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        Live the life you wish to lead.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        From one ’slinger to another:

         

        There is but one moment to live.

        And this is it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Live life with guns blazing.
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      If revenge is sweet, justice is savory.

      Justice stays with you like a good supper, one you remember for a long, long time.

      Justice is filling.

      It satisfies.

      I am something of a connoisseur of justice.

      I’m seldom left unsatisfied.

      This is a story about justice...with a dose of revenge.

      Because every good meal needs a nice dessert.

      Even justice.
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      My father’s blood had not yet dried on my hands.

      What was left of his life was smeared on my palms, dripping between my fingers, and, like his life, it was congealing, coming to a gradual, inexorable stop.

      The warmth of his body cradled next to mine slowly seeped into me, unable to touch the depthless cold washing through me.

      The bodies of his killers lay strewn about the entrance to our keep where I had shot them, where I would let them rot in the sun.

      Adding my moisture to his, I stood, tears flowing down my cheeks as I took my father’s body in my arms and carried him inside our home to see what was left of our lives.
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      Almost half the castle’s staff had been killed in the attack alongside my father.

      Like my father, they had appeared to welcome old friends.

      Now their corpses littered the ramparts and the courtyard beyond the doors to the main house.

      The attack had been precise, coordinated, and was over in the space between seconds.

      No one inside the keep even knew the magnitude of the attack until I staggered in with my father’s lifeless body in my arms.

      Why their weira had not warned the others, my father included, as my intuition had warned me, I had no idea.

      Perhaps the attack had been triggered too suddenly for most to feel.

      But that made no sense.

      If I could feel the danger, others must have as well.

      Or perhaps both the gunmen and our people were unaware of the attack until it happened.

      If the gunmen were as unaware of the trap as my father…

      They were unwitting accomplices.

      This fit.

      I could have felt the danger in the instant after it occurred.

      Which meant that I, too, might have killed innocents.

      Even if they were but ignorant accessories.

      Or pawns.

      Which also meant that someone or something was clever enough to ensorcel spellslingers without being detected.

      And whatever this thing was, it wanted us at each other’s throats...and dead.

      There was more to grasp here, but I couldn’t follow or focus. My mind had other places to explore, other worlds to mourn.

      For mine was the loss of a life worth living.

      With my father’s passing, my guiding star vanished.

      And I sank into the cold reaches between worlds with no direction or hope for emergence.

      

      Others had finally sensed something was amiss. I heard the sounds of running boots moving toward me, footsteps echoing through the empty halls across the keep’s courtyard.

      Whatever fell magics had disguised the fallen ’slingers’ attack must be fading.

      

      When I pushed through the large oaken doors at the front of the keep, the castle’s main entry hall opened before me, burnished wooden floors polished by countless boots and hands. Above hung banners, tapestries, and paintings depicting the triumphs and tragedies of the D’uene line, the legacy of spellslingers of old writ large on the fabric of history. The walls were adorned with artifacts, trophies, and weaponry of significance, from storied blades and arcane guns to the heads of dragons and demons. Renderings of harrowing adventures across the myriad lands of Ilaeria, from the desolate Skaelyrian Wastes to the fetid Wurta Swamps, danced, shimmered, and clamored for attention, eager to tell their tales to any willing onlooker.

      My father’s murder at the hands of former friends, fellow ja’lel, spellslingers sworn to honor and virtue, was the latest chapter in this bloody story, one I would not wish to see depicted for any casual visitors to our home.

      Or visited upon my worst enemies.

      This chapter was mine to read and write, and it, too, would be writ in blood.

      

      Before my arms could fail me, Draymond charged into the entry hall savagely, eldritch guns drawn, his unyielding gaze taking in the scene with but a flicker of his eyes.

      He was abler than most men half his age and twice as deadly.

      “Are there more?” he rumbled. True to his training, and to my training as well, Draymond dealt with the present first, the past later.

      “Dead.”

      My voice croaked, cracking under the strain.

      This was not the voice of the gunman who had killed three spellslingers before they even had time to register his presence.

      This was the voice of a teenage boy who had just lost his father.

      The voice was mine.

      And it was foreign to my ears even as it spoke.

      “Is Talen safe?

      “Kora?

      “Ilen?”

      My brothers and sister were all that I had left of my mother and father, of my life.

      I could not lose them now.

      Draymond growled, “They’re safe, lad. I made sure of that before I came.” From the ferocity of that voice, I knew he would always do his best to keep them so.

      It was also his silent excuse for not arriving sooner.

      Reaching his arms out, Draymond said, “Let me ease your burden.”

      He had no idea how heavy that burden was.

      Or, more likely, he knew all too well.

      Draymond was my father’s second. Not only had he shared many an adventure with my father, Draymond had also helped train both of us, all of us, in the ways of the gun, the ja’tet.

      He would, in the days ahead, fill my father’s place at the heart of the demesne, holding the family together while I fell apart.

      Others rushed in: Langly, our chief steward; Othar, the head groundskeeper; Maevus, our family’s wizened loremaster. Too many to see through the overflowing veil of tears.

      Gently transferring my father to Othar’s able arms, Draymond barked, “Secure the gates! Where some have fallen, others may rise.”

      There were always more.
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      The attack never came.

      At least, not then.

      I was not, however, content to wait for another attack.

      I wanted to strike out against our foes, to mete justice upon those who would not reciprocate.

      

      Despite my urge for action, others called for caution.

      Draymond stood with me on the ramparts, looking out upon the lush hills of the fey wood surrounding our home.

      Mist skittered above the treetops, banked smoke without flame. Faeries and other creatures of the wood flitted above the variegated branches with chaotic purpose. The muffled calls and chitters of unnamed beasts emerged occasionally from the thick forest, brief breaths exhaled from the secretive deeps.

      “Koren, you must not act rashly.

      “Be patient. Allow events to unfold and learn what you may.”

      Draymond’s voice was a chant, a litany. “Understand the enemies’ plan before making your own.

      “Know your enemy and know yourself.

      “These are words we live by, tenets of our belief.

      “Do not rush headlong into a desperate quest for revenge.

      “The D’uenes have already lost enough.”

      Draymond’s weathered face and piercing eyes showed rare expression beneath his broad-brimmed hat, a measure of his concern for my, for our, welfare.

      “That’s the problem, Dray.” I was one of the few alive who could get away with calling him Dray and not fear for my life. “Our enemies know us, but we do not know them.”

      Draymond nodded sagely, probably hoping his patience would cool the fires of my rage, of youth unquenched. “Maevus is preparing his sending. Let him read the past to help us glean more about the events surrounding your father’s death.

      “If his scrying reveals naught, then we can explore alternatives.

      “There is no hurry. Your father is not yet buried, and we are safe within these walls.. Rushing off now will not bring him back.”

      Trust and respect work both ways.

      Draymond was one of the few people who could talk to me like that and not fear for his life.

      Although, in fairness, I was a bit more forgiving.

      And Draymond probably feared me about as much as he would a small family pet.

      I also recognized when I was wrong, no matter how much it stung my rage-fueled ego.

      “We’ll let Maevus work his magic. Once he’s shed light on the events surrounding my father’s death, we’ll decide how best to respond...together.”

      The last part hurt just a bit.

      But Draymond was pleased.

      I could see it in the grim smile that almost touched his eyes.

      The fires fueling my determination had not wavered, but neither had my respect for my father’s principal advisor and best friend. Also, his being my uncle and a link to my lost mother carried more weight than I would readily admit. I was young and had not yet grown into myself, but I was not so young that I would not listen to good advice.

      There was time yet for rage and revenge. A whole lifetime.

      

      The family convened in the open sward outside the castle walls, around the dead bodies of my father’s killers. Our approach startled feasting sorden and other carrion feeders having their way with the scattered corpses left to rot in the sun. We did not halt our advance or delay for the scavengers to take wing.

      Maevus was already waiting for us, the air around him thick with magic. Aside from Maevus, only family were present: Talen, tall and lithe like our mother, his golden mane flowing and reflecting light like a risen star; Kora, her strength imbued with a rugged beauty, her eyes as deadly as those of my father; Ilen, too young yet to fully understand his loss but old enough to need to be here. Lelein and Seveireine stood with Draymond, a hulking presence presiding over the ceremony.

      “Gather round, gather round.” Maevus’s voice knew not the quiver of old age or infirmity, but, in spite of all his years, he was prone to impatience.

      Maevus’s moods were understood. He had been in service to the family longer than the keep.

      Maevus’s hands moved gracefully through the air as he talked, communicating a second, more fundamental, tongue with elegance and confidence. His gestures spoke to time itself, asking the past to return to us that we might see and feel what had been.

      However painful it might be, Maevus’s magic opened the preceding events to us, and with this opening, wisdom.

      And perspective.

      Unlike the others gathered, I had been present at my father’s death as he fell in a hailstorm of bullets.

      Despite this, Maevus’s conjuring revealed much that I had not seen or felt.
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      The air shimmered and wavered, a forgotten dream opening up for remembrance in the lucid light of day.

      We watched intently as Maevus worked, his long white beard tucked strategically into his belt to afford his arms freedom of movement, whether for an incantation or the enchanted guns at his hips.

      With a clarity that engendered surprise, as though the vision itself were more real than the reality that contained it, the events surrounding my father’s death were revealed to all.

      

      A band of horsemen rode up sedately along the earthen road that emerged tired and bedraggled from the ancient wode beyond the field surrounding our keep. If the riders had not been welcomed or expected, their journey would have been much more harried and their eventual emergence doubtful.

      But emerge they did, the steady roll of the horses’ gaits like the surging tide of a distant sea.

      My father watched their approach with a rare smile upon his weathered face.

      This was, obviously, an unexpected but welcome surprise.

      In the distance, across the grassy meadow that separated the wood from the keep, the riders raised their arms in salute and greeting.

      My father returned the gesture.

      Far down the hill at the range, practicing with my father’s guns, I was nowhere to be seen.

      Turning briefly back to the keep, my father called out, “Jeorl, Havelock, and Grune! Come and welcome our guests!”

      Filled with the eagerness of youth, the trio rushed up the stairs to the top of the keep’s outer bailey to gain a better view of the new arrivals while my father waited patiently below.

      As the riders neared, they dismounted out of respect and began to walk their horses forward.

      These were hard men, weathered by the sun, the rain, and the wind, beaten and polished down to the very essence of their characters. They were ’slingers, poised and at ease, displaying a lithe economy of motion that evinced physical competence and reflected their well-earned belief in their capabilities.

      They wore rune-etched leathers from head to toe and enchanted pistols at their sides, while long cloaks billowed and shifted behind them without regard to wind or weather. Their broad-brimmed hats had seen more lands than most merchants; their boots had crossed continents. Each rode a noble stallion, so proud that their every movement implied that the beasts only deigned to tolerate their riders for but a short while.

      Their leader, a tall man with silvery eyes, doffed his hat with a flourish and bowed when he was perhaps twenty paces from my father. “Thalen. Well met, old friend. The days since our last parting have been too long.”

      “Not so long that I forget the face of a friend. Be welcome to my home, Niene. Come and be welcome.”

      With that, my father turned, his every move a study in grace.

      My weira roared.

      Summon your guns!

      Do not turn your back!

      Make ready!

      But the wisdom of my intuition, my remembrance of the past, was not my father’s, for, to him, nothing was wrong. He was among friends, companions he had not seen in far too long. His own weira judged the situation safe.

      And it was wrong.

      With a clap of thunder, the release of powerful pent-up magics, the world went silent and the gunmen opened fire.

      Unarmed and unknowing, my father fell in a storm of arcane bullets, searing bolts, and scintillating beams.

      Jeorl, Havelock, and Grune fell before my father’s corpse hit the ground.

      And I screamed.

      I screamed in horror and growing fury.

      I screamed in impotence and futility at my own failings.

      I screamed in sadness and loss for what was and what might have been.

      But moments later, eternities when counted by my inner suffering, the spellslingers’ heads exploded in scarlet clouds of restitution.

      Sobbing, a shadow of my former self, I ran into the vision still holding the empyrean guns of my father, Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, and holstered the weapons before I pulled him close, into one last embrace.

      

      Draymond’s face remained impassive, but I knew the emotions that seethed within. Tears fell in a torrent from Kora’s eyes, though her visage did not betray their source. Talen was an open book, every violent throe of emotion that flickered across his face telling the story we all felt. Ilen ran to Kora for comfort and clung to her leg, averting his gaze from further visions. Seveireine held Lelein close, as if by holding her son near, she could never lose him.

      “There is more,” Maevus intoned, his voice firm.

      Time slowed and respun, skipping backward in an instant.

      The gunmen had yet to draw their weapons.

      Time stopped.

      “Listen to your weira. What does it say?

      “All is not as it seems.”

      And he was right.

      Horror, fear, and confusion writhed for the briefest instant across the faces of the gunslingers.

      Just as quickly as the reactions had appeared, they were gone.

      And the guns began to fire.

      “Look again.”

      “What torture is this?” Draymond barked, not wishing to see more.

      Maevus ignored him. “What do you feel? What is your weira telling you?”

      Draymond’s face was no longer impassive. “Enough! What are you aiming at, Maevus?”

      “Look, Draymond! He’s right!” Kora always could see more clearly than any of us. She carried more of Father’s gifts than the rest of us combined.

      Blind as I was, I, too, saw.

      The gunmen were not acting of their own free will.

      “What is it you feel?” Maevus’s question was a chant, a benediction, and we yielded to its power.

      The ’slingers were wrong. 

      Not just wrong in their actions, but wrong in their beings.

      Fell forces were writhing in the air, and the gunmen moved to them.

      “They were possessed!

      “They were not acting of their own accord!

      “They were being used against us, to divide us, to pit us against one another!

      “’Slinger against ’slinger!” Kora’s mind leapt ably from one thought to another, one conclusion to the next, following where her weira led. 

      “Good, child. Watch, listen, and let your weira guide you.”

      The image of my father’s death hovered in the air. From behind him, guns drawn, his fellow spellslingers lay their shadows across his corpse. Within those shadows, deeper darkness dwelt—the hearts of demons.

      I could feel the overarching malevolence, the hatred burning within.

      My father had fallen not to his friends, but to the specters of demons.

      

      Now that I knew the timbre of the demonic corruption, I could feel it surging outward, an extradimensional echo that clashed discordantly with the intrinsic order of our world. This wrongness burgeoned in self-reinforcing waves, a vile mirror reflecting itself inward onto some distant infinity, one that sought extrinsic expression in our plane.

      The more I listened to my weira, the clearer my vision of the demons became, for each ja’lel held a demon, or a fraction of one, within. Expanding outward from an infinitesimal point, the demons roiled and unfolded from some source outside my perception like an undersea leviathan engulfing its prey.

      That we were the entities’ targets was without question.

      As quickly as the demonic influence burst from their source, the ’slingers’ guns fired, my father and his retainers fell, and twisted magics rippled outward, isolating the scene of the crime and temporarily muting the keep’s defenses.

      In the scarcest fraction of moments, the demonic clouds, along with the heads of the possessed spellslingers, exploded in a storm of my sorcerous bullets as the vision disappeared.

      Kora had shifted from despondency to analysis as quickly as the scene had changed. “If the demons can trick us, making ja’lel think we are betraying one another, then many of Ilaeria’s staunchest defenders will be neutralized, removing one of the principal obstacles to the infernals’ ascension to power.”

      In this, too, Kora was right.

      Long ago, when Ilaeria was first tamed by our ancestors from the stars, spellslingers and their allies had purged the planet of the demonic affliction.

      The loss of ja’lel might reopen a window onto that much darker past.

      “What should we do, Maevus?”

      Maevus smiled, his face sprouting wrinkles upon wrinkles. “We will let our allies know that they are, or will be, under assault from unseen supernatural foes.

      “We will let our vassals and those who live nearby know that they have a safe harbor here at the keep if they wish it.

      “And we will look into the origin of this evil, trying to find its source and how to overcome it.”

      “I can do this from here, helping us as well as others make ready.

      “Kora, you and Talen will help me with this.”

      “And what will I do?” I asked.

      Maevus’s grin widened. “You will do what you were going to, regardless of anything I might say.

      “You are going to take revenge upon your father’s killers.”
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      “One bullet, one target.

      “One shot, one kill.”

      My father held his twin guns in hand, their Elysian surfaces gleaming with a warm radiance more enlivening than the sun. Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod rested as naturally and easily in his hands as if they were composed of breath and were as momentous as time.

      Behind him, the luxuriantly wooded mountains surrounding our home rolled away into the blue distance, morning mists wreathing their sides in a fluid cloak that would fall away with the day’s warmth.

      “Although this is a mantra of the ja’lel, it is not a true reflection of reality or the ja’tet.

      “Ilaeria is far too complex, her magic too rich, and our enemies too able for combat to be so simple.

      “Battle is convoluted, and our reactions with it. Nonetheless, we must be able to react quickly and decisively to counter any threat.

      “At best, we strive for two shots, one kill.

      “One shot to counter our enemies’ defenses and one shot to finish them.

      “This is why our ja’tet, our way, most often employs two guns, one for each shot. The first shot honors our enemy, showing our respect for their means of living and sustaining themselves. This shot is for their defenses.

      “The second shot honors us and the lives our guns maintain. The second shot is for them.”

      My young eyes followed every word as it left his lips, doing their best to read and interpret the very currents in the air.

      Then my father paused his lesson.

      The chittering, liquid call of a dryad was the only sound breaking the silence of the moment.

      “One shot to penetrate the knight’s armor; one shot to finish him.

      “One shot to shatter the mage’s wards; one shot to end him.

      “One shot to break the demonic curse holding its subject in thrall; one shot to kill the demon within, setting its subjugant free.

      “One mind to bridge the gap; one mind to know how to cross it.

      “Know your enemy, and know your self.

      “Know your enemy not that you may defeat him, but that you and others may live.”

      Past lessons came to mind as Father spoke: instructions on summoning various types of arcane bullets, each with multiple purposes and applications, along with the gathering and release of force, channeling my will through the barrel of a gun.

      I brought these lessons to mind as my father summoned apparitions for me to shoot, each one as eager to bring my life to an end as I was theirs in turn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            My Father’s Hat

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come here, Koren.” Maevus gestured me toward him.

      There was no denying his request.

      I had lost my will with my father’s death.

      “I have something for you.”

      My heart lurched to my throat.

      I could not swallow.

      I knew exactly what was to come.

      “You now hold the D’uenes’ honor and legacy on your hips, Koren. Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod have served the D’uenes for far longer than even I have.” Maevus’s eyes danced with humor, as though this were almost an impossibility.

      “Before these guns, even the gods tremble. Demons are no different.

      “You must grow into them to use the D’uenes’ birthright to full effect.

      “The guns of your father are now rightly and truly yours.”

      I resisted the urge to lay my hands on Eiŕ’s and Eiŕ’hod’s silken surfaces, to cradle the weapons that had helped us overcome our foes for generations.

      “Though Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod will help see you through the days ahead, you will need more than weapons to succeed.

      “Always remember your judgment that you may see and choose wisely.

      “Always remember your insight that you may discern correctly.

      “Always remember your imagination that you may respond appropriately.

      “Always remember your heart that you may act compassionately.

      “And never forget your hat.”

      With a flourish of his nimble fingers, my father’s hat appeared in Maevus’s hands.

      Maevus rested my father’s weather-beaten, broad-brimmed hat on my head.

      “This hat will protect you from the sun that you may see and assess your enemies.

      “It will protect you from the elements that you may see your deeds through until the end.

      “It will be your companion true and will never fall off your head.

      “But most importantly, it will protect you from fell enchantments and demonic assaults that your mind and spirit will always remain your own.

      “Never forget your hat, and it will never forget you.”

      Though his expression was serious, for that was his intent, Maevus’s eyes still glimmered with the light of inner humor.

      Even in the darkest times, Maevus shone.

      Eyeing me critically, with both hands he gently adjusted how my father’s hat rested upon my head.

      “A man’s hat tells much about him.

      “Your father’s hat has made many a man proud.”

      I smiled, fresh tears running down my cheeks, and nodded in appreciation and respect.
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      Maevus called us all into the Great Hall.

      His voice, full of the wisdom of long years, resonating with times of tragedy and triumph, spoke to our ears without making a sound.

      The command implicit in his summons brooked no alternative.

      So intent was I to heed his call, to find a purpose to fill the seething void in my essence left by my father’s absence, that I could not recall his words as I strode through the keep’s chambers toward the central hall.

      Suits of ancient armor, skeletons of slain beasts, glass displays filled with exotic treasures, statues ranging from the realistic to the whimsical, art by masters and knaves, and cultural relics from the world over and beyond all paid silent witness to my passage through the seat of my family’s lineage.

      I was not the first to arrive, for Draymond and Lelein were already in discussion with Maevus when I pushed open the glyphed oaken doors that led in from the room’s western wall.

      The room was filled with D’uene history in the form of paintings that watched my passage and offered welcome or advice to artifacts of familial import. A single table carved from the bole of a tree wider than two grown men lying head to toe provided the room’s central focus.

      Maevus gestured in the air as I watched, his words shaping an image as subtle as shifting smoke, a depiction of the lands, demesnes, and fiefs orbiting around D’uene territory. These were not our vassals, but independent estates with similar status and station as our own.

      Maevus was showing the holdings of ’slingers.

      “Come, Koren! Come! There is little time to tarry or wander!”

      Maevus’s voice hearkened back to his days as my loremaster, when I obeyed his every whim in the study of arcane arts.

      I still listened, for I was his pupil yet.

      “The others will arrive in short order. You must be prepared as well as any.”

      I approached watchfully, studying the depiction hovering above the burnished table all the while, the images of the lands around our home dancing within the grains of polished wood.

      Our home, our keep, centered in the fey reaches of the Murken Wode, burned with the brilliance of a diamond alight in the full sun. Adjacent to us, southeastward beyond the verdant range of the Dwimmer Mounts, the keep of the Clayburns sputtered in frothy darkness. Our closest neighbors to the east, but a few days’ ride by fast horse, the Killians wallowed in similar gloom, as did the estates of the Moërs, Langlies, and Faelons. To the north and west, the homes of the Maerkels, Hastins, and Af’Ibins yet shone.

      “What does this mean, Maevus?”

      The tingling of dread in the pit of my stomach told me that I already knew the answer, but my mind sought confirmation, for how could so many be lost without so much as a word?

      “I have tried reaching these keeps to no avail, Koren.

      “They are as lost as your father.

      “Their fall was timed with his.”

      Harsh words, but truly spoken.

      Evil stalked the land in the guise of the ja’lel, and kind words would do little to halt its advance.
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      Aged tapestries, some alive with vivid imagery and exuberance, others as lifeless as the scenes depicted, witnessed the arrival of the others summoned by Maevus’s cantrip.

      The sounds of boots ringing on stone presaged the keep’s help as they rushed into the Great Hall, while the footfalls of my family were as silent as the arrases on the cold stone walls.

      Kora and Talen arrived together. Though younger than me, both held themselves with the natural poise and ready confidence of ’slingers.

      Kora, older and more sure of herself than Talen, strode across the chamber toward us, leading with a question. “What news, Maevus?”

      Maevus’s eyes were as dark as his words. “Our efforts to warn our neighbors will fall largely upon deaf ears.”

      The comprehension in Kora’s eyes was as grim as the illusory depiction of the fallen houses around us in Maevus’s summoning. “Is there any hope?” she asked, her voice breaking slightly with the question.

      Maevus tempered his words, softening them to counter the harsh realities of the moment. “There is always hope, child.

      “Many ancient keeps like ours were built to be sanctuaries from demons in the days of eld, when the world was yet untamed.”

      I did not have the heart to add that the world was still largely untamed.

      My siblings suffered enough without further burdens.

      “There are those demesnes that will not fall, no matter what may happen to their occupants.”

      Draymond, his mind focused on the practicalities of survival, added, “Though our neighbors may fall, the ensorcellments of our home will keep us safe.”

      “So long as we remain within her walls,” added Maevus.

      My words were firm, echoing Maevus and Draymond, ringing with implicit command. “As long as we do not leave her fortifications, the magics shielding our castle will keep us safe. We will stay within the keep’s shelter.”

      Bowing my head, I added in a whisper, “The lives of Jeorl, Havelock, Grune, and Father will be our lesson.”

      A lesson I was not willing to learn, for I would be departing as soon our preparations for the keep’s defense were in order.

      “May their lives be a lesson,” intoned Othar. Langly, Seveireine, Lelein, Hazelle, and the others who had come to stand witness joined in the refrain, their words resonating through the chamber, alighting in the nooks and crannies of the aged beams overhead like the memories of ancient ghosts.

      “Have you warned the clans that yet live of their danger?” I asked.

      Maevus nodded grimly. “Those I have shown, but we still must warn many others.”

      I nodded. “The faster word spreads, the more lives will be saved.

      “Kora, Seveireine, and Talen, if you would assist Maevus in his cause, many lives will be in your debt.”

      The group’s senior and Draymond’s wife, a second mother to me after Mother’s passage, Seveireine nodded firmly, her steel eyes filled with fire, and said, “We will see that all of Ilaeria hears of this menace.”

      Kora actually smiled as she added, “I can think of little that would give me greater pleasure than helping Aunt Sev stymy these demonic usurpers.”

      Looking intently into Kora’s burning eyes, Seveireine placed her hand on Kora’s shoulder as she smiled in turn, adding, “Nor can I.”

      I was glad to see those flames burning within my sister and my aunt. Those fires would help burn away some of the grief we all felt at the losses that had been suffered.

      “Maevus, you will also be tasked with casting the wards that will help keep us safe, that will let us maintain contact even when under fire, and that will help us succeed where otherwise we might fail.”

      With a doff of his tattered hat, Maevus replied, “Such is my life’s greatest pleasure.”

      “Lelein, your task will be to make sure that our arms are secure and in good repair, that all have appropriate protections, and that our defenses are sound. The keep’s armaments are at your disposal.”

      Lelein, a mixture of his father Draymond’s power and ferocity and his mother Seveireine’s sure grace, bowed deeply. Although he might not see as much action as he would hope, Lelein’s task would be to make sure everyone was ready and as effective as possible. As his father’s successor as head armsman and future trainer of the house, Lelein would see no shortage of adventure in the days and years ahead.

      “Othar and Langly, I will leave you the task of safeguarding the lives of our families. You will need to be the guides who see our wards through any travails that may come.”

      Othar and Langly bowed in tandem. By implication, my command meant that they might be forced to avoid confrontation with our foes. As much as they might wish to exact revenge upon any attacking hellspawn, their duty to the keep and its denizens took precedence. And, if need be, they might be forced to flee to keep those charges safe.

      “Hazelle, in the days ahead, if lives are in balance and your curative skills are required, your magic may be taxed with duties other than summoning and sustaining rations. If we are under siege and any of our stores are damaged or any of the artifacts that generate food and water fail, we could be vulnerable even behind our walls. I will need you to make certain we have everything needed to keep us hale.”

      Hazelle bowed her head, her long, wavy red hair falling over her face as she answered, “We will remain in good health and well-fed, Master Koren.”

      To the tall groomsmen who were as silent as their charges, I said, “Kort and Lote, make sure the animals are secure and well-provided. Defend them as you would any in this house. If events grow dire, our lives and our freedom may depend on them.”

      “We will see that all is well in the stables, Master D’uene,” Kort replied with a short bow.

      “Gorn and Hieldy, you will make certain that all the ways in and out of the keep are secure. Fasten the windows and lock the doors. Engage the necessary defensive enchantments. Save for the main front and side entrances, which will be guarded and left unlocked in case we need to fall back from the walls, every other possible means of ingress to the keep must be locked.”

      His deep voice full of conviction, Gorn answered simply, as was his way. “It will be done.”

      Hieldy gave me a quick curtsy by way of reply. Her holsters bobbed up and down with the motion.

      “Draymond, you and I will see to the walls. We will ensure that the necessary scrying is in place to help us observe any more infernals that may approach and that suitable defenses are mounted and ready to bring them down.”

      I studied the range of faces gathered around me, young and old, seeing their ready confidence and facility overcoming the fear and alarm that warred inside. “If you have any news of merit or concern, please share it. Lives may depend upon your decision and firm resolve.

      “May your aim be true and your conscience clear.”

      The D’uene house was unlike most others in the far reaches of Ilaeria. Although run by the inherited keepers of the fastness, the D’uenes trained everyone who worked within their walls in the ja’tet, in the ways of the gun.

      Although I might lead, on the field of battle we were all equals.

      Making steady eye contact with everyone in the room, letting their strength become mine and mine theirs, I nodded briefly and left the Great Hall to its tapestries and ancient memories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Importance of a Good Hat

          

        

      

    

    
      Offworlders often remark on the curiosity and quaintness of our cowboy hats.

      These comments regularly come from not understanding why we wear our hats.

      On Ilaeria, ja’lel are not the only ones who wear broad-brimmed hats.

      Everyone wears them.

      Hats are not merely fashion statements, although they have become more so with the passage of time.

      Hats are part of our culture.

      They are part of our history.

      And they helped us survive when we first came to our world.

      Ilaeria is a magical place, one that is often hostile. When the first settlers arrived here, Ilaeria was a world at war.

      This was a war between demons and fey, between native magics and those from beyond.

      Humans, and those like us, just happened to show up in the middle of the altercation.

      Unlike most human wars, the war on Ilaeria was largely mental. I am not saying that mortal wars do not involve the mind, for they do, but this war was almost entirely fought within the minds of those engaged.

      Being full of pride, most of humanity feels an innate sense of superiority, a feeling of ability out of proportion with our reach. This is a trait that has not been thoroughly hammered out of us even after venturing to the stars and beyond.

      Even if it would be in our best interests if it were.

      In the war on Ilaeria, one largely invisible to us, we were out of our league.

      Without hats and similar items ensorcelled to protect against mental assault, many of Ilaeria’s first visitors fell to madness, possession, or worse.

      So, we started wearing hats.

      These hats let us live and find a place for ourselves on this world.

      When the war finally ended, swayed, in part, by our efforts, people kept their hats.

      Now, most hats do not hold the same power they once did.

      But some do.

      Like mine.

      Never underestimate the importance of a good hat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gunfire and Brimstone

          

        

      

    

    
      Father and I sat upon an old moss-covered log, one that had seen many panoramic views in days and years past, though the view it offered us was far superior to the one we gave in turn.

      Backlit by the falling sun, Father’s strong features were a mask of shadows. “Demons are creatures of nightmare, true, but they are often not what you would expect.”

      Father stoked our campfire as the sun set gently behind billowing clouds dipped in muted hues of purple, pink, and gray.

      “Although they can be, demons are most often not the terrible monsters of our darkest imaginings.

      “Not in their physical incarnations.

      “In fact, the infernals are often quite beautiful.”

      The fire popped as orangish-red embers floated lazily skyward in trailing whorls of wispy smoke.

      “Demons are terrible not in their aspect but in their actions, in their spirits.

      “If a man, or any sentient entity, is the sum total of his actions, then a demon is lower than the meanest of men, for a demon lives only for its own betterment, or for the cruel ends of others of its kind. Its principal aim is to subjugate, enslave, and drain the essence from others.

      “Demons rob the world of possibility and beauty just as much as they subsume and pervert the lives of men.

