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    For all those dwelling in darkness,
The dawn is fast approaching
****

      

    



  	
        
            
             "Maybe I sacrifice to feel like I'm alive,
Penniless… it's all the same,
At least I'll die with a name."
Middle Class Rut
****
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WHERE IS KRIN?
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A fair enough question indeed, and one I’m asked quite frequently, that or, where in the world does the events surrounding Troll take place.  Very little is known about what caused the end-of-the-world-as-we-know-it, or the year in which it happened, but the old ones make several references to the sky turning to fire, and the decades of poisonous winter that followed.  These are descriptions that come to mind when we think of nuclear winter.  But what the old ones don’t know are the string of catastrophes that followed suit.  Temblors.  Volcanoes.  Tsunamis.  Earth’s topography changed so much over the thousand years or so that came after, were we with Troll, we wouldn’t even recognize the continent on which we stood.

We begin our tale with Troll and the Dog wandering through the middle of Nevada; following the Humboldt River.  Of course, as I said, the scenery of Troll’s time looks nothing at all like how we might picture Nevada.

Silverdale is located near the southern end of the Shoshone Mountains, and west of Big Smoke Valley, neither of which exist in Troll’s time.  From there, our trinity ventured west into what we know as the Great Basin Desert.  But Troll’s world isn’t divided by state lines and imaginary borders.  And so, the Great Basin, Mojave, and Sonoran Deserts are simply known as the Mo’tave Desert.

Pyramid Lake, Lake Tahoe, and all surrounding rivers are dried up, faded away, like the memories of them ever being there.

The empire of Al’ber Que, at the foot of the Sie (or, Sierra Nevada), Mountains, is better known as Carson City in our time.

An enormous earthquake broke-off most everything west of the San Andreas faultline.  Massive tidal waves spread in-land, washing away Central America and parts of Mexico and South America (North and South America are no longer “connected”).  As a result, survivors journeyed northwest, toward the mountains.

Carson City lay in ruins, but there were still people possessing the skills and know-how of the old world.  They built and fortified a settlement known as New Albuquerque.  After the failure of their fathers nearly destroyed the world, slowly but surely, New Albuquerque became a matriarchal society.

Outlanders came to the walls, pleading for supplication.  But the people of New Albuquerque were weary of strangers, as most folken were no matter where they hailed from.  But they needed to trade with other surviving settlements.  So, the people developed their own language (based on Spanish), which they taught to their allies.  Language changes over time, as it often does, and New Albuquerque became Al’ber Que.

Around the same time that New Albuquerque rose, came about the Prusserians, like Comchee (warrior/chief) Shadeem Okuric Ossawa.  The Prusserians were a group of hundreds of refugees fleeing the radioactive-war-torn-remains of Russia, who, like some of their ancestors, crossed the Bering Strait (this time on boats), into the Seward Peninsula, through the Kuskokwim Mountains, past the Alaska Range, where they later occupied the forests of modern-day British Columbia.  Nuclear winter settled in, and the refugees faced a great schism.  The Northern Hemisphere became too frigid; nearly half the tribe wanted to travel south into a foreign (also war-torn) country, and the others (who’d endured bitter cold most, if not all, their lives), decided to brave it in the north.  The ones that stayed died.  The rest became well-known ramblers.  See, Prusseria is not a place; not really, it’s more like a region of land currently occupied by the Prusserians.  Despite the years of winter, the exiles had never been to a country so...warm.  The surviving Americans were fighters, sure.  But the Prusserians had been fighting all their lives.  They knew how to live in a pseudo-stone-age-world.  Curious, the Prusserians drifted from place to place, offering crafts, services, and often soldiers, to surviving colonies.  When weary, they moved on; always matriculating south, seeking warmer climates.  Prusserian culture, slang speech, and even cuisine were forever beveled upon those they met.  In fact, a few generations before Star’s birth, the Prusserians happened to stumble upon Krin; aiding mostly in farming, but sometimes protection from outsiders.  Pity they moseyed on before the siege of Krin.  But as with most colonies, Krin fell in love with Prusserian culture.  That’s why many Krinian names are spelt as if Russian but pronounced English/American.

Shadeem was an assassin of the king and gotten to at a very young age.  Generally, the Prusserians were beloved by all they encountered.

Let’s jump back to the-end-of-the-world-as-we-knew-it.  After “The Big One”, sea levels in California ran up the base of the western face of the Sie Mountains.  After a time, the water receded as far back as Oakland in the north, where the tallest parts of the Coastal Mountain range poked out of the ocean, creating the legendary bluffs of Krin, (though southern California’s coastline stayed as far in-land as King’s Canyon).  When the tides receded, the mineral rich sea water rejuvenated the land that man had spoiled.  A great, lush valley sprang forth right in the heart of the Sacramento Valley, which became Sac Krin, and later Krin.  The California sunshine changed the people; generation-after-generation born with darker-and-darker skin pigments, while their hair turned blond and curly; farer eyes.

Now that you know where our heroes have been and where they’re headed, let us return to where they are.  Where were we...?  Oh, yes, the battle.

J.S.F

February, 2014
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Something felt wrong.  No not the painfully arrhythmic beating of Troll’s heart or the dull throbbing in his left shoulder.  Nor was it the Dog’s death, nor Star going off on her own, nor the retreating army.  But something was definitely wrong.

Troll glanced at those standing beside him.

Montalvo’s deerskin shirt and pantaloons appeared soiled rags.  Strands of long, silvery hair plastered to the sides of his wrinkled, sweaty face.  His narrow brown-gaze remained calm and steady; ever vigilant.

Sirii wore pantaloons and a plain cotton shirt ‘neath Al’ber Querian armor.  Her long, jet-black hair tied back in a ponytail.  Splayed blood coagulated upon her chest and shoulder plates, though her blade glistened in the dim light.

Barely past noon and the skies clotted with heavy, black smoke clouds and swirling sand.

‘Ro watched the retreating legions through his binoculars.  He still donned king’s men’s armor.

Sirii frowned.  Pencil-drawn eyebrows arched, she said, “Something is wrong, easta.  I can feel it.”

Troll never saw her wear anything but a robe and shawl.  Now, she appeared every bit the warrior, though a worried one at that.

“She’s right,” Montalvo said to Troll.  “I feel it too.”

“What about you?” Troll asked ‘Ro.

Binoculars in hand, ‘Ro turned toward Troll, and replied, “Well, I don’t see nothing.  But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t feeling fairly jittery, myself.”

Sirii sheathed her sword into the scabbard of her backplate, and said, “I’m telling you, we must go to the safe zone with the others.”

Montalvo pointed his spear toward the citadel, and said, “It’s on the opposite end of the empire, we should hurry.”

“No!”  Troll slammed his fist on what remained of the ledge of the great wall.  He whirled toward them, and said, “I will not leave.  I won’t.  Not without Star.  She is still out there.”

“And what about your dog?” asked Montalvo.  “Is he not out there, as well?”

Troll averted his gaze.

Go!  God commanded.

Troll’s heart ached.  Literally.

Montalvo grabbed Troll’s arm, and said, “Come, my friend, we must go.”

“No,” he replied.

Sirii gripped Troll’s other arm.  Frowning, slender lips trembling, she pleaded, “Easta, por favorii.”

“No.”  Troll pulled away from them.

‘Ro strode toward Troll and slapped him across the face.  He stared into Troll’s eyes, and said, “Look, something’s about to happen here and if we don’t get out now, then we’re all gonna die.  And we need you.”  He pointed toward the safe zone at the other end of the empire, and said, “Those people down there need you.  You can’t sacrifice all of ‘em for just one person.  Star wouldn’t do that.”

