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Terms
Current Date: 185th year of the Second Revolution, of the second season.
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Moon turn—One month
Season—Three months
Tour—Two years (for military and government term)
Score—Twenty years
Epoch—100 years
Era—500 years
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Fathom—100,000 years
Revolution—Ten Fathoms.
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Arysto—a title for someone of noble birth, a male, with an undisclosed name or House, the same as saying Sir to a knight or lord to nobility.
Arysta—a title for someone of noble birth, a female, with an undisclosed name or House.
Mage—another common title like wizard, except while everyone can be technically called a wizard, a mage is someone of magical skill that pursues a career in magic beyond school level.
Madam—proper title of a lady, regardless of birth.
Sire—proper title of a man, regardless of birth, the head of his house.
Lady—woman of noble or minor noble birth.
Lord—man of noble or minor noble birth.
Sorcerer—an evil Rumigul user, a person who can do magic without incantations.
Warlock—a Rumigul user, a person that can do magic without incantations, but is not evil.
Wizard—general term used for all people with magical abilities.
Witchen—an evil magical user but not a Sorcerer, Witchens must use incantations and generally use Derengi magic.
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Julie—Female, Unknown
Judas Lakayre—Male, wizardkind, Rallocan, Warlock/Exile
Meristal Raviils—Female, wizardkind, Advocate of Law
 
Krey:
Daniel—Male, wizardkind, The Heir of Valin
Xenomene—Female, wizardkind
Raven—Male, wizardkind
Bitcher—Male, wizardkind, Forgotten Islander
 
Antagonist:
Xilor—Male, Sorcerer/Dark Lord
The Betrayer—Male, wizardkind
 
Kothlere Council Members:
Daylynn Reese—Female, wizardkind
Sedrus—Male, centaur
 
Supporting:
Lily—Female, wizardkind, Rallocan
Kam—Male, wizardkind, Forgotten Islander
Ava—Female, fairy
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Epigraph
Sometimes the things we aspire to be are the things that cause us to fail.
Prologue
A cacophony thrummed in her ears, the thunderclap resonating in her chest. Pain pelted her skin, sharp and stabbing. Fire belched out and engulfed her; the heat blistered her back. 
Julie arched away as shrapnel burrowed into her limbs.
Confusion clutched her mind in an opaque fog; chaos rocked the world around her.
What the hell’s going on?
The repugnant stench of burnt hair hung in the dust-filled air.
Oh my God, the old man! Where is he?
Julie rose, adrenaline coursing through her. He stood alone against the storm, no more than a few feet away, protecting her from the unseen. Another violent detonation flung them to the ground, and she screamed in pain.
She tried to rise, to run, but the old man’s hand latched around her arm, and he held her down.
He’s stronger than he looks!
He never faltered, not even when he pulled her behind him, protecting her. 
Teetering on her feet, she settled her eyes on the blonde woman who accompanied them. Before all this…she’d been hostile, but now, fear etched her face. 
Another detonation cleaved the air, and she found herself on the ground, the wind knocked from her lungs. The man fell on top of her, sheltering her from the fragmented rock. 
A shriek ripped through the air, and Julie clamped her hands over her ears. She still couldn’t see who was attacking, and nothing made sense. 
The old man helped her stand.
Shadows danced beneath her feet. 
Glancing up, she saw the sky swirl in a dark smog. Ominous clouds obscured the last rays of a dying sun. A tenebrous ring descended like a sudden hush. Streetlights flickered as the darkness deepened.
Movement above drew her attention. 
Gargoyle statues stirred, the stone encasing falling away. Cement eyes crumbled to reveal blood-red orbs. The masonry shattered as one turned its head, sensing prey. Screams sheared the air between razor-sharp teeth. 
Massive, leathery wings unfolded, casting off the last of the crumbling stone. 
It leaped for her.
Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the man and woman raise their hands, small wooden sticks pointing at the oncoming beast. 
Her heart fluttered like the rumble of thunder. Whatever they were going to do, it was too late. She turned away, ducking behind them.
She waited for the end.
Chapter 1: The Return
Judas Lakayre stepped back into his world, passing through the Mirror of Imaesion, a gateway between the two planets. 
The cool dungeon air greeted him. His robes still smoldered from his encounter, a fight for their lives; rips and tears peppered his ruined clothing.
I need to change. 
But that didn’t matter now—surviving did.
His knee gave out and struck the stone floor. For once in his life, he wished the dungeon had the same lush, phthalo-blue carpet as the castle above.
Daylynn Reese, with her honey-colored hair, blue eyes, and long legs, tumbled to the floor after him. She appeared even more disheveled. 
She’s lucky I saved her. 
Atz and Lurx, the guardians of the Mirror of Imaesion, came in on her heels, the nimblest out of the original quartet. 
But the fifth member, a young, anemic woman with golden brown hair—like Daylynn’s—and delicate features, lay unconscious in Judas’s arms, lifeless and unwieldy. 
Judas rearranged her for a better grip. She wore different clothing than them: a shirt that clung to her body, and blue farmer trousers.
Never seen that color in trousers before.
“I told you not to bring her back!” Daylynn snapped, sitting upright. “You shouldn’t defy the will of the council!”
“That’s your opinion, mine’s of a different nature,” Judas retorted. 
When he made up his mind, no force in the Underworld could change him. 
“You expect me to leave her to die? Would you want me to leave you to die?”
“The council will make you return her.” 
Her proclamation lacked conviction. His poignant remark about leaving her to die hit home, and there was something like fear there. 
He, as a warlock and exile, had saved her life.
“They will try and fail. She’d perish if I did. She’s not a book borrowed from the library; you can’t return her.”
“She’ll die if she stays! No one survives. You’ve doomed the girl, you damn fool.”
Judas glanced at the two dwaven, then back to her.
“So, she was meant to die either way. At least here, she has a chance.” 
“Why hasn’t she woken?”
The warlock touched the girl’s face, pausing. 
“She’s under my spell. She won’t wake.” 
His eyes trained back to the tall, long-legged woman. 
“Go make your report.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
Dark indignation sparkled in her eyes.
He shrugged.
“Go make your report.”
“Tell me what the hell you meant by that.”
“You know the meaning, Daylynn, as does everyone else. I’m not as foolish as you think I am. Do you need me to say it aloud? He’ll be expecting you … I’ll be back to do mine later.”
“When?”
“When I have time!” he snapped, his voice echoing off the cold, damp gray stone. 
He grimaced and pushed his shoulder-length hair out of his face. 
“Forgive me. That was rude. I don’t know. I need to find out how they tracked us, and more importantly, what happened to the Kothlus Trilogy. Get Kayis, and inform the council.”
“It’s too late. No one’s up.”
Judas cocked an eyebrow at that. 
“As I said, the consul will be waiting for you, and when you tell him what I did, he’ll call for a special session.”
“Your absence? What do I say about that?”
Judas looked down to the young woman in his arms. 
“Tell them the truth: ‘Exiled warlock defies council, and is on the run, Consul Kayis Dathyr livid.’ Should make for gripping headlines for the New Suns Times. I’m sure Toddison Wynters will like that story.”
She nodded, gathered her robes, and retreated down the corridor to the spiraling stone stairs.
Judas watched her disappear before turning to the two remaining individuals. 
Both dwaven, shorter cousins of the dwandur, donned magic-imbued armor. Atz’s armor gave a muffled creak as he stirred, shifting on his feet. In daylight, his plate held a vermillion hue with highlights of scarlet. Black runes were etched throughout his chest plate, pauldrons, shield, and the top side of his helm.  
Lurx, his partner, appeared identical except a shade of light cobalt blue with arctic blue trim.
The warlock spoke to Atz first. 
“Find Meristal. I need her. She’ll know how to find me.” 
The dwaven faded on the spot, carrying out his orders.
Judas turned to Lurx. 
“Stay behind and warn me if anyone comes or goes through the mirror.”