      “There is seldom any good that comes of them, outside their own twisted ends.”

      Father looked at me carefully from under the shadowed brim of his hat.

      “Demons are formidable, far more powerful than the average man. Even the greatest of men pale in comparison to the power of greater demons.

      “But, like men, demons die.

      “There are as many ways to kill a demon as there are to kill a man.

      “And you must learn them all.”

      Father showed me the truth in his words long into the night and during many more to come.
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      Standing on the castle wall, scanning the horizon for danger, Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod shone at my waist, so vibrant and alluring, dual stars of condensed eldritch energies.

      They were not the matte black of some bandit’s pistols or the tarnished silver of a tired lawman’s sidearms.

      These guns were exquisite.

      From their polished dragonbone handles to their shimmering, lueffa-empowered barrels, Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod were an ethereal vision crystallized from an angel’s dreams.

      I marveled that objects so beautiful could be so deadly.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod did not carry the heavy gravitas of some weapons, lethal seriousness inextricably tied to their purpose, some fundamental weight drawing the wielder inward and down.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod glowed with the soft light of spun starshine, radiated wellbeing and positivity as surely as a mother cradling a newborn, overflowed with the limitless potential of a child unleashed on a summer’s day, and were the bane of my enemies as unquestionably as the inexorable certitude of afternoon’s slumber becoming evening and the dark reaches of night fading with the dawn.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod were flawless means of cessation, villainy’s perfect cull.

      Although they were instruments of absolute destruction, the guns were, in truth, wondrous agents of, if not negentropy, then exotropy. For, by destroying agents of greatest destruction, they allowed life to grow and thrive where otherwise it might disappear, be constrained, or be perverted.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod allowed the unfolding of life’s limitless potential.

      Through its destruction.

      As an agent of both creation and destruction, I was fine with this arrangement.

      Especially where demons were concerned.

      

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod were the embodiment of everything the ja’lel stood for in a world where standing for anything could be more dangerous than lying down.

      They were glory amidst ruin.

      They restored peace from bedlam.

      They conjured quiet from tumult.

      They expressed perseverance amidst strife.

      They were unyielding in the face of obstacles.

      They upheld ideals that others tried to bring down.

      They were a symbol, a rallying cry, for my family.

      The D’uenes were built around Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod and what the guns represented.

      We would rather disappear than see them go.

      Or fail.

      

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod were known as The Father and The Son, twin stars giving and taking life, steering my family’s destiny, just as my father had shaped mine.

      Fortunes rose and fell beneath their fire.

      Invasions crumbled before their assault.

      Monsters fled upon hearing the sound of their reports.

      They helped reshape the world.

      I did my best to guide their course, for my future would one day be their past, my legacy to come.

      I would do everything in my power to ensure the best possible outcome of our shared travails, to grow into our shared destiny.

      With their help, we would remake the world.

      Or at least try to keep it from falling apart.
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      The demons came at night.

      When the infernals finally arrived, they did not rush out of the forest screaming and howling, wreathed in foul magics, horrific abominations ready to overpower us and subjugate the land.

      Nor did they burst out from the rough trail through the wood on demonsteeds cloaked in unholy flames, maleficent incantations on their inhuman lips, dripping in power.

      The wode would have denied their passage.

      Nor did the demons take on the flesh of mortal man once more, arriving at our doorstep with open arms but ready to shoot us in the backs as they had my father.

      The infernals knew that trick would no longer work on us.

      Not this time.

      When the demons finally came, the hellspawn arrived from the sky like Heaven’s own angels descending from the firmament.

      

      The evening was cool, clear, and tinged with the first hints of winter.

      My breath congealed in the air, a miniature fogbank rolling in and out as I exhaled, while I walked the ramparts in what could be one of my last trips around the keep.

      I knew not when or if I would return.

      Vengeance is often a quest without end.

      The stars shone through the faint plumes of my breath, shimmering motes awash in a radiant swath strewn within the depthless sweep of night.

      I paused, looking up to the heavens, examining the stars defining my home, my place in the universe.

      I was about to leave.

      Like me, the constellations would slowly change through my journey.

      Would the stars know me when I returned?

      As if in tune with my thoughts, one of the stars twinkled, its light wavering.

      Another seemed to warble and twist, a reflection of light dancing on choppy waters.

      One by one, stars began to descend, their lights turning somehow inside out, swallowing the distance between us. They were each a glimmering sun and a tunnel through which the star moved. They were a luminous point of light and a shimmering vortex containing it.

      If soap bubbles were to float earthward from the firmament, lit by the internal radiance of hues not quite of this world, ones warped and twisted into geometries that did not define a sphere but were many shapes for which there were no words, forms that held sinister purpose and tunneled from one place to another, that would be a bit like what I saw coming toward me.

      More and more of these luminous incarnations appeared in the air above the keep, wistfully descending earthward wreathed in heavenly radiance, a meteor shower in slow motion.

      The hackles on the nape of my neck rose, and my weira screamed.

      I placed two fingers in my mouth and whistled loudly, the sound carrying across the keep’s walls in a rebounding chorus of lesser warnings.

      To those in the keep connected to me by Maevus’s incantation, I yelled, “Look to the skies! The demons come!”

      My guns were the first to answer the call.

      Twin suns going nova, Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod blasted a torrent of arcana into the descending swarm, demonic spherules exploding into frothy iridescent spume with each shot.

      Other shots joined mine as Draymond sprinted out from the keep through the main doors, followed by Kora, whose twin guns blazed almost as bright as my own. Leaning out from a window of the central keep, Talen fired furiously into the sky, determined to lend his aid despite his curfew. Lelein fired concussive bursts as he sprinted back and forth, making sure all was in order. Providing a halo of destructive covering fire, the keep’s arrays of autocannons joined in the defense, lighting the heavens with constellations new and old.

      Above, the demons—fell energetic entities drifting earthward like dandelion seeds on the wind—began to gather themselves and retaliate. Livid ochre, viridescent, and indigo waves of virulent force smote downward, sparking and churning relentlessly against the castle’s shielding.

      I heard Maevus bark out a command in an unfamiliar tongue as he, too, entered the courtyard, his duster flying wildly behind him as he strode through the night, lashing the descending hellions with torrents of impossibly bright light. Then, clear of the keep, he drew his guns, and power of an entirely different magnitude erupted forth. Streaming gouts of arcana arced gracefully heavenward from his pistols and exploded in conflagrations that gave birth to miniature suns. Over and over, his guns fired alongside those of everyone rushing out into the courtyard until the skies above our home were lit far brighter than on the most intense of days.

      Stardust descended in dying embers that sparked and fizzled upon the keep’s arcane shielding as the demons’ ashes cooled, burned, and were no more.
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      Taking the stairs down to the courtyard two at a time, I was glad that I had not yet left the keep.

      Had I left, I might no longer be here to take stairs singly or in pairs.

      I was also glad that I had not been outside the keep’s walls alone, facing the demonic horde.

      I doubted that I could have fired shots quickly enough to destroy all the demons before their fell magics overcame my fire and my defenses, leaving me to be enveloped in profane deviltry.

      A running battle from horseback might have let me live.

      Or it might merely have prolonged the inevitable.

      When I slept tonight, if I slept tonight, I would probably spend the entire evening dreaming of running from world-devouring smacks of otherdimensional jellyfish falling from the skies.

      I did not look forward to being consumed by undulating arcane tentacles.

      Or something worse.

      

      I knew the danger had passed when my weira was still, as empty as the dark sky above.

      As grateful as I was for the silence of my mind and the emptiness of the heavens, I was far more thankful for the faces that met me in the courtyard: Draymond grim and alert for further danger, Maevus muttering additional incantations under his breath, Kora with her cheeks flushed and her eyes alight with the rectitude of her purpose and ferocious vigor, Lelein with his eyes in motion even when his body was at rest. Talen’s face was burning with defiant triumph from his perch, and Kort and Lote were both visible through the windows of the stables, while Gorn and Hieldy watched from within the keep, among others.

      Everyone was here.

      And we were all alive and unharmed.

      I could ask for no better outcome.

      “There will be more. If not tonight, then next.” The certainty in Maevus’s voice had the ringing import of a foretelling.

      Maevus’s proclamation did little to dampen my spirits or those of my sister.

      The fires of victory yet burning in her veins, Kora uttered fiercely, “And they, too, will come to know our bullets intimately.”

      Looking at the determined intensity in Kora’s gaze, I did not envy the demons.

      I certainly would not want to risk challenging her.

      I echoed Kora’s reassurance. “As we were tonight, so shall we be tomorrow. And every night to come. We will be ready.

      “Everyone keep your hats on.”

      Draymond agreed, adding, “The longer we hold, the stronger we will be. Our defenses will only grow more substantial over time.”

      I could see Draymond’s vision in my mind’s eye as he spoke: hordes of demons crashing against our gates like so many weakening waves undercut by a rocky, obdurate shoreline, breaking against our walls, crumbling and receding as they washed out with the unrelenting tide of our bullets.

      I willed his vision to be reality.
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      The morning dawned crisp and clear, as untroubled as a babe’s dreams.

      Not having slept, I knew little of last night’s dreams, for I had spent the rest of my evening after the demonic attack on the battlements, my eyes flicking across the skies as regularly as the low-hanging clouds.

      With the arrival of dawn, Hazelle was kind enough to bring up enough food to overwhelm a full banquet hall. After attacking the breakfast with as much gusto as I had the demons last night, the food was little more than crumbs and fond memories.

      Now, with the reassuring light of a new day illuminating the old, mottled stone crenellations of the keep’s outer wall, I would finally get some rest.

      I sensed that Draymond, who was sharing my vigil on the far side of the keep, was making similar preparations.

      Tipping my worn hat over my eyes, trusting everyone to their own needs and duties in the keep and appreciating the necessity of rest, I leaned back against the cool stonework and went to sleep.

      I would rely on my weira to wake me in case of danger.

      The added safety of daylight was not to be squandered.

      

      Through the heavy fog of sleep, I sensed something was amiss.

      I did not startle awake as one might if dreaming of falling. Nor did I leap to my feet in full-on response, for I did not wish to give away my position or alert my foes. I merely opened my eyes and let my senses fill in the gaps my eyes could not yet see.

      There were riders approaching.

      Men on horseback.

      I could not hear the clatter of hooves, but I sensed their presence nonetheless.

      That the riders had passed through the fey forest around the keep meant they were not demons in their true forms, for the woods’ magics and denizens would have greeted them harshly. But their passage did not mean the riders were free of demonic influence, for the ’slingers who had killed my father had passed through the woods similarly.

      

      Although I could see nothing outwardly wrong, the riders set off so many mental alarms that my head was ringing.

      There were ten riders approaching atop grand stallions. Each wore a long, weathered duster that billowed out behind them, making the invisible air currents come alive as the horses trotted forward. Luminous pistols were holstered at their hips, many engraved with arcane sigils, giving their firearms and bullets magical enchantments. Resting across the saddles’ pommels, strapped over their backs, or held side-saddle, long-barreled rifles were also prominent.

      Something else stood out more than their guns.

      None of them wore hats.

      Nor were the riders ja’lel, for, though their guns were magical, they all shot bullets normally. The full bandoliers and gunbelts strapped across their shoulders and waists were testament to that.

      A more obvious clue to my eyes than the guns or bullets, however, was the fact that the riders’ carriage did not evince the poise and grace of ’slingers or the ja’lels’ potential for deadly menace lurking beneath every motion.

      His voice augmented by magic to cross the distance between us, the lead rider called out, “We come seeking asylum behind your walls, for danger stalks the land and us with it. Will you grant us leave and safe passage?”

      Passage granted.

      I stood fluidly, both guns drawn in my hands and firing before the motion was finished.

      Twin shots rang out in concussive bursts, the volleys so rapid that only a single reverberating shot was heard.

      Falling almost as one, the men dropped unconsciously from their horses, limp bodies lying akimbo, splayed on the ground beneath the chaos of mounts left startled and riderless.

      Dark clouds, bilious and vile, slowly dispersed from the bodies even as the men dropped.

      “Run!” I yelled, urging the prone men on. “To me!”

      My exhortation fell on deaf ears.

      The first bullet in each volley had broken the demons’ shieldings and binding charms; the second had slain the demons within.

      But my efforts were not enough.

      The danger had not yet passed.

      The demons were far too clever.

      And the men were not quick enough.

      The skittering horses exploded in gore as horrible, brutish infernals burst from within. Clawing their way out from the horses’ shuddering remains as though emerging from some abyssal pit, the toad-like demons that erupted onto the field to tear and rend into the unconscious men’s bodies were hulking, scabrous, and entirely out of proportion with reason or expectation. Strange nacreous patterns swirled and oozed across the demons’ backs, flowing amidst the rough lumps and bumps, sickly rainbow hues like an emulsion of oil floating on water. Easily twice the height of a man and just as wide, the demons’ great maws, seeming far too large even for their massive heads, could easily engulf a human.

      Which was exactly their intent.

      My intent was far different.

      But equally deadly.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, twin stars in my hands, blazed brighter than the sun above, ripping through the Anuran nightmares.

      Draymond’s guns and then those of the keep’s defensive force joined my own as the demons staggered beneath our onslaught, finally succumbing to our relentless fire.

      Sadly, the men the demons had used as vessels intended to lure us in were now as mangled as the unfortunate stallions that had held the greater demons.

      I did not look forward to further visitations.

      Or victims.
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      We stood side by side in the still morning light.

      My father’s tall, supple form was unbowed by the travails of a life of conflict.

      I reached a proud head above the belt at his waist.

      Standing by my father at the stream’s edge, I felt a mile tall, taller than the branching trees above.

      We held simple wooden rods in our hands, each with a flexible line that we played in and out as we flicked them over the water, trying to lure cautious fish to the surface. Our lines danced upon the water, flitting lightly amongst the ripples and the molten sunlight.

      Our arms moved in and out in fluid arcs, the motions guided by patience, the direction of the cast, our internal meter, and our intended target.

      We were not in sync, but we reflected a shared purpose and a similar grace.

      Moments like these, balanced lithely in the present, filled with a joy and clarity out of time, were the greatest gifts my father could give me—his love and attention expressed through his presence, rich memories that would last a lifetime.

      If we were lucky, we would catch a fish or two and fry them in a pan, savoring the life and flavor bestowed upon us by our labors while I listened to my father’s tales of lands near and far, of people different and strange, similar but far stranger still.

      If not, we would still talk, and I would still hang on his every word, his adventures becoming mine, but we would eat the food we had packed and miss out on the flavors of the place.

      With a surprising jerk, my father’s line darted forward.

      Father looked at me with a smile as his line bent and bowed, the fish on the other end struggling for freedom beneath his deft hand.

      I knew he was about to start talking.

      And a lesson would soon follow.

      “If I give a boy a fish, it will fill his belly and sate his hunger.”

      I liked this thought, for my belly needed filling.

      He began to reel in his catch as the fish’s determined circling brought it nearer to shore. “If I teach a boy to fish, he can fill his belly and sate his hunger for a lifetime.”

      I liked this thought even better, for my belly could hold quite a few fish, and it would certainly need many more in the future.

      The fish neared the shore, its shimmering silver scales reflecting the bright light of the morning sun in blinding luminescent flashes.

      “But if I teach a boy to learn, to have a flexible, curious mind, he can figure out how to make his own way in the world.”

      And catch fish.

      The fish dangled from my father’s line as he reeled it in, gulping and pirouetting where it was suspended from the hook.

      My stomach growled.

      As my father retrieved the hook from the fish’s mouth, he said, “If I give that boy a gun and the wisdom to wield it, he can remake the world.

      “And himself in it.”

      This was the way of the ja’tet, and I was here to learn it.
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      After a loathsome day filled with possessed gunmen, one spent taking turns pacing the walls in expectation of more, my hopes for a quiet night’s rest were lost on the wings of madness.

      Before I could hear the beat of otherworldly hooves or the see the spark of fiery nostrils, my weira pulled me to my feet from slumber on the ramparts with guns drawn.

      In the far distance, a surging star tore itself from the heavens. Blazing sickly orange, red, and gold—distorted pulses that wavered as if viewed through rippling water—the night sky glimmered with growing waves of discordant arcana. Flares of demonic fire arced into the darkness, trailing the horror plummeting earthward.

      At first just a pinprick of light, the demon gradually took shape as it drew nearer, and my fingers on the triggers of my revolvers drew tighter.

      The vaguest hints of a shimmering black equine body, as reminiscent of a horrendous dragon as a flying infernal horse, with broad bat-like wings, flaming nostrils, and fearsome eyes, flowed liquidly beneath a demon whose form was shrouded in a halo of incandescent coruscation.

      The air warped and twisted around the demon, both from the effects of its unrelenting heat on the air and its alien makeup on the fundamental nature of reality, making the hellspawn’s presence indistinct.

      The reality of the demon’s existence was never in doubt, for unholy incantations, writhing gouts of putrescent forces, pulsed outward in regular bursts, each aimed directly toward the keep.

      Our welcome was no less civil.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod roared, launching twin streams of eldritch fire, my fingers working as ferociously on the triggers as the demon was attacking from the air.

      Parapet-mounted cannons joined Draymond and the others in a welcome fit for a long-lost family member.

      One who had already been disowned once and was not welcome back.

      Ever.

      The demon’s incantations splashed over the keep’s defenses in unholy gouts, sizzling against the ground below, unable to gain purchase on the citadel’s shields.

      Similarly, though surprisingly, our direct attacks against the demon were equally futile.

      Our shots merely passed through.

      The demon was somehow out of phase with our world.

      Though it could affect us, we could do little in return.

      The ferocity of my counterfire was testament to my frustration and impotence.

      My fury and my efficacy spent after far too long to do me or anyone else any good, I let Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod fall to my sides.

      The demon would come.

      Though we could not hurt it, the hellspawn could not hurt us either…at least not when we were sheltered behind the walls of the keep.

      As I watched the evil star’s approach, my hatred of the infernal boiled outward in heated pulses as tangible as its blazing aura.

      I bored holes in the demon’s vacuous form, willing its demise as surely as I could not touch it.

      The intensity of my hatred led me to our opportunity.

      The great black equine, as terrible as the demon mounted upon its back, was not out of phase. Though its sleek darkness was camouflaged against the night sky, starlight reflected off its scaly back and danced along the tips of its broad beating wings.

      The creature was here, in this world, as much as I was.

      My voice reverberated across and through the aged stone as I yelled out commands. “Fire at the demon’s steed! Dispel the infernal’s hold on its mount!

      “Slay the demon within if there is one!”

      No sooner had my commands taken to the air than our fey bullets took flight once more.

      A triumphant whinny rose above the crescendo of our gunfire.

      Its nostrils ablaze with wicked emerald fires, at least partly allowed inside the demon’s shielding, the demon steed turned its formidable head and bit down upon the demon astride its back.

      Bridging this world and another, its jaws locked onto the demon’s nebulous form, the equine viciously lashed its head back and forth with powerful, bone-breaking strokes as it bathed the demon in writhing jade flames.

      “Now! Hit the demon now!

      “Spare the steed! Do not hit the steed!”

      I was shooting even as I called, my actions an example for the others to follow.

      A hailstorm of holy light, magical flachette, arcing bolts of power, dispelling enchantments, and concussive blasts of force, among a whole host of other incantations, tore through the demon as it materialized beneath the draconic steed’s fearsome assault.

      Swooping earthward within an incandescent nimbus of magic and flames, the demon steed landed at full gallop, lashed its charge to the ground and trampled the demon into the dirt.

      When all was said and done, nothing was left in the mount’s wake but a pile of ash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Smoky

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going out!”

      My announcement echoed off the castle walls and the incredulous faces of my family and friends.

      Not waiting for a response or heeding any words of warning, with a burst of magic I leapt from the ramparts and out onto the moonlit field beyond at full stride.

      Any horse that could unseat and kill a demon was a friend of mine.

      

      Far striding—warp walking, as some call it—I was across the field in moments.

      Still snorting green flames and stomping on the smoking ashes of the erstwhile demon, the magnificent obsidian steed paid little attention to my sudden arrival.

      Magnificent is an understatement.

      The equine was as marvelous as it was otherworldly.

      It was as black as the gulf between the stars above, and had the sleek lines of a predator. The moonlight reflected subtly off the  beast’s liquid scales, while the glow from the fires licking its nostrils found surprising twists and turns across its legs, haunches, and assorted spikes and horns. The equine’s head and neck bore a striking resemblance to a dragon that had stopped midway through a transformation into a horse. The creature’s mighty wings, now bestilled, folded elegantly against its broad back while its formidable tail lashed back and forth. I could feel the thudding of the steed’s taloned feet as it pawed and stomped the earth, making certain the demon was slain.

      And to vent its fury.

      I saw a keen, enraged intelligence seething in its eyes as the creature trampled the demon’s remains to dust and burnt those ashes with the arcane fires of its breath.

      I understood its sentiment.

      If there had not been a risk of getting trampled myself, I would have joined it.

      If it had not run counter to my purpose in coming here, I would have lit up the night, shooting the pile of ashes drifting to the wind, surrounding the midnight steed like so much smoke.

      But the last thing I wanted to do was risk the beast’s ire or send it fleeing into the night.

      So, making myself as vulnerable as I felt unarmed in its presence, I lifted both hands into the air and spoke soothingly, not certain what, if any, of my words would be understood. “I am Koren of the clan D’uene, and I welcome you to our lands.

      “We are ja’lel, spellslingers. Our kind have been demon hunters since before the days we arrived upon Ilaeria.”

      I tipped my hat respectfully as I spoke. “If you would like a reprieve from demons, a chance to rest in safety, and some food, we would be honored if you would join us in our keep.”

      I gestured behind me, my motions slow and controlled to minimize the risk of upset or startle, to where the castle shone brightly in the evening gloom, a brilliant silhouette against the backdrop of trees and mountains.

      “You will be safe among us.

      “And welcome.”

      Risking a show of teeth, I smiled.

      His motions now stilled, watching me carefully, the equine made no move in acknowledgement.

      “We have talismans that will protect you against further demonic possession. These we can share.”

      I tipped my hat again in indication.

      With a strong snort and a brief bow of his head, the equine gave his approval of my offer.

      As I had intuited, he had understood my every word.

      Before we headed back to the castle, I asked, “Mind if I have a go at the demon?

      “Just for fun?”

      Smoky—I had decided to call him that, as he stood strong, proud, and free amidst the ashes of his former bonds—gave a lively snort and stood aside as I fired barrage after barrage into the fleeting smoke.

      Together, we shared in the joy of freedom and retribution through fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Walk Back

          

        

      

    

    
      Smoky’s poise was unbelievable.

      If I had just been liberated from demonic enslavement, after being forced to labor in thrall to a fell entity, one intent on bending me to its horrific will, I would probably be nothing but a broken wreck huddled on the ground.

      Smoky, however, was imperturbed.

      He followed me slowly, sedately, and in full control as we walked home.

      He did not prance or skitter nervously or seem to worry about other demons lurking in the darkness, seeking to return him to bondage.

      He walked as though his torment was long past.

      Nor did he break out into joyful celebration, full of exuberance now that he was unencumbered by demonic control.

      As I might have done in his place, once I finally picked myself up off the ground and stopped blubbering.

      He walked regally, his motions full of a pride that had not been broken by being under the yoke of an extradimensional enslaver.

      My appreciation and respect for him grew with each step through the tall grass of the fields surrounding the keep.

      Our footfalls, the brush of pliant grass against our legs, and the rhythmic calls of insects and other fey creatures were the most prominent sounds as we walked.

      Into the swishing susurrations of our passage, I asked, “Mind if I call you Smoky?”

      My offer of a name was not flippant or meant to be disrespectful.

      Quite the opposite.

      I could sense that he was smoldering, that he was capable of igniting any time, but his self-control was exceptional, and worthy of respect.

      With a brief snort and an amused flick of his head, I had my answer.

      Smoky it was.

      Smoky it would be.

      

      We reached the gate to a hero’s welcome.

      Everyone was there, arrayed about the entrance to the castle as vibrant and full of life as the stone was still and implacable. Draymond stood protectively alongside Seveireine and Maevus. Kora was holding Talen close. Hazelle and Hieldy were at the ready should someone have need. Kort and Lelein looked to have just shared a private jest. Ilen was hovering within Langly’s long shadow. Gorn and Othar held themselves apart so they would have freedom to react in a crisis.

      They were all beaming, joyous, clapping their hands, and hooting.

      And the welcome was not at all for me.

      It was for Smoky, vanquisher of demons and liberator of himself.

      While they clapped and cheered, I turned and bowed deeply to Smoky, rotating as I stood with a sweep of my arm to indicate those gathered around us, and said, “Everyone, this is Smoky. He will be partaking of our hospitality as long as he so chooses.

      “Let us make him welcome and treat him as a member of our home.”

      Turning to Smoky, I said, “I’ll let everyone introduce themselves in due course as they will. But first, let’s get you a nice, safe place to rest, some food, and something to drink, if that is what you need or want.”

      Smiling, I added, “I have a feeling you might like a chance to recover after your ordeal.”

      Not knowing his preferences, for I had never met a steed that looked to be the cousin of a demonic dragon, I asked, “Are the stables acceptable, or would you prefer to stay somewhere else?”

      We took great pride in our horses and their accommodations, but if Smoky found the stables uninviting, I would find somewhere else for him to rest.

      Smoky bounced his head and pawed the ground enthusiastically.

      “The stables it is!” I intoned as we walked toward the ancient structure, as solid and unyielding as the keep itself.

      Unmindful of Smoky’s need to rest, everyone walked to the stables with us.

      Some festivities need no excuses to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What’s in a Hat?

          

        

      

    

    
      Lelein and I stood together in a small alcove off the Great Hall. Although easily missed amongst the grand tapestries and alluring artifacts, this small, highly warded room was as important as any to the keep’s security.

      It was a room full of hats. 

      Broad-brimmed and short, elegant and travel-worn, wrought of woven cloth and tooled leather, glyphed and unadorned, there were more styles and types of hats than a simple man might give credence to.

      But hats and kindred items there were in great multitudes.

      And every single one was warded to protect against demons and other fell devilments.

      Although many hats of great repute were passed down from father to son and mother to daughter, many more were lost and later recovered or were made to protect those without the means to protect themselves.

      Such were these hats. 

      The hats in all their varieties were intended to be used in times of emergency by any in need or given to those deemed worthy as a reward.

      “In my absence, these hats will be your charge. Should the days grow dark, you are free to distribute them as you will. Should refugees come seeking asylum within our walls, these hats will help ensure our safety as much as theirs. Share them freely. They are treasures that will save many lives and ensure a brighter future.”

      Lelein nodded solemnly. “As you wish.”

      “I wish for our family’s safety, Lelein. You are the principal means to this end.”

      Lelein replied with a grim smile, “Understood.”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder, breaking the gravity of the moment. “I have complete confidence in you, my friend. I wish you every success in this and all things, Lelein.”

      The tension releasing in his shoulders, becoming the young man he was, that we both were, once more, Lelein whispered, “Thanks, Koren.”

      With a slight smile, I replied, “May your days be long and bright, my friend.”

      “And yours the same,” he answered with a firm clasp of my shoulder.

      Only trusted members of the household were bestowed with the enchantments necessary to enter this sanctuary.

      Lelein, my truest friend and brother-in-arms, was first among those given such privilege.

      “May all our days be long and bright,” I thought as we surveyed the armaments before us.

      Such hopes were the very reasons we trod upon the ja’tet, the way of the ja’lel.

      Before I left, I reached out and selected a small midnight diadem housing a glittering emerald.

      This would suit Smoky nicely.

      It would match his eyes.

      And his fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Look Back to Move Ahead

          

        

      

    

    
      I entered the stables slowly, quietly, knowing that Smoky was keenly aware of my arrival.

      I came seeking to build a friendship, and a friendship begins with trust.

      And respect.

      From the outside, the stables appeared to be their own minor manor, another hold outlying the main keep. The building was, like the keep itself, built to last. Cut from gray, obdurate stone, the stables had collected a variegated patina of lichens, mosses, and assorted aeryasynthetic vegetation over the centuries. The sweeping roof, held aloft by sturdy enchanted beams, was likewise constructed of stone ensorcelled to resist flames and magic. The stable’s magics provided the same level of protections to the animals within as were afforded to the inhabitants of the castle proper. The curving lines of the roof and the multicolored exterior walls gave a lightness to the structure that belied its earthen roots.

      Seeing the stables always brought a smile to my face.

      The building stirred many a fond remembrance, and was the start of many an adventure.

      Inside, the building was cool, the thick stone walls naturally moderating the temperature fluctuations throughout the day. Massive carved beams arced upward until the shafts were lost in the eaves far above, each beam laced with magical imagery. The quality of light was, like the stone, cool and soothing, intended to help set the animals within at ease. The light flowed breezily from the walls in effusive pools, softly setting sunlight spread with care—dusk brought inside and given a permanent home.

      The stables’ central chamber was almost as large as the Great Hall and no less intricate. The eldritch woodwork scrolled and thrummed with living stories of the D’uene clan, our triumphs and failures, the teachings and tales of the ja’lel, our hopes and heartfelt imaginings.

      Beyond the central hall, open to its high ceilings, enchanted illustrations, and softly glowing walls, the animals’ stables ran alongside an airy aisleway. Hay had gathered in irregular drifts down the hall, and each stall’s gate was inscribed with images of the valiant steeds that had partnered with us through the many long years on Ilaeria, enabling our mutual success.

      Every stall was a small world unto itself, a place to hold the animal within but also a home, a space for the animal to roam freely and at ease. Horses could trot, run, and jump as the room moved with them, allowing the animals freedom of movement and expression. Each chamber cycled through the hours of the day and the seasons of the year, mirroring the world outside. Just as magical imagery danced on the building’s woodwork, so, too, did imagery and sensation alight upon the stalls’ interior walls and floors, providing the sights, smells, and sounds of the outer world within the confines of each animal’s room.

      This was not a perfect arrangement, but it was a welcome option to have when the animals could not roam freely in the fields around the keep.

      Such as when we were being attacked by demons.

      “Smoky?” I called out gently, my voice carrying through the chamber with the soft, rich fidelity of music in a concert hall.

      A healthy snort and a flash of emerald light, the flicker of eldritch fire, were his reply.

      I walked toward Smoky with a smile on my face, knowing he was full of as much fire as his breath.

      He was my equal, a king among steeds, and I would treat him with his due.

      Smoky’s ebony face emerged from the third stall on the left, a pooled shadow given life as it coalesced in the air.

      He raised an eyebrow quizzically at my arrival.

      “Are you well? Is everything in order?” As his host, it was my obligation to make certain that all his needs were being met. Kort and Lote had been summoning meat for him per Maevus’ recommendation. The hay gathered on the boards at my feet had little interest for a mystral.

      Given Smoky’s impressive fangs, I did not need the advice of a loremaster to see that, though Maevus had told me much of Smoky’s kind.

      Smoky flicked his head dismissively.

      If all was not in order, he would let us know.

      Fair enough.

      “I have something for you, if you will take it.” I reached into my pocket and withdrew the darkling diadem set with the emerald stone. “This is our gift to you, if you will have it.

