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            Zanora

          

        

      

    

    
      The air turned cool as night embraced the desolate spot. Barrett felt tired as he sat upon a withered tree husk to warm himself by the fire. Earlier, he sent his raven in search of Elimar and Trishar. He desperately needed their help.

      Though the bird argued over leaving his side, he knew she could play no part in defeating Apadora. Further, he was unwilling to risk her safety once the Outerworld gate opened. The wicked realm was no place for a raven, especially since the bird was his mother.

      Barrett muddled through his thoughts concerning Zanora, but she was only one of his current problems. Deciding her fate while planning their impending quest paled in comparison to unraveling the gate spell. Had the ancient magic been inadvertently weakened once Zanora began her chant? If so, and if Apadora discovered the error, would she soon free herself from her eternal prison to renew her reign of death and terror upon the lands?

      The most troubling thought was their dwindling time, but his friends did not seem to share his concern. Even now, they argued over Zanora’s fate, none of which she heard. She remained unconscious beneath a blanket he had draped over her. The redhead had not stirred since being struck down by an Impendior spell while attempting to unseal the Outerworld. Gaia’s magic had saved the world from Apadora’s wave of evil. At least for now.

      Yet, even after stopping Zanora, danger remained. The companions still needed to enter the vile underbelly of the evil realm. Alesta awaited freedom on the opposite side of the gate. Crossing the threshold into what lay beyond was the only solution for her escape.

      Barrett, frustrated over the arguing, turned his mind to Gaia’s beauty. He studied her face with growing affection. She looked lovely, bathed in the orange firelight as the debate raged. He caught her attention and gave a wink. The witch smiled and returned his gesture.

      “She’s a burden,” said Unger, his voice rising as he inclined his head toward Zanora’s motionless form. “I’ll never trust her again.”

      “No good will come of her being here,” added Graile. “We should give her a rucksack, some food, and water, then send her on her way. She’s lucky to still be alive.” He pulled a bread loaf from his pack, took a bite, and chewed slowly.

      “Lars and I never knew her before she turned wicked so we rely on your judgment as to her sentence,” said Nell, exchanging nervous glances with her brother. “I think Graile has the right idea. Set her free, unharmed.”

      Lars nodded approval. “The girl is a major distraction, which is one more thing we don’t need right now. Set her loose.”

      Barrett wished to be somewhere else, yet he listened closely as the conversation leaned towards abandoning their captive. Here or elsewhere, they would decide later. Instincts told him his friends were correct; her presence was disruptive. Months ago, after his crown had been stripped away and his kingdom seized, any authority he had to sentence someone to death had ended. He could not take her life. Besides, he thought, he was not a god and had no right to make that choice.

      Guilt made him heave a long sigh. I should have slain her during our combat. He twitched at his coldhearted thought. I had several opportunities to finish her. If I had, none of these decisions would be needed now. Another twitch over the notion.

      Romantic feelings for Zanora had faded weeks ago. Especially after he and Gaia shared affections. But now he would be expected to decide the fate of a girl he once loved. It was a burden he did not want.

      The bickering grew. Wanting to hear none if it, he turned his gaze toward the twinkling stars and waning crescent moon, thinking they may provide some peace. But he could not suppress his innermost questions for long.

      How did it come to this? My next decision could decide the fate of all lands. He studied the sky as though his thoughts would summon Elimar simply by wishing it. Where is that blasted wizard? I can’t do this without him! My magic is not strong enough.

      Somewhere in his mind, Gaia called his name. Still, he remained oblivious until she came to snuggle against him. She rested a hand on his thigh and her head against his shoulder.

      “You haven’t said much,” she said softly. “What’s your plan? Or don’t you have one yet?”

      Barrett covered her warm hand with his own. “I was not ignoring you. I just needed time to think.” As the witch straightened, a final decision came to him. Facing the company, he raised a firm voice. “This debate is pointless until her part is fulfilled. Zanora is vital. We need her to open the gate. She is the only one among us who knows the spell. This arguing must stop. I cannot listen to it any longer.”

      Silence fell thick, except for the crackling fire sounds. But the quiet did not last.

      “Right,” blurted Unger. “Just so you know, I think we all finally agree. She should be sent on her way if she lives through opening the gate. If she doesn’t survive, that would end the discussion.”

      “That’s very cold coming from you,” said Gaia, pulling her blanket tighter and pressing into Barrett.

      Unger shrugged. “Maybe. But I’m not fond of being betrayed. Not to mention, she nearly got us all killed on several occasions. She brings misery wherever she goes.”

      “You have a point, but we’ve known her for ten years,” countered Barrett. “She was our best friend. Besides, it has not all been bad.”

      Graile flicked his braid off his shoulder. “I’ve not known her as long as some, but you’re right in saying she was your friend. The woman you knew has been lost to wicked ways.”

      “I have a question,” asked Nell, raising her hand as if waiting to be called on. “Is she going through the gate with us?”

      “No,” snapped Barrett. “There is no reason to bring her along.” He quickly reconsidered his hasty choice. “Then again, we could use an extra sword.” He pointed the dead twig he toyed with toward the cavern’s entrance. “Who knows what we’ll face in there.”

      “I would rather not have her behind me with a sharp blade,” said Graile, making a stabbing motion.

