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        “The chaos of the Abyss reeks of malice and corruption. It seeks to destroy all things, drawing each new breath through the mindless destruction of life.

        

        “The infinite sky of Heaven is lawful and peaceful; extreme in its pursuit of harmony, order, and perfection.

        

        “Both are mistaken and incomplete in their uniqueness, for only the Great Balance endures all things.”

        

        ~The Prophetess Miko Nuna
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      “These are desperate times, my old friend,” the monkey sage, Zhao Houzi said to the black warhorse, Titus. He felt the worry lines deepen on his brow as he waddled upright on two short legs along a well-manicured path. A slight dusting of sand covered its surface. He shook his small furry head. “Desperate, desperate times.”

      Zhao Houzi was dressed in yellow silk pants and a bright vest of many colors while Titus wore thin strips of golden ribbons woven into the long braids of his mane and tail.

      “You worry far too much, Monkey. Leave everything to Lord Raguel. He knows best,” Titus responded as he clip-clopped at Zhao Houzi’s side.

      The sky was clear, and a warm spring breeze blew the sweet scent of cherry blossoms from countless trees that extended to the horizon. Zhao Houzi also caught the fragrance of scented primrose of yellow and deep-blue, bushes of rhododendrons with open flowers of red and pink, and bulbous lilac heads growing in long clusters of smaller plants.

      The trail they walked followed the rolling landscape along rising hills and shallow dales. Zhao Houzi typically enjoyed the coarse sensation of the gritty sand on the soles of his feet. The slight abrasion felt cleansing and tickled his toes. But today, the sand was an irritation at best.

      Beauty and tranquility surrounded the excitable monkey and occasionally, blossom petals fell like soft snow from the trees. Nonetheless, he was distraught and stroked the short beard under his chin. He believed in the purity of the Laws of Heaven, as he should, since they were the spoken truth from the Immortal Mother, and nothing could be more perfect than she.

      “It’s the new interpretation of the Heavenly Laws that has me worried,” he said and looked up at Titus’s giant head to see if the horse understood his meaning and, more importantly, if he agreed. He didn’t on either account.

      “You must learn to scrutinize less and accept that the Chancellor Pinnacle has everything under control.”

      “That’s the problem. I feel Lord Raguel is straying from the path of righteousness. The invisible machinations of his High Court promote injustice and intolerance. And it’s a blind man who cannot see what is hidden in the spaces between the gears.”

      He remembered the words of his master, the Sunnese Mage, Joson Del. “Look beyond the obvious, and see what is intended to be hidden. Be mindful of that which is not shown, for this is the reality and not the illusion you have been meant to see. When you do this, my humble Monkey, you will know the truth.”

      His master’s message had never been so prevalent. It was not so long ago that an inconceivable injustice had ripped through the sensibilities of the Seven Heavens, dividing the populace of celestials and creating suspicious enemies where once there had been enduring friendships. The angel Artiya’il had been banished from Heaven and forbidden to enter the Mortal Realm.

      Zhao Houzi struggled to grasp the actual reason why such a severe punishment had been meted out. Indeed, a demotion of status or a hundred years of community service on either the first or second levels of Heaven could have sufficed. None knew of Artiya’il’s present whereabouts, but there was only one destination where lost souls were collected and that was the Abyss. The thought of being condemned to eternal suffering made Zhao Houzi shudder.

      “I can see there is more twisting and turning in that head of yours, isn’t there?” Titus said.

      “Of course, there’s more. I’m sure we can agree and accept that some souls are more welcome than others in the Seven Heavens. What one does in life is an honest reflection of their worth, and it’s only fair that they ascended to the higher plateaus of righteousness after their arrival into Elysian,” Zhao Houzi said.

      “Agreed. Just as their merits are accumulated and judged while here,” Titus added.

      “Yes, exactly. But it seems to me that many ascensions have been granted too quickly to those who publicly championed the Chancellor Pinnacle’s policies and reinforced his decisions without question or reason, rather than through selfless acts of service or bravery.

      “And now, Lord Raguel’s sentencing of Artiya’il has changed everything. He banished an ancient angel! A True-born, created by the will of the Immortal Mother at the beginning of all things.”

      Zhao Houzi couldn’t fathom the depths of this decision and how it would affect the High Court’s future policy. If this became the new normal, what hope was there for a mere animal spirit like himself?

      “I fear Lord Raguel abused his authority and worse, received no reprimand or censure. He passed judgment with impunity, and no one even tried to stop him.”

      “Monkey, you must let it be. You were not the one who was banished.”

      “Can’t you see? The sentencing and punishment of Artiya’il was just the latest in a series of abnormally harsh decisions from Lord Raguel and his office. The Chancellor Pinnacle’s policies are creating deep divisions among the citizens of the Heavenly Realm. How soon until the lines of tolerance become blurred, and those who were once accepted as equals are condemned without thought?”

      Zhao Houzi sensed shadows crowding the edges of the infinite horizon. For the first time in millennia, he felt unsafe. He wondered if his friend thought the same.

      “Wouldn’t you agree that leniency and thoughtful understanding of a being’s actions and intentions should be of great import when determining innocence, or guilt, in upholding the perfection of the law?” Zhao Houzi said.

      The monkey glanced up at Titus again to see how he received his message. The sheen of Titus’s black coat shimmered in the yellow sunlight, and his thick muscles twitched as he walked, keeping his pace slow to accommodate his short-legged friend.

      Zhao Houzi continued, “Artiya’il was a shepherd to the mortals for countless ages and welcomes each new soul into Elysian. What was his crime, I ask? What was so dreadful as to cause his banishment?”

      “His crime was clear. He interfered in the lives of certain mortals by shifting their path and altering their fate.” Titus’s deep voice rumbled past his lips and thick teeth.

      “He acted as a guide, only,” Zhao Houzi was quick to point out, raising a finger of wrinkled skin into the air.

      “Monkey, you know as well as I that Artiya’il made a point to bend the rules and often broke them willingly. Now he must suffer the consequences.”

      “Unjust and outdated rules,” Monkey grumbled.

      “Rules, nonetheless. The Laws of Heaven were given by the Immortal Mother and cannot be broken.”

      “Given by the Immortal Mother, but interpreted by others,” Zhao Houzi said. He kicked a small rock from the path and into the garden at its edge. His brow furrowed with consternation as he shook his head, not knowing the right answer. He felt in his heart that the old laws must change, but not in the way Lord Raguel was proceeding.