      “This stone is enchanted to ward off demons, much like my hat. So long as you wear it, demons cannot take control of your mind and body. It helps ward against other enchantments as well.

      “Will you have it?”

      I held the diadem up to my own head, showing him that it was harmless.

      His fierce eyes locked on mine, Smoky bowed his head in acquiescence.

      And appreciation.

      I placed the diadem on his brow, resting the gem between the gnarled horns curving above his eyes. The scales of his skin were deceptively smooth and cool to the touch.

      “Smoky, this is our gift to you, a token of the D’uenes, my family welcoming you to ours.

      “Wear this boon in pride, for you have earned it.

      “May it grant your mind freedom forevermore.”

      I gently rested the palm of my hand on his brow as I spoke these words, finishing with a bow of my head in esteem.

      Smoky bowed his head in turn.

      A brief smile flickered across my face before I raised my head once more.

      “If there is aught you need, just let us know. We will do our best to provide it. The gate is open if you wish to wander outside. Kort and Lote are here for you as much as I am.”

      I turned to go.

      Smoky raised his head, preparing to return to his stall.

      Before I left, I paused, then added offhandedly, “We will be leaving soon to seek out the evil overtaking the land, the one that has marshaled against us. You would be welcome to join us.”

      Smoky tossed of his head ferociously and pawed at the ground with his taloned hooves.

      He was ready.

      The smile never left my face as I walked from the stable.

      A ja’lel and a mystral united in purpose against the demons would be a beautiful thing.

      For us.

      But not so much for the demons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A New Companion

          

        

      

    

    
      Only a few short days ago, I had been ready to charge off alone in pursuit of my father’s killers.

      Now, armed with more understanding of my enemy, I was still going to charge off in pursuit of vengeance.

      This time, however, I would not only be seeking my father’s killers.

      I would be hunting down the ja’lels’ ancient nemesis, the demons that had once plagued our world.

      Wreaking vengeance upon the demons would add a little bit of shine to an otherwise very dirty pair of boots.

      And, importantly, I was no longer going alone.

      Revenge was not mine exclusively to give.

      Who was I to interfere with charity?

      Smoky was as ready to give as I.

      Even if our gifts might not be welcome, they were plentiful and eager to find a home.

      They were, after all, near and dear to our hearts, and looking to find a way into others’.

      Even if delivered by a gun.

      Or two.

      What demons would not look forward to such generosity?
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      “When a man’s mind is calm and his vision is clear, anything is possible.”

      My father’s strong hand held me close, a connection that offered comfort and surety, and with those sentiments, feelings of confidence and peace that were much larger than my young mind could encompass.

      Though he might not know it, my father’s very presence was the vehicle to his desired end.

      His presence, and later the memory of it, were among the greatest of gifts.

      We stood upon the target range beside our keep. The open expanse bordering the citadel dropped away slowly to deep woods in the distance, filled with lush, viridescent grasses between.

      “Enabled by belief, fueled by serenity, buoyed by the promise of possibility, limits fall away and you become the end you desire.”

      My father gestured, and the field lit up with targets, shimmering foxfire wavering in the afternoon half-light.

      There were hundreds.

      “In the space of one inhalation and exhalation, all these targets must fall.”

      Such a thing was impossible.

      My father’s ice-blue eyes gazed into mine, and he nodded.

      Assurance.

      Belief.

      Trust.

      He needed no words to share his thoughts or encourage me.

      I could see his intent clearly in his unwavering gaze.

      Impossible?

      Nothing was impossible.

      His certainty filled me.

      I was possible.

      Anything was possible.

      Time but a memory, the incoming air cool and still on my nostrils, I drew my guns, and the field exploded in fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Root of All Evil

          

        

      

    

    
      “What can you tell us of where this blight originated, Maevus?”

      The glint in Maevus’s eyes was full of more tales than many a saga.

      His look said to me that evil originated in the hearts of men, that there was no doubt that this desire had been the gateway that had allowed the demons through, and that we must now deal with the consequences of others’ weaknesses.

      In answer, his hands moved deftly through a series of gestures, sketching subtle glyphs invisibly through the air. The courtyard lit up with his invocation, a swirling tapestry of eldritch energies coalescing with his vision.

      Ilaeria spread before us, from her rich forests and unbridled seas to her vast wastes and untouched hinterlands. In central focus, the kingdoms of the Principalities—called Tellar by those who lived within the rich lands of eastern Rhonesia, the New Kingdom by those who had once lived in the old—clustered with vibrant activity.

      After his magics resolved, Maevus offered by way of explanation, “This is a map of demonic influx, the fell energies of demons cascading across the lands in ever-broadening sweeps.

      “Many may not see this or realize its presence until it is too late, denying the reality before them for the fiction they wish to hold within their hearts.”

      The lands of my home were slowly being eroded away by a dark tide, one that swirled hungrily about the land’s edges and gradually made its way inward.

      Following my first question, seeking the root of the virulence devouring the land, I asked, “Where are we going, Maevus?”

      I said ‘we’ because there was no denying Draymond.

      Or Smoky.

      Once Smoky had joined the fray, his desire for vengeance rivaling my own, there was no denying Draymond.

      Closer than a brother to my father, Draymond needed an outlet for his sorrows.

      I almost pitied the demons.

      Even their misguided master.

      For Draymond on a mission was an unbridled tempest unleashed.

      One wielding guns.

      Who knew how to use them.

      The air before us shimmered with imagery as Maevus continued weaving his spell, the breadth of the kingdom laid out before us in a luminous tapestry of browns and greens, of forests and plains, cities and hamlets, rivers and seas, lakes and ponds, and mountains and rolling hills.

      Although the hand of man was visible across the landscape, when viewed from this vantage, it was but a light dusting and no more.

      With a few subtle gestures of his deft fingers, Maevus’s image morphed, highlighting those regions of human activity.

      Golden threads spread loosely over the image, and although it was now more apparent, the presence of humanity appeared to be little more than thin strands of jewelry accentuating a much more alluring image.

      With a few more gestures, the scene shifted again. Black encrustations, sickly filaments, and scabrous whorls festered alongside and around the luminous bands, choking regions with cancerous malignancy.

      These areas showed the presence of demons and their ilk.

      To most, this taint was still hidden, unknown.

      Although the thrust of demonic activity appeared to be aimed at the kingdom’s heart, the damage was most intense at the periphery. As we had seen in our neighboring demesnes, entire areas of human habitation appeared consumed by the darkness, engulfed by the sickening putrescence.

      And more virulence continued flowing in from the wilds, the concentration greatest to the south, sucking the life and vibrancy from the land.

      A tapestry being consumed from the outside in, the kingdom was under assault at its core.

      But the source of the rot came from beyond its bounds.

      The House D’uene was old, its significance forgotten by many in the kingdom’s heart. But long ago, when humanity had first come to IIaeria, our family was at its core. Though the kingdom had moved on, we had not.

      Now, evil was at our doorstep, eating away at the Old Kingdom, our lands forgotten at the New Kingdom’s distant margins, while we all struggled against further advances.

      After the old houses fell, the new ones would suffer all the more.

      We would strike against this evil at its center just as it had struck ours.

      Heedless of my musings, Maevus continued undeterred. “Although the demonic taint laces its way through the warp and weft of our kingdom, it is from outside, in the wilds of the far south, that this threat originates.

      “It is there that you must go to cut this evil off at its genesis.”

      “Is there aught you can tell of us?” Draymond’s sharp eyes gazed critically at Maevus’s projection, taking in every detail, and I knew he was memorizing the imagery so he could call upon it at a moment’s need.

      “The source of this evil, like so many others, lies in the heart of Man.

      “Kill the man, cast down his works if needed, and you destroy the source.”

      Somewhat sadly, reflecting his exhaustion from the efforts of the past days and a long history of such unending battles, Maevus added softly, “For now.”

      Surveying the lay of the land, the progress of the blight, and the state of our neighbors, I said, “Continue sending word of this danger to any who will hear it, near and far.

      “Put out a call for any ja’lel willing to join us against this evil. We will meet outside House Clayburn in two weeks’ time. The sooner these worthies arrive, the better, for the Clayburns have need.

      “If these ja’lel are unwilling to join us in striking at the evil’s heart, ask them to consider helping our neighbors. The Killians, Moërs, Langlies, and Faelons could sorely use assistance against the infernal plague.

      “If they are unwilling to defend the kingdom’s borders, ask them to uphold her heart.

      “And remind them to keep their hats on.”

      I left the Great Hall to Maevus and his responsibilities, for I had my own.

      The least of which was preparing for an assault on a bastion of demonic iniquity.

      Whether Draymond stayed to help plead our case or went on to other tasks, I left to his discretion.

      He did not need my guidance in deciding what needed to be done.

      

      Despite the confidence I had displayed before leaving, I walked away from the Great Hall full of questions for which I had few true answers.

      What Draymond had not asked, the principal question that had been left unvoiced, was: How must this evil be destroyed?

      This was a question not easily answered, just as it was not easily known.

      We were so few that our attempt, however valiant and well-intentioned, however necessary or right, might be in vain.

      Would we be able to find the source of the evil plaguing the land before we fell to its power?

      Would there be enough of us to bring about this evil’s demise should we find it?

      Would we figure out how to defeat the demonic scourge in time?

      Would other ja’lel heed our call, or would we go this alone?

      The unknown always presented obstacles that could not be addressed clearly or simply.

      Those tasks most worthy often presented the greatest challenges.

      Striking out against the source of the demonic plague was no different.

      But this was what ja’lel did, what we were—we struck out into the unknown against all odds, whatever the outcome, for the greater good.

      For if we did not, who would?
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      “Your mind must be supple and encompassing, Koren, as broad as the sky and just as clear.”

      A cloudless blue sky stretched above us, seeming near enough to touch but vast enough to contain all my imaginings.

      Reaching heavenward, the gesture following my gaze, I felt the subtly shifting wind move beneath and between my fingers, the currents bridging earth and sky.

      Father stood by my side in the open field before the keep, where the gentle spring air was full of anticipation and energy. Boisterous grasses, wildflowers, and other plants brushed against our shins, knees, and thighs, competing for their place, a space to grow in the glorious day.

      Beyond the field, the Murken Wode stood tall and implacable, as untouched by the seasons and the vagaries of time as the sky above was by my outstretched fingertips. Shrouded in wispy banks of fog that never left—the forest’s steady breath—the proud trees strove skyward with much more success than my hand.

      Behind us, the morning brume that had surrounded it burned off by the risen sun, Castle D’uene rose as unyielding as the forest sheltering her. A mighty thing of aged stone and human will, the moss-covered keep, if viewed cursorily, appeared to have been heaved up from the earth itself, the rough bones of the land revealed in the slow erosion of ages. The light brushstrokes of living things were cast upon her walls in the forms of swaths of verdant lichens, clutches of luminous mosses, and sprouting plants finding purchase in the cracks of her stained stonework.

      Father’s voice drew me inexorably inward toward this moment, his words shaping my will and intent with patience and perseverance just as the elements slowly worked the land. “As illuminating as the sun above, within the untroubled sky, your mind’s innermost voice, your weira, will guide your actions and intent.”

      All around me, small blades of grass, fronds of other plants, and seeds of assorted species floated, suspended in the air by my father’s magic.

      I stood amidst a vegetative snowstorm held in abeyance, one awaiting release.

      As he spoke, my father placed a blindfold over my eyes, the dark fabric blocking my vision, bringing the world in close.

      “Each frond, each fleck, is a universe unfolding in your mind’s eye. Their movements are yours, buoyed by your awareness.

      “When they move, your body responds.”

      I felt the flare of my father’s shield pulse around him, a protective cocoon that would shield him from danger.

      I drew my guns.

      “Your mind must remain ever vigilant, Koren, for if it fails, so do you.

      “Cast it lightly across the land, free and untroubled, open to any disturbance.

      “Let your weira guide you.

      “The weira is the way, and you must follow.”

      Their motions softer than a pin drop, louder than thunder, the plants around me began to move, dancing in the air.

      With them, in tune, motes within my mind, I began to fire.

      My weira called.

      I listened.

      And the fragments fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Future Imagined

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood on the ramparts, the day just born, the sun a vibrant flare in the sky. The firmament filled gradually with thick, liquid colors, awash in a mixture of hues slowly blending with one another, awaiting some giant brushstroke to smooth and intermesh the turgid tints and tones. Fog played over the field beneath the outer walls, the breath of the Murken Wode made tangible and real, turning the scene even more dreamlike as the sun struggled to take hold of the day.

      As I looked out over the fields bordering the keep, a vision of my future flashed before my eyes, my life viewed in retrospect—endless quests for revenge, one violent episode after another, a legacy ending in my own dissolution.

      Hunting down my father’s killer.

      Tracking down monsters that were terrorizing the land.

      Victimizing those who victimized others.

      Bringing justice in the form of blazing cold steel to criminals, monsters, and miscreants alike.

      Stalking bandits and devils with no home to speak of and no roof but the sky.

      Friends and family left behind as my overriding drive burned away everything but the target of my pursuit.

      Meaning, purpose, and individuality lost as I became but a vehicle, an instrument in striving for an end.

      Was this all my life was to become?

      A futile quest for revenge repeated over and over?

      Was this to be my legacy, vengeance personified?

      Was I but an agent, a cause with singular purpose?

      Was this all?

      I took a deep breath of the cool morning air that was so full of promise, my lungs awash in the day’s rising glory.

      Accepting.

      Then let my cause be just.

      Let my vision be clear.

      Let my aim be true.

      Let my vengeance be complete.

      And let my reprisal be swift.

      May I be an agent of justice, a deterrent of wrong.

      May I be an inspiration for those with good in their hearts and a cause for reconsideration for those with ill.

      May I make a difference in the lives of those I serve.

      May the sacrifice of my life enable others to live their lives more fully.

      I will be an agent of change, and the world will be better for it.

      This I foresaw.

      And this I believed.

      Beneath my gaze, the grass bent and swayed.

      And the fog burned away with the sun’s ascent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Evil’s Course

          

        

      

    

    
      I did not need to sleep to be visited by nightmares.

      Amorphous blobs, amoeboid smudges, shifting lines, and wavering outlines descended from the clouds.

      Seeing the demons fall from the heavens, I imagined that I was some undersea leviathan watching the flotsam of another world drift downward, motes of otherworldy lights, strange forms settling on the sea floor amongst the benthic debris.

      With my eyes occluded by water, the glare of the sun refracted through the trembling surface above, the forms remained indistinct, unrealized.

      But, unlike my imaginings, these entities were real.

      And they were here.

      Now.

      “Demons!

      “Incoming!”

      My voice reverberated outward across the battlements from where I stood atop the parapets, my new home not away from home, with both guns drawn, ready for another visitation.

      As I fired, questions flitted through my mind, as light and airy as the demons above.

      Would I ever be able to leave, given these daily visitations?

      Was it worth pursuing the greater good to leave my family behind?

      Were the demons pushing forward so strongly here just to pin us in?

      The questions came as fast as my bullets, tearing through the tremulous masses of ethereal assault.

      We had to leave, and soon.

      If we waited, we could be pinned in here, fighting off demons while the rest of the world fell around us.

      

      When the last shots had been fired, when the remaining demons had vanished in clouds of virulent arcana and gouts of concussive force, I sprinted down to the courtyard, yelling, “Draymond! To me!”

      My satchel was packed and ready, stored in the stables. My guns were always loaded, just one thought away from barking destruction.

      The time to leave had come.

      Draymond strode down the carved steps leading from the parapets to the courtyard, his boots beating a steady tune as he neared.

      “We should take advantage of the lull and leave while we can.

      “I fear the demons will never leave us.”

      Draymond nodded tersely.

      “My warhorse is saddled and ready. Lelein and Talen are ready to take our spots on the wall.”

      Draymond must have seen some of the worry in my eyes, for he added, his tone unusually bright, “Fear not, Koren. Between Seveireine and Maevus, Kora, Lelein, and Talen, all will be well here.

      “They are as formidable a band as any.”

      I nodded, but the worry did not leave my heart.

      I did not want to lose more after already having lost so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First Flight

          

        

      

    

    
      Smoky was waiting eagerly for me in the stable, reflections of the emerald fires that limned his nostrils with each exhalation dancing across the liquid night of the scales along his sleek forelegs.

      He pawed the ground in his excitement, his fearsome talons leaving marks on the cool stone floor. Lashing back and forth hypnotically behind his muscular haunches, Smoky’s leathery spiked tail swung through the air like a whip about to crack.

      My face lit up in a smile at his coltish exuberance as I tipped my hat to him in welcome.

      “Glad to see you, Smoky.”

      He bobbed his head in greeting, the fires of his breath dancing playfully in his eyes.

      “Are you ready to be off?”

      Some questions need not be asked.

      This was one.

      I could tell Smoky was ready to commence our journey; even now, his talons were barely on the ground.

      But I asked anyway, mostly to make conversation, to build a rapport I already felt deeply but wanted to encourage.

      “Draymond will be here shortly, and then we’ll head out southward to meet up with the others.

      “With any luck, we will leave here free and easy, without conflict.”

      Smoky snorted, the intonation telling me how little he liked our chances for anything like a tranquil journey.

      He knew there would be conflict ahead, whether sooner or later.

      “I know. There’ll be demons enough when we strike southward. The Abyssian hordes certainly won’t be welcoming us with open arms when we come knocking at their door.”

      Smoky snorted again, this time more forcefully, and the jet of viscid viridian flames lingered chaotically in the air, the afterimage branching brightly behind my eyelids.

      He was not one to offer the spawn of Chaos welcome.

      But I foresaw much in the way of knocking.

      Especially heads.

      Watching his response, I wondered at his origins, for Smoky looked demonic, but, though fiery, his nature seemed otherwise. He was a terrible predator, and he was supernatural, but were dragons not as well? The great wyrms of this world and others were not from the Abyss…unless those origins were rooted in the distant past.

      “You’re still fine with me riding along with you? If I need to, I can take one of the warhorses.”

      Smoky snorted dismissively, as if these things were beneath me as much as they were beneath him.

      Past Smoky, in the first two stalls heading back into the partitioned depths of the stables, were Father’s and Draymond’s waiting warhorses.

      Ordinary horses these were not.

      These warhorses were artifacts almost as rare and wondrous as Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, for they were living paratechnological steeds, a blend of arcane science and high technology. Armed, armored, capable of flight and tactical decision-making, they did everything a horse could and so much more. Light spun and whorled on their gleaming metallic surfaces, shimmering quicksilver poised for flight.

      So far from gnomish strongholds, there were few on Ilaeria who could create such marvels.

      For all the warhorses’ capabilities, I was happy to have Smoky.

      And that he was willing to let me ride.

      I was glad to have Smoky as my companion for many reasons: he had a vibrant personality and keen intelligence that were welcome in a travelling companion; his goals in this mission were mine; he was a formidable ally capable of meeting and beating demons at their own game; and his wings would take me where a normal horse could not, among many other traits and a few more I would surely discover on the quest ahead.

      And, most importantly, he was amazing!

      Just as important as what he gave, however, was what he did not take.

      I did not want to take my father’s warhorse from Kora, Talen, and Ilen. In the days and months ahead, they might need its strength and surety to see them through to safety in my absence. While a mundane steed might not be able to win its way to freedom and security, a flying paratechnological warhorse should be able to circumvent danger or help blast their way through.

      Thanks to Smoky, I could give my brothers and sister a little more security in my absence.

      To a bereaved heart, this was a most valuable gift.

      

      I sensed Draymond’s approach before I heard the door open behind me.

      And he was not alone.

      Blocked at first by Draymond’s broad shoulders, Lote, long as a whip and twice as deadly, sauntered in behind Draymond. He had the easy, rolling gait of a horseman, his steps flowing over the ground with a rhythm in tune with the rise and fall of hooves charging across open ground.

      The stables were Lote’s home, the steeds his charge along with Kort. Like most here, Lote had lived in the keep almost the whole of his life, growing up with us, learning as we did. Though he worked with horses—his role in the house—he was capable of a great many things, for our training was largely his own. Everyone in the household was valued and treated accordingly.

      Skilled as members of the D’uene household were, anyone could strike out to make his or her own destiny at any time.

      Fortunately for us, most chose to stay.

      But staying was not Lote’s purpose this day.

      I sensed his intent, the words that would come like the hoofbeats of approaching horses, easily heard if one were paying attention.

      Curiously, Smoky watched Lote’s approach from over my shoulder, emerald flames dancing by my ear as he snorted inquisitively.

      Lote doffed his hat as he neared.

      That Draymond said nothing while Lote came forward solemnly told me that he had already said his piece to the groomsman.

      That Lote had still come told me his decision had been made despite the words I knew Draymond had offered.

      “What would you have me hear, Lote?” My voice was kind but firm. I was letting him know I would hear what he had to say but that our time was short, our window shorter.

      “Sir.”

      I was a few years younger than the tall horseman and far less experienced, but he had always shown me nothing but the greatest respect. Lote was fun-loving and full of life. Though he was able, serious business seldom seemed to suit him.

      “Sir, I would like to come along.”

      Before I could counter or interrupt, neither one of which I had intended to do, Lote barreled forward. “I need to come along.”

      There was an honest yearning in his eyes, one I would not deny.

      But I would challenge it, for, in the days ahead, his resolve must be strong and true.

      “We have lost so much already. You have lost so much already. Why risk more?”

      Jeorl was Lote’s younger brother. When Jeorl fell, so did a part of Lote.

      “My purpose is yours, Master D’uene. You have lost your father. I have lost my brother.”

      Lote’s eyes were ice battling fire, the hot emotions of anger, the passion of revenge, warring with the logic of reason and the calm surety of justice.

      “I cannot restore what was taken from me, but I can try to stop others from losing what I have.”

      “And what if you are lost?”

      In truth, this question—and its answer—was no different from those that could be asked of me.

      And Draymond.

      “Then I will have lost myself to a greater good. There is little more I could ask.”

      Smoky turned his head to mine, still peering over my shoulder, his gleaming eyes meeting my own. There was no question there, only surety.

      Clearly, Smoky sensed Lote’s common cause and wanted to make certain I did as well.

      I nodded. “Are your bags packed?”

      “Aye, m’lord.” He pointed to the corner. Tucked away amongst the blankets, tools and tackle, fastened to the smoothly contoured back of a twin airfoil, its translucent wings currently retracted, were a leather satchel and bedroll.

      Being prepared for emergencies, we kept survival bags ready to go at a moment’s notice, but Lote had prepared his wings so that he would be ready to fly.
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      I appreciated Lote’s foresight.

      Though he was a renowned groomsman, Lote was willing to forego the company of one of his prized horses to join us.

      He recognized that bringing a means to fly was his only real choice, even if it meant he would leave his animals behind.

      I felt sorry for Lote, for not only had he lost his brother Jeorl, an honored member of our house, but he was also leaving behind the principal creatures that offered him true comfort and consolation in his time of grief.

      Draymond and I would hardly be the horses’ replacements.

      The blood, sweat, and terror of the days ahead were a poor exchange.

      All we could offer was a chance at justice.

      And a cause worthy of our lives.

      I called over my shoulder, ready to begin. “Get your bags! Let’s be off.”

      While Draymond went to collect his warhorse and Lote put on his airfoil-mounted pack, I turned to Smoky, resting my hand softly on the smooth ebon scales of his muzzle. “Are you ready to fly?” I whispered. “Are you ready to begin the end of our foes?”

      I sensed a thrill run down Smoky’s back as he pawed the ground excitedly.

      He was as keen to be off as I.

      Before carefully—respectfully—mounting his back, I checked the harness and straps of his saddle. The last thing I wanted was for the saddle to fall off while we rode, taking me with it. We were fortunate that the warhorses’ saddle and harness fit Smoky well, and that the magic reinforcing and securing their bindings would hold me in place as ably on Smoky’s back as on one of the flying paratechnological steeds.

      Lifting my leg high, I put my left boot up in Smoky’s stirrup and swung my right leg over his back easily, then settled into the saddle and cantered out into the courtyard.

      Maevus stood waiting for me alongside Kora, Talen, and Ilen. With them, too, were Seveireine and Lelein.

      As they watched our approach, I could see the tension gathered around Kora’s eyes like a stormcloud ready to break. On Maevus’s other side, Talen stood with a brave face, but the tightness of his body betrayed his nerves. Ilen, sensing the gravity of the moment, hovered close to Kora but held himself proudly nonetheless. Seveireine and Lelein held each other close, their mutual strength enough to help hold both of them steady.

      They all came to offer their love and support, to show their unity of purpose with ours, and their belief in us.

      I smiled and tipped my hat, feeling a bit like Father leaving for one of his quests as I mimicked the gesture I had seen so many times, opening windows to the past with a single movement.

      Offering a smile that I hoped was reassuring, I said, “I will hold you in my hearts while I am gone. You will push me forward, just as you will bring me home.”

      Talen smiled in turn, while Kora nodded solemnly in reply. Unwilling to hold back, Ilen ran forward and hugged what he could reach of my leg.

      I bent over and ruffled his hair.

      Maevus watched the proceedings calmly, saying nothing, his face giving away less than his voice.

      When Ilen finally broke off and returned to Kora’s side, Maevus stepped forward, saying, “Though the land be overrun by demons, there is, or was, a mortal agent at this plague’s heart.

      “Find this one and strike him down along with his works. Sever the ties he binds between worlds and end this blight at its heart.

      “Do not doubt yourself in the trials ahead. Never waver. Weakness is a demon’s strength.

      “Though taken quickly, your course and purpose run true.

      “Others will join your cause and aid in its realization.”

      I nodded curtly as Maevus’s litany of urgings clipped away, one after the other, focused on the aim his words targeted.

      Draymond walked his horse out of the stables as we were speaking, the mighty metamachine beneath his saddle gleaming like a star descended from the heavens. Lote walked out behind Draymond, the twin wings on his airfoil extended, shimmering and translucent like a pair of iridescent dragonfly wings.

      “Stay true to yourselves as you journey,” Seveireine urged, the lines of wisdom dancing across her face as she spoke. “Do not let the path of vengeance overcome you. Do not sacrifice your selves and who you are on this path.”

      Better me than someone else.

      If my sacrifice will save my family and free them from a similar path, then I will walk the path of revenge gladly.

      As if sensing my thoughts, far too perceptive for my own good, Seveireine finished with a warning. “Where one path leads, others follow.”

      Averting the subject, and the thought that my actions could lead others to take a similar course, I replied, “We will not fail.”

      I read the concern and determination in the eyes of my family as Smoky leapt into the air.

      They would not fail.

      Neither would I.
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      Flying on Smoky was very different from flying atop Father’s warhorse.

      Though the paratechnological warhorses were miraculous creatures, capable of much that mundane steeds were not, they were not alive, at least not in the same way Smoky was.

      Their bodies did not bend and flex supplely with each wingbeat. Their bodies did not flow over the air currents, riding the wind’s shifts and eddies like a serpent gliding through water. Their bodies did not adjust subconsciously to each minor permutation in the environment. Their bodies did not ebb and flow with their intent, full of excitement and anticipation.

      Smoky was alive.

      I could feel that life coursing beneath me in the way he moved, in the way he pushed forward, in the way his wingbeats thundered and his body ran through the sky. He was buoyed by magic, filled with energy, and brimming with life.

      His freedom was my own as we took to the heavens, enlivened by the rushing wind and spiraling vistas.

      Growing smaller with each stroke of his wings, House D’uene, my home, faded into the swirling blue-green mists of the Murken Wode. The unyielding stone ramparts, aged but undiminished by time, lost their massive scale and structure. The central keep, with its myriad moss- and lichen-covered arcs and sweeps, its clear glass windows gazing outward upon a world of wild, dangerous beauty, and its strong, unobstructed walls became indistinct, inseparable from the land from which it sprang. Our friends, our family, watching us intently from within, their intense gazes sheltering loving hearts beneath their concern, shrank as my own concern and longing for them grew.

      Atop Smoky’s back, I watched the center of my world shrink to nothingness in a matter of minutes.

      While the keep and all the treasures held inside receded into the hazy distance, lost amidst the vast expanse of the fey Murken Wode, the Dwimmer Mounts slowly rose, growing ever more prominent as we neared the borders of our lands, these mountains that shielded us from outsiders along all sides. Cloaked in the trees of the Murken Wode, the Dwimmer Mounts rolled off into the distance like yesterday’s dreams, clear and crisp where near but slowly fading with time and distance.

      At my side, perhaps a stone’s throw away, Draymond rode atop his mighty stallion, its fearsome wingbeats cutting ferociously through the air like the prow of an indomitable vessel. As imposing as any ship, Draymond sat atop his warhorse with cool, easy authority, his eyes taking in much and his mind more. His broad shoulders were unbowed by the pressure of the mission or the risks ahead.

      Behind us, riding the currents joyfully, Lote dove and darted like a bird on the hunt, but his purpose was the exhilaration of flight. The airfoil’s wings on his back shimmered in the wind, lit in kaleidoscopic splashes by the afternoon sun with each twist and turn.

      Smoky, too, rejoiced in his freedom, cantering excitedly through the air, tossing his head and snorting iridescent plumes of fire, as jubilant as a colt let loose on a vibrant spring day.

      Smiling, I held on, letting Smoky have the reins, celebrating his liberty silently with him, for the gift of his freedom was mine as well.

      Having about half the day left for flight, I anticipated that we should be able to reach well into the heart of the range before bedding for the evening.

      In a soft voice, I muttered a simple cantrip that would allow us to talk should the need arise.

      For now, however, I was content to sit back and take in the day.

      Unfortunately, any opportunities for leisure were short-lived.

      

      Ahead of and above us, spilling from an approaching mass of billowing gray clouds like offal from a diseased corpse, a torrent of misshapen monstrosities lumbered, stuttered, and swooped downward. Though distant, the demons straining toward us were an assemblage of nightmares, many dark hallucinations dreamed over long, troubled nights, phantasmorgia that had been randomly chopped up and mixed together to create beasts with mismatched arms, legs, torsos, and wings.

      On the bright side, by interposing ourselves between the demons and home, we might save the keep from another assault.

      By way of welcome, a pulsing wash of shimmering ebon energies surged before the massed infernals, a nacreous, unholy slick of hellish magics.

      “Shields up!” I yelled, drawing Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod from their worn holsters.

      My voice cracked with the command, though my intent did not.

      Such were the joys and challenges of rising adulthood.

      With a practiced invocation, the force of my intent augmented by the intrinsic arcane properties of my guns, a reflective shield sprang up.

      This time, my voice remained clear.

      “Spread out! Fire when ready!” I did not want us too close together, for the demons’ baleful attacks might find us easy targets if we got caught in the crossfire or overlap of their assaults.

      Herein lay the risk of flight.

      Though we could move swiftly and avoid many hazards on the ground while flying, we were visible.

      And being visible meant we were targets.

      Often, given our altitude, we remained out of range of those threats.

      But not always.

      In response to my words, Smoky tensed beneath me, keen to surge forward. His wings began to glow a threatening shade of fiery umber.

      “Whoa, Smoky!

      “Let’s hold back until we have to engage.”

      Not sharing my reluctance to aggressively scythe forward through a tumultuous cloud of bloodthirsty demons, Smoky regarded me reproachfully.