Troll’s heart beat painfully wild, shoulder throbbing.  A cold shiver coursed up and down his spine.  He felt dizzy and weak.  He gazed off into the desert, in the direction Star had gone.  Would he ever see her again?
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Star held the Dog’s corpse in her arms and cried until her soul felt empty, numb.  Until she felt nothing at all.  She failed.  She couldn’t save the Dog any more than she could anyone else.  And now that the beast in the form of a man was dead, they were doomed.  No hope remained.  On top of all that, Furion had called her out, and instead of facing him, she ran.  Like a coward, she fired at him from afar while’st riding away on horseback.  And she missed.  She never missed.  What the hell happened?

She rested the Dog’s body upon the sand and stood, completely forgetting the arrow wound in her thigh until an arch of pain coursed through her leg.  She waffled to the ground in a yelp.  No destination in mind, she pressed a palm to the gash in her leg and crawled through the sand.

Her hand brushed across something hot and glimmering.

A bullet casing made from silver.

Why silver?

She pocketed it.

Up ahead, something glinted in the sand.

Grunting, she crawled toward it.

The object appeared a sword.  Semi-coagulated blood bubbled and hissed upon the blade.

She picked it up and rotated the cutlass as she examined it.  It also appeared made out of silver.  But why?  She glanced at the Dog’s body.

Small tendrils of black smoke still rose from his wounds.

Before the Dog died, Star remembered the trio’s first night after the trials of Silverdale.  She recalled Troll telling her that the Dog drank blood to heal.  But that didn’t work.  He said something else, too; something about mythical monsters of lore.  But what was it?  She couldn’t remember.  Then, as if sitting right beside her, she heard Troll’s voice say, “All monsters, creatures, and heroes in the stories of old, while seemingly invincible, all have some sort of weakness.  Something that can hurt and possibly even kill them when nothing else seems to faze them.  Something elemental.”

She found another silver bullet casing and tossed it around in her palm.

Silver was an element, wasn’t it?

She glanced back at the blood (no-doubt the Dogs’), sizzling on the silver blade, and then at the Dog.

That’s it!  That had to be it.  Silver was the Dog’s weakness.  It made his blood burn.  And as long as the bullets were still in his body, then he couldn’t heal himself.  He couldn’t drink blood, because that too would conflagrate.  That’s why the Dog had been clawing at his wounds.  He was trying to get the bullets out.

She hurriedly hobbled toward the Dog and pulled a knife from her boot.  There might still be time.

The Dog had been shot six times.

She knew that because she felt each one.

Out of the six, only the shot through the Dog’s throat went out the other side.  That meant five bullets she needed to carve out: one in the shoulder, three in the torso, and one in the hip.  Luckily, she had dug obstructions from the Dog’s flesh before.

Hands slick with gore, she removed the projectiles as fast as she could.  The process seemed fairly simple, especially since the flesh around the bullets cindered to nothing more than char and ash that flaked away at her touch.  But when she finished, nothing happened.  The Dog was still dead.

“Blood,” said the voice that sounded like Troll’s.

She clenched her fist, squeezing the blood from the gash on her palm into the Dog’s mouth again.  Nothing.

“More blood,” said the voice.

Wincing and grunting, she dug her nails into the wound.

Still nothing.

“More,” the voice replied.

She hissed through her teeth as she squashed her hand like juicing a lemon.  Roaring, she pounded her fist on the Dog’s chest-plate.  She worked his chest up and down, forcing him to breathe.

“More!”  The voice sounded less like Troll’s.

Pumping faster, she snarled, “I ain’t got no more.”

“More!”

“Fuck it!” Star slit a wrist in a swift, downward motion.  Blood spurted.  She covered the Dog’s fanged, open mouth with her gushing wound.

“More!” Star said, feeling faint, dizzy.  “More!”  She slammed her fist on the Dog’s chest again.

The Dog sat, bolt-right, eyes blazing in golden fire, and screaming at the top of his lungs.

Dark splotches formed in Star’s vision.  Light-headed, she swooned and collapsed to the sand in a heap.

Dog’s screams abated.  Hands feverishly searched his healing body, he glanced around.

She had done it.  It would cost her life, but she saved the Dog.

Dog stared at her, and gasped, “No.”  He rushed to her side, grabbed the knife, and slit his own wrist.  “Drink.”

Mouth shut, she craned her head to the side.

Dog brought his bleeding wrist toward her mouth, and reiterated, “Drink.”

She did.  His blood tasted metallic, not salty.  A warm buzzing rushed through her veins.  Her wounds itched.  Her head cleared and she could sense for miles.
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Shroud lay twitching in the sands when the Wraith appeared before him.

The Wraith bent impossibly backward, and snickered, “Oh, what’s this?  Has my dear brother forsaken one of his playthings?  Tsk, tsk.”

Shroud appeared sickly, pallid.  His once fiery red hair now plastered tight around his cranium, exposing the features of his skull.  His tongue protruded through the gash in his throat and waggled in the wind.  A fair amount of sand piled over the quivering king’s man, swallowing him alive.

The Wraith loomed over Shroud, and said, “Tell me, my poor boy, what have you done to incur such wrath?”

Jaws working back and forth, Shroud trembled and croaked something.  His tongue wagged.  Blood spurted from the wound.

The Wraith chuckled, “I’m sorry, I can’t understand you like that.  Perhaps, if your tongue were in your head.”  With a long, taloned finger, the Wraith pushed Shroud’s tongue back up through his jaw and into his mouth.

Shroud arched back, muscles tensed, eyes bulged.  He clutched at his throat and writhed in the swirling sands.

“There, that’s better, isn’t it?”  The Wraith rubbed its talons.

Coughing blood and sand, Shroud rolled to his knees.

The Wraith loomed over him, and said, “Now, while my brother was so eager to leave you, I believe I might still be able to find some use for you.  I could do that.  I could heal you, as well.  All you have to do is forsake my brother and declare me as your God.  And look at that, you’re already on your knees.  How perfect.  Do we have an accord?”

Trembling, Shroud gazed up at the living shadow and nodded.

The Wraith clapped, “Excellent!  Now, let’s see if we can’t fix you up.”  The Wraith grasped Shroud by his fiery red hair and pulled back his head.

Shroud quivered and squirmed but did not struggle against his new master.

The Wraith pricked a taloned-finger, a single drop of black, tar-like blood trickled into Shroud’s mouth.

Shroud shuddered violently.  Eyes rolling in the back of his head, he fell to the sands.  Muffled screams slipped through his clenched jaw.  His skin flaked and grayed like necrotic flesh.

Rubbing its talons, the Wraith chirped, “Now, I believe it’s time we left.  We wouldn’t want to get caught in the blast-radius now, would we?”

Writhing, Shroud moaned in agony.

The Wraith wafted a hand through the air.

A piercing blue light flashed, and a doorway opened in space and time.

And then the two were gone.
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“Your Dog is dead, and Star will be before ever you reach her.”

Troll just couldn’t get the words out of his head.

Staff in one hand, his other arm around Montalvo’s lean shoulders, Troll hobbled through the nearly deserted streets as fast as he could.

Sirii trotted on ahead, yelling at those still loitering about.

Judging by ratty hair, ragged clothes, and emaciated bodies, the only ones not to retreat to the safe zone were ex-slaves.  But why?

‘Ro shuffled behind, armor weighing him down.  Squinting and panting, he held his side, and said, “Man, I need to take this shit off.”