“Even if it’s the council?”
“Especially if it’s the council.”
“The Wcic?” Lurx inquired, nodding to the young woman in Judas’s arms.
“She’ll come with me.”
“To your manor? Is that wise?”
The warlock shook his head. 
“Not at all, that’s why we’re going on the run until I find out who or what is chasing us.”
Without another word, Judas and the young woman disappeared, teleporting away.
The swirling blue mist faded, and his feet touched a hard, stained oak floor. He paused, holding his breath, making sure he was alone. Though the hour was late and most in the city slept, one could never be sure. 
Satisfied, he carried the young woman deeper into the room, weaving between tables and chairs, slipping between towering bookshelves. Once out of view of the windows, he knelt, and with gentle ease, laid the girl on the floor, then pulled off his traveler’s cloak and tucked it around her small form.
A light touch of his hand to her forehead assured him that she still slept, but his magic trembled a warning.
Somewhere beneath the abyss of magical currents he’d placed, she became aware. Whether conscious of him or that she was sleeping, he couldn’t say. Her mind became sharp, focused, and her push against his will was akin to pressure against his skin. 
Her rally came like a sudden storm—a raw and unrefined energy, like an unsure novice.
His hand withdrew from her forehead; his robes swished in the silence. 
Her concentration snapped at the sound, and she pushed again, much harder this time. The assault startled him, the exertion strong. 
He paused, wondering how it could be ….
Her potential, to say the least, was breathtaking, and she could very well rival him with training. Her aptitude came like a frosty gust compared to the stale wizards of the capital—Ralloc—filled with wizards holding prestigious ranks and honors, a shadow of the men and women who came before. 
Her simple thrust told him that she’d surpass them. In time, who knew where her limits were? 
He smiled to himself. 
If there ever was a worthy heir … 
He let the thought die.
With half of the night spent, he’d wait until dawn to move her. 
Judas peered out into the darkness, the large room’s interior glowing with magelight, small spheres of white, heatless luminance. It cast long shadows through the large, expansive room. In the stillness, Judas stood, listening, watching, waiting.
His thoughts turned to Daylynn. She’d go to the consul and tell him everything, well, everything that stained his reputation, and never the redeeming parts, like saving her life.
Some things never changed.
When Kayis Dathyr found out, he’d send others to track him down. 
For a moment, he worried, not for their abilities, but for the casualties that tried to apprehend him. No one had the jurisdiction to stop him, not anymore, and Kayis was like a dog with jaws clamped around the throat of his prey; he’d never let it go.
Judas sighed. 
The night settled around him. He wondered what made him think of this place. 
Well, I was here this morning. 
Ironically, this would be the last place they’d search. It bought him a few hours at the very least.
His azure gaze swept the small library, flickering to the familiar table he sat at earlier that morning, writing, waiting for his court proceedings. 
A memory of the young librarian waltzed before his eyes like a phantom.
The librarian rounded the small table and sat across from him.
“Excuse me, sire,” the boy whispered.
Judas stopped scratching; his cool blue eyes fell on Sam’s face. The boy shivered, rattled by his scrutiny. “There’s an Essence Transference you could—”
“Yes, I know,” he whispered back. He tried to keep his voice warm and kind, pleasant. He returned to his work.
“If you know about the Transference, why don’t you use it?”
“Just because it can be done easier doesn’t mean it should be.”
“Yes, but you’ve been here all morning. If you know—”
Judas laid down his quill, his movement slow.
“The Essence Transference won’t work on this particular volume.” 
“Why?”
Judas sighed. 
“This book is old. Perhaps ten ages, maybe more. The Essence Transference was only discovered in the last age or so, and it works on a different thread of physics. The applications for it are nearly limitless. It could revolutionize the way we learn. In theory, you could transfer a book to your mind, learning everything within minutes. While excessive, it would be necessary for education and legal matters—but it won’t hone sword skills. The only way to learn to fight is to practice, like the Krey in Outpost Dire. They train day in and day out no matter the weather, politics, or season. There are also limitations to it, such as the old volume.”
“How so?”
Judas patted the tome. 
“If I were to do the Transfer to this very old volume full of knowledge and history, we’d lose it forever. Different laws of magic govern the Transference. In short, I’d destroy it trying to implement it.” 
Judas paused, letting the words settle.
“Would you still like me to try?”
Sam shook his head.
A flutter of magic tore Judas from the recollection. He reached for his wand, pooled his essence tight around him, shrouding himself, dampening his presence. 
Whoever came into the library wouldn’t know what hit them until too late.
A delicate whistling sound rose as the creature moved closer. Judas paused, making certain before lowering his wand. He hurried down the aisle and turned the corner, coming face to face with an effulgent ball of light.
“Fiosana? What brings an elder fairy here?”
The fairy smiled. 
“Warlock Lakayre. I came to see her, the mage you brought back.”
A stab of suspicion lanced him. 
“How did you find out?”
Fiosana gave him an admonishing look. 
“Don’t be coy, young Judas. We fairies have our ways. It’s not a secret.”
The word ‘secret’ triggered his memories, stirring the words of his master’s last command: the Bearer of Secrets wasn’t a foe, but he’d spend his whole life searching for that person. That had been three ages ago, over three thousand years. 
Another lifetime. 
He resisted fixating on that distant memory, but it reminded him of his duty.
I need to get his book and take it with me, but it’s at home. Damn!
The fairy’s words ensnared his attention.
“I’ve come to witness, and you wouldn’t let her out of your sight. Where is she?”
Judas warred with himself, between being polite and complying, or standing his ground, expecting more. He decided to stand. 
“What do you want with her?”
“That’s my business.”
“Mine as well. I brought her back, I’m responsible for her well-being.”
“Do you think I’d harm an innocent child? She’s defenseless.”
“Child? She’s well over the Age of Maturity and has me to protect her.”
The fairy paused, her head tilting to the side. 
“You’re acquainted as to why I’m here.”
Judas snorted in derision. 
“The fairy prophecy? Prophecies aren’t real. Superstitious words by addled minds of wise men and women from long ago.”
“To you, perhaps. While I agree with your sentiments, this particular one is ours. Do you know the words?”
Judas shook his head. 
“It wouldn’t matter even if I did.”
“Would it not? How old do you think our prophecy is?”
“Very.”
“It came to pass because of you, Judas Lakayre.” 
His eyes widened. 
“You don’t know? Your lack of awareness only further proves the truth. The first line of the prophecy dictated your actions legends before your birth.” 
She chuckled at him. 
“‘Beyond the pall that rend the realms, one of balance shall supervene.’ Don’t you understand? We predicted the separation of the realms.”
He wanted to argue the semantics of the words, but chose not to. Realms and worlds were two different things.
Judas gestured over his shoulder. 
“She’s not the first to cross over, to come back.”
Fiosana smiled, nodding. 
“You’re correct, but she’ll be the first one to live. I’ll make sure.”
A dark glimmer crossed the warlock’s face. 
“You mean you had the ability to save all the others that came back, and you did nothing?”
The fairy fluttered closer. 
“No, just this one. I sensed her all the way from home. Her arrival called to me.”
Judas’s initial suspicion flared to life again. 
“Called to you? Did you tell anyone you were coming here? Does anyone else know?”
“Other than you?” 
She shrugged.
Judas’s eyes narrowed.
“How do you propose to save her?”
“A way that only fairies can. Let me gaze upon her, please.”
Judas sighed and stepped aside, allowing her to float past him. He followed in her wake. 
The fairy landed on the floor, the light fading enough for Judas to glimpse her wings, crystalline with faint, gilded veins running throughout. Head to foot, she managed to reach nine inches tall. 
Fiosana reached out, her hand touching the girl’s forehead.
“What’s her name?”
“Julie.”
“Peculiar name.”
“She could say the same of us.”
“She would, if she remembered.” 
The fairy gazed up at Judas before surveying the room. 
“All this knowledge wasted until someone comes searching. A shame.”
