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Chapter One

Myrith waited by the door to the basement,
her impatience showing as she gripped and released the hilt of her
sword. Kyrianna had gone down several minutes ago to face the
shrine of Thynitic alone. She had promised to give her friend ten
minutes, before going after her, but was worried even that would be
enough time for the Lady of Chaos to exert her influence over the
girl. She had seen Kyrianna’s reactions to Thynitic’s symbol
several times and each time it appeared they were getting stronger.
It had taken both her and Tristan to drag Kyrianna out of the
shrine several days ago when she had been mesmerized by the symbol
above the altar.

“She’s had long enough,”
Myrith said, reaching for the door. “Tristan, come with
me.”

“What’s wrong?” Kyrianna
asked stepping through the door.

“We were coming to get
you.” Myrith watched her friend closely. Previously, she had picked
up a sense of some evil power having touched Kyrianna’s soul. Now,
that taint was gone.

“Thank you,” Kyrianna
said. “However, my business is concluded. It is time we left this
place.”

Myrith nodded and placed a hand on her
friend’s shoulder. “That it is,” she said. Yes, the power she had
sensed was gone. Perhaps their initial fears about Thynitic could
be forgotten.

“We will need to return to
Duvshire so I can pay you what was promised as well as to clear up
the matter involving Myrith,” Tristan said.

“I suggest nothing be said
regarding the ledgers or the nature of what we found here,”
Kyrianna said. “Don’t put the mayor or his son in a position where
they may believe they must take action to protect their own
interests.” She smiled at Tristan. “At least not until you’re
ready.”

“I agree that would be for
the best,” Tristan said, returning the smile.

“We should get going,”
Myrith said, turning to the group. “There is no way to know if that
assassin is still tracking Tristan or not.” Her gaze lingered on
Tristan for a moment then shifted to Kyrianna who had gone
pale.

“What’s wrong?” Myrith
asked.

“I had forgotten about
him.”

“You said something in the
maze about being tired of assassins in this world trying to kill
you, no matter what form took,” Myrith said.

“What?” Tristan stared at
Kyrianna. “Were you attacked also? Why?”

“I was going to see if
Tyril had the power to send me home or at least suggest someone I
could talk to. I was attacked in the woods. He used a poisoned
blade.” She glanced at Myrith then dropped her head. “It was
Elvioril who fought him off.”

“What!” Myrith grabbed
Kyrianna’s chin and forced her head up. “Elvioril rescued you from
an assassin and you didn’t interfere when we fought.” She jerked
her hand away from the girl’s face. “If you had said something,
that fight might not have happened. I thought he was chasing you
with the intent of hurting you. Then when he wouldn’t respond to
me, only kept charging and yelling his insults and challenges.”
Myrith took a step back and shook her head. “Kyri, why?”

“He was a midnight elf and
a follower of Thynitic, I didn’t trust him. You gave him an
opportunity to stop and he charged and attacked you; you were
defending yourself.”

“Why would this assassin
attack you?” Tristan stepped between Myrith and
Kyrianna.

“From what I learned; true
elves on this world have a strong hatred of those with mixed
blood—to the point of killing them as well as their families,”
Kyrianna said.

“You said nothing about
this,” Tristan said.

“I had other things to
worry about at the time,” Kyrianna whispered.

Myrith slammed the door to the basement shut
then headed for the main doors. “Let’s get moving.”

~ * ~

“Myrith, do you want to
press on or make camp?” Kyrianna paused and looked up at the
darkening sky. “It’s only a few more hours to town, but it will be
full dark soon.”

“I would prefer to get
back to town as soon as possible,” Myrith said. She turned and
looked back at the others. “And the rest of you?”

“I agree.”

“Press on.”

“A real bed.”

Myrith shook her head and grinned at the
last remark, which had come from Hendandra.

“Unfortunately, while I
agree with pressing on,” Tristan said, “I believe we should wait
until morning to actually enter Duvshire.”

“We can camp just outside
the town,” Myrith said.

“Sorry, Hendandra,”
Tristan said. “However, if you stay another night in the town, I
will pay for the finest room, in whatever passes for an inn at this
time, for you for the night.”

“Agreed!”

~ * ~

Kyrianna led the group to a small clearing
just outside Duvshire and Myrith watched as she carefully checked
the tracks in and out of the area before deciding it was suitable
for a camp. She remembered the doubts she had about this girl when
she first joined their group. While she still did not know very
much about Kyrianna’s background, she had come to trust the girl
during these last few days.

She glanced around at the rest of the group
and frowned at the look she saw on Laraf’s face as he watched the
girl. There was a longing there. A longing she doubted Kyrianna was
willing to return.

“We still need to set
watches,” Myrith said as several people started unrolling their
bedrolls. They were tired, she knew; she and Kyrianna had pushed
them pretty far this day in order to reach this spot.

“I’ll take first,”
Kyrianna said immediately.

Myrith glanced at Laraf.

“I’ll stand watch with
Kyrianna,” Tristan said before anyone else could say
anything.

“Very well,” Myrith said.
She turned away from Laraf to see Tristan watching him also. “How
long do you estimate before dawn, Rangerette?”

Kyrianna glanced up at the sky then inhaled
deeply. “About six hours,” she said, looking at Tristan who
nodded.