      Barrett forced a grim smile but longed to massage his temples to soothe his growing headache. “We will decide her fortune later. There is no need to make a choice this minute. Especially since I’m too tired to think.”

      “We’re all worn out. Let’s get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch,” said Lars. “I’ll bet the new day will bring danger—and plenty of it. We need to be sharp.”

      “Will we not wait for help to arrive? Samaren has already left to find the wizard and sorceress, no?” asked Nell.

      “Yes, she searches even now. Though, I am worried about her.” Barrett studied the empty sky for a long while and hoped to see a raven’s silhouette winging toward him in the shimmering moonlight. “We can’t wait forever for help to arrive, but I will delay a bit longer. Good night, all.” He rose and led Gaia to a hollow spot beneath an overhanging boulder pile. “This place is as good as any.”

      Wrapping themselves in blankets, they snuggled together as the others searched for their sleep spots. Minutes later, the companions settled in as best they could while Lars examined the deepening blackness from atop a sloping incline.
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        * * *

      

      During the small hours of the morning, Barrett grew restless. Gently moving from beneath the witch’s arm, he trudged up the hill to take his turn at watch. His thoughts turned to their unenvious task, now only hours away.

      If Elimar or Trishar did not arrive soon or did not come at all, the companions would face the vilest sorceress of legend alone. In their favor were two Shifters, a Fader, a witch, an archer, and his own magical prowess. Zanora would be a valiant warrior, though her willing participation was in doubt, as was the friends’ faith in her.

      Getting her to stand against Apadora while rescuing Alesta, a woman who once nearly destroyed them all, was a lot ask. There was also the matter of her needing to pay a penalty for her underhanded actions. What would it be? As he wondered what advice would Trishar give, movement drew his attention to the right.

      Unger approached to ease beside him. “I’m too nervous to sleep.” The archer pulled his cloak and blanket tighter against the chilled night.

      “We are a powerful group. I pray we have the advantage in numbers. Apadora cannot fight us all at once. Can she?” Insecurity made Barrett doubt his abilities as he watched a shooting star blaze past as the cloud opened. He hoped it was a sign of good fortune, even if he did not believe in such things.

      Unger raised a shoulder. “I hope not. But I doubt she will be alone.” Shivering, he rose to place more wood on the fire, then returned. “You know I trust your choices, right? I mean, we’ve seen a lot of danger together and we’re all still alive. I would love to keep it that way.” He bumped the young wizard with his shoulder. “The gods will protect us.”

      “You have always been honest. I value your judgment, my friend. What do you think I should do with her?” Barrett jerked a thumb toward Zanora.

      The archer peered at the sleeping redhead. “First, let’s examine something no one has mentioned. Despite Jarn being a worthless bully, his death will cause a stir. When Carick learns Zanora killed his son he will have Grimes hunt her forever. Of course, they may never discover the truth since her entire group is now dead. She is the only one left to tell the tale, so there is no way to prove what really happened.”

      Barrett stiffened at his friend’s logic. “Excellent point. Carick may never know the truth but questions will certainly be raised about Jarn vanishing. Everything will point to her, no matter what.”

      Unger rubbed his chin. “By the way, I’m sorry for overreacting earlier. I was wrong. Concerning Zanora, we don’t know if she truly hates magic or is under some spell. Why she turned against it is anyone’s guess. Maybe she had no choice. We need to consider all possibilities before deciding her fate. I’m just saying the girl you loved may be wholly innocent and have no idea of her own wicked ways.”

      “Another true point. I think⁠—”

      Their talk halted as the redhead moaned and stirred. They sprinted to her side as she struggled into a sitting position to rest her head on her knees. She breathed deeply. Her feet were secured with a binding spell.

      “What happened? Why am I tied up like a criminal?” She struggled against the magic only to end up frustrated.

      “You have been unconscious nearly an entire day. How do you feel?” asked Barrett.

      At seeing his face, she dragged herself backward. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “Don’t be absurd. Of course not,” replied Unger. “If we wanted that, you wouldn’t be talking. You would already be with the gods.” His brows furrowed. “Probably not the ones you were hoping for, I imagine.”

      “True,” agreed Barrett. “What kind of idiots would we be to wait until you were awake just to kill you?”

      Their explanations seemed to pacify her. She took a calming breath and relaxed. “That sounds logical, I suppose. What do you want of me?”

      “My dear Zanora, you are the most valuable member of our group,” said Barrett as a sliver of the moon shone over his shoulder, shrouding him in white light to give him a ghostly glow. “You alone know the words needed to open the gate. We want that knowledge…or else.”

      “To begin with, I am not your dear anymore. You had your chance,” she snapped before shaking her head to clear the cobwebs. Then, his final words struck her. “Or else what?”

      “Or else we will extract it by any means necessary,” added Unger, narrowing his eyes as he leaned closer. “There is no need for this to be unpleasant.”

      “Open the gate and we will have no further need for you. Leave if it suits you. But only after the gate is open,” said Barrett.

      Zanora patted the neckline of her tunic, then each pocket. She scowled, then cursed. “My necklace. It’s gone, which means no key. You can’t get in without it. No one can open it now.”