Judas’s eyes narrowed, but he took in the room. 
“What?”
“You’re a clever man, even if you’re a warlock.” 
She gave him a mischievous grin. 
“She’ll be like the rest, without awareness of the past. You’ll be lucky if she can even talk. Use the Essence Transference on her mind.”
Judas’s face fell. He sputtered. 
“There are things in here she shouldn’t be acquainted with, not yet.”
“I agree; you must be selective.”
“It could damage her.”
“And yet, she’d die without my intervention.”
Judas noted how tart her words were.
“It’s a gamble.”
“A gamble you started when you brought her here.”
“That—” he started, but fell silent.
“—is entirely accurate,” she finished. 
Her eyes came to rest on his, and she spoke measured words. 
“She’ll fulfill the prophecy. Use the Essence Transference, but keep out certain aspects, volumes of knowledge. Remove anything about magic, the Wizard’s War. Let her learn from you, protect her, and present all things in an unbiased manner. You’re good at that. There’ll be a time when we come to her. She’ll be bonded to us.”
“Bonded?” 
His brows rose, a flicker of uncertainty on his face.
“Use my wing in the core of her wand. The bond will serve for all time. Keep my other wing safe; my people will return for it so I can be one of them again.”
“No, you can’t! You’ll die.”
She held up a hand, stopping him. 
“Some chose to forget, others turned their backs, but a few of us still believe. It’s my honor, and it’s my dying wish. If she’s not the one, another will take my place. Use my wing in the core of her wand, and the bond will serve for all time, even if destroyed.”
Judas’s lips parted to speak but the fairy flared, her head tilting to the sky, eyes closed. Serenity settled over her face, the last image Judas glimpsed before the light extinguished. 
Fiosana’s two wings fell to the floor, spinning as if caught in an unseen current, but the fairy had vanished, perished.
Judas sighed and closed his eyes as the sting of something acrid burned in his nose. 
Kneeling, he plucked up her only remaining elements, the delicate wings from the floor. His gaze focused on the small, crystalline objects while his mind replayed the last few moments. 
The elder fairy bonded to the girl, and now she’d have to accept her gift. But the fairy did impart wisdom before she faded. He’d attempt the Transference to a living person. 
To his knowledge, no one had tried before. Judas held reservations regarding the daunting task, the moral dilemma. 
And when Meristal found out, she'd call him reckless, a trait better left behind in his youth.
Desperate times and all that … 
He needed answers. 
The bitterness between Judas and Daylynn notwithstanding, she witnessed their attack firsthand, and he hoped it’d be enough for her to cast aside their differences. Hopefully, she’d listen to reason and sway the council to help.
Even though he had every right to carry their animosity to the grave.
What in the Shades of the Underworld is keeping her? 
He should have heard something by now … anything.
He cast the thoughts aside and pulled his wand out. Commanding his essence, he started the Transference.
Chapter 2: Daylynn
Her breath came in ragged gasps. Sweat gleamed across her body, slickening the polished mahogany. Her robes lay on the floor, her back against the desktop. 
She bit her lower lip while Kayis pleased her with his tongue. Her long legs wrapped around his head. A moan escaped her soft, parted lips. 
This part of the castle, his office, was vacant. No guards, no politicians, no staff. This deep in the night, everyone went home. 
And Kayis had been waiting for Daylynn when she came back through the mirror, just as Judas had said.
She came to give her report in person, as she always did with her assignments, but it was a pretense to drop her robes. 
The first dozen times she reported, she blamed her lust for the promiscuous encounters. Daylynn could never keep away from men with power, an arousal for her. She’d claimed the honor of being with many prominent men, and while most formed a mutually beneficial give and take, the consul turned her into his personal whore. 
Two problems arose: one, she received no pay for her services, and two, she liked sex. Kayis’s attractiveness played a factor, but she’d entertained far better-looking men in the past. To her, sex was not sacred but a tool, as well as entertainment, always enjoyed. Her un-Rallocan view was the way the world was meant to be.
His skills aside, she relished the thought of climaxing on the desk of the most powerful person in Ralloc—if not in magical power, then in title—and she only let him take her there. 
He’d tried to maneuver her to the private bed or a chair, but she preferred the desk. Anytime he sat at it, he’d remember.
He used her, and she used him, too. The way of politics. 
And Daylynn never passed up an opportunity for pleasure.
Kayis’s tongue trailed up her stomach as he stood, slipping inside her as their faces came together. 
“What happened?” Kayis asked as he thrust.
“He brought a girl back,” she confessed, a moan escaping her.
He stopped.
“What?” 
“He brought a girl back with us.” 
A frown flickered across her face, wanting him to continue. She pulled him closer, trying to reengage.
“What the fuck’s he thinking?” 
He pulled back, but not out of her. She hid her displeasure, lowering her face.
“Who cares? You can tell him to send her back. And if he refuses…”
His eyes widened with glee as if an intriguing notion struck him.
“I can kill him on the grounds of disobeying the leaders of the realm.” 
A smile spread across his face; the warlock’s actions worked out in his favor.
“Come on,” Daylynn urged him. “He’ll be back soon. You’ll need to recall the council.” 
She leaned forward, pulling him close by the neck. 
“And you owe me a good time before that happens.”
She kissed him.
He interrupted the embrace with a thrust, causing her to gasp. Her moans would fill his office, echoing like weaponized secrets, but as pleasure and politics collided in the dark, one universal truth remained. 
Kayis might be the consul, but she held power over him, the only kind that mattered. 
Chapter 3: The Kothlere Council
 
“So good of you to join us,” Poplu whispered into the consul’s ear. 
Kayis Dathyr shut the door behind him, a hallway connecting the Council Chambers to his personal office, and he eyed his fellow council member. 
Tapestries of the Houses lined the walls, their rods made of precious metals and gems. The Dathyr tapestry adorned the wall beside the door he exited, another gentle reminder of who was in charge. 
The fine cloth kicked up at his sudden arrival. His hands fixed his outer robe sash. 
Poplu smiled at him. 
“I take it her briefing was good?”
Kayis’s brow furrowed, his lips tightening. 
“How long have you known?”
“Please,” Poplu admonished. “The only woman on the council, gorgeous, ambitious.” 
He shrugged. 
“Pity it isn’t me.”
“How many others know?”
Vamor snorted. 
“Everyone.”
Poplu moved away and took his customary seat. 
Kayis regarded the retreating figure. Normally, he’d be resentful, but he found a staunch supporter in Vamor Poplu. The House of Dathyr and Poplu allied in regard to the exiled warlock. Kayis’s other supporter on the council, Capraro, was usually enough to rule the council on most decisions, but even the three of them didn’t have enough sway to kill Warlock Judas Lakayre outright. 
He could never count on Daylynn. Her vote swung whichever way tickled her cunt. Maybe after her report, the council would vote to hunt Judas Lakayre down.
Kayis eased deeper into the chamber, now conscious that everyone knew what transpired behind closed doors. The charade he and Daylynn played, arriving separately and through different doors, was asinine. 
His cheeks flushed before he smothered the embarrassment. 
Taking his central seat, flanked by the races, both male and female, Kayis signaled they were ready to begin. No elyfian graced their presence, the reclusive race withdrawing from wizardkind’s world of political machinations. The elyves viewed wizardkind as a pretentious and barbarous society.
The double doors at the top of the chamber opened, and Daylynn wandered through, her clothes still ripped and tattered, a testament to the battle that transpired less than an hour ago. And Kayis might’ve had a hand in that, too. 
She walked down the deep phthalo-blue carpet between cypress benches with a glossy black finish. Gossamer curtains decorated the windows while scenic tapestries hung between them. Black walnut paneled the ceiling above in a shallow cone. Diamonds studded the public benches, aligned to the council’s dais.  
