and noxious vapor.  Shay quickly chanted his own spell and, with a puff of coal dust, clapped his hands.  The volcano of chaotic elements immediately ceased, leaving a pool of brown, foul-smelling sludge in the center of the room.

"Oh, my goodness!" the untimely intruder exclaimed as she ventured further into the room.  "I am sorry for interrupting.  But...my!  What a mess!"  She glanced sidelong at Shay, a pitying expression on her slender elven face.  "I hope that wasn't anything important."

"No, Mother, and it is not my mess," Shay assured her.  "Actually, it is a valuable lesson to Lynthalsea concerning the maintenance of concentration."  He shot his sister an “I told you so” glance that she answered with a sheepish shrug.

"It really isn't that important," their mother assured them.  "I just had a little problem with two of our guests.  I wanted you to have a talk with them, but it can wait."

"It is all right, Mother," Shay said as he straightened his robes and strode toward the door.  "I will talk to—"

"Actually Shay," she interrupted with an apologetic smile, "I was hoping Lynthalsea could talk to them.  You see, they both seem to be smitten with her, and I was hoping she could...well, you know...smooth things over."

"Oh!" Shay exclaimed, his graceful ears flushing crimson.  "I was not aware that she...I mean that you had..."  He stammered a bit, then waved the two out.  "You two go do whatever it is you need to do to...whatever.  We can resume this later."

"Don't worry, Shay." Lynthalsea assured him, both relieved at her escape from the spell-casting lesson and amused by Shay’s reaction.  "They're just upset that I'm seeing someone else.  There won't be any trouble, I promise."

She preceded her mother out the door, and wondered which of her would-be suitors were feuding this time.  After so many years alone in the forest with only her wolf pack for companionship, she was flattered by the attention she attracted from the keep’s guests, but there was only one whose gentle advances she encouraged.
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As the door closed, Shay toed the congealing pool of slime and considered the two women who had just departed.  The mother-daughter resemblance was obvious looking at them side by side; they both had the same silky black hair, petite nose, and little crook to their chins.  It bewildered him that he hadn’t noticed the similarities when he first met Lynthalsea.  And that he had actually harbored amorous feelings toward his own half-sister, before he knew her as such, still embarrassed him, though Lynthalsea never mentioned it, for which he was eternally grateful.  But he hadn’t known that she was seeing someone among the guests.

I suppose I have not been paying attention lately, he lamented, and wondered what else he might be missing.  The first few months after he had purchased the land for Refuge, in the forested foothills of the mountains that harbored Zellohar Keep, had been hectic, but now the keep basically ran itself, or rather, ran under the able hand of his mother, Irielnea.  She had been at Refuge for eight months now, and kept everything as tidy and organized as her own home had always been.  She knew how important Shay’s studies were to him, and she did everything she could to allow him to concentrate, always encouraging him, unlike his father...

Damn! he thought.  If his father had lived only three months longer, he wouldn’t have died thinking that his son was a heretic.  Shay had been so proud—so arrogant, if he admitted the truth—ready to tell his father that not only had Tem accepted his arcane magical studies, but had granted him great spiritual powers.  But by the time Shay and Lynthalsea had traveled to his parents’ home, it was too late.  Shay’s heart weighed heavily in his chest as guilt washed over him once again.  He considered praying for relief, then dismissed the idea.  Whenever he closed his eyes to seek the solace of his deity, he saw his father’s face.

I wish I could talk with Avari, he thought.  She would understand.

He skirted the puddle of goo and went out into the hall, starting toward the sweeping stair to his private workshop in the tower above.  But as he grasped the balustrade, he stopped, one foot poised over the first step, and gazed upward toward the workshop door like it was a portal sheltering a forbidden pleasure.  He had made such progress—such tremendous progress—in the last few months, that he felt drawn to his studies at all hours of the day and night.  Lately, though, the subtleties of the increasingly complex spells consistently evaded his grasp.  He could lose himself up there, studying his magical tomes, learning and practicing new spells, increasing his powers...

