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	Born of love and hate, King Biryn must fight between the two. The demons within surface when the woman he loves is abducted by his great-grandfather, the fallen god, Zohmes.
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	Gabriella Bradley

	 

	We are having a blast continuing this series. It has become quite the rollercoaster ride! To our readers...

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Cylena was in Zohmes’ clutches. The somber mood in Biryn’s chambers hung heavy around his dining table. They expected him to eat breakfast at a time like this? He pushed his food around on his plate. He couldn’t keep his mind off her and what she had to be going through. Guilt plagued him. She was so naïve, so innocent, and to be suddenly spirited away by that fiend? He should never have left her and should have fought the lethargy that had attacked him, and stayed by her side. Anger gnawed deep within, hatred for the entity that had placed a sleep spell on him, killed Raollin, and had captured her. Sadness overwhelmed him for a moment at the death of his personal assistant, his friend for so many years.

	“Biryn, you must eat. It will not help Cylena if you starve yourself,” Brenn said, interrupting his thoughts.

	He flung his fork, sending it clattering onto his plate. “We should already be in Yanata searching for her! Why the delay? We should go now!”

	Astiana, sitting next to him, patted his arm reassuringly. “We need to go to the Clyss first, Biryn.”

	Biryn took a deep breath to try to curb his impatience. Cylena needed him now and all he met with was resistance. “What could we possibly need at the Clyss?”

	Ciara answered. “Before we can go to Yanata, your powers must be restored. For that, we need to go to the Clyss. Only the god Izarus, the one above all the gods and goddesses, can do so.”

	Biryn jumped up, sending his chair crashing back. “Powers? What powers? I never had magick.”

	Astiana stood and clasped his hand. “Oh, but you did, grandson. You are descended from the gods. Zohmes stripped you of your powers when you were an infant.”

	Biryn picked up his chair, slammed it into place, then sat back down. Astiana returned to sit beside him. Gods, so many secrets. How much more information about himself and his family was hidden from him? He was still trying to get used to the idea that she was his great-grandmother. “Why did I not know about this?”

	Ciara gave him a sympathetic look. “Rania has only told Astiana and me about this now. Only the gods and goddesses knew. You have not really needed your magick, but you are getting ready to go on a dangerous quest. You will need your restored powers to complete it.”

	“It also requires four of us, with the help of Izarus and the goddesses, to transport us all to Yanata,” Icaras told the king.

	Biryn rubbed his forehead. “By the gods, I would not know how to use it.”

	“We will teach and help you,” Astiana assured him.

	“Will we be able to call out our lions when we’re there?” Ivran asked.

	“Yes. You will,” Ciara answered.

	Erica snorted. “I feel left out. Three lions, two dragons, a sorcerer, and two sorceresses, and now Biryn will have powers, too. All I’ve got is a magic sword.”

	“You have a lion at your side to protect you.” Laro kissed her on the cheek.

	“You forgot me. And I do not even have a magick sword.” Aldis grinned. “I requested fleet weapons for all. They arrived a little while ago. We will also each have a long-range proton phaser. They are larger than our hand weapons, but they are much stronger. We do not know what we are going to find in Yanata.”

	“Probably fucking gigantic monsters, maybe an army of them,” Erica muttered, eliciting a giggle from Ciara.

	“Should we take some of the engineered soldiers with us?” Brenn asked.

	Ciara shook her head. “No, not possible. They are not human and cannot be transported to Yanata.”

	“So only ten of us will be going,” Ivran stated.

	“We might be only ten, but together we are a mightier force than any army you can imagine,” Astiana told them.

	Taylith arrived, his sword strapped to his back. He had left the party early and had taken Tomas and Kira back to Brenn’s estate.

	“Morning, everyone.”

	“Have you eaten, Taylith?” Ciara asked.

	“Yes, thank you. I have arranged for more protection for Kira, Tomas, Reana, and Issa. I have called in the help of several of my dragon friends. They are already at Brenn’s estate and will watch over them while we are gone.”

	“Thank you, Taylith. That makes me feel better.” Laro breathed a sigh of relief.

	Aldis stood. “Now that we are all here, I suggest we fetch our packs and get ready to leave.” He turned to Biryn. “I also requested fleet uniforms and boots for you. You cannot go with us dressed in your night clothes, or royal attire.”

	Biryn looked down at his clothing. Because of the upheaval, he had forgotten that he was still wearing his nightclothes. “Oh, yes. I will be fast.”