Lanterns and silver sconces lined the walls. A silver ceremonial gong imbued with enchantments sat on the council’s podium, its matching hammer with a ruby head nearby. If the treasury went bankrupt, the government could sell everything in this room and keep the domain running for half a score of years—perhaps a full score, if frugal.
Daylynn’s movements were stiff, halting as if aware everyone scrutinized her. She climbed on the dais where the council table sat and stood behind her seat.
Once everyone settled, Kayis rang the gong.
The sound carried and echoed, the chambers devoid of all attendants, scribes, and aides which normally muted the noise. Tonight’s meeting was closed to the public. 
Kayis spoke, “This session’s called to order. Forgive the hour, but Madam Reese just returned from the Other Side. Given her preliminary report, I thought it warranted a special session. Madam Reese? Your report, please?”
Daylynn cleared her throat, her hands smoothing her garments. 
“Earlier this morning, we requested Warlock Lakayre’s help regarding the Mirror of Imaesion. Once through the gateway, we followed the source of an otherworldly presence. It was not, however, the Kothlus Trilogy as we originally speculated. Well, it was, but there were two sources.”
“The Kothlus Trilogy?” Kayis interrupted. “I don’t remember that being part of this morning’s meeting.”
“That’s because you stormed out of here in one of your tantrums,” said Kellis, one of the two goblins present. 
Kayis glowered in silence.
Capraro turned his head. 
“How’d you know it was the Kothlus Trilogy?”
“All magical objects created carry the essence of their maker. Judas Lakayre made the Kothlus Trilogy, so he can sense when it’s near. It gives off a unique signature.”
“But that’s what he said, right?” Poplu asked. “He could be lying.”
Daylynn nodded. 
“True, except I felt it, too.”
“What do you mean you felt it, too?” Sedrus queried. 
Kayis eyed the centaur. Sedrus was a neutral force when it came to votes, if not a touch reserved and xenophobic.
“The power was strong, vile, and clung to my insides, making me nauseous.”
Kayis cleared his throat. 
“How sure are you of what you sensed?”
Daylynn’s eyes narrowed. 
“I know vileness when I feel it.”
His lips pressed into a line. He had to tread carefully. If she felt spurned, she might lash out in a way he didn’t intend.
He leaned forward. 
“Warlock Lakayre created the Kothlus Trilogy, right? If what you’re saying is true, the malevolence you sensed was part of him.”
Right on cue, Poplu played his part. 
“Are you sure Warlock Lakayre didn’t influence you by using his magic on you?”
“Warlock Lakayre’s a self-righteous ass,” Daylynn retorted, “but that doesn’t make him evil.”
“You wouldn’t know if he influenced you, would you?” Kayis prompted.
“What are you saying? I’m incompetent?”
“Not at all,” Kayis said hastily. “I’m trying to ascertain the possibility of influence.” 
Daylynn bristled, and her eyes narrowed. 
“I’d notice, if he tried.”
“Please, continue,” Lagelm, the other goblin, said.
“Warlock Lakayre traced the essence to a small book shop. The young woman said the editions had already sold. A carrier picked them up before our arrival.” 
She paused. Kayis saw her eyes track to him before she spoke again. 
“The girl noticed my robes.”
“What?” Capraro asked.
“The girl saw through our magical projection and commented on my robes. The strength she’d need to break through the shroud Warlock Lakayre placed on us is unthinkable.”
“What happened next?” Kayis pressed, herding her into the direction he wanted.
“We were attacked. The windows blew in, the shop was destroyed. The girl was unconscious until Judas revived her. We retreated, taking the girl with us. As we neared the gateway, a sheol attacked us.”
The quiet in the chamber turned icy and brittle.
The sheol were wraith-like entities, an embodied mist—half incorporeal.
“Judas killed it, but not before he questioned it, tortured information out of it. It died during…”
The goblin, Kellis, leaned forward, interlocking his fingers. 
“How did he kill the sheol?”
“With light.”
“Did the sheol give up any information?” Sedrus questioned.
“Just that the dark lord will rise again, that he was never truly gone, and the books were already gone.”
“Did he say how he managed to get there?” Lagelm asked. 
Daylynn locked eyes with him, and Kayis saw her shiver. The consul knew that gaze well, glossy black eyes, bottomless wells of malevolence and ice.
“Xilor’s apprentice,” she whispered. 
Conversation broke between the members, and Kayis let the murmurs carry on for a few moments. Interrogations, or reports, were vital with information, but so was the silence in building tension.
“What happened next?” he prompted.
“Warlock Lakayre picked the girl up and brought her back through the gateway with us.”
The consul allowed himself a small smile. Daylynn had played her part well. He peered to his right, in the direction of his supporters, Poplu and Capraro, knowing they would side with him. This was his chance to rid his family of the man who disgraced them.
“Well, you have her report. Madam Reese, please take your seat. The exiled warlock broke our laws, flaunting us with open defiance, and he must be punished.”
“I agree,” Poplu said. “We tried to be respectful for his efforts in the Wizard’s War, but it’s obvious he’s a danger.”
Kayis nodded. 
“We should hunt him down and return the girl, for her benefit, of course. If he comes peacefully, we can talk options.”
“Consul?” Kellis broke in, his long finger held aloft. “What law did Warlock Lakayre break?” 
Kayis ground his teeth. The goblin continued. 
“If you’re referring to our statutes about finding anyone with magical gifts on the Other Side, it states they should be brought forward. In essence, none were broken.”
“Yes,” Capraro countered, “but we abandoned that practice years ago because everyone who came back died.”
“Practice isn’t legislation,” Lagelm clarified. “We won’t be hunting down the warlock today.”
“We are the law!” Kayis snapped, whirling to face the goblin. 
He fought for control, but his hatred fragmented his composure. When he spoke again, his voice was strained, caged. 
“The warlock is anarchy in our midst. He needs to be hunted down and stopped, and the girl will be returned because she’s a descendant of Xilor’s followers. She doesn’t belong in Ermaeyth. We’ll clear her memory, and she’ll be returned tonight.” 
Kayis stared at the smaller creature. 
“He defied our wishes and isn’t here now. His absence is an admission of guilt.”
“That depends on your view,” Sedrus said. “Perhaps he knows you’ll try to imprison him or worse.” 
Kayis saw the shifting tides. Killing the warlock was so close, and it was starting to slip through his fingers. 
“Believe me,” the centaur continued, “I have no love for him, but even I’m not so blind to acknowledge that.”
Kayis clenched a fist under the table and counted to five. 
“Madam Reese, can you clarify what happened to the sheol?”
“He tortured and killed it.”
“So … murdered.” 
Half the council erupted in conversation.
“Murdered a sheol? Are you mad?”
“What was the creature doing on the Other Side? They’re forbidden to move from their Ruins.”
“How did it even get there?”
“A sheol smuggled into the castle? Preposterous!”
“Warlock Lakayre’s transgression is forgivable next to the sheol’s violation.”
“Enough!” Kayis barked. “For too long we’ve been lenient on the warlock. He’s an exile!”
“And therefore,” Sedrus said in a slow voice, “not bound to our republic’s constitution. A decision of the council’s after the Wizard’s War.”
“I believe you helped craft the sentencing, Consul?” Lagelm prodded.
“I call for a vote,” Kayis said.
Kellis agreed with a nod. 
“To clarify, no laws have been broken. He’s an exile, and the council requested his help to investigate the Mirror of Imaesion, a device of his making. So, what are we adjudicating?”
“Warlock Lakayre’s a menace and must be stopped. An exile beyond our control with more power than most alive.”
“More power than any man alive,” Daylynn said. 
When Kayis glared at her, a haunted expression came to her face.
What the hell happened to make her so soft now?
“Those for hunting down the warlock?” Kayis queried. 
Poplu and Capraro raised their hands along with Kayis. 
Their eyes turned to Daylynn whose lips thinned, but her hand remained motionless. 
“Those against?” Kayis prompted. 
The goblins, Kellis and Lagelm, raised their hands. Sedrus did as well. 