      Barrett produced his wand to summon his vortex. “Tinith O’Votus.”  The key floated from the swirling portal to hang suspended between them. Making certain Zanora recognized it before flicking his wand again, he returned the trinket to the depths as the void closed, then faded away. “Like I said, the spell is all we need. Give it to us, and your part will be done.”

      “I see. And if I refuse, you’ll torture me. Is that it?” She squirmed uncomfortably. “I understand now.” Pulling both knees tighter to her chest, she glared at them. “I’ll never give it to you.”

      Annoyed she called his bluff, the prince softened his tactics. Despite his bold words, his heart did not lay in torture. Even the idea was sickening. “Please, we need your help. You were part of us once and can be again. Although no one holds faith in your word, it would be easy to prove them wrong. Had you succeeded in opening the gate, the world’s greatest evil would have been set free. As it is, our friend, Alesta, is trapped inside that awful place. We want to help her escape. I owe Elimar that much.”

      “Oh, I see. You mean the same friend that tried to kill us all? And nearly succeeded, I might add,” she said, her voice rising. “Yes, you definitely need more friends like her. And do not mention that feeble old man to me again. He’s the cause of all this.”

      Unger forced air from his lips and shook his head. “That’s absurd. Besides, Elimar showed us the true events. Apadora kidnapped her daughter to use her as a channel for hatred. She has controlled Alesta since childhood. We all saw it.”

      Zanora’s head tilted back in laughter. “Sure. So everything the wizard shows you is a fact, right? There is clearly no deceit on his part.” Her face tightened. “How in the name of the gods have you two survived this long?” She did not wait for an answer but stabbed a stiff finger forward. “Listen, I won’t associate with losers. So keep your offer of joining this band of misfits.”

      “Apparently, you don’t remember events very clearly. Not only did you betray us, but you tried to kill us, too,” snapped the archer. “Even though these misfits could have easily murdered you, you’re still alive.” He shook his head and huffed. “Ungrateful little girl.”

      Zanora snorted. “Oh, Unger, still the childish fool, I see. Nothing has changed. When will you realize none of this would be happening if you had never met that wizard or his family? Magic is to blame. It should be eradicated.”

      The prince had heard enough. He wished he could wave his wand and make the entire situation vanish. He was weary of her word games and constant defiance. Why does she thrive on spite and anger? This nonsense is just one reason why we broke up.

      Worrisome thoughts flooded his mind as he pondered his situation. Knowing he could not open the gate without her, he decided if she did not willingly reveal the spell he would extract it by magical means, no matter how painful or deadly. It had to be done.

      “Both of you be quiet!” snapped the prince as he ran a hand over his face in frustration. His voice took a gentle tone as he eased beside her. “The past is just that…the past. We cannot change it, and I will not debate my decisions with you.” He let that sink in. “What is your answer? Will you help or not?”

      Zanora met his eyes. “What do I get out of it? What is my reward?” She shrugged her indifference, but her body revealed deep fear as she squirmed impatiently. Again, she tested her bonds but to no avail. “Not that I trust a single word from your mouth, but I want you to say you need my help.”

      Barrett ignored her.

      “You get to live,” blurted Unger, his words dripping with vehemence. “That is your reward. Nothing more shall we give you.”

      “My, what a bold statement from someone whose words never matter.” She leaned forward as a thin smile spread her lips. “Your role is that of a jester. No one takes you seriously. You are a buffoon. Nothing more.”

      The words bit at Unger with cruelty, but he showed no signs of his pain. Instead, he mocked her with a smile. “That means nothing coming from you, being the treacherous swine you are. You sided with the enemy, gave away all our secrets, murdered Jarn because he got in your way, and⁠—”

      Barrett waved him off. “Stop. This does no good. She is trying to drive us apart, and I won’t allow it.”

      “You won’t allow it.” She spat at his feet. “Who are you? An orphan. A throneless king. A pitiful, homeless little boy who knows a few magic tricks. You are a sideshow freak who follows a worn-out old man and his sister to no end. You deserve whatever happens. Apadora will make you beg for death.”

      The prince set his teeth. With a flick of his hand, he stole her air. Zanora tipped over to clutch her throat while gurgling sounds spewed from her lips. She kicked and fought against the magic, her eyes fluttering as consciousness faded. Her world was going dark.

      Another quick gesture from Barrett ended her agony. Coughing and gasping, she turned an angry face to him, but fear shone in her expression.

      “Take care how far your insults go,” he warned. “If you cannot be agreeable you will make Unger’s idea more attractive. Consider your position before opening your mouth again.” He stormed toward the fire with the archer in tow.

      “Where did that come from?” asked Unger, squatting to rub his hands near the flames for warmth.

      Barrett parroted his actions after adding more wood. “There is enough hateful talk in the world. I can’t tolerate hers, too. However, I was wrong to let her get to me, even if her words were true. I am everything she said—orphaned, homeless, throneless, and pathetic at magic. But she was lying about your worth, my friend. Not to mention, you would make an awful jester. You would look foolish in one of those funny hats.”

      “You’re an ass,” replied Unger, reaching over to shove his friend off balance. His gaze returned to the redhead. “I pity her in many ways. It’s sad she only knows discontent and malice. Why does she always need to irritate everyone?”

      Dead leaves stirred as the breeze rose. Barrett shriveled his nose at the foul odor it carried. He did not want to know where the smell came from or what it was. He thought it smelled of dead things.