	“Would you like someone to help you get dressed?” Brenn asked.

	Biryn, already on his way to his bedroom, turned. “Brenn! Do you really think I cannot dress myself? I am quite capable.”

	“Sorry,” Brenn murmured and smiled.

	Aldis looked at Ciara, Icaras, and Astiana. “There are fleet clothes and boots waiting for you as well. Please go and change into them. Same for you, Taylith. We will be taking mostly dried foods with us. The kitchen staff has made packs for us containing fresh food that will last maybe two or three days, but as you all know, food will not stay good for longer than that. We need to be cautious with water. I doubt we will find anything edible or drinkable.”

	Biryn returned quite fast, his sword strapped on and a backpack slung over one shoulder. “I am ready.”

	“The rest of you, go and get changed and get your things,” Aldis ordered.

	Biryn paced impatiently. His nerves were more than frayed, his thoughts on Cylena and the horrors he could only imagine she must be dealing with. “What is taking them so long?”

	Astiana was first to return. She walked up to Biryn, stopped his pacing, and placed her hand on his forehead. Instantly, the turmoil and anxiety disappeared. “Thank you, eh... I am still not sure what to call you. Grandmother?”

	Astiana chuckled. “Gods, no. Astiana will do just fine.”

	Several servants arrived, carrying trays of food packs, wineskins, waterskins, and some fruit that could last more than a day.

	Meanwhile, the others had returned. Opening their packs, they quickly gathered their supplies.

	Astiana held out a small package. “What is this?”

	“It’s a skin suit. If temperatures are too cold, you wear it under your fleet uniform, and it will warm you,” Aldis told her.

	Erica snorted and reminded him, “What good will they do? The last time you had me wear one it almost fried me to a bacon crisp.”

	Biryn shook his head and looked at Laro. “Does she always utter such strangeness?” Then he asked Erica, “What is a bacon crisp?”

	“Not sure how to explain. It is made from pork, meat from the pig. Long strips. Cooked, as in well done, like heavily smoked salted meat, and the strips are very crunchy.”

	“Erica, the skin suits have been redesigned. After our mission to find Icaras and the quest to the Cavaulal Mountains, our scientists redesigned the suit with a regulator to adjust the body temperature to a comfortable level. It will heat—or cool no more than is necessary for the wearer’s bodily comfort,” Aldis explained.

	“Where are the weapons?” Biryn asked.

	“Waiting for us in the hovercraft. Is everyone ready?”

	They filed out of Biryn’s quarters and headed for the courtyard to the waiting craft.

	 

	It didn’t take them long to arrive at the Clyss. Biryn landed the hovercraft close to the pool. Before they left the craft, he handed each their weapons.

	“Make sure your backpacks are all strapped on securely,” Brenn said.

	Biryn gazed at his surroundings. The Clyss was always full of life. The valley was carpeted in soft, green grasses, lush, colorful blooms surrounding the basin. Nyctea birds flew around them, chirping noisily, while fish jumped from the water of the pool and dove back in. How could everything be so peaceful here, while life elsewhere was in such turmoil?

	Astiana placed her hand on his shoulder. “Biryn, you need to come with us.”

	She, Ciara, and Icaras, followed by Biryn, walked a short distance away from the others. They stood around Biryn, holding hands, and began to chant.

	Dark clouds drifted over the Clyss, lightning slashing through them. A face appeared above the little group. Biryn gazed at it in awe. It was a kind face, lined, yet ageless, surrounded by long, snow-white hair. The god had a long, white beard. His piercing silver eyes gazed at them.

	Small twinkling lights showered down, and Rania appeared, accompanied by Azphine.

	“Who is it that called my name?” his voice thundered through the valley.

	Rania and Azphine spoke in unison. “We did, oh, Sacred One.”

	“And who are the humans?”

	“Sacred One, they are Ciara, dragon princess, Icaras, son of Cewrick, the evil sorcerer we defeated, and Astiana, the goddess recently released from her prison of stone. She was once Zohmes’ mate. She has been granted permission to live as a human. The one standing in their midst is King Biryn. In infancy, Zohmes stripped him of his powers.”

	“And what is your request?”

	“Sacred One, we request respectfully that you restore Biryn’s powers so that we may rescue his lifemate from Zohmes’ clutches. He has taken her to Yanata.”

	“There are several humans in the other group. They will not survive Yanata.”

	Biryn’s heart sank. If the others could not survive Yanata, then the four of them would not stand a chance either.