      I offered my counterargument soothingly, patting his neck with the back of my right hand while I still held my guns. “Be patient, my friend. This will not be our last chance for vengeance.

      “Let us add our strength to yours that we may be stronger together.”

      That seemed to appease him somewhat.

      But I could tell he still wanted to tear through the surging hellions like a gale force wind scattering dry fall leaves.

      Such was the nature of our relationship.

      We had much to learn together.

      While Smoky and I held our course and ironed out our differences, Lote arced upward and away behind us in a graceful sweep, drawing both of his gleaming pistols as he positioned himself most advantageously and opened fire. Multicolored bolts of force tore soundlessly through the air as he channeled ruinous energies through his guns. Splashes of fell colors lashed the demons with each blast.

      Veering to my right, not content to use his pistols, Draymond drew a large rifle from its harness in the saddle behind him.

      His gun was anything but silent.

      And that was by choice.

      Thunder rocked the heavens as coruscating bolts of explosive energies leapt from his rifle, shattering into the swarming demonic mass with blinding detonations.

      Alternating detonating rounds with magic-piercing attacks, Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod let their will be felt by the approaching swarm, unleashing demon-obliterating devastation with each shot.

      Deprived of flight and the life that allowed it, demons fell like wind-driven snow though the sun was yet shining overhead.

      The demons and their accursed spell never reached us.

      The days ahead would be nowhere near this easy.

      Of that, I was certain.
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      The forests south were thick with old trees, woods that had rapidly overtaken the abandoned heart of the Old Kingdom after her people migrated to new opportunities elsewhere.

      Not all homes, or people, had migrated, however.

      Like House D’uene, House Clayburn was one of those that had stayed.

      Its roots were too deep in the Old Kingdom. Its people, like mine, were perhaps too stubborn to go.

      So, while the world moved on, they stayed.

      

      House Clayburn was a couple of days’ flight away and sat strategically along a placid lake nestled in a luxuriant valley of small hamlets, farms, and wildlands. The lake afforded access to the Juen River and the ocean beyond, and had brought trade and culture inland in times past. Although exchange had slowed as the kingdom rebuilt and moved elsewhere, House Clayburn had still benefited from much interaction with the outside world.

      Far more than House D’uene, House Clayburn had kept something of its old majesty and stature. While we still protected our holdings, oversaw what little trade came through our lands, and received offerings from our scattered subjects, our House had fallen through time, losing importance and reach until our most valuable resource was the fine ja’lel we produced. In contrast, House Clayburn remained something of a cultural gem in the south, drawing travelers and artisans to its walls and retaining skilled craftsmen in its surrounding communities. If there was something a person needed in the south, they first looked to House Clayburn.

      And right now, that House was in need.

      I was going to do all I could to help them, for, although the D’uene were much diminished, the Clayburns had stood beside us in many a strife through long, hard years. Offering our aid was not only expected, it was right.

      Many of the brighter days of my childhood had been spent visiting the Clayburns and their richly varied holdings.

      I would not see them end now after having persevered so long.

      

      We flew until day’s end, until our bodies reminded us that we needed to eat, sleep and recover. Though we could have pushed on, ignoring our bodily obligations, flying at night was not without risks that were far more substantial than those of the day. Lote, for one, could not navigate at night as easily as Smoky with his preternatural senses or Draymond with his paratechnological steed. Our abilities, too, suffered in darkness, while those of our foes heightened.

      As the sun fell below the hills, we found a spot to camp by a small, quiet stream tumbling beneath sheltering trees that glimmered with a cascade of early evening witchlight, stopping early in preparation to begin again with first light.

      While Lote set down his wings and pack and Draymond began pulling supplies for a meal from the saddlebags on his shimmering mount, using the heel of my boot, I described a circle around the campground, infusing this ward with energy channeled and augmented by my guns.

      This arcane shield would protect us from the terrors in the night that might fall upon us while we slept.

      At least the ones that existed outside our troubled dreams.

      Before I completed my defensive circuit, I turned to Smoky, who was observing our unpacking rituals with curiosity, and asked welcomingly, “Smoky, will you join us inside the warding? We can summon food for you, and you can rest by our side.”

      Turning his attention to me, Smoky shook his ebon head, snorting disdainfully at my offer of hospitality as if it were beneath him.

      And it probably was.

      But I could see by the fire in his eyes that he was neither insulted by the offer nor being rude in reply. Instead, he had other purposes and business and did not wish to be confined when he could have freedom.

      I could relate.

      Until the demons had been purged from the land, no man could walk freely without concern for his life and his future.

      “Will you hunt, then, or would you rather share in our provisions?”

      Smoky snorted liquid fire and bared his vicious fangs, prancing with the enthusiasm of a colt.

      Hunting it was, then.

      “Be careful and be well, my friend.

      “We leave at dawn.

      “Good hunting.”

      With those words of well-wishing, Smoky took off into the heavens, a sliver of darkness returning to the void above while I turned to help set up camp and eat a supper long past due.

      

      Beans, aguve, a protein-rich native legume, seasoned wild rice with pan-seared vegetables, and a bit of dried fruit formed the majority of our meal, each plate piled high with welcome food.

      I raised my dish in salute. “Blessed be the hands that guide us, and blessed be the hands that keep us.”

      “Blessed be our kith and kin,” Draymond and Lote echoed before turning to their plates.

      Despite his great size, Draymond ate elegantly, taking each bite carefully and deliberately, savoring each morsel. He ate thoroughly, appreciatively, knowing this could be his last.

      Lote dug in with ferocity for the same reasons, not because he was starving, but on the off chance this might be his last opportunity to eat. He was not about to miss the chance for a good meal when it presented itself.

      Or a marginal one, either.

      I smiled, studying my friends, each reflected in how they approached their meal.

      “Always watching, aren’t you?” Draymond asked teasingly, knowing it for a fact.

      I laughed. “No one ever said I was much of a talker.”

      “And no one would!” Draymond snorted in agreement.

      Lote smiled ruefully, holding back the laughter I knew he felt, for he did not want to insult his lord, although he also understood my personality as an observer, for he was one as well.

      Akin to a bird of prey, my awareness, my sense of self, often hovered above the moment, watching but not always engaging. This tendency was most apparent in social situations, especially around those of whom I knew little.

      Being perceptive and alert in a world filled with demons and monsters helped you survive.

      It did not necessarily win you many friends.

      Especially when there were few friends to win.

      “And no one ever said you were tactful,” I rejoined around a mouthful of rich food, my smile muffled by the generous mound I had just taken in with my spoon.

      Draymond laughed in turn, his smile bright and sincere. “There is that, lad. There is that!”

      Lote smiled cautiously as well, not sallying forth with too much emotion or commitment to either side lest he incur Draymond’s fierce ire, but enough to enjoy the retort nonetheless.

      “How bad do you think it will be?” I asked, far less experienced in these matters than Draymond or Lote. While most of my life had been spent in training, I did not have the direct experience of a seasoned veteran of many adventures and campaigns like Draymond and, to a lesser extent, Lote.

      Draymond’s smile vanished quickly. “If it’s bad enough for the Clayburns to need our help, our help might not be enough.”

      I pursed my lips grimly and asked, looking first to Draymond and then to Lote, “What are your thoughts on our approach?”

      Lote deferred to Draymond, who said, “I reckon we’ll see when we get there. As much as they might need us, I doubt they’ll let us in. Not at first. So, helping will be an even greater risk for us and might best be done from a distance.”

      This was saying something for Draymond, who was known for charging into the thickest frays with guns blazing and fists flying.

      “Maevus will let us know if he sees any new developments as we near,” Lote added thoughtfully, echoing Draymond’s caution, “so we should have a bit of guidance as to our best approach.”

      For such deadly men, they had an abundance of caution and forbearance.

      Those traits had played a large role in why they had managed to live as long as they had.

      I would do well to act similarly.

      Especially if I wanted to live long enough to make a difference.

      And for my help to matter.

      “Approach from the hills and keep to the ridgeline, scouting and sniping from there?”

      Draymond grunted around a bite of food.

      Lote nodded in agreement as he scarfed down another few bites.

      “We can discuss warding options and more detailed strategy tomorrow,” I finished.

      If we made it there safely.

      And actually had time to talk.

      I liked our chances.

      But on Ilaeria, one never really could say, one way or the other.

      After Draymond and Lote had nodded their assent, I finished my supper and prepared my bedroll for sleep.

      The morrow would be full of dangers, and we needed rest if we were to be the greatest ones of all.
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      My weira roared.

      The warning was so loud, I leapt to my feet, throwing my bedding to the side, emerging from dream to wakefulness with a pounding heart and a racing mind.

      Which, in most any conflict, is absolutely the worst thing to do.

      Not only did it make me a target, it gave away my position and told my foe that I was aware of his, or its, presence. Further, it gave away any element of surprise I might have in being ready for my enemy as he crept toward me or scouted out my location. And, what was worse, such a response could interfere with my companions’ readiness and response as well.

      Not only was such a response bad psychically, it was less than optimal physically, for it engendered tension and stress, which interfered with fluidity of thought and action and the most effective response.

      But, in my defense, being scared senseless can do that to someone, even a not-so-hardened ja’lel.

      Already crouching by my side with guns drawn, both Draymond and Lote grinned wickedly at my folly.

      If they had not been on guard against the terror-inducing danger I sensed, they would be laughing heartily at my expense.

      At least I managed to pull my guns.

      And not fall flat on my face while doing it.

      My heart still hammering in my chest, I crouched down with them and waited, asking softly, “What in the name of the Light is that?”

      I felt the pall of something evil, something terrible, inching our way. It was a fearsome weight, an immense cold, ready to sweep us away into a bleak, immeasurable void.

      We had fought demons before.

      I knew their presence well.

      But I had never felt anything like this.

      “Never have I felt its like,” Lote offered cautiously, echoing my sentiments, his tone taut and measured as he eyed the darkness between the soft luminescence of the trees and the crystalline, illuminating aeryasynthetic encrustations scattered across their bark in abstract patterns.

      “Nor have I,” Draymond added firmly, his words falling heavily on my ears, for I relied on his ability and knowledge to handle most any situation we might face.

      “Whatever the demon is, it is a lord among infernals, for few of its kind are strong enough to push through to our world across the dimensional gulfs and then through Ilaeria’s defenses while retaining such strength.”

      “Do we have any idea how to stop it?” I asked, anticipating the challenge to come.

      “We hope our shields hold and keep firing until we find something that works,” Draymond grunted decisively.

      We would cycle through various arcane blasts in rapid succession from behind the shield when the creature attacked. With any luck, we would find a form of assault that worked and bring the thing down before it took us with it.

      Undisturbed by our fears, the stars above watched serenely from their repose in a velvet sky untroubled by clouds.

      Undeterred by our paltry plans, the creeping Darkness oozed forward.

      And with its approach, our concerns mounted.

      

      My awareness reverberated with the demon’s approach.

      Even with the protection of my father’s hat.

      Using my pistols, I described complex sigils in the air around us.

      The disturbance muted but did not go away.

      The demon knew we were here, just like we knew it was out there.

      And it was playing with us, reveling in our discomfort.

      With the additional protections I wove about us, our hats, and the protective shield, the thing’s presence fell upon us like a migraine that would not go away, coupled with an immense sense of pressure.

      I felt like I was at the bottom of some depthless body of water. Immense pressure pushed downward upon me, seeking to crush me beneath its weight. Darkness, too, struggled to take me in its folds, pulling me into the depths.

      This disorienting discomfort was but the initial taste of the demon’s presence, for a pall of evil as thick as fog and as heavy as stone weighed us down.

      The urge to run, to scream, welled up in me.

      I closed my eyes and gathered myself, bestilling the trembling that would force my shots awry. I took refuge in the oden’el, the high mind that infused the consciousnesses of the ja’lel, empowering our magic and weira, the fuel to our fire and the foundation to our art.

      Expansive and full, adrift in the peace of pure mind, my consciousness settled, and, gradually, my body with it.

      The demon was coming, and I would be ready.

      

      Draymond stood and, as I had done with the mental protections, described a complex enchantment with his pistols around us while we sat. Only slightly visible when viewed askance, appearing as a slight wavering in the air, perhaps from heat that was not present, spectral armor enveloped us.

      Should our shields fall, his arcana would help protect us from the demon’s assault.

      Not wishing to break the unnatural silence, for every motion took greater effort as the demon approached, I nodded my head in thanks.

      “It is near,” Draymond whispered, pointing with his guns through the luminescent boles, past the evening gloaming softened by the forest’s magical haloes.

      Although our minds, our weira, understood exactly where he was pointing, for the vile threat radiating from that spot filled us with a sense of wrongness out of proportion with the night that screamed against it, our eyes struggled to discern the thing’s presence.

      There was a gulf, an absence, darker than the void above, undulating forward liquidly. Light bent toward it, drawn into its vacuous folds, never to emerge again.

      The hole created by the thing’s presence was so absolute that the mind struggled to fill it with something, anything. Lights burst in place where it lurked, sensory hallucinations that could not hide, or reveal, the monstrosity’s presence or reality.

      This was a terror from the darkest Abyss.

      If we did not stop it, nothing would.

      The time for waiting was over.

      Our weira humming in tune, sharing a common purpose, an actualized threat, and a congruence of action, we opened fire.

      The forest exploded in light.
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      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod thrummed in my hands, vibrating with my will, unleashing power beyond my reckoning.

      Pulses of force, concentrated beams of light, focused energy, superheated bolts of plasma, magical blasts, intense heat, solidified missiles, explosive shots, psychic blasts, and many other types of attacks, both physical and arcane, ripped through the air, scything into the demon in an expression of power as bright, beautiful, and exuberant as those of any celebration.

      And far more deadly.

      But they had no discernable effect.

      The demon kept oozing forward liquidly, undeterred.

      While some forms of attack might slice directly through the seething Darkness, others were engulfed, disappearing as though they had never existed.

      Magic and anti-magic, matter and anti-matter, energy and anti-energy all were brought to bear in raging torrents.

      And every single one failed.

      The sweat beading on my brow was not a good sign.

      Not a good sign at all.

      Should we fall back and retreat?

      What else could we do?

      We were blasting the demon with every spell in the spellbook, yet the infernal moved forward nonplussed as if our attacks were not even happening.

      And I knew the thing was in phase with us, for our attacks were striking it, given the varied, if ineffectual, reactions of our shots.

      They just were not doing a thing.

      Except perhaps fueling the demon’s approach.

      And making us feel worse about our odds.

      Just then, as my heart was sinking, it sank further, for Smoky returned from his hunt, perhaps drawn by the commotion, to rejoin us.

      His wings beating with the sound of thunder, Smoky swooped from the firmament, emerald flames sparking from his talons and dancing upon his lips.

      Like us, he greeted the demon with fire.

      Unlike us, he breathed fire, while we had merely opened fire.

      A gout of viscous flames splashed through the trees, catching many leaves and branches on fire and ripping across the living shadow’s surface.

      Where the fire touched, the demon’s shadow burnt and wavered, evaporating under the onslaught.

      “Fire! Use fire!” I screamed, chiding our simple-minded stupidity in overlooking the obvious.

      In our urgency, we had tried ever more complex and obscure forms of attack, and it had almost cost us our lives.

      Not burdened by my sense of failing, Lote and Draymond let loose a barrage of sorcerous fire that lit the night in a scene reminiscent of the hottest hells.

      The demon did not scream, but my mind did.

      A psychic wail smashed into us with the force of a tsunami, dropping us to our knees.

      No longer slowed by our attacks, or by its desire to torture us with its languorous approach, the demon burst forward in an instant, gliding in a flood of malevolent Darkness as it engulfed our shield in a writhing wall of absolute blackness.

      I could see the bounds of our shield sparking and wavering as the demon ate into it, leaching its power, unholy acid burning through our defenses in a relentless tide.

      We were barely able to move, pinned to the ground by the psychic assault, but Smoky saved us.

      While our fire stopped, Smoky’s continued as the demon screamed and our minds rang with its fury.

      Intent upon destroying us while it had the chance, the demon tore into our protective ward while Smoky lashed into it from above.

      Though ferocious on its own, Smoky’s attack was not enough.

      And I could not marshal the focus to repair the shield while it faded.

      As I struggled, a single pinprick opened in the scintillating dome of force warding us.

      Bilious darkness poured inward, lashing but a hand’s breadth above me, and smote Lote a mighty blow as the tendril crashed into the spectral armor surrounding him. Where the Darkness struck, great silvery-blue sparks arced blindingly, forcing the Darkness to recoil convulsively.

      Lote flew across the clearing and smashed sickeningly into the trunk of a gnarled tree.

      He crumpled to the ground.

      And his guns fell with him.

      Summoning strength from a wellspring I admired but did not have, blocking out the demon’s wail, Draymond slowly started adding his fire to Smoky’s. Together, the two began pushing the demon not back, but into itself, diminishing its maleficence inward as it burned away beneath their flames.

      Finally, as the demon’s scream began to ebb, I added my flames, and the demon disappeared in the fires of creation it so longed to destroy.

      Too late for Lote, who would never know the sweet joys of his steeds again—the thunder of running hooves, the flick of a mane at play, or the frolicking of a young colt. His death began and ended in darkness.
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      We buried Lote beneath the tree where he had died.

      A part of me was buried with him.

      Between his fall and my father’s death, I had few pieces left to give.

      Standing with his head bowed in remembrance, Draymond finally put his large, callused hand on my shoulder and said, “It’s time to go, lad, or there’ll be even more mourning.”

      My own head still bowed, I offered quietly, “May you dream deeply, Lote, and find the peace we never did.”

      Draymond was right.

      If we didn’t hurry, Lote’s death might be one of many.

      This was why we did not turn back, ending our quest before it had really begun.

      If we did not go forward, far more than Lote would perish.

      Ourselves among them.

      I gathered Lote’s belongings and added them to my bottomless satchel before hopping onto Smoky. I renewed our spectral wards, hoping we would not need them or face a horror as great as the one we had barely vanquished. While I protected us, Draymond cast a spell of communication that would let us speak freely while we flew.

      Smoky stood patiently by the gravesite while we worked, waiting.

      Before launching heavenward, Smoky paused, bowed his head, and pawed at the ground with his hooves.

      He had tried his best to save all of us.

      And had almost succeeded.

      If we had had half Smoky’s poise, he would have.

      And Lote would still be with us.

      With Lote’s death and Father’s weighing on my shoulders, I felt so heavy that I was sure we would not be able to take off.

      Smoky felt differently.

      We took to the air with a crack of his mighty ebon wings and the smell of brimstone from his exhalations.

      My heart leapt with his, beating faster in reply to his fearsome takeoff.

      I needed to be more like Smoky, for he bore his burdens well.

      

      Circling southward as we adjusted our trajectory, Draymond called out, “We should reach the keep by early afternoon if there are no other interruptions.”

      ‘Interruptions’ was a civil description for being attacked by demons if ever I’d heard one. But ‘civil’ and ‘demons’ seldom went hand-in-hand, so that might be the only polite description of demons I’d ever heard.

      In fairness to demons, I was not feeling particularly generous this morning.

      In fairness to myself, as far as demons went, there really were not any reasons to feel generous.

      

      We flew low, just above the treetops, keeping our profiles down lest we be spotted and attacked on sight. Staying near the tops of the trees limited the effective range of anything that might try to attack us as well.

      My mind filled with recrimination, remorse, and grief. This approach was far less effective in protecting us than I was when alert, for the outside world was largely lost to me as I battled my own inner demons.

      How could we have been so unprepared?

      How could we have been so cavalier as we struck off on our righteous quest?

      Had Father’s death not provided evidence enough that the demons were now our match or more, even if they had not been in the past?

      Were we that much diminished, or had the power of demons grown since we had last cast them off Ilaeria?

      Would we even survive to help the Clayburns, much less manage to fend off the demons and succeed in our quest?

      Who would live to mourn us if we fell and the demons triumphed, sucking all life and purpose from the land?

      What could we do differently going forward to give us a sliver of hope?

      These questions and others occupied my mind as we flew southward, praying that our folly would not cost us far more.
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      The sunlight fell dimly upon my shoulders, and my vision was clouded by memories of my lost friend.

      

      I was holding the reins of a beautiful steed, one patient with a new rider, while Lote rode along beside me, reassuring the animal when I did not provide sufficient support and reassuring me where I lacked confidence and skill.

      

      We galloped through the fields, tall grasses whipping across our legs as our horses took their full stride, thundering hoofbeats beating across the open expanse, creating wind with our speed where there had been none.

      

      We practiced marksmanship while on the move, over the open ground and through the crowded woods, galloping at breakneck speed, darting to and fro and changing positions in the saddle on the fly, laughing all the time.

      

      We went out camping and exploring, becoming confident in ourselves and the lay of the land, playing and frolicking when time permitted.

      

      In many ways, Lote had been the elder brother I had never had.

      Now he was gone, and we would share each other’s company no more.

      No more would his gifts grace the lives of those he touched.

      The world was a darker place for his loss.

      And I bore this weight heavily.

      

      “Koren? Do you hear me?” Maevus’s gravelly voice bouncing around in my ear pulled me from my thoughts of mourning and my remembrances of my lost friend.

      “Sadly,” I replied flatly, the effort of speaking bringing an upswelling of emotion and tears that I did not try to control. “We lost Lote to a greater demon last night.”

      I was hard, but not yet so hardened that I would not cry for a lost friend.

      There was a long pause while Maevus gathered himself for a response. “We share in the loss of one deeply loved. We will send word of his passing and honor his memory as befits a ja’lel.”

      “Lote died bravely, fighting to the end. He did honor to his family and house.

      “And us.”

      “He will be well-remembered and deeply missed. The world has lost a great Light,” Maevus returned after another thoughtful pause. “Will you continue or come home?”

      The concern I heard in Maevus’s voice was deep and soothing. “If we do not continue, far more lives will be lost.”

      I held back from prefacing my statement with, “As much as we want to go home...”

      Maevus understood.

      Little on Ilaeria came easily.

      “Then you should know that House Clayburn has fallen and that her foes remain substantial.

      “The surviving Clayburns have fled. Some are coming here, for we are the closest demesne that appears to be out of the direct path of the demonic advance northward.

      “The Clayburns have warned us against letting anyone inside the keep, even ja’lel, unless we shoot them first.”

      The scene became all too clear in my mind.

      House Clayburn, bastion of old, had not fallen to the direct might of demons but to their trickery.

      As had my father.

      Someone possessed, someone not even knowing they were a vessel for infernals, had probably entered House Clayburn along with other unfortunate souls and had then wreaked havoc, letting more of their kind through until the castle fell.

      An exorcising shot, while it might not kill any possessing entity, would at least cast it out.

      “Are there any Clayburns who remain on their land, or have they all fallen or fled?”

      Maevus’s tone was grim. “Some yet fight, but many fell in the chaos of defending their loved ones when the castle’s defenses failed.

      “A few of these men are willing to ride with you southward.

      “Others are escorting the survivors to safety and will rejoin the fray when and if they are able.”

      I did not begrudge them their choice.

      Either way would be a trial, one not lightly borne, and unlikely to succeed.

      “I have let the Clayburns who are continuing their fight against the demons know that you, and possibly others, should be arriving soon.”

      “How will we find them?” I asked.

      If the ’slingers masked their presence, it would be well-nigh impossible for us to find them without knowing where to look.

      Given that demons were rampant in their lands, this was the only sensible thing to do.

      “Do you remember the Whispering Caves?” Maevus asked.

      Who wouldn’t?

      The Whispering Caves were an elaborate, natural tunnel system running beneath the mountains to the south and west of House Clayburn. Their beauty was known far and wide. We had made a special trip to see them on one of our visits to House Clayburn when I was a child.

      It was said that the caves never forgot.

      Whispers of past conversations, thoughts, and emotions were visited upon those who wandered within, calling forth ideas and experiences from years long past.

      Visions of the luminous crystal formations, as well as imagery of the ja’lel past that the cave revealed, were still strong.

      “I do.”

      “The Clayburns have hidden themselves inside. The caves are anathema to demons and offer many escape routes.

      “They will be near the Silver Rush Falls. There is an entrance behind the waterfall. Look for them there.”

      “I will,” I said, thinking ahead to how difficult it might be to find our friends in such a tortuous labyrinth if they were not where Maevus indicated.

      While my thoughts wandered the maze, Maevus added a warning. “Many demons have moved on now that the keep has fallen, so be on guard. Expect to fight your way across Clayburn lands, for my visions shift and change too quickly for me to advise you on the clearest path forward.”

      “I expected nothing less.” Maevus could not see my shrug, so I did not offer one.

      Instead, I asked, “Have you passed word to the capital of this growing threat?”

      On the outskirts of civilization, remnants of times past, we were not gone, but mostly forgotten.

      “Several times...” Maevus’s voice trailed off thoughtfully as those conversations were revisited before he finished, “and with increasing urgency.”

      “And?” I pushed.

      “These most recent events at House Clayburn have not fallen on deaf ears.”

      That, at least, was a start.

      Since we could not send troops, all we could do for the capital and other cities was to send our warning.

      And try to cut the plague off at its origin.

      Expressing my concerns, I asked, “Do you have any new insights on the source of the demonic plague or how to overthrow it?”

      “There is a heart of evil in the south that is as dark as it is deep. If I unravel anything from the tangled mess of their incursion, you will be the first to hear.”

      “I need to hear something,” I replied.

      “Expect whatever is at the source of this evil to be worse than the thing that killed Lote.”

      That, I had already expected.

      And feared.

      “Be cheered that other ja’lel are committed to joining you, both from House Clayburn and other Great Houses.”

      At least that offered some reassurance.

      If they arrived in time.

      But none of them were Lote.
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      Cloaked in beguiling arcana meant to confuse our foes and blind them to our presence, we flew low above rustling trees and rich fields, over broad valleys and sheer ridges as we neared House Clayburn.

      We passed outlying villages scattered in the distance, cradled in the sweeping valleys, all of them blasted to ruins, the scene of massacres and futile last stands. Others were empty, their denizens having fled, with any luck, to the safety of the Great Houses, along with the refugees from House Clayburn. As much as I wanted to delay our flight southward to look for and assist survivors, doing so would be a risky distraction and might cost far more lives than we saved.

      The heart-wrenching scenes in those places—the lives lost so tragically, the signs of unholy desecration debasing the land and its fallen people, clouds of scavengers massed to begin cleansing the defilement the abominations from the Abyss had created—would stay with me always.

      And I did not want to forget.

      These recollections, though terrible, would fuel my drive for revenge, justice, and rectitude in years to come.

      Finally, after flying through a valley thick with smoke and carnage, where the corpses of both men and demons were strewn about in an orgy of destruction, allowing our weira to guide us safely through the mire, we landed in a clearing below the ridgeline adjacent to House Clayburn.

      We had seen no men or demons.

      The air was cold and thick with the smell of burning wood and flesh. Other odors, even less pleasant and more pungent, hung heavily about us, the reek of demons and their deaths. 

      Though we could not see the adjoining valley, we could feel it. There was, or at least there had been, more evil amassed over that rise than I had met, or dreamed of meeting, in my entire life.

      The hairs on my body rose and tingled in the presence of so much supernatural wrongness.

      Draymond’s eyes met mine grimly as we dismounted, leaving Smoky and Draymond’s metamagical steed at the ready. Draymond nodded up the rise, indicating for us to climb the slope so that we could survey the valley below.

      As silent as shadows, we scrambled up the steep grade, skirting the drooping branches of trees and thick patches of undergrowth, placing our feet with care to avoid disturbance.

      After that ascent, we eventually reached the top, and, finding a suitable view, we surveyed the valley below.

      Seeing House Clayburn nearly brought me to tears again.

      The broad valley rolling away before us had once been beautiful. The lush hills and vibrant meadows had once brimmed with the bounty of living things. The crystalline lake had once gleamed with all the majesty of a sapphire plucked from a heavenly crown. The small hamlets that laced the valley’s sides had once been accompanying gems strewn blithely across the landscape, a surfeit of riches, filled with the bustling activity of abiding community. And the keep at the valley’s heart had once risen to the heavens proudly, a bastion of culture and ideals, her people clear-minded and strong.

      Now, all was ash, and my spirit with it.

      There were no longer any demons here.

      Nor was there a House to protect.
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      House Clayburn, one of the most ancient and storied branches of the ja’lel, a root from which our tradition had grown and flowered, was no more.

      If a giant towering to the mountaintops, whose head crested the crag from which we espied the valley, had decided to lay waste to the countryside, pounding everything in its path to dust, it could not have done a job so thorough.

      There was nothing left in the valley.

      The impenetrable keep was gone. The castle’s intricate spires and minarets, the stone carved and sculpted by artisans in ages past, no longer strove heavenward.

      The vibrant villages had vanished. The pathways wandering between shops and homes, the threads connecting so many lives and stories to each other, were as absent as the people who had filled them with life.

      The luxuriant vegetation was gone as well. The thick forests dancing with iridescence on the valley slopes, the rich fields that had once rustled alongside the breeze, and the many gardens—from those decorative greens within the keep to those that fed the populace—were lost to memory.

      The crystalline lake at the valley’s heart had vanished. No boats plied the once-cerulean waters; no traders bounded and gesticulated, haggling and renewing old relationships as they came and went along the docks; the voices of children at play along the shoreline were not to be heard. Eerie silence and an expanse of black sludge were the dross left in their wake.

      The valley was filled with ash.

      Everything had been turned to dust.

      All that had made this valley such a wondrous place, the many lives and traditions, had been turned to soot.

      I could not say how deep the ash lay on the land, but it was thick enough to cover any trace of anything that might have survived the terrible fires that had brought the valley of the Clayburns to ruin.

      I could not say why the swath of destruction stopped roughly at the valley’s ridgeline, other than that the horrific forces involved in their creation might have been self-limiting or had canceled themselves out when the magics urging their terrible advance had failed.

      We could not go through that.

      Perhaps with time, and the liberal application of magic, the valley would be restored, but until then, House Clayburn was gone.

      Draymond paled.

      His mighty shoulders sagged.

      Maevus’s warnings had not been enough to prepare us.

      We were defeated.

      The true depths of the tragedy that had befallen this noble House and her people overcame me. A castle that had defended the realm for millennia, one that I had imagined would stand through all time, had been cast down utterly.

      Filled with sadness, fury, and self-recrimination, I growled, “I have been a fool.”

      My voice, weakened as the depth of this defeat and our failing to prevent it revealed itself, tapered off to a whisper. “There was no hope for House Clayburn.”

      I did not say that there was no hope for us or that our trip here had been nothing more than a futile gesture, but between the words lurked the depths of my despair.

      And my darkest fears.

      If demons could deceive the Clayburns so thoroughly, what else had we missed?

      If demons had the power to bring down one of the ja’lel’s mightiest citadels, then what could they not destroy?

      Everything had changed.

      We had failed in our attempt to come to the aid of our allies and help them fight off our common foe.

      We had missed them in their time of greatest need.

      We would not be able to join forces with the fullness of their strength and strike southward against the demons, though some might still join us.

      How else would we fail?

      Was there a path forward worth taking?

      Cutting through my doubts, Draymond’s deep voice rumbled close to my ear, a sound I could not ignore. “There is always hope, Koren.