But locking myself in my workshop, he thought guiltily, is the reason I am so out of touch with everything outside my door.  Shay tugged on his goatee in frustration, then snapped his fingers with a sudden decision, and backtracked toward his living quarters.

”DoHeney!” he said triumphantly to no one at all.  “That is most definitely what I need!”  He burst into his room like a whirlwind and snatched up his cloak.  In a swirl of crimson, he was out the door and down the stairs, striding across the courtyard to the stables.

“Seeing DoHeney always puts me in better spirits!”
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Easy, Amoria."

The earthy thud-thud of the stout mare's hooves eased from a canter to a trot with Shay's gentle coaxing.  He stood in the stirrups, massaging his tender backside as his mount cooled down.  The few miles from Refuge and the circuit of the vale was just a mild workout for the horse, but Shay's thighs were numb from lack of exercise.  He patted Amoria’s muscular neck soundly.  Her warm sweat dampened his hand, and her coat let off little wisps of steam in the cool late-spring air of the high country.  When he raised his hand to brush the hair back from his face, he smelled the pleasant, earthy mixture of animal and leather.  Funny, the things he had learned to enjoy during his time with Avari.

Avari, in fact, had given him Amoria six months earlier, a wonderful gift that Shay did not have a chance to use often enough, as was evidenced by his now-aching buttocks.  The horse tossed her head and snorted her pleasure at the exercise and the caress, then started to prance, as if to say, “Let's not stop, we just started!"  Shay laughed and tightened the reins.

"Come on now!  Easy, girl."

Shay slowed Amoria from a trot to a walk as he guided her toward a cleft in the cliff-face that was the concealed entrance to Zellohar Keep.  Shay took his time and whistled an old tune to alert the unseen guard to his presence.  Dwarves did not react kindly to surprises and, since this duty was a very boring one, the guard could likely be catching up on sleep lost during a late-night game of bone-toss.  Besides, all the dwarves that Shay knew, save one, viewed unwarranted haste as reckless and wasteful, and looked with suspicion on those guilty of such conduct.  Heavens forbid that Shay do anything to besmirch his good name at Zellohar!

"Ho there, path keeper!"  Shay called loudly.  He dismounted slowly, keeping his hands in the open.  "Szcze-kon, Master of the keep Refuge, paying a visit to Zellohar!"

"Aye, Master Shay, and come on ahead!" a sturdy voice bellowed from the recesses of the small crevasse.  "'Tis FenGurrly here."

The dwarf stepped into the light and unloaded his massive crossbow, "'Tis good ta be seein' ye again, sir."

"Likewise, my good dwarf," Shay assured the stout fellow.  He handed over Amoria's lead, which the path keeper quickly hitched to a jutting boulder back in the cleft where she would await her master's return.

"I have come to visit with DoHeney," Shay said as he ducked into the cramped confines of the path's entrance.  "I trust that he is about, and not off on one of his treks."

"I'm thinkin' he's in the keep, Master Shay," the guard said with a tug at his beard and a snort.  "But knowin' that'n, he very well could be off pokin' his nose inta somethin' which it don't belong, if ye understand me thinkin'."

Shay chuckled and waved a farewell as he began the long ascent up to Zellohar.  Before long, the muscles in the front of his thighs began to ache with the strain of the climb.  Although the path had been cunningly wrought and was smooth and clean, it was still steep.  The half-elf stopped for a moment to lean against the cliff face that towered to his left over the path.

"I guess this is what happens when one locks one's self in one's rooms for weeks at a time studying," he observed as he looked out over the valley and the surrounding mountains.  The snow on the mountain peaks glinted in the sunlight, silver against the azure sky.  The air was cool and clean, and did more to restore him than a cup of blackbrew would have.  Shay rubbed his legs, heaved a deep breath, and continued his ascent.  The path seemed to grow longer each time he visited, but it would never be as long as it had been on that winter day over a year ago when he and his friends had fled down it in terror, with an army of orcs, waglocks and gods knew what else at their heels.