	“Sacred One, we—”

	“Silence!”

	Biryn watched the face disappear. “Now what?” he asked.

	Ciara pursed her lips. “Ssh. The god has not left us. Just wait.”

	The face appeared again, white hair flying as if Izarus stood in a fierce wind. This time, they could see the upper half of his body. He was dressed in pure white-and-gold robes that fluttered around him. In his hand, his fingers encased in gold rings, he held a golden staff with a dragon’s head at the top. He lifted the staff and shouted something in a language Biryn couldn’t understand. The staff glowed and radiated a bright white light surrounding them all, not just the goddesses and the little group, but the others as well. Lightning began to strike down, touching each. Biryn had to close his eyes. The intense glare hurt too much.

	The two goddesses chanted. He stood quietly waiting until a bolt of lightning struck him. Instantly, a charge circulated throughout his body. He felt warm all over. His skin tingled.

	“The sacred council of gods and goddesses have agreed this is a special circumstance and with their approval, we have granted your request. Zohmes has angered us greatly. We will help you in your quest to rescue Cylena. We will also assist you in your missions to defeat Zohmes and send him to the bowels of Yanata for all eternity. Do remember, the evil that permeates Ierilia cannot be conquered and defeated overnight. You have all been granted limited magick, even the female from another planet. Go in peace, children.”

	The clouds faded. The god disappeared, as did the goddesses.

	“Did I hear that right?” Erica said.

	“I think so. It seems the god has gifted us all with some powers,” Brenn answered.

	“Wow. I don’t feel any different right now. When the lightning struck me, I experienced a shock throughout my body and was tingly all over, but now I’m back to normal.” Erica rubbed her arms, her chest, then her legs.

	Biryn walked toward them. “I don’t notice a difference. I had the same experience, Erica.”

	Aldis shifted his pack on his shoulders. “I think we all did.”

	“Being able to shift into a lion is enough for me,” Ivran added.

	Ciara, Astiana, and Icaras joined them. “Time will tell what the gods have gifted everyone with. I know Biryn has his full powers restored, but we will have to guide him,” Astiana said.

	Erica scrunched up her face. “Well, if I have powers, I sure as hell need guidance.”

	“I think most of us will,” Laro agreed.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Biryn’s impatience was growing steadily. Cylena had been taken hours ago, and it could take days to rescue her. “Now we must go to Yanata. How? What do we do?”

	“Everyone needs to stand in a circle, close your eyes, and join hands,” Ciara told them. “The Sacred One will help us get to Yanata.”

	Frustration ate at Biryn. “And how will he do that? He is gone.”

	Ciara put her hands on her hips and gave him a pointed stare. “No. We just do not see him anymore.”

	Biryn grasped Astiana’s hand. “Then let us do this. I have no wish to tarry any longer.”

	“We need to stay close together at all times. Under any circumstance, do not separate when we reach Yanata. I have no wish to lose any of you to the creatures below,” Aldis warned.

	“Yes, yes. We know this, Aldis. Please join hands and close your eyes as Ciara said we must.” Biryn fidgeted impatiently.

	They joined hands, forming a circle. Astiana looked at Biryn. “You must concentrate. Envision the doorway to Yanata. The spell we need will come naturally.”

	“And just how am I supposed to know what the doorway to Yanata looks like?” Biryn asked Astiana.

	“Close your eyes. Concentrate. The vision will appear.”

	Biryn sighed and closed his eyes, surprised by the picture that formed slowly in his mind. A cave, dark and damp. Four tunnels led from it. The second one was illuminated by a white light. An inky black film covered the walls. Insects, the likes of which he had never seen, scurried about. Power burst through him, filling his body like water filling an empty vessel. Joining the chant that rose from Ciara, Astiana, and Icaras, he uttered words he did not understand. They seemed to come from deep within, appearing as if he had spoken the language all his life.

	A fierce wind howled around them. Biryn could barely remain on his feet. Erica almost squeezed his hand off, her grip was so strong. The vision faded. He dared to open his eyes but only for a moment. The force of the wind increased. The sky blackened. A ring of electrical impulses touched them. Rumbling thunder sounded throughout the valley. His feet unwillingly lifted off the ground as he fought to retain his grip on the hard surface. Flight. He felt himself tunneling through a foggy void.

	Silence.