      “Ever moving and changing is our shared existence with the other realms. We should not remain rigid while they evolve and expand. All three realms are connected, akin to waves in an ocean, each is unique, flowing and smashing together, but all part of the same water.

      “It is the chaos of the wave that provides life to the sea as it churns up the nutrients left on the sandy shore of evolution.”

      Titus lowered his massive head equal with Zhao Houzi’s furry face, so their eyes met. “I see you are the Monkey Poet today,” the great warhorse said, and then turned to blow a gust of air through his wide nostrils, mussing up the monkey’s hair. Zhao Houzi did his best to brush it all back in place with his hands, not appreciating Titus’s levity.

      The two animals had lived centuries ago, and centuries apart, within separate lands of the Mortal Realm. Each had proven their worth as champions of great merit against the forces of darkness during their time. Zhao Houzi fought beside the Sunnese mage, Joson Del, against the third demon incursion of Sunne, after which the Amaranthine Barrier had been placed around each of the Three Realms by the Immortal Mother, protecting them from each other and the potential trespass of cosmic, malevolent beings.

      Zhao Houzi had been blessed with an intellect far superior to that of common primates. When Joson Del discovered the monkey in the deep jungle, he sensed a latent strain of Elemenati magic within him that could be developed into a complementary asset to his own. With time and tutelage, Zhao Houzi was taught to draw his power directly from the living jungle’s energy.

      Mage and monkey became inseparable until Joson Del died at the hands of the archdevil, Sekka, who sought the magical soul energy of the Sunnese to strengthen her Frost Legions on Gathos.

      Zhao Houzi was shocked to hear rumors that Sekka had somehow bypassed the Amaranthine Barrier and returned to the Mortal Realm. He immediately petitioned the Heavenly Host to destroy her before she did more damage. Sadly, his request was denied.

      Titus was the loyal steed of the northern barbarian lord, Rulf Glisgild. The man was fierce. He was devoted to his tribe and stubborn in his mindset about how to protect them best. In his mind, an impregnable defense was more important than an aggressive attack.

      Therefore, he established his clan atop high cliff walls surrounded by waterfalls, which froze to slick ice during the long winter months, and gushed torrents of water during the brief spring thaw. His stronghold was aptly named Holdfast and was never breached during his reign.

      The warlord found a kindred spirit in Titus, the jet-black warhorse, and rode upon his broad back whenever duty called to defend the lives of the families of his clan. They fought together as one, each anticipating the other’s actions. None could stand against them in open combat.

      Zhao Houzi looked sideways at his friend. “All poetics and joking aside, I fear we are at a crossroads, and the paths before us are twisted and rough. There is a change, a shift, if you will, in Lord Raguel’s direction. Can you feel it as well?”

      Titus rolled his charcoal-colored eyes. “You see snakes and spiders in the grass and under every rock. There is only one golden path necessary for us to walk, that which the Immortal Mother and her regent, the Chancellor Pinnacle, has provided for us.”

      “Lord Raguel is regent now, is he?” Zhao Houzi said with surprising interest in his friend’s statement.

      “Monkey, the logic is sound. Remain on the golden path, and you will find contentment and peace with every step. When one strays from the path and crosses its edge, then only peril awaits. We have seen this repeatedly, especially with the mortal humans suffering through their short lives. They refuse to control their appetites and desires. They are reckless.”

      “But they must not lose freedom of will!”

      “Monkey.”

      Zhao Houzi peered up at his giant friend and nodded begrudgingly in agreement. “Yes, I know, freedom of will entices infinite possibilities and outcomes, and therefore, there will be many degrees of variation along the thin line that separates the path from the peril.”

      “You overthink in the abstract, Monkey. Our rules are set to keep the Heavenly Order pristine and allow no room for chaos to bloom. I have known you for many years, my friend, too many to count. And if there ever was a monkey who enjoyed speaking in riddles, especially those he could not solve, it’s you.”

      “Perhaps you are right, Titus. It’s a challenging concept to put into concrete terms. And not for a humble soul such as mine to deliberate. But I ask you this, what of love?”

      “Love? In what context?” The great horse tilted his head to the side.

      “You fought countless battles at your master’s side, as did I. You shared a special bond and threw yourself into harm’s way to protect him, did you not?”

      “Yes, of course. It was my duty.”

      “Duty, yes. Did I tell you of the time when Joson Del and I were cornered by⁠—”

      “The Narvoni tiger? Yes, Monkey, it’s your favorite story. I have heard it countless times.”

      “Yes, well, my point is what would you do to save Rulf Glisgild?”

      “I would offer my life to protect his without hesitation.”

      “And if the choice you had to make destroyed your honor and filled you with madness, but was needed to save the life of your master, well what then?”

      Titus’s ears fell back as he raised his enormous head into the air, bobbing and snorting. Zhao Houzi watched his friend ponder the question and become frustrated with his potential answer. The war horse snorted again, shaking his head back and forth, so the golden ribbons in his mane snapped like a banner in the wind.

      “A hypothetical debate requiring an impossible decision does not concern me now. The laws are sacred and cannot be broken,” Titus said, appearing agitated.

      “Is love not more so? Was it not love of the mortals which caused Artiya’il to transgress? His deeds brought him no personal gain or prestige. Each one a selfless act, to encourage a human to follow a brighter path.”

      “Ah, but there is the flaw in your argument, Monkey,” Titus said triumphantly. “The Great Balance must remain. It is the Immortal Mother’s will that both outer realms are fed the appropriate amount of souls. Artiya’il had no right to steal from the Abyss.”

      “Perhaps no lawful right, per se. But the question still weighs heavy in my mind. What manner of importance does love merit when deciding the rightness or wrongness of an action?”

      “You sound as if you mean to interfere, again,” Titus whinnied what could only be a sigh. “Trust the Chancellor Pinnacle to guide us true, as he has since the beginning of time. Leave Aetenos and his Ever Hero to the wisdom of the High Court. You do not want to get involved.”

      “A messy business, being the Ever Hero,” Zhao Houzi mused. “A most unfortunate ordeal for the mortal who is not ready for such a burden.”

      “And one who felt ready would not be chosen. The hubris negates the ascension,” Titus said. His heavy hooves clicked and clacked on the road.

      The Monkey Sage remained quiet for a time, pondering the riddle of what was right and what was wrong, outside of ancient laws and rules. Finally, he had his answer. He slapped a balled-up hand into the open palm of the other and gave a small monkey hoot.

