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I just want to
take a moment and thank


everyone who
showed their support


and, in some
cases, lent their considerable


talents to me
during this adventure.


Here's to you.
Let us hope that


this is only the
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Chapter One: Reunion







The Graveside Inn and Tavern was
a dimly lighted, smoky place like one might expect of an
establishment that carried such a name. It was a less than reputable
haven for anyone with the coin to pay for their room and food.
Stories flowed freely because no one here was a friend of any known
authorities. Gold, silver, steel, and jewels held the ultimate sway.
The inn's patrons often dealt in information. What someone knew could
be bought as easily as ale.


The large room was filled with
the low murmur of conversation, the occasional drunken laugh, and the
sound of coins clinking on the bar top as mugs were refilled. The
scent of spiced stew wafted out of the kitchen in the back and
mingled with the smell of wood smoke, creating a heavy perfume that
was generally sickening to the high born, but was the distinct
fragrance of home to those of dirtier blood.


Sitting at the far end of the bar
was a young woman, wrapped in a dark cloak, hood thrown back to
reveal her beauty. Dark shoulder length, brown hair tied back in a
ponytail; her bangs framed her face. Hidden just under those bangs
was a small scar in front of her left temple that cut into her left
eyebrow, giving the woman a distinctive appearance. Her eyes weren't
the wide, innocent eyes of so many young people who strapped on a
sword and dreamed of the life of a mercenary. Her eyes were
intelligent, calculating, and haunted. She had seen war, blood, and
death. Not only had she seen it, she had actively participated and
continued to go back for more.


No one here knew Nadia
Valengaard, and the young warrior was content with that as she sat
staring into her half empty mug, her mind drifting back to the past -
four years prior.


* * *


A warlord had risen to power
in a neighboring country and gone on a march to conquer the known
world. Adathir had been his name. His march had stopped in the rocky
fields outside of Vortha, the city that Nadia claimed as her home.
She had been born and raised there, along with her older sister,
Kaidia. They were daughters of the Lord and Lady of the city,
children of nobility. Their parents, Boreth and Syren, were legendary
as a warrior and a mage in their own right, and the two daughters
seemed destined to carry on the family tradition, being gifted with
both sword and sorcery.


Adathir's army had marched on
Vortha in the dead of night. Watchful sentries on the battlements of
the city walls had spotted the torches of the marching soldiers and
sounded the alarm. City guards and mercenary warriors, alike,
responded and marched through the city streets, out the main gates of
the city, and onto the fields to meet the army that threatened their
home.


Nadia remembered marching out
to fight. Her father, sister, and her sister's wife had all been at
her side. The battle had been long and arduous. By the time the sun
had brightened the sky several thousand soldiers lay dead in the
grass or against the rock outcroppings that occupied the field. More
bodies littered the field than those left standing and the commanders
of both sides called a halt to combat. Even with Adathir's army, it
seemed the rules of engagement applied and mutual respect was shown
to one's enemy.


Splattered with blood and
weary from hours of fighting, the two armies had parted and camped
across the field from one another to eat and rest. It was during this
period of peace in the midst of war that a tragedy had struck,
brought about unforeseeable circumstances, and irrevocably altered
lives.


Kaidia had been sitting on a
rock near one of the cooking fires. Her wife, Ashlin, had taken to
sitting at Kaidia's side. The two had been friends since they were
children. They were the same age and had spent most of their lives
together. They'd just married the previous spring and were very much
in love. It was obvious when one looked at them. Even now, in the
midst of bloody conflict, Ash and Kai were nuzzling and kissing one
another. Nadia had considered Ashlin her sibling since a young age,
since Kai and Ash had always played protectors to Nadia.


Across the fire from Kaidia
and Ashlin sat Boreth and Nadia. They had all been eating salted pork
and drinking water, brought to them by servants and non-warrior
citizens of the city. A call had arisen from the other side of the
field, from the camp of Adathir's army. Nadia remembered the shout of
"Valengaard!" that had rang out. Kaidia, Boreth, Ashlin and
Nadia had all immediately stood.


An arrow whistled past Nadia's
head, past Boreth, headed for Kaidia. The warrior managed to jerk out
of its way. Ashlin, standing behind Kaidia, tried to dodge as well.
She wasn't so lucky. The arrow had struck the woman in the shoulder.
It could have been worse and it immediately became just that. Ash had
buckled and fallen backward onto the grass, clutching her shoulder in
obvious pain. A deathly pale stole over the woman and she trembled.
Kaidia immediately dove to her wife's side, cradling the woman's head
in her lap.


Kaidia had then yanked the
arrow out, tossed it aside, and tried to heal the wound. While the
warrior's specialty was offensive, destructive magic, she was
competent at healing wounds. However, the skin didn't knit back
together. The blood kept seeping out and Ash kept growing colder. It
was a shoulder wound, this shouldn't have been happening. Kai had
looked up with desperate, pained confusion, searching the faces of
her sister and father for an answer, as her wife bled and shuddered
with pain.


The arrow had been enchanted.
Ashlin couldn't be saved. She was going to die. Nadia knew it, Boreth
knew it, Ashlin knew it, and in spite of her desperate denial, Kaidia
knew it as well. There had been a whisper from Ash, and Kaidia had
bent nearer, tears sliding down her cheeks. A shaking hand reached
up, fingers slipping over the back of Kai's neck, and that hand had
drawn the weeping warrior down to its owner. The two had kissed
deeply, lovingly, each knowing this was the last time either would
feel their lover's lips against their own.


Nadia had to look away then. A
flash of light brighter than the sun had flared out from Kaidia and
Ashlin, blinding just about everyone on the field. Then it was as if
all of the sound had been wiped from existence, only to be violently
reintroduced as a shockwave of sheer, oppressive power that had
roared out from Kaidia, knocking everyone within several hundred feet
to the ground, including Nadia. The light got brighter and Nadia
could see it even though she had closed her eyes. The air grew
heavier and Nadia heard Kaidia scream. Chills had run through the
woman's blood at hearing her sister scream like she did. It was an
anguished, tortured scream. Then it had changed, morphed into a
hellish, thundering roar. When it died away, the light died with it,
and everyone started to look around, blinking their eyes until they
adjusted. The younger Valengaard sister looked toward her sibling
only to see Kaidia standing over empty armor which Ashlin had worn
moments before.


The elder sister bent down,
picked up Ashlin's sword and buckled it onto the opposite hip of her
own sword. Warriors from both sides of the field were getting up and
brushing themselves off, looking fairly bewildered. Kaidia started
walking forward and Nadia could still remember the power emanating
from her sister as the taller woman had walked past. Vortha's troops
stepped aside to let the woman pass. Adathir's soldiers gathered and
formed ranks to stop her. The look on Kaidia's face was one of calm
but enraged determination.


Adathir's front line broke
formation and charged Kaidia. The slaughter that resulted surprised
everyone. To most of those watching, Kai moved so quickly she
blurred, striking down scores of soldiers in seconds. Within a few
minutes, most of what remained of Adathir's army was lying dead on
the ground, the rest was retreating in a full out run.


This turn of events left
Adathir facing down the might of Vortha's army himself. His luck
wasn't quite that bad though. None of Vortha's troops seemed inclined
to get between Kai and Adathir. Nadia remembered the fight between
her sister and the warlord. It lasted for only a few minutes, but
those few minutes were utterly terrifying. The power and speed that
Adathir and Kaidia displayed were unthinkable. Nadia and everyone
else had just stared in awe. The final clash between the two warring
titans was the most horrid of them all.


The two had come together,
swords clashing, magical energy whirling around the two like a
tornado. Fire and lightning whipped around the two in a godly display
of power, ripping up the ground around them, and sending chunks of
earth and rock flying out into the surrounding landscape. Then in one
moment, it all stopped. Adathir applied more pressure, more power,
trying to shove Kai back and Kai simply vanished. The warlord
stumbled forward, recovered, and turned around just in time to have
his head severed from his body by Kaidia's blade. Just like that, the
battle had been over.


Nadia remembered Kai setting
the head and body of Adathir ablaze with a gesture of her hand before
sheathing her sword, Ashlin's still at her opposite hip, and walking
off, away from Vortha.


* * *


Nadia shook her head, bringing
herself back to the present. She gently sighed. Aside from a quick
visit a couple of years ago, where she had hardly spent any time with
her sister, Nadia hadn't seen Kaidia since that battle four years
prior. Now, here she was, looking for her elder sibling in a small,
dangerous city inhabited by mercenaries at best, and criminals at
worst.


Her thoughts were interrupted by
a full mug of ale bumping the empty one in her hand. Nadia didn't
remember drinking the ale that she'd had, but when one's mind
wanders, certain things just don't register. She glanced up to the
grizzled old man behind the counter who gave her a nod and a faint
smirk. She smiled a moment, dropped a steel coin on the table, and
then crooked her finger at him. The man quirked a brow and stepped
closer, leaning over the bar. He might have seen quite a few winters,
but most would still think twice about tangling with the big man.
However, he was known by the locals to be a lot nicer than his
scarred visage would lead one to believe.


"What is it, lass?" he
asked.


"I need to know some
things." Nadia responded with a warm smile.


"Information costs around
here. Even for pretty girls with winning smiles," the man
replied. Nadia smiled again at the compliment, then reached into her
cloak and slipped a gold coin from somewhere within. She dropped it
on the bar next to the steel coin she'd set down  just a few moments
before. The bartender's brows rose. "Eroth, at your service,
M'Lady," he said with a light chuckle. He got another of those
smiles in return.


"I am looking for someone. A
woman. Tall and strong like the amazons of the deep south. She has
short-ish black hair, blue eyes, and a tribal tattoo that covers her
entire right arm. She's a swordswoman, a mercenary. I heard that she
was in this area." Nadia explained.


“Been searching for
awhile?” Eroth inquired.


“A year, roughly,”
Nadia answered.


“You look rather worn out,”
the old man stated.


“I am. Do you know who I'm
searching for? Perhaps seen her around?” Nadia questioned.


"I know who you are speaking
of, lass. You're looking for the one folks around here call the Dead
Watcher. Lives down by the graveyard. Straight down the road from
here. When you leave here, turn left, and keep walking. There aren't
any houses down there. It'll be the only set of doors around with
torches by 'em." He said, hands gesturing in the general
direction. The young woman gave a confused look but decided not to
ask what Kaidia might be living in if there weren't any houses around
in that part of town. She would find out soon enough anyway.