Ravaged bodies lay in the open area between what remained of the great wall and eastern end of the empire.  Catapult-fodder crushed the cobblestone streets into a quagmire of pits and chasms.  The western-most parts of the boroughs were leveled; completely decimated, as was the wall there (where the soldiers broke into Al’ber Que).  Other than the deathly silence and ex-slaves wandering the empty streets like living-corpses, the rest of the empire appeared unscathed.

Hurry!  God said.

“Come, my friends,” Sirii called over her shoulder.  Her long, jet-black ponytail flapped in the wind.  “We must hurry!”

Did she hear it too?  What about Montalvo?

Plodding behind, ‘Ro grumbled, “Yeah, yeah.”

They kept to the main street, by-passing the bazaar and citadel, and headed straight for the opening in the western wall.

The refugees still lingered in the mechanical room that operated the heavy, stone door.

“What are ye doing?” Troll asked in the loudest voice he could muster.  “We need to get deeper underground, and we need to do it now!”

Gawks.  Wide gazes.  Slack jaws.  Random chattering.

Franz, Diego, and Lamar approached in a trot.

Licking his chapped lips, Franz asked, “What is it, easta?”  His beady brown-gape darted beneath caterpillar-like eyebrows.  “Is the army coming?”

Troll replied, “No, something dreadfully worse.”  He whirled toward Diego, and said, “Rally a dozen d’el guardii and have them help us close the door.”

Tawny, wrinkled face awash with worry, Diego nodded and hurried away.

Troll turned to Franz and Lamar, and said, “Have the rest of ye’r men get everyone as deeply underground as they can.”

Franz asked, “And then?”

“Prepare thy selves.”

Eyes bulged, mouths agape, faces pale, they hesitated a moment before scurrying away.

Panting, ‘Ro leaned against a wall and swept the sweaty, dirty-blond hair plastered to his brow.

Troll called, “Help us get the door down, my good man.”

‘Ro rolled his eyes, and groaned, “Can’t a scoundrel ever get a break.”

Six men grabbed the giant peg-wheel in the center of the room and spun it counterclockwise.

Troll and the others unhooked the latches suspending the portcullis and carefully lowered it into place.

There, outside, stood a stranger in odd, garish clothing made from the whitest of fabrics.  His shirt was as black as sackcloth.  A gold chain looped into an inside pocket.  His feet smattered with tar.  The stranger rubbed impossibly clean hands.  The tips of long, dirty nails raked together.  The man’s hat looked like a ranger’s hat, but different, also white.

The stranger’s face was concealed entirely in shadow, but Troll knew he was smiling at them.

The stranger waved, as if saying goodbye.

Troll’s heart skipped a beat.  A stabbing sensation radiated from within the hollows of his chest.  “Ah!”  He clutched his shoulder and let go of the chain.

“No, no!” cried a d’el guardii.

The door dropped and the men (who didn’t release the chains), were pulled forward a few feet.

Luckily, the portcullis hadn’t far to fall.

“What the hell was that all about?” ‘Ro yelled at no one in particular.

Montalvo rested a hand on Troll’s shoulder, and said, “My friend, I saw him too.”
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The Dog and Star sprinted back toward Al’ber Que.

The Dog guessed they ran at a rate of about ten miles an hour.  Impressive, especially considering they were racing through sand.  Star kept stride, as if possessing inhuman strength.  They still had a little more than ten miles to go.

Star sprinted alongside.  Arms swinging, hair flowing in the breeze, only a fine layer of perspiration beaded her grit-smeared brow.  Her eyes glowed with a burning emerald fire.

But at least her irises hadn’t turned gold, and as long as the Dog never fed her his blood again, hopefully, they never would.

She prattled, “Wow, it’s crazy how good I feel.  How strong I feel.  I can hear for miles.  I can sense for miles.  I can smell gunpowder and things burning.  Is this what it’s like to be you?”

The Dog grunted lowly.

“Hold on Troll, I’m coming.”

The two bound over a dune.

“Whoa!”  Star’s cheeks flushed red.  She hit the ground sprinting.

Dog sat crouched in the sand.  When he landed on all fours, his palm struck something solid.  He brushed the sand away.

Train tracks.

Dog wrapped his hand around the metal.  Something else raced toward Al’ber Que.  A train.  The Dog stood, closed his eyes, and funneled his senses.  The train he stopped, now barreled toward the empire at an impossible speed.  He furthered his senses, following the vibrations until they seemingly dead-ended into the mountainside.  But the Dog had been on the other side of that rock-wall.  He knew it an interior base, a place where the soldiers posted in the mines took quarters.  The last time the Dog was there (nearly an hour ago), the door had been open.  Who closed it and why?  Dog’s senses drew back to the train.  The last car contained a weapon of mass destruction.  He turned it off, but now the timer was on, beeping down to the final tick.  Troll, Anne, Al’ber Que, he needed to warn them.  Five seconds.  No time.  With a four mega-ton yield and a blast radius of six miles, there was only one person he could actually save.  He hoped.

The Dog started.  He raced after Star, who still sprinted toward the empire.  Dog leapt, landed on her back, and drove her face first into the sand.

Spitting sand, she snarled, “Dog!  What the—?”

A blinding white flash blossomed.

Dog forced Star to the ground and covered her.

Then an ear-shattering, earth-rattling explosion rocketed across the land.
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People screamed and scrambled.

Troll, ‘Ro, and the d’el guardii entered the mines moments before the tunnel behind them caved in.  A few unlucky d’el guardii didn’t make it.

The ground shook and the cavernous ceiling fell; smashing people.

Dust filled the unvented air.

Troll didn’t see Anne, Sarah, or Byron.  He’d lost Sirii, as well.

He prayed they made it into deeper caves before...whatever was going on outside began.

Hands covering his head, ‘Ro yelled, “Can’t a guy get a damn break?”

Troll grabbed ‘Ro by his armored collar and dashed after the people fleeing into a nearby tunnel.

The ground quaked and split.

Troll held tight to ‘Ro and leapt.  The two crashed hard on the earthen ground.  They rolled into the tunnel.  The ground behind them collapsed.  The people still attempting to flee the main chamber fell skirling into the abyss.  The tunnel entrance caved in.  The work-lights strung along the chamber walls went out.  All dark.  The mines trembled for another few minutes before settling.  Dust filled the stagnant air.  Heavy hard to breathe.  Troll draped his cloak over his mouth.

Rock and shifting dirt trickled down the cavernous walls in eerie echoes.

After the initial shockwaves wore off, people scurried about, checking on each other, blindly searching for loved ones.  Cries.  Moans.  The muttering of Al’ber Querian prayers.

From somewhere amidst the darkness, an unfamiliar voice said, “A bitter winter is fast upon us, for that surely was the fall.”
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Someone asked, “What do we do now?”

Troll couldn’t tell who.

Too dark down here.  The air too thick.

With some effort, Troll tore a swatch from his cloak, wrapped it along an end of his staff, and used a pinch of flash-powder to create a “magic” torch; one that burned evenly, but not very bright.

Out of the thousands to survive the fall of Al’ber Que, he found himself in a large chamber with about two hundred assorted natives, teran-oht, and turncoat king’s men.  Troll recognized Sirii, Khariiff, Franz, Montalvo, and ‘Ro.  The rest appeared as strangers covered in sooty earth.

What happened to Sarah, Anne, and Byron?  Alas, he didn’t know.

The men, women, and children huddled around Troll and his magic torch.  The chamber had caved in at both ends.  Now, they were trying to figure a way out.

Troll asked Franz, “Where is this passage that leads out the other side of the mountains?”