      “That is what we are.

      “We are hope.

      “We may be ugly, we may be gritty, we may be violent and fearsome, but we are hope.

      “Without us, or something like us, Ilaeria and all her people would fall.

      “Never forget that.”

      A dash of cold water on my wavering certainty, Draymond’s words hit home.

      He was right.

      And I knew it.

      Seeing your childhood conceptions and assurances fall before your eyes—over and over—can leave you standing on shaky ground.

      I needed to regain my footing much faster.

      If I wanted to survive, I had no choice.

      I grunted in reply.

      Draymond knew exactly what I meant.
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      Draymond surveyed the desolate valley thoughtfully.

      By the grim look on his face, I knew he expected the worst.

      Although we saw no signs of demons, our weira told us the valley was too full of evil to be completely free of their taint.

      Whether this was residual contamination from the stupendous amounts of power released during the valley’s destruction, arcane traps laid for the unwary, or something else entirely, I could not say.

      Draymond set his jaw and squinted his eyes.

      That look of determination told me all I needed to know.

      He did not want to leave the valley well enough alone.

      “Let’s just fly around it, Dray.”

      My attempt to dissuade him fell on deaf ears.

      Draymond unholstered both his pistols and brought them up to his eyes, crossing the barrels as he did, while he began an incantation.

      When his spell was complete, Draymond’s eyes flashed a lurid purple as indigo flames danced around his eyelashes.

      Draymond was no longer squinting as he surveyed the valley.

      Now he was staring, and the seeing he was casting opened vistas hidden to the naked eye.

      After a time, he spoke, the dark tones of his voice mirroring the forbidding cast of his face. “There’s something abhorrent in that valley, Koren. We can’t leave it.”

      “Everything about that valley is abhorrent, Dray! We can’t fix it now, just as we can’t stop everywhere along the way south to set things aright.”

      “This cannot stand, Koren. There’s an evil here that will spread and consume other valleys and other lives as it has this one.”

      “Just as the evil that passed through here will, Draymond, as well as the one we are going to stop in the south.

      “We can deal with this one on the way back, after we’ve cut off the demons’ source, Dray. We might never get to our goal if we try to restore or overthrow every blight on our path.”

      “This thing glutted itself on the lives of our kith and kin, Koren. As strong as this presence is, it could be the thing that first forced its way through the gate into this world and brought all the other evils with it.”

      I sighed and dropped my shoulders.

      Draymond was going to try something whether I ordered him to stop or not.

      Which meant I could not let him do this alone.

      “If this gets out of hand, we flee. Do you understand, Dray? We fly north, back the way we came, then loop back around the valley after we lose whatever’s tailing us and meet up with the Clayburns.

      “Agreed?”

      I did not want to risk the mission on another greater demon.

      But I also did not want to lose anyone else.

      Draymond nodded, and we began to wreath ourselves in protective magics.

      

      We launched skyward in separate directions, arcing loosely toward the valley’s center, angling for the former location of House Clayburn and the extensive expanse of viscous sludge that had once been the pristine lake alongside which the castle sat.

      The heart of the Darkness left in the valley lay there.

      Although we could not see it, there was no question about the source of the remaining malevolence.

      Moving toward this evil felt like trying to swim upstream against a strong current. No matter how hard I paddled, I could not make any progress. If not for the powerful beats of Smoky’s wings, I might not ever have moved forward.

      Forming a loose pincer, Draymond advanced roughly from the direction opposite me, his silver paratechnological stallion the brightest object in the shadowed valley.

      A black sun rose to meet us.

      My mind could not fathom what else the thing could be.

      The entity emerged from the sludge without disturbing the morass’s surface, moving like an abstraction through the mind or an illusion across the field of view.

      If a sun could have an opposite, it would be this.

      This was a black hole made visible and incarnate, burning and raging with the fires of evil.

      My mind wanted to say that the demonic apparition seemed entirely unreal, but the thunderous reality of its presence was not to be denied. For as it rose, the unholy unlight of its presence fell upon us.

      I was smashed with a wave of hatred turned to power, of evil made manifest, blasted with a flood of force unlike any I had ever known.

      Despite its shielding, despite the protections afforded by my hat, my mind shrank in upon itself and knew no more.

      Before darkness overtook me, I saw that Draymond was overcome as well.
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      Smoky saved me.

      He must have sensed that I had lost consciousness, because the next thing I knew, I was collapsed on his back, hanging sideways in the saddle with only the straps on my legs holding me in place as he flew me away toward safety.

      As I pulled myself into position and looked around blearily, I saw that Draymond’s metamagical mount was carrying him away as well.

      So much for our attempt to liberate the valley.

      We had not even drawn our guns.

      

      After making sure that the demonic anti-sun wasn’t trailing us, we followed the original plan, looping northward and then back around the desecrated valley heading southward, finally setting down in one of the adjoining valleys.

      This valley, like the one from which we had surveyed the destruction of House Clayburn, was largely intact. High peaks, much taller and rockier than those near our home, swept upward defiantly, unmarked by the demonic incursion.

      “What was that?” I rasped as Draymond’s horse set him down nearby. My voice was raw and disjointed as my mind slowly regained function, putting itself back together reluctantly, and I relearned to speak.

      “That, my boy, is a problem for another day,” Draymond replied blithely as though he were not the cause of the whole incident.

      I patted Smoky’s neck appreciatively. “Thanks to Smoky and your warhorse, we will have another day. Remember that next time we ride into battle on our own against a demon lord.”

      Draymond laughed and nodded. “I’ll try to give demigods and up their fair due.”

      Smoky looked at him skeptically, then snorted, releasing a flashing gout of fire.

      This was not the first time Smoky had saved us, and the trip was far from done.

      I grinned and patted him on the neck. “Draymond will do his best not to get us killed from now on. Don’t you worry.”

      Smoky pawed the ground and tossed his head.

      He was not convinced.

      Especially considering that what we were hunting could be far worse than this.

      “Are you ready to head to the caves, or do you need to fulfill your death wish?”

      Draymond replied simply, “Next time, I’ll shoot first and look later.”

      “Next time, we’ll need to be better prepared.

      “All we’ve done thus far is get ourselves killed and nearly get ourselves killed,” I replied shortly, feeling the sharp pangs of Lote’s loss as I spoke.

      Draymond answered seriously, “We’ll have to do better. I’ll have to do better.”

      Not willing to exclude myself, I concurred, “As will I.”

      Draymond smiled. “Let’s go find some Clayburns. Hopefully, they’ll help prevent us from getting killed.”

      I laughed. “We haven’t done the best job thus far.”

      “I blame the demons,” Draymond laughed as he took to the skies.

      He had a point.

      With a powerful burst of his wings, Smoky and I followed.

      

      We stayed low, flying through the valley above the sparkling branches of trees festooned with magical accumulations, a forest of gems and jewels.

      This was the power of the Whispering Caves expressing itself outward, for, although such symbioses were common on Ilaeria, they were rarely so pronounced.

      This magic also helped explain why the valley was unscathed.

      That and the fact that few had lived here since the area had been set aside by the Clayburns long ago.

      Smoky, for his part, seemed to enjoy the place as he swept his talons through the leafy boughs of treetops, listening to the crystalline tones of his feet rustling the branches.

      I laughed as Smoky frolicked. Not too long ago, we had been fleeing for our lives, and now Smoky was playing in the trees.

      He was worse than a child.

      And I loved him for it.

      His exuberant response helped me forget our recent failings.

      

      “Are you resistant to demons’ psychic assaults?” I asked, leaning forward as we flew, seeking confirmation for something I already knew.

      Smoky’s head bobbed forward with a snort.

      “I am glad for it,” I said, patting him graciously on the neck. “For you have saved my reckless life once again.”

      Smoky’s fearsome toothed grin told me that he knew it.

      Smoky’s defenses had their limits, as his capture had indicated, but, whatever they were, these limits were far beyond my own.

      With the protective diadem and his natural protections, his future looked far brighter.

      With his help, I hoped all of ours did.

      

      My ancestors had spent generations fighting a war against demons alongside the fey to make Ilaeria livable for us.

      Now, so many years later, I felt like we were on the losing side of that war. While humanity had claimed their victory and moved on, the demons had not forgotten. After marshaling their forces all this time, the demons had found a way back into our world and were intent on reclaiming what they had lost.

      And we were giving it up quickly.

      Draymond and I had other ideas.

      While the demons struck toward our heart, we would hit theirs.

      We could not and would not fail.

      Noting my silence, the changes in my posture, and perhaps the pained expression associated with deep thought on my face, Smoky turned his head and eyed me inquiringly as his firm wingbeats carried us forward.

      “I’m just envisioning our revenge on the demons,” I responded in answer to his unspoken question.

      Smoky tilted his head farther as if to say, “Really?”

      “Yes, really. One must first see to achieve.”

      Smoky whinnied mockingly.

      “Well, of course, you have to do to achieve. But the envisioning comes first.”

      Smoky snorted his disagreement.

      “The action and effort come second, Smoky, but they are just as important.”

      Smoky scoffed at my planning.

      “My plans are not juvenile,” I retorted juvenilely, even if pretending to achieve my plan’s realization might be exactly that, a little.

      And I was still a juvenile in age if not experience.

      If Smoky had had an eyebrow to raise mockingly, he would have.

      “If you’ve got a better suggestion, I’m listening,” I retorted without a touch of petulance.

      There was nothing like being lectured by one’s mount.

      Thankfully, Smoky, having fought demons far longer than I, was a font of wisdom.

      He expounded for quite some time.

      

      The first thing I needed to do, it seemed, was upgrade my hat.

      Given Smoky’s innate resistance, he could help.

      Only then should I consider fighting the greater demons that had been knocking Draymond and me senseless.

      He did have a point.

      And, having been knocked senseless far too frequently of late, I was not in a position to argue.
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      “Come no farther!”

      The voice boomed out over the rushing waterfall, echoing across the vale.

      Draymond, Smoky, Draymond’s obedient robotic steed, and I stood in a thickly wooded valley on a rocky ledge that looked down upon the Silver Rush Falls. Rolling clouds of water spray from the vertical cascade filled the valley with shards of rainbows and sparkling diamonds. Mosses, crystalline epiphytes, and multiform aggregations covered the rocks and trees in a luminous profusion, soaking up the water, light, and magical energies. A joyous stream filled with the exuberance of the peaks, refreshed by leaping over the cliffs forming the falls, tumbled and jumped over rocks and ledges before us. Behind the dramatic waterfall, the mountain rose up steadily to heights lost in thick vegetation. Clear waters waited amongst sheltering rocks and crannies in the leaping stream at the mountain’s foot.

      Smoky pawed at the ground eagerly, the energy and dynamism of the place filling him with excitement. I patted his neck soothingly, saying, “As soon as we’ve made our introductions, why don’t you head off and play a bit? This place is too nice to miss.”

      Smoky pawed the ground once more in agreement.

      I wished that I could join him.

      “We are Koren and Draymond of House D’uene come to aid you!” I called.

      “So you say,” came the reply.

      I could not see the speaker behind the waterfall, nor could I make out his voice clearly enough to identify him over the noise of the splashing water.

      Joining the billowing water vapor, the thickly rolling magic of the Whispering Caves was all around, making sensing him difficult as well, so I had no idea with whom I was speaking.

      “Come down to the edge of the water and stand on those large flat rocks by the fallen tree!” ordered the voice. “Keep your hands where we can see them, and make no sudden movements.”

      I understood his caution.

      Who knew what terrors these men had seen when their homes fell?

      Draymond and I picked our way down the steep slope, scrambling through vegetation and rocks slick with water dripping from the hillside and settling from the mist.

      When we reached the bottom, where we stood on the polished surface of large, flat rocks smoothed by water’s turbulent passage over millennia, the voice commanded, “Set down your guns!”

      Draymond raised his eyebrows slightly in question. I merely shrugged.

      We could get them back quickly enough if needed.

      We set down our guns.

      At least I did.

      Draymond had too many to set down easily. Instead, he set his pistols down on the rocks.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod shone like twin suns as I placed them on the rocks.

      “Where is Thalen?” called the voice, seeing me with Father’s guns.

      “He has been killed by demons disguised as men.” As much as this admission hurt, these men had known similar trials.

      “It is as we feared,” said a second voice, this one in a normal tone, obviously magnified by magic to allow us to hear but disguising its location.

      “Prepare to be exorcised!” yelled out a third voice, its owner perhaps located on the hilltops.

      Then the valley rang out in gunfire.

      There was no preparation.

      

      You have not lived until you have stared down the barrel of a loaded gun.

      Or, in truth, you have lived. You have lived a sane life where continued living is not assured by violence and man’s willingness to use it.

      Masked by the Whispering Caves’ magic and hidden amongst the variegated surroundings, our assailants were invisible to us. Our weira remained silent, offering no warnings or cause for alarm, so we trusted that these shots did not mean our impending death.

      I felt the chill coolness of swarms of enchanted bullets passing through me in waves. Dispelling and exorcising magics, each with its own distinct sensation, struck me again and again.

      “Enough!” hollered a fourth voice as the fire continued. “They are but men with their mounts! Leave them.

      “Pick up your guns, Koren and Draymond, and be welcome amongst the survivors of House Clayburn.”

      Rauel Clayburn, lithe of limb and clear of eye, one of the leaders of House Clayburn and dear friend to my father, stepped gracefully out from behind the waterfall and beckoned us forward.

      After bending to pick up my guns, I joined him gladly.
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      We climbed up behind the waterfall, finding an irregular pathway hidden amongst the slick rocks and ledges, toward the waiting ’slingers. Small creatures scurried out of our path as we advanced, some matte black or gray to blend in with the shadows, others iridescent to blend in with the magical growths covering much of the open spaces.

      “Welcome, Koren and Draymond!” Rauel stood with open arms at the entrance to the Whispering Caves proper. Behind him, the cave sheltered by the great falls opened up into a shimmering display of lights and motion.

      If I looked askance at the play of radiance, I could almost see transient scenes dancing across the crystalline facets of the organically sculpted rocks filling the bright cavern.

      These visions would become clearer and far more real with time and an open mind.

      Should a visitor so choose, much could be revealed by remaining in the caves, particularly about Ilaeria’s past and one’s self. Far more collected here than most people realized. The caves were filled with knowledge that had disappeared elsewhere on Ilaeria.

      How that worked was up for much debate.

      But it was generally agreed that, at least on some level, the caves were alive and, on a level we barely understood, sentient.

      The fey could have told more, but they seldom revealed their secrets.

      Also true was that, albeit rarely, when asked, the caves would grant boons to visitors, providing insights where few had been available before, along with other gifts.

      None of this mattered as I approached, for, to me, the caves sang.

      I could not understand the song, for it was in a language, a way of thinking, I did not understand, but I was immersed in thought-music that washed through me on the most intimate level.

      I felt safe.

      I felt supported.

      I felt at peace.

      I could not say if these feelings and impressions were what was intended by the emotional radiance of the thought-song, but it engendered in me a sense of rightness and presence that I had never before felt.

      The death of my father, and of my mother before, the fall of House Clayburn, and the loss of so many lives, while all real and tragic, were made to feel part of a landscape much larger and encompassing, one that was intimately understood and reconciled.

      My troubles, though real, seemed to fall away.

      This perspective was not something I could fight or wanted to resist, because I was not losing myself; rather, I was given a perspective that was much greater yet one that was still my own.

      Buoyed by the mind-music, I was all I could be and more…and more than I had thought possible.

      If anything, oddly, this honed my purpose, for all my other concerns and problems seemed to fall away.

      Was this how the others here felt?

      I did not see any marked changes on their faces.

      Was this why the fey had held this place sacred for time immemorial before losing so much to previous demonic incursions?

      Why was this happening to me?

      Was my need more pressing than anyone else’s?

      These questions arose and were made real in the far distance, clouds seen on the horizon, having substance but no concern.

      I felt the answer as I walked toward Rauel calmly, as though nothing extraordinary were happening.

      I was in need, and the caves were offering their assistance.

      I did not know how to express my gratitude, so I felt it as best I could.

      Even a teenage boy can truly empathize and be thankful, and I did my best to let those feelings shine forth.

      I knew what I had to do while I was here.

      And the caves would help me.

      

      Rauel’s face, worn by much hardship and recent grief, backlit by the glowing cave as we neared, warmed to us like a welcome reprieve. “It has been too long since our last meeting. I only wish our reunion were under different circumstances.”

      “There is much we wish as well, Rauel,” I replied with a respectful bow of my head, “not the least of which is that we could have arrived sooner.”

      Rauel puckered his lips in a slight, dismissive frown. “Sadly, I fear we would have ended up in this cave regardless of when you arrived and whoever you brought alongside you.”

      I understood.

      Even Draymond nodded in agreement.

      Rauel was politely telling us how grave their circumstance had been.

      I grieved for the fallen and for those who had yet to face the demonic horde.

      The music in my mind, though much quieter than when I first arrived, grieved as well.

      “Maevus has warned the capital, along with others besides, and is urging them to marshal their forces,” I replied, hoping that that news would give Rauel and his gathered band of ’slingers, none of whom I recognized at first glance, some glimmer of hope.

      “If the images we sent of House Clayburn’s fall do not stir them to action, then they are better off falling,” Rauel replied flatly. “Some rots are best left exposed to be cleansed.”

      Though we railed against it and existed, in part, to combat it, those of us on the outside of the New Kingdom, particularly the ja’lel, knew well the corruption at its core, the social lethargy, the lack of will, and the loss of purpose.

      “I would prefer it were the ja’lel doing the cleansing,” Draymond amended from over my shoulder, his deep voice commanding attention and respect as he spoke.

      “As would we, Draymond. As would we.” Rauel’s eyes were deeply troubled; the calm, the shining light I had once known, was dimmed.

      “Come in and refresh yourselves. If those other ’slingers Maevus mentioned don’t make it to us in the next couple of days, we will need to set off without them.

      “I want the risk to my people cut off as soon as possible.”

      I nodded in agreement.
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      Rauel and his men formed a loose circle in the cavern as we took in a meal of summoned food and drink.

      The room itself was as brightly lit as if we were outside in full sun. The only difference was that the light in the cave was filled with myriad subtle undertones and colors that would not be seen together in the outside world. Like whispers of conversations one can hear but not quite decipher, these lights played on the senses, calming the mind and evoking thoughts, emotions, and ideas of other places and times.

      Sitting in the cave was like being awake in a dream.

      Although we were fully alert, this presence had the quality of softening both attention and reality. Although these other men and I were armed and at war with demons, I felt more like I was drifting lightly through the clouds than preparing to strike out against the source of demonic influence on Ilaeria.

      The music in my mind was still humming, the barest hint of a presence so vast that my mind hardly touched its surface.

      Rauel motioned for us to come join his men.

      Many pairs of hard eyes settled upon us as Rauel introduced us, eyes as hard as the stone surrounding us. “Men, most of you know Draymond, head armsman of the D’uene clan, if not by name, then by reputation.”

      There were murmurs of assent, for few did not at least know of Draymond.

      Draymond, for his part, grinned wickedly and tipped his hat.

      “This,” Rauel offered with an encouraging smile, “is Koren, son of Thalen, head of clan D’uene.”

      I bowed respectfully as Rauel continued, “They have risked much coming here, leaving their families and loved ones behind to aid ours.

      “They are also offering their lives to rid Ilaeria of the evil that has taken so many of us.”

      Rauel paused significantly before asking, “Will you join them?”

      There were several growled assents before Larot, Draymond’s equivalent in House Clayburn, stood and replied, “Our guns are yours on this quest, Koren.

      “May our shots be true!”

      “May our shots be true!” the men echoed in chorus.

      I could not help smiling.

      Sharing a burden amongst friends does more than ease the weight on one’s shoulders. Shared responsibility makes even the most daunting tasks seem possible.

      Not finished, for there were more introductions to be made, Rauel said, “You know Larot.”

      Larot acknowledged us with a curt nod and a hard gaze, his sharp eyes cutting into everything he saw, whittling it down to its essence.

      Beside Larot, his overwhelming bulk seeming too large for the cavern, hunched a cerulean theran, a race as powerful as they were gentle until they were riled into action. Then they were like avalanches in motion. “This is Guerm, one of Larot’s chiefs,” Rauel offered with a smile.

      Rauel’s grin was returned by one resembling a gathering thunderstorm.

      Indicating the shimmering, spirit-shrouded woden whose eldritch nature radiated magic and whose presence lit the theran’s long shadow, Rauel offered, “This is Al’el’en, loremaster and guide.”

      Al’el’en bowed liquidly. His skin flowed like water, resembling bark come alive. “Be welcome among us.”

      “Many thanks,” I replied, entranced by the woden’s otherworldly nature.

      “Here are Kine and Kune, whose family has served us for generations beyond counting.”

      Kine and Kune were, if not twins, then brothers whose familial resemblance was so strong as to be almost indistinguishable from twindom. The brothers wore long cloaks that appeared to do little to protect them from the sun, for their skin was more leathery than the boots on my feet.

      As one, the brothers nodded and flourished their arms in a curtailed bow.

      “Finally,” offered Rauel, “we have Clovus, whose gun needs no introduction, but we can’t say the same for him.”

      Smiling good-naturedly at the ribbing, Clovus lifted his stubbled chin proudly, not taking offence at Rauel’s jibe.

      “I wish there were more of us here, but the rest who survived are seeking protection to help preserve what is left of our House.”

      “We are glad to have you, no matter your numbers,” Draymond replied with warm feeling, for he knew what it was to lose and push forward.

      “How many of your people made it to safety?” I asked, filled with deep concern. Many of those in House Clayburn were my relations—friends and family—and the thought of their loss grieved me deeply.

      “Far too few,” Rauel replied sadly, his visage showing the weight of the responsibility he now bore heavily. “Where will they go to find safety when there is none to be truly had?”

      I had no answer for his question, because there was not one.

      There was not an easy answer, just as there was not an easy path ahead.

      Rauel continued, “The demons came in as one of us. Several of us, actually. Passing through our shields hidden within the souls of family and friends, the demons revealed themselves at our moment of greatest weakness, as the demons massed at our gates, wreaking havoc within our walls just as they opened the keep’s doors to the horrors waiting outside.

      “We”—and here Rauel gestured to the hard men gathered around him—“stayed behind to fight and distract the infernals while as many as we could help fled to the north and west. Kindel and Larot led them to find safe haven and protect our line while we stayed behind to protect their future.

      “We cannot fail in this, Koren.”

      “Nor will we,” Draymond replied flatly, not appreciating Rauel’s imperative tone despite his positive intent.

      I was glad to hear that Kindel, Larot’s son, my friend and distant cousin, was alive, if not well. Seeing Larot, who had returned to join us in our quest, offered some reassurance that at least some of the Clayburns had managed to find temporary safety. Otherwise, Larot would not be here.

      “Are Averee and your daughters safe?”

      “They are as safe as one can be in a world where demons walk as men.”

      “Was Durne able to tell you anything of the source of the demonic blight?” I asked, changing the subject to avoid the hurt visible in Rauel’s eyes.

      Rauel grimaced. “Durne fell restraining the demons as my people fled. His apprentice, Belise, is with those who survived.

      “As she can, Belise is porting members of the House to strongholds across the Kingdom to ensure that we survive as a House in one fashion or another.

      “Continually warding off demons and ushering others to safety limits her opportunities to do much else.” Rauel smiled weakly at his own grim jest.

      Although I sympathized, my own House’s future had been hanging in the balance well before the demons’ arrival, and our decline seemed all but certain. Regardless, if we did fall, we would not go quietly into the realm of great silence.

      Our guns would ring to the heavens.

      That, too, was a kind of music.

      “Maevus believes the source of Darkness lies to the south, as he has no doubt told you, and that it was a mortal agent that became or provided the gateway through which the demons re-entered our world.

      “If we can sever this tie, we will at least prevent the arrival of more infernals.”

      Rauel nodded. “That is exactly why we came here to wait for you.”

      Making a cutting motion with his hand, Rauel added, “Then, after the evil has been cut off at its root, we will return and retake our home for our family’s future.”

      We were in for some dark days ahead.

      Demons, too, were fond of cutting.

      

      While Rauel settled into the silence of his grim ruminations, I said, “While not the answer, I know a way that will help us survive the journey south.”

      Interested, Rauel raised an eyebrow inquiringly. “You do?”

      Instead of telling them, I rose and gestured for the men to follow.

      The music showed me just what to do.
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      We sat gathered in a circle in a large, irregular chamber. Light radiated from multiple organic stalactites and stalagmites, built drop by drop over eons, filling the room with warmth and welcome. From ethereal iridescence to almost tangible light, the room seemed to be something summoned from a dream, not a natural cavern deep underneath a mountain.

      Water droplets sweated through the room’s many cracks and fissures and dripped from the ceiling, slowly building the phantasmorgic rocks all around, until finally descending to a large pool at the room’s center.

      This pool, too, was filled with light.

      However, this light was generated by the pool.

      The room’s reflections only enhanced its captivating qualities.

      The radiance, though soft, was almost too intense to gaze upon directly. The illumination swirled and shifted through complex patterns and convolutions while maintaining a simple clarity that belied its complexity.

      This was where the music had asked me to go.

      This was where the caves would grant us a boon to help protect us against those who would defile and destroy the song that lived all around us.

      The ja’lel, fearsome gunknights who could remain cool and poised on the field of strife, were as captivated by the cave as I.

      Looking around wonderingly, Rauel managed, “I had no idea this was here, Koren. How did you come to find it?”

      Rauel was as familiar with the caves as any, for the Clayburns had taken many visitors to the Whispering Caves on expeditions over the years, counting the caves as part of their domain.

      The ’slingers of House Clayburn looked at each other curiously and inspected the cavern with amazement, never having visited this part of the caverns, for the way here was not always open.

      I shrugged. Trying to tread carefully lest I offend Rauel and his household in some way, I offered, “Given our great need, the caves showed me.”

      Coming to stand beside me, Rauel placed a hand on my shoulder and, while still admiring the cavern, said, “You have been shown much.”

      I tried not to blush, for, compared to such a famous ’slinger, I was little more than a novice. I did my best to brush the comment aside. “The caves have been talking to me. All I’ve done is listen.”

      “And what do they say?” Rauel asked, his eyes sparkling with curiosity and mischief.

      “This cavern is the heart, or at least one of the hearts, of the Whispering Caves. We have been asked to come here that the caves may reinforce the protective magics in our hats to help protect us from the greater demons we may face in the days ahead.

      “The caves would grant us a boon.

      “By protecting us, we will help protect it, as your family has done so well for so long.”

      Rauel, familiar with the caves’ communication, nodded, accepting my answer. “What do we need to do?”

      The steel in his eye matched the steel in his heart.

      “Please place your hats on the water’s edge,” I said, setting my own hat on the shimmering lip of the pool. Lights rippled through the substrate beneath the hat as the fabric’s weight settled onto the glassine surface, playing about in patterns the eye could not fully track.

      Draymond followed suit, setting his hat down reverentially, for it had saved him on many occasions. After Draymond and Rauel, the rest laid their hats down with just as much respect, for a man’s hat was often his lifeline as much as his guns were.

      Light began to play not only beneath the hats, but upon them.

      The hats—the fabric, the very fibers comprising them—began to enliven, glowing brighter and brighter.

      “Now,” I said, “close your eyes. Let your minds be fully open to the caves. If you wish to listen to the caves’ song, now is the time.”

      The mind-music, so quiet before, began to grow and build in intensity as the light enfolding the hats congealed into something almost solid and real.

      The Whispering Caves, no stranger to silence, filled with song.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Voice of the Weira

          

        

      

    

    
      Father and I stood atop a peak looking out over the tumbling hills and rolling valleys of our lands.

      The chatter of birds, the cry of insects, the songs of the fey, and the movements of plants surrounded us in a shifting haze that drifted in and out with the breeze.

      The vibrancy of spring quickened all around us, for the earth was wakening from her slumber.

      Looking around, I smiled, for there was nothing else to do.

      Father, despite his many hard years and all the troubles he had seen, shared this smile with me.

      “Do you hear, Koren?” he asked.

      How could I not? For the music of spring was all around.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “This sound, this symphony, is like the weira, Koren.

      “It is always with you, guiding you, bridging your mind with magic and offering a path to safety.

      “Can you feel it?”

      I watched.

      I listened.

      A sound that was felt rather than heard, a tune that was experienced rather than hummed, I felt the weira resting in my mind, music written on a page ready to come to life.

      “I feel it, Father,” I said simply.

      For the weira was every bit as wondrous as the spring, and words could not do it justice.

      “Listen to the weira deeply, Koren, with all your being.

      “This, just listening, is the essence of being a ja’lel. The more fully you listen, the better you will learn.

      “Let the weira guide and protect you, for its music is life, and it is your duty to preserve it.”

      Filled with the music in my mind, I gazed upon my father with love and appreciation.

      These moments spent with him were my fondest remembrances.

      Except that this never happened.

      Even though every word is true.
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      I woke from the recollection—the visionary dream that seemed too real not to be true—full of hope and promise.

      The cool rock beneath my knees seemed to buoy me up, lifting me from the ground, and my spirits along with me.

      I had a new view, a new understanding.

      The weira, so long understood as one thing—predominantly a means to sense and understand one’s surroundings, a heightened survival instinct—was actually so much more.

      For a ja’lel, the weira was magic. The weira, through the oden’el, was our connection to arcane energies; it enabled our spellcasting through our guns, and it let us sense the wider world in ways foreign to most.

      The tool I had been relying on for most of my life was greater than I had truly understood.

      At least until now.

      Now, however, the real challenge began, that of learning to use the weira to its full capabilities; learning to use my full capabilities.

      Regardless of what all that meant, the end was still the same: surviving so I could help others live and thrive.

      

      Interacting with the caves was a bit like talking to a sleeping god. Sometimes, you caught glimpses of the god’s dreams. Occasionally, those glimpses were useful. Regardless of relevance, they were always moving, overwhelming, overpowering, or significant.

      Everyone here had a brief glance into the mind of a deity.

      And they all seemed better for it.

      Which was probably about as rare as the glimpse.

      Before me, my hat rested unobtrusively on the ground. While the many-colored lights of the cave’s stones were still flashing beneath it, the lights no longer danced and lit upon the hat’s surface, filling it with shimmering iridescence. But if I looked just right, there still seemed to be a bit of sparkle, a subtle radiance moving furtively within the threads, a dusting of the divine.

      This light mirrored my own.

      For the weira shielded me just as much as my hat did.

      I had but to fully use it.

      Smiling—for who could not take joy in having a gift like this shared?—I picked up my father’s hat, now mine, and placed it upon my head.

      Demons who saw me approach with a hat of shimmering colors would not share in my joy.

      But they would share in my bullets.

      

      As he roused from his repose, the unexpectedly bright, happy smile that had alit unexpectedly, like a rare bird, quickly dropped from Draymond’s face, morphing into one far grimmer. “So, when do we get to try these new hats out?” he said, settling his hat back on his brow with a smooth, practiced motion.

      I knew Draymond was thinking of unleashing vengeance upon the demon in the valley of House Clayburn, but we were not going back.

      At least, not yet.

      The demonic death sun darkening that vale would be waiting for us upon our return.

      After we had taken care of business in the south, and not before.