Myrith looked at the others and shook her
head. “Can you handle three hours on your watch? You can wake me
and Laraf when you are done.”

Tristan shrugged then nodded as he glanced
at Kyrianna.

Kyrianna nodded slowly. “I’m sure we can
manage.”


Chapter Two

Myrith looked around as they entered the
small town of Duvshire. The area where the inn had been was cleared
and new construction had already begun.

Tristan pointed to a building near the site.
A sign on the wall read, ‘Temporary home of the Wailing Banshee.’
“I think we could use a good meal and I will need to talk to the
merchant holding my funds,” he said. “For now, I will pay for the
meal.”

“Sounds good to me,”
Hendandra said, heading for the building.

Myrith only shook her head as she and others
followed.

“I won!” a voice yelled as
the group entered the tavern. Marlene jumped up from the stool she
had been sitting on and applauded the group. “Less than two weeks
and the majority of the group is still in one piece.” She walked
over to the table where Mulbanith was sitting and held out her
hand. “My winnings—please.”

“I disagree. They had
outside help,” he said.

“That was never
stipulated.” Marlene punched the older man on the shoulder. “Now,
pay up, you grouch.”

Mulbanith continued to grumble under his
breath as he handed the serving girl a black pouch.

Marlene tucked the pouch into her skirts
then came over to the group. “Congratulations on your survival and
apparent success,” she said as she led them to a large table.

“If you don’t mind my
asking, how much did you win?” Tristan asked after she had taken
their orders.

“Fifty silver,” she said,
grinning.

“Then congratulations to
you as well,” Myrith said.

“And my congratulations to
you and your friends,” another voice said behind her.

Myrith turned to see Mayor Ustedler standing
behind her, his son only a few steps away.

“It would seem you have
satisfied the provisions of the test. Therefore, the matter
involving the death of the elf Elvioril is closed and you are
cleared. It would appear you do indeed hold the favor of the Battle
Maiden.” The mayor nodded his head slightly to Myrith then glanced
at Tristan, turned and walked away without saying anything to the
young man.

“Lord Mayor,” Kyrianna
called.

“Yes.” He turned to look
at her.

Myrith raised an eyebrow
as she watched Kyrianna. What is she up
to? She was the one to advise against
telling the mayor anything about what we found at the
estate.

Kyrianna bowed deeply. “Lord Mayor, I was
wondering if the guards had found any trace of the elf Legewyd
while we were gone.”

Myrith continued to stare
at Kyrianna. Legewyd? What are you doing,
Rangerette?

“Legewyd?” The mayor
glanced at Myrith for a moment. “Ah, yes,” he said turning his
attention back to Kyrianna. “The elf, whom it is believed was
responsible for the fire, which destroyed the Wailing Banshee. I am
sorry to say no trace of him has been found.”

Kyrianna bowed again. “Thank you for the
information, Lord Mayor.”

The mayor nodded then left the tavern.

“Well?” Myrith asked as
Kyrianna returned to the table. “What was that about?”

“Legewyd is our assassin.
I wanted to know if he was still out there,” Kyrianna said.
“

“I thought we were already
assuming he was still out there and still a threat,” Myrith
said.

“We also learned the mayor
didn’t make any effort to even have Legewyd apprehended,” Falden
said. “His body language was stressed when Kyrianna asked the
question. He was concerned we may have learned something he didn’t
want us learn.” Falden looked at Kyrianna. “However, your own
manner appeared to put him at ease. When he answered the question,
it is my opinion he was only thinking of the previous
accusation.”

“That was the idea,”
Kyrianna said with a smile. “Thank you for your
observations.”

“I doubt this is an
appropriate location for this conversation,” Jerietlan said,
looking around.

The others followed his gaze around the
room. While no one in the tavern appeared to be listening to them,
there were a couple of guardsmen in the room for dinner.

“Where do you go from
here?” Tristan asked as Marlene came back with their food and
drinks.

“Those from this land will
most likely be returning to their homes, while Kyrianna and I need
to find a way back to our own worlds,” Myrith said.

“You could stay here,”
Laraf said, glancing at Kyrianna.

Kyrianna glanced down at her wrists and the
marks placed there by Frayrith and Dwycia then shook her head. “No,
I need to return to Rhysia and Nydith. My family is there.”

Myrith nodded. “I too need to return. There
is business I should be attending to in my own land.” Her hand
tightened around the hilt of her sword.

“I understand,” Tristan
said.

Myrith closed her eyes and
refused to react when she saw Tristan’s gaze dart to Kyrianna and
back to his plate. So, he has an interest
in Kyrianna as well.

They continued their meal in silence. As
they were finishing, Tristan again broke the silence.

“Those of you from Shokar,
where are you from?”

“All over,” Hendandra
said. “I have a home in Raspa; I believe Falden is from
Gormanghast; Jerietlan is from Irrmar and Nirev would be from
Domar. Laraf indicated he lives in this area now, but he is not
from here originally. Somewhere to the south, but not one of the
larger cities.”

“That is more information
than I believe anyone has shared,” Myrith said.

Hendandra grinned. “I have an ear for
picking up subtle inflections in speech. I knew where each of you
were from within a day of meeting you, except for Kyri and Myrith
of course.”

Falden and Jerietlan both started laughing.
“I should have known,” the mage said.