Franz ran his thumb and index-finger down his neatly trimmed mustache and goatee, and said, “I don’t know, easta.”

“How can ye not?  T’was it not thee who informed me of such a passage?”

Franz replied, “Si, easta, but the passage has been sealed for many years before my birth, I only know of it through legend.”

‘Ro drawled, “So, you’re saying you’ve never been down here before?”  He brushed away his dirty, sweaty hair.  After the chaos subsided, ‘Ro finally found the opportunity to strip off the king’s heavy armor.  The rangers’ clothes beneath were soaked with sweat.  Now, he hugged himself, shivering, teeth chattering rickity-scrackity-scrippity-scrappity.

“No,” Franz replied, “I have not.”  He scratched his short, curly ashy-hair, dust and dirt swirled like falling dandruff.

Troll asked Khariiff, “Have ye learned any more from the texts?”

Khariiff shook his head and mumbled something.

Sirii translated, “He says, he hasn’t even glanced at the Nou’heim-Du’tawa in a few days.  Too much has happened.”

Troll stroked his scar and beard, and replied, “Aye, never-the-less, somehow we must find a way out of this chamber and deeper under the mountains.”

Arms crossed, stoic as ever, Montalvo added, “We’ll need supplies first.”

“And gear,” chimed ‘Ro.

“Aye, but first we’ll need to get out of this room.”  Troll scratched his beard, and asked, “Any suggestions?”

A soot-covered king’s man raised a hand, and said, “I’ve still got a couple grenades.  We could use ‘em to get out.”

“Or, the explosion could bury us all,” said another.

Franz said, “Even if we got out of here, we’d still need a guide to lead us to supplies and to the passage under the mountains.”

Troll asked, “Can anyone do that?”

Silence.

Scanning the mob, Troll asked, “No one at all?  Is there none here who can step forth and guide us?”

From out of the darkness, a voice croaked, “It knows a name.”  It startled several women and children.

Troll waved his magic torch but saw nothing but d’el guardii and king’s men recoiling in fear.

A slender silhouette emerged from the gloom and shambled toward Troll.

Troll hailed, “Is that ye, Byron?”

“Oh, it does know a name.  It does, it does.”  Byron cackled.  Pupils shining in the dark, his eyes appeared sunken.  Bearded, emaciated cheeks covered in some black, tar-like substance.  A wide, menacing grin spread across his face.

‘Ro drew and trained a pistol on Byron’s temple.

A few d’el guardii and king’s men stood behind him.

Byron shrieked in laughter.

The echo hurt Troll’s ears.

‘Ro asked Byron, “What do ya think you’re doing.”

Grinning, Byron replied, “I’m here to lead all ye off the cliff like lemmings.”

‘Ro glanced at Troll, and asked, “Like what?”

Troll shrugged.  He hobbled toward Byron, and said, “Obviously this man is speaking in tongues.  I believe I can remedy that.”  Exhausted and shoulder throbbing, his heart beat arrhythmically.

In his mind, he heard Sarah say, “Ye have many wrinkles now.  And the hair around ye’r ears has begun to gray.  No offense, but ye look like an old man.”

Aye, he felt old indeed.

Dancing in place Byron cackled and clapped.

Troll ambled toward Byron and fetched the medallion around his neck.  He rolled the chain between his thumb and index finger, and the golden trinket spun.  “Can ye hear me, Byron?  I want ye to listen to the sound of my voice.”

Byron snarled, “No, no.”  He reared back, hunched over, hands clawed.  His eyes shimmered in the dark.  “I only hear him.”

‘Ro strode forward and slugged Byron in the face.

Byron waffled to his ass.

Women and children gasped, (Madiriis stood stoic and statuesque, as did Montalvo).

D’el guardii and king’s men murmured amongst each other.  Apparently the two parties were coming along sweetly despite their vast differences.

But then again, were any of them so different?

Byron rubbed his crooked, bleeding nose.  Glaring, he leapt at ‘Ro.  Ragged, dirty claws spread.

‘Ro and Montalvo tackled him.

Others watched in awe.

Where was Anne, Sarah, the hermanii, the rest of the Jessips?  Had they not made it?

Growling, Byron gnashed black-tarry teeth.

Troll’s heart ached again, weakening him.  He stamped his torch/staff thrice, and bellowed, “Byron Herder of Silverdale, regard me now, I command ye!”

“You, command, me?”  Greenish ooze drizzled from already swarthy, rotting teeth.

Troll knelt.  Kneecaps popped.  He planted a palm on Byron’s forehead.  Byron’s skin felt squamous and flakey; feverish and frigid at the same time.  Troll restrained Byron as he bit, gnashed, and thrashed around, yet his muscles felt slack and dead.  “In the name of God, I command thee out, low spirit!  Depart Wraith!  With thine own name I drive thee out!”

“There is no Wraith here, only I, Byron Herder of Silverdale, as thee so have dubbed me.  It knows a name.  Aye, so it does, and so it appears—”

“Silence thy drivel, demon!”  Troll pounded his torch/staff.  He nodded toward Montalvo and ‘Ro, and bade, “Release him.”

Montalvo nodded back.

Scowling, ‘Ro asked, “Are you fucking crazy?”

Montalvo leaned toward ‘Ro, and said, “If all else fails, you can still shoot him.”

Byron fought and fidgeted.

Troll prayed, Lord, grant me strength.

‘Ro nodded and they released Byron.  Byron lunged at Troll.  Troll grabbed him by the neck, mid-air.  Black gore dripping from rotting teeth, Byron slashed and kicked at Troll’s face.  But Troll’s long reach kept Byron safely at bay.

Troll shook Byron, and roared, “Out, damn spot!  Out, I say!”

Kicking frantically, Byron choked in laughter.

“In the name of the Lord, our Father, I command thee out!”

‘Ro said, “Mayhap he ain’t possessed.  Mayhap he’s just gone bat-shit crazy.”

Byron’s neck went slack.  Head leaning to the side, his eyes rolled up into the hollows of his skull.  Tar-smeared tongue slightly protruded.

Spear readied, Montalvo asked, “Did you kill him?”

Troll released Byron.

Byron landed squarely on his bare feet.  He stared up at Troll, smiled, and said, “Oh, dear me, I do believe I’ve gone dreadfully mad.”

Troll spun his medallion again.  The golden glint bounced in the weak torchlight.  “Byron, look at this.”

Byron’s beady gaze narrowed on the glimmering object.

Troll’s heart beat wildly, short of breath, he said, “Listen to me, Byron.  Listen to the sound of my voice.  You’re getting sleepy, Byron.  Very sleepy.”

Eyelids dropping, Byron staggered.

Troll continued, “I want ye to go to sleep Byron.”

Byron’s head bobbed.

“Can ye hear me, Byron?”

“Aye,” Byron slurred.  “I can hear ye.”

“Do ye know who I am?”  Troll returned the medallion and clutched at his throbbing chest.  “Do ye remember me?”

“Aye, t’is my good friend, Troll.”

Sigh.  “Aye, that’s right, Byron.  Do ye know where ye are?”

Byron quavered, “Aye, I’m down here in the dark again.  I’ve always been down here—”

“No Byron.  Y’er out here on the reverend’s porch with me.  Star and Sarah are folding the linens.  And Anne and the Dog are frolicking out in the tall-grass behind Tooker’s barn.  Ol’ Roger Wilcox is in the kitchen, making mushroom stew and biscuits.  Can ye not smell it?”

Byron sniffed.  Smiling, he said, “Aye, I can smell it.”

Troll’s heart raced faster.  He felt cold, clammy, and weak.  His shoulder ached.  “Where are ye Byron?”