      “Yes, love is the equalizer!” Zhao Houzi said. “It balances all things. It should be the abstract variable that tips the scales outside of policy and law. Come, Titus. Let us introduce ourselves to Gray’el’s prisoners. I am eager to hear their stories and how they became prisoners in paradise.”
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      Kasai watched Desdemonia stare at the ground for a long time. She brushed the foot of her worn, leather boot over the soft grass, smoothing it over from side-to-side. Eventually, she lifted her head to look directly at him. Her amber eyes reflected the golden light of the Elysian afternoon sun.

      “What else could I do?” she said and shrugged her shoulders.

      Kasai wasn’t sure what to say. So much had happened since fleeing the Monastery of Ordu with Master Choejor, when the black smoke of burning buildings and the sounds of his dying Brothers’ screams filled the air. That seemed like a lifetime ago. Since then, Kasai had inadvertently been the cause of something truly terrible. He should have died with the others at Ordu; then the world would be free of Sekka and that terrible Chaos Gate.

      Kasai didn’t want to think of the innocent people that now suffered because of his inability to control his anger. Oh, if he could only take back that one dreadful misstep to hurt Daku and make him pay for killing Master Choejor. No, not Daku, not anymore. Now his hateful friend had been reborn into a horrific thing. Khalkoroth was his name now. Daku was gone.

      Kasai rubbed his forehead, trying to put together the remaining pieces of the nightmare that wouldn’t end. He had unwittingly fallen into Sekka’s trap, and the archdevil had promptly stolen his soul, joining it with the soul of the demigod, Aetenos, which enabled her to open the Chaos Gate, a demonic portal between the Abyss and the Mortal Realm.

      Afterward, Illyria had given Kasai a quest to rescue Aetenos, who was imprisoned by Sekka somewhere on Gathos. Kasai had accepted without hesitation, knowing full well it was a fool’s errand, and he would most likely die trying.

      Against the odds, Kasai and his companions had freed Aetenos from his bonds only to reluctantly follow the Great Monk back into Furia Keep, where he sought to rescue his love. But Aetenos was mistaken. Illyria was never held against her will on Gathos. The ruse was just another cleverly laid trap by the wicked archdevil.

      Kasai had wrongly assumed once freed, Aetenos would resume his role of savior of the Three Kingdoms of Hanna, destroy the Chaos Gate, and deliver him and his companions from the Abyss. But instead of a heroic demigod, Kasai had found a broken man, one crazed and defeated.

      The Great Monk’s mind had been shattered under the wicked spells and torturous tools of the demon witch, Chedipe, and now madness bloomed, crowding the open space between too many cracks of his sanity.

      Kasai’s awareness and control of his xindu energy had grown. Aetenos’s tutelage of his new Ever Hero came at unlikely times and was filled with confusing riddles. Yet somehow, Kasai deciphered enough of his master’s teachings to perform incredible feats, but the cost to his sensibilities was high.

      Doubt still filled his young mind, and his thoughts desperately clung to old beliefs that magic of any kind, even when used for good, would inevitably harm and corrupt those who used it. And now Kasai felt as if the plague of magic lived within him.

      Master Choejor had said xindu energy was not magic, per se, but the vibrational life force found in everything. Kasai had learned to control the fundamental vibrations within himself at Ordu. Now, with the help of Master Aetenos, he was moving the objects around him. The extraordinary powers he wielded could not possibly be real, more likely a dark manifestation of a dream that should not be his.

      Yet, when he was calm, in a meditative peace, the Boundless spoke lost secrets to him, and the answers to impossible questions were revealed, coming unburdened of the need to know how or why.

      Then there was the battle against Sekka’s nemesis in the wastelands outside Furia Keep. The Red Devil, Zizphander, proved too strong for the addlebrained Aetenos and his newly proclaimed Ever Hero. Kasai had been crippled by a psionic attack and was in mortal danger.

      In desperation, Desdemonia had accepted an onyx ring from Sekka, which heightened her use of Elemenati magic but also mingled her blood with the blood of the archdevil. It was a condition she could not refuse if she wished to save Kasai.

      She was different now, changed somehow. And not for the better.

      But back to arranging the puzzle pieces. One moment he and Des, and the three of five remaining Kibo Gensai warriors who had begun the quest to protect Kasai and save Aetenos, were running for their lives from demons deep in the dungeons of Sekka’s stronghold on Gathos.

      He remembered finding the angel, Artiya’il splayed out on the torturer’s rack. Then, Illyria miraculously returned, filling the dreary chamber with a warm, bright light, offering hope and salvation. Gone were sights of miserable devices designed to inflict gruesome pain. The bloodstains soaked into the floor, or sprayed against the walls, were bleached away, and for a moment, the room was clean.

      Somehow, Illyria had found them and quickly magicked Kasai and his companions to Elysian, the first level of the Seven Heavens, where they were promptly captured by Gray’el, the Commander of the Praetor Guard, for heresy.

      And now, they were prisoners in Heaven.

      The pace of his life was now akin to running through a strange and unexplored forest during a moonless night. The twisted twigs from low hanging branches scratched his exposed skin and pulled at his clothing. Sticky strands of spider’s silk-covered his face, and with each breath, he inhaled more into his mouth, coating his tongue and teeth. No matter how he tried, he could not wipe the crisscrossing strands free and escape his destiny of being chosen as the next Ever Hero.

      “It’s ok, Des. We will figure this out. We’ll find a way,” Kasai said. However, he had no idea how that would happen. He was so tired. His body wanted to sleep, but that would not come. Instead, his thoughts traveled down a maze of winding corridors, overlapping and backtracking in a knot. But at least the environment was soothing.

      The golden sun shone high above their heads, warming away the deep chill set in their bones from long days fighting the bitter cold on Gathos. Before them, sweeping grass grew underfoot, sprinkled with patches of colorful wildflowers, and other small groves of trees that provided cool shade. The long days trapped in the Abyss had not been kind, and the weary companions found a bit of solace in their surroundings, although captives they remained.

      Their prison was not a typical four-walled cell like the cramped and dank enclosure found in Furia Keep’s dungeons. Here on Elysian, Kasai looked upon an open expanse for a far as his eyes could see. He could walk for what seemed like hours, unguarded and unchained, in any direction. However, he always returned to the same copse of birch trees with their black-and-white patterned trunks and broad, spade-shaped leaves of bright green. What seemed like hours of exploring to Kasai would result in only a few minutes away from his companions when he returned.

      “This is not right. Only the witch is guilty of breaking the sacred vows,” Orin said loud enough for everyone to hear. He pointed an accusatory finger at Desdemonia as he paced in a short circuit like a caged animal. Run-Run looked woefully at his older brother, Pallo, who in return gave the mute a half-smile.