      “Why else? To pit us against each other, of course. We can’t be a team if we always question one another’s decisions. Honestly, I think she is terrified of us,” replied the prince.

      “Exactly,” said Graile, emerging from the darkness like a living shadow. “I was awake. I heard everything. I’m rather shocked you used magic. It’s not like you to harm an innocent. Especially since you two were…well, you know.”

      “She is as far from being innocent as I am from a jester,” said Unger.

      “I think she may have a point.” Graile smiled thinly. “In the next town, we will find you a cap and bell hat for your new role. Then, you can be a proper jester. I’ll even teach you how to add face paint.” He pointed to his own darkly ringed eyes that contrasted the pale makeup covering his face.

      Barrett assumed the Fader had applied his full mask to enter the Outerworld as a ritual before facing possible death.

      “I really hate you,” grumbled Unger. “I take back all the nice things I ever said about you.”

      “Not again,” complained the prince as the sky began to lighten around them. “Let’s get some sleep while we can. Sunrise is approaching. As Lars said, being tired today could prove fatal.” He moved toward his bedroll.

      “Well, Sir Fader just woke up, so it’s his turn to keep watch. I need more sleep.” Unger paused to mimic a juggler. “Unless you wish to see my routine before I settle in.”

      “That would be wonderful,” replied Graile, leaning back against a splintered tree trunk.  He extended both legs, then placed his hands behind his head. “Proceed.”

      Unger stormed off with curses streaming from his lips. “Why do I even bother being nice to you?”

      Again, Zanora squirmed to test her restraints, then laughed as she watched the exchange. “Tell me, Graile, why do you stay by their sides? They’re pathetic. But from what I’ve seen, you’re smarter than all of them together.”

      “Do not waste your breath,” said Graile, staring straight ahead. Turning his hand to vapor, he moved it before him to watch the heavy black mist trail behind. “No one listens to your treacherous words. The only thing we want is the spell. Give it to us, then there is no need for you to speak at all.” His hand solidified to give a dismissive wave. “Go back to sleep.”

      The redhead growled an animalistic sound. She stretched beneath her blanket and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Greying dawn faded in the distance. Barrett peered into the yellowing sky, longing to feel the sun on his face. But it was not to be. Their surroundings remained cold and gloomy, as if daylight refused to touch them.

      Nell noticed, too. “It’s like the sun is afraid of this place. This land is truly cursed.”

      “At least others get to feel the warmth and enjoy the day,” noted Gaia. “And we’re alive. So that’s something.”

      Graile placed an arm around the witch’s shoulder. “Typical Gaia. Always thinking positive thoughts and seeing the bright side, aren’t you?”

      “Is there any other way?” she replied. “I refuse to live my life in misery. I control my own emotions. No one else. And I choose happiness.”

      “Then what is the bright side of being here?” asked Lars with sarcasm.

      The witch smiled. “We may rescue someone in need of help, keep terrible evil from breaking free, and come out alive with the help of our gods.” She tore a chunk from her bread loaf and began to eat.

      Zanora cleared her throat to protest. “Excuse me. I’m not some disease you can catch, so freeing me won’t hurt. I need food, water, and warmth. Besides, I can’t kill you all.” She lowered her voice. “Even though I would like to.”

      Barrett turned grim before he waved a hand to make her bonds vanish. “There. Happy now?” While there was no pleasure in his voice, he knew releasing her was the right thing to do. Yet, gut instinct told him to watch her every move.

      Zanora’s face lightened as she rubbed her ankles, stood to stretch her legs, then moved beside him. “I suppose I should say thank you.” She grimaced at her soreness. “But don’t hold your breath for that part.”

      He ignored her, knowing she was trying to goad him into another verbal war. He refused to fall into her trap. “Have you made a decision?”

      She stirred the dirt with a stick as apprehension and stubbornness fought a familiar battle in her mind. “I’ll do it. But understand, it’s not because I’m afraid of you.”

      Barrett placed a gentle hand on her back. “Good choice. And honestly, I don’t care about your reasons.” His voice raised over the crackling fire. “Zanora will open the gate. Afterward, she is free to leave if she chooses.” He turned to her. “Agreed?”

      She noticed the harshness in his voice yet thought better of being testy. “You have my word,” she said soothingly.

      “That’s perfect, except your word means nothing,” retorted Graile, his dark gaze quickly covering her.

      Knowing he would have the spell, unless Zanora broke her word, Barrett turned back to planning. His idea felt simple enough. After the redhead revealed the words, he would place her into a deep sleep. The action was to ensure the company’s safe return. After all, what if she remained outside but held a secret spell to seal them in forever or had some other wicked plan up her sleeve? Of course, she would be furious after she woke, but in the long run, her wrath was better than being dead or trapped with Apadora forever.

      Dread hitched his breath as he recalled the bloodied, battered vision of Elimar after his failed attempt to free Alesta. If Apadora defeated him so totally, the company would be no match. Survival seemed unlikely if their teamwork failed.

      “Our quest is plain enough,” said the prince, edging closer to the flames. “Once inside, we find Alesta and flee as quickly as able. Unfortunately, we have no idea where she is, how dangerous the search will be, or how to avoid Apadora.”