Many thousands of dwarf feet had trod this path since the freeing of Zellohar, and very few feet other than dwarven ones, for although Zellohar was now a bustling and busy center of commerce for dwarves, they still kept the location of their home a secret from other races.  Shay honored their secret, and tactfully refused to reveal the exact location of Zellohar to any of his overly curious guests.

Ironic though, thought Shay, that when the trouble did come, it came from inside the keep itself, not up this path.

"Ho there, visitor!" a voice boomed from the parapet above the reconstructed gatehouse, interrupting Shay's thoughts.  "Hold there fer jist a bit!"

Shay froze in his tracks, knowing full well that the four ballistae mounted above the main gate were trained on his chest.  This was the standard welcome to Zellohar Keep; there was nothing to do but grin and bear it.

"State yer name and yer business!" the voice continued, and Shay's sensitive ears recognized the characteristic brogue.

"The name is still Szcze-kon, DelFeeney," Shay bellowed jovially to the gnarled old gatekeeper.  "I had hopes you might recognize me after a year of passing through your gate!"

"I might o' been able ta, Master Shay," DelFeeney growled as he stepped from behind a merlon, "but I keep mistakin' yer pointy ears fer the horns o' a devil!"

A resounding roar of laughter erupted from the parapets, not the least of it from DelFeeney himself.  The old dwarf tilted back his iron helm to reveal rosy cheeks and a prodigious sunburned nose.  He squinted down at the visitor.

"Aye, come ahead, Master Shay," he said.  "Ye'll always be welcome in Zellohar."

"I might have already entered," countered Shay slyly, "if I had not mistaken that warty beak beneath your helm for the nose of a troll!  Why, I thought the keep had been overrun since my last visit!"

The laughter redoubled, this time at DelFeeney's expense.  Shay laughed himself and waved as he strode through the refurbished gatehouse.  The ruined iron gates had been replaced within a month of the dwarves retaking the keep.  The superb craftsmanship of the dwarves was evident in the gleaming black metal of the new gates, buffed to a lustrous gloss and worked with runes that undoubtedly contained some sort of protective power.  Dwarves didn’t normally deal in magic, but they were well-acquainted with rune-lore, and could coax from earthen elements—stone, metal and gems—the innate magic of the earth itself, as Shay well knew.  Beyond the gates he entered the short arched tunnel to the courtyard.  Here, he noticed a newly installed portcullis hanging in the shadows overhead.  There were actually two separate gratings, one at each end of the tunnel.  He tilted his head back and peered into the shadows overhead at the arrow slits and stone spouts that would gush boiling oil down upon any less-than-welcome visitor.

"DROP THE PORTCULLIS!!" roared someone from overhead.  The crack of a mallet sounded, and a split second later, the great barrier plummeted down.  Shay instinctively dove and rolled.

What in the name of all the gods is going on? he thought wildly.  His heart pounding with adrenalin, he rolled into the corner of the gatehouse, knowing all the while that no shadows here were deep enough to hide him from archers overhead.  Desperately, he dug in his pocket for ingredients for a defensive spell.  Why would the dwarves want to harm me?

Shay sprang to his feet and glanced up.  The tons of metal, he noted, had fallen only a foot.  Huge safety spikes were set in grooved tracks along the walls for just such a mishap.  But this was no mishap.

The half-elf's ears flushed cherry red as he dusted off his cloaks and glared up at the howling laughter on the parapets.  DelFeeney was laughing so hard he was doubled over, pointing and squinting through tear-streaked eyes, trying to negotiate the steps down to the courtyard without falling.  Shay realized suddenly that, whether they admitted it or not, most dwarves were more like DoHeney than he had thought.  He wagged a finger at the old dwarf, and accepted a hearty slap on the back in good grace.  It was, after all, only a joke—at least until the captain of the guard showed his face.