      “The Ever Hero is right. We will solve this riddle together as we have since the beginning.” Pallo’s voice was reassuring, and Kasai was happy the elder Kibo Gensai warrior was on his side.

      Orin turned to Pallo, his face red with anger. “You heard that angel. We are heretics by association! The witch admits her guilt. Call the Praetor. Let him hear her confession and be done with this farce.” He grabbed a branch and snapped off a purple bud that had begun to blossom and crumbled it in his hands. “I’m Kibo Gensai, dammit! Each one of the scars on my body is a testament to my dedication to the faith.”

      Run-Run gasped and then slowly stepped away from Orin. His eyes immediately scanned the sky.

      “I’m not sure if you are allowed to do that here,” Kasai said. He looked to Aetenos for an answer. But the Great Monk sat motionless under a different tree, with his one eye closed and a patch over the other. The angels had dressed his companions’ wounds and gave them fresh clothes to wear. Kasai tilted his head to the side. Was that more obscure mumbling he heard coming from Aetenos’s lips, or was his master humming a tune? It sounded like a tune.

      “I have devoted myself to the destruction of evil for too many years to be treated like a common criminal. I say again, look at my face. Don’t these scars tell a different story?”

      “Actually, you pretty much look like a villain,” Desdemonia chimed in. “Am I right?” She looked at Kasai for confirmation, who gave her a rueful look. “What? He does.”

      Pallo pointed to a large boulder in the distance. “A rider comes.”

      Kasai and the others peered into the distance and saw a strange little man standing atop the back of a magnificent black steed, galloping toward them. The little man was covered in fur and resembled a child-size genie, with his arms folded across his hairy chest.

      The furry man was dressed in yellow silk pants and a vest that rivaled the colorful wildflowers growing in the surrounding field. Streaming golden ribbons billowed like pennants in the wind behind the Shire stallion’s black mane and tail. The horse’s black coat glistened in the pale golden light, as its thick muscles bunched and twitched as it ran.

      “Is that a monkey?” Desdemonia said in curious disbelief.

      “I think you’re right,” Kasai said.

      The stallion came to an abrupt halt in front the companions. With acrobatic skill, the monkey jumped off the back of the great horse and stood proudly before the group. He had weaved a lock of blue-green hair into the tan fur behind his ear. Then, he stroked the short, grey beard under his chin.

      “I am Zhao-Houzi, and this magnificent horse is Titus,” the animal spirit said.

      “I am Kasai Ch’ou,” Kasai bowed respectfully to the monkey.

      “You see, Titus, very polite,” Zhao Houzi said.

      The tall horse merely snorted. “Get on with it, Monkey. I wish to return to the fields of Heavenly Arcadia. The grass of Elysian is not to my taste.”

      “Titus, please. Be patient. I feel there is much at stake here.”

      “May I help you with something, Lord Zhao Houzi?” Kasai said.

      “I am not a lord. Zhao Houzi will do, or just Monkey, is fine, too,” Zhao Houzi said. A warm smile graced his furry face. “We have heard rumors of your tale, Soulless One, and have journeyed from the upper levels to hear the story from your lips. Perhaps your current dilemma can help us solve a friendly debate, which has reached an impasse.”

      “I can try,” Kasai said.

      “You are the Ever Hero, yes?” Zhou Houzi didn’t wait for Kasai to answer.

      Pallo and Run-Run eyed the talking monkey carefully. Aetenos remained under his tree. Orin stood apart, apparently not sure what to make of the strange duo.

      “And you are a Daughter of the Forest, yes? Come closer, let me have a better look at you,” Zhao Houzi said. He carefully gripped her wrist in the delicate fingers of one hand, and with his other, he gently extended the finger which held the onyx ring. “Ah, yes, here’s the problem.”

      His sapphire-blue eyes scrutinized the onyx ring as he rotated her wrist back and forth. “I would imagine there is no taking it off.”

      Desdemonia raised her eyebrows in wonder at Zhao Houzi and nodded to the talking monkey. “Yes, and I fear removing the finger will cause more damage than I can bear.”

      “You mean it will end you.”

      “Something like that.”

      Kasai gasped. “What? How do you know?”

      “I see, I see,” Zhao Houzi said, and let Desdemonia’s hand drop to her side. “Titus, what do you think?”

      “There is no need for speculation or discussion. That’s an onyx ring. You know better than anyone who makes them and enslaves those who wear them to her will. She bears the taint of Chaos, and the Law of Heaven is clear in this matter. Her soul is forfeit and must return to the Abyss.”

      Orin came straight over. “You see! Let the witch burn. She’s an outsider here.”

      Zhao Houzi stroked his short beard, contemplating Orin’s outburst. “You have open eyes, young warrior, yet it appears they see very little.”

      Orin’s mouth hung open as if to say more, then he turned and waved away the monkey’s assessment. “What does a talking monkey know? This creature is just another cruel joke made to make us look like fools.” He walked back to the shade of the birch trees, continuing to grumble to himself.

      Zhao Houzi was unphased by Orin’s outburst. “Laws can bend without breaking. There is an argument for removing guilt when indeed, the purest of intentions with no malice to dictate otherwise commences the performance of a vile act. Some leniency is in order where presently there is none.”

      “You would incite anarchy,” Titus countered.

      “I’m not so sure, my steadfast friend.” Zhao Houzi peered around Kasai to see Aetenos still leaning against an older birch tree. “Well met, my old friend. It appears you’ve lost an eye since we last met.”

      “Hello, Monkey, Titus. It’s another beautiful day in Heaven,” Aetenos said without opening his good eye. He gave a short wave in return, then went back to his humming.

      “Some things never change,” Zhao Houzi sighed.

      Titus whinnied. “You can easily see the corruption that festers in all humans exposed to raw Chaos. Even the mighty Aetenos has resigned himself to his fate.”

      “Titus, you know better than to assume anything when it comes to him.” Zhao Houzi crossed one arm across his chest, and the other he brought up to massage his chin.

      “I shall endeavor to help you. I am curious to see if one can be saved by the purity of intention and not solely condemned by the act of a deed.”

      Zhao Houzi leaped onto the back of the black horse. “Until we meet again, Soulless One. Keep hope in your heart and know you have a friend in Heaven.”

      Kasai watched the odd couple trot away and eventually vanished in the distance.

      “That was…unusual,” Desdemonia said.

      “Heaven is a confusing place. Who would have known there were so many rigid laws and harsh punishments?” Kasai said.

      Aetenos opened his eye. “The Monkey Sage is wise.”