“I’m home with my friends.”

He clutched at his tightening chest, and said, “That’s right, Byron.  Ye’r home.  Ye’r safe.

Byron parroted, “I’m home.”

Breath short, Troll uttered, “Stay there, Byron.  Stay there.”  And then he collapsed.
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Outstretched palm to the sky, Star marveled, “Look, Dog, it’s snowing.”  She leaned her head back and stuck out her tongue.

Dog growled, “No, not snow.  Ash.”

He wrestled with the notion of telling her it was probably radioactive ash.  But with his blood in her veins, as long as they got upwind, there would be no need.  He hoped.

Al’ber Que had been completely decimated to cinder and rubble.  Part of the mountain around the empire collapsed, burying the great Mother.  A seven-mile-high, pillowy mushroom-cloud loomed over the entombed empire.

Star patted the Dog’s shoulder.  Her eyes still glimmered with an emerald fire.  “Don’t worry, Troll and the others made it somewhere safe.  I can feel it.  I can sense it.”  She ran a hand through her curly hair.  The shackle rattled.  Gazing off into the distance, she said, “It’s amazing, but I can.”

The Dog glanced at the billowing mushroom-cloud and whined lowly.  Like her, he also sensed Troll and the others were safe.  No doubt, Troll managed directing the people into the mines to take shelter from the blast.  But what would he and Star do now?

As if sensing his thoughts, she turned to him, and said, “We gotta keep going west.  Over the mountains and toward Krin.”

Dog furrowed his brow and tilted his head.

She said, “Look, I know it sounds stupid.  But think about it.  When I first met you and Troll, our destination was to return to Krin and hunt down Furion.  Then Furion came to Silverdale.  We left and found Al’ber Que.  Once again, Furion found us.  It seems like now there’s no reason to go to Krin, but Troll and the others are probably under the mountains somewhere.  It’s the only place they could go.  But now they can’t get out, at least, not from this end.  And the only thing on the other side of this mountain range beside the ocean is Krin.”  She paced around in the sand and twirled her compass chain.  “Now, I don’t know if there is a way under the mountains and through to the other side, but if there is, Troll will find it.  I know it.  What we gotta do is go over the mountains and meet them on the other side.”

Dog glanced back toward Al’ber Que.  Was going to Krin really the obvious choice, or was Star simply obsessed with returning home?

“Supplies?” asked the Dog.

She bit her bottom lip for a moment, then replied, “I got an idea.”

From there, the two sprinted back toward the caboose.  All the while, the Dog felt a gnawing sensation rooting at the pit of his gullet.  He’d made a mistake.  A very big mistake.

Once again, as if sensing his thoughts, Star said, “Don’t worry, everything’s gonna be okay.  I know it.”

Unfortunately, the fate of Troll and Al’ber Que wasn’t what bedeviled him.

They slowed to a jog when nearing the caboose.  By the time they returned, the car nearly swallowed by sand.  Only a mound of desert with an opening that led into the cabin remained.  In time, that too would be immured.  In time, no one would ever know it there.

The Dog sensed something off.  He knew Star did too.  But all was silent and still except for the desert crosswinds and ever-shifting landscape.  Wearily they entered the cabin as sand trickled down from above.  The acrid aroma of smoke still hung prevalently in the dingy air.  Luckily the caboose was chock full of supplies, and they were able to load up on weapons, ammo, and armor.  Star also found cloaks, blankets, camping gear, and a few MREs.

The Dog went back outside and collected his knives and the top half of his discus-like buckle.  They were buried, of course.  But the Dog hunted them down easily enough by the acerbic scent of his own blood.  He picked up Shadeem’s silver blade and inspected the dark crimson blood congealed upon it.  He turned the weapon over.  It appeared made entirely of pure silver, but that couldn’t be.  Silver was too soft.  The weapon would bend and break after the first blow.  But this blade was strong enough to penetrate Al’ber Querian armor.

He should be dead.  He was dead.  After all the years of hoping for the sweet embrace of the eternal abyss, it finally came for him.  He had been at peace.  And then Star brought him back.  He should be mad, but he knew his work far from over.

The Dog forcefully swatted the sword upon a stack of cinderblocks and the foible warbled audibly.  Impossible.  The dog batted the blade repeatedly, and yet the cutlass only echoed its reverberating siren song.  Frustrated, the Dog bashed the blade so hard the blood-caked foible finally snapped, reducing the weapon to a large dagger.  He inspected the break.  The sword appeared one hammered piece, not coated or finished.  That didn’t make sense.  Did someone find a way to weaponize pure silver?  Perhaps, he should hang on to this peculiar artifact.  He slid it into the sheath built into the backplate of his Al’ber Querian armor.

Wearing a hooded and wooly cloak, Star sashayed toward the Dog.  She checked her compass.  Frowning, she asked, “Ready?”

“We need to stay up-wind.”

Brow arched, she asked, “Why?”

“Trust me,” he replied.

She tossed the Dog a satchel full of provisions, and said, “All right then, lead away.”

The two ambled back toward Al’ber Que and the Sie Mountains.

The giant, gray mushroom cloud still stood tall in the sky.

Would they get clear of the contamination zone before his blood wore off on her?

He certainly hoped so.
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Anne dug through rubble and darkness.

She couldn’t be angrier with Sarah.

Before the work-lights went out, Anne, Sarah and the surviving hermanii were caught in a tunnel that caved-in at both ends.

There had been others in their group.  Most were crushed by falling rock.  Now, all that remained were Anne, Sarah, and the three hermanii, who’d been hovering around Anne not long after her return to the mines.

Sarah asked Anne, “What are ye doing?”  Of course, she couldn’t see her.  No way she could.  No doubt, Sarah heard her scratching away at the blockade of debris.

Clawing blindly at another pile of rubble, Anne replied, “Trust me, this is what ye do down here—dig.”

Sarah shuffled toward her.  She tripped and released a small screech.

Anne cringed, tensing up, but not in fear.  It was hard to explain.  Like a sick amalgamation of anger and disgust.  Aye, they were doomed down here, but not her.  Oh, no, she would survive this, yet again.  After all, he was dead.  Right?  Anne suddenly felt Sarah’s presence huddling next to her, aiding in their self-excavation.

Sarah whispered, “Let me help ye.”

“Don’t bother,” Anne grumbled.

Silence.

Sarah asked, “Are ye mad at me?”

Right then, Anne detested Sarah’s very presence.  It was Sarah’s fault they were down here.  If only she had listened to her.  But she hadn’t.  And now they would all die down here.

“No,” Anne replied, “just disappointed.”

The Earth trembled.  Dust and rock crumbled from the cavernous ceiling.

“What was that?” A hermanii cried.

Anne couldn’t tell which.  It had been too long since she’d heard their voices; another life entirely.

The rock wall moldered away slightly and a pale, orangish light seeped into the chamber; outlining silhouettes.

Face still swollen and bruised, Sarah pawed at the wreckage, and muttered, “Well, it’s about time.”

Who did that to her?

Anne gripped Sarah’s wrist, and said, “Wait!  Ye don’t know what’s on the other side.”

“What’s wrong with ye?”  Sarah’s battered features twisted into a puffy, quizzical frown.

“Please, Sarah, ye have to stop treating me as a child and listen to me.”

Sarah reared back and folded her arms.

The hermanii sat in the shadows, vigilantly at prayer.

“Okay,” Sarah said.  “I’m listening.”