Again, all eyes turned to Daylynn. 
“Your vote, Madam Reese?”
She glanced at Kayis and beyond him, to Capraro and Poplu. She turned her head to the other members, those not wizardkind. 
She straightened and swallowed. 
“I abstain. He didn’t break any laws, but I agree he can be a menace. Judas saved my life twice while on the Other Side. I wouldn’t be here to vote if not for him.”
Kayis’s lips thinned, but he choked off any scathing remarks. A disquiet crept through the seven council members as they waited for one bold enough to speak first.
“Warlock Lakayre’s of the impression we were followed,” Daylynn added.
Kayis’s eyes narrowed.
“What? Impossible! What a ludicrous thought.”
“Made sense at the time,” she countered. “It all seems to be a strange set of coincidences.”
Poplu spoke behind Kayis, further down the table. 
“The sheol can’t leave their Ruins without council permission.”
Kayis watched Daylynn, her body language, trying to decipher anything. Her eyes narrowed. 
“What if they don’t give a shit about our permission?”
Kayis crossed his arms and leaned back. 
“Explain.”
“They’d no longer fear us if they had no reason to.”
“Protection? From us?” Capraro asked. “Who’d be so stupid as to stand against us?”
“Not stupid, powerful.”
Kayis shook his head. 
“No one can defy us.” 
The words felt right, like sacred scripture with the power of the gods behind them.
“Except an exiled warlock,” Lagelm added.
Why you little bastard.
“And a dark lord once thought vanquished,” Daylynn finished.
Kayis leaned forward again, giving her a long look. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
Damn woman has lost her nerve, but she still has her uses, just not in this chamber.
“Don’t tell me you believe in the warlock’s paranoid nonsense. You don’t really believe the sheol’s claims, do you?”
Daylynn took a deep breath and held it.
She glanced at him, and the silence built until she broke it. 
“So, you acknowledge there was a sheol there…” 
Damn it. Can’t believe I missed that. 
Daylynn shifted in her seat.
“But I believe, after everything I’ve seen, anything’s possible.”
Chapter 4: Essence Transference
Multiple books, caressed by a wispy green cloud, floated in silence. Some were thick tomes, and others were slender, frail volumes. The leather-bound texts hovered, rising and falling as if caught in an ocean’s gentle wave. The green mist coiled in a serpentine fashion from them to the young woman on the floor. 
Mesmerized, Judas didn’t notice Atz’s sudden arrival, the dwaven with red armor. He blinked into existence behind him.
“I’ve found her,” the dwaven said. “She’s coming.”
“Good. Tell the others we meet tonight.”
“Anyone in particular?”
“The usual.”
“Where?”
“Desert of the Forsaken.” 
Atz nodded and faded again, leaving the elder alone.
He didn’t know how long the Transference would take, or to what degree it’d work. When she awoke, would she be educated, or would it take time to untangle the learned material? 
Only time would tell.
He carefully selected particular volumes. The warlock wanted her to know the generalities of Ermaeyth and the domain she’d reside in. There were too many texts covering numerous subjects to cram into her mind, so he used great care. Propriety, customs, and culture; their language and grammar; and a brief overview of history and geography—these were subjects of immediacy. Tales and histories of religion, people, and peculiar places such as the Temple of the Ghost Mists, the Abyss, the Void-Knights, the Kran Empire, and the witchen were unnecessary. 
They’d leave more questions than answers. 
She could do that on her own time.
There was the chance, of course, that he’d destroy her mind in the process—a slim one, but still a burden he felt keenly. Judas didn’t like the gamble, but what was the alternative? With each passing moment, he wondered if the notion bothered him—or the fact it had originated with the elder fairy.
He glanced down at the girl. Her consciousness brushed his, a sign of awareness. He thought about the events leading up to this point, wondering if he had made any wrong choices. 
Was Daylynn right? Should he have left her on the Other Side? He wished someone could tell him which direction to take. Judas never believed in people who claimed they saw the future, and he figured those who could wouldn’t go around saying so, but right now, divine insight would prove helpful.
He doubted himself, always. He used meticulous care in his book selection, restricting some knowledge. Those subjects were better explained by him than absorbed through another’s bias. She needed to make her own decisions, and he intended her to be a blank slate, free of prejudice. His omission about the Wizard’s War might come back to haunt him, but he’d rather teach it himself than let her inherit someone else’s fear.
He cast the uncertainty aside, whether he walked the right path or not. The right choice was hard to decipher in the moment, yet simple in retrospect. If necessary, he’d trace the forks of his decisions to repair any damage he might’ve done. 
In the corner he and Julie occupied, he’d littered the place with vast volumes. While they drifted above her, he sensed the swell of her essence, her magical ability. Her power radiated, raw and unrefined. Careful tutelage would craft her into a prosperous wizard, a Grand Master Wizard or higher.
He examined her again, but this time, in a different, more painful light. She reminded him of her, his daughter, the one slaughtered before his eyes. He tried to block such thoughts, to forget the pain forged in his younger heart, but failed. That ancient despair filled him again, returning like an old, volatile lover, torn between eternal bliss and the heart-rending sadness. 
Julie’s about the same age she would’ve been. 
He buried the thought, the memories, the grief, though it dug into him like a festering wound, refusing a quiet death. He knelt and gently touched her forehead, her subconsciousness swirling beneath the spell-induced sleep.
Another essence called to him, one not present, familiar yet absent. 
A smile crept over his face. 
He stood, his head turning to the direction from which the conjury called. He crossed the room to the window and gazed out over Ralloc. From this high up in the mountain, and in the castle spire, shops and other buildings looked like small brown lumps far below. 
He answered the essence, gently, not giving himself away to everyone. He focused his thoughts on the woman who called, a discreet answer. 
Judas sent his response, then closed off his essence again. She knew where he was, and she did the same. 
A tremor of presage rippled through him before she appeared. 
All magic gave off tell-tale signs, little vibrations of anticipation. If someone was powerful enough, they could sense the event before it happened—almost like a precognitive ability. Few possessed such insight, and even Judas, when tired, could be caught unawares.
Whenever the conjuring came, the more alien the essence, the more noticeable it was.
She manifested in the deep shadows between bookshelves, hidden by the swaddling black velvet. Madam Meristal Raviils strode forward, her crimson robes with gold embroidery flapping softly with her movement. A petite woman with flaming red hair, violet eyes, and porcelain skin stepped into the light. 
If there were a perfect woman, Judas gazed upon her now. To him, she was the epitome of beauty and elegance; how many other men thought the same?
He smiled. 
“Meristal.” 
They met in the middle, he bending to kiss her hand. 
“Always a pleasure and delight to keep your company. I’ve been without it for quite some time.”
“Of course, it’s a pleasure to keep my company,” Meristal said. 
He noted the fondness in her voice. 
They forged their friendship in the Wizard’s War, and she had a way of subtle teasing, something he came to expect. 
With the formality out of the way, he embraced her fully; a kiss planted on her cheek, her hair tickling his nose as he hugged her. She returned the tight embrace, both holding on longer than friends would. 
She let go but held his arms. 
“We haven’t spoken in forever, thanks to my tour in Mecas River City. It’s finally over.” 
He nodded.
“Welcome home, at least until they send you away again.”
She shook her head. 
“No, I’m retiring if they do.”
“You missed the hearing this morning.”
She dipped her head. 
“I know, and I’m sorry. I’d wager Consul Dathyr was behind my delay—a sudden arrival of paperwork in the eleventh hour.”
“Probably.”
“I hear they denied your citizenship again.”
“Yes, right before they asked for my help.”
“Where is she?”
Judas’s jovial manner faded, his smile faltering. 
“How do you know about her arrival?” 
Meristal answered with cryptic silence. 
He sighed, then ushered her between the bookshelves towards Julie. Meristal gazed down at the girl wrapped up in Judas’s traveling cloak.
“She seems fragile,” Meristal commented. “Unable to withstand the grind of everyday life in the realm.”