	He stood on solid ground again. The chanting had stopped. Biryn opened his eyes. They stood in the cave from his vision. The walls were black as if a fire had occurred within the cave. Strange insects crawled on them. The air smelled foul, almost like rotting flesh. Several sconces hung on the walls, torches lighting the interior dimly as if they were expected. The flickering flames sent eerie shadows and a soft glow throughout the cave.

	“You can let go now,” Ciara told them.

	“One of those four tunnel entrances will lead us to Yanata,” Astiana said.

	“Yes, I understand the vision now. It is the second one from the left,” Biryn told them.

	“Are you sure, Biryn?” Brenn asked.

	“I am very sure. In my vision, a white light illuminated that entrance.”

	“Glimmer sticks, everyone. They are in your backpacks,” Aldis ordered.

	Brenn approached the entrance and held his glimmer stick inside. “Single file. It is not wide enough for pairs. I will lead. Aldis, take up the rear.”

	Astiana activated her glimmer stick. “Be careful, all of you. Zohmes knows we are here. The four entrances are here to confuse us, separate us, so that we will split into different groups. Thank the gods Biryn was granted the vision for us to choose the right tunnel. Tread with caution. Danger lurks at every corner.”

	“Biryn, you will remain between Astiana and me,” Ciara said.

	“I will be behind Brenn.” Icaras hurried to join Brenn.

	They entered slowly. The tunnel was dark, the rotten stench even worse than in the cave. “Brenn, is this worse than the tunnels and caves you were in when you rescued Icaras?” Biryn called out.

	“Yes, it is a hundred times worse. I doubt we will find beautiful crystal caves here and pristine water.”

	They walked for a long time without incident. Biryn occasionally had to brush away a slimy insect that had fallen from the ceiling, but they progressed nicely. “Astiana, how far is it to Yanata? Do you know?”

	She turned her head slightly to answer him. “None, except Zohmes, have ever returned from Yanata to tell us. No. I do not know.”

	Ciara answered his question. “Rania told me it is very far. It will take several days.”

	Biryn’s heart twisted. They still had several days before reaching Yanata? How many more after that before they found Cylena? She had to be frightened. By the gods, he should have been able to protect her from Zohmes. Should have sensed the sleeping spell. And Raollin. How could he have missed a change in the man? The putrid air closed around him. “It stinks here, and it is horrible, but I had expected a lot worse.”

	“Just wait, Biryn. We have only just begun our journey,” Ciara told him.

	Brenn stopped. “End of the tunnel. Cave up ahead,” he called out.

	They filed out of the tunnel and stood on a wide ledge. The cavern was huge, but a gaping chasm split it in two.

	“Before we continue, we should eat and drink. It is well past lunchtime,” Aldis said.

	“Nowhere to sit,” Erica commented. “I guess we stand to eat.”

	Biryn held his glimmer stick up. Sickly effluvium dripped from the cavern walls. On the other side of the chasm was another ledge, a number of tunnels leading from it. Bubbling pits of noxious, green matter pitted the ledge. Suppressing a shudder, he took his backpack off to take out some food and quietly ate it.

	“How do we get to the other side?” Ivran asked after everyone had eaten.

	“That is the easy part. I believe our journey is about to become a lot more interesting,” Taylith said.

	“Easy?” Erica queried.

	Taylith shrugged. “Did you forget you are with two dragons? Ciara and I will carry you all over to the other side.”

	Astiana came to stand beside Biryn. “You need to concentrate again. We need to know which entrance to choose.”

	“Look, something just came out of the far tunnel and is now guarding the entrance,” Laro pointed out.

	“I do not trust what we see. Zohmes will mislead us. Biryn, close your eyes and visualize the map to Yanata,” Astiana told him.

	He closed his eyes and concentrated. Cylena’s face kept interfering. She was foremost on his mind. Then her face faded, and he saw the tunnel entrances. Just like Astiana had predicted, it was not the far entrance they needed to choose. It was the one in the middle. Opening his eyes, he pointed at it. “That’s the one. Not the one with the varmint guarding it.”

	It was as if the creature, or maybe Zohmes, had heard his words because it quickly moved to the entrance they had to take. Other creatures appeared out of the other entrances.

	“The creatures are urglos. The vermin can be found all over Yanata. Zohmes must be in control of their hive,” Taylith stated.

	The urglos were covered in green skin, mottled with black-and-gray patches. The skin looked as tough as leather hide. They had rounded heads and snubbed faces with glowing red eyes on each side of their skulls. One opened its mouth, exposing two long fangs on both top and bottom jaws. The arms and legs were long and skinny with three webbed fingers and toes tipped with small, curving claws. Biryn had never seen anything like them, even in holographs. “I think we are about to face our first battle,” he warned.