“Just sit there a minute.”  Anne cleared away more rock and exposed a small rabbit-like-hole from which a faint orangish-glow emanated.  She poked her head inside and peered into the adjoining chamber.  The main chamber.  Work-lights flickered weakly, some out all-together.  The ground collapsed, leaving a gaping, brachiating chasm in its wake.  The earthen walls sealed off tunnels.

“What do ye see?” Sarah asked.  The hermanii gathered around her.

“Nothing,” Anne replied.  “It’s the way we came.  Completely caved in.  No exits.  No bodies.  Nothing.  No way we can go through there, the ground’s too unstable.”

Natiis asked, “What do you suggest young empress?”  The heart-shaped birthmark riding her cheek bobbed and jived in the diminutive, lambent light.

Anne cringed at being called an empress.  She glanced back at the other end of the tunnel, but she couldn’t see it.  Too dark.  She didn’t know exactly which tunnel they were in.  But tunnels only ran in two directions.  And if the opposite end, the way they came, was up, then the other end led...

Anne shook those thoughts away.  No!  He was dead.  The Dog killed him.  And when things died, they stayed dead—right?

Byron declared that the Sweet...he was still alive.  But Byron had gone mad by the mystery and malice of the mines, hadn’t he?

Anne only knew one thing—they had to get out of there.

“Ye guys stay here,” she said.  “I’ll come back with help.”

Round cheeks quavering, N’Dora cried, “Madirii, you can’t!”

Sarah gently clasped Anne’s shoulders, and said, “She’s right, ye can’t go out there by ye’r self, t’is not—”

Anne snarled, “Oh, I humbly cry ye’r pardon.  I forgot it ye that was down here.”

Sarah’s gape glittered with an angry fire.  Her good eye narrowed.  Swollen, blistered lips curled.  “How dare ye say such things to me.  Ye’ve no idea what I suffered through to find ye.”

“Ye didn’t find me, Dog did.”

Sarah scoffed, “Don’t ye mean, ye’r puppy?”

“Everyone grows up, Sarah.  So should ye.”

Collective mouths covered, the hermanii gasped.

Natiis said, “Madirii, you must respect another Madirii.”

Anne replied, “If there be anyone here who has ever been down here before, raise ye’r hand.”

None did.

“And if there be anyone small enough to crawl through that hole, and agile enough to tread along what little ground remains on the other side, please, by all means, raise ye’r hands.”

Jaws slack; they all stared at her with beady eyes glistening in the dark.

Aye, they would certainly all die down here, and it was all Sarah’s fault.  But not Anne.  Oh, no.  She had survived the mines before, and by-God, she would do so again.

Sarah asked, “What are ye going to do?”

Anne rolled her eyes, sighed, and said, “I told ye, I’m gonna try and save us.”

She squirmed through the narrow interstice and out into the main chamber.  Most of the ground had completely caved in.  A few work-lights flickered weakly.  It wouldn’t be long before they went out completely and Anne, along with anyone with her, would be left in the dark.  Inexplicably, her thoughts turned toward Maddy and her dreams about chasing him down here in the pitch-black.  She shivered.

N’Dora whispered, “Be careful, Madirii.”

Clinging to the side of the wall, Anne carefully shimmied her way toward the closest tunnel.  Caved in.  She glanced around.  All exits appeared blocked.  Where to go?  What to do?

Coughing.  Echoing whispers.

“You can’t save them, you know,” Quinn said, emerging from the shadows at the other end of the large chamber.  She wore a tattered, soiled nightgown.  Her stringy hair concealed her no-doubt grinning face.

“What are ye doing here?”

Sarah called, “Who are ye talking to?”

“Same as you,” replied Quinn.  “I was freed, then brought back in.”

“Where are all the other slaves?” asked Anne.

“They were too scared to come back.  But people like you, me, and Byron aren’t afraid, are we?  No, we love it down here.  We belong down here, don’t we?”

Anne quavered, “What do ye want?”

“The same as you, to get out of here, and I think I know a way.”

“Oh, show me—” a bit of ledge broke away.  Anne released a shrill, “Eep!”  The echo reverberated throughout the chamber.

“Madirii, are you alright?” Natiis called.  “What happened?”

Shivering, Anne shrank against the wall.  She feared the rest of the ledge about to give way, and she plummeted to the abyss below.  But that happened not.  She cursorily scanned the area.  Quinn was gone.  Had she been there at all?  Was she going mad like Byron?

She inched across the crumbling shelf.  Her heart galloped as fast as Dasher navigated the night.  The ledge narrowed.  Anne pressed her back firmly against the wall.  Right hand feeling along, her palm brushed against a small boulder.  The boulder gave way.  A small rockslide.  Anne screamed.  Her shrieks echoed.  Then voices.  Were those real?

The landslide carved a small hole in the wall where a tunnel used to be, one just wide enough for her to wriggle through.  On the other side, she found a long, narrow tunnel lit by stringed work-lights.  The echoes materialized and she could actually make out what they were saying.

“He’s not looking too good.”

Moaning, wailing.

“How’d you look if you got shot through-and-through?”

Anne followed the chamber until it dead-ended into a darkened corridor.  She slunk into the shadows and crept silently along the wall.

It had been months since she’d seen any of them.  But there, huddled in the gloom were Ally, Sandy, Hickey, and Diego Sr.

Ally sat leaning against a wall, hands on his abdomen.  He appeared pale and sweaty.

Sandy knelt over him, kissing his forehead, and whispering sweet nothings into his ear.

Meaty thumbs hooked into his buckle, Hickey stood along the far wall, chewing (probably), on a plug of tobacco.

Donning Al’ber Querian armor, Diego paced in feverish circles; pulling at what remained of his thinning, curly black hair.

They couldn’t see her.  And for a moment she entertained the idea of waiting there in the shadows until they fell asleep.  Then, she would sneak up on each and every one and...  She shook those thoughts away and stepped out into the light.

Mouth agape, Hickey said, “Holy hell!”

Sandy’s blue-gape bulged from behind the stringy, dirty-blonde strands dangling in front of her tan, slender face.

Holding his belly, Ally groaned, “How ya doin’, sweet pea?”  His once princely features camouflaged beneath scruff, grime, and the folds distorting his squinting, grimacing mug.

Diego just stared at her with a wide, gawking gaze.  He asked, “Have you seen my family?”

Anne replied, “No, me and Sarah got separated from many of the others.”

Sandy swept the strands from her face, and asked, “Is Sarah still alive?”

“Last I saw.  She’s trapped with a few others.  I was able to squirm out.”

“Where’s Troll and everyone else?”

“I think the ones who got out of the main chamber before it collapsed are stuck in tunnels.  This chamber was blocked, and then a small landslide made an opening for me to wriggle through.  Ye are the first ones I’ve found.”  She nodded toward Ally, and asked, “What happened?”

Ally wheezed, “Got shot during the battle.  Don’t worry ‘bout me, sweat pea, I’ll be fine.”

Hickey spat tobacco juice, and grumbled, “Not unless we can get that wound cleaned and bandaged up proper.”

Anne asked, “Where’s ‘Ro and the rest of the gang?”

Sandy replied, “Last time I saw ‘Ro, he was with Troll.  The others didn’t make it.”

Diego ceased pacing, and said, “We’ve got to find the others.”

Sandy cupped her chin, and said, “We can go back into the main chamber, but after that, I don’t know.”

Hickey said to Anne, “There used to be soldiers down here, right?  If these were slave mines, then there’s gotta be a soldier’s quarters, or something.”

Anne replied, “Sure, there’s a soldier out-post somewhere among the top chambers of the mines, but I’ve never been there.”

“What about ex-slaves?” Sandy asked.  “There’s gotta be someone down here who’s been there.”