"I see. Do they call her
Dead Watcher because she lives by a graveyard?" Nadia asked.


"Partly, yes. Partly because
we used to have an undead problem and she took care of the whole
mess. She now keeps an eye on the tombs and graves." Eroth
explained.


"I see," the girl said
with a bit of a smile.


"She is a nice enough lass,
but likes to keep to herself. Her servant comes into town to pick up
supplies and the like about once a month. The Watcher herself comes
into town every three months or so." He picked up the gold coin
and looked it over as he spoke.


"Well, I suppose I shall go
say hello to her," Nadia said, downing her mug of ale and
sliding off her bar stool to stand.


"Would you do an old man a
favor, M'Lady?" Eroth asked while pocketing both the gold and
steel coins.








"What is it?" Nadia
asked with a raised brow. Eroth raised a finger, telling the woman to
wait without wasting his words, then turned and stepped into the
store room in back. When he came back out, he was carrying a case of
wine on his shoulder. He set it down on the bar.


"Wine. I assume you're
visiting the Dead Watcher tonight, yes?" he asked, a knowing
glint in his eyes.


"That was my intent, yes,"
the young woman replied.


"Well then, take this to
her, lass," Eroth tapped the case with a friendly smile. Nadia
couldn't help but return the smile as she picked up the case, putting
it on her shoulder and holding it there with a hand. In doing so, she
revealed the leather armor, pants, and boots she wore beneath the
cloak, as well as her sword. The old bartender arched a brow at the
ease with which she hefted the case. "Well now... aren't you a
strong one?" he asked a bit rhetorically. The girl's cheeks
colored. She might have been jaded when it came to blood and battle,
but Nadia was still naive when it came to other things in life - the
effect of her beauty being one of them.


"Lots of combat training and
a few battles, Mister Eroth," she replied. He nodded. Nadia gave
a wave and headed out into the night.


* * *


The walk along the dirt path that
served as the main road through town was uneventful. Nadia passed
homes with sconces and lanterns mounted by their doors, lighting
front stoops for anyone coming home late. Then the young woman passed
into a darker area, past the edge of the town, and the road started
to slope gently down. There were open fields on both sides of her. A
cool, gentle wind flowed from one side of the road to the other,
setting Nadia's cloak to fluttering. It only took a minute or so to
reach the graveyards that stood on either side of the road. Tombs and
cairns rested beyond the graves on the right side. On the left side,
there was a single tomb. Torches lit doors made of a silvery metal,
likely steel treated to resist rusting. Nadia paused and looked
around.


"Surely that can't be it,"
she said to herself, but it was just as old Eroth had said, those
torches were the only ones in sight. It was a tomb. The doors were
built into a little hill. Where they led was underground. Despite her
disbelief that anyone would choose to live in a tomb, Nadia
approached the doors. She reached out her free hand and pressed her
palm to the door. She felt a moment of intense exhilaration and
jerked her hand back, tingling. The wine toting warrior pressed her
palm to the door again and both of them slid quietly open.


"Yeah, that's not eerie,"
she said to herself as she stepped inside. Nadia glanced around. She
was at the top of a walkway that slanted downward and curved around a
bend. There were candles in wall sconces on either side of the
hallway. They were spaced every few feet to light the way. The young
warrior started walking. Nadia was keenly aware that she was
venturing rather deep underground. The passage was plain to the point
of being boring. It was bad enough that Nadia actually smiled when
she saw a brighter light shining around the constant curve of the
passage. She was nearing the end of it. When she rounded the last bit
of corner, the hall ended abruptly at a rather large chamber, but the
young warrior wasn't looking into the chamber; she was a bit too
preoccupied all of the sudden. Upon rounding the final bit of curve,
she had found herself nose to nose with another woman.


The woman wore a pleasant smile.
Her eyes were a rich golden color with slitted pupils. Upon taking a
step back and making a quick assessment, Nadia noted a pair of feline
ears sprouting from the woman's dark hair, and a long, lazily
swishing black tail. She was a cat girl.


"I will take that," the
woman said in a soft voice as she took the case of wine from Nadia's
shoulder and turned to carry it further into the chamber. She set it
on an empty table that sat against a wall just inside.


"You're a... um... I
forget," Nadia said it a bit sheepishly, eyeing the feline
woman.


"Yes, I'm a kyrian. My name
is Sae-Mirra," she said with a smile. Kyrians were cat people.
They were fierce warriors and were native to the southern jungle
countries. They all looked mostly human aside from the feline ears,
tail, eyes, and nails on both hands and feet that could instantly
extend into claws.


"My name is Nadia," the
young woman said with a faint, but pleasant smile.


"I know. You smell like Miss
Kaidia. I assumed you were her sister. You are the correct age and
build. You look similar. She's taller. She's also stronger, but she's
constantly taking jobs and I am betting that you are just starting
out on your career as a mercenary following in your sibling's
footsteps," Sae-Mirra said with a mildly self-assured tone. It
gave Nadia a moment of pause before she chuckled.


"Yep, you're correct,"
she replied with a nod. Nadia had only been doing mercenary work for
a few months. Her family name helped tremendously in that regard, at
first. The Valengaard family was well known across the continent as a
warrior family. Nadia's mother was a powerful mage and her father was
a warlord. Both had earned nobility and their children had benefitted
from that nobility. Both Kai and Nadia had gotten the best education
and training that wealth and status could buy and the girls had also
shown a knack for swords and magic in their early childhood. They
were natural warriors and had managed to make a living out of it so
far. The ability to wield magic and steel at once was rare. Though,
unlike their mother, Nadia and Kaidia didn't have a mastery over
every kind of magic. They could wield destructive magic with the best
mages around, but neither knew much else. They could heal flesh
wounds, but not poisons or diseases. Also, neither one of them knew
much about defensive spells, not that they didn't create ways to use
offensive magic in a defensive manner. One has to work with what one
has, after all.


"I tend to be in many
matters." the kyrian replied with a little smile. She was
dressed comfortably in plain, but flattering, leather pants that
hugged her strong thighs and ended just above her knees. A blue,
sleeveless tunic that had a bit of a low neckline adorned the woman's
torso. The view gave Nadia another moment's pause. Sae-Mirra was an
exotic beauty to be sure and her clothing, though simple, brought
attention to her lean form. She wore twin blades at her hips, rather
long daggers that were nearly as long as the short sword that hung
from Nadia's belt.


Before Nadia could make any sort
of reply, Kaidia entered the room from a side doorway. The elder
sibling, clad in leather pants, boots, and a tunic, paused as she
glanced up and saw Nadia.


"Well well... look what the
cat dragged into my house," she said with a smirk.


"I did not drag anything
into your house, Miss Kaidia," Sae-Mirra said with a huff,
though Kaidia could hear the wise ass tone hidden beneath the faux
indignation.


Kaidia didn't really get to
respond to that because she found herself being squeezed quite
tightly in Nadia's embrace. The two had hardly seen each other since
Kai had left home after the battle with Adathir. The elder sibling
returned the embrace with one of her own, then pulled away and headed
for the doorway she'd come out of a couple of minutes prior.


"Come, sister. Let's catch
up. It's been ages, it seems," she said with a smile.  Then she
glanced toward the cat girl. "Sae, bring us some wine. Three
glasses, if you'd like," she requested.


"Of course, Miss Kaidia,"
came Sae-Mirra's reply.


* * *


Two bottles of wine, three
glasses, and a platter of cheeses and strips of meat sat on the table
where the three women sat. One bottle was almost empty and the other
had yet to be opened. The glasses were all about half full and the
platter was about two thirds full yet. The table was actually a
permanent fixture. Its original intended use was for bodies to lay on
as they were embalmed, but Kai used it for a sitting room table. The
whole tomb had been repurposed and modified. The shelves carved out
of the walls with the intent to hold the bodies of the dead, had
become just regular shelves, now. They held scrolls, books, and
various trinkets. A fireplace had been carved out in both the main
room, this sitting room, and several others, according to Kai.
Chimneys for the smoke to waft up through had been bored out too, by
means of magic. The two sisters had talked about the modified tomb
that served as Kai's home for quite a bit. The conversation mostly
consisted of Nadia asking questions and her older sister answering
them. Sae listened quietly and sipped from her glass of wine.


"Dwarven doors for your
armory?"


"And treasury."


"Where'd you get dwarven
doors?"


"I know a dwarf merchant. He
hired me as a guard while he traveled for a time. Nice fellow,
really. He got me what I needed. The doors are highly secure and even
if someone managed to open the locking mechanism without a key, which
is doubtful, the doors won't open for anyone but me."


"You sealed them with
magic?"


"Yes. Magic that recognizes
me and shocks anyone else. Just ask Sae." Kaidia gestured to the
cat girl with a wry smirk.


"Shut up," Sae-Mirra
said whilst blushing, shifting in her chair, and looking off to the
side.


"You tried to get in one of
them?" Nadia asked with an arched brow.


"No, I leaned on it,"
Sae replied with a huff. The siblings burst into a fit of laughter.
Sae grumbled as the sisters laughed at her misfortune, but when
something made her ears twitch, she hissed at them both.


"Quiet, you two!" the
kyrian snapped in a hushed tone. Kai, having known Sae for long
enough to realize the seriousness in the woman's voice, went quiet.
Nadia simply followed her sister's example. Together, the three
listened. Sae could hear much better than either of her human
companions though.


"Three sets of footsteps.
All attempting to be light... two heavier than the third. I would
hazard to say... two humans and an elf or one of my kind," Sae
said quietly.


"Well, Sae, go and greet our
guests," Kai said with a little smile.


"Gladly," Sae responded
with a smirk of her own while quietly standing.


"Go with her, sister,"
the mercenary directed softly, taking a sip of her wine, and pulling
the full wine bottle closer. Nadia nodded, stood up, and followed the
kyrian girl into the main room that Nadia had originally entered. The
cat girl stopped in the middle of the room, hands at her sides, and
waited. Nadia stood a bit off to her side, eyes on the entrance to
the tunnel that led up to the front doors. Three figures emerged from
the tunnel and stepped into the light of the main room. All three
were garbed in black outfits like a thief might wear. Loose fitting,
soft cloth, faces covered. Each was armed only with a dagger. A fact
easily discerned when each of them drew their daggers upon seeing Sae
and Nadia.