Judas surveyed the young woman. At first appearance, the girl seemed at peace, in a deep sleep. As they neared, the girl’s brow knitted. 
Her teeth clenched.
Meristal’s head tilted up, surveying the books above them, the green, coiling mist.
“She’s aware of our presence,” Judas whispered. “She’s fighting to wake up.” 
“Are we disturbing her?” 
“Perhaps,” he conceded. “She’s powerful, trying to fight me.”
“What are you doing with these books?”
“Essence Transference.” 
“Are you crazy?” Meristal hissed in a harsh whisper. “You can’t do that! You’ll destroy her mind. The Essence hasn’t even been medically proven, let alone tested. You’re going to kill her!”
He turned to Meristal. 
“Two people told me tonight I’d condemned her to die by bringing her here. At this point, does it matter?” 
He didn’t wait for her answer. 
“If this works, she’ll awaken with knowledge enough to survive. She’ll understand the realm, its laws, its people. Maybe she’ll even forgive me for the method.”
He knelt beside the girl and glanced back up to his friend.
Meristal gazed down at him, then after some hesitation, acquiesced to his point with a silent nod. 
“When will you let her wake?” Meristal asked.
“Around dawn.”
“They’ll make you send her back. You know that, don’t you?”
“They’ll try and fail. I won’t do anything I don’t want to. They can’t order an exile. I’m outside their jurisdiction, a call they made. Considering everything, I’ve allowed them to keep the Mirror of Imaesion, and they should be grateful. Without it, there’s no portal to the Other Side. Between destroying the mirror and sending her back, guess which one I’d pick?”
He heard Meristal’s lips part, but he sensed the hesitation, too.
“Wouldn’t destroying the mirror cause the realms to collapse? You made those magical laws, and now you’re an exile. Aren’t they void?”
“Maybe,” he conceded, “to answer both of your questions. But between their laws and my conscience, I’ll risk collapse.”
Meristal’s lips thinned.
“The big question is: would it reverse what you did to Xilor or his followers?”
Judas turned to her, the movement slow, his eyes tightening around the corners. 
“Possibly.”
Meristal subsided, content for the moment. Her lips pressed into a line, changing the subject. 
“I noticed you called for a meeting tonight. Was it about her?”
“No, something else. I think it’s best we arrive separately.”
“Okay, I’ll wait five minutes after you leave.”
Judas looked down to the girl and back to Meristal. 
He trusted her with his life, and by extension, the girl’s. Meristal fought at his side during the Wizard’s War. He nodded, taking a small step back. 
He gathered his essence about him with a silent command and vanished.
Chapter 5: Desert Of The Forsaken
The Desert of the Forsaken: a desolate place, hot and unforgiving. During the day, Apor, the larger, pale cerulean sun, and Praema, the smaller, brilliant amaranth globe, bathed the barren wilderness in merciless heat. But darkness had descended, ushering in a welcome reprieve. 
The wind rustled as the temperature plummeted to near-freezing. The cracked, dried surface crumbled beneath the shifting weight of two figures standing next to each other, cloaks drawn tight as they hunkered over their fire.
Judas gazed at the two smaller beings, wary of a potential trap. He reached out with his essence and identified them almost at once: Atz and Lurx.
The most reliable to follow orders.
Both still wore their armor and remained oblivious to Judas’s arrival. The warlock suppressed a smile, glad he still possessed some undiminished abilities as he aged. 
He moved closer and cleared his throat. 
Startled, the two turned, drawing swords, but stopped. The two smaller, muscular forms bowed in greeting.
“Don’t bow to me; I’m not a king,” the warlock admonished.
Monarchies are more trouble than they’re worth.
Once, he befriended a wealthy king, but those with riches and power often had a way of making everyone else’s life miserable. Since then, the idea of monarchy repulsed Judas.
“No, not a king,” muttered Atz, “but you’re a supreme wizard. Don’t your exploits of casting the dark lord into the eternal abyss grant you some respect?”
Lurx, the second dwaven, nodded. 
“Master Guardians, that’s very kind of you, but a life without fear is only half a life. Besides, nothing is eternal—not the Abyss, not even death.”
“You speak of the myth,” Lurx said, breathing deep.
Am I? 
If he was, he didn’t do so consciously.
“From the fairies,” Lurx said.
Judas arched an eyebrow.
“The one about a mage coming forth from beyond the touch of mysticism?” 
The two dwaven nodded. 
While he’d never read their prophecy in its entirety, he knew elements of it, the way he preferred it. Prophecies weren’t real. 
He sighed. 
“Yes, I remember something about that. The mage will be the restorer of life—in more ways than one.”
Equal as scales—life with death, love against hate—the legend said such balance came at a terrible cost. Fulfillment would demand loss; life would thrive only through death.
The two dwaven gave a slight shudder, and Judas caught the movement. 
He grimaced. 
He’d forgotten about the dwaven’s taboo regarding death. They shunned the subject with obscured references, and only the Keeper of the Dead spoke about the deceased.
Some called them superstitious, or worse, xenophobic. 
Their dark history had driven them to seal themselves within the mountains, estranged from the surface and mistrusted by Wizardkind in turn. Most never questioned why the Dwaven withdrew, or what wound they were hiding—only that they did.
How did everyone become so short sighted?
But Judas enjoyed their company and cherished them as much as the other races, except maybe the dragons.
Atz combed his stubby, thick fingers through his long waist-length beard. 
“Could that mage be you?”
Judas chuckled, and he nipped that thought short.
“No.”
“How can you be sure?” Lurx asked. “You could be. You did defeat the dark lord.”
The warlock’s smile faded. 
“I’ll admit to the similarities between the myth and my life, but I don’t come from beyond the touch of mysticism. That’s for those who came from the Other Side.”
Lurx nodded, but Atz glanced around, frowning.
“Where is everyone?” the dwaven asked. 
Judas relented to the blatant change of the subject. 
“The journey’s long, and not everyone can slip away from watchful eyes. So, we shall wait.”
“Why are we meeting here instead of Ralloc, or your manor?” Lurx inquired.
“I’ve grown suspicious of Ralloc. Who hasn’t? Enemy eyes scrutinize it, and this is the only place where we can be protected by Soma and other benevolent spirits.” 
He smiled down at the dwaven. Hearing the name of their goddess helped calm them, but he didn’t believe in such notions himself, at least, not the dwaven’s version.
Now, the other creature who calls herself Soma, that’s a different story.
Atz spoke at last, “What makes you think Ralloc’s watched?”
“Everyone looks to Ralloc, from all over Ermaeyth, and always will. There are whispers, if you listen.”
“We can always trust your judgment, Judas,” a woman’s voice came from behind them. 
All three turned, spying Madam Meristal Raviils as she strode forward. 
“Is this a full meeting? Who else are we waiting on?”
“Down to business fast—you appreciate what I like,” Judas commented. 
He held his arms wide to embrace her again, propriety discarded, but the charade intact.
They released each other, quicker this time, and he spoke to all present. 
“We’re waiting on—”
As soon as he started speaking, more figures appeared and approached the fire together. One was clearly Staell, the unicorn. And among the group, a fairy, an elyfian, and a centaur. They represented the scattered races bound by uneasy alliance: unicorns, fairies, centaurs, and elyves—the remnants of an older order when they were young, held together by necessity rather than by trust.
Sedrus, the centaur and council member, called out a greeting. To the warlock’s disappointment, he didn’t spy the goblin council members, the newest among them, but he could be patient. 
Sedrus stared down as he neared the fire, and upon seeing the two dwaven, turned his head in disgust. 
“What are these vermin doing here?”
“They’re here on my request,” Judas said. “We require their help, and we’ll respect them as equals. Their abilities can shield us from prying eyes and sensitive ears.”
Sedrus gave them a contemptuous sneer and turned his head away, moving to the far side of the circle.