Anne said, “None of the freed slaves came back down here during the evacuation.”

Pacing and pulling at his hair, Diego muttered, “There’s got to be someone, there just has to be.”

“There is,” she replied.  “But he’s gone mad.”
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‘Ro asked Troll, “Ya all right, there?”

Troll panted, “Aye.”  He waved dismissively.  Braids and strands of hair plastered his pale, sweaty face.  He sat leaning against a cavern wall, his staff propped next to him.

‘Ro sat on his haunches before Troll.  “‘Cause ya look like shit,” he said.  Of course, ‘Ro wasn’t feeling all that peachy, either.  Roy, Paulie, Zeke, the ol’ man, they were all gone.  Ally was shot.  ‘Ro promised Sandy they wouldn’t lose any more of their party, but now all that remained of the gang was Hickey, Mia, Xaza, and one of the twins; he didn’t know which.  His posse now comprised of people he barely knew.  If they survived the initial collapse of the mines, that is.

Montalvo (standing beside Troll), asked ‘Ro, “Did you find the rest of your group?”

‘Ro shook his head.

Breathing in rattled gasps, Troll said, “I’m sure they made it into another tunnel.”

‘Ro combed his fingers through greasy hair, and said, “We’re ready to try and blow one of the barricades.  The only question is which one?”

Troll replied, “The ground in the chamber we came from completely collapsed.  There is no turning back, we must go deeper underground.”

“Okay, sure, but who’s gonna lead the way?”

Troll asked, “How is Byron?”

‘Ro nodded, and said, “He’s sittin’ over there in the dark, talkin’ to imaginary people.”

Gaze narrowed, Montalvo asked, “Does he seem violent?”

‘Ro replied, “No, I think he’s still hypnotized.”

Montalvo asked Troll, “How long do you plan to keep him like that?  It is not good for his mind to be kept under.”

“I know.”  Troll ran a hand down his scar and sighed.  “And to answer ye’r question, I only intend on keeping him under as long as necessary, not a moment more.”

‘Ro glanced at Khariiff and Sirii sitting in the torchlight’s glow, pawing through the pages of the mysterious Nou’heim-Du’ Tawa.  He asked, “They find anything?”

Troll replied, “If they had, I presume I would be the very first to know.”

A few king’s men and d’el guardii trotted toward Troll.

“We’re ready to move,” said a king’s man with a shaved head and fresh burns blotting his adolescent features.

Montalvo helped Troll to his feet, and Troll dusted off his cloak and kilt.  He retrieved his torch/staff.

Khariiff and Sirii scurried to a stance.

Amazing how Troll could amble about after just suffering a rather nasty heart attack.  No doubt, he felt weak and in pain, but Troll hid it well.

‘Ro’s thoughts turned to his brother and the rest of the gang.  Were they still alive?  Was anyone other than Ally injured?  They needed to find Ally and get him some medical attention as soon as possible, or he would definitely bleed-out.

Troll took the d’el guardii and turncoat-king’s men aside, and said, “Get everyone on the other side of the cavern.  Then plant one, and only one grenade within the middle of the rubble of the barricade.  If my calculations are correct, the blast won’t clear the passage, but it should loosen the rubble enough for us to dig through.”

Troll’s soldiers nodded and then hurried off to complete their orders.

‘Ro scratched his chin, and asked, “Do ya think this is really gonna work?”

“No,” he replied.  “I know it will.”
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Furion stood in his invisible silken tent, staring at the mirror Star broke.  His mirror.

After ordering his troops to retreat, the soldiers bore down in other magic tents.  They weren’t mystical because they invisible (although they were), but because the thin, gossamer fabric would shield his men from the lingering radiation.

The Wraith materialized out of the shadows, and said, “Greetings, brother.”

Pivoting, Furion roared, “Skrit-ratta-crack!

Where is Star!  You promised she would be mine!

“And she shall,” the Wraith replied.  Chuckling, it rubbed its long, taloned hands.  “But still, everything is going exactly as I planned.”

We were supposed to crush them.

“And so we have.  We have crushed their spirits.  Soon, you will have Star.  Soon, the king shall have the one he wants.  It is almost over, I assure you.”

Furion growled, “Scrip-racka-tack.”

I don’t think the king is interested in any of them.  I think it’s you who wants one of them.

Chuckling, the Wraith replied, “One and the same, dear brother, either way, our objective remains unchanged.  The interlopers and their friends are caught underneath the Sie Mountains.  There is only one way for them to get out.”

On the other side, toward Krin.

“Precisely.  Let your men rest up.  At dawn, begin marching over the mountains and meet the interlopers on the other side.  Then we shall have the one we want, and you can have Star.”

I will require a new general.

“No need,” the Wraith wafted a talon in a gesture of grandeur, “For, I have brought you a gift.  I call him, the Drauger.”

The tent flap peeled back, a seven-foot monster crawled inside, and stood at attention.

The Drauger wore heavy, black armor.  Necrotic hands clawed and hairy.  The Drauger’s face looked like the flat snout (pierced through with knuckle-bone-jewelry), of a large cat.  Long, black fur-like hair stood up in wisps.  Elongated ears adorned the sides of its large, gray head.  Fangs protruded from beneath thick, leathery lips.

What is this perversion?

The Wraith chuckled, “Why, my dear, brother, do you not recognize your own right arm?”

He was left on purpose!  He failed his master, so he was abandoned to die.  How dare you bring this thing before me?

“I assure you, he shall prove far more useful this way than he ever could as a man.”  The Wraith rubbed its talons.  “Isn’t that right?” it asked the Drauger.

The Drauger released a gargled purring.

“See,” the Wraith giggled.  “They have their beast.  Now we have ours.”

I thought you wanted that abomination dead?

“Patience brother,” the Wraith cooed.  “I assure you, all is still precisely as planned.”

****
[image: ]


Barely late afternoon, yet the skies grew dark and cloudy.  The mushroom cloud cleared.  No wind.  Ash fell steadily, creating silted gray mounds.  The explosion did not hit Al’ber Que directly, but about two miles south.  A blast crater a mile-wide lay at the foot of the mountains.  The sand within the epicenter scorched to gritty shards of glass.  The base of the mountain had melted and forged into a hose-shoe-like structure of stone and steel.  Whatever remained of the empire lay immured beneath a massive rockslide.

Star thought of the fields and shuddered.  She and the Dog hiked up the steep mountainous slope a few miles north of Al’ber Que.  Her adrenaline wearing off, she felt cold despite the hooded, woolen cloak and armor she wore.

They climbed onward and upward.  The wind shifted upon them.

Exhaustion racked at her bones, like a sculptor chipping away at a block of marble.

The Dog bound upward.  Star lagged behind.  He would stop and wait for her with his head tilted, gazing at her with curious hazel eyes.

What was he thinking?

She shivered and pulled her cloak tightly around her.

The Dog donned the pants and boots Sarah made for him, Al’ber Querian armor, a wool cloak, and his hat; attire representing a little piece of everyplace he’d visited while’st in Star’s company.  Except now the Dog only wore one gauntlet.

She stumbled and fell.

The Dog leapt to her side and rested his hand on her shoulder.  He whined lowly.

“It’s okay,” she said.  “Just tripped is all.”

The Dog searched her face and whined again.

“Don’t but such a worrywart.  Everything’s gonna be jus’ fine.”  But deep down, she knew that wasn’t true.  Nothing was right.  Nothing was gonna be right, okay, or fine.  And it was her fault.

Screee-scra—

For the first time in a long time, she struggled to block him out.