      Before I could offer so much as a quip, Rauel answered for me. Though he shared Draymond’s desire for revenge, preferring sooner rather than later, he said, “Maevus said to wait a couple of days. There are riders who will join us then. If they don’t arrive in time, then they will need to catch up.”

      He left out mentioning whether they were still alive.

      Or able to survive on our heels.

      Maevus had been decidedly vague about the other ’slingers, likely because most ja’lel we might know were tied up defending their holds. Because of Maevus’s conversations with him, Rauel seemed to know more about these ’slingers and gave them his trust, so I was content to respect Rauel’s place as protector of these lands and let him organize as needed.

      While a band of ten to twenty ja’lel could wreak havoc upon our foes, more were always welcome.

      Since I was young and relatively inexperienced, especially among such a fearsome, demon-smiting band, for me, the thought of waiting was a challenge, given the urgency of the situation. But a successful mission was worth the wait, no matter how much I wanted to get started.

      Or see these guns in action.

      I was certain the Whispering Caves would keep the intervening time interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Welcome Frolic

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked away from the cave while the others were still recovering from their reveries. The sound of dripping water masked my footsteps on the moist stone of the inner cavern. As I retraced my steps, heading outside, the stone grotto glistened around me with the shimmering reflections of light emanating from phosphorescent profusions covering the rock. Patterns of light gently pulsed, rolled, and slid across the sculpted surfaces, communicating in a language I did not speak.

      Music, imagery, and sensation resonated softly at the edges of my awareness, the overflowing experience of a vast mind.

      My own consciousness contained little imagery, music, or sensation. Instead, my perception moved with the weira, following the currents of this subterranean flow, observing its movements, watching for its elusive source.

      Perhaps, in time, this font and its secrets would reveal themselves.

      Until then, I could only observe and experience.

      And this watching was a music of sorts.

      

      I emerged from the subtle radiance of the caves to the bright light of day slowly, like a creature emerging from a long hibernation. The mind-music of the caves joined with the roar of the great waterfall shielding the cavern’s entrance in a powerful hum, vibrating my body and mind to the core, thrilling me with its power and energy.

      I felt alive, energized, and buoyed by possibility.

      The spume from the cascade glistened in the sunlight, arcing rainbows in the valley, liquid fairies playing in the sun’s gift to us. Smoky, too, flitted and darted in the air. Weaving and bobbing like a playful puppy, he swooped and spun in the valley’s expanse with a grace and fluidity that could only be the work of magic. Slicing through the waterfall with his wing, banking and turning, running along its turbulent surface as if it were solid, he played with the enthusiasm of a young colt and the power and majesty of a dragon.

      I smiled to see him, for he was happy, and I was glad.

      “Smoky!” I yelled. “Find a spot to land! I have news!”

      My voice was insignificant compared to the surging tumult of the falls, but Smoky heard me nonetheless. Sunlight shimmered and danced fluidly upon his scales as he flew toward a large, flat outcropping about one hundred paces away from where I was standing.

      If ever I were to see black sunshine, it was to be found reflecting in Smoky’s scales.

      Climbing over to come together took me far more effort than it did my graceful steed. Without the gift of wings, I clambered over the slick, wet stones carefully, lest I fall into the deep pool waiting below the falls.

      In another life, when times were safer, I would have loved to swim beneath these falls. Today, their inviting glory was but a backdrop for far more important things.

      Smoky snorted impatiently when I finally managed to scramble over to him, my clothes covered in the mist that filled the valley with rays of light.

      I grinned sheepishly as I jumped onto his ledge from a smaller one higher up on the valley’s verdant slope. “Not all of us have wings, Smoky,” I offered in my defense.

      His snort told me it wasn’t my lack of wings that was the issue. It was that he could have been frolicking while I lumbered over.

      I bowed my head respectfully and said, “I will not keep you from your fun for long, my friend.”

      We had so little time for enjoyment that I felt bad for taking any of his.

      Any moment could be our last.

      Even in a sanctuary like this.

      With a gentle tilt of his head and a piercing glance, Smoky told me all was forgiven and that I should get back to business.

      That way, he could get back to his.

      “We have been granted boons by the caves. Our hats have had additional layers of protection added. We should now be able to face the demons ahead with our minds and spirits intact.”

      Smoky looked pleased.

      He refrained from mentioning that he did not succumb to demons without an additional boon.

      I liked his tact.

      Which was why I did not mention that he already had a boon in the form of the diadem I had given him. Mystrals were more resistant to demonic influence than humankind, but I still wanted to give him additional protections.

      Just in case.

      “May I have your diadem enhanced as well?” I asked.

      Smoky only somewhat reluctantly lowered his head for me to take the resplendent emerald stone gracing his brow, nestled comfortably between vicious barbed horns.

      So long as you are quick about it and let me get back to my flight, he seemed to say with but a glance.

      I smiled and stepped aside after removing the diadem.

      I would not want to get in his way.
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      I watched Smoky fly away with only a bit of envy, for I would soon be flying once more on his ebon shoulders.

      But we would not be playing in a protected valley, enjoying the day as if the rest of the world were not being overrun by demons.

      We would be heading to the heart of demonic territory, and I would be upon his back, ready to lay down my life that others could live.

      Which made watching Smoky cavorting in the air all the more enjoyable, if touched with an underlying poignancy, for I loathed taking him from a place where he was so happy.

      With my eyes on the sky and my heart with them, I sensed the approach of others.

      My weira did not cry out in warning at their approach, but its hum told me to be alert.

      These were not members of House Clayburn emerging from the caves as I had done, taking a few moments to feel the light of the sun on their skin. The people approaching, if they were indeed people, were different, for their spirits sang of their own accord full and bright, in tune with the lustrous valley, as settled as the rocks beneath the tumbling stream and as dynamic as the waters flowing over them.

      They were not like any ’slingers I had met before. If they were the ja’lel Maevus had told us about, they would be arriving shortly.

      I settled down on the rocks as the new arrivals approached through the forest, enjoying the delightful mix of the warmth from the sun on my clothes and the cool, refreshing mist of the waterfall swirling through the air.

      I was a bit disappointed by what I saw when the men finally emerged from the dense forest on the far side of the frothing stream, for their appearance was in no way as dramatic as their spirits had seemed to my weira.

      Roadworn and dirty, two men and a woman picked their way out of the woods and onto the rocks along the edge of the stream. While their clothes were soiled and disheveled, mere tools to be had but not minded, their eyes were bright and alert.

      The foremost, a tall man with silver hair, raised his hand in greeting as he spied me crouching on my rock. His hands made no move to the shining twin pistols at his hips or the elegant blade strapped across his back.

      I stood and offered a brief wave, beckoning them to the falls as I called, “I am Koren of the D’uene. Come and join us in peace!

      “Meet me at the waterfall!” I added, yelling before they could reply in turn, projecting my voice across the water as I motioned toward the falls again.

      With a short nod, the argent-haired man indicated his understanding and began wending his way toward the falls.

      Shadows scampering across the tumbled stones would have made more noise and encountered more resistance than the ’slingers. Their lithe, easy movements came naturally, without effort or calculation.

      Each ja’lel hummed, vibrating with an internal efficacy as awesome as the falls rushing through the valley.

      Despite outward appearances, the voice of the weira spoke truly.

      These were not mere humans, for all that they seemed so.

      They were far more.

      I stood in wonder, trying to prise out the secrets of their true forms from the vessels I saw, but my eyes could not pierce beyond their outer appearance.

      Like the Whispering Caves, these ja’lel were far more than they seemed.

      No common ’slingers. Maevus had found us powerful allies, indeed.

      Just as I had stopped to watch Smoky’s frolics filled with joy, I checked my advance toward the cave mouth to observe the three newcomers’ progress, for their movements were a thing of unblemished beauty. I had never seen people move so well, with such a perfect expression of their purpose.

      As a ’slinger, someone born to the perfection of movement, to the exact expression of will, the strangers’ advance was appreciated on more levels than I had words to convey.

      I felt the quality of their movement.

      And I admired it.

      Art, music, poetry, magical expression, and creative actualization—all may come together in a perfect symphony, epiphanies that move, enliven, and enlighten anyone fortunate enough to observe a master at work.

      Watching these ’slingers clamber over water-kissed stones, around and through overhanging vegetation, and leap over flowing rivulets and eddies of water was as beautiful as anything I had ever seen or heard.

      So entranced was I by their deft climb toward the foot of the waterfall that they arrived well before I did at the base of the roaring falls. There, they waited patiently for me to scramble over the slick wet stones, no doubt not appreciating my comparatively imprecise movements in anything like the same way.

      Mindful of my own shortcomings in the presence of such an august band, I hurried toward our guests, eager to make their acquaintance.

      Despite all my erstwhile ideas to the contrary, I still had much to learn.

      The mere presence of these ja’lel made that all too clear.
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      “I am Finiel,” said the silver-haired leader of the small band with a smile brightened all the more by the contrast with his dusty, travel-worn clothing. Up close, he seemed to shimmer despite the dirt and grime of the trail.

      “This is my sister Faliel,” Finiel continued as his sister bowed her head, her thick silver hair shimmering in the misty light, giving birth to small rainbows as water droplets alighted upon her.

      “And this is our cousin Ildien,” Finiel finished as he introduced his cousin, who, as far as I could tell, could be the siblings’ twin except that his hair shone like spun gold, the heart of sunlight, while theirs was of starshine.

      “Welcome to our band,” I replied warmly, conscious that my own hair neither shone nor glimmered like spun morning dew where it rested safely beneath my hat. “Draymond, the head armsman of my House, is in the caves along with the Clayburns who will be joining us on our mission. I will introduce you shortly.

      “I am sure the way here was long. Do you need anything?”

      “The way is always long,” Finiel replied, tones of music echoing in the hidden recesses between the soft rise and fall of his words.

      “But this makes the journey,” Faliel finished in time, the song of her voice mirroring that of her brother.

      I blinked.

      This trio was odd in a world that was full of oddities, as if their characters were Ilaeria boiled down to its magical essence.

      This did not put me ill at ease.

      They were just different from anyone else I had met.

      And, given the natural grace and capacity of their movements, I already understood that they were things apart from my current experience.

      These impressions only offered further corroboration.

      “Your father was a good man, Koren,” Ildien added with an elegant declination of his head as his piercing golden eyes, the match for his hair, he gazed solemnly upon me. “His way was long and lived well.”

      “He will be missed,” Finiel and Faliel chimed in tandem, their silver eyes alight as they fell upon me. “He helped uphold the path for us all.”

      “You do his memory much honor by taking up his path and continuing southward,” said Ildien.

      “You knew him?” I asked with a bit of surprise, for my father had never mentioned this queer group to me. But there was much I did not know of his travels, adventures, and discoveries.

      “We walked parallel trails,” Faliel replied lightly, her face grave. “We appreciated each other’s efforts along the paths we upheld, for our work was in common view.

      “Without your father and others like him, our paths might have ended long ago.”

      I was not sure about all these ways and paths, but I was glad that my father’s labors were of value and meaning. “I hope my path will be as fruitful.”

      Ildien spoke clearly, with a purpose and strength that surprised me, as though guided by the power of foresight. “You are on a noble path, young ja’lel. Though the way ahead of you will be long, you will walk it well.”

      Finiel and Faliel nodded in unison, studying me intently.

      “I...” I stammered. “I...don’t know what to say.”

      “You need not say anything, Koren,” interjected Faliel. “Walk your path.”

      “Find your way,” finished Finiel.

      With that, the trio turned and clamored over the rocks to the cave hidden behind the falls. They obviously did not need my guidance and knew the path well.

      If only I could say the same.
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      I hurried up the hidden stone pathway behind the falls, intent on offering introductions for our new companions, only to find that none were needed.

      Draymond, Rauel, and the rest of the Clayburns were laughing and carrying merrily on with Finiel, Faliel, and Ildien as though picking up a conversation they had just recently left that had not run its course.

      Seeing that I was not needed for introductions, I smiled in passing as I walked deeper into the caverns.

      Smoky’s diadem needed my attention, and the humming of the Whispering Caves was no longer quiet as I expressed that need.

      Guided by the flashing impressions—thoughts, emotions, and sensations washing in and out around me in a loose tide of secondary experience—I found my way once more to the living heart of the caves, the luminous pool where we had each been granted a view into the slumbering mind enlivening the caverns.

      Gingerly and respectfully, I set Smoky’s emerald diadem down on the edge of the luminescent pool, then watched it begin to glow and shine with reflected iridescence from the opalescent light patterns shifting across the floor.

      Once more, the intensity of the wavering radiance in the pool built as I watched.

      And once more, my vision faded into reminiscence.

      

      I stood alone in the center of a vast natural cavern.

      Entire castles could fit within the cave’s rugged confines.

      Piles of fallen stones, from crushed sand to fractured boulders larger than wagons, were gathered irregularly in sweeping rockfalls along the walls where parts of the native stone had collapsed, making the cave even larger. Hidden alcoves and rough grottoes lined the coarse walls, providing ample room for the mind to fill the concealed recesses with terror.

      A chill wind blew through the cavern, though no entrance or exit was in sight. The air brushed against the rocky scree and hidden crannies, calling out in a voice that caused my hackles to rise.

      Almost the entirety of the cave’s surfaces from roof to floor was covered in sickening ebony encrustations. If evil were a lava flow from a cataclysmic volcanic abyss that had erupted and cooled, this irregular residue would be its vile remnants. This benighted overlay, fractious and tortuous in appearance, radiated an oppressive sense of horror and gloom far more frightening than the ill wind that whistled through the cave.

      While the Whispering Caves radiated light and positive emotion, these demonic caverns pulsed with unholy Darkness and foulness.

      I felt soiled by being there.

      Though the cave was dark, and its residue much darker, far in the distance, where the cavern continued its subterranean advance beyond my line of sight, there was a darkness still darker, one that throbbed and pulsed and reveled in the wind’s eerie howl, the cave’s noxious refuse, and the cave’s desolation.

      This Darkness was not of Ilaeria; it was not Ilaerian. Not a door, not a window, but a thing unto itself, too immense to enter fully, this Darkness strove to break into our world and was a bridge to another.

      I felt this with a certainty that could not be denied, for my weira sang of the evil lying in wait ahead, of the danger lurking in the cavern’s distant shadows.

      I wanted to go no farther but knew that I must.

      I would not go now, but I would go soon.

      For the evil that had entered our world had come through that gate.

      And something far worse, a Darkness vast enough to blot out the stars, was struggling to get through.

      

      I slowly returned to myself and knew a deep and abiding gratitude, not only for the vision of our foe granted by the caves but for the safety and security I found myself in, sheltered as I was in the heart of the mountain.

      I did not wish to face the Darkness waiting ahead alone and unprepared.

      I did not want to face it at all.

      But face it we must, else all we had worked for, all we had lived for, and all we were would be for nothing.

      I would not let Father’s life, his path, come to that.

      Even if it meant the ending of mine.
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      I picked up Smoky’s diadem, its luster all the brighter for the cave’s enchantments, and left the luminous heart of the mountain with a lingering glance.

      I would miss the Whispering Caves’ protective illumination and enlightening visions.

      The way ahead would be far darker.

      And much less welcoming.

      A Darkness was waiting for us in the heart of another mountain, a Power we could not avoid, one that was relentlessly seeking a way into our world. Its very presence seemed to hold open a portal between worlds, allowing demonic entities entry into our plane, gradually pushing that gap wider and wider until the entirety of its blighted bulk could push through.

      How could my guns harm a being immense enough to hold open a gateway between worlds?

      Why were Ilaeria’s shields not preventing its encroachment?

      Was this demon so powerful that it could match the strength of Ilaeria’s shields and push back against them with a chance to eventually overcome their defenses?

      What could I do to stop such a creature?

      Perhaps the other ’slingers knew what I did not.

      Despite all my training, I was far younger and much less experienced than my companions.

      While I might suffer from ignorance, perhaps they knew or would be able to puzzle out a solution.

      While I might not see a means forward, perhaps their conceptions were not similarly limited.

      At least that was what I hoped.

      Jumping into the maw of a demon was better done prepared.

      My thoughts were still running wildly when I rejoined my companions in the cavern behind the waterfall. Despite the ready joy they still evinced, I could clearly see that their attitudes were shifting in preparation for departure and the trials ahead.

      “Koren!” Rauel shouted welcomingly upon seeing me return from the depths, as if my arrival provided a wanted change of subject. All eyes turned toward me as Rauel spoke. “What tidings do you bring us before we depart?”

      I gave a measured glance to the room, looking each person in the eye, giving them the surety, respect, and honesty they all deserved. “The caves have granted me a vision of our foe…”

      “Tell us, man!” Larot hollered encouragingly, trying to make light of a situation he sensed was grim indeed.

      “He will if you let him!” Draymond countered with a smile from one accomplished armsman to another, their relationship and jibes going back over many years.

      I ignored the banter, for my words would be the same whether my companions jested or argued. “There is a Shadow under a mountain to the south.” As I spoke, my mind filled with the terror this vision brought forth, a weighty fear that sank deep into my bones quicker than the most biting cold. “Though it is too vast to fully come through, this Darkness is holding open a way between worlds, letting its vile brethren find a path into our world as it seeks a passage across dimensions.

      “How this entity is managing this feat, I cannot say.

      “Nor can I say how to stop it.”

      I spoke firmly, with determination. “I only know that we must.

      “And will.”

      There was a cheer as I finished, perhaps misplaced, perhaps out of proportion with my modest words, or perhaps this was the only response possible when facing almost certain death.

      For without belief, however misguided, nothing is possible.
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      “What can you tell us of the demon?” Finiel asked, his fine features, like those of the rest of the ’slingers gathered in the cavern, cast in soft, psychedelic patterns by the cave’s luminous phosphorescence.

      Taking a moment to respond, I looked out past my attentive companions and into the rushing tumult of the waterfall to gather my thoughts. Beyond the raging cascade, I sensed Smoky gamboling, celebration rejoined as he flitted through the air and swooped past the falls.

      “There was nothing to see, only a presence.

      “I felt...” I thought for a moment. “I felt like the universe had been filled with fear… that I could not breathe…that I was drowning in it.

      “I felt like there had been a hole punched in our world, and all the light was being sucked from it.

      “Vast enough to swallow stars, I felt like Darkness had come alive.”

      Draymond spat, “I hate formless infernals.”

      Larot upped the ante, countering, “I just hate infernals.”

      “Could you see anything else?” Draymond asked.

      “I was far away from the presence, but the cave leading toward it was covered in vile black crust. The demonic presence seemed to be a greater darkness in the heart of the shadows at the cave’s far end, like it was massed at the portal on both sides.”

      “The portal will be our target,” Faliel surmised, her confident words filling the natural lull in my reply.

      “We will cut it off at the root,” Ildien added in agreement.

      “The demon or the portal?” Rauel asked as he glanced among the three newcomers to whom he deferred respectfully.

      “Both,” Finiel replied matter-of-factly, as if we were merely going out to weed an overgrown garden and not traipsing undermanned and virtually blind into the lair of a demon prince.

      “Do we have the tools to do this?” Draymond asked, his eyes roving the group. The practical necessity of his question was only too clear.

      Weapons powerful enough to kill gods and godlike beings were about as common as gods and godlike beings.

      There were some.

      But not too many.

      Ildien pointed his finger at me. “Koren’s pistols will work.”

      “If he is ready to use them,” amended Faliel.

      I felt the weight of everyone’s gaze upon me as the ’slingers first looked at me and then at Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod.

      I did not wilt under their scrutiny, but I did feel a bit of color come to my face.

      “He is ready,” Draymond replied with a note of professional pride in his voice.

      “It is not a matter of whether he can but whether he is able, whether he has developed sufficient power for the guns to augment,” Finiel clarified, his eyes alight with passion as he spoke.

      “There is also the Al’am’aroth,” Draymond added, sensing my unease at the attention and responsibility, for I would not know until the moment came.

      “There is also the Al’am’aroth,” Finiel, Faliel, and Ildien replied in chorus, mirroring Draymond’s sentiment. Their unified voices reflected the unified nature of Al’am’aroth itself, ja’lel combining their shots into one, a power seldom seen or used on Ilaeria.

      “This is a very accomplished group,” added Larot. “Together, we should be able to fell the demon.”

      “Or help it fell itself,” Draymond amended with a grim smile directed at his peer from House Clayburn.

      Faliel, Finiel, and Ildien smiled warmly at this, their faces lighting up brighter than the pearlescent cavern, their visages taking on a perverse pleasure that I would not associate with thinking of creatures of Darkness.

      On the other hand, killing demons was a pleasure.

      We just needed to make sure that we were the ones doing the killing.
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      Smoky burst through the waterfall in an explosive cascade of chill mountain water, soaking everyone inside the cavern as he cantered to a graceful stop while the water continued forward in his stead. The power of his wing beats, working to halt his advance, ensured that almost every formerly dry surface inside the cave was drenched.

      But before the water drops had settled on the sparkling stones, before everyone inside the cave was inundated in an equine-driven torrent, every ’slinger had his gun drawn and readied.

      Despite the risks to himself, Smoky whinnied uproariously, pleased with his joke as he continued to beat his wings, shake his torso, and fan us with more water.

      While the Clayburns looked aghast or chagrined, embarrassed that their conversation and Smoky’s constant flights outside had lulled them into a false sense of security, Finiel, Faliel, and Ildien burst out laughing, their musical voices chiming in chorus with peals of crystalline clarity.

      “Your steed is a wonder,” Faliel tittered, her face lit with delight.

      Smoky, not at all bashful, agreed, for he tossed his head proudly and high-stepped dramatically in place.

      “He certainly is something,” I agreed reluctantly, wiping water from my eyes.

      Smoky tossed his tail back and forth playfully, enjoying my discomfort.

      With a snap of his fingers and a grin every bit as playful as Smoky’s antics, Rauel said, “We were done here anyway. It’s time we departed.

      “Smoky, thank you for the timely reminder that time is wasting and we must be off.”

      Draymond barked, “Put up yer guns, choose yer wards, and let’s go!”

      I was in complete agreement.

      The wind in my hair would help me dry out.

      

      I did not leap onto Smoky’s back so that he could launch into the air, bursting through the waterfall in a spray of cool mountain water, to start our journey.

      Instead, I walked over to Smoky, who was still posturing proudly behind the silvery cascade,  and patted him on the neck soothingly.

      Mostly because I did not trust him not to pull another prank.

      One that might not be as well-received as the first.

      “Very creative,” I cooed.

      Smoky arced his neck haughtily, serrated spines bristling, his scales’ ebon depths holding the cave’s witchlight as variegated flames danced within. Tilting his head to the side, he snorted once as though he was saying, “I know…and there’s more where that came from.”

      Which was exactly what I feared.

      “Let’s space the creativity out a bit so that it’s welcome when it arrives,” I suggested.

      Smoky raised an eyebrow in skeptical disagreement.

      I could see that not only had he enjoyed his little prank—a feeling that I shared—he also felt it was completely necessary, a sentiment which I only partially shared.

      I agreed that we needed to be off.

      I did not think that showering my companions in the middle of a conversation was the best way to make that transition happen.

      Smoky stomped his clawed feet and bared his vicious teeth.

      “Yes, I know that our trip south is more important than anything else at the moment. But we have to make sure it will be successful. So, we have to make plans and come to an understanding.”

      Smoky snorted dismissively.

      “I know there should be time to plan on the way to the demons’ lair, but there is no guarantee of that. Plus, we need to understand how to work together if we are to succeed.”

      Only slightly appeased, Smoky replied with a soft huff.

      I patted him on the neck once more, adding, “You helped get us moving along nicely.”

      Smoky’s contribution to our journey was not to be underestimated.

      He agreed completely.

      “Before we go,” I said, placing the enchanted jewel back on his brow, “here is your diadem. You now have the Whispering Cave’s blessings along with my own.”

      I only hoped these additional protections would be enough.

      Lowering his head, Smoky showed his appreciation.

      If nothing else, the enchantment helped ensure his freedom, and there was little more valuable than that.

      Especially in a world where demons wished otherwise.
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      The air of the cave thrummed with power, sights and smells evoked by energies seldom felt or made visible.

      With Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod in hand, their eldritch power magnifying my own, I cast layers of protective enchantments on Smoky and myself, manipulating the space and movement of energies around us to divert physical and magical assaults while increasing our efficacy against demonic agents and magics.

      The hairs on my arms stood on end as the magic unfolded, settling over me in an invisible wave that I sensed as an unseen second skin.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod pulsed with power as I worked, filling the cavern with light and energy as the other ja’lel made similar preparations, for this might be our last moment of peace and safe, controlled preparation.

      Layers of voices, sights and sounds from the past, welled up around us as we made our final preparations for departure, the Whispering Cave’s send-off and final boon. Though I did not understand what enchantment the Caves had put upon us, some complex arcana beyond my understanding rested upon our shoulders and buoyed our motions.

      When I had finally finished, the lights emanating from Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod dimming to a shimmer, I looked around to find most of the others in a similar state of readiness.

      Looking at Smoky, his burning emerald eyes meeting my own, I nodded in readiness, a gesture he matched with a brief inclination of his horned head, and leapt onto his back.

      “Before we depart,” Faliel’s lyrical voice called out, “let us first thank the Caves for their blessing, boons, and protections, for without them, we would have had no safe harbor in these hills.”

      I took off my hat and bowed my head respectfully, for far more had been given to us than had yet been gained.

      Others performed similar shows of respect, offering quiet words of gratitude and gestures of appreciation.

      “That our way ahead be as safe and sure as possible in these trying times, we will cast a final boon upon the group, one that will, with a bit of good fortune, hide us from demonic inspection and allow us to pass freely through the demon-ravaged lands to the south.” Wreathed in translucent bands of force, Faliel raised her graceful arms as she spoke, summoning her will as Finiel and Ildien mirrored her motions precisely.

      They cast their spell as one, and a wave of energy poured over us in an ethereal torrent.

      As this wave of power rolled over me, I realized that the wandering ja’lel were not only not what they seemed, they were very far from it.

      Not only was Maevus good at keeping secrets, he was very good at disguising them as well.

      With a thrill of power as the fey magics settled over us, I shivered in delight, feeling a spark of lightness and vivacity as though I had been reborn.

      Smoky, clearly feeling the same thrill and eager to be off, leapt from the ledge where he had been waiting patiently for us to be off, and burst through the waterfall in an explosion of sun-lit liquid diamonds.

      Behind us, their paratechnological steeds unfurling fantastically from pocket dimensions in more shapes, hues, and sizes than kites at a festival, unfolding with origami-like precision from almost nothing to full-sized mounts, the other ja’lel followed our lead through the falls and into the bright light of midday.

      A kaleidoscope of splendid, surreal death-dealing butterflies, wings bright in the sun, we took off toward the south, ready to rain infernal fire upon the demonic invaders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In the Skies

          

        

      

    

    
      We flew low above the treetops, ja’lel perched atop our blessed mounts, leaning into the wind as wingbeats pulsed through the air, the rhythmic motions bouncing us up and down in gentle waves.

      Arrayed in a loose formation, ranging in shape from dragons and manticores to Pegasuses and gryphons, we were a fearsome band to behold.

      Sadly, as we were cloaked in magical concealment, no one else would appreciate our majesty.

      Which would make our reappearance with guns blazing all the sweeter as we released torrents of vengeance upon the hellspawn in their vile lair.

      Banking upward, sunlight shimmering on paratechnological wingtips, we gained altitude as we soared over the dense forests and rugged crags of Lue’chollan, the Mountain with a Voice, which sheltered the Whispering Caves.

      From the towering stands of rotara trees bedecked with glowing vines and fronds dominating the mountain’s sides to the glimmering, flower-strewn alpine fields beneath the craggy, luminously encrusted peak, aeryasynthetic symbiotes lit the view beneath us in splendor and filled the air with streamers of light and energy.

      The beauty of the land here was a much-appreciated sendoff, a momentary distraction from the terrors and despoliation that waited ahead.

      Peeking over the ridge, viewing the glorious horizon stretching to vistas beyond my reckoning, perched atop Smoky’s back, I felt the urge to fly, to be free, to run away and never come back. If I could soar fast and far enough, if I could somehow reach the horizon, I might leave the demons and all their terrible memories behind.

      I might find some peace.

      One ridge farther on, barely beyond Lue’chollan’s flanks, nowhere near the inviting limits of the horizon, our way ahead was made far too visible.

      As was my lack of choice.

      I could not run away from the tragedy laid out so blatantly before us.

      Cut like a fresh, raw wound across the land, a great swath of destruction tore indelibly across the landscape.

      Marked by furrows of overturned, churned soil, burnt and blasted vegetation, shattered stones and broken trees, and the riven and defiled corpses of far too many formerly living things, the first touch of the demons upon the land was too gruesome, too egregious, to ignore.

      With time and further blights, this first despicable touch would appear to be only the lightest of desecrations.

      We could not let that happen.

      Worse than the sullied view, I could feel a wrongness deep inside as my weira vibrated in revolted warning.

      I felt the taint on the land as it entered me.

      “Looks like they’ve made it easy for us to find them,” I said, bending over to speak in Smoky’s ear as the wind whistled past my own.

      Smoky snorted dismissively in reply, indicating that demons were all too easy to find.

      And no one wanted to find them unless they had to.

      “I know. You’re right. But find them, we must. Just as we must finish what they started.”

      In response to that, Smoky let out a low, menacing growl.

      We were on the same page.

      I had his complete support, just as he had mine.

      Without needing any cues, all the eldritch steeds banked together southward, following the dreadful gash torn into the earth.

      This wound would guide us forward and provide a path to help us restore our homes.

      If our homes survived long enough for us to return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Following Water

          

        

      

    

    
      “Use your foe’s absence to your advantage.”

      Father and I were standing together beside a clear mountain stream, watching water flow around submerged rocks, fallen logs, and rocky banks.

      The sky above—where it was visible through the thick woods—was clear and untroubled, untouched by even the lightest cloud.

      Thick patches of ferns glowed with iridescent flecks of emerald, gold, purple, and silver, brightening the forest’s shadows with otherworldly light. Festooned with luminous, enlivening accretions, tall trees soared heavenward, their crowns lost in the witchlight filling the forest from canopy to floor. Coralesque herbaceous plants arising from the soil with the luster and fantastic shapes of undersea organisms blanketed the ground and the litter beneath the branches.

      In the soothing water, rocks glowed with speckled fronds and irregular deposits. The silt in the streambed glimmered as though it were filled with hidden jewels. Atop the water’s surface, waves of shimmering light passed in soothing pulses, accentuating the tinted sunlight falling on the water. Butterflies danced softly upon shadows in the undergrowth, flitting back and forth with fairies in exuberant joy, moving in tune with the flashes of hidden creatures and the strands of floating filaments drifting through the air.

      His gaze resting lightly upon the waterway, Father traced the water’s course moving around and over the obstacles, wending its way amongst the currents, following foes real and imagined.

      “Move where your enemy is not.

      “Strike where they are weak, unsuspecting, or absent.

      “Go where they do not see.

      “Find where they do not sense, where they are unaware.

      “Position yourself to make the most of each situation.

      “Use your weira to sound out, to map and visualize the lay of the land, the risk and opportunity.