"Greetings. You are
trespassing in the home of Miss Kaidia Valengaard. I am her servant,
Sae-Mirra of the Clan Riix. I request politely that you leave before
I am forced to take action," the feline woman said with a polite
smile on her face, bright eyes staying on the foremost member of the
trio though she was addressing them all.


"Neither one of them is the
target. She must be elsewhere in the house. You two take care of
these, I'm sure there will be a bonus. I'll search for Kaidia,"
said the leader in an oddly refined voice. Not what one would expect
from your usual assassin for hire. Nadia found this curious, as did
the cat girl, but neither had time to ponder it. The two black-clad
assassins behind the leader charged at Sae and Nadia. Both women
dropped back a step, the kyrian drawing her daggers as the young
woman drew her short sword.


Sae dodged the first swipe of her
opponent's dagger with an easy grace that might have made Nadia
jealous if she wasn't busy jerking backward to avoid a slash aimed at
her face. The kyrian whirled around quicker than her human opponent
could match. Just as the would-be assassin turned, Sae thrust one of
her daggers upward, burying the blade into the soft flesh under the
assailant's chin, between the jaw bones. The blade shoved straight up
in a split moment, going up through the man's mouth into his skull,
and out the top of his head. The top inch or so of the blade showed,
covered in blood. Blood gurgled out and wet the mask that covered
much of his face. Sae jerked the blade free and let her opponent's
corpse crumple to the floor. The kyrian looked over in time to see
Nadia run the remaining assassin through with her short sword. The
young woman just as quickly jerked the blade back out and let her
opponent, a woman, slump to the floor and gasp her dying breath.


Both Sae and Nadia looked up when
they heard a sickening thunk from the next room over. The
third assassin, the leader, came stumbling out. He was holding his
head and fell down to his knees. Kaidia came out behind him, carrying
the unopened bottle of wine. The warrior waited until the man turned
to look at her then struck him across the face with the bottle,
another hollow thunk sounding out along with the man's grunt.
He fell to the ground, still somewhat aware of himself. Kaidia took a
moment to walk around him before she raised her boot and brought it
down on his skull with a sickeningly wet crunch. She hadn't even
drawn her sword.


"Well now. Let's search them
and see what we can find," Kaidia said with a little smile as
she kicked the man's body to roll him over. Each woman searched their
respective kills. Sae and Nadia came up with nothing, but Kaidia
stood up holding a medallion and a folded piece of paper. She looked
the medallion over. It was silver with strange runes on both sides
that she didn't recognize. After a few moments of examination, Kai
tucked it into her pocket. She proceeded to unfold the paper and
found that it was a letter. Upon reading it, the warrior scowled.


"What is it?" Sae asked
as she stood up from her fruitless search.


"An assassination order,"
Kai replied.


"On you, I assume,"
Nadia guessed.


"Correct, sister. However,
that isn't the most disturbing part," Kai said.


"Then what is?" the
younger woman asked.


"The assassination was
ordered by the High Priest of the Temple of Adathir," the elder
sibling returned.


"Wait... Adathir? That's the
warlord you killed a few years ago, right?" Nadia questioned.


"Yes," came the curt
reply.


"A temple? He's not a god.
Hell, he's dead!" Nadia exclaimed.


"Stranger things have
occurred," Sae said with a faint smile.


"Sae is right. Stranger
things have happened in this world. I find that those without  the
ability to think for themselves are always after a new god, martyr,
or both, to do their thinking for them and powerful mortals with
mystery about them are perfect candidates for godhood," Kai said
with a hint of disdain in her voice.


"And since no one really
knew who Adathir was or where he came from... he's ideal," Nadia
thought aloud.


"Precisely, little sister.
We need to get to the bottom of this," Kai responded as she
folded up the assassination order and tucked it into her belt for the
time being.


"What do you mean?"


"We need to find where these
idiots came from."


"How?"


"I have some contacts who
could tell me."


"Where?"


"Not here, unfortunately."


"Again, where?"


"The mountain city of
Mehroth and the Temple of the Gods in Sarkos."


"You going to a temple for
information seems strange, Kai."


"Yes, I know. But I know the
head priestess there."


"You? How? And who is it?"


"Yes, me. I've known her for
a few years. My very first mercenary job was slaying a few weak
demons in a small village near that temple. They didn't have any
paladins around at the time so they hired the work out. I got the job
and while I did kill all the demons, the town was destroyed before I
got there. The only survivor was a little boy. I took him to the
Temple and they took him in. Xerith, who was just an acolyte at the
time, was the one who met me at the gates and took him. Once I got
paid, she saw me out and we talked. Since then she's become head
priestess and I go to her whenever I need information of a religious
variety."


"Would she know about some
small cult devoted to a dead warlord?"


"If anyone does, it would be
her."


"I see. Who do you know in
Mehroth?"


"A mercenary by the name of
Rykar Vaikos."


"What use would another
mercenary be?"


"He's well traveled and
leads his own mercenary company. He served under me when I was
Mercenary General of the king's army. Best officer I had by far. He
might have heard something as well and Mehroth is on the way to the
temple in Sarkos so I might as well stop in and see how he's been
doing."


"Right, well, when do we
leave?"


"In the morning."


"Alright."


Kaidia turned to Sae-Mirra, who'd
been watching the two sisters and listening to the whole conversation
with perked ears.


"Would you mind cleaning
up?" she asked as she gestured to the bodies.


"Of course. In the
incinerator they go," the kyrian said with smile.


"Thank you, kitten,"
the warrior replied. She got a mew in return and then she turned to
walk off, gesturing for her sister to follow.


"You have an incinerator?
That's dwarven technology!" Nadia exclaimed as she followed her
sister out of the room.


"Yep," was Kai's only
reply.


* * *


Kaidia placed her palm against
the silvery metal doors of her armory, right where the two doors came
together. A shimmer ran across the door akin to light reflecting off
the surface of a lake. The mercenary closed her eyes and a few
moments later, there was the sound of multiple locking mechanisms
moving and clicking behind the door. With a push, the doors swung
inward, revealing a rather large room that housed enough weapons and
armor to outfit a small town's militia.


"Sweet goblin crap on stick
in summer!" Nadia exclaimed as she gazed around the room. Kaidia
chuckled as she strode in, eyeing various things. She had a bit of
pride wrapped up in her collection. There were stands with suits of
armor on them and plaques with swords, shields, and axes on them. The
shelves that would've held bodies, had this been a proper tomb, now
held bits and pieces of everything from armor to weapons to pieces of
jewelry that Nadia assumed were enchanted with various magicks that
were suited for combat.


"Find something you like,
little sister. A few weapons, some armor. You'll need to be better
equipped for this trip than you are now," Kai said with a little
smile. Nadia didn't need to be told twice. She immediately went to
browsing through weapons and armor, picking various swords and axes
up, testing the balance and weight of the weapons. The younger
sibling stopped when she spied a suit of armor tucked away in the
back, left hand corner of the room. It looked oddly familiar. She
stepped over to it and eyed it up and down. It was somewhere between
plate and scale armor. The smallish plates of metal that made up the
majority of the suit were too big to properly be called scales and
too small to really be considered plate armor. The cuirass, arms,
legs, and even spaulders were made of overlapping plates. The braces
and greaves were solid metal. As she looked it over, Nadia took note
of the hole in the left shoulder of the cuirass and the dark stains
on the metal below that puncture.


"Kai? Isn't this... Ashlin's
armor?" Nadia asked tentatively. Kaidia looked up from an
intricately decorated elven shield that was resting atop a chest on
the floor. She couldn't remember where she'd gotten that shield.


"Yes. That is Ashlin's
armor," Kai replied evenly.


"But, you left it behind on
the battlefield. All you took was her sword," the younger
sibling stated in mild confusion while gesturing toward said sword,
which hung on a weapon rack beside the armor.


"Father was kind enough to
gather up Ash's armor and send it to me," Kaidia answered the
unasked question.


"Oh, well, that was kind of
him," Nadia said with a nod.


"In some ways, yes."


"What do you mean?"


"Every time I see it, I
remember her - her touch, her taste, the feel of her in my arms - in
some ways, having that armor here is a torturing reminder of what I
have lost."


"Oh. Sorry."


"Don't be, sister."


Kai just smiled to Nadia then and
went back to trying to remember where that damned elven shield had
come from.


* * *


After finding a one-handed war
axe that was a suitable replacement for one she'd broken a couple of
months ago, Nadia went on the hunt for any armor that she might like.
She didn't think she would find anything to replace what she had.
While her armor appeared to be simple leather armor, what one
couldn't immediately see was that her armor was dual layered and in
between the two layers were metal plates. The plates were held in
place by internal straps and the tightness with which the two layers
were bound together. Nadia didn't have bracers though, so that is for
what she began searching.


The younger mercenary glanced
over shelves and rummaged through chests until she found a pair of
leather bracers that bore sophisticated, intricate designs stamped
into the leather. She tried them on to make sure they'd fit her
correctly and was pleased to find that they did. She took them off 
and glanced around the room to find that she was alone. Nadia slipped
her new axe into a loop on her belt where her previous axe had hung,
grabbed up her new bracers, and headed out of the room.


When she got to the doorway she
noticed that the doors across the hall, that were the same dwarven
make as those on the armory, were standing open. A short hallway that
turned sharply left was beyond said doors. Figuring her sister must
be in there Nadia walked across the hall and entered the other set of
doors. She turned the corner only to find that the hallway went on,
and then turned sharply right. A warm glow emanated from beyond the
second corner. She followed the hall and turned again. Nadia's jaw
went slack.


The room that opened up at the
end of the hallway was brightly lit by torches and filled with chests
of various sizes and shapes, filled with gold coins, silver coins,
steel coins, jewels of varying colors and shapes, and there were some
weapons laying about that looked to be forged of gold and silver with
jeweled hilts. A king's ransom was in the room. On the shelves were
various scrolls and books that Nadia guessed must be rather valuable.
On other shelves rested gold and silver bars, along with bars of
other metals. Some the young woman could name, others she could not.
Iron, steel, and bronze were there, but there were some that were
black, others that were a strange red color, but were obviously a
metal of some sort.


Standing amidst all of the riches
was Kaidia, peering about, filling a leather pouch with various coins
and some jewels. They would need coin for expenses Nadia assumed in
her gold induced haze. Kaidia glanced up at Nadia and gave a soft
laugh.