"What in the name o' The Delver's greedy guts is goin' on here?"  The bellow came from an old, pudgy dwarf bolting out of the guardhouse door.  "I gave no order ta drop the portcullis!  And what’re ye doin' away from yer posts?  That's disobeyin' orders, ye know.  Why, I could have the lot o' ye flogged!"

"Oh, we was jist havin' a bit o' fun with Master Shay here, Elder MurFindle," DelFeeney explained as he fought to tame his smirk and regain his composure.  "Ain't no harm done.  Them spikes needed ta be tested fer strength anyway.  Looks like they're gonna be jist fine, though."

"My title is Captain!" the elder raged.  "Ye'll use it and git back ta yer posts this instant, or I'll have the lot o' ye up on charges ta the King!"

"Glaerr fraghnnen," Shay heard mumbled behind him as the small crowd of dwarven guards dispersed.

Shay bit his lip to keep from snickering at the curse; although the rough equivalent to "stick-in-the-mud" or "fun-spoiler", its literal translation was "boot-full of feces."  It was one of the first phrases of the dwarven language that he had picked up from DoHeney, who had said it in the midst of a dwarven construction crew.  Shay had demanded a translation before tending to his friend's resulting broken nose.  His smile at the amusing memory elicited a snort from the captain.

"And what business do ye have here this time, wizard?" MurFindle asked skeptically, not bothering to keep the burr of dislike from his voice.

"No business, as such," Shay said with a short bow, "and nothing that would concern your worthy attention, good Captain MurFindle.  I simply seek to chat with my friend, DoHeney."

"Aye, I thought as much," the elder dwarf scoffed.  "Ye may as well go ahead then."  He waved Shay on toward the courtyard's inner doors and turned to go himself.  Half-elven ears are keen, however, and they served their owner well.  "I suppose wizards and thieves belong together."

Shay stiffened, the words stabbing between his slim shoulders like an icicle.  There were few people that Shay actually disliked, but MurFindle had just made his list.  Naming him a wizard was no insult, despite its intent, but calling DoHeney a thief was beyond tolerance.  DoHeney was a hero to his clan for his crucial part in freeing Zellohar from the foul Nekdukarr, Iveron Darkmist.  In fact, it was because of DoHeney’s penchant for snooping around, and his knowledge of Zellohar Keep, that they had detected Darkmist’s impending invasion in the first place.  But the elders of the abandoned Boontredk Warrens had lost a great deal of power in the move back to their ancient keep, and were not about to shower DoHeney, Shay or any of the others with kisses for aiding their demotion.  Yet while Shay had held his temper in the past, today he refused to let the insult pass.

With a flare of anger, he whirled toward MurFindle.  Words arcane flowed from his mouth in a torrent, harsh and biting as his hands contorted and a small bit of goose down dissolved into shimmering dust between his fingers.  The dwarf screeched in a very undwarf-like manner as he was suddenly lifted from the ground by an unseen force.  He screeched again when he saw Shay striding toward him, slipping his hammer from his belt as he approached, a stern look of reproach on his face.

"Now, MurFindle, I cannot really take offense at being called a wizard, since that is what I am," Shay fumed as he nudged the levitating dwarf with the haft of his weapon.  What he really wanted to do was bat the dwarf so hard that he flew beyond the edge of the parapets, but he restrained himself. "But to name my friend, DoHeney, one of the Liberators of Zellohar, a thief," he boomed, "is one thing I just cannot abide!"

“If he warn’t a thief, then what was he doing skulking around Zellohar in the first place?”  MurFindle retorted, apparently under the mistaken impression that the dwarven guards under his command might come to help him.

But the other dwarves all knew it was King DoHurley's wish that all the Liberators of Zellohar be addressed and treated with respect befitting their deed.  Instead of coming to his rescue, their stares stabbed MurFindle like a row of pikes.