      “Allow the weira to guide you. Follow its currents, dance to its rhythms, read its shifts, and live with its tempo.”

      Father tossed a dead branch into the creek. The bough’s landing caused sparkling ripples to expand outward from its point of impact, lights that moved alongside the limb as it floated with the stream, and he watched it slip into the current flowing between rocks and branches.

      “Heeding your weira, following its currents, is the path to survival.”

      And surviving, living, on Ilaeria was a victory.

      “Follow the path of this branch down the stream with your weira. Sense its movements in the twists and eddies of the stream. Understand the impacts of its motions as it moves with the water.

      “You are to follow its drift until you can no longer be sure of its presence, until you imagine that you still contain it within your awareness but can no longer be sure.

      “You are to make this stick a part of you, so that you will understand its loss and its travels fully.

      “You are to visualize its space, not just through the motions of the stick itself, but by the path it carves through its surroundings, understanding how these surroundings influence the stick’s future and how this setting could be changed to alter the stick’s path.

      “Watch the stick’s fate unfold in your mind’s eye and understand how you can influence it.

      “Overcoming an enemy is no different.”

      When I closed my eyes, attuning my weira to the broken stick, my destiny, my opportunity, became a small branch floating down a mountain stream at the whim of irregular currents.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Path to Destruction

          

        

      

    

    
      The swath of unholy destruction burnt across the landscape was our guiding star, harboring our greatest risks while providing fuel to our common cause on the journey southward.

      The blackened, scorched, and sundered earth seethed with vile creatures finding their way northward. Scurrying, crawling, oozing, flying, and running, the demonic refuse from the Abyss swarmed across the landscape toward their targets—human and otherwise—in the untouched north. Living shadows, hellish beasts, diabolic entities, fell nightmares, colossal monstrosities, angelic beings, and creatures of indescribable geometries all moved shoulder-to-shoulder, united in a common destructive purpose.

      Breaking away from the ranging packs, now and again a few demons scuttled off the trail driven by other fell purposes or urges, but most stayed near or on the path, despoiling it further by their presence. Battles amongst the demons were common but largely ignored by those infernals not involved.

      The strong lived and fed.

      The weak died.

      It tore my heart to watch these monsters travel unobstructed across our land, to let evil pour forth knowing the lives it would cost and the catastrophes that would be unleashed.

      My fingers itched to fall to my hips, unsheath my guns, and rain destruction upon the invaders. But such an act would only result in a short-term gain and would surely end our mission.

      While more demons came through the portal.

      And fewer and fewer people stood to oppose them.

      So I patted Smoky’s neck instead and whispered to him the reassurances I needed.

      Smoky, being tolerant of both my strengths and my weaknesses, flew onward, acknowledging me with but the occasional glance or turned head.

      For my part, I was thankful of his patience, for without it, I might have acted as rashly as I felt.

      And then we would all lose.

      I could not say what struggles the others faced watching the demons—a race largely banished from Ilaeria for millennia—reemerge and begin their assault upon our world and her peoples anew. But, judging by their stony eyes, grimacing faces, and clenched fists as they flew over the invaders, I would say that their thoughts and feelings ran close to mine.

      Restraint would be its own reward, for the joy of revenge would be all the greater when that revenge was released unbridled upon our foes.

      

      The farther south we flew, the land flattened, opening up, shifting from mountains to plains. As the mountains and forests thinned, the lush verticality of the woods was slowly replaced by a sea of undulating grasses. The plains rested calmly beneath the sky as the wind danced upon their surface. The variegated stalks of the grasslands swept away in kaleidoscopic profusion as though a rainbow had shattered in the sky above and sent its shards falling to the ground. Cupping the rustling grasses in its azure folds, the sky reached out to the horizon in a depthless gulf unmarred by the desecration visiting the earth below.

      This was the Ooten’el, the Rainbow Sea.

      And it was burning.

      Cutting across this otherwise unblemished expanse—the embers of an otherworldy wildfire that still sparked and fumed after its initial blaze—the demonic path wended its wicked way southward toward the waiting portal.

      “Seems to me like the demonic path is taking hold,” I said to Smoky, studying the tainted trail left by the demons.

      A deep rumble sounded in Smoky’s chest, the sound of an avalanche about to be released, as he voiced both his displeasure and his disagreement.

      Smoky saw the track the same as I did.

      It was, in some horribly maleficent way, taking hold.

      In the forests of the mountains to the north, the demonic causeway appeared to be a path of violent, fiery destruction, albeit one contaminated by extradimensional evil. Here, the track was settling into place, solidifying as though it were taking hold of the land and its place on it.

      “Looks like an alien lava flow slowly congealing and solidifying,” I whispered to Smoky in a voice filled with loathing.

      Smoky’s snort told me his thoughts.

      Lava flows, and the eruptions that presaged them, were infinitely preferable to this gradual coagulating corruption as evil precipitated onto the land.

      I could not disagree.

      A heinous band of concreted atrocity marred the landscape ahead, farther than the eye could see.

      Such was our way and welcome to the land of demons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twin Darknesses

          

        

      

    

    
      We settled down for the night a few leagues away from the edge of the demonic band as darkness blanketed the plains in purple shadows. Though the sun was setting and the sunlight was fading with it, the grasses blanketing the savannah brought their own light to the prairie, sparkling in iridescent hues and patterns that spanned every color in the rainbow. Taken in from afar, with their shifting lights and vibrant colors, the grasses appeared to be celebrating day’s end and night’s birth.

      At night, the plains looked even more alive.

      Who needed gemstones and jewels, gold and treasure, when sights like this could be had at any time?

      So long as we managed to halt the demonic advance.

      Otherwise, all this would become dust and ash, despoiled, polluted, and sucked dry.

      And all the world’s wonder would fade.

      Smoky set me down gently with powerful strokes of his wings as my thoughts wandered the dim pathways of demonic invasion, death, and corruption.

      The mind, I found, prepared itself for the future by envisioning the worst.

      Awareness, recognizing these thoughts, prepared itself for the future by dealing with reality as it was.

      In this case, the two were not very different from one another.

      “Thank you, my friend,” I said as I hopped off Smoky’s back, then patted his sleek neck gently in gratitude for his labors.

      Smoky stretched his neck beneath my hands, and I scratched behind his ears. Appreciating the attention, Smoky leaned into my hand, nearly pushing me off my feet as I struggled to hold my position while patting him.

      Smoky loved getting his ears and neck rubbed and his back stroked.

      I loved not getting knocked off my feet.

      We had to work together to make sure we both got what we wanted.

      Such was the way of relationships.

      The less knocking off one’s feet, the better.

      “Let me get you some dinner,” I offered.

      Smoky indicated the sky with a flick of his ebon head and his fiery eyes.

      “I know you would prefer to hunt, but it is better if you remain with us.

      “For demons are about.”

      Smoky snorted dismissively, letting me know that he was quite capable of avoiding demons.

      “I’m not arguing that,” I said, even though I was, “but what if I need you here and you are not nearby?”, turning the argument around from telling him to stay to asking for his help and protection.

      With a slight shrug of his powerful shoulders, Smoky accepted my request only somewhat reluctantly, clearly sad to be missing out on the thrill of the hunt and a bit of evening fun.

      “When all this is over, you’ll be able to hunt and frolic to your heart’s content,” I replied, hoping it was true.

      Smoky raised one scaled eyebrow doubtfully but accepted my platitude nonetheless.

      I went to the satchel at his side, a bottomless bag holding a pocket dimension, and rummaged around until I found a flank of smoked meat that was to his liking.

      While Smoky dug in, I took my bedroll and went to sit by the other ja’lel, who had been slowly gathering at the center of the camp.

      As foreign as it seemed to me, for I had been trained to ward camp every night, we did not ensorcel our campsite for risk of alerting and attracting particularly magic-sensitive demons to our presence. Instead, we relied upon the aegis provided by the Whispering Caves and those we had already cast to hide us from detection.

      Similarly, we did not kindle any spells or other illumination that might somehow give us away.

      Instead, we sat quietly, with the stars as our company as we ate and got ready for the morrow. Untroubled by our concerns, the velvet expanse above filled with the radiance of countless stars and still remained dark.

      In this way, the sky was like the demons rushing through the innocent night of Ilaeria.

      No matter how much light reached it, space was still almost completely black.

      Just like a demon’s heart.

      “You look mighty thoughtful,” came Draymond’s deep bass as he settled down beside me. His whisper was more like the earth’s preparation for an earthquake than a soft sound secreted upon a gentle evening breeze.

      Or a normal person’s voice.

      “I’m just thinking about how the demons are like the night sky. No matter how much light they take in, they remain just as dark as they were before.”

      Draymond nodded thoughtfully. “The night sky is as it is, vast and almost untouchable.

      “Limitless.

      “The demons are how they are—hearts darker’n the gulf between the stars and just as insatiable. Eating light and the living fuels them, but it doesn’t change them.”

      Draymond paused for a moment, taking a bite of the stew he held in a bowl that seemed too small for his large hands. “Difference is, demons are dark, in part, not just because that’s how they are, but that’s how they choose to be.

      “The heavens,” he said, looking up at the shimmering stars cast so brightly across the clear night sky, “don’t have a choice.”

      I studied the constellations above while Draymond spoke, looking at our galaxy’s heart, filled with light and color from the lives of billions of suns much like our own.

      “We are like those stars above, Koren. We are the light in the darkness.

      “And sometimes we burn.

      “Demons are like stars, too,” he finished around another mouthful as he proffered me a similar bowl he had conjured up from I knew not where. “It’s just that we are the ones who make them burn.”

      I nodded grimly as I took the bowl and began to eat.

      Like the demons rushing in to destroy our world, I, too, was hungry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Vision and a Purpose

          

        

      

    

    
      We took off amidst the soft illumination of the newly risen sun, light burning incandescent on the wings of our steeds from both the golden radiance above and the kaleidoscopic phosphorescence in the fields below.

      The Clayburns rose clustered together in a tight formation bred of long practice. Draymond and I took off side by side, paired expressions of one purpose. Ildien, Faliel, and Finiel—points of a shifting star—drifted around us in an irregular orbit as though barely held in by our gravity.

      As I rose upward on steady beats of Smoky’s broad wings, the landscape of the plains unfurled before me, from hypnotic plants to limitless horizons. A black scar across the landscape, the line of demonic demarcation appeared in my view as a repudiation of the dawn.

      I could see Smoky’s seething glare as we gained altitude and the demonic despoilment came into view.

      “We’ll take care of that soon enough,” I said firmly, Smoky’s fire becoming my own, “once our business in the south is done.”

      Smoky bared his wicked teeth in silent challenge but gave no other reply.

      My grin, although far less intimidating, matched Smoky’s tooth for tooth.

      Banking southward, paralleling the demons’ path, we rushed toward our destiny with its cause in plain view. The demons traveling their path of destruction did not shy from the sunlight as they trod the broken earth with their many-taloned and misshapen feet.

      Their opposites in every way, we did not shy from their Darkness.

      Or our mission to destroy it.

      

      We flew through the still morning in silent alertness, wary of possible infernal detection. As morning gave way to afternoon, far ahead in the shimmering distance, beyond the fey plains, another range of mountains slowly came into view.

      An alien land mass rising gradually from the ocean, these hills and their succeeding peaks were not twins of the lush mountains facing them on the far side of the plains. Far more arid and rugged, these heights were covered more by rocks than vegetation. Magical symbiotes splashed across the rocky surfaces in many-hued profusion but remained low to the wind-swept ground, painting the rough stones and slopes in swaths of diffuse color. Reaching into the clouds, the summits of the tallest mounts were covered in snow that glistened like liquid silver and gold in the sunlight.

      Despite the range’s rugged beauty, the view was marred by the black smudge of the demonic exodus from the mountains’ flanks. Congealed, encrusted evil, an extradimensional eruption of malevolence, the dark path of the demonic advance looked like a black, solidified molten flow without beginning or end.

      To the weira alert to its vile presence, this swath felt like all the world’s screams frozen in partially articulated horror.

      The abominable sensation only grew stronger the farther south we traveled.

      Without the boon of my father’s hat and the protection of our wards, the impression would have been far worse.

      I might not have been able to go farther without shutting down the weira entirely.

      Too much strength could become a weakness.

      

      “Koren?” A soft whisper, barely discernable from the wind rushing past my ears, tickled my awareness. “Are you there?”

      “Maevus!”

      My mental shout was probably enough to make him fall off his chair if Maevus was sitting down.

      “Your voice is welcome magic to my ears!”

      “As yours is to mine,” replied the venerable loremaster.

      “Is everyone well?” I asked, my voice full of concern. We had last spoken with Maevus after Lote’s unfortunate fall. I did not need to hear more ill tidings, particularly of my family.

      We had already lost more than enough.

      “We are secure here,” he replied, the indirect answer raising some concern. I did not sense any trouble, but one could never be sure, especially with a magician as capable as Maevus. “The demonic tide has largely bypassed us, with only a few weak eddies falling upon our forgotten shores.”

      “And no currents have fallen upon Kora, Ilen, or Talen?”

      “Your siblings and everyone else here are well. We are heartsore but in good health.”

      That, at least, was a relief.

      After the fall of House Clayburn, I did not want House D’uene to be next.

      There was so little left.

      “Your words do me more kindness than any deed,” I replied formally, meaning every word.

      Hearing the family was in good health helped lift my spirits and gave me the reassurance that even if I fell, not all would be lost for our House.

      “What news do you have, Maevus?”

      “Better to show than to tell you,” replied my teacher.

      

      The open blue sky and rocky peaks straining to reach the diffuse vault of heaven fell away. A chaotic dream unfolded before my eyes in lurid flashes, one I could not block out no matter how tightly I squeezed my eyes.

      Waves of horrific demons crashed against the walls of ancient keeps while flashes of arcane fire scythed through the infernals’ relentless assault. Villages burned and lay in shambles, their people desecrated and destroyed. Innocents fled in fear of ravaging monstrosities, cut down and worse by the extradimensional invaders. Regions afire, terror reigning where once there had been peace.

      There was this and far more, for the images kept coming.

      Although it was terrible, I was not surprised.

      Men were fighting and losing, falling back toward the capital.

      Even if we stopped the demonic advance now, there would be lifetimes of horror to cleanse before the land and her people could begin anew.

      “Your job will never be done, Koren, for, like evil, you must never rest.”

      The grim task ahead took on a new purpose.

      I would not look past it.

      Destroying the demon and its portal took on even greater importance, for every moment meant greater loss, more horror, and far more work to be done.

      I nodded curtly, a gesture that Maevus did not see. “I will sleep after the last shot has been fired.”

      Which meant I would never sleep at all.
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      “Do not be disheartened, Koren. These calamities are the reason ja’lel exist. We are here to bring about their resolution.”

      I wished the effect did not have or require a cause, that the world would know peace and have no need for ja’lel. But wishes were made real by action, and much was yet to be done.

      “There is hope ahead. I have seen it,” Maevus continued encouragingly. “Believe in yourself, trust in your training and creativity, and you can succeed. Do not play into your foes’ strengths.

      “Rely on your own.

      “The monster at the invasion’s center can be defeated.

      “You must do so by not by pitting your strength against it, but by using your vision to overcome it.”

      A smile slowly grew across my face.

      This man, one of the most powerful wizards in Ilaeria, one tasked with safeguarding our home and trying to get the larger kingdom to see reason and respond to the demonic attack accordingly, one whose lifelong responsibilities and duty had fostered untold good, one who had raised and molded all the D’uene into swords tempered by wisdom, was calling to reassure and comfort me in my time of need.

      At the heart of every true warrior was the soul of a saint.

      Though Maevus might argue otherwise, his actions spoke for him.

      For a teenage boy struggling to become a man, one surrounded by forces far greater than the best training could fully prepare him for or anticipate, the gesture, and the thought behind it, were moving beyond measure.

      Especially when heightened emotions and hormones, particularly those associated with his maturation, were in play.

      Maevus’s concern struck through the swirling mass of worries for my family, for my people, for myself, and for the success of my mission, and provided a bright anchor in the storm.

      The simple thoughtfulness behind his call was a beaming ray of light and a path forward through the building gloom, pressure, and anticipation.

      That someone cared was often enough.

      Full of equal parts of gratitude and melodrama, I said, “Maevus, whatever happens, I thank you for all you have done for me, for us.”

      As tears came to my eyes from the upswelling emotions, I joked, “I hope you gave Draymond similar reassurances.”

      Maevus laughed. “Draymond wants only to think of the enemies ahead. The ramblings of an old man do not interest him.”

      “They should,” I replied, partly in jest but mostly serious. “For those thoughts, and the reasons behind them, are why we live.”

      “And now it is an old man who should be listening to you,” laughed Maevus.

      “Until we see each other again in the sun, Maevus, may all your days be bright,” I finished.

      “And yours as well,” Maevus answered as his voice fell away in the wind.

      The smile on my face remained long after.

      And my renewed purpose even longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Full Stomach

          

        

      

    

    
      Evening’s shadow fell heavily across the land.

      Even though the sun was still out and no clouds obstructed the sky.

      Here, another day’s flight into the mountains, the demonic blight spread outward from the infernal path, cutting northward, gradually blanketing the slopes in vile integumentation. The soft pastels and other gentle colors of low-lying plants and symbiotes bordering the plains gave way to tortured scoriatic polyps, glowing Abyssal ash, and seething putrescent masses.

      Diseased, infected, and corrupted, the mountains seemed transported from another, utterly alien dimension, one so inhospitable and hostile as to be impossible to persist on this plane.

      And it felt far worse.

      Disgust radiated through me with each breath and every glance, magnified by the heightened sensitivity of the weira.

      I felt infected by the black pox consuming the soul of the landscape.

      My skin tingled in anticipation of the disease taking hold and spreading through me.

      The land’s clear, simple beauty, as well as all its life, had vanished under the demonic plague.

      The power of the Darkness at the heart of this invasion was incredible.

      And utterly inimical.

      

      Though it made me more vulnerable and less effective, I slowly closed myself off from the weira as we flew southward.

      Being too open, too vulnerable, was just too much.

      Waves of evil radiated outward from the Darkness ahead, unholy tidal waves hurtling relentlessly against Ilaeria’s shores, eroding her defenses one resounding crash at a time.

      I no longer needed my weira or a black path regurgitated from the Abyss to tell me where we needed to go.

      The evil emanating from the demon crouched inside its loathsome portal provided direction enough.

      The weight of the thing’s presence was so heavy that I found it hard to imagine how Smoky could fly.

      But fly he did.

      In fact, the farther south we flew, the more eager he became.

      It was as if the demon’s presence was fuel to his flame.

      While I felt smothered, Smoky celebrated, frolicking on the airways with the exuberance of a colt.

      He practically danced upon the wind, flicking his scythed tail eagerly as he rolled his horned head enthusiastically back and forth and up and down.

      He had no bit to chomp, but he was chomping at something.

      And my best guess was the scent of demons.

      Struck by a moment of inspiration, and knowing so little of mystrals, of him, I leaned in close to his ear and asked, “Smoky, are demons your preferred prey?”

      It made sense.

      He seemed unbothered by the vile, debilitating presence of demons. We had seen that when he helped save us from the demon that had killed Lote.

      He seemed to revel, to thrive, in their presence. I could see this now quite clearly, just as I had seen it at home when he helped defend the keep after throwing off his demonic captor.

      In a perverse way, it also made sense that a demon had taken him hostage to use as a mount. If he was viewed as a threat by demons, having Smoky as a steed would not only show a demon’s strength, it would be a mark of honor.

      Smoky turned his head and squinted at me with a mixture of incredulity and skepticism, as if he were saying, “Really? You’re just figuring this out? How could you be so dense?”

      “Slow down, tiger,” I said, sitting up and holding up my hands appeasingly as the wind rushed by. “I don’t know much about mystrals. And I doubt you’re a decent representative to draw conclusions from, besides.”

      Smoky threatened to buck me off his back.

      He did not appreciate my jest.

      Appreciating my skin more than a good joke, I changed tack quickly.

      “Whoa!” I interjected, hoping he was only teasing as I grabbed two of the spikes on his neck for support. “You’re the best representative I know! I was only having a bit of fun.”

      Smoky snorted dismissively and proceeded to ignore me, showing me what he thought of my fun.

      But he had answered my question.

      Mystral hunted demons.

      Which explained why he had been so willing to come on our demon-hunting mission.

      And why mystrals had first come to Ilaeria, since at one time long before this outbreak, demons had been quite prevalent here.

      “We’ll get you plenty of infernal snacks soon enough.”

      Everyone did better on a full stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            And So It Begins

          

        

      

    

    
      We flew through the air in tandem, wings afire with sunlight that did not reach the polluted mountains below, Clayburn, D’uene, and wandering ja’lel joined in common cause. Avenging angels glorious in our purpose and power, we flew with the wrath and fury of the righteous and the fearsome resolve of liberators.

      Although it was perhaps romanticized by my youth and relative inexperience, when I glanced at the Clayburns, who matched Draymond’s progress powerful wingbeat for wingbeat, and then at Ildien, Faliel, and Finiel, who were playing upon the currents like musicians, we appeared glorious, to say the least.

      The troubles behind us did not hold us back or diminish our glory. These trials pushed us forward and beckoned us to our goal.

      I patted Smoky on the neck, smiling, glad to be here now despite the terror that lay ahead. “I couldn’t ask for a better partner,” I said, caught up in the moment, feeling every bit a hero.

      For his part, perhaps less moved by significant moments than immature youths, Smoky looked at me like I was crazy.

      “Just an observation,” I offered, not dropping the smile from my face or the upwelling emotions that sharing common cause with such an august band evoked.

      Smoky let out a low cough and lashed his serrated tail dismissively, all business.

      “I know we have a job to do. I’m just appreciating the moment while we have it,” I replied.

      Then the screams began.

      I should have kept my feelings to myself.

      

      A whirling, tumultuous black flash hurtled through the Clayburns, appearing in mid-air for an instant and disappearing just as quickly.

      Clouds of blood—red rain—fell in its path.

      In the shadow’s wake, Rauel, leader of House Clayburn, still and lifeless, dropped from his saddle, eyes blank and unseeing, without having fired a shot.

      Larot, loyal to his liege to the end, dove after Rauel on his quicksilver steed, plummeting earthward in a vain attempt to save his master.

      Drawn guns reflected sunlight in every direction.

      Seeting with anger at my own shortsightedness and stupidity, I reopened myself to the weira and drew my guns.

      A torrent of vileness rushed through my senses, the overwhelming corruption of the land oozing upwards into me, but my awareness expanded nonetheless, encompassing space and probability with it, floating upon the vile putrescence surrounding us—one ship weathering a virulent storm among others.

      The evil at the invasion’s heart had pierced our veil.

      That spoke volumes about the entity’s power.

      And our proximity.

      We had to be close. Very close.

      Apparently sensing their need to follow Larot down and honor their liege, Draymond yelled to the Clayburns, “Go down! We’ll cover you!”

      The Clayburns broke formation crisply and swooped earthward with a will. Their last moments with Rauel would be brief, and they wished to make the most of them.

      I circled up with Finiel, Ildien, and Faliel, and, grimly and without words, we prepared for the next strike, eyes flicking between ground and sky in anticipation.

      When no strike came, when our weira did not cry out for another imminent attack, Draymond and I followed Larot and the rest of the Clayburns to the ground to see if anything could be done for Rauel.

      Finiel, Faliel, and Ildien remained in the air to cover us from the attack that would come soon enough.

      

      Larot, a man of easy laughs and bright smiles, of sharp wit and quick forgiveness, was in tears as he huddled alongside his fallen leader.

      Wreathed in a nimbus of golden light, Larot’s spells ineffectual in staying the passage of his spirit, Rauel lay on the ground visibly healed but not whole.

      The shadow had taken him.

      

      While the Clayburns gathered around Rauel in mourning, scraping my heel in the ground and filling it with power channeled through Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, I joined Draymond in inscribing a protective sigil in the ground to help ward us from potential demonic attack. As we closed the circle, the spell took hold with a bright flash and surrounded us with a protective dome of force.

      Walking to stand alongside the gathered members of House Clayburn, Draymond doffed his hat, and I followed suit as we honored the fallen, our friend, our kin.

      “We will commit him to the Light before the Shadow can take him,” Larot intoned, not wishing for demons to corrupt or use Rauel’s body in any way.

      “May he find refuge in the Light,” we chanted in tandem.

      As one, we raised our guns and fired.

      Rauel’s body, so proud and graceful in life, converted easily to blessed energy.

      In a flash, his body morphed into a corona of warm incandescence and was gone.

      We quickly departed as well.

      For the demons were coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Shadow Revealed

          

        

      

    

    
      I turned and sprinted toward Smoky, readying to leap into the air and take off before more demons arrived.

      A vicious thud! arrested my sprint.

      I was too late.

      Directly ahead, limned in the coruscating lights of our vibrating ward, loomed a hulking demon.

      Cloaked beneath the shadows of broad, tattered wings, surrounded by an aura of corrupt power, the infernal beast stood on powerful, backward-bending digitigrade legs, its clawed feet tearing into the stone as its massive spine-covered arms ripped into our shield.

      Surrounded by sickening, wispy, sparkling shadows, its vicious claws tore through our barrier with terrible claps of thunder after each strike. Each wound healed quickly, but the shield was wavering beneath the demon’s assault. Its terrible, twisted, draconic visage roared furiously with each blow, and it glared at me with eyes filled with the limitless darkness between dimensions.

      The demon was slavering to drink my soul.

      I gave it something else to eat instead.

      Leaping onto Smoky’s back, I opened fire, alternating between blasts of explosive, magic-negating shots and holy fire.

      Matching me spell for spell, Draymond unleashed a similar hailstorm of anti-demon fire.

      The demon screamed as our shots punched through its defenses and into its unholy flesh. Extending the darkness encircling its hands, the demon called up a shield of intense, writhing shadow.

      As the other ja’lel joined in our fire, the shield held up under our barrage little better than did the demon’s flesh.

      The monstrous form fell to the earth and slowly dissolved in black smoke after one of my shots found its way through the demon’s depthless eyes.

      For an instant, its gaze lit up with scintillating brightness as the holy flames consumed the demon from the inside out.

      “Let’s ride!” Draymond screamed as he took off into the air accompanied by the thunder of running hooves.

      I was not about to argue.

      Smoky made no objections, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Infernal Front

          

        

      

    

    
      The ground was seething with demons.

      Hideous monsters of every shape and form tumbled and sprinted toward us across the rough landscape, not able to see us directly but being guided to us, the tendrils of an otherworldly appendage groping for us, ready to crush us in their grip.

      The sky was teeming with winged horrors, a swarm of hungry, extradimensional locusts looking for a ripe field to land on and reap.

      Together, wreathing ourselves in defensive arcana as we flew, we did everything in our power to remain undetected.

      The impasse could not last much longer.

      The infernals were too numerous, and the power behind them was too great.

      And it only grew stronger the closer we got to its lair.

      All we could hope for was a bit more time to reach the source of the demonic plague and thereby increase our chances of destroying the evil at its source.

      Finiel, Ildien, and Faliel, looking as much at ease as the rest of us looked harried, flew alongside Draymond, Larot, and myself.

      “We need to be found before they find us,” Finiel said musically, his voice rising above the tumult without effort, coming through our minds as well as our ears. His liquid eyes never stopped scanning the ground and the sky as he spoke.

      “If we are not found on our terms, we will be found on theirs,” Faliel chimed, her hair flowing lazily in the fierce wind, somehow as relaxed as her demeanor.

      “We will let the demons find us so that the rest of you may continue,” Ildien finished for the trio, all their thoughts working as one, their eyes aglimmer with some inner humor that belied the seriousness of the moment.

      “It is finally time to play,” Faliel laughed excitedly, actually clapping her hands.

      “We have waited far too long,” grinned Finiel.

      “Our patience truly is the stuff of legends,” Ildien nodded sympathetically.

      I did not know what to say in the face of this insanity, for their actions surely meant suicide.

      In fairness to the trio, we were all on a suicide mission.

      And their proposed actions were as selfless as they were honorable.

      

      Though I had no idea what the wandering ja’lel were talking about, they did.

      “We are discovered,” Faliel said, speaking to herself, or anyone willing to listen, once more as she or they came to a decision.

      “It is the only way,” Ildien completed excitedly, perhaps talking to us, or his companions, or all of us, or no one in particular.

      Maybe the clouds.

      Actually addressing us clearly instead of expressing some inner monologue pertinent to us, Finiel instructed us simply, “You all fly ahead. The demon prince is not far.

      “Do not come for us or waste your efforts on our behalf. Your mission is in the future. Ours is in the past.”

      “Shoot truly,” Faliel appended with a flashing smile.

      “And to the point,” Ildien finished with a wave of his elegant hand.

      I saw the irony in that last statement whether the threesome had intended it to be ironic or not.

      Without another word, the three broke formation and flew skyward.

      My heart fell as they flew away to certain doom.

      Without knowing exactly how, I sensed that they had dropped the Whispering Cave’s blessing after they reached a safe distance from us. 

      The demons did as well.

      A pent-up storm finally given release, the gathered masses of Abyssal horrors shot upward in a turbulent blood frenzy, careening after the lithe forms of the departing ’slingers.

      I had never seen so many disparate entities unite so perfectly in a single purpose. Nor had I ever seen so many types of demons.

      I had no doubt that a single powerful will was urging the demons on.

      My weira thrummed in warning at the travesty that was unfolding and the evil behind it.

      Watching the demons erupt skyward was akin to watching all the world’s nightmares be given birth in a single instant.

      It was as terrible as it was terrifying.

      Even worse, the land, the air, and the sky lit up with power as fell magics began to take form and lacerate the heavens.

      I did not want to watch.

      But I had to.

      Although my heart shattered as I watched the impending destruction of three noble ja’lel, Smoky eagerly pushed us forward toward our destination, seeing that the way ahead was clear.

      Ahead, at the heart of the gathering demonic maelstrom, demons were exploding from the mouth of a scarred and pitted cave, one at the center of a vast track of blackened, alien integumentation and encrustations vomited across the land in a barren swathe of Abyssal filth.

      Leading us, pushing us, willing us ahead, Smoky carried us toward our destination with every bit of fire and intensity as the massing demonic horde was capable of displaying.

      My eyes were honoring the departing ’slingers in their last few moments. My fingers itched to be with them, covering them and returning fire.

      It took all my will to respect their wishes and stay back.

      If I didn’t, if we didn’t, Ilaeria could fall, and their sacrifice would be less than worthless.

      My spirit fell apart watching the demons unleash their fury upon my friends.

      Black clouds, withering curses, and coruscating arcana leapt ahead of the demons, seeking Finiel, Faliel, and Ildien, who had grown small and insignificant in the distance.

      Within moments, the demons would have their newest triumph.

      And then I saw the rebirth of legends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Demon Rain

          

        

      

    

    
      A blinding silver corona flashed through the heavens, blasting outward in a radiating sphere from the faraway point where Finial, Faliel, and Ildien were disappearing into the distance.

      I felt a surge of power—wind rushing before an oncoming storm—explode outward and past us before the argent halo of force enveloped us.

      Near the iridescent explosion’s origin, demons fell from the sky like clouds of volcanic ash.