"Quit staring and fill
this," the older sibling said as she tossed another leather
pouch toward Nadia. The younger woman dropped her new bracers, caught
the pouch, shut her mouth to keep any stray flies from swooping in,
and stepped further into the room. She started out with steel coins,
tossing two or three at a time into the pouch in her other hand.


"How the hell did you get
all of this?"


"Most of it is from when I
was the Merc General of the King's army."


"What about the rest?"


"Payment for jobs, loot from
various places I explored, things I just picked up along the way.
Many of the books are spell books or rare books that you can't find
anymore. The scrolls are mostly magic scrolls. Some are deeds to
plots of land, homes, and one is to a tavern in Jurgousa."


"Jurgousa?"


"A port city way to the
south. I won it gambling with the previous owner - a dwarf. You know
how they get with too much mead in them. He still runs the place and
acts as the owner, but I get regular payments."


"You're terrible, Kai,"
Nadia said with a chuckle.


"I am not. I send him
regular shipments of new drinks to try out - recipes for some, too.
You have to keep things fresh in such a business."


"I suppose so."


"I have also formed a habit
of collecting various metals in the form of bars."


"Yes, I saw. I can't name
some of them."


"The name of each is on a
slip of parchment under each pile of bars."


"When I have the chance,
I'll look."


“Good to hear. You should
never pass up a chance to educate yourself.”


“Yes, yes... I just wish
there were a less cumbersome way to carry money.”


“There is.”


“How?”


“Teleportation magic. I can
summon the coins from this room to my hand from anywhere in the
world.”


“Can you teach me?”


“I can, but we don't have
the time right now.”


“Okay, but if you can do
that, why are we filling coin purses?”


“They're for you, in case
you find yourself without me and need to buy something.”


“Oh, well, that makes
sense.”


“I thought so.”


The two women fell silent as they
finished filling the leather pouches with coins. When they were done,
the siblings left the treasury. The pair paused long enough for Kai
to close the doors to both the treasury and armory. Each closed with
a cacophony of whirring and clicking noises as they automatically
locked. A shimmer passed over both sets of doors, sealing them with
magic at a gentle touch from Kaidia. She motioned for her sister to
follow, then walked off, deeper into the depths of the tomb turned
home.


After a few twists, turns, and a
set of stairs, Kai came to a halt in front of a pair of black double
doors. The torches mounted on either side of the doorway burst to
life at Kaidia's presence. As with the armory and treasury doors, a
touch of Kai's hand produced a blue shimmer over the doors, along
with a symphony of clicks from the locks coming undone. The doors
opened inward and the room was lighted by torches and candles that
flickered to life.


The room was revealed to be the
warrior's bedroom. A bed large enough for two people was pushed up
against the far wall and centered in the room, covered in dark blue
sheets and covers. A chest sat at the foot of the bed. Dressers stood
off to one side of the room, and the stone floor was covered entirely
with lush carpets and soft furs of varying colors. Off to the
opposite side of the room from the dressers, was a female mannequin
made of wood. The mannequin wore a suit of black armor that was near
identical to Ashlin's armor back in the armory. This armor was newer,
made of a different metal, and had a helm. Nadia remembered that Ash
had never liked wearing a helm. The armor looked sinister. The eye
and mouth slits in the helm, the overlapping plates of black metal,
and the overall feel it gave off all combined to make Nadia shiver.
She couldn't imagine the terror it struck when her sister was
actually wearing it on the battlefield. Kaidia walked into the room
and smirked lightly.


"Like it?" she asked
with a gesture toward the armor.


"Yes. It's imposing. I
imagine you frighten some people with that," Nadia answered.


"I've sent people running
without drawing my sword," Kai replied with a grin.


"I don't know if this will
make sense but... it looks like you," the younger sister said.


"It was molded to fit me,
specifically," the elder sibling explained.


"What is it made out of?"
Nadia asked as she walked over to examine the armor.


"Blithsite. Lighter and
stronger than steel. But very expensive," Kaidia responded.


Nadia made a general noise of
acknowledgment as she walked over to the armor and ran her fingers
over one of the bracers.


"The craftsmanship is
exquisite," she said in awe.


"That was half the cost. The
materials being the other half," Kai said with a faint smile.
Nadia spent a few moments looking the armor over before she glanced
up and was startled to find herself nose to nose with Sae-Mirra.
Kaidia snickered.


"Damn, you're quiet,"
Nadia muttered.


"Most of my kind tend to be,
Miss Nadia," Sae-Mirra said with an amused smile. She then
stepped away and turned to Kaidia.


"Bodies are taken care of,
Miss Kaidia."


"Burned?"


"To ash."


"Thank you, dear."


"My pleasure."


Sae then turned back to Nadia and
held out her hand. The younger sibling arched a brow and then put her
hand in the kyrian's. Sae took a firm hold on Nadia's hand and
smiled.


"I shall show you to your
bed chamber for the evening. It is getting late and you two must be
up and moving early," the feline said with a flick of her ears
and that faint smile that seemed to almost always be on her lips.
Nadia glanced to Kai, who was sitting on the edge of her bed, working
her boots off of her feet. The elder sibling gave the younger a
slight nod and Nadia looked back to Sae.


"Well, alright, I suppose,"
she said with a little smile. She found Sae-Mirra to be quite
beautiful and thus, she was a bit shy around the woman.


Sae grinned and dragged Nadia
from the room, leaving Kaidia to herself.


After being pulled out of her
sister's chambers, Nadia found herself pulled down the hall, around a
corner, and to the end of the next hall. There were three iron
banded, wooden doors here; one on each side of the hall and one
between them.


"This is my room, that's a
storage room, and that is your room," the kyrian rattled off,
gesturing to the door on the left side of the hall, the door in the
middle, then the door on the right side of the hall.


"Thanks. I suppose I'll see
you in the morning then," Nadia said with a smile. Sae simply
nodded, then turned around and slipped into her room. The young
mercenary turned and pushed open the door to her own room and stepped
inside. She closed the door behind her and blinked as the torches on
the walls flared to life, revealing a fully furnished guest room.


A bed for a single person was set
against the far corner, diagonally opposite from the door, draped in
fine sheets of deep blue and a blanket of the darkest green. A chest
was set at the foot of the bed, a dresser was against the far wall
and a lush carpet covered much of the floor.


Nadia walked across the room,
taking her cloak off as she went. She dropped the cloak on top of the
chest and proceeded to undo the straps of her leather armor. It, too,
was tossed onto the top of the chest to rest with her cloak. She sat
on the edge of the bed and kicked off her boots, her mind drifting as
she settled down for the night. She had expected to see her sister,
spend a few nights, and maybe bring up the idea of working together
or even forming their own mercenary company. What she had not
expected was the assassination attempt and the sudden trip off to
parts unknown in the hunt of this temple dedicated to Adathir. It was
a whirlwind and only now did Nadia have a moment to catch her breath.


The tired young woman laid back
on the bed, pleased at how comfortable it was. She let her mind
wander further, pondering what the coming days would bring. She
sensed a storm on the horizon and wondered faintly if she was
prepared to weather it. She figured that she would find out soon
enough whether she liked it or not. She noticed that the torches in
her room dimmed as she slowly drifted off to sleep and her last
thought before sinking into that warm darkness was that she would
have to ask Kaidia just how she had ensorcelled them to do that.


* * *


Nadia awoke the next morning to a
gentle prodding. She grumbled and swatted at whatever it was that was
prodding her. She heard a giggle and was then prodded again. She
opened an eye, then sat upright rather abruptly. The torches in her
room were blazing fully and she was staring at a smirking Sae-Mirra.
The kyrian's ears were perked, her tail was flicking back and forth,
and she wore a rather playful smile.


"Morning, sleepyhead,"
the feline woman said cheerfully.


"Eh, yeah, morning,"
Nadia replied sleepily, capping it off with a yawn. It didn't feel
like morning but, then again, there weren't any windows around
because she was underground. The young woman swung her feet off the
bed and stretched her arms.


"Your sister is already up
and breakfast is almost ready," Sae announced then turned around
and padded out the door as silent as a shadow. Nadia yawned again,
tugged her boots on, stood up, and grabbed up her armor and cloak.
She realized that somehow, she had slept with her sword belt still on
the entire night.


After a glance around the room to
make sure she hadn't forgotten anything, Nadia made her way out of
the room and managed to find her way back to the sitting room where
wine and meat had been served the night before. She found breakfast
being served as she arrived. Kaidia looked up and smiled to her.


"Sleep well, sister?"
she asked.


"Like the dead," Nadia
replied with a chuckle.


"Cute," Kaidia
responded in a playfully sarcastic tone. The younger sibling smiled
and dropped her armor and cloak onto the floor in a bundle before
sitting down and eyeing the food on the table. Eggs, ham, and cold
milk. Simple but good. One could hardly complain about it. As soon as
Sae-Mirra sat down, all three women set to eating. It didn't take
long for them to finish. Kaidia ate quickly out of a mild sense of
urgency. She wanted to get going on the quickly planned journey
ahead. Nadia ate quickly just to match her sibling's pace and Sae ate
quickly simply because her people naturally tended to devour their
food. Once she was done, Kaidia sighed, stood up, and stretched her
arms above her head.


"Alright, little sister, we
need to head out. Sae, thank you for breakfast," she said before
leaving the room. Nadia hurriedly ate the rest of her breakfast
before pushing her plate back and taking a moment to relax.


"That was good."


"Thank you, Miss Nadia."


"You're welcome."


"You had better get your
armor on. That's what your sister went to do."


Nadia sighed, then stood up,
picked her armor up, and slid it on. Before she could start buckling
it, she found Sae-Mirra buckling her armor for her. The cat girl slid
her hands under Nadia's armor, over the girl's stomach, testing how
tight she'd made it before pulling her hands out and readjusting the
buckles.


"Comfortable? Uhm, why are
you blushing?" Sae asked with a mildly confused look.


"I uh... I'm comfortable...
and not blushing," Nadia said, glancing away and forcing the
blush from her face. Sae just snickered softly and poked the younger
Valengaard in the chest.


"Yes you are. I think you're
shy around the pretty cat girl," Sae said teasingly. Nadia's
cheeks blazed brightly. About that time, Kaidia came back into the
room, clad in her black armor, carrying a leather pack that was slung
over one shoulder.


"Quit tormenting my sister,"
she said with a chuckle upon spying Nadia's blushing face. Her hand
came up and she scratched behind the kyrian's left ear, causing the
feline woman to purr and tilt her head into the scratching fingers.
Kai maintained the scratching for a few moments, then let her hand
drop, and stepped away.