      “Master, why did Illyria bring us here? We did what she asked. Why must we be punished?”

      Aetenos looked intently at Desdemonia. “Punished or purified. In the Seven Heavens, there is a thin line separating the two.”

      “We of the Kibo Gensai are innocent. We fight only for good,” Orin stated matter-of-factly. “Heaven should welcome us with open arms and sing songs of our deeds.”

      “There are many realms or levels you might refer to as Heaven, young warrior. They are called by many names, but most refer to them as Elysian, Eden, Arcadia, Erewhon, Canaan, Paradise, and the seventh and highest level of Tanalum.

      “Each level is specific and carries its own behaviors, yet there is one steadfast rule, which states that law and order must be maintained according to the Laws of Heaven. There is no in-between. The Seven Heavens create an opposite mirror to the Abyss, and act as a counterweight to the insanity of chaos with the Mortal Realm acting as the fulcrum,” Aetenos said as if giving a proper explanation as to why the authorities of Heaven were ignoring Orin’s declaration.

      He then closed his eye and added, “But fear not, all is as it should be. Whether me or another who will rise to take my place, there will always be someone to carry the torch of hope to brighten the hearts of men during dark times.”

      “What do you mean? Are you giving up? That Zhou Houzi monkey-person just said he would help us,” Kasai said, exasperated that after all they had endured, Aetenos had resigned himself to his fate.

      “As one light is lit, another fades to darkness. It is the way of the Great Balance,” Aetenos said.

      “Another? Who? An angel?”

      “Be patient. Now is the time to rest and to wait.”

      “Wait? Wait for what?”

      “Why, the answers, of course. You will find not all is as it seems on the surface. Do not fall into the same trap as young Orin. Now, come here and let us speak of surrender.”

      “Surrender, Master Aetenos? That’s it? The fight is over, and we just give up?”

      “Give up? No. My goodness, what are they teaching you at Ordu these days?” Aetenos said. “The fight is eternal. One battle ends and another begins. It is the natural way of things. I speak of a different type of surrender, one of acceptance and understanding.”

      “The Boundless.”

      “Yes, my son, the Boundless.” Aetenos reached out and held Kasai’s hand, forearm, and then shoulder. “You must accept that this flesh is not you. It’s merely one crude way to describe you. Same as your name or the language you choose to speak. The real you will always be in motion and constantly changing. Therefore, what you felt a moment ago is no longer you. It belongs to a different you and has no bearing on who you are now.”

      Kasai just stared at the demigod.

      “Got it?”

      A soothing breeze blew through the birch trees, gently swaying the branches. Kasai heard a soft rustle overhead as the leaves fluttered on their stalks. He brought his hand to his sash, where Ninziz-zida usually was holstered. She had been taken by the Protectorate Guard when the party first entered Elysian. He longed for her reassuring warmth now.

      “Well?” Aetenos pressed.

      A thought came to Kasai’s mind. “Ninziz-zida is connected to the Boundless.”

      “You are a quick study when you remove doubt from your mind. Yes, she surrendered herself to the Boundless when the need of the Three Realms was great. She became something unique and pure.”

      “What was she before?” Kasai asked.

      “That is for her to reveal to you when you are ready. But first, you must earn her unconditional trust. To do so, you must surrender yourself to the Boundless as well. Remember, you are not the past you, and you will be a different you in the future. You are the present you and no other you. Everyone is separate.

      “When you surrender being Kasai, you will be nothing. And then you and Ninziz-zida will truly be one. Makes sense, right? Good,” Aetenos said. He smiled and went back to his tree, sat down and fell asleep.

      Kasai thought maybe he should just stop talking to Aetenos all together.
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      Zizphander’s army lined the horizon of the Wastelands of Thresh. The fiery glow of his warriors and lumbering war beasts lit the swirling sky in an aura of rosy arrogance. He commanded an endless horde, and Sekka wondered again what Xerthotha hoped to gain by destroying her. Was this payback for defeating the Red Devil centuries ago? Xerthotha should have seen she was the abler devil and given her a nod for her trickery and cunning. Why then had he chosen Zizphander again as his champion instead of her? It boggled the mind.

      Sekka was meticulous in her planning and calculated the consequences of her actions before unleashing any one of her many schemes to gather more power in the Abyss. She thought back through the centuries, trying to remember any other possible slight or insult she may have caused the Great Chaos Devil, directly or indirectly. She could find none. Could he possibly have been holding a grudge all this time, or was there a more complicated equation she had overlooked?

      Kotto’gyges rolled through Furia Keep’s gates, followed by his bodyguard of five, chaos-tainted maidens. They were called the Nu Kua and wore light green armor, sculpted to resemble bare-chested, muscular women. Each had the lower body of a thick snake covered in a kaleidoscope of purple, blue, and green scales.

      The five bodyguards slithered into the courtyard and fanned out around Kotto’gyges. In each hand, they held a long, tapered scimitar, which caught the pale light of Gathos along its edge. Each wore a sleek helm, which covered what was surely a cruel-looking face and molded in the appearance of a fearsome scowl.

      The lumbering jol’goths positioned around the perimeter of the courtyard vibrated in agitation at the presence of a foreign force in Furia Keep. Some paced back and forth and gnashed their ice crystal teeth or growled to show their displeasure. Many pounded their fists into the snow-covered stones of the courtyard.

      Sekka watched the demon prince slow to a stop. The stench from the realm of Azrollorza filled her courtyard. Yet another sacrifice I must endure to reach my goals, she thought. Sekka glanced back over her shoulder to see if Zizphander had moved closer, but the Red Devil had stayed his advance. Such a blind fool. He seeks to set fear in my heart at the sight of his overwhelming numbers. She sucked at her teeth. It was time to show Zizphander the real power of Gathos.

      A defensive strategy was forming in her head as she walked to the door at the end of the rampart and descended the stairs to the courtyard. “Azrollorza gives me no choice but to accept the arrival of her troops, and payment for their use will be steep. She shadows every step I take and forces me to do her bidding.”

      Sekka had been outmaneuvered, and she knew it. Her fists clenched at her sides. “One day I will be the greater devil. And on that day, I will show her what it means to be the slave.”

      But it would not be today. Sekka could not fight the army of Kotto’gyges and Zizphander’s horde at the same time.

      An image of Gerun Shiverrig, the self-proclaimed Aj-Kahun, came to her mind. Sekka’s spies had reported that a small host of hybrid demons had hidden around the Chaos Gate’s perimeter in Trosk. What was that clever mortal up to now? Did he mean to subvert her hold on the entrance to the Mortal Realm? Or was he was watching her movement and assessing her strength. Unlike the demons she commanded, Shiverrig was patient, which was a dangerous trait in an adversary.