“Since so many are from
Shokar, I have a request to make,” Tristan said. “Would you
consider escorting me back to Raspa? Keep in mind there are mages
in Raspa who might be able to send Kyrianna and Myrith home as
well. I would be willing to help you engage their services. Those
from Shokar could also find a member of the Wayfinder’s Guild to
transport them to their homes as well.”

Myrith looked around at the members of the
group and saw the nods of agreement. “Agreed,” she said.

Hendandra looked at Tristan. “You promised
me the finest room in whatever passes for an inn in this place for
the night,” she said with a pout.

“That I did. Raspa will
only be two days’ journey from here; do you prefer to re-equip
yourselves and rest or start today?”

“Personally, I’m not
comfortable with staying in this town another day,” Kyrianna said.
“But I am not adamant we should leave now. I’ll abide by the
group’s decision.”

Myrith glanced over at the guardsmen still
in the room and saw they were watching their group. “I agree with
Kyri. However, I would prefer to leave as soon as we are
ready.”

“Damn,” Hendandra
muttered. “It’s going to be a while longer before I get that
comfortable bed.”

“I’ll talk to Mulbanith
and see if he will open the store for us at this time.” Laraf left
the table to talk to the merchant.

A short time later, Laraf returned to the
table. “He will open the store in ten minutes,” he said as he took
his seat.

“Good. That gives us time
to finish,” Myrith said. She opened her money pouch and tossed a
gold coin onto the table as the others left silver coins. She
smiled at Tristan who had offered to pay for the meal. He still had
their reward to pay and she knew it would take a great deal of
influence on his part to convince a mage to open a portal to two
different worlds. They shouldn’t be taking advantage of his
generous nature. She shook her head as he started to drop his own
coin on the table and pulled a second coin from her own pouch and
dropped it by his plate. “This one is on me,” she said.

Tristan nodded then smiled.

Myrith glanced at the
coins on the table and smiled again. Probably a bit much for the meal and tip, she thought. However, it will help
make up for those who don’t tip at all.
She remembered all too well her days working at the Silver Dragon.
Being a server in an inn could be exceptionally hard work and they
had to put up with abuse from the patrons with only a friendly
smile as they continued to bring their drinks and food. While she
had seen nothing to make her think Marlene was being forced to
perform other services, as she had been, she knew they could spare
the coin and the girl would welcome it.

~ * ~

“Good morning,” Mulbanith
said as they entered the store. “Lord Duvall, I believe we should
take care of our business while your friends look around.” He bowed
his head slightly.

“You have the draft I gave
you to hold,” Tristan said. “I will need you to draw up six for one
thousand gold each and the remainder can go into a separate draft.”
He glanced around at the others and Myrith followed his gaze to
where Kyrianna was examining several bows.

“Perhaps you should run a
credit for each of us and then take care of anything that might be
left over,” Myrith said.

“It would save on the
accounting,” Mulbanith said. “Now, as to my fee.” He pulled out a
sheet of paper and passed it to Tristan.

Tristan shook his head. “That was never
agreed on. I will however, reimburse you what you lost on your bet,
plus an additional ten gold.”

Mulbanith frowned then nodded. “Agreed.” He
turned his attention to Myrith. “For you?”

Myrith glanced around again, then shook her
head. She had the armor Tristan had given her as well as the sword
Hendandra had recovered in the temple. Her other gear was in
reasonable shape, and it would not be cheap to hire someone to send
her home. “At this time, I do not require anything.”

“Very well.” Mulbanith
handed her a yellow slip of paper.

Myrith looked at the paper then glanced at
Tristan.

“It is a draft for the
funds. It will serve just as well as actual coin with the
Wayfinder’s Guild in Raspa.”

“And it is this
Wayfinder’s Guild Kyrianna and I must speak to in order to hire
someone to send us back to our homes?”

“It is.”

Myrith looked again at the paper in her
hands then nodded. “Very well,” she said. “At least this will be
easier to carry than the full amount of the gold.”

“If you will excuse me.”
Mulbanith nodded his head to Tristan and Myrith then went to talk
to Kyrianna.

Myrith watched as Kyrianna and Mulbanith
spoke for several minutes. The girl nodded then shouldered the bow
she had been looking at and passed the merchant the two knives she
had picked up in the estate.

Mulbanith pointed to a battered quiver and
Kyrianna shook her head. The merchant wrote on one of the yellow
papers, handed it to Kyrianna then bowed slightly and moved to talk
to Hendandra.

Before leaving, Myrith looked around the
store to see Kyrianna still studying a battered quiver with
interest. “Rangerette?”

“He calls it a quiver of
Dwycia and says it will hold one hundred arrows. Only problem is
the cost. While I would like to have it, I will not have any gold
left to pay a mage to get me home.”

“I doubt that will be a
problem,” Myrith said with a quick glance at Tristan.

Myrith fought to keep the smile off her face
at the slight blush she saw on Kyrianna’s face before the girl
shook her head.

“Escorting him to Raspa
hardly warrants the amount of gold a mage would ask for to perform
that high level of magic,” Kyrianna said.

She knows how he feels and
she has feelings also, but is denying them. This will be an
interesting two days, Myrith thought. “Get
the quiver. I think you’ll be surprised when we get to Raspa.” She
clasped Kyrianna’s shoulder for a second then stepped out of the
shop to where the others waited.

It was only a few minutes later when
Kyrianna followed her out, the battered quiver on her back along
with the bow she had purchased.