"Aw, I was enjoying that,"
Sae-Mirra said with a pout.


"I could do that all day and
you'd still pout when I stopped," Kaidia returned.


"This is true,"  the
feline woman responded. The mercenary just chuckled and beckoned to
her sister.


"Come along. We have to buy
horses and supplies yet," she said as she walked from the room.
Nadia wrapped her grey cloak around herself and followed. Sae-Mirra
fell into stride behind the two other women. Together, all three
walked up the curving, ascending hallway to the door of the tomb. Kai
pushed the double doors open and stepped into the foggy, mild
morning. Nadia and Sae followed her out.


"You two come back in one
piece," Sae said with a pointed look at both sisters.


"We will do what we can. You
keep my home in one piece," Kai responded.


"Of course. It's my home
too, after all," the kyrian said with a smile.


"Yes yes," the warrior
said with a dismissive, but playful gesture.


"Oh yes, for good luck,"
the cat girl said before she nuzzled Kai's shoulder in a show of
affection that was common amongst kyrian folk. She turned to Nadia
and kissed the younger woman on the cheek, then winked. Nadia's
cheeks blazed pink again and she fought to find her words.


"Tha... thanks," she
managed to stammer out. Sae-Mirra snickered lightly and Kaidia shook
her head with a smile.


"Alright, you two. We need
to go," Kai said. With a few waves, the sisters set off toward
town and Sae went back into the tomb.


After a quick stop to buy horses
and another stop at the local general store for supplies, the
Valengaard siblings were riding out of town as the fog was burned
away by the morning sun.


"Does Sae always treat
guests like that?" Nadia asked as she rode alongside her sister.


"No. She likes you,"
Kaidia answered with a smirk.


"Likes me? You don't
mean..." the brunette trailed off.


"I do," the elder
sibling confirmed. Nadia could only blush and fall silent. As the two
rode on, the younger woman turned her eyes to the horizon. She could,
once again, sense a storm... and rain wasn't what she was worried
about.










Chapter Two: Lord of
Scorpions







The mountain city of Mehroth was
and wasn't just what it sounded like, depending on how one's mind
worked. It was a city built around and up the sides of one of the
largest mountains in the country. The mountain was a lone peak, not a
part of any mountain range. It stood alone and massive among vast
fields with a forest near its eastern side. The city reached only so
far up the sides of the mountain, but it was still impressive and
built on multiple levels. The fact that Mehroth ringed the entire
mountain was more impressive still. The city spread out into the
lands around the mountain, mostly using the land beyond the foothills
as farmland. Once one got past the farms, there was a massive wall
that separated the farms from the city proper.


Mehroth was ancient, founded so
long ago that any written record of its construction was lost to the
ages in centuries past. The city was busy, heavily populated, and a
hub of trade. It was originally a mining town that simply never
stopped growing. The iron mines still produced with no signs of being
anywhere near depleted and since the discovery of the sinthite ore in
the mountain, the city has been more prosperous than ever. Within the
walls, Mehroth was divided into four districts of equal size. Each
district had a ruling Lord or Lady who oversaw business and
government functions. It was like any city except that it was so
massive that it required four ruling nobles instead of one.


Kaidia found herself in a small
but clean tavern, Nadia sitting by her side at a corner table. Their
horses had been stabled and the two were having a drink as evening
settled over the city. It had been a three day ride and both women
were happy to have a roof over their heads again. Not that either
minded sleeping under the stars, but a touch of civilization was good
now and again. When Kai spotted a man walking in with long, red hair
and a full beard sporting armor with a scorpion crest on each
spaulder, she beckoned him over with a finger and an impish smile. A
male soldier usually didn't mind a summons from a pretty woman, let
alone two of them. Such occurrences usually brought to mind a soft
bed with warm company. He walked over, took a seat, and gave a
charming smile.


"How can I be of service,
ladies?" he asked with that same smile.


"What's your name?" the
elder sister asked with an equally charming smile.


"First Commander, Malcade
Cullins," the man answered with a sense of pride.


"You're a mercenary of the
Scorpion Company, yes?" Kai asked.


"Yes, I am," he
replied.


"Good. I was wondering where
I could find Rykar Vaikos," Kaidia stated.


"Rykar? What do you want
with the boss?" Malcade asked with a quirked brow.


"He is an old friend. I want
to catch up," the mercenary said with a smile.


"And what might your name
be, miss?" the man questioned.


"My name is Kaidia
Valengaard," Kai stated plainly. Malcade's eyes widened
considerably and his jaw went slack for a moment. Nadia had to bite
back a bit of laughter.


"You are thee Kaidia
Valengaard? The Mercenary General of the King's Army? The Dragon of
Vortha? Angel of Wrath? The Reaper of Kulvost?!" Malcade asked,
the words tumbling out of his mouth, a hint of awe in his tone. Nadia
had heard all the names before, pondered a moment about their
origins, and then decided to ask her sister about them later.


"Yes. That's me,"
Kaidia said with a roll of her eyes, but a hint of a smile on her
lips.


"Rykar has told some crazy
stories about you," the red-haired man stated.


"I have done some crazy
things," the mercenary responded.


"He always speaks of you
fondly. He'll be happy to see you. I can escort you if you wish,"
Malcade offered with another flash of that charming smile.


"That'd be lovely of you,"
Kai commented before downing her drink. Nadia followed suit, having
let her sister do the talking. With their mugs drained, the two
sisters stood and picked up their packs. Their charming new friend
rose with them and together, they made their way out of the tavern.


* * *


Rykar Vaikos was a handsome man
with long, light brown hair, a solid build, piercing blue eyes, and
short beard with a mustache. The man apparently enjoyed the color
black. His pants, his tunic, and his boots, all made of the finest
cloth and leather, were all a rich black. Silver rings glinted on the
forefinger of both hands. The man was seated in a luxurious chair in
a large room that was well lighted by a chandelier that held no
burning candles. Instead, it held spheres of soft light that
illuminated the room from floor to ceiling much like candles would.
Where he sat was lined nearly floor to ceiling with books. The
shelves only went down to about knee height. Rykar didn't see much
point in crawling on the floor in an effort to find something to
read.


He held an open book in his hands
and had just turned the page when a thumping at his front door
interrupted the calm quiet of his evening. He sighed softly, placed a
strip of cloth in the book to mark his page, closed the volume, set
it on the arm of the chair, then stood up, and walked to the door to
see what all the noise was about. Being the Lord of the Third
District was a rather tiresome task sometimes, and he expected the
worst from an unexpected evening visit. However, the benefits of
Lordship were well worth the somewhat regular headaches.


Before Rykar could get to the
door, another round of thumping rang out. The man shook his head,
traversed the final few steps to his door, and pulled it open to see
who had interrupted his reading.


"Lord Rykar Vaikos!"
Malcade announced with a bit of levity from open doorway. Rykar
stared at him for a moment with an arched brow.


"What do you want, Malcade?"
the faintly annoyed man asked.


"Don't be so sullen, Rykar.
I bring you a surprise!" Malcade said as he stepped inside.


"Oh? What did you bring me?"
Rykar asked, curious. Malcade simply gestured to the doorway. At the
gesture, Kaidia stepped into the illuminated entryway, her flat black
armor seeming to swallow the light it should have reflected. She was
followed inside by her sister. Rykar smiled broadly.


"Surprise," Kai said
with a smirk.


"Indeed," Rykar
replied. The two grasped one another's forearm.


"Good to see you again,
Rykar. You've done well for yourself," Kaidia said as she turned
his arm loose and looked around.


"I have done alright since
the war," the black-clad man admitted.


"I would say. Good to see,"
the mercenary woman said with a smile. Rykar glanced over to Nadia as
Kai spoke.


"Indeed it is. Especially
from my view. Now, I assume this is your sister," he said with a
gesture to Nadia.


"Yes, this is Nadia,"
Kai said, turning to look at her younger sibling.


"The resemblance is obvious.
She is as beautiful as you," Rykar said with a smirk.


"Thank you," Nadia said
with a faint blush in her cheeks.


"Careful, Rykar. I think
she's taken by my kyrian servant," Kai said with a chuckle.


"Shut it, Kai!" Nadia
growled.


"Has a thing for the cat
boys?" Rykar asked mildly.


"Cat girls," Kaidia
answered with a smirk.


"Ah. Likes the girls. She is
your sister, indeed," the man said with a grin. Meanwhile, Nadia
was blushing brightly and Malcade was chuckling at her expense.


"Mhm. Anyway, as you can
imagine, we're not here for just a visit alone," Kai said,
matter of factly.


"I assumed not. But my
manners escape me. Come, I was about to have dinner. We can catch up,
then talk business afterward."


"Sounds good to me,"
Nadia chirped from behind her sister.


"Malcade. Well, I suppose
you can eat with us too," Rykar said with a taunting smirk.


"Smartass," the
redheaded man returned with a similar smirk on his lips.


* * *


"Then the whole damn
building exploded!" Rykar exclaimed to a chorus of laughter.
Malcade, Kaidia, Rykar, and Nadia sat around one end of a long dining
table, empty plates, wine glasses, and now ale mugs were scattered
across the table top. The four had eaten well and were now sharing
stories. Most of them were coming from Rykar and Kaidia with a few
from Malcade. Nadia had little to tell, but she didn't mind.
Listening was proving to be great fun.


"The whole building? You two
blew up half the port! Ships and all!" Malcade retorted.


"Did we now?" Kai asked
with a grin.


"Yes! I found you both
floating in the water, laughing like maniacs!" Malcade answered,
not without his own grin.


"So, you're telling me my
sister and Rykar are insane?" Nadia questioned Malcade.


"Yes," the red-haired
man answered.


"Well, I knew about Kai
already. I assumed all of her friends were crazier than a drunken
dwarf on elven cane powder," the younger sister said with a
smirk.


"Brat!" Kai accused
with a false indignity and a kick to Nadia's chair. Nadia stuck her
tongue out at her elder sister in response.


"You know, I once saw a
drunken dwarf on cane powder," Rykar said thoughtfully.


"The one that sang the awful
kyrian ballad?" Kaidia inquired with an arched brow.


"Yeah, that one!" the
brown haired man said with a smirk.


"The ballad is much better
when sung by a kyrian," Kai said matter of factly.


"Did Sae-Mirra sing it for
you?" Nadia asked.