      Sekka sent a brief telepathic communication to Aeshmara in the Mortal Realm. +Return to the Chaos Gate in haste. Hold the portal at all costs. Keep whatever souls you have collected safe. I will need them soon. If Shiverrig gets in your way, remove him, otherwise let him live for now. He may still prove useful. But capture his troops. The screams of his half-breed mongrels will nourish the Orthods in their pits.+

      Sekka heard only indistinguishable mumblings and wondered if other forces were tampering with her ability to communicate with her minions. Then a warbled voice penetrated the distortion. +It is done, my Queen. Dai-Ko-Zior has captured Shiverrig and leashed his dog. My brother has them both well kept.+

      At least she could count on Aeshmara to successfully carry out her orders. Sekka soon reached the courtyard and prepared herself for a contest of strength. Kotto’gyges was a formidable demon prince, filled with arcane knowledge, some she suspected would be unknown to her, but he could not rival the power of an archdevil.

      She remained in her mortal form for obvious reasons. She did not need to destroy Kotto’gyges, and there was simply too much raw strength in her demonic body. With so many distractions, it would be difficult to control her bloodlust if it came to blows.

      “Kotto’gyges, welcome to Furia Keep,” Sekka said in a neutral tone. “I honor your arrival with the command of the armies of Azrollorza and Furia Keep. Untold glories await you in the coming battle.”

      If she were lucky, Kotto’gyges would be more interested in grappling with the Red Devil than testing the extent of her strength. But she doubted luck was with her.

      Kotto’gyges’s eye stalks twisted and turned, assessing the keep and its inner fortifications. He gave a brief but disdainful chuckle at the jol’goths frustrated antics. Then his eyes aligned to focus on Sekka.

      “Azrollorza sent me to keep you safe, devil, but now that I am here, I have thoughts of my own. Perhaps Kotto’gyges should rule here instead of just babysitting one so helpless as you.” The demon prince’s voice came from many mouths, each slightly overlapping the others.

      “I am in no mood for a contest of barbed words and shallow threats. Azrollorza wishes to test me, fine. I expected as much. It’s a fortunate day for me that she has sent only you. Come, let us get this over with, Kotto’gyges. I have a war to end.”

      “Yesss…,” Kotto’gyges hissed. “Much has been said of your boldness and delicious, wicked nature. I see it was not untrue. Yet so few have sampled the taste of your flesh. Kotto’gyges hungers for Sekka, to whet his appetite before dispatching the lapdog of Xerthotha.”

      Clumps of snow gathered and swirled around Sekka, crystalizing into shards. Soon a spinning shield of razor-sharp ice surrounded her. Kotto’gyges chortled, “Ah, this will not stop Kotto’gyges from a savory meal of Sekka’s flesh.”

      “No, but it will hurt.” Sekka readied a spell that would freeze Kotto’gyges where he stood on bladed appendages. She only wanted to stop him and make him yield. If she destroyed the demon prince, she would lose an asset in the coming battle.

      Then Sekka was distracted by a commotion off to the side. She glanced to the left and saw Lord Oziax pushing aside two jol’goths, then racing forward in the space between them.

      “KOTTO’GYGES!” Lord Oziax roared. The demon lord thundered into the courtyard, already half-changed from the shape of an elegant prince to his bestial, infernal self. His cloven hooves kicked up snow and clacked on the stone floor of the courtyard. In one hand, he gripped the black hell-blade, Void. Black vapors rose from the dark iron. Five tentacles slithered from his other hand where fingers would be.

      Oziax’s human facial features dissolved into the shape of a brutish animal skull. What skin remained was stretched thin along its surface. Pale purple eyes within the dark, empty sockets locked on Kotto’gyges as black horns spiraled and curled from his forehead. The coarse, white hair of his back bristled in anger.

      Kotto’gyges twisted a quarter of his blue eye stalks in the direction of the rampaging Oziax. Just as many arms swiveled in the same direction, dagger pointed tips hovered menacingly at the warlord.

      “I wondered if Oziax the Soul Breaker would dare show his face in my presence. I’m surprised to see your head is still joined to your body.” Some of Kotto’gyges’s mouths spoke in unison, while others laughed in a high-pitched squeal. “You must bring Kotto’gyges the boy monk called the Ever Hero. I should like to congratulate him on such a memorable victory.”

      Oziax came fast and leaped at the mocking demon prince only to be turned aside by Kotto’gyges’s bodyguards’ sharp blades. Five pairs of steel flashed in front of Oziax, aiming to cut down the demon lord. The Nu Kua tails twitched and squirmed, pushing the ground layer of snow into small banks. Sekka heard the Nu Kua hiss with wicked intent through their masks.

      “Yesss…Soul Breaker, join the brothel of Kotto’gyges. My Nu Kua need a new playmate,” Kotto’gyges cooed. “Your queen shall join you soon.”

      The sound of movement from Zizphander’s army was carried on the howling winds and sucked into the immense courtyard. The blueish stalks covering Kotto’gyges fleshy bulk swayed to the music of coming battle. “It is a festive day at Furia Keep with so many great lords who wish to destroy Sekka of Gathos.”

      “I don’t have time for this. You will serve me, or you will die,” Sekka snarled. She sent the swirling ice shards into Kotto’gyges. As she expected, the demon prince had a protective aegis placed around his body. The ice shards melted upon impact of its surface.

      “Oh, ho, ho. Your icy kisses do not hurt Kotto’gyges.” The demon prince began to mouth the words to a spell.

      “No, but this will.”

      Sekka raised her hands and uttered words of dark magic faster than Kotto’gyges could counter. The clouds overhead gathered into a vortex and funneled down, encasing Kotto’gyges in a cyclone of cold. The Nu Kua were scattered haphazardly across the courtyard from the gale-force winds.

      Oziax crouched low, impaling Void into the ground. He wrapped his tentacles around his hand for support and braced himself against the shrieking winds. Somehow, he maintained his grip on the sword hilt while the coarse hair covering his back billowed behind him.

      Sekka brushed away the spell with a sweep of her hand, dismissing the storm clouds as quickly as she had summoned them. When the air cleared, a transparent membrane of ice coated Kotto’gyges, freezing the demon prince in place. Some of his eye-stalks looked up at the storm that had plunged down on him, while others focused on her. Most of his dagger-tipped appendages were aimed at her, while the remaining ones braced against the freezing wind.