“Lord Duvall, which road
do we take?” Myrith asked.

Tristan nodded to the left and they headed
in that direction.


Chapter Three

There was no other traffic on the road as
they left Duvshire and headed toward Raspa. The day was still clear
with the sun not yet at its zenith in the sky.

“Rangerette, why don’t you
watch the back,” Myrith said. “We can let Hendandra do some
scouting for a while.”

Kyrianna looked at her and raised an
eyebrow. Myrith stepped closer. “Until we are well away from
Duvshire, I want to make sure the mayor hasn’t sent anyone else
after us. I need you to watch our backs for a while,” she said
softly. “I’m sure you noticed he didn’t mention Sarasnar not being
with us. And, after the cleric made such a fuss about going with us
to verify the truth of our success or not, I would have expected
something to be said about his absence.”

Kyrianna nodded her understanding then
readied her bow as she scanned the area and waited for the rest of
the group to move ahead.

They traveled for almost two hours without
anything happening and Myrith called a halt for a short rest. She
watched as Kyrianna dropped further back and took up a position
just off the road, while Laraf did the same on the other side.

A sudden gust of wind surged across the area
from the general direction of the estate. A cacophony of sound
blended with a chaotic mass of color that surrounded them. Myrith
drew her sword and pushed Tristan behind her and away from the
chaos. She glanced back to see Kyrianna and Laraf both running
toward the group then everything vanished.

~ * ~

Myrith found herself floating in a gray void
filled with mist, obscuring her vision. “Grab each other’s hands!”
she yelled as she grabbed onto someone she thought was
Hendandra.

“Anyone still floating?”
she called after a few minutes.

There were no answers. “Hendandra, I think I
have one of your hands—do you have anyone else’s?” She squeezed the
hand she was holding and felt a return squeeze.

“Yes. I have hold of you
and I believe Jerietlan,” she responded.

“Jerietlan?”

“Hendandra and I believe
Falden,” he said.

“Jerietlan and Nirev,”
Falden said.

Myrith waited for a few seconds.
“Nirev?”

“Only the mage,” the dwarf
replied.

“Kyrianna!” Myrith yelled
the name into the thickening gray mist.

“Tristan!
Laraf!”

There were no replies.

“Myrith, either they
weren’t caught or they are lost somewhere else,” Falden said. “We
need to find a way out of this. We can’t stay here. I’m sensing
power behind this. This environment could become much worse at any
moment. We have to leave this place, and quickly.”

“But how?”

“Call Riker. He is of the
spirit world and might be able to sense something in this fog,”
Falden said.

Myrith frowned. She didn’t like the idea of
calling the spirit horse forth in this place. She looked around at
the thickening mist. The only way she knew the others were there
was the slight tug on her left hand where she held Hendandra’s.
There seemed no other way out of this place and if Falden was
correct, they could all be in serious danger soon. She sighed and
focused her mind on the spirit horse. “Riker, come to me,” she
called.

The horse appeared next to her, his ghostly
eyes wide as he looked at her. She carefully sheathed her sword and
grasped the reins. “Can you find a way out of this fog?”

The horse bobbed his head once and began
“swimming” away from the area. Myrith slid her hand to the saddle
and let the horse pull her and the others through the fog.

After what felt like an eternity, the horse
brought them to a shimmering doorway on a rocky outcropping. “My
thanks,” Myrith said, patting the horse’s neck.

The horse nodded his head then vanished.

“I have no clue where this
portal leads, do we risk it?” Myrith looked at the
others.

“I don’t think we have a
choice but to do so,” Falden said. “A storm appears to be headed
this way.”

Myrith turned to see the fog and mist
beginning to turn black and swirl violently as it approached their
location. “Hang on to each other; I don’t want to risk anyone else
getting separated,” she said, taking Hendandra’s hand again and
stepping through the portal.

Once again, she found her senses being
assaulted by swirling colors and various noises. The intense colors
burned her eyes and she bit her tongue to stop the scream that
threatened to escape her throat. As she continued to fight the
chaos surrounding her, she felt Hendandra’s hand being torn from
her grasp then blackness surrounded her.

~ * ~

When the blackness lifted, she found herself
standing on a large field where a battle had been waged. Before her
was a woman dressed in full plate armor. She immediately knelt
before the vision of Mykaylene.

“My Lady,” Myrith said
softly.

“Myrith, circumstances
have thrown you into a difficult situation forcing you to accept a
new deity, one whom you truly do not know much about. Because of
this, I understand your hesitancy to call on me for aid and your
lack of proclaiming my name or your faith.

“However, you will be
entering a realm outside the normal planes of existence. Only if
your faith is strong will I be able to aid you.”

The woman and the field faded and Myrith
found herself on the floor of a cavern, a cold breeze flowing from
the only apparent exit. She looked around and saw those who had
been in the mist with her had made it at least this far. There was
something going on here she didn’t like. Mykaylene had visited her
in a vision, and warned her that her faith would have to be strong
for the goddess to aid her in this place. She had never been one
for spending long hours in study, but she did know the gods didn’t
communicate very often with their followers, at least on her world
they seldom did. When they did speak, it was usually because
something was going to happen which could have serious
consequences.