	“What in the hell is wrong with Ierilia that you just can’t have normal monsters like Godzilla. No, you have to have mutated alien miscreations with huge fucking teeth,” Erica complained.

	Biryn glanced at the Earth captain. Monsters could be normal? “I cannot even guess what this Godzilla is, but what is fucking?”

	“Don’t ask, Biryn. The answers tend to confuse one more than the phrases and words,” Brenn informed him.

	Aldis pulled his phaser out. “The proton phasers will reach the distance. We can kill the creatures before we fly across.”

	Biryn took his phaser and aimed at one of them. After watching his father die by the blade of his general, he’d had no wish to sit meekly on the sidelines while his guards protected him. Under Brenn and Aldis’ tutelage, he had trained in all manner of weaponry used by his fleet and warriors.

	They fired on the urglos blocking the tunnel openings, quickly disintegrating them.

	Biryn scanned the entrances. No more urglos crawled through the crevices to stand guard. “This just seems too easy.”

	Brenn grabbed Biryn by the arm, pulling him away from the edge of the chasm. “We need to step back. Ciara and Taylith need room to shift.”

	Biryn watched Ciara and Taylith shift to their dragons, their scales glistening in the light of the glimmer sticks. He could not help but admire them. They were majestic creatures, Ciara a purplish-mauve, and Taylith a gleaming, sapphire blue. Ciara dipped her head and nudged Brenn in a quick caress. Then both dragons kneeled.

	Brenn brushed Ciara’s neck with his hand. “Ciara says they are ready.”

	Biryn, Astiana, Ivran, and Aldis climbed onto Taylith’s back while Brenn, Icaras, Erica, and Laro climbed onto Ciara.

	Biryn braced himself as Taylith flapped his wings, lifting above the cavern floor and following Ciara across the huge bottomless pit.

	As soon as they were halfway across the chasm, more urglos poured from the tunnel entrances, their long legs allowing them to jump to great heights. They leaped into the air, attaching themselves to the ceiling of the cavern, and scurried toward the flying dragons.

	Biryn fired his phaser at the creatures, killing several of them as they advanced. One leaped toward them and landed on Taylith’s wing, hanging on by its claws. Biryn aimed his weapon at the urglo but hesitated to shoot. If he misfired, Taylith would be injured and unable to fly. The dragon turned his head and grabbed the urglo’s leg with his jaw. Clamping his teeth around the appendage, he ripped the urglo from his wing. With a twist of his neck, he flung the creature across the cavern. It splattered against a wall, yellowish slime dripping down the wall in streams as the urglo slowly fell and rolled into the chasm.

	Astiana gripped Biryn’s arm. “You can lower your weapon now. I have shielded us from the aberrations and the heat of dragon fire. Ciara and Taylith will burn them to ash.”

	Biryn lowered his weapon. Ciara and Taylith flew side by side, incinerating the urglos and streaming fire into the tunnels until the onslaught ceased.

	The dragons landed on the other side of the chasm. Biryn slid off Taylith’s neck and joined the others near the cavern wall while Ciara and Taylith shifted back to their humans. Ciara grabbed Taylith’s arm and began inspecting it.

	Taylith shook his head at Ciara. “It is fine, Ciara. It healed when I shifted back.”

	“At all cost, avoid the bubbling green pits. The substance burns like acid,” Astiana warned.

	Biryn looked at one of the pits. The slimy substance was a bright, phosphorus green muck. Greenish plumes spiraled upward from it.

	“Take another quick drink of your water, but sparingly. We need to conserve our supplies. Then get ready to move on,” Aldis instructed. “This time I will take the lead, with Brenn bringing up the rear. Biryn, you must remain in between Ciara and Astiana. You are Zohmes’ main target.” Aldis pointed his glimmer stick into the tunnel to make sure no urglos remained.

	They formed one line. Like the previous tunnel, it was barely wide enough for one man to pass through. The walls dripped with slimy sludge. Patches of red fungus grew from narrow recesses. A blob plopped on top of Biryn’s head. He yelped and swiped at it. It was merely a blob of mucus.

	Astiana turned swiftly. “Biryn, what is wrong?”

	“Nothing. Slime dropped on my head.”

	Foul, ropy matter hung from the tunnel ceiling. Biryn heard the distant sound of wailing. “What is that?”