      Sekka took note that many of Kotto’gyges’s mouths were trapped in different shapes, and she wondered if she studied the various positions of his lips and tongues, could she decipher the spell he was about to cast. However, it didn’t matter now.

      She turned her wicked gaze to the slowly rising Nu Kua. They picked up their scimitars and glared back at the archdevil as they slithered forward. Sekka sighed. There was still too much to do. Her forces were not in place, and Furia Keep was vulnerable.

      She waved for her jol’goths to intervene. Thirty of the massive demons sprang into action, forming a wall of imposing muscle, teeth, and claw between the Nu Kua and Sekka. Oziax had risen and moved to the head of the line.

      Sekka proceeded to Kotto’gyges’s side and melted the ice over one of his open mouths.

      “Kotto’gyges shall have you!” the mouth shouted in defiance.

      “Tsk-tsk,” Sekka shook her head. “What did you think would happen here?”

      “Kotto’gyges shall— Aargh!” The demon prince screamed in pain. Sekka held the broken half of an ice-embalmed eye-stalk in her hand like a wand. “Shall I snap off another?”

      Oziax now stood next to her and circled the point of Void at the other eye-stalks. “He has plenty more to choose from.”

      Sekka melted the ice from another eye-stalk. Once it was free from the ice, it swerved in all directions, assessing its situation and the damage to its body. Blue blood oozed from the broken stalk that now hung limply across its ice-encased body.

      Sekka grabbed the thawed shaft, squeezing it while looked directly into its eye. “You now understand, yes?”

      The end section of the eye-stalk nodded once. Sekka then thawed another stalk that ended in a mouth and engraved a deep, ice-blue rune into the fleshy part of the shaft. She enjoyed hearing Kotto’gyges groan as he realized what she had done.

      “Yesss, Kotto’gyges,” Sekka mockingly hissed. “You know what I have placed on you. Who do you serve now?”

      The eye-stalk reluctantly nodded again in acceptance. “Kotto’gyges serves the Frost Queen, Sekka.”

      Sekka placed her open hands on the ice membrane covering the bulk of his body and issued a word of command. The remaining ice sloughed away, and Kotto’gyges collapsed to the ground. He slowly maneuvered to stand. Lord Oziax stood with the point of Void pressed into the demon prince’s flesh.

      “That won’t be necessary, Lord Oziax. Kotto’gyges knows his place.”

      Oziax lowered his sword, albeit with hesitation.

      The Nu Kuna slithered to their demon prince, stretching their scimitars at Oziax, letting him know that they would still protect their master should the need arise.

      Sekka then heard howls and screeches in the wind, and she realized Zizphander had ordered his horde forward. She would never get the army of Azrollorza within the walls of Furia Keep in time. The troops were in disarray and presently without a commanding officer to lead them.

      “Blast it. Why can it never be easy?”

      Chedipe hobbled into the courtyard. “My queen! The Red Devil advances. Azrollorza’s army awaits orders but is unraveling. Infighting has begun.”

      Sekka turned to her warlords. “Kotto’gyges, get your troops under control. Order the infantry of fiends into the field. Use them as a buffer until we can fully mobilize and mount a proper offensive. Arrange your armored warriors in five groups and place them around the walls of Furia Keep. Go!” The pupils in Kotto’gyges’s eyes grew small in a moment of defiance.

      Then, the ice-blue rune Sekka had engraved in one of the stalks blazed with white light. The archdevil saw some of his pupils enlarge as his eyeballs glazed over, but no cry of pain came from his mouths. Kotto’gyges acknowledged the command and rolled away. The Nu Kua slithered behind him out of the gates.

      Sekka turned to Oziax. “Find the leader of the D’xyston Riders. Look for the largest of the floating Takuun outside the gates. That’s where you’ll find him. Bring them all over the walls. We will reserve the flying beasts and their riders until the battle develops. Also, get the jol’goths to the ramparts. They will defend the walls from a breach.”

      Oziax wasted no time racing past the heavy gates and into the battlefield. Sekka knew Oziax wanted this battle more than she. If he could find redemption in her eyes, it would be out there on the battlefield.

      “Chedipe, go to the dungeons and fetch me that fool, Aetenos, his mind slave, and the Wood Witch. But leave the other three men under guard. Tell the heroes I will slay their friends if they do not come peacefully.”

      Chedipe’s pale skin turned pasty white with fear.

      “What is it? Speak!” Sekka commanded.

      “The prisoners have escaped, my queen.”

      “WHAT?” Sekka screamed. “When?”

      “Chedipe does not know. She has been occupied with the defense of the keep. Poor Chedipe serves Sekka faithfully. She did not know until today.”

      “A thousand curses on that monk!”

      “Chedipe will find him. He will not escape.”

      “No, you will come with me now to wake Cymeryes from his icy slumber. It’s time to end this nuisance for the last time.”

      The war cries of the advancing horde echoed in the courtyard and the frozen ground quaked from the pounding steps of countless fiends.

      “Come. We must reach the Chamber of Awakening before it is too late,” Sekka said and rushed inside.

      “We are already doomed,” Chedipe cried but followed Sekka, nonetheless.
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      “For Baroqia!” Lord Fritta yelled and raced forward, bringing the fight to the archers before they could lose their deadly arrows.

      Shiverrig heard Fritta’s battle cry and saw the First General rush the enemy as black arrows flew from their bows. Miraculously, Fritta deflected two shafts that would have pierced his light breastplate at such close range.

      Shiverrig felt the force of an arrow punch through his thigh and quiver to a stop when it struck bone. He glared through watery eyes as the sharp sting of the arrowhead brought the battle intimately close. No time for pain, he thought.

      +Jynxx! You vile creature. Why didn’t you warn me? If I die, you die!+ Shiverrig blasted the thought to the symbiotic demon who shared his body.

      +Jynxx cares nothing for Shiverrig’s mortal life. When he dies, Jynxx will return home and suffer no more torment from the Great Chaos Devil.+

      Shiverrig gritted his teeth. +It will not be as easy as that.+  He severed the connection and rushed forward to support Fritta’s valiant yet futile attack.

      A shrieking blur of white fur and snarling, purple gums shot past Shiverrig and barreled into the line of archers. Khalkoroth was in a berserker’s rage and threw himself into the enemy’s front line. His arms thrust out quick as the wind, and black bows cartwheeled in the air. He grappled with three archers at once, ripping off the face of one before hitting the ground. Blue blood sprayed his muzzle and chest as a reward.