Jerietlan had warned them of that same
possibility when Hendandra and Laraf mentioned receiving dreams
which called them to choose a deity to follow. Kyrianna had been
warned by one of her patrons someone was coming. As the unnamed
party had been referred to as a she, the warning couldn’t have
meant Mikyl Duvall. So was something still after them? Had she and
this group been deliberately separated from Kyrianna, Tristan and
Laraf to make them easier targets?

She looked at the others
and wondered briefly if they had also had visions in the chaos. She
was worried about where Kyrianna and the others had ended
up. Were they still on Shokar? Or, had the
portal taken them somewhere else?

Myrith knew Kyrianna
suspected some connection between the two of them and Thynitic
because of the manner in which they had been brought together. If
the she Kyrianna
had been warned about was Thynitic—why had they been separated in
this way? Surely a goddess would be able to call them away from the
others if she desired. She had seen her friend’s reactions to the
symbols of Thynitic—in the place where they had met and then in the
small shrine in the basement of the Duvall Estate. That there was
something between Thynitic and Kyrianna seemed obvious then. But
the girl had gone down alone to face the shrine and returned,
apparently untouched. If Thynitic wanted her, she should have been
able to exert her influence over Kyrianna at that time. This had to
be something else.

“Everyone ready?” Myrith
finally asked. She couldn’t dwell on the question of what had
happened to Kyrianna and the others. She had to be prepared for
whatever was going on here, make sure the ones with her stayed safe
and they found a way back to Shokar.

“Not really, but do we
have a choice?” Hendandra brushed the dirt and rocks from her
leathers.

“No.”

“I will need a few more
minutes,” Falden said softly.

Myrith turned to where the mage was sitting
on the floor with his cloak spread out in front of him. His hawk
was sitting on his shoulder watching the cloak.

“Any ideas on what
happened to the others?” Hendandra whispered as Falden began
chanting.

“No. I hope the portal
somehow missed them and they are still on Shokar. What we need to
do now is figure out where we are and find a way back,” Myrith
said.

A spot on the cloak glowed for a moment then
faded. Falden’s hawk jumped from his shoulder onto the cloak and
vanished into the fabric.

“What did you do?” Myrith
asked as Falden stood and draped the cloak over his
shoulders.

“Until I know where we are
and if I want to risk him traveling with us, he is safe,” Falden
said.

Myrith drew her sword and headed for the
only corridor out of the area they were in.

~ * ~

“Chaos take it! What
happened?” Kyrianna looked at Tristan and Laraf as the swirling
colors vanished leaving only the three of them on the
road.

“I would guess it was a
portal of some kind.” Tristan stood up and dusted himself
off.

Kyrianna walked to where Myrith had been
standing when she had pushed Tristan out of the portal and knelt
down to look at the ground. Only the woman’s tracks were there.
There was no evidence of struggle.

“The swirling colors and
the noise,” she said softly. “Chaos.” Kyrianna paused and caught
her breath for a moment.

“Kyri?” Laraf placed a
hand on her shoulder. “What is it?”

“The shrine in the
basement of the estate was dedicated to Thynitic, the Lady of
Chaos. The swirling colors are her symbol.” Her breath caught
again. “I could feel her trying to draw me to her in the shrine.
Was this some kind of trap on her part? Myrith was taken from her
home by a similar portal, as were Falden and Hendandra. Is Thynitic
playing some sort of game with us?”

“It will take a powerful
cleric to help you get those answers, Kyrianna,” Tristan said,
offering her his hand.

Kyrianna nodded as she took the offered hand
and stood up. “Then the sooner we get to Raspa, the sooner I can
try and find my friends. Laraf, you stay close to Tristan; I’ll
take a scout position several yards ahead. Let’s get moving.” She
held her sword at the ready as she moved down the road.


Chapter Four

Myrith paused at the end of the tunnel as a
strong gust of cold air hit her. The wind was bitter, but she
suspected it would not be damaging for several days. Still, they
had nowhere else to go but forward and pray they found a way out of
this place quickly.

Myrith waited for the others before she
stepped into the chamber before her. Ice covered the walls and
floor and the cold seemed deeper than she had originally suspected.
Her lungs felt like they were burning as she breathed the cold air.
There were two corridors out of the chamber and she sighed as she
glanced from one to the other. Her breath hung like a cloud in
front of her as she tried to decide which way to go.

“One way is as good as the
other at this point, Myrith. We just need to keep moving before we
turn into ice statues,” Hendandra said, moving past her. “I’ll take
the scout position.” She moved to the left-hand corridor and
carefully checked the passage, listening for any sounds.

“Can’t hear anything on
this side.” She moved to the other corridor. “Nothing here either.
Pick a direction.”

“Right.” Myrith gestured
to the first corridor as Hendandra moved ahead of her. She frowned
again as she realized the corridor was only wide enough for one
person. She wasn’t worried about Hendandra being able to get out of
the way. The girl was short, not much taller than a child and she
was very agile. Hendandra could dive under her as she moved to
engage any enemies they met. However, Myrith was concerned she
would be the only one in a position to do any fighting that needed
to be done and would have to fall before the others could assist
her. It was not a pleasant thought.

Hendandra was also the only one with a bow
if she was remembering correctly. She was pretty sure neither the
cleric nor the mage were carrying ranged weapons, although Falden
could cast spells from his position. Her own crossbow had been
dropped and forgotten at the Duvall Estate. Nirev would just have
to make sure he watched the back so nothing could sneak up on
them.