“I didn’t foresee Lagelm’s and Kellis’s absence,” he said. 
He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.
“We’ll begin without them. This morning, the Mirror of Imaesion reacted erratically. On the Other Side of the gateway, I sensed the Kothlus Trilogy. It seems it’s emerged once again despite going missing long ago.” 
“What’s that again?” Sedrus asked.
Judas glanced around the circle, seeing the vast majority of those gathered with blank expressions. Only Meristal seemed to know. 
“The Kothlus books are written in Xilor’s blood, one of the ways I bound him. If his minions acquire them, he’ll be one step closer to resurrection—a bad starting point.”
“To what, Judas?” Zmora asked.
Before he could answer, Meristal jumped in, her voice hard.
“I think you know as well as the rest of us, Zmora. It could only be one thing. How many times must he prove himself? By the time you all start believing, it’ll be too late.”
Mella, the elyfian interrupted, her brows furrowed. 
“The dark lord can return to power? I didn’t think it possible.”
“Not for certain,” Judas admitted, “but with one barrier down, he’ll be closer. Xilor’s in the process as we speak.” 
He sighed.
“Either way, the books were on the Other Side, and someone went to retrieve them. I’m still looking into how they managed to get past Atz and Lurx. But the bigger implication is what worries me.”
We have a betrayer in our midst, Staell, the unicorn, stated. 
He gleamed, effulgent, his inner light shining through his translucent skin. 
A slight shiver went through everyone in the group. 
Unicorns spoke with telepathy; each time they spoke, it was like an invasion of privacy unless you became accustomed to it. 
Judas glanced up at the majestic creature.
“No,” Sedrus said. “There’s no way he could come back. You killed him! You told us you killed him!”
“Indeed, I did. Even though I killed him, he still lives.”
“What?” Zmora, the fairy, asked.
Sedrus chuckled, a scornful sound. 
“The infallible Lakayre lied? You wizardkind are so unsurprising.”
I’m sure— Staell began.
Sedrus waved his arm, cutting off the unicorn. 
“Your treachery knows no bounds. Perhaps the Kothlere Order’s right to cast you out, to hunt you down! If he isn’t dead, where is Xilor?”
“Enough!” shouted a voice. 
All eyes turned to Atz. 
The dwaven kept their silence in the meetings, only present for protection. 
“Master Lakayre stopped him. That’s all that matters! If he hadn’t, you’d all be kneeling at Xilor’s feet, or perhaps even … deceased!”
“We all want to understand,” Lurx said. “Even I confess curiosity. How did you stop him Master Lakayre?”
Judas went silent, glancing at the figures around the fire. All eyes were on him, hopeful, expectant. 
He shook his head. 
“I destroyed his body, but he lived on as a wraith.” 
He swallowed.
“I tore his soul away, trapped his mind in a mirror, even cast him into the Abyss—yet he endured.” 
Judas sighed.
“When his voice still spoke from the glass, I knew he couldn’t die.” 
His head quirked to the side as he remembered what else he had to do.
“So, I drained his blood, buried his body where none could reach it, and made his return as hard as possible.”
“Where?” Sedrus asked. 
Judas shook his head. 
“You don’t need to know, not unless you plan on reviving him.”
This does not help us, Staell interrupted. 
The unicorn scanned the others. 
Is your curiosity satisfied? Now we need to work on preventing him from returning. You heard Judas yourself, it’s a matter of time, not if. We must work to prolong this inevitable conclusion. We must find the betrayer among us.
“It’s the bloody vampires,” Sedrus murmured, his tone acidic. 
His gaze swept over to Atz and Lurx. 
“Or these two dwaven.”
“Yes,” Judas confirmed, his voice sharp, “betrayed by our kind.”
“Another betrayer? In Ralloc…?” Meristal asked.
“The same kind?” Sedrus growled. “We’re not the same!” 
Judas caught the glint of hate in his eyes.
“Your blood may not be the same, but magic connects you. We are all connected.”
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Meristal said, “but we never caught the first betrayer, did we?”
“No, we didn’t,” Judas confirmed, and he couldn’t hide the regret in his voice.
“Are you sure it’s not the same one?” Mella, the elyfian, asked. 
Her raven hair rustled with the caress of a gentle breeze.
Meristal saved him from having to speak. 
“It was during the climax of the Wizard’s War. We’re sure the first one’s inactive, either passed on or removed from a position of power. To be honest, we weren’t certain at all.”
But certainty was a lost luxury from the Wizard’s War. Too many turncoats, too many lies, and in the end, a lot of people died, even those closest to him.
“Another one rises?” Zmora asked. 
Judas nodded. 
“Yes, and it’s up to us to find out who did it before too much damage is done. Now, back to what I was saying, the three books were located on the Other Side—”
Master Judas? Staell interrupted. You’ve spoken in the past tense more than once. Is there something you haven’t told us?
“Ever alert, Staell. Yes, past tense because they were on the Other Side. They aren’t anymore. I went myself, along with the two guardians, Atz and Lurx … and Daylynn Reese.”
“You what?” Meristal asked, her voice sharp, like a stinging slap to the face. 
Judas winced. 
Meristal hated Daylynn Reese, a bitterness that went all the way back to the war.
He held up placating hands.
“The council’s decision, not mine. You’re always my first choice, but you were still in Mecas River City. We didn’t realize what caused the disturbance at the time, so we had to act.”
“Yes of course, you’re right.” 
Even though Meristal relented, he knew the conversation wasn’t over. Judas stifled a smile, and he knew that Meristal, just like him, longed for the old days, when it was him and her against the world.
Perhaps I’m not the only one who can’t escape the days of the war. 
During those darkest days, they both meant the world to each other, and their fierce friendship was forged through warfare.
“That still doesn’t explain the past tense expression,” Mella spoke up. “They’re in our possession now, are they not?”
“No,” Judas said.
“How did this happen?” Zmora inquired.
“It matters not,” Mella said, cutting her off. “I’m sure Warlock Lakayre did everything in his power. If someone slipped by him, could any of you do better?” 
Judas caught Meristal mumbling a maybe.
His lips pursed before he spoke. 
“I want each Head of Creatures to report and keep tabs on their designated species. Be mindful of more signs of Xilor, like the sheol on the Other Side.”
“I heard about that,” Meristal grunted.
“Sedrus, following this meeting, check on the other centaurs: Mella, take the goblins, trolls, and elyves. Zmora, of course, you have the fairies and vampires; Staell, the unicorns are yours, along with the dragons; Meristal, take the saricrocians—you’re the only one those damn things listen to.”
Judas pointed to Atz and Lurx. 
“The dwaven are yours.”
An angry voice burst into the silence.
“What will you be doing, Lakayre?” Sedrus demanded. 
He stamped his hoof, his muscle rippling beneath his chestnut brown coat.
Judas turned back, seeing the eyes of everyone darting around the group, an uncomfortable silence with Sedrus’s blatant disregard for titles or propriety. 
“Well,” Judas said, “I’ll be talking to the sheol, unless, of course, you want to trade, Sedrus?” 
A shudder swept through the camp, the fiends of death slipping their minds. 
“Well?” Judas prompted.
“I think you know what would be best, Master Wizard.”
Judas nodded, pulling the lower hairs of his goatee with his thumb and forefinger. 
“We’ll meet again, and soon. I’ll contact you when we can.”
“There’s something else,” Sedrus interjected. 
Everyone stopped, eyeing the centaur. 
“Daylynn gave her report to the council. The consul moved for a motion to hunt you down and kill you. We blocked the motion. You’ll be surprised, but Daylynn sided with Lagelm, Kellis, and I. She said you saved her life.”
“I did,” Judas confirmed with a nod. “Twice.”
Meristal let out a disgusted hiss of air between her teeth.
“I believe,” Sedrus continued, “it’s because of your actions, she voted against hunting you down. The consul’s livid and still wants to extradite the Wcic. For the moment, you’re not officially hunted, at least not by Ralloc.”