      The other two archers remained entangled with their faceless comrade and frantically squirmed out from under Khalkoroth’s bear-sized frame. Larger demons with wicked, serrated-shaped polearms and unsheathed swords came in fast. Khalkoroth reached up with an open hand and grabbed the chipped blade of a sword chopping down to his back. He snapped the steel in half like a dry twig, and in a flash, he threw the pointed shard into the chest of its wielder. But, the old steel bounced harmlessly off the demon’s stony hide.

      Left of Khalkoroth, a grisly demon covered in snake scales had kicked Fritta to the ground. The First General raised his sword to ward off the killing blow, but Shiverrig knew it wouldn’t be enough. The demon brought his polearm above his head, sporting a spear tip barbed on four sides.

      Shiverrig lunged forward to the fallen Fritta and thrust his sword into the demon’s exposed ribs. The demon screamed in pain and tried to spin away from the blade. But Shiverrig braced his good leg into the ground and held tight on the grip of his sword. The demon’s horrific wail intensified as his momentum carried the steel across his torso.

      A satisfied but short-lived smile graced Shiverrig’s face. More of Aeshmara’s warriors had gathered closer and bore down on the three allies. The company of half-breeds Shiverrig had brought from Qaqal would have equalized this fight, but foolishly he had left them at the base camp. +Jynxx, you will pay for addling my mind.+

      Shiverrig hauled Fritta to his feet. “Get up!” he shouted and turned to see how the pale demon fared. Khalkoroth’s muddied white fur was covered in blue blood, much of it now his own. Two black shafts protruded awkwardly from his back but didn’t seem to hamper the white beast. He rose to his full height and moved to lunge at one of the enemy demons.

      “STOP!” Dai-Ko-Zior’s eerie voice boomed through the camp.

      The entire melee froze as if commanded by an unseen force. With great effort of will, Shiverrig slowly turned around and saw a haze of swirling green mist flowing out of the tent. Then a hooded figure materializing within the fog.

      “And now this,” Shiverrig said. He could feel the tension on his body relaxing as the sorcerer’s spell wore off. Then his back erupted in an explosion of pain. He twisted his neck, fearing the worst, and saw a black shafted arrow protruding from his armor.

      Dai-Ko-Zior’s raspy voice slithered through the air like a snake, aimed at the archer who had loosed the arrow. The slender demon dropped his bow and stepped backward. He shrieked and ran in fear. A loud crack broke the camp’s silence as the fleeing demon lurched unnaturally in mid-step and fell to the ground. His neck, back, legs, twisted and broken.

      “They shall not be harmed,” Dai-Ko-Zior breathed the words out in a raspy whisper as if he stood intimately close to Shiverrig and spoke in his ear. Shiverrig noticed Aeshmara’s demon warriors looking questioningly at one another, not sure if they should obey what must have been the same message or follow the orders of their leader.

      Aeshmara stormed at Dai-Ko-Zior from the right. Her eyes blazed, and she scowled menacingly at her brother. “You dare usurp my command? I will gut you along with the others if I must. The lives of these mortals are mine.”

      Dai-Ko-Zior carefully removed the hood from his head. Thin, brownish-green hair, resembling limp, water reeds that had long ago lost their will to live, clung to the weathered skin of his face. His eyes were sunk in deep sockets, hiding their shape. The sorcerer’s face was gaunt, and his skin radiated a pale-green sheen. The rest of what could only be a frail and skeletal body remained under thick robes.

      “Do not tempt me to dishonor my pledge to the Frost Queen, sister. I vowed to keep you among the living if I could during her inconsequential foray into this realm. But my patience has its limits, as does my willingness to honor a promise to one who is destined to fail.”

      “I am in command here, not you,” Aeshmara seethed.

      “I have no desire to command the broken legion of a devil vying for unreachable power. I serve titans of another time and dimension and have come to the Mortal Realm for a different purpose altogether.”

      “Then stay in the shadows, mumbling to your forgotten gods and let me carry out the Frost Queen’s will. I promise you; I will not hesitate to cut you down.”

      A thin smile crossed Dai-Ko-Zior’s white lips. “There are higher powers, beyond your sight and comprehension, that have become interested in this mortal. Shiverrig’s fate has been altered. He is to live. As will the beast, Khalkoroth.”

      “I am owed blood. And I will have it!”

      Dai-Ko-Zior walked to the unsteady body of Fritta. “Fine. If you must kill something, then satisfy your bloodlust on this one. He is meaningless to my masters.”

      Shiverrig knew what was coming, but the arrowhead still lodged in his thigh, and the throbbing pain in his back made him slow to react. Dai-Ko-Zior mumbled garbled words then grabbed Fritta by the rear neck molding of his cuirass and threw him with preternatural strength to Aeshmara’s feet.

      Dai-Ko-Zior pointed to a demon close to Aeshmara. “Bind these two and secure them in my tent until I call for them. We embark on a long journey soon.”

      The demon instinctively bowed to Dai-Ko-Zior but looked to Aeshmara for direction. Aeshmara sheathed her daggers. Her eyes lit with furious hatred. “Do it. And string this one up to one of those boulders.” She pointed to Fritta. “Tie him tight to ensure his screams are loud enough to be heard all the way to Gathos.”

      Shiverrig and Khalkoroth were taken away and bound back-to-back to a pole in Dai-Ko-Zior’s tent. The green mists within made the inside light unnaturally even and flat, creating a shadowless environment. The outside noise vanished as soon as the tent flap was sealed. The area was deathly calm.

      Shiverrig clenched his jaw. Losing the First General was an unfortunate casualty, but at least he still lived, as did Khalkoroth.

      “You have doomed us to a fate worse than death. Our bodies will be stretched and broken, but not before our skin is flayed and the jelly of our eyes are sucked dry by demon leeches,” Khalkoroth wailed.

      “Would you shut your snout and let me think of a way out of this?” Shiverrig said. He was surprised at the change of demeanor in Khalkoroth. No longer was bravado dripping from every word out of his needle-toothed mouth. Was the pale demon genuinely fearful of what lay in store for them if they didn’t escape?

      “You sound just like Daku,” Shiverrig teased.

      Khalkoroth pulled hard against the tent shaft, shifting the pole and pulling Shiverrig’s wrists with it. The demon had heard Dai-Ko-Zior speak of his association with Xerthotha. Whether Khalkoroth believed the sorcerer or not, the dimwit would eventually fit the puzzle pieces together and realize Shiverrig’s true intentions. And when that happened…

      Shiverrig would worry about that later. First, they needed to escape the camp, and right now, that seemed unlikely. He
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