As they moved through the ice-covered
corridors, a loud roar from in front of them caught Myrith’s
attention. The roar was repeated and shards of ice showered down on
them from the ceiling as the sound reverberated in the narrow
space.

“Hendandra, as carefully
as you can, move up and see if you can tell what is ahead of us,”
Myrith whispered.

Hendandra went pale then nodded and moved
away from the group.

It was several minutes before she returned.
“Some kind of giant. He is in a room just ahead of us. There also
appears to be a person bound in a corner of the room.”

“Could you tell anything
about this person?” Myrith caught her breath. “Could it be one of
the others?”

“I could see nothing
familiar.” Hendandra paused. “However, I was on the opposite side
of the room and the giant was partially blocking my view. It might
or might not be one of them, I don’t know for sure.”

“Did I hear there be a
giant up ahead?” Nirev’s voice came from the back of the
group.

“You did. Now, be quiet
and keep a watch for anything coming from your direction,” Myrith
said.

“Listen, Lady Knight,”
Nirev said, forcing his way past the cleric and mage. “If there be
giants to be fought, then I be wanting a piece of ’em.” He slapped
his hand against the haft of his maul. “Do ye
understand?”

Myrith looked down at the dwarf. “You would
let your personal desires put the rest of this group at risk?” she
said slowly. “There are only two of us who are trained in the use
of a sword. You and I. Yet, you left the mage and cleric guarding
our rear in case something should attack us there. I am not
impressed.”

“Bah, Mulog isn’t
impressed with ye or yer shiny armor either, Lady Knight. We creep
through these halls when we should be calling challenges to the one
who trapped us here. Let ’em face our blades so we can force them
to release us. This skulking about be ridiculous.”

Nirev started to push past her and Myrith
placed a hand on his shoulder, holding him in place. “And how does
Mulog look on those who forswear their oaths? You swore to follow
me as the leader of this group when you joined us in Shokar, sent,
you said, by your Lord of Storms. I am certain we will face many
challenges and fights in finding our way out of this place. Are you
ready to break your oath for the sake of one fight?”

“I gave ye my oath and I
will honor it, Lady Knight.” Nirev inclined his head slightly, but
did not move to the back of the group.

Myrith bit her lower lip as she turned back
to Hendandra. This was something she had expected long before now.
Women were not warriors where she grew up, it just wasn’t accepted.
They could train with the lighter blades of the rogue or assassin,
but to be a warrior was unheard of. Even in the temple they had
first met in, she had expected the others to balk at her
leadership, but then that group had had three women and three men
in it. The mage did not seem to be the type to want to lead,
keeping to himself unless his power was needed and Bukon had stayed
in the background as well. Etewyn, well he was Etewyn and really
wasn’t smart enough to try and lead the group. Now it was only her
and Hendandra with three men, one of whom was a trained fighter and
a follower of a God who preferred his servants to charge into
battle with a challenge on their lips and their weapons
swinging.

One problem at a
time, she thought. And first is the giant and whoever he is
holding.

“Hendandra, how big is the
room?” Myrith asked, glancing at Falden.

“Only about thirty feet
across and twenty feet deep. All of the other corridors are the
same size as this,” she said.

“Then how did a giant get
into this place?” Nirev looked at Hendandra then up at
Myrith.

“Good question. Perhaps he
is not here of his own choosing and is a prisoner like
us.”

“Unlikely ye’ll get the
chance to ask ’em.” Nirev slapped his hand against the haft of his
weapon. The slap echoed in the passage, like the breaking of a dry
piece of wood and Myrith dropped her hand over the
dwarf’s.

“No more noise,” she
said.

The dwarf only glared at her. “Listen, if
that be a giant in that room, do ye really think it can get to us
here? It be too big to fit through this passage as yerself just
pointed out. Now, are we going to stand here yammering, or be we
finding out if that be one of our friends the creature be
holding?”

“Hendandra, what kind of
giant was it?”

“Do I look like an expert
in giants? It was big and had very pale skin and blue hair. Does
that help?”

“Ah,” Nirev said, smiling.
“Frost giant. Appropriate considering the climate.” He paused and
smiled. “Another good thing, they not be very smart.”

“We will try talking to
him first,” Myrith said. “If that doesn’t work…”

“And it won’t,” Nirev
interrupted.

“If that doesn’t work,
you’ll get your chance.” Myrith shook her head. “Hendandra, stay
with Jerietlan and Falden. Watch the back; we don’t need anything
sneaking up on us.”

Hendandra nodded and silently slipped past
the dwarf and joined the others.

“Do ye speak giant, Lady
Knight?” Nirev asked as they approached the chamber.

“No, but I assume you
do.”

“Ye assume
correctly.”

Myrith stepped back so the dwarf stood
directly in front of her as they approached the chamber where the
creature was. It was facing away from them and seemed unaware of
their presence.

Nirev looked up at Myrith and she nodded
once. The dwarf took a step into the room, his maul held in a
defensive position as he moved in and to the side so the mage and
cleric could cast any spells they needed to.

Nirev said something in a loud guttural
manner Myrith hoped was a semi-polite greeting in the giant tongue.
The giant slowly turned toward them, his manner did not seem angry
or concerned. Then he stopped and his gaze locked on the dwarf. The
giant moved quickly for a creature of his size as he reached for
the large axe standing against the wall. Myrith darted forward,
kicked the weapon away from the giant’s grasping hand, and slashed
upward with her sword as Nirev came from behind, his maul swinging
at the giant’s legs.