      “That doesn’t sound too hard,” mocked Unger. “You realize Alesta could be heavily guarded and Apadora’s minions will be everywhere, right? She could have legions of horrible creatures and beasts. Who knows what we’ll face.”

      “Stay together. We’re strongest that way,” said Graile. “Be silent. Do not draw unwanted attention.” He eyed Unger. “That means no whining.”

      Unger made an indelicate sound. He sneered in Graile’s direction as an added insult.

      “Am I the only one terrified right now,” asked Gaia.

      “Do you still have the wand I gave you?” Barrett flicked his hand through the air. Reaching within the folds of her cloak, she produced the enchanted wood. He smiled upon seeing it. “Excellent. That will help. You’re becoming an amazing sorceress and can defend yourself better than most.”

      “Great,” said Zanora, her words dripping with disdain. “Just what we need. More magic users. And amateur ones at that. What can go wrong?”

      “Those magic users could turn you into a bug and crush you beneath their boot,” threatened Graile, the whites of his eyes gleaming against the darkness of his black circles. “Perhaps you should mind your manners.”

      Zanora scoffed as she surveyed the witch. “When this is over, we can test your theory. My sword against your stick. We could end this now, but her boyfriend would be upset if she were hurt—or worse.”

      “You are very obnoxious,” said Nell sharply. “How did anyone here ever call you a friend? You are rude and have no concept of manners.”

      Zanora’s face reddened as she prepared to give a snappy reply. Barrett, familiar with her angry look, cut her off.

      “Though I despise waiting, we will give Elimar one more day,” he said. “We’ll open the gate tomorrow after sunrise. Our supplies are running low and we can wait no longer. Prepare in whatever way is best for you.” He whispered to Zanora. “Give me your word you will not run. I would rather not use a binding spell on you tonight.”

      She snorted an insulted sound as she eyed the prince with interest. “Why free me at all? I thought you didn’t trust me.”

      “I don’t,” he replied bluntly. “But we have to start somewhere.”

      Confusion distorted her face as she mulled over his decision, wondering if he was being friendly or trapping her somehow. “I give my oath I’ll not try to escape or harm anyone who does not attack me first.”

      “Thank you,” he replied. “I know this is already scary enough, so I’d rather waste time worrying over you double-crossing or harming someone.”

      Zanora inhaled sharply as an idea sprang to life. She placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled. “Take me along. I want to go inside, too.”

      From behind, a chorus of voices lifted in objection until Barrett silenced them with a raised hand. “Hear her out. I’m sure she has reasons.” He watched her closely. “You do, right?”

      “None of which are good, I bet,” grumbled Lars, his voice filled with biting doubt.

      Barrett cast a harsh glare over his shoulder. “Just listen, will you?”

      Zanora continued. “Though I hold no love for Alesta, I’ll help you free her. Consider it a peace offering. Like you said, we have to start somewhere.”

      More doubt wormed into Barrett’s mind. His fear of the quest falling apart due to distrust and anger was real. As he listened to the complaints rising behind him, he cursed Elimar for not arriving yet. The old man’s mere presence would put everyone’s mind at ease, except for Zanora, of course. Plus, if he were here, he would know what to do and how to calm everyone. Even if it took a spell.

      “I am not following her inside. Especially if she has weapons,” said Unger as he produced a hunk of jerky from his pack and tore a piece free.

      The friends matched his disdain, save for Gaia, who merely listened.

      “Never,” cried Nell. The objection bellowed from her throat as she flashed into ogre form for an instant.

      Lars pounded a fist on his thigh. “I will not place my life into her hands.”

      “Count me out,” said Graile, focusing on a bank of darkening clouds forming overhead. “Does anyone else⁠—"

      His words were ripped away as the companions’ fury took physical form. Soured emotions swirled round the camp like a tornado as winds blew, thunder cracked, and the sky blackened. The companions cowered, then dove for cover as lightning split the sky, striking the earth with force and hurling dead trees and rocks through the air.

      Gaia sprang to her feet to stand against the howling wind. “Everyone stop,” she shouted, holding her arms high. “This evil place is feeding off of our emotions. Let go of anger and fear. We’re acting like children.”

      “Get down!” hollered Barrett, seizing her cloak to jerk her to the ground. He covered her with his body as best he could seconds before a heavy tree branch landed where she had stood. Then, as quickly as it started, the storm ended.

      Gaia took his face in her hands. “You saved me.” Their lips met and lingered.

      Unger rose to brush himself off, trying to ignore their display of affection. “Will you two quit? Is this really the time?”

      “Our witch is right,” noted Graile, removing his cloak to shake it free of dust and debris. “We need to control our emotions. Apadora will draw power from our fear or anger.”

      “Agreed. The sorceress will have no trouble finding us if we behave this way within her realm,” said Nell, picking bits of tree bark from her tunic and hair.

      “Sister makes a good point. Inside her world, Apadora will be like a spider sensing vibrations to her web,” said Lars. “There will be no place to hide.”

      Barrett extended a hand, helping Zanora gain her feet. He brushed her off. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

      “You all want me dead, so does it matter?” she snapped, slapping his arm away. Then, her demeanor softened as she hung her head. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. None of you.” Like Graile, she removed her cloak to shake it out before lowering onto a wilted stump. “Thanks for asking.”