	“Yanata is a place of torture and punishment and a place of filth that is beyond your imagination. When we arrive at Yanata’s gates, we will face the monster that guards it. Rania has described it to me. It has a large round gelatinous body with eyes protruding all over its thick hide. Four reptile appendages extend from it, each with its own body and two heads. Each of those bodies has more extensions. There are many of them. It is called a vortextaur, and there is only one of its kind. It cannot be killed by any weapon or magick. It is there to stop the damned from attempting to escape Yanata. Each head has the ability to destroy by sending a lightning charge from its antennas,” Ciara told them. “Rania has been feeding me a lot of information. We need to watch out for all manner of strange creatures. Wesmus, the ruler, is the fallen god of all evil and endings. He rules his filthy kingdom with cruelty, feeds the damned spoiled food, vermin, monster flesh, and tortures them for his pleasure. He lives in his luxurious castle. Well, if one can call it a castle. We will have to wait and see.”

	“How does Rania know all this if she has not been there?” Biryn asked.

	“We do not question the goddess. I presume she was allowed to look into the book of knowledge,” Astiana answered.

	“All this reminds me of the stories of Hell we were told on Earth. If you murdered someone, or you were a really bad person, treated other people badly, led a life of crime, upon death you would end up in Hell. Is Yanata similar to that? I thought someone really bad was judged by the trial by fire and burned to ashes if they were guilty. I was told there is little or no crime on Ierilia,” Erica questioned.

	Ciara answered her. “As you know, we live for many centuries. Most will decide on their own that it is time to go to the realm of dreams. There are accidental deaths, of course, and the occasional murder. Murderers, traitors, and other heinous crimes committed by men or women, are judged by the trial by fire. As you know, if guilty, they do not survive and are incinerated. But their soul lives on and ends up in Yanata. And yes, there are those that do not lead an exemplary life. Their souls are judged by the gods and goddesses and sent either to the lower levels of the realm of dreams or to Yanata.”

	“I guess the realm of dreams is what we call Heaven on Earth. That there are levels, is interesting. Thanks, Ciara,” Erica said.

	“Stop!” Aldis shouted.

	An enormous, scorpion-like creature blocked their path. Hundreds of smaller ones climbed the walls, and Biryn felt one near his legs. Drawing his weapon, he held the glimmer stick low and quickly incinerated the creature before it stung him.

	Astiana called out to them. “Aldis, Erica, Ivran, Laro, think, concentrate hard, imagine yourself invincible, a shield around your body. Visualize it. Hurry, before the big one strikes. They are called snaps.”

	Aldis repeatedly fired upon the mother snap, but it kept advancing. The others fired at the smaller ones, killing one after the other, but there were hundreds of them.

	“This calls for our intervention, Ciara,” Icaras said loudly over their clicking sounds.

	“There is not enough room to get close to each other. We have to meld our minds,” Astiana said. “You, too, Biryn.”

	“Aldis, are you all right?” Brenn yelled from the rear.

	“Yes. Because of the shield, the thing cannot touch me. We must have disturbed its nest.”

	Loud chanting echoed through the tunnel as Ciara, Astiana, Icaras, and Biryn’s voices joined in a spell. The smaller snaps disappeared in puffs of fire and smoke, but the large one displayed its anguish and anger now even more. A stream of noxious gas poured from its gaping maw. Its claws groped for Aldis. He fired upon it again and again, now with the help of those behind him. They still couldn’t kill it.

	Somehow, it managed to reach through the protective shield, and they watched it grasp Aldis in a claw. It lifted him, ready to devour him, when the chanting became deafening. A lightning bolt struck the creature, and it dropped Aldis.

	“Aldis?” Brenn shouted.

	“I am fine. The shield still protected me.”

	“That was incredible!” Erica said.

	The large snap crumpled to the ground. They had finally defeated it. Because of its size, they could not carry on, so Aldis disintegrated it with his phaser. “We can continue,” he shouted.

	Biryn carefully stepped over the carcasses on the ground, occasionally disintegrating one. He felt nauseated at the thought of his Cylena subjected to this place of utter horror.

	They had walked for quite a while when they entered another large cavern. Like the other caves, the walls dripped with slime. Scattered throughout, were red bubbling pits, with fire dancing on the surface.

	Brenn called out to them. “Stop. I think it is time for us to rest. According to my timepiece, it is late evening. We need to eat, drink, and sleep. One or two of us will have to watch over the others, but we will take turns. One of our magick users must be awake and
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