"Yes, along with many other
kyrian songs. A dwarf just can't do all of those mewls and growls
like an actual kyrian," the elder sibling responded.


"Who is Sae-Mirra?"
Malcade inquired.


"My house servant," Kai
answered with nonchalance. Rykar relaxed back into his chair.


"Your kyrian house cat?"
he asked mildly.


"Yes and that term is mildly
redundant," Kaidia said with a smile.


"What? Kyrian house cat?"
Rykar questioned, smirking, already knowing the answer.


"Yes," Kai replied.


"I hear they're extremely
loyal. Also, their women-folk are beautiful," Malcade cut in
with a hint of slightly inebriated wonder.


"You hear correctly on both
counts," Kai said with a faint smile.


"Speaking of loyal,
beautiful servants... Farren!" Rykar raised his voice a bit to
be heard in the kitchen that was adjacent to the dining room.


A pretty blonde girl of average
height slipped out of the kitchen, clad in plain, but well made
clothing. A simple tunic that tied across the chest with
criss-crossing leather strips, a pair of cloth pants made of soft
material and soft leather boots. She was a lovely young woman, as one
would expect the servant of a noble household to be. Her hair was a
dark blonde, her eyes a crystalline blue.


"Yes, Lord Rykar?"
Farren asked with a faint tilt of her head.


"Be a dear and clean the
table, then the rest of the evening is yours," the man said with
a warm smile.


"Are you sure, my Lord?"
the blonde questioned.


"Of course. Unlike most
nobles, we're not fat and lazy. Hell, that one isn't even a noble,"
Rykar said with a smirk and a jerk of his thumb toward Malcade.


"Oh, eat elf dung, Lord
Rykar," the flame-haired man said with good natured sarcasm
before taking another swig from his mug. Farren giggled softly, long
since used to the friendly barbs the two men often exchanged.


"Well, if you're certain, my
Lord," Farren said hesitantly while making herself busy picking
up dishes.


"I am certain that we can
fetch our own ale, bright eyes," Rykar affirmed with nod.


"Alright then. What do you
pay me for?" Farren asked with a smirk.


"I cannot very well cook and
serve guests. It's unseemly for someone of my rank and station, Miss
Farren. Plus, you look a lot better in those short barmaid skirts
that you like to wear than I ever could," Rykar said with a
careless wave of his hand. Malcade snorted into his ale and started
coughing. Nadia and Kai burst into a fit of laughter.


"I would pay to see that,"
Farren said with a soft laugh of her own.


"I find that mildly
disturbing," the nobleman replied with a flicker of a smile.


"Everything I've heard…
in the past minute... has been disturbing," Malcade managed
raggedly whilst attempting to catch his breath. Nadia was still
snickering and Kaidia wore an amused smile.


"I find that hard to
believe, Commander Malcade. You've know Lord Rykar for years. You
should be used to his unorthodox sense of humor by now," Farren
said with a scholarly tone.


"One never gets used to
that," the red-haired man said with a gesture to Rykar.


"Now I'm flattered. After
all these years, I still surprise you," the other man spoke with
mild amusement, casting his friend a sideways glance.


"And on that note, I will
leave you all to yourselves. My Lord, Ladies, Commander," the
blonde woman said with a faint nod to each of the warriors in turn
before she disappeared into the kitchen with all the dishes aside
from the ale mugs. Rykar turned his head toward Kaidia.


"So... what is this business
you've come to me about, my General?" the man inquired with a
reference to Kaidia's old rank, shifting the conversation from fun to
serious in the span of a moment.


"It pertains to Adathir,"
the woman said gravely.


"The dead warlord?"
Rykar asked.


"Yes," Kai responded
and then proceeded to relate the events of the past few days,
starting with the attack inside her home, her thoughts on who could
help her with the situation, and finally ending with her and her
sibling's arrival in Mehroth. Rykar listened intently the whole
while, holding his questions until Kaidia was done telling her story.
He picked up the silver medallion Kai had tossed upon the table
during the course of her narrative. When the woman was done speaking
he held up the medallion.


"I have seen a few of these
before," the nobleman said as he slid his fingers over the
markings.


"Where? When?" Kai
asked, leaning forward.


"A couple of months back at
the gates of the city. A group of grey-robed clerics and priests
tried to gain entry to the city solely to preach the word of their
new god. None in this city are too keen on religion, mind you. Not
with all the trouble and death it causes. They were turned away and
they promised that we would regret it," Rykar supplied with a
faintly amused smirk.


"Sounds like a standard
threat from the religious type."


"Oh yes. Fire, brimstone,
and torture for eternity. They all have the same hell. Yet they all
claim each other false. It's amusing to stand back and watch, but
here is what I don't get: You obviously didn't know about these
people and their cult. Yet many people know about you despite how
hard you have tried to disappear. Your power and wrath are no secret
in these lands. Why they would attack you and put a target on
themselves is beyond me."


"That is troubling."


Everyone sat in the quiet for a
moment before Malcade sat upright and looked to Kaidia.


"You killed Adathir, their
god. Perhaps they just want revenge," the man theorized.


"Awful stupid to try and
kill someone who has the power to slay their god," Nadia
answered, her brow arched skeptically.


"No one ever accused these
people of being intelligent," Rykar countered.


"Someone among their ranks
must be for them to have formed a cohesive cult like they seem to
have done," Kaidia said with a glance to her old friend.


"Fair enough," the lord
replied with a faint nod.


"If they were bold enough to
attack you, perhaps they have some sort of secret weapon,"
Malcade speculated with his eyes fixed on Kaidia.


"If you are correct, that is
even more troubling," she replied.


“It seems your past has
come back to haunt you, my friend,” Rykar said, eyes shifting
to Kaidia.


“So it seems,” Kaidia
replied.


“And what do you plan to do
about it?” Rykar asked.


“I plan to throw my past
back into its grave, choking on its own blood,” Kaidia
answered, her tone anything but humorous.


All four of them sat a few
moments longer, pondering the situation before Nadia opened her mouth
and yawned quite spectacularly.


"My thoughts exactly,"
Rykar said with a chuckle. Nadia's cheeks colored lightly.


"It is getting rather late,"
Malcade said before draining the rest of his ale.


"Yes it is. Head home before
that wife of yours decides to welcome you home with a iron pot to the
side of the head. I'd hate to lose such a good man to kitchenware,"
Rykar laughed.


"You think it's funny,"
Malcade accused lightheartedly as he rose to his feet. "You
don't realize that she would do just that."


"That is what you get for
marrying a redhead, my friend," Rykar spoke as he stood. Nadia
and Kaidia drank the last of their ale and stood up as well.


"So I'm told time and
again," Malcade muttered.


The group headed for the front
door, Malcade in the lead. The red-haired man paused at the door,
then turned to the others.


"It was a pleasure meeting
you, Kaidia. You too, Nadia," Malcade said with a slight nod of
his head to both women. Kai gave a slight nod of her own while Nadia
just smiled.


"Wait, Malcade. I think I
have a good excuse for you getting home so late," Rykar said and
disappeared into his home before Malcade could respond. He barely had
time to give the two women a questioning look before Rykar had
returned with a sheet of heavy paper in hand. He set the brown-shaded
parchment down on the small table that Farren had insisted all noble
houses had in their entryway. Rykar had never used it for anything
until now, but he still didn't see why Farren thought it so
important. He mentally shrugged, then looked to his three guests.


"Nadia, do you know how to
capture what you see as a still image?" he asked.


"You mean the spell to make
pictures? Yes," Nadia replied.


"Good. Take a picture of
Malcade and your sister," Rykar instructed and gestured.


"How is that going to give
me an excuse?" Malcade inquired.


"You met a legend. Naturally
you sat around to talk to her. The picture is proof that you actually
met her, you dolt," Rykar explained.


"Did you just call me a
dolt?" the commander asked. Rykar ignored him and shoved Kaidia
over next to Malcade, then stepped back.


"Alright, you two. Smile,"
Rykar said as he gestured to Nadia to work her magic.


"Hold still," the
younger sister said before raising her hands. She extended her thumbs
and index fingers. She held her hands so the tips of her thumbs
touched and she framed Malcade and Kaidia within the box her fingers
made. A shimmer ran between her index fingers and she pulled her
hands away, keeping them together. An ethereal image of Kaidia and
Malcade hung between Nadia's fingers, suspended there by magic. Nadia
turned, held the ghostly image above the sheet of paper Rykar had
provided, and then extended all of her fingers before lowering her
hands down to the table, dropping the image onto the paper. There, it
solidified and became almost as lifelike as Malcade and Kaidia
themselves. Nadia smiled, pleased with herself.


"Excellent," Rykar
breathed before picking up the paper and handing it to Malcade. The
warrior took it and looked it over.


"It is odd seeing a woman as
tall as myself from this perspective," he commented.


"Well done, Nadia," Kai
said with a smile to her sister.


"Thank you," the
younger woman replied with a faint blush in her cheeks. Despite the
fact that Nadia was now a grown woman who possessed the ability and
skill to be a dangerous warrior, Kaidia was still her elder sister
and praise from her sister made Nadia quite happy.


"I had better head out,"
Malcade said as he rolled up the picture with care.


"Malcade?" Rykar asked
to gain the man's attention.


"Yeah?" Malcade
queried.


"Get the hell out,"
Rykar said with a jovial smirk. The sisters snickered.


"Lick a dwarf's ass,"
the red-haired man responded with a grin as he opened the door. He
gave a wave of his hand, and slipped out, shutting the door firmly
behind him. Kaidia turned to Rykar and smiled faintly.


"You know, that might not
have been so wise."


"What do you mean?"


"You just sent the man home
with a picture that shows him with another woman."


"Ah. You may have a point."


Kaidia just laughed softly, and
then glanced to her sibling before looking back to Rykar.


"I suppose we'll get going
too. Find an inn," she said with a glance to her sister.


"Nonsense," Rykar
replied. "I have guest rooms and a hot spring bath below the
house."


"I don't really want to
impose," Kaidia protested, although knowing it was just a
formality.


"I won't hear of it,"
the man said firmly, but with a smile.


"Oh alright, I suppose we
can be bothered to stay here," Kai acquiesced with a faint smile
of her own.


"Damn straight you can,"
Rykar answered.


"Watch it. I'll kick you out
of your own house," Kai warned playfully.