      Barrett sat next to her while considering her earlier proposal. There was always a chance her offer could be a deadly trap. Would she raise an alarm once they crossed into the wicked world? With his companions set against her and doubt gnawing at him, he was torn to choose a path.

      “Answer one thing,” he said. “Why Asban? I mean, his magic was not the most powerful. Why would he know the spell? He seemed more like a fool than a wizard.”

      The redhead shrugged. “Do not let him fool you. That wizard is tricksy. Maybe he used magic to steal the spell, then used the information for his gain. He believes if he meets Apadora, he could grovel enough to gain her allegiance. As a reward, she would grant him significant power. He’s delusional that way.”

      “Like you?” asked Graile softly. “You’re a hypocrite. You loathe magic and everything that goes with it. Suddenly, you know spells and directions to enter the evilest place in our world. Forgive us if we carry no faith in your intentions.”

      Zanora wore a dreadful look as her brows scrunched downward in anger. Barrett saw a hint of remorse, too. Pondering her reaction, he watched the redhead pick at her fingernails as she fought back her anger. He wanted to say something pleasing to ease the moment, but nothing came. To his relief, Gaia intervened.

      “Let’s not start again, or the storm may return,” said the witch, eyeing the sky.

      “We need to get on with it,” said Lars.

      Unger nodded. “Our chances lessen each minute. Apadora could be plotting her escape as we sit here and argue. I vote to open the gate now.”

      “We came here to set Alesta free. The time has come,” said Nell.

      Barrett mindlessly adjusted his clothing as he mulled over yet another problem: time was dwindling. No one knew how long magic could keep Apadora in her prison or how close she might be to unleashing herself and all her horrible creatures upon the world. In his heart, he knew whatever time they had was slipping away far too fast.

      Each decision seemed rushed and wise choices felt unlikely. Even entering the dragon’s lair months ago to find the enchanted sword and bargain for the companions’ lives seemed easier. Rubbing his temples as his head started to throb, he wished he had slept better.

      He still did not understand many things and had no easy answers. Where was Elimar or Trishar? The companions were right. Waiting for their arrival only led to false hopes. One thing he did not wish to consider was that Alesta may have already been killed. They had not heard from her in some time. Had she escaped? How strange would it be to enter the Outerworld only to find her gone or dead?

      But he could not dwell on any of that. Here and now, he had to choose.
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            A Friend Returns

          

        

      

    

    
      Moments before Barrett announced his decision, a collective gasp swept around the campfire. Instinctively, he spun with his wand at the ready. Shocked as a familiar form drew nearer, he sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Impossible,” he said. “Are you a dream?”

      “Clearly not impossible. For here I stand. Nor am I considered a dream,” answered the lithe woman. “I come to you in your greatest hour of need.”

      Like their first meeting, Barrett nearly mistook Nirith for Trishar. The young woman held a stunning resemblance to her aunt, save for the fact she dressed in happy, bright colors. At average height, with flowing black hair and eyes like orbs of swirled blue, the sorceress appeared not to have aged a day. Her smile remained as comforting as ever.

      Gaia met her with a light embrace. “How is it you knew to come here?”

      “Father sent a message telling me what has passed and bade me to lend aid. He and my aunt will return shortly. Both are away containing rogue Yerspins. The wicked things are slaughtering humans for fun in the city of Kolbinor. In the meantime, I have come in their stead.” Her gaze covered the companions. “Your group has grown. Impressive.” She studied Zanora with a tilted head. “I see your friends have shown mercy. I thought you would be dead.”

      Zanora scoffed openly. “Not yet, but the idea crossed their mind.” She frowned heavily. “Why are you here? Do you mean to enter the Outerworld?”

      “Of course. My sister needs me.” She peered toward the cavern entrance. Her gaze lingered for an instant. “During my father’s first attempt to rescue Alesta, had he told me of it, I could have helped. But he excluded me from concern over risking my life. So that brings us here. As it is, being kin, I can locate her whereabouts even within the confines of the evil realm.” She inclined her head toward Barrett. “If you will have me, of course, my prince.”

      “Please don’t call me that. And you are most welcome here,” he replied excitedly.

      “What about me?” asked Zanora, raising a shoulder in question. “If you have a new guide, how do I still fit in? Do you expect me to open the gate, then sit and wait for your return like a loyal dog?”

      Barrett desperately wished to have that scenario. Since Nirith arrived, the redhead would not need to come along. Still, having an extra sword and a skilled fighter could prove wise. He answered before another argument could trigger the return of the thunderstorm.

      “Zanora is a skilled fighter, and we need the extra sword,” he blurted. “She will follow us into the depths of the shadows she wished to see. Besides, there is no telling what manner or number of enemies we will meet. The more weapons we have, the better.”

      As soon as the words left him, another thought sprung to mind. Maybe it would be best if only Nirith and I go forward. With her magic we may succeed. Staying hidden with seven others may be impossible. Then again, if I made that choice another argument would start and I have no time for that now.

      The archer stared at Zanora. “You can go provided you use your steel against them and not one of us,” he chided with a raspy voice.

      “As you command, Sir Jester.” Zanora bowed low in mocking fashion and swept an arm before her. “I shall obey, my master.”

      Unger mumbled several curses, plopped on a dark boulder, and said no more.