      Near us, lesser demons caught fire and calcined to embers while their stronger counterparts resisted the hostile magics and kept pushing forward, some whole, others damaged.

      From within this nexus of destruction, roiling with inhuman grace and liquid facility, three shimmering dragons emerged. Almost identical, their long, gleaming, sinuous torsos swam through the air in elegant spirals. Bearded, horned, and fierce, the uncanny dragons were a vision from a child’s storybook, for, though they were awesome and powerful, their otherworldly beauty and ease seemed to have little to do with this world…or with other dragons.

      These were the fey reborn—the original antagonists of the demons on Ilaeria and planetary defenders in millennia past, before humans and other races arrived to lend our weight to the battle—come to wreak havoc on the extradimensional invaders.

      With fiery breath ablaze, arcane enchantments flying, and voidship cannon-sized pistols firing, the fey were a sight to behold.

      I only wish they could have joined us like this during the entire trip.

      Things might have been far simpler, safer, and bearing a lower cost.

      But we would have lost the element of surprise with their full glamor in view and might not have come this far.

      No matter the fey’s power or majesty, or what we might have done differently; the demons were too numerous and powerful to be wiped away outright.

      A storm blown away on infernal Abyssal winds, the fey and their thunderous expostulations of power were drifting farther and farther from us, forced back by the demonic advance, leaving a swath of carnage, and opportunity, in their wake.

      “We must fly!” I urged, leaning forward, pushing Smoky to his limits as demons swarmed toward the distant fey. “Now is our chance!”

      “Fools rush in and heroes survive!” Draymond screamed on my wing by way of warning and inspiration as he, too, dove ahead on his lambent paratechnological steed.

      Larot shouted excitedly as the Clayburns shared his call. “For Clayburn!” they hollered, brandishing their guns as we flew unopposed toward the waiting maw of the unhallowed cavern.

      Behind us, demons fell like rain, and the sky thundered with flashes of opposing magicks as infernals and fey battled as of old.

      Ahead, a darker pit yawning in the benighted landscape, the lair of the demon prince, awaited, full of pregnant horrors and atrocities not yet visited.

      My challenging yell joined those of the Clayburns.

      I was proud to note that my voice did not crack.

      Smoky rolled his eyes at our shenanigans.

      But his roar joined ours nonetheless.
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      Our joy was short-lived.

      We plummeted earthward with guns drawn, eyes wide, and spells on our lips, ready for anything.

      Except an entire mountainside exploding on us.

      

      His sweeping black wings beating powerfully with each stroke, Smoky soared ahead, his eagerness to get at the source of all he hated pulling him well past the others as we broke the tight formation that had carried us so far.

      Below us, the blackened landscape loomed like a fever dream, the castoffs of a dried-out profane volcanic eruption repopulated by diseased demonspawn. Lurking hungrily at the end of a sullied valley filled with the corruption of another dimension, the demon cave wavered through a haze of foul magics made visible by our own enchantments. Towering peaks loomed on either side of us as the mountains closed in and we neared the fissure’s gaping maw.

      With all the outside tumult focusing on the fey’s distant battle with the demons, the valley was empty of infernals, all of them having rushed ahead to meet the trio of fearsome eldritch dragons.

      Despite this disconcerting calm, we held our guns at the ready should more demons materialize or the need to counter fell magicks arise. The aura of demonic curses shrouding the cavern’s entry would require our attention, if nothing else.

      “Are you ready?” I called back to Draymond, looking over my shoulder with a grim smile.

      “As the day I was born!” he yelled back, answering my smile with a wicked grin.

      As I met his eyes, my smile brightened with his, for I felt the task ahead of us heavily, and his surety provided as much lift as Smoky’s wings.

      My joy disappeared in an instant.

      Ducking instinctively, following the inviolable command of the weira which was insisting that I get down and take shelter, I dropped my head to Smoky’s flank and urged him downward.

      The world rocked—our dive becoming a tumble—and detonated in a relentlessly cruel shower of stones as the cliffsides shattered, then came to horrific life as the cliffs groped for us with countless fingers of crushing stone.

      “Draymond!” I screamed, trying to urge him—my family, my friend, my guide—to safety as Smoky and I plummeted earthward beyond the front of the eruption, pushed ahead uncontrollably by the concussive force of the blast.

      The world tumbled and spun, a blur of gray and black without beginning or end, as the shockwave threw us forward and away like so much unwanted trash.

      Smoky somehow managed to right us just before impact tossed me from his back and across the blackened rocks and dirt of the valley floor.

      Behind me, the valley was filled with rubble, debris, and gradually settling dust.

      As Smoky and I skidded gracelessly to a halt on the rough earth facing the cavemouth, all I could see of my friends were memories.

      I would have to hope the protective magics shrouding my friends held, for there was no time to rescue them now.

      Not when I would have to remove half a mountain to find them.

      And that meant I would have to face the demon prince alone.

      Smoky managed to get up before me and approached where I had been cast aside, nuzzling me softly with his nose, checking on me, urging me onward and ahead.

      I would not be alone.

      And we would be back.

      But first, we had a demon to kill.
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      “Thank you, my friend,” I whispered, gently patting Smoky’s nose with the palm of my outstretched hand as I stood and made ready.

      The weira was silent, which I took as the best news I could receive.

      My friends were still alive.

      And there were no demons.

      For now.

      “Let’s get this done,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

      My heart was pulling me backward, urging me to help my friends, but my mission pushed me forward.

      With any luck, should their shieldings hold and give them time to escape, my companions would join us in the cave.

      I sensed them buried deep in the rubble. There was no time to try to retrieve them from beneath what was left of a mountainside. Already, the oppressive weight of the demon was growing, feeling like the bulk of all those stones on my shoulders.

      In a low crouch, minimizing my body as a potential target, I darted forward with guns raised and Smoky trotting close behind.

      Up close, the alien infestation blanketing the ground, the stone, and the cliffs was far worse than it had been, seen from afar. The earth appeared to be covered in solidified mineral pustules and sprouting cankers as black as the space between the stars.

      The wrongness of this encrustation was the unnatural extension of the power waiting in the cave’s heart, perhaps extending its will and power into the wider world or easing its passage. Agape, looming at insanely twisted angles from the unearthly deposits covering and hanging from its erstwhile edges, the cave mouth waited hungrily ahead.

      By way of welcome, I met the cave with a series of anti-demon and magic-negating volleys to dispel the curses cloaking its dark shadows.

      The air shimmered in front of the cave mouth as my arcane shots tore through.

      To be sure, I fired again, clearing away any residual magics.

      “If the demon didn’t know we were here before, it does now,” I muttered in a weak attempt at a joke.

      Smoky snorted and glanced back over his shoulder at the collapsed mountainsides filling the valley as if to say, “I think blowing up half the mountain was giveaway enough.”

      He had a point.

      Nothing rushed out to meet us in reply.

      “Let’s go,” I said, gesturing forward with my pistols.

      Smoky was already walking ahead.

      Eagerly.

      

      The darkness of the cave enveloped us gradually and without reservation. The darkness here was malevolent, a relentless mass that sought to crumble the mind, crush the spirit, and incapacitate the limbs.

      My mind was crawling with the insidious sensation of otherworldly evil permeating the place. My weira told me danger was imminent and all around, an itch that could not be scratched but was present everywhere. Worse, an unclean foulness, a bloated taint darker than the deepest pit and dirtier than the vilest plague, lurked ahead, spreading its vast wings of hatred from one dimension to another.

      And this maleficence was directed unerringly toward us.

      Entering the cave felt akin to crawling into the gullet of some giant, inimical beast. From floor to ceiling, the vile accumulations of demonic infestation glistened like foul oil, a sheath of digestive slimes squishing below my boots and Smoky’s talons. The foul exhalations of another plane polluted the passage, making me reluctant to take in its expirations even through my eldritch shieldings.

      Looking over my shoulder at the jagged, unnatural teeth lining the cave’s entrance, accumulations of alien excrescence, I feared the cave’s maw could snap shut, locking us in with no way out, at any moment.

      The extradimensional nature of the place only grew stronger and more hostile as we advanced. Sounds traveled differently, heavily, languishing in corners and crevices along with loathsome congealed shadows. What little light entered from the outside world wavered and bent, being dragged down and gradually extinguished. Heat dissipated more rapidly, pulling away from my skin eagerly despite my protective wards.

      Everything here drained energy and life.

      And spirit.

      Without protections, I would perish in moments.

      And I had not even met a demon.

      I could not wait to get out.

      My mind screamed at me to flee.

      Smoky seemed to be loving every moment.

      He pranced forward, inviting attention, relishing the adventure.

      “Don’t you have any sense?” I whispered harshly, as much of a yell as I could manage for fear of being noticed. “You’ll make us an easy target!”

      Smoky gazed at me in disbelief. “What have we done to not give ourselves away?” his glare seemed to say.

      “You’ll make it worse!” I countered in frustration.

      With a flick of his long, spiked tail, Smoky dismissed me. “Better on our terms than its.”

      Really, as usual, he was right.

      There were no good terms here.

      In fact, things could not be much worse.

      We were in the demon’s stronghold without our full strength. Those with the most knowledge and skill were gone, although hopefully not for good. The demon could toy with us all it wanted. It could wait for another wave of demons to come through the gates to do us in, or finish us itself.

      However it wanted to play the game, we were at its mercy.

      And Smoky was correct.

      We needed to do what we could to dictate the terms of engagement to our advantage, however slight.

      I fixed my father’s hat securely on my brow and grinned.

      The demon knew exactly where we were. It knew we were coming for it. But it did not know what we were going to do when we got there.

      And in that, we had the advantage.
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      “Get down!” I screamed, throwing up a wall of force to supplement the protections already shielding us as Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod sang with power, expressing my will.

      The air shimmered briefly as light filled the cavern and my magics took hold.

      Then a wall of absolute Darkness given life and form enveloped us, striking my spell like an avalanche tearing into tissue.

      I was blasted backward, firing bolts of holy power all the while, and smashed into the floor, finally skidding a stop against one of the abhorrent walls.

      Smoky met the Darkness with fire, emerald green coruscations that burned with uncontrolled intensity.

      Seeing the impact of his breath, I started blasting bolts of arcane flames as I stood, watching our fires take hold and slowly beat the Darkness back.

      “Keep it up!” I yelled, firing into the Darkness as it retreated down the passage.

      Before I could fully regain my footing, another gout of Darkness smashed into us, bursting through our sustained fire, just as intense as the first.

      “Here comes another!” I called.

      This time, the Darkness came faster, a roiling plume of evil moving quicker than I could summon another sorcerous aegis.

      Without the protections of my shield, we were both slammed backward into the cave wall, left reeling and confused by the impact, our magical protections weakened but not yet broken.

      We both opened fire again, and light, flame, and heat filled the cavern with power as we beat the Darkness back again.

      I dropped my suppressive fire long enough to pull up another shield as Smoky cast sparkling jade flames upon the Darkness’s retreat.

      “It’s playing with us,” I growled, holding Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod ready, their polished surfaces gleaming brightly in challenge to the Darkness.

      “Here it comes!” I warned, opening fire again, trying to halt the Darkness’s advance before it smashed into us.

      I failed.

      Smoky and I were both whipped backward, dust thrown before a storm, sent crashing into the walls of the cave as my shield was cast disparagingly aside like so much refuse.

      The demon was increasing the intensity of its attacks.

      Continuing to fire, I slowly stood within the seething Darkness that was swirling around us and beating at the weakening boons granted by the Whispering Caves.

      We did not have much time.

      We had to do something different, or the demon would crush us with its terrible power.

      Sporadic flames licked the walls, marking the devouring Darkness’s eventual, reluctant retreat back down the irregular passageway.

      “Burn the walls!” I commanded, opening up a torrent of fire on the alien protuberances and coatings all around.

      Smoky arced his head in a great loop, breathing viridian flames along the cavern’s walls as my fire joined his. Within moments, the floor and ceiling were alight as the massed demonic accumulations were engulfed in fire.

      An awful, soul-shattering wail tore through our minds.

      Losing control, I collapsed to my knees, grabbing my head, trying to hold my skull intact with the pressure of my hands.

      The terrible keening gradually faded as the fires traveled down the corridor.

      Smoky turned in the other direction, facing the entrance, and unleashed another gout of fire around us to make sure the cave walls were burning on the way out as well.

      “Great work, Smoky!” I praised him as I recovered from the scream, and leapt up onto his back to get clear of the flames building near us. Pointing Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod forward, I shouted, “Follow that fire!”

      Without my father’s hat and the boon from the Whispering Caves, my mind would have gone up in flames as well.
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      Charging headlong into the cave of a demon prince was not the smartest thing I had ever done.

      But you have to seize your advantages when you can.

      Setting the demon’s earthly skin afire had distracted it sufficiently, I hoped, to get us near enough to the thing to try to kill it.

      Otherwise, the demon would still be playing with us in the passageway.

      

      Smoky’s talons reverberated on the cooling floor as we pounded forward, small plumes of smoldering ashes and embers billowing up from his feet as we galloped toward the greater Darkness at the cavern’s heart.

      I could feel the evil there, massed and coiled like a spring, ready to unleash its pent-up power on us.

      Holding myself steadily in place by using my legs to clasp Smoky’s back, and using Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod to augment my abilities, I described a grand arc around us, calling a shimmering wall of force into existence, one I hoped could hold up to a few blasts of demonic darkness.

      Smoky’s eagerness as he ran thrilled through me. He shivered and quivered excitedly with each stride, flicking his tail back and forth like a massive reptilian cat, anticipating the greatest challenge—and meal—of his life.

      I wanted justice.

      I wanted revenge for family and friends who had been killed by the demons.

      I wanted things set aright.

      I wanted to blast the demon from existence and erase its stain from our reality.

      I wanted Ilaeria to be safe and secure from continued demonic incursions.

      I wanted to go home and never have to do this again.

      Sadly, we never get everything we want.

      

      Smoky and I burst from the twisting passageway leading to the demon’s lair at full speed. We charged into a vast chamber, one that until recently must have been filled with demonic protrusions but was now covered with layers of smoldering ash. Rocky crevices and recesses lined the walls that soared upward to stalactites every bit as eerie as the demonic outgrowths.

      Far in the distance, seeming an entire world away, sat a tiny throne.

      On that throne slouched the withered husk of a man, most likely the sorcerer whose foul magics and lust for power had first brought the demon through, while the demon used the necromancer’s soul as a bridge between worlds.

      The fruits of this happy marriage were clear to see all around.

      Beyond that dried shell of a man, floating in front of the cave’s rear wall, Darkness coiled and roiled upon itself, twisting and writhing as if it were in pain, consuming and regurgitating itself over and over in a convoluted vortex better left unseen by mortal eyes.

      Sadly, I forgot to close mine.

      This was the portal to the Abyss, the way between worlds, and the entry point for the demons into our plane.

      I could not see the greater demon that called this place home.

      But I could feel it.

      The demon had gathered invisibly in the air like the overwhelming pressure before a storm, filling the space with unending coils and loops of evil, building upon itself over and over in layer upon layer of unholy presence. The thing massed in the air around us and gathered, pushing and squirming, on the far side of the gate, a storm front trying to burst through a mountain pass but held back by tall mountain peaks, struggling to thrust its way through.

      The demon was far too awful, far too immense, for the portal it was trying to use to cross over.

      Until it could find a way through, the demon was stuck between worlds.

      How the demon would have manifested if we had not burnt away its earthly shell, I could not say.

      I imagined it as a terrible negation, a pit or absence darker than the essence of blackness. All-consuming and voracious, it could devour space itself.

      But I could see nothing but an empty, corrupted chamber, a defiled body, and an unholy maelstrom of force punching a hole between our dimension and another.

      That was probably enough.

      I took in all of the room’s terrible environs in but a moment, a flash, before our rapid advance was halted abruptly in place by the sheer presence of the thing.

      Though the demon remained unseen, I felt as if space itself was not expansive enough to hold us and the demonic entity together in one room.

      Smoky’s precipitous stop threw me to the ground, where the awful weight of the demon prevented me from standing.

      I was like a fly caught in amber.

      I landed pressed down onto the stone floor, still hot from the fires that had, at least in part, purged it of the foul presence within.

      Stuck on the ground, I beheld the cavern sideways, my perspective entirely askance, my face buried in defiled ashes.

      The view was not any better.

      Struggling my utmost, I could not push my face off the ground or lift my hand at the wrist.

      There was no getting up.

      Not without the aid of magic.

      At my side, Smoky fought to move forward but could not.

      At least he was not pinned to the ground like me.

      “You have come far to fail, ’slinger.”

      A terrible presence clawed its way across the surface of my consciousness, leaving my mind recoiling and scarred wherever it touched.

      I was in no mood for witty retorts.

      Plus, if I opened my mouth, it might fill with abhorrent demonic ash.

      And I certainly did not want to converse with the thing mentally, and risk opening myself to its foul presence any further.

      “Your time on this plane is ended, mortal. Your world will feed ours.”

      And here it is, the victory rant.

      Why not just crush me out of existence and be done with it?

      Smoky evidently shared my frustrations. With a tremendous effort, he lifted his head, opened his jaws, and let loose a powerful blast of scintillating green flames.

      The demon laughed.

      I had never heard such a terrible sound, though sound it was not.

      I hoped never to experience its like again.

      “Not all targets can be hit, ’slinger.”

      It laughed again.

      There I go, wanting something again.

      I should have kept my mind stilled.

      And my wishes to myself.

      “Not all targets can be seen, ’slinger.” The demon spat this last like a curse, knowing it was somehow beyond us, out of phase with this world and the other, only partially manifested and crossed over.

      I could not take any more.

      I would not take any more.

      Demons had taken the life of my father, my family, my friends, and now one was trying to take mine.

      I had had more than enough.

      With a terrible effort of will, I forced the weira—my heart, my essence—between the demon and myself, giving my mind the briefest space to move under the demon’s dreadful pressure.

      With supreme determination, I lifted the barrel of Eiŕ’hod, trusting my aim was true.

      I fired.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Thrice.

      Again and again.

      Bolts of shimmering force, holy light, dispelling magics, arcane power, and eldritch flames, an entire volley of destruction, erupted from Eiŕ’hod’s gleaming barrel, adding light and color to a room filled with oppression and darkness.

      The target I wanted might not be visible, but there were always others.

      My shots found their mark, and the portal imploded in a violent convulsion of dark energies, writhing and twisting in death throes as if it were alive.

      The demon’s scream tore through my consciousness, blotting out all else, becoming a universe of unending pain unto itself, washing me away before its crashing waves of agony.

      The Darkness consumed me, and I knew no more.
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      I opened my eyes to find Smoky nuzzling me gently on the ground.

      It was cool here.

      But my body was hot, burning as if I had been lashed all over.

      My mind screamed in pain, thrashing violently, trying to bring itself together, to recreate itself and function as a whole.

      My mouth was filled with ash, awful, burnt demon dust.

      But I was alive.

      And the demon wasn’t.

      “Give me a moment, Smoky,” I croaked, then tried to spit the foul residue from my mouth.

      What I actually managed to say, I don’t know, but Smoky seemed to understand.

      He waited for me patiently, and for that I was glad.

      There was still much yet to be done, and my will was far ahead of my mind and my body.

      It would take some time before I could stand, but stand I would.

      I was ready to go home.

      But first, I had a lot of digging to do.
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      Stone Singer

      

      The Orc PI series:
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      Joe is also working on something else but really cannot say more on the matter at present.
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      As an independent author, I live by your kind words, your enthusiasm, and your passion for good stories.

      Whether these words transported you to another place, one you enjoyed wholeheartedly, or pushed you away without lasting impression, I would welcome your review of my book.

      If you truly did appreciate this book, feel free to spread the word to your friends, family, and random acquaintances. I would also love for you to visit me either at my website at www.josephjbailey.com or on my Facebook Author’s Page.

      If you would like to learn about future book releases, please consider signing up for my book announcement newsletter.

      Many thanks, and happy reading!

      

      Joseph J. Bailey
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          People, Places, and Things

        

      

    

    
      Abyss – the nether realms of Chaos.

      Abyssal – a curse.

      Aeryasynthetic – literally, ‘magic combiner’. Organisms that use magical energies for metabolic purposes.

      Aeryavore – literally, ‘magic eater’. Organisms that feed on magical energies.

      Aguve – a protein-rich legume native to Ilaeria known for its health and medicinal properties.

      Al’am’aroth – literally, ‘all united as one’. Spellslingers combining their shots into one.

      Al’el’en – a woden serving House Clayburn.

      Androsian – massive humanoid elementals with varying degrees of intelligence…and temper.

      Arcana – magic in any form.

      Arcana Empyrium – wizards dedicated to understanding the theory of magic itself, its laws, relationships, and genesis.

      Archmage – a highly skilled, powerful practitioner of the arcane arts.

      Art – the highest expressions of magical endeavor.

      Artificer – a general name for a magic user.

      Avereee – Rauel’s wife and a leader among House Clayburn.

      Belise – lorekeeper of House Clayburn.

      Bot – short for robot. Often representing a combination of magical and technological arts.

      Clovus – ’slinger in the service of House Clayburn.

      Craft – high magical arts. See Magic or Art.

      Cuythia – one of the most numerous and successful races on Ilaeria. Psychic inorganic humanoids whose racial memory and shared knowledge is said to be stored within their crystalline facets.

      Degan Baird – sheriff of Ghost’s Gulch. Called Deathsbane by other lawmen.

      Delphine – cowgirl wizard of Sky’s End. Twin sister to Phinea.

      Doerne’dane Thunderhammer – a particularly fearsome dwarven mercenary of the Skyfire Clan. Also known as Eustace.

      Dragon – fearsome reptilian predators, often as intelligent and skilled in magical arts as they are physically powerful.

      Draymond – head armsman of the D’uene clan.

      Drogma – a savory drink brewed from native plants that is both refreshing and sustaining, often serving as a meal replacement for travelers in harsh surroundings.

      Drute – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A furer.

      Durne – former lorekeeper of House Clayburn.

      Dwarves – hardy humanoids known for their toughness, independence and skill.

      Dwimmer Mounts – a range of enchanted mountains bordering the D’uene holdings.

      Ea’ae – a diverse world, one of the cradles of humanoid civilization.

      Edgewalker – a colloquialism for ja’lel.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod – literally, ‘father’ and ‘son’, or, more loosely, ‘life’ and ‘from life’. Twin revolvers of Koren D’uene of unmatched eldritch craftsmanship. Legendary weapons of the ja’lel.

      Eustace – dwarven bounty hunter. See Doerne’dane Thunderhammer.

      Extradimensional – entities from another plane or dimension.

      Faliel – a wandering ja’lel, sister to Finiel and cousin to Ildien.

      Far Stride – to walk great distances with a single step. Called striding for short. Also called warp walking.

      Fey – magical intelligences native to Ilaeria.

      Finiel – a wandering ja’lel, brother to Faliel and cousin to Ildien.

      Fronus – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A furer.

      Fualen Quadrant – a galactic backwater within the larger macroverse.

      Furers – a violent, sadistic people who disfigure themselves in an effort to live in a universe of glorious suffering.

      Ghost’s Gulch – a small, hardscrabble community on the outskirts of the Skaelyrian Wastes. Home to miners, ranchers, merchants, and adventurers trying to make a living outside the edges of civilization.

      Gnomes – small, curious humanoids known for their intelligence, good humor, ingenuity, technical aptitudes, and arcane knowledge.

      Gorn – manservant in the D’uene household.

      Gornak – bestial, powerfully built humanoids known for their blood rage, clan wars, and racial feuds.

      Great Houses – storied families from the Old and New Kingdoms known for their wealth, power, influence, and ja’lel.

      Grune – one of the D’uene family’s retainers.

      Guernden – a magical dwarven hand cannon similar in appearance to an ornate rifle. Sometimes referred to as Dragon’s Gullets for the fires contained in their bellies.

      Gunknight – see Ja’lel.

      Gunman’s Intuition – see Weira.

      Gunte – a bone meal gruel favored among the gornaks.

      Guerm – a theran serving House Clayburn.

      Havelock – one the D’uene family’s retainers.

      Hazelle – a chief cook and healer of the D’uene clan.

      Hedge Wizard – a term for an unskilled magician, often self-taught, with little innate skill or talent.

      Hellfire Range – volcanic mountains to the west of the Skaelyrian Wastes.

      Hieldy – maidservant in the D’uene household.

      House Clayburn – ancestral home of the Clayburn clan.

      House D’uene – ancestral home of the D’uene clan. Located in the heart of the Murken Wode in the Dwimmer Mounts.

      Ilaeria – a diverse, magical world in the Fualen Quadrant. Homeworld of Koren D’uene.

      Ildien – a wandering ja’lel, cousin to Faliel and Finiel.

      Ilen – Koren D’uene’s youngest brother.

      Infernal – a demon.

      Ja’lel – literally, ‘gun knight’. One who follows the way of the gun. See Ja’tet.

      Ja’tet – literally, ‘one way’. A general name for the way of the gun. On the lowest levels, ja’tet encompasses martial magic focused on firearms, survival, and right action. On higher levels, ja’tet provides a path to realization.

      Jeorl – one of the D’uene family’s retainers. Brother to Lote.

      Kiersaegian – literally, ‘fiery lord’ or ‘lord of fires’. An ancient, malevolent red dragon. Bane of the Wastes.

      Kindel – ja’lel of House Clayburn. Son of Rauel.

      Kine – brother to Kune. ’Slinger in the service of House Clayburn.

      Kora D’uene – sister to Talen, Ilen, and Koren.

      Koren D’uene – a human ja’lel.

      Kort – chief groomsman of the D’uene clan.

      Kuen – a mantra of true perception among the ja’lel.

      Kune – brother to Kine. ’Slinger in the service of House Clayburn.

      Langly – chief steward of the D’uene clan.

      Larot – chief armsman of House Clayburn.

      Leila Tavers – owner of Sky’s End Ranch.

      Legen – a cowboy wizard of Sky’s End.

      Lelein – a human ja’lel. Son of Draymond and Seveireine.

      Loene – a highly regarded magical bird of extreme intelligence. Loenes are often kept as familiars by wizards due to their near-human intellect and magical abilities.

      Lote – groomsman of the D’uene clan. Brother to Jeorl.

      Lue’chollan – literally, ‘the Mountain with a Voice’. A grand mountain that shelters the Whispering Caves.

      Lueffa – magical creatures of immense value native to the Wastes.

      Luerl – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A lustran.

      Lustran – a dark, fey race of unknown origins with a proclivity toward dark magics and unholy rites.

      Macroverse – the multidimensional multiverse. See also Multiverse.

      Maevus – loremaster of the D’uenes.

      Magic – the manipulation of Reality in its various manifest states. The more refined the magical symmetries, the greater the Art.

      Morgran – a young wizard deputy from Ghost’s Gulch.

      Multiverse – the totality of existence across all planes, dimensions, and universes. Also the Macroverse.

      Murken Wode – a magical wood encompassing much of the D’uene lands.

      Mystral – a winged, four-legged predator resembling a cross between a dragon and a horse. Sometimes called a dragon or demon steed.

      New Kingdom – the heart of modern Tellar. Also called the Principalities.

      Nüaer’Daer – literally, ‘life’s heart’. A dwarven term for dragons.

      Oden’el – literally, ‘the high will’. The force of the mind in action, fuel of magic, and source of the ja’lel’s art and awareness.

      Old Kingdom – the original, founding region of Tellar.

      Ondar – literally, ‘beardless’. The state or quality of not having a beard. In the dwarven reckoning, being beardless is horrid indeed. A dwarven curse.

      Ooten’el – literally, ‘the Rainbow Sea’. Vast plains of southern Rhonesia known for their kaleidoscopic vegetation.

      Othar – head groundskeeper of the D’uenes.

      Paratechnology – the gnomish art of blending magic and science, enchantment and technology.

      Periphery – sere borderlands to the west of civilized Tellar.

      Phinea – cowgirl wizard of Sky’s End. Twin sister to Delphine.

      Power – a general term for beings of great puissance, usually but not always extradimensional in nature.

      Principalities – see Tellar.

      Rotara – a grand tree noted for both its height and its affinity for housing communities of magical symbiotes.

      Rauel Clayburn – one of the heads of House Clayburn.

      Reality – the macroverse, or its fundamental nature.

      Rhonesia – one of Ilaeria’s major continents.

      Scarlack – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A gornak.

      Seveireine – wife of Draymond.

      Silver Rush Falls – a waterfall leading to an entrance to the Whispering Caves.

      Skaelyrian Wastes – vast, largely uninhabited lawless wastelands in western Rhonesia.

      Sky’s End Ranch – a major ranching and mining operation in the Skaelyrian Wastes.

      Slinger – short for spellslinger. Alternatively, ’slinger.

      Smoky – mystral companion to Koren.

      Sorden – a flying reptilian scavenger common on Ilaeria.

      Spellslinger – a magician who channels his or her power through guns. Most often a knight-errant married to the way of the gun. A ja’lel.

      Stride – see far stride.

      Talen D’uene – brother to Koren, Ilen, and Kora.

      Tellanon – a magical city in the sky on Ea’ae.

      Tellar – a wealthy confederacy of kingdoms in eastern Rhonesia. Also called the Principalities.

      Thalen D’uene – father to Koren, Talen, and Kora. Ja’lel and patriarch of the D’uene family.

      Therans –massive humanoids known for their formidable strength and skill at arms, as well as their keen intelligence, gentle nature, and sharp wit.

      Wastes – short for Skaelyrian Wastes.

      Way of the Gun – the arcane art of the gun. Although there are many styles and schools, they are all ja’tet. See also Ja’tet.

      Weira – a heightened sense of alertness and readiness cultivated in ja’lel. Sometimes called a gunman’s intuition.

      Whispering Caves – magical, sentient caves sheltered beneath the mountain Lue’chollan.

      Woden – an eldritch elder race not native to Ilaeria, most often accompanied by gregarious swarms of native spirits. Surprisingly adept at both higher magical and technical arts.

      Wyrm – a dragon, often of the ancient variety.

      Wurta Swamps – impenetrable wetlands in Ilaeria’s southern hemisphere.

      Xerist – one who offers himself or herself to the desert in hopes of gathering wisdom, understanding, and power.

      Xyeres – a living force of nature said to be a hybrid of elemental and demon.
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      Joe holds an advanced degree in environmental management from Duke University, where he also studied religion with a focus on meditative, experiential, and transformative traditions. Additionally, Joe graduated with (dubious) honors from the Tellanon Institute of Noetic Knowledge, Education, and Research (TINKER) and has yet to put this knowledge to good use.

      

      When not at play with his family, he enjoys reading, writing, and relaxation. When he can, Joe also practices various martial traditions in which he has attained the victim level of proficiency.
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      No one should ever come between a man’s family and his guns.

      Not if they want to live.

      Not even a demon.

      Or a demonic horde.

      Especially when those guns belong to a spellslinger.

      The demons who killed his father had a death wish, for Koren D’uene is a ja’lel, a gun knight, and his is the job of granting wishes.

      His guns spoke, and demons fell.

      Infernal Fire is a weird western, a Wild West-inspired fantasy adventure novel of roughly 50,000 words.
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