"That would just be rude.
Come on, I'll show you to your rooms," the nobleman said with a
gesture of his hand. He led both women out of the entryway and into
the main room of the house. This room was two stories tall, boasted a
fireplace at its center, several plush chairs, and two curved
staircases to the second floor that overlooked the first. Rykar led
the way up the left-hand staircase. On the left-hand side were three
doors. Rykar pointed to the nearest.


"This is Farren's room. The
other two are empty. You two can debate or wrestle over who gets
which one, but they're pretty much identical," the man said with
a grin, gesturing to the two doors that were to the left of Farren's
door. Kaidia nodded, and then gestured to a door that stood between
the landings of the two staircases.


"Where does that lead?"


"The second story of the
library. Much like the main room here, the library is two stories
tall and just has a wrap around balcony on the second story."


"And that door?" Kaidia
asked as she gestured across from where the three guest rooms were to
a door that stood all by itself.


"That is my room. Where
you're more than welcome if you have nightmares and need to snuggle,"
Rykar joked. He caught a punch in the shoulder from Kai for his
efforts. Nadia snickered softly.


"Where is this hot spring
you spoke of?" Kai asked.


"Downstairs, in the far
corner of the main room once you walk past the fireplace. To the
left-hand side of the library door. You will see a staircase that
leads down to a door. Just through the doorway and you'll find
yourself there," Rykar replied.


"Thanks."


"Not a problem. Towels and
other necessities are down there."


"Good. I could use a warm
soak after three days on the road."


"Undoubtedly. You two make
yourselves at home. I am going to the library for awhile, and then
I'm retiring for the night. Farren will wake you for breakfast. I
will see you two in the morning," Rykar said, giving an
over-elaborate bow before standing, smirking, and walking off to the
second story library door, opening it, and disappearing within.


* * *


"We need him."


"What?"


"Rykar. We need him."


"For what?"


"Our little journey, of
course."


"Why?"


"If these Adathir worshiping
nut jobs do have some sort of secret weapon or just large numbers of
fighters, it couldn't hurt to have another experienced warrior on our
side."


"You make a good point."


"I know."


“What is his story?”
Nadia asked, giving her sister a questioning look.


“A long one.”


“We have time.”


“I suppose we do. Very well
then. To keep it short and sweet, he was born in a small village, the
second son of a blacksmith. He was fifteen years of age when a mage,
for reasons that remain unknown, attacked the town. Rykar was the
only survivor. He tempted his small bit of good fortune for the sake
of vengeance and snuck into the mage's home, killed him, barely
survived the fight, and collapsed on a nearby road. Malcade and his
family found Rykar, half dead, and took him in. A couple of years
later, Rykar and Malcade set out to make their fortune as mercenary
commanders, formed the Scorpion(this name is problematic because of
the new HIT show “Scorpion.” Company, and here we are,”
Kaidia expounded.


“Damn, he's had a rough go
of it.”


“He has, indeed. But he
survived, became strong, if not a bit insane.”


“The same could be said for
you, Kai.”


“You are correct.”


The sisters fell silent. They
were in the hot spring under the house. One could say it was in
Rykar's cellar, but that word just didn't seem to fit. The room they
were in was cavernous. The ceiling was tall; the spring they were in
was like a shallow pond of hot water. The two sisters were sitting a
few feet apart, backs against the edge of the spring nearest the
stairs. The entire cavern was warmly lighted, but the source of the
light wasn't readily obvious.


Kaidia closed her eyes and let
out a long breath. The hot water felt wonderful after the past three
days of riding, and nights sleeping on the hard ground. Nadia glanced
over to her sister, eyeing the tattoo on the woman's right arm that
had been covered with armor for the past three days. Now that armor
was lying on the bed in Kai's borrowed room, revealing the tattoo for
Nadia to see.


"Where did you get the
tattoo?"


"Kyrians."


"Elaborate?"


"I spent some time in a
kyrian city. I helped defend it from slavers. You know how popular
kyrians are on the slave market…especially the females.
Anyway, after I helped fend off the slaver raiding party, I was made
an honorary member of the clan. Hence the tattoo."


"Does Sae-Mirra have one?"


"Yes. On her right thigh."


The siblings fell silent for a
moment before Nadia's curiosity got a hold of her again.


"Sae-Mirra is your servant,
yet they fight against slavers?"


"Kyrian servants choose to
serve someone for reasons that are their own. Sae-Mirra, for
instance, serves me, but is free to leave at any time. Slavery flies
in the face of that. It is counter to serving out of respect or
reverence."


"That makes sense. So Sae
serves you because you saved her city from slavery?"


"She serves me because I
saved her personally."


"Oh. So it's a kyrian custom
of sorts."


"Yes, though she wasn't
required to become my servant by any sort of tribal law or anything
like that. She wanted to and it would've been insulting of me if I
had not accepted."


"I get it now."


Once more, the two women went
quiet. Once more, Nadia got curious.


"So, do you think Sae-Mirra
is really in love with me?"


Kaidia grinned.


"I know she's in love with
you."


"How?"


"Kyrians know the instant
they lay their eyes on their destined mate. She saw you and knew the
moment she saw you, that you were to be her mate. Simple as that."


"What if I don't like her
like that?"


"You can't sit there and
tell me that you didn't take a shine to her."


"Yes I can."


"You would be lying to me."


"Yes, well... shut up."


Kaidia laughed, opened her eyes,
and stood up, water from the spring running down her naked form.


"Come on. Let's go to bed
before you come up with another line of questioning that keeps us up
for half the night," the elder sister said as she stepped out of
the spring and grabbed a towel.


* * *


The next morning, Kai found
herself being gently shaken awake by Farren. The warrior opened her
eyes slightly to her room which was brightened by morning sunlight
and a softly smiling blonde.


"Good morning, Lady Kaidia,"
Farren said cheerily.


"Nngh... morning," the
mercenary replied in a groggy tone. Farren giggled.


"Breakfast will be ready in
a few minutes," the blonde said, still quite cheery.


"Duly noted," Kaidia
responded, growing faintly annoyed with the abundance of happy that
seemed to be spouting from the servant girl. Farren just smiled,
bowed slightly, and took her leave. Kai groaned softly as she sat up
and stretched the stiffness from her muscles. After pulling on her
undergarments, pants, and tunic, the mercenary padded downstairs
barefoot to find Rykar and her sister sitting at the dining room
table. Nadia was listening while Rykar related some tale in a rather
animated fashion.


"Telling war stories again?"
Kai asked casually. Rykar and Nadia glanced up.


"Why yes. I hope you slept
well," Rykar answered.


"Like a rock," the
elder sister replied.


"Me too," Nadia chimed
in.


Kaidia took a seat next to her
sister just as Farren stepped out of the kitchen carrying plates of
food. She was somehow managing four plates. She set them down and
slid them across the table. First to Rykar, then to Kaidia, then
Nadia, and finally one to an empty seat, which she promptly filled
with herself. Breakfast was simple, but hearty. Ham, eggs, and
biscuits. They all ate in quiet, left to their own thoughts for the
time being.


Rykar reached up to grab his mug
to wash down a hunk of bread that seemed determined to lodge itself
in his throat. His fingers closed around air. The man looked up, brow
quirked, fingers flexing where the mug should have been.


"Farren."


"Yes, my Lord?"


"I am not certain... but I
seem to be missing something."


"Oh, crap. I knew I was
forgetting something."


Farren scrambled out of her chair
and into the kitchen.


"Go help," Kai said
with a nudge to her sibling.


"Me? Why do I have to?"
Nadia demanded petulantly.


"Just go," the older
sibling ordered. Nadia huffed, stood up, and made her way out to the
kitchen. A few moments later, she returned with Farren, both of them
carrying two mugs of milk. Farren set one down in front of Rykar, the
other she set with her own plate. Nadia set her own down at her place
at the table, then set the other in front of her sister with a bit of
a dirty look. The group ate in relative quiet. Once everyone had
finished, Farren cleared the table and went into the kitchen to clean
the dishes that had been dirtied with the morning meal.


"So when are you two going
to head out?" Rykar asked as he glanced between the two sisters
and relaxed back into his chair.


"Eager to have us gone, old
friend?" Kai returned with a smirk.


"Nonsense. Your trip just
seems a bit time sensitive, is all," the man said defensively,
but with a small smile of his own.


"It is, but I wanted to talk
to you about it," Kaidia responded, her eyes on Rykar.


"Oh? What do you wish to
discuss, exactly?" the nobleman questioned.


"Your participation."


"Do tell," Rykar said
as he put his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers.


"Taking into account our
discussions last evening, I reached the conclusion that perhaps
Malcade was correct. Perhaps these zealots have a weapon to use
against me… or vastly superior numbers. Either way, I thought
it would be a good idea to have another experienced warrior on our
side. Nadia agreed," Kaidia explained. Rykar listened and then
regarded Kaidia with a thoughtful expression.


"Hm. Leave my warm house, my
beautiful servant, and leave my job up to Malcade... if he survived
his wife last night. All to travel with you and your sister, to track
down some psychotic religious order who may or may not have the means
to kill you, let alone myself. Risking life and limb for nothing more
than a good fight and perhaps the religious order's treasury,"
the man said, laying it all out as he saw it.


"Yes, that's about it,"
Kai stated.


"I shall do it!" Rykar
announced and brought his hand down flat on the table with a bang.


"That was easy," Nadia
commented.


"Well, to be honest, it's
been too long since I've had a good adventure. This life, while nice,
doesn't lend itself to much excitement. This city is too large for
anyone to really attack. The defensive forces within are greater in
number than most armies I've seen. Scorpion Company has grown to the
size of a small army. Besides, I've been meaning to give my new
sinthite sword a true test run," Rykar said, explaining the ease
of his decision.


"Sinthite?" Kaidia
asked.


"Yes. Come, let me show
you," the nobleman said as he stood, gesturing to his two
guests.


* * *


"As it is, the iron we mine
goes mostly to making weapons and armor. Much of it is made here and
then sold, but we do sell iron in ingots to various blacksmiths and
cities. Some of the iron goes to the royal treasury in Corrana to be
used in the making of steel coins," Rykar explained.


The small group of three stood in
Rykar's armory. After a quick glance around at the various weapons
and pieces of armor, Kaidia and Nadia had focused on Rykar and his
explanations. The long haired man pressed a small bar of deep blue
metal into Kaidia's hand.


"That is sinthite," he
stated.


"Hmm. It's light,"
Kaidia said as she hefted it, then passed it to her sister who did
the same, silently agreeing.