      Barrett gave her a disapproving stare. “Will you stop that? I can’t believe your nerve. You are already unwanted. Saying foolish things does not help.”

      “You two can proceed with your lover’s spat later?” asked Nirith. “We must go soon.”

      Zanora laughed as she pointed to the prince, then poked a finger against her chest. “We’re not together.” Her finger aimed at the witch. “She’s with him now. They’re a cozy pair, don’t you think?”

      The sorceress blushed. “Father did not mention that part. Forgive me.” She curled her finger to Barrett, who drew close so none could hear. “Wise choice,” she whispered.

      Barrett chuckled lightly. “I think so, too.” Regardless of his answer, a certain degree of shame bit at his innards. Why does everyone need to know my business? Maybe I should advertise my love life in The Oracle. I can see the article now: Prince dumps old girlfriend for a new love! He huffed.

      “I am delighted to see you again, Lady Nirith. You are as lovely as ever,” noted Graile with a respectful nod.

      Oddly, Barrett noticed a hint of jealousy creep from Zanora as she hung her head to sneer at the Fader’s comment. Her reaction surprised him. Does she have feelings for Graile? He shook his head. It can’t be. I’m just tired.

      “You are too kind, my painted Fader. The days have been kind to each of you despite all you have seen and done.” Nirith spun a graceful circle with both arms out to her sides, changing from her lengthy dress to a brown tunic, black boots, and light green breeches. “This may be more appropriate for fighting wickedness.”

      “Yes indeed, Elimar is your father,” said Unger. “Oh, where are our manners? This is Nell and Lars.” He indicated each in turn. “They are Shifters.”

      “Dorgons. Most remarkable. I would love to chat with you both when time allows. Providing we survive.”

      “Now there’s some positive thinking,” muttered Zanora as she stared at her boots.

      Nirith turned toward the entrance. “If you are willing to stand alongside me, we should proceed. Apadora is likely aware of your gate discovery. Time is of the essence. She is stirring.”

      “What hope do we have, then?” questioned Nell. “If she knows we are coming, our chances are slim.”

      “She may not yet be at full strength. She has been idle for many ages and could have grown soft and weak. Even in her faded strength, she nearly killed my father. She would quickly return to her former wickedness if she were let loose on the world. There would be no stopping her,” said Nirith. “Though news still comes to her, your arrival may hold little interest. She does not view you as a threat. She merely awaits the perfect time to break free. Then, her evil will come forth in full force. We must make use of her indifference.”

      Barrett pushed his shoulders back and used a determined voice. “Ready yourselves. The time is nearly at hand.”

      “Before I take another step, I need food. I feel like I haven’t eaten in a week. I’m not dying on an empty stomach,” said Unger, retrieving fruit, bread, and dried meat from his rucksack.

      Graile lowered his voice. “You do know the idea is not to die, right?”

      “Why do I put up with you?” came the reply through a full mouth. Unger swallowed, then wagged the small bread loaf toward the redhead. “Why don’t you go keep an eye on her? Your talents could come in handy as you watch my back. She may knife me when I’m not paying attention.”

      Graile closed both eyes, making them disappear in a sea of blackness. He shook his head and strode away.

      “Where are my things? I need my sword and shield,” announced Zanora, searching for her belongings.

      Gaia ambled off to return with the familiar gear. “These were yours. It is a beautiful sword. I hope it serves you well.”

      Zanora jerked the blade free to swipe it through the air with speed. She spun it round in her hand, then slid its length into the scabbard in one motion. “Thank you.” Gaia turned to leave, only to stop at the redhead’s voice. “You can have him, you know. There are no hard feelings. You two deserve each other.”

      The witch displayed her usual friendly look. “Thank you for your approval. Though I doubt you are sincere. I know it hurts you here.” She pointed to her own heart. “I’m sorry for that. It was not supposed to be this way.”

      Zanora’s hand zipped toward her sword only to find Gaia’s wand quickly leveled at her.

      She glared at the witch. “Do it,” chided the redhead, even as the threat sounded rushed and awkward to her ears. “I wouldn’t blame you. At least I would die knowing none of you will ever see the sun again.”

      Gaia stepped back and lowered her wand. “Please do not mistake my kindness for weakness. I am no longer the same girl you grew up with. Besides, I am not like you and would never kill for jealousy. Though, I will certainly defend myself if needed.” She spun and strode away.
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      Minutes later, the group entered the cavern’s gaping outer entrance to meet the odor of rotting flesh. Barrett wrinkled his nose and made a sour face. Lighting his staff to combat the sheer darkness, he walked alongside Nirith through the long, musty corridor. The sorceress gave him unspoken confidence, yet the aura of the cavern’s malevolence made his stomach bubble. It was not the first time he wondered if Zanora had fallen prey to its call. Is that another reason she turned wicked? Had the pull of evil been too strong for her?

      Here and there, scampering creatures clung to the roughly hewn walls, giving shrill shrieks as the magical light touched them. They skittered away to hide from the blue radiance. Safely hidden in shadow while hissing and chattering their disapproval at the invaders, their reflective eyes peered from the shadows to watch the intruders pass.

      Soon, the friends reached the darkened pool. The dripping water still fell from high above into the murky depths below. The dribbling sound echoed through the cavern in maddening fashion. Having been here before, with Barrett knowing the difference between a vague dream and lively sensations of reality, he wondered which this was. It all felt surreal.