Wind whipping his braided beard about, the Dog whined lowly.  Head tilted, his golden gaze examined every contour of her face.

She didn’t know why.  But she suddenly felt awkward and angry.  Suddenly, she was back in a dank, gloomy, vomit-smelling, motel room; standing in her knickers.

Rickity-scr—

The Dog barked.

She meant to force a chuckle but coughed wetly.  She glanced toward the desert.  She couldn’t see Furion or the army.  But she knew they’d come.  She knew it without having to sense it.

She still didn’t know why she missed.  Furion wasn’t in her head, and well within range.  He should be dead meat.

The Dog nudged her.

Oh, why was she dwelling.  She knew Troll wasn’t.  He was probably already concocting his next move against the king.

Dog nudged her again.

She grumbled, “Yeah, you’re right.”

Dog helped Star to her feet.

She hitched at her pack, and said, “Come on, we should probably get over the ridge before nightfall.  I got a feeling it’s gonna get dark early tonight.”

They continued on, clambering up the incline of the eastern ridge of the Sie Mountains.

Star was going back to Krin.  She was returning home.  But she’d rather be with Troll.
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“We are ready,” Montalvo said to Troll.

Troll hadn’t the strength to lead, so from now on, Montalvo relayed his commands to whomever.  Similarly, any questions or concerns from the others were given to Montalvo.  If deemed worthy of Troll’s attention, Montalvo would reiterate such problems.

Troll waved his torch/staff.

At the other end of the chamber, a turncoat king’s man clad head-to-toe in armor, pulled the pin from the planted grenade, and ran for cover.

Boom

The chamber tremored.  Dust and rock sifted down the already heavy air from above.

Women, children, and even a few kings’ men cried out in horror.

Flushed and weak, a stabbing pain attacked Troll’s chest.

Montalvo called, “Steady everyone!”  He pressed the bottom of his deerskin shirt over his face.

Many others covered their mouths and noses, as well.

Montalvo nodded and a few d’el guardii rushed to clear the debris.

Troll felt a small wrinkle of pride for Montalvo.  No doubt, if something happened to him, Montalvo could take over as leader of the group.

No.  He mustn’t think like that.  As long as Star still lived, he’d hold on until he saw her again.  Forever, if that’s what it took.

After a few minutes, the men completely opened the passage.  The tunnel appeared wide enough for five men to walk-abreast (or two Troll’s).  All dark.

Troll envisioned beady-red eyes and needle-like teeth.  Hand pressed to his chest, he hailed, “Byron!”

Byron danced toward him, and asked, “Ye called, my friend?”

A hand on his holstered hip, ‘Ro followed closely behind Byron.

Troll asked, “Are ye still home, Byron?”

“Why, of course I am,” he replied.  He smiled.  Black tar drizzled down his bottom lip.

“I need ye to come away from there, I need thee to come toward me, toward the sound of my voice.”

Byron squirmed, and quavered, “No, no, I don’t want to go there, it’s dreadfully dark down there.  All alone.  Down in the dark.  No, no, no—”

“But ye are not in the dark, Byron.  There is a light.”  Troll waved his torch/staff in front of Byron, and asked, “Can ye see it?”

Smiling wanly, Byron replied, “Aye, I can see it.”

“And ye are not alone.  I am here with thee.”  He stepped towards Byron and brought the torch close to his face.  “Can ye see me, Byron?”

“Aye,” he replied.  “I can see ye.”

“And we’re not really down here.  We’re still out here sitting on the porch of Reverend Lowell’s.  Ye are hypnotized.  Ye are asleep.”

Montalvo’s gaze grew wide, jaw slack.  He leaned toward Troll, and whispered, “My friend, what you are doing is unwise—”

Troll hushed Montalvo and returned his attention to Byron.

Byron blinked, glanced around, and asked, “Is this a dream?”

“Aye.”

“But I’ve been here before, I remember it.”

“Good.  Now tell me, my good man, is there a place down here we can get something to eat?”

Byron peered into the darkened tunnel, nodded, and whispered, “Down there.”

“Take me.”

Byron trembled, “No, I don’t want to.”

“T’is all right, Byron.  Take my hand.  Remember, this is only a dream, and as long as I am with thee, no harm can come to ye.”

Byron took Troll’s hand and stared into the abyss.

“Take me somewhere nice and cozy, where we can get a spot to eat and perhaps a comfy bed to lie upon.  A place where the king’s men go.  Do ye know the place I speak of?”

Black eyes bulging, Byron nodded.

“Take me there, Byron.  Take ye’r ol’ pal Troll to get some tasty vitals.”

“So, sweet,” Byron croaked.  His gaze glazed over.  Mouth agape, saliva and black tar trickled down his long, shabby beard.  “Savory spider stew,” he whispered.

Troll’s thoughts whisked back to a dark and stormy night filled with demon arachnids that chirped, scrippity-crack-crickity-rack.  He shuddered and his chest tightened.
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Round cheeks trembling, N’Dora quavered, “Do you think Madirii Anne is all right?”

Birthmark bouncing, Natiis replied, “Si, she is very strong willed.”

Sarah didn’t share her optimism.  Anne had been gone for too long.

A few minutes after Anne left, someone released a shrill scream.  It sounded like Anne.  Then nothing.

What if something happened to her?  What if she fell?  How far into the depths had she descended?  What if she were still alive?

Sarah pictured Anne lying in a twisted heap at the bottom of the chasm.  Broken.  Bleeding.  Crying out for help.  Creatures stirred in the darkness.  Circling Anne.

Zashiirii, the quietest of d’el hermanii, gently rested a hand on Sarah’s shoulder, and whispered, “Do not worry, Madirii.  I’m certain she is fine.”

Even in darkness and smeared with dirt (and her lazy eye), Zashiirii’s beauty rivaled Sarah’s (before her looks warped by the sultan’s bludgeoning fists).  A swelter of anger and envy swirled within her.

Sarah peered through the hole Anne crawled through.  The work-lights flickered dimly, growing steadily weaker.  She hoped Anne would return before the lights went out and the darkness descended.

Feet shuffled, dirt crumbled.  Anne inched along the wall, back pressed against the rock, arms out.  A lasso tied around her followed by a length of rope.

Joy and hope flooded into Sarah’s heart.  But she said, “Anne, what are ye doing!”

Anne jumped in a start.  Arms out, she tottered to keep her balance.  A bit of ground crumbled from beneath her feet.  She pressed her back against the wall, glared at Sarah, and snarled, “Don’t do that!”

The hermanii jittered nervously and crowded around Sarah.

Sarah felt confined, claustrophobia crept over her.  She wanted to shove the hermanii out of the way and shout at them.  But she didn’t.  Mostly, she just felt angered by Anne’s unwavering hostility toward her.

Anne inched along the wall toward the opening of the chamber before she faded out of view.  Rope still trailed her.  The rope didn’t appear taught, or entirely slack.

Was she tethered?

Darkness filled the hole Sarah peered through, more crumbling noises.

Had those strange stringed lights gone out?  Another cave in?

“Make way,” Anne grunted.  “Coming through.”

Rope trailing her, Anne clambered into the chamber.

Sarah hugged Anne.  Anne tensed up and pulled away from her.

Why?

The hermanii giggled and clapped, surrounding Anne, patting her back, and bestowing their praises upon her.

Sarah forced a chuckle, and said, “I thought ye might have left us.”

Anne snorted.  She brushed the stringy hair from her face, untied the rope around her waist, and held it out to Sarah.

Sarah glanced at the rope, and asked, “What am I to do with that?”

“Tie it around ye’r waist,” Anne replied.  “Here, I’ll help
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