Myrith lunged forward, her blade slashing
across the lower part of the giant’s abdomen. She darted back
avoiding the blood flowing from the wound. Several streaks of light
flashed past her to strike the giant and she risked a quick glance
to see Falden had his hands raised.

The giant roared and brought his huge fists
together and slammed them down toward Myrith. She was forced to
retreat and found herself sliding on the blood-covered ice. She
fought to hold her weapon in a defensive position, even as she felt
her balance failing.

“Oh, no ye don’t!” Myrith
heard Nirev yell followed by the solid thump of the dwarf’s maul
hitting the giant’s leg.

The giant roared again and tried to turn.
This time he was the one struggling on the slick ice and another
blow from Nirev’s maul caused his leg to buckle and he fell to the
ground.

Before the giant could get up, Hendandra
darted in and stabbed him in the side of his neck with her rapier,
opening an artery. She danced back in time to avoid the blood. As
she moved back, Nirev raised his maul then brought it down onto the
back of the giant’s neck.

Myrith stood slowly, her back braced against
the wall to help maintain her balance. Once she was sure of her
footing, she walked around to face the dwarf. “An impressive
display, Nirev. Thank you.”

Nirev only nodded as he checked the giant’s
body for anything useful.

“Myrith,” Hendandra called
from where the unknown person lay. “He’s not anyone we know,” she
said softly.

“Still, we have an
obligation to assist if we can. Someone get a fire going, he’s
half-frozen. Jerietlan, give me a hand here.” Myrith rolled the
body over and gently slapped the elderly man’s face a couple of
times.

He frowned as his brown eyes opened and he
looked at her. “Who are you?”

“I am called Myrith,” she
said.

“Here.” Hendandra held a
couple of blankets. “They’re a bit smelly, but they should help
warm him up.”

The old man looked from Hendandra to Myrith
and back, his brow creased with confusion. “How did you get
here?”

“We were trapped in some
sort of portal that brought us here,” Myrith said.

“I am called Argrala, and
I was trapped here by a sorceress who is using this place to draw
power from the four elemental planes so she can control them. This
is not my normal form; this is the one she has trapped me in for
trying to interfere in her plans. There are four layers to this
place in keeping with the elemental planes. Throughout these layers
she has trapped creatures that make their homes in environments
related to the appropriate plane. This being the plane of air—she
has both air and cold creatures. Very few of whom came of their own
accord.”

“Is there a way to stop
this sorceress?”

“We must get to her before
she can consolidate her power. I have the items needed to perform
the rituals to dismiss the elementals guarding the gates between
each layer. However, those gates are well hidden and even after we
find our way through them we still have to locate the keys to her
stronghold and her chamber. I doubt this frail body, which she has
trapped me in, has the strength to accomplish the task.”

“Then let us aid you,”
Myrith held out her hand to the old man. “Unless we can find
another way out of this realm, I suspect we will have to face this
sorceress in order to get back to our homes.”

“You are correct. It is
only through her you will be allowed to leave this place. I pray to
the Lady I am not too much of a burden for you. I have no true
magic to speak of and my skills with the blade were hardly adequate
before she sapped my strength and youth.”

Myrith smiled at the man. “Do not worry
about that.” She looked at the others. “We have not been traveling
for long, and this battle was not that hard. Do we want to rest
here, now that a fire is going or do you want to continue on?”

“Continue on. The sooner
we are out of this infernal cold the better,” Jerietlan said as he
began rubbing his arms. “Every time we stop, it seems to get
worse.”

“I agree,” Hendandra
said.

Falden nodded.

“If you are ready to move
on, Argrala, we can go.”

The elderly man nodded as he rolled the
blankets together, used a length of rope to tie the ends together
and draped the roll over his shoulder. “We may need these later,”
he said as he stood and waited for the others.

Myrith only nodded.

~ * ~

Kyrianna paused and inhaled deeply of the
late afternoon air. Her mother had taught her how the scents of the
earth changed during the day. Always at their brightest and most
distinct just after the sun rose, the warming of the earth during
the day would stir the air and blend them together, smoothing and
diluting them until the cooling of the night would cause them to
settle and separate. She glanced up at the sky and frowned; the
scents she was picking up were cool and starting to separate into
their individual selves, the way they did when they camped last
night. At this time of the day, she would have expected them to
have blended into a single, harmonious melody that spoke of the
warm earth and the life that surrounded her.

She held her hand up and signaled to Tristan
and Laraf to wait as she began scanning the area, both of her
swords now in her hands. Something wasn’t right, the air was
turning colder and she felt something beginning to prick at her
skin. She moved quickly to get out of the cold, but found herself
surrounded by a swirling fog of ice and snow that moved with her.
“Laraf, get Tristan out of here!” she yelled over the noise of the
storm.

She watched as Laraf grabbed Tristan’s arm
and pulled him away from the storm. She again tried to move out of
the ice and snow that surrounded her, but again it moved with her.
“Chaos! What is going on here?”

The cold was growing deeper and she saw ice
forming around her blades and beginning to move up her hands and
arms. “Frayrith!” she called out, but she didn’t expect an
answer.