      “Not much farther now,” he whispered, his voice swirling round as if carried by the creatures themselves to announce his presence. He winced at the soft echo.

      Farther on, the enormous doors took shape in the gloom. Approaching first, Barrett, Graile, and Unger heaved their weight against them. The thick wood swung away with surprising ease, opening to the throne chamber where the magical duel with Asban had taken place. While Barrett felt a surge of confidence after defeating the wizard, he knew his powers would pale if compared to Apadora. Her strength was far beyond that of his insignificant scale.

      He could not help but look upon the spot where Asban remained trapped in the Frigidus spell. His eyes rested on the disheveled, motionless wizard who stared outward, still immobilized. Gurgling and moaning sounds came from his lips as Zanora passed. She ignored him.

      Whether the greasy man was warning of danger, cursing his conqueror, or asking to be set free, Barrett could not tell nor did he care.

      “You need to release him,” said Gaia with pity in her tone. “It is beyond mean.”

      The prince turned a skeptical eye to her. “He tried to kill me,” he reminded her. “Have no fear. The spell will wear off soon enough and he will be alive. Hopefully, a bit wiser. What more can he ask?”

      Gaia lay a hand on his forearm in a pleading fashion. “But—” Her words were cut off as Graile interrupted.

      “The last thing we need is an angry wizard to contend with. Leave him where he is. Barrett’s right. He will survive and we may be long gone by the time the spell wears off,” said the Fader.

      “Or we could all be dead,” added Zanora with a raised shoulder. “Why not turn him loose.” She patted her sword hilt as a smug grin spread over her lips. “I will kill him myself for being incompetent. Cursed fool!”

      “Ah, Zanora, never a dull moment with you around. We can always count on you being violent till the end,” quipped Unger.

      She smirked in reply. “Quiet, jester. You make my head hurt.”

      Gaia rubbed a reassuring hand down Unger’s back. “Do not listen to her. She’s angry over things she cannot control and takes her misery out on everyone around her.”

      Walking on, they came to more empty chambers, ultimately reaching the spot of Jarn’s torture and death. Zanora stared for a long moment before flashing a satisfied smile. The steam still hissed and rose steadily as they passed. Barrett shivered as he recalled the horrible image of Jarn hanging suspended in death.

      Turning left, they continued through several hallways until they reached the broad, carven stone stairs. The monstrous gargoyle statues remained motionless in their stony silence, each guarding opposing sides of the landing. As during his first visit, Barrett hoped they would not come to life.

      Above their stony counterparts, the bat creatures continued to dash over the walls while the hybrid gargoyle-dragon beasts scurried over the ground, wings folded, tails swishing, their orbed eyes reflecting.

      Standing before the door, Barrett faced Zanora. “This is the reason you are here. Speak your words. Cast the spell.”

      Her hand slid up his arm tenderly, coming to a gentle rest on his neck as she pulled him close, their lips only inches apart. Tilting her head, her breath came warm against his ear. “I wanted to hurt you. Just as you did when you cast me away. I only wanted the gate open to make you suffer.” She stepped back and winked.

      The corners of his mouth turned down as he gave a dismissive wave. “I don’t believe that at all. You have made it plain that magic is a scourge you wish to wipe away. But did you ever stop to think Apadora’s type of magic would kill us all? You were going to set her free from spite just because your heart was hurt.”

      “Think back to all that has happened since this quest has begun. Don’t you think everyone has already suffered enough?” asked Gaia.

      Zanora made no attempt to hide her harsh glare at the pair. It lingered a long moment before the redhead turned to face the strange symbols circling the gate’s outermost edge. The smaller inner ring held similar markings. They encircled the carved demon’s face. Long, jagged cracks spread outward from the center, like awful misshapen fingers, prodding and probing for release.

      “I need the key,” she said, extending her hand in wait.

      “No! You’re not laying hands on the key,” said Unger, sprinting to join them. “We may never see it again. Cast your spell, and I will open the gate.”

      “That may be best,” agreed Barrett while flicking his wand to summon his vortex. “Tinith O’votus.” The key floated free from the portal’s depths. With another graceful wand movement, he pushed the iron piece toward Unger, who seized it from the air.

      “I need a wand or your staff,” said Zanora, glaring at the pair. “Or are you two going to do that for me, too?”

      Graile drifted across the chamber floor in vapor form to solidify next to Zanora. “Why would you ask for such a thing? Remember our trust issue?”

      “I have no magic and you know it,” she argued. “I only hold a spell or two that Asban taught me. I am no danger to you even with his precious stick.”

      “There is a simple way to fix this.” Nirith extended a hand to Zanora and inclined her head toward it. “Take my hand, and I will know your words before you speak them. We will utter the spell together. Be aware. I will know if you are deceiving me.”

      “I’m not a child and can do this on my own,” retorted the redhead, defiantly folding her arms across her chest. Shame reddened her cheeks at being disallowed from working the spell alone.

      “If you are being honest, what would it matter if Nirith joined you?” asked Gaia. “With her power, you should not even need a wand. Reciting the words together is the solution.”

      “Why doesn’t it surprise me you don’t want me to have a little magic stick.” Zanora exhaled heavily and took
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