“Good. Now I need to figure out who is hunting me.”
Sedrus turned to leave when Staell called out through his mental projection. 
I have something to add. 
Judas suppressed a sigh. Why couldn’t everyone say what they needed in the meeting instead of making it drag on?
My people tasked me to deliver a warning to the council. Since a member is present, I’ll do it now. The sheol congregate and are poised to strike. Who is uncertain, but the threat is real. They stirred in the shadows of their ruins. Also, the lower castes of vampires move outside Shadow City. The portents are real. Something sinister twists. War is coming.
The centaur swallowed hard, knowing what a message from the unicorns would imply and the weight of their words. 
“I’ll deliver the message.”
Also, if war does come, our allegiance lies with Warlock Lakayre.
Sedrus nodded and moved off, and others followed him. Judas saw the foreboding on the centaur’s face. He didn’t relish the thought of delivering the message in its entirety.
Staell moved closer to the warlock. 
I wish to bestow a gift to the Wcic.
Judas’s eyes narrowed. 
“I can arrange a short visit around dawn, my manor. I didn’t plan to return there because the council would look there first. Also, being hunted further solidified my choice, but I left something valuable and must fetch it. You can do it, then.”
Where will you go afterward?
“Eventually to Wizard’s Pass. I have an old acquaintance there. Few are familiar with him, and we should be relatively safe as it’s out of the way.”
A sound plan. I’ll await you at your manor at dawn.
Staell retreated, leaving Judas with Meristal, Atz, and Lurx. 
Judas motioned to the dwaven. 
“You may leave. Thank you for your service.”
The two dwaven bowed and faded to carry out the task Judas gave them.
Judas withdrew his wand from the folds of his inner robe and pointed at the flickering fire. The earth churned, dousing the fire with sand, giving the appearance as if no one had ever come.
Meristal gazed at Judas and raised an eyebrow.
“There’s someone among us who’s feeding information to the enemy,” he confirmed. “I haven’t been able to discover who yet, even after all these years, so I must take precautionary actions. Spells can only be so good if someone’s trying to listen in. If they track down our location, I don’t want to give anything away.”
“Any ideas of who?”
“Well, I can rule you out,” he mused with a bittersweet smile and mocking tone.
“Oh? Why’s that?”
“During the time of your absence to Mecas River City,” Judas explained, “things happened only people in the Kothlere Council would be aware of, and it couldn’t have been you.”
“So, you’ve narrowed it down to the council?”
“Yes, and no.” 
“Anything to do with this group?”
“I don’t believe so. I cast a powerful charm that will notify us of treacherous thoughts in our midst. We’d know.”
“And there’s no way to trick you?”
“Sure.” 
He shrugged his shoulders. 
“Anything’s possible. I’m not infallible. They’d need to be powerful, intelligent, or privy to some form of ancient wizardry I’m not.”
“So, other than suspicions, you can’t narrow down the exact perpetrator?”
“No. Too many people are coming and going in the castle for absolutes, but I’m getting closer. I just need more time. Why are you so interested all of a sudden?”
“Well, if the dark lord’s coming back—or is back—then time’s something we may not have.”
“Too true.”
“Where are you going? After your manor, I mean?”
He was quiet for a moment, gazing out at the dark, sandy landscape.
“Dlad City. It’ll give me time to prepare Julie for her journey.”
“Can I see you before you leave? I just got here.”
He smiled. 
“We don’t have the best timing, do we?” 
He hugged her again. 
“Let me know when you’re coming. Okay?”
She pulled away, nodded, and teleported away, leaving Judas alone. 
He still had his task to complete.
Gathering his power, he too, vanished.
His teleport carried him to the opening of the Corridor of Cruelty, once a monumental feat to all who crossed its cursed threshold, now a lingering moment of discomfort for the warlock. 
Long ago, Judas entered the Corridor, and for three months he suffered all the cruelties it offered. The months seemed like years. But he mastered the Corridor, and now he only experienced the briefest of irritations as he walked through. 
No one, nothing, not even him, could teleport through, an anomaly unto itself. 
Once across the five-mile gap, he teleported again to his destination.
On the other side, death and decay greeted him. The grass crumbled to ash beneath his feet. Even in the dark, Judas knew the dirt went from a rich brown to a charcoal black. 
Stone monoliths littered the way in front of him, each an epitaph of an identified member of some long-forgotten royal family. This place where the sheol stayed—The Ruins of Sheol—was the final resting place of countless millions, both from the Wizard’s War and another war from long ago, forgotten by society, a rarity in educated circles of historians. 
Ignorance of the place, though common, was due to the meticulous erasure from most texts circulating in the general populace. Who did it remained a mystery, and the Ruins were hard to track down, but slivers of history from the once epic war could be traced back, almost to the beginning of magic.
But the clues were still there, if one knew where to look.
Judas withdrew his wand, and a light glowed from the tip, casting long shadows on the tombstones in front of him. 
The sheol, like moths, were attracted to luminance in small amounts, but too much, and they died. Judas peered into the darkness before him, his eyes searching for any signs of movement.
They’re here, they’re always here.
A skittering noise like fingernails scraped over a chalkboard manifested in front of him. The faint sound of wind sucking in followed. The breath of a sheol, an echoing effect, impossible to determine which was the first and which was an echo.
“What comes?” a deep, rattling called.
“Your Head of Creatures,” Judas responded, mustering a tone of command he didn’t feel. 
The sheol, like the City of Despair, compelled a strange effect on the living. It was said that the City of Despair was once a great splendor, rivaling Ralloc in size, and the Golden City in beauty. Towers and buildings made of crystal and marble, lush green gardens and clear waters. 
Now … just a dead spot on the face of the Ermaeyth. Anyone who entered unprepared never came out again.
“We have no Head of Creatures. We have no want,” the sheol responded.
Judas waited for the sheol to come out in the open. 
Slowly, the decaying wraith slithered forward like a serpent floating in the air, a wisp of smoke, coiling and recoiling. The wraith stopped meters short of Judas and hovered like a black cloud of toxic gas.
“What is it?” the sheol hissed.
“Let’s begin by talking about your master.”
Chapter 6: Gryzlaud Palace
Xilor drew into himself, centering his essence. In Gryzlaud Palace, across the sea of rolling plains, rivers, and forests, past the Abyss, Xilor awaited the arrival of the Kothlus Trilogy. 
So close, after so many years.
Gryzlaud stood as both monument and tomb—a castle of towering spires and buried halls, its walls fed by centuries of sorcery, a residue that seeped into the stone. In the quiet, he could almost hear the screams of the deceased. 
Many hunted his lair, including the warlock, but those without allegiance never set foot inside. Xilor took this bastion from the previous dark lord, Hadius Lacove. 
The castle now fell under his rule.
His goblin-slave, Derms, muttered as he polished a silver bowl.
Xilor sensed beyond his prison—a silver-looking glass—and one of his apprentices approached. But it was something else, a new element in Ermaeyth, that upset the balance. He noticed the ripple effect from here, becoming hyper-sensitive in captivity.
In a way, Judas helped him, albeit unwittingly—just as Hagen once helped all beings, drawing ever closer to the madness that consumed him.
Xilor’s eyes moved in the mirror, taking in the castle as he awaited. 
Rumors circulated that Hagen, the Father of Magic, built Gryzlaud in the ancient past. He introduced magic to all living things, but the fable turned dark, and Hagen succumbed to his madness, becoming the first-ever dark lord. 
The irony.
His legacy spawned the line of dark lords, each worse than the last. Vlad Vikal came next, alchemist and tyrant, and the first vampire. The mountains far to the north, which Ralloc nestled against, were named after his family: the Vikal Mountains. The Krey and the elyves resided there now.
His name still stained the northern mountains like the blood he’d spilled.
Because Vlad created the vampires, he tolerated the species’s floundering. Vlad’s tinkering with alchemy and enchantments led Xilor down a similar
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