"Where were you, MurFindle,” Shay continued in a loud voice, “during the battle for Zellohar?  Back in Boontredk Warrens, hiding amongst the children!  These dwarves,” he swept his arm to encompass the courtyard and all within, “all marched and fought, and many died.  What gives you the right to insult any of those who put themselves at risk?  Nothing!” the half-elf scoffed, nudging the dwarf again.  “Nothing!”

Shay whirled and strode toward the keep’s entrance.

Well, so much for my good name in Zellohar, Shay thought with rue, cursing his overreaction.  Not that he expected trouble; MurFindle might complain to the king, but Shay and King DoHurley were friends, and there was no love lost between DoHurley and the previous elders of Boontredk Warrens.

But, he thought with a quick smile as he let the levitation spell drift from his mind, I do feel a bit better...

His smile broadened for an instant as MurFindle shrieked and landed with a resounding thump.

Zellohar Keep enveloped Shay in its refurbished splendor, painting his features with awe at the astounding renovations that the dwarves had wrought since the ancient keep's liberation.  An ant's nest would have seen less activity in the past year, the thousands of new residents toiling uncounted hours to scrub, chip and polish away the last traces of the century of mistreatment by Iveron Darkmist's vile army.  The result was even more awe-inspiring than Shay's first visit.  His first impression of the keep had been great size, lost grandeur, a pitiful remnant of a great society.  Now Zellohar was truly a wonder to behold, the pristine gloss of the floor and the delicate intricacy of the sculptures urging a smile from his troubled lips.

Realizing he was gawking like an idiot, he adopted a more dignified expression.  He nodded greetings to the earnest faces of dwarven tradesmen, merchants and scurrying youngsters, his heart swelling with pride at the thought that he had aided their return to their ancestral home.  He passed the yawning entrance to the lower levels.  At first sight of its formidable black doors open, he and his friends had quailed, and soon uncounted beasts had flooded from the portal, beasts after their blood and their lives.  Now the passage was open once and for all, never to be locked with the cornerstones again, and busy with foot traffic.

"Master Shay!" a booming feminine voice bellowed from down the hall.  "Why din’t ye send a message that ye'd be payin' us a visit, now?  Why, I should bend ye o'er me knee and give ye a right good walin' fer that!"

UrMae, a stout dwarven matron who years ago had taken in and raised an orphaned young dwarf named DoHeney, strode toward Shay like a juggernaut.  After the fall of Zellohar, she had taken a good number of orphaned children under her formidable wing, and Shay was her most recent and reluctant acquisition.  She was actually a very lovable sort, nearly as wide as tall, with glinting grey eyes, rosy cheeks framed by silver braids of both hair and her carefully groomed mutton-chops, and a grip that could bend a horseshoe.  For UrMae was not just, nor even remotely, another pretty face.  She was DoHeney's legendary Gran-mammy, and one of Zellohar's foremost priestesses.

"Ye look thin!" she observed as usual, staggering him with a clap to the shoulder and pinching his middle; he would have a bruise there tomorrow.  "Ain't that mam o' yourn been feedin' ye?  How can she stand ta see ye so gaunt and wasted?"

"I am not thin, UrMae," Shay assured her for the hundredth time.  "I am part elven, my slender frame is—"

"Bah!  I won't hear none o' it!" she cut in, fixing him with a motherly glare that would have put fear in the heart of a Fargmir.  "Yer thin, I say, and that's that!"

"All right, UrMae," he conceded, "I am thin.  But actually I am glad we met.  I have come to—"

"Ye come ta see that lazy gran-son o' mine, and ye din't want ta be searchin' half the keep fer his worthless hide."

She smiled thinly, and something in her expression told him that, although she loved DoHeney deeply, he had done something to raise her ire.  But ties of blood are strong ones, and dwarven families are not easily sundered.

"'Tis a good thing I spied ye, indeed," she continued, guiding Shay away from the portal to the lower levels, "fer he's in the one place ye'd ne'r think o' lookin'."