~ * ~

Myrith paused as she looked at bodies of the
winter wolves that had attacked them. For three days—at least she
thought it had been three days as they had camped and slept three
times—they had been wandering in this frozen maze of ice and they
seemed no closer to finding their way out of the area than they
were when they arrived. She glanced at Argrala and frowned
slightly. Other than the initial information he had given them when
they found him, he had said very little to her or her companions.
At least he was keeping up and staying out of the way.

“Myrith, look at these,”
Hendandra called from where she had been checking a pile of bones
and rags in the corner of the wolves’ den. Hendandra held up a pair
of silver bracelets, each one with a silver ring attached to a
chain. On each of the bracelets was etched a unicorn and wolf. More
sparkles among the torn cloth revealed matching earrings and a
necklace.

“Too bad Kyrianna’s not
here, she would have loved those,” Myrith said.

“I know.” Hendandra
gathered the jewelry as well as a few scattered gems into her bag.
“I think I’ll hold them for her—for when we get back.”

“She’s probably already
home by now,” Myrith said.

“You think so? I doubt it.
She’s probably trying to find someone to locate us and send her
here.”

“You have another
companion in this place?” Argrala said from behind
Myrith.

“Actually, there were
three others traveling with us when we were brought here. We do not
know what happened to them.”

The old man nodded then turned away
muttering under his breath.

“We’ll camp here.” Myrith
said. “Nirev, see if any of the pelts are salvageable as
blankets.”

Myrith continued to watch Argrala; there was
something bothering her about him. While she couldn’t sense any
evil in his aura, Falden had sensed something on the old man when
he was looking for magical items. She tried telling herself it was
because this sorceress, they were trying to get to, had changed his
form and appearance, but she knew there was more to it than he was
telling them. He seemed to be constantly watching and listening to
the group and to her in particular. She was used to being watched;
if her flaming red hair wasn’t enough to hold most men’s attention,
then her looks usually were. But Argrala wasn’t looking at her in
the same way the patrons of the Silver Dragon had looked at her.
There was interest, but it was more as if he were evaluating or
judging her.

She looked around at the
others. Falden had started a fire and Nirev had skinned several of
the wolves and added the pelts to the growing piles of blankets. He
was now cutting up one of the carcasses and laying the meat across
the fire. For a moment, she was reminded of Etewyn and his unusual
dietary choices. At least it can’t be as
bad as whatever type of reptile he was cooking that night in the
temple was, she thought. She shook her
head slightly. The thought was inappropriate to the warrior’s
memory.

Hendandra was sitting as close to the fire
as she could without risking her clothing catching on fire. The
smaller woman had already appropriated two of the wolf pelts and
was huddled under them shaking. Myrith was worried about what would
happen if they had to rely on Hendandra’s skill to disarm any traps
they found. She herself was also feeling the effects of the cold;
she had almost dropped her sword twice during the fight with the
wolves as her fingers started going numb. The only ones who seemed
unaffected were Nirev and Argrala.

“Let’s get some rest and
start out again in a few hours. Falden, can you ward the
area?”

Falden didn’t respond, he only raised his
hands and began chanting. “Done. It will last for six hours.” He
reached out and touched Myrith’s shoulder. “You will be alerted if
anything attempts to enter.”

Myrith only nodded as she settled against
one of the walls, her sword across her lap. Sleep claimed her
quickly.

~ * ~

Myrith could hear one or two of the others
already stirring as she sought the waking world. Before she was
fully awake, she heard a voice whispering in her mind. “Mykaylene,”
she whispered.

:You have a friend trapped here, the
voice said softly. :A very dangerous
opponent is holding her and her time is short. She is
near. The presence faded from her
mind.

“Kyri!” Myrith threw the
blanket someone had draped over her to the side as she stood
quickly. “We need to get moving,” she said, grabbing her
armor.

“What’s going on?”
Hendandra looked at her from under the wolf pelts she had
claimed.

“Kyri’s here and she’s in
trouble,” Myrith said, looking at the others as they started
scrambling to get their things together.

Hendandra grabbed her arm. “How do you
know?”

“Mykaylene spoke to me as
I was waking. She told me I have a friend trapped here and her time
is short. The only person she could have been talking about is
Kyri.”

Nirev began helping her with the straps and
buckles of her armor. “And did the Battle Maiden tell ye which way
to go, Lady Knight?” He glanced at the two corridors leading out of
the area they were in.

Myrith stopped and closed her eyes for a
moment. “No she didn’t, but I will trust her to guide my steps.”
Once the last of her armor was secured, she grabbed her pack and
headed into one of the corridors, leaving the others to catch
up.

She paused when she came to a corridor that
crossed the one she was in. Listening carefully, Myrith could hear
the sound of something large moving to her right. She moved back
from the crossroad. “There appears to be something to the right, be
ready,” she said softly.

The corridor opened into a small alcove that
allowed the group to see a large chamber beyond. Resting in the
chamber was a large creature with multiple heads on long slender
necks. The reptilian creature was purplish in color and frost was
coming out of its mouths as it breathed.

“Any sign of her?” Myrith
glanced down at Hendandra who was scanning the room from where she
knelt just inside the doorway.

Hendandra nodded and pointed to the far
corner of the room where a shimmering wall of ice stood. Myrith
studied the person on the floor
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