"You mean he is in his—"

"Aye, he's in his chambers.  And ye'd ne'r guess in a thousand years what he's been doin' in there fer the last fortnight."

"He is not—

"Nay!  I knew ye'd ne'r guess it," she interrupted again, a habit that caused Shay no end of anguish, especially since she always seemed to guess his exact thoughts.  "Ye'd jist as well see fer yerself, I suppose.  Go on ahead now, an' I'll fetch somethin' ta fatten ye up a bit while yer visitin'."

She turned to go with a wave, but Shay heard her voice well after her stolid figure disappeared in the crowd of stout shapes.

"Can't have one so skinny as that walkin' around this keep!  Why, he'd likely blow away in a wisp o' breeze and float under a locked door, or slip betwixt the cracks in the stonework.  Maybe DruEllen's got a roast on the spit..."

Shay shook his head and continued down the great main hall, then took the last branching corridor to the left before the great feasting hall where they had found the dragon bones.  He glimpsed the new decor through the open portal, admiring how the polished bone had been fashioned into both throne and dais.  He made his turn and let his mind wander to his friend.  DoHeney was rarely, if ever, to be found in his chambers.  Surely nothing was bothering the irrepressible scoundrel.
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THUD—THUD.

What in the name of Tem the Balancer is DoHeney doing in there? Shay thought as he approached his friend's door.

THUD—THUD.

Shay started to knock, then thought better of it.  Perhaps if he waited a bit, the noise would stop.  Perhaps it was not DoHeney at all...

THUD—THUD.

The sounds were even louder, and Shay grasped the door latch, lines of worry etching his brow.  It sounds as if he is beating his head against the door.  Perhaps I can help...

THUD—THUD.

The latch vibrated in Shay’s hand, expressing the violence with which the door had been struck.  Clearly, something was wrong.  Disregarding the twinge that told him to give DoHeney his privacy, he thrust open the door.

THUD—

Shay caught the glint of flying steel, and managed to turn his head just enough to let a razor-edged dagger pass a hair's breadth from his cheek.  It clattered against the far wall of the corridor, undoubtedly damaging the blade's hone, but nothing like the damage it would have done to Shay's eye had he not reacted.

"Holy Mother o' Earth and Rock, Shay!  Are ye all right, lad?" DoHeney exclaimed from across the room.  He sheathed his remaining weapons and approached hastily.

"Nothing damaged but my nerves, DoHeney," the half-elf confessed, brushing his hand across his cheek.  Several daggers  pinned a square of parchment to the stout oak door.  "And what vile deed did this harmless piece of parchment do you, that you feel it needs the attention of your daggers?"

"Eh?  Oh, that."  DoHeney flushed red and sheepishly removed his weapons from the door, making them disappear in the folds of his vest.  "'Twas nothin' at all, Shay, me friend.  I jist felt the need fer a bit o' target practice."

"I saw you pith a striking snake-man through the eye with one of those daggers during our trip through the Black Swamp," Shay reminded, snatching the parchment as DoHeney reached for his last blade.  "I would not think a stationary foot-square sheet of parchment would be a challenge from only five paces.

"Er, well, I was jist writin' down somethin' and my mind drifted and I—Here, gimme that there paper, ye blasted elf!"

"Half-elf, remember?" Shay teased, holding the sheet out of DoHeney's reach while trying to decipher the scribblings.  The dwarf's penmanship was atrocious, and Shay had only been studying dwarven script for a few months, but the layout was in stanza form.  "By Tem's hand, DoHeney!  This is poetry!" he exclaimed just as the dwarf's fist plunged into his stomach.

The air left Shay with a whoosh, and he bent double with surprise more than pain.  DoHeney's nimble fingers snatched the parchment from his grasp before he could draw his next breath.  Shay straightened himself slowly, staring at his friend in astonishment.  In all the time he had known DoHeney, he had never seen the dwarf offended by anything.  And, unlike Avari, who had tried to kill Shay on occasion, this was the first time DoHeney had ever laid a hand on him in anger.  Evidently this was something about which the dwarf felt strongly.

"So what if it is poetry?"  DoHeney scowled defensively, rolling the parchment and tucking it away.  "Jist because yer own kin are such artsy-fartsy masters o' song and verse don't mean a dwarf can't necessar'ly put rhyme ta words on occasion!"

"I, uh, am sorry, DoHeney," Shay managed as he straightened his cloaks and massaged his tender middle.  "I did not know you were poetically inclined.  I did not intend to make light of your efforts at prose, and would be honored if you would let me read a bit of it."

"Well, I..." DoHeney stammered.  "It's not rightly done yet, ye see.  I was jist havin' a spot o' trouble, and was workin' it out in me own way, ye understand, when ye barged right in and near got an eye patch fer yer nosiness."

"I am sorry about that," Shay apologized, "but it sounded as if you might be hurt, and I thought I had best intervene."  He paused, favoring DoHeney with his most ingenuous mien.  "I really would like a look at your work, DoHeney.  Perhaps I could help you overcome whatever is blocking your flow."

"Oh, I ain't got no problem wi' that, lad.  One o' UrMae's raisin muffins ever mornin' and you're right as rain!"

"I meant the flow of words, DoHeney," Shay said as he rolled his eyes.

"Oh, that!" he brightened.  "Well, mayhaps ye can be o' help at that."  DoHeney retrieved the perforated scroll and handed it, a bit reluctantly, over to Shay.  "Now mind, it's still unfinished."

"All right," Shay said, eagerly unrolling the scrolled page.  "Things are rarely perfect on the first draft, to be sure.  Now what is this title, ’Beware The Dark Sausage’?"

"No, no, lad!" DoHeney sputtered.  "That's 'Scourge' not sausage, ye blasted fool half-elf!  Can ye imagine anyone writin' a rhyme about a sausage?"

The two looked at one another in stunted silence for half a breath, then broke into hysterical laughter.  Shay's arms folded over his still-tender stomach and he sank into a cushioned armchair as DoHeney's face turned as red as a beat.  They gasped for breath and their laughter subsided a bit, Shay handing the scroll over to his friend while he wiped away tears of mirth.

"I have to admit," he sighed, slumping in the chair, "my command of your language is still far from adequate for the interpretation of poetry."  He sat up more, straightening his clothes once again and trying to appear sincere.  "Please recite it for me.  That way you can provide the proper emphases."

"Aye, that may help a bit," DoHeney agreed, "but mind ye, it's bound ta lose somethin’ in the translation.  All the rhyme and meter are gonna be shot straight to Hades."

"I know," Shay assured him carefully, "but content is more important than either, and that will remain unchanged."

"Very well then, here ye are...  And no snickerin'...

––––––––
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Beware The Dark Scourge

––––––––
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Twilight's shadow falls from the heavens.

A gentle blanket

for those of the night.

Or is it merely the dark of earth overhead?

A comforting ceiling

for those of the depths.

But dark of deep, or starless night,

may bring no comfort,

or refuge from The Dark Scourge.

For the dark of The Scourge

is the hunger of nothingness,

and darkness for all.

––––––––
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Well, what de ye think?"

Shay tugged his goatee, mulling over the curious poem.  That such thoughts would originate from any dwarf, even DoHeney, struck him as strange.  As a race, the dwarves were most at home in the darkness of the deep caverns.  Even dwarven children are unafraid of the dark.  So why would DoHeney write a poem so obviously concerned with terrors of the dark?

"Ye don't like it," DoHeney said flatly, "I can tell."  He rolled the parchment violently as Shay stammered a rebuttal.

"No, no, DoHeney.  It is not that I do not like the poem.  In fact, it is very good.  It shows much effort on your part and a good attention to suspense and compulsion.  It is simply that..."

"What?" DoHeney barked in uncharacteristically short temper.  "Ye think it's stupid to be writin' about things lurkin' in the dark, don't ye?"
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