"It is that, but it's also
stronger than steel. Stronger than most anything I can think of. We
haven't tested it against blithsite, but I'm guessing it is on par
with that. In strength, weight, and price," Rykar continued his
exposition.


"My armor and my sword are
blithsite," Kaidia stated.


"I noticed your armor last
night," Rykar replied, taking the bar of sinthite from Nadia and
placing it back on the shelf from which he'd originally taken it.


"I feel so plain. My armor
is made of leather and steel. My sword is steel," Nadia
complained in a playful tone.


"You will get to the point
where you have the money to upgrade your things, Nadia," Kai
said as she ruffled her sibling's hair. Nadia ducked her sister's
hand and straightened her hair with a huff. Rykar chuckled at the
display of sisterly affection as he plucked a sword sheathed in fine,
black leather and ornately tooled silver from a weapon rack. He held
the sword out to Kaidia, hilt first. The mercenary took the hilt in
her hand and unsheathed the sword. She looked the blade over with a
keen eye. It was a straight-bladed, double-edged, bastard sword. It
was also the same deep blue as the ingot of sinthite.


"A sinthite sword. It looks
impressive. The balance is remarkable. How does it perform?" Kai
asked as she hefted the blade.


"Wonderfully in all the
tests, so far. I just have to test it in an actual battle. Just for
the sake of having done it, really," Rykar answered.


"I assume these types of
weapons will start being made for profit," Kaidia asserted as
she sheathed the sword and handed it back to Rykar.


"Of course. Especially after
the blacksmiths went through all the trouble of perfecting the
process to forge sinthite into weapons. It was quite the challenge, I
heard," the man responded as he placed the sword back onto the
weapon rack from which it had come.


"Forging a new metal always
is, I'm told," Nadia said, adding her two cents to the
conversation. She often felt a bit out of place or out-classed by her
sister and often let Kai do the talking when they were together, but
she was actively trying to overcome that.


"It is," Rykar
confirmed. The man then headed toward the door of the armory, which
lead back into the main room of the house.


"When do you think you'll be
ready to leave, Rykar?" Kai asked as they stepped out of the
armory.


"Tomorrow morning, I should
think. Just give me today to set my affairs in order," the man
requested with a pleasant smile.


"Sounds fine to me,"
Kai replied.


"Wonderful. In the mean
time, might I suggest that Nadia and you enjoy a day in the city.
Browse the shops, eat at one of the taverns. The ones in the Third
District are the best in the city. Perhaps, you could even visit one
of the brothels," Rykar said the last bit with a wiggle of his
brows. Nadia blushed brightly. Kaidia laughed.


"That all sounds good. A
relaxing day before I plunge into a journey sure to lead to someplace
hellish," she speculated.


"Lovely. I shall see you two
for dinner tonight then?" the nobleman inquired.


"Of course," Kai said
with a nod before heading upstairs to retrieve her sword from her
bedroom as Rykar walked off to his study. Nadia was just behind her.


"You aren't really thinking
of visiting a brothel, are you?" the younger sister demanded of
the older once they'd reached the landing.


"Problem?" Kai
responded with a question of her own.


"Well, I... no... no, I
guess not," Nadia stammered.


"Then why ask?" the
elder sibling questioned.


"I don't know. It just comes
across as unseemly," Nadia replied.


"Try not to be so prudish.
We'll just see where the day takes us," Kai said with a smile
and a dismissive wave of her hand before heading off to her room.


* * *


Kaidia stepped out of the brothel
and into the afternoon sun. She stretched her bare arms above her
head and smiled to her sister, who was giving her one of those
annoyed looks.


"What?"


"I have been out here for
two hours!"


"I haven't had a romp in bed
for three months."


"Why do I have to wait
around while you get cozy with a whore?"


"I didn't say you had to
wait. Also, that's not a very nice thing to call someone."


"What do you call them?"


"Temporary companions."


Nadia rolled her eyes and started
off down the street, toward the markets. Kaidia snickered softly and
followed her irritated sibling. Nadia's mild annoyance wasn't long
lived and had, in fact, died out by the time her sister caught up to
her. The pair walked on in silence for a few minutes, eyeing the
sights of the city and the marketplace. Vendors of all the races were
plying their wares. Dwarves, elves, kyrians, humans, orcs, and even a
few of the seldom seen lizard men from the swamps deep in the
southern jungles. It was said that only kyrians managed a friendly
relation with the lizard folk and that was mostly due to necessity,
both races living in the southern jungle regions.


Mehroth was a melting pot of
cultures and races. Kaidia had grown used to this sort of mingling.
Nadia, on the other hand, was caught between shock and awe at the
variety of people going about their day like it wasn't strange, at
all, to see a man with cat ears talking to an eight foot tall,
blue-skinned, snaggle-toothed orc woman about the quality of elven
cheese. Kai was enjoying the time with her little sister. It had been
nearly half a decade since they'd spent this much time together and
the mercenary had forgotten just how much she enjoyed Nadia's
company.


The two women were still walking
along, taking in the sights, when Kaidia's right hand shot up and
swatted through the air in front of her. Nadia glanced up, wondering
if a fly had set to accosting her sister. Kai unfolded her fingers as
she held her hand out in front of herself and resting in her palm was
a small, sharp dagger. A throwing knife.


"That could have been
unpleasant," she remarked with an arched brow. A moment later,
she side stepped to the left as a man lunged between herself and
Nadia, a short sword extended in front of him that had been meant for
Kaidia's back. Kai stuck her foot out at the last moment, tripping
the man as he bounded unexpectedly forward into open air. He tumbled,
but rolled up onto his feet with practiced ease. The man appeared to
be human, wiry in build, and an assassin by occupation, it seemed. He
was clothed in leather breeches, boots, and a cloth tunic of fairly
decent quality. The pants and boots were brown, the latter made of
hardened leather. The tunic was grey and made of fine wool.


The crowd parted quickly, Nadia
going with them, Kai had noticed. This gave the two combatants a wide
berth in which to conduct their fight.


"I would advise walking
away," Kaidia suggested evenly. The man didn't seem to be too
keen on words, however. He brandished his sword and lunged at Kai
once again, bringing the blade downward in a large arc toward the
woman's right shoulder. Kai side-stepped the strike and countered
with a slash of her newly acquired dagger to the man's upper right
arm. The assassin couldn't dodge and the blade bit deep into his
flesh and muscle. His momentum carried him forward, aiding the blade
in slicing through the meat of his arm. The knife ripped free of his
flesh and he stumbled to a halt. His fingers had gone slack and his
sword clattered to the stone paved street. Kai turned and her lips
curved into a smile that held no warmth.


"You... you bitch!" he
stuttered as he glared at the warrior and clutched his wounded arm,
blood staining the sleeve of his tunic. He stepped back as he spoke.
Kai just smirked at him lightly. The man jerked to a halt as a hand
slipped around his neck from behind, fingers gripping his throat.


"That isn't a very nice
thing to say to her," Nadia breathed softly against his ear, her
fingers giving off an icy chill as they gripped harder. Her other
hand grabbed the man's good arm by the wrist and jerked it up, behind
his back. She pressed against his back, holding him still. Now, at
any other time, having a beautiful woman against him would have been
delightful, but at the moment, the freezing hold on his throat and
the pain now shooting through both arms were destroying any carnal
thoughts. Kaidia cleared her throat to gain the man's attention as
she stepped forward, putting her a few scant inches from him.


"Who hired you and didn't
pay you nearly enough for all of this trouble?" she asked in a
soft, silky voice that might have otherwise been pleasant if not for
the predatory look in the woman's eyes.


"I.. d... I don't..."
the man tried to speak, but couldn't even manage a sentence. Kai
arched a brow and then glanced over the man's shoulder to her sister.


"Sister, dear. Could you
ease up on the cold? He can't talk," the elder sibling
requested. Nadia complied wordlessly, her hand going from freezing to
warm, to just this side of ungodly hot.


"I don't know!" the man
shouted as he writhed in Nadia's iron grip.


"That is such a shame,"
Kaidia said with mock disappointment. She sighed and took a step
back, looked around at the gathered crowd that now included several
of Rykar's Scorpion Company mercenaries. The woman heaved another
sigh before she turned suddenly and threw the assassin's own dagger
back at him. It buried itself in the man's left thigh. He let out a
ragged, short-lived scream. Nadia cut it off with a clench of her
fingers which had suddenly turned so cold that they burned the flesh
under them.


Kaidia stepped close again, her
hand sliding to the unfortunate man's belt. She plucked his coin
purse from there and jingled it.


"Hm... it has some weight.
But, as I said, you weren't paid nearly enough," she said with a
smirk before turning and walking a few steps away. "Nadia, I'm
sure these Scorpions can take it from here."


Kaidia had just gotten the last
word out of her mouth when she felt a blast of deathly chill air from
behind. She glanced over her shoulder to see the would-be assassin
frozen solid where he stood, Nadia stepping around in front of him.
The younger sibling took a step back, then kicked the man in the
chest. The frozen assassin fell over backward and shattered on the
stone street, eliciting gasps from the gathered crowd.


Nadia then plucked up the man's
short sword and looked it over as she walked to her sister. She held
it up to Kaida.


"I think it'll fetch a
silver coin or two," the younger sibling said. Kaidia eyed Nadia
for a moment, then took the sword from her littler sister's grasp,
and hugged Nadia around the neck with one arm.


"Yes... you're my sister,"
she stated with a proud grin. Nadia flushed, pleased by the praise
and mildly embarrassed by the kiss to the forehead she was given a
moment later.


* * *


Kaidia and Nadia made their way
back to Rykar's manor in the uppermost tier of the city's Third
District. They had enjoyed a fine noon meal after their encounter
with the assassin, but as the shadows grew longer, the day turned to
twilight, and the air cooled pleasantly, Kai felt the urge to return
to Rykar's home and relax.


The two women stepped inside, and
after a quick search, located Rykar in what amounted to his Lordly
office. The room was like the man's study in that the walls were
covered in bookshelves that were, of course, filled with books. Many
of these likely pertained to Rykar's station as a Lord of Mehroth.
The rest were just like the books from his study. They didn't have
any place in the library due to said library being full.


"Did you two enjoy
yourselves?" Rykar asked without looking up from a piece of
parchment upon which he was currently writing from his seated
position behind the desk that dominated a good portion of one half of
the room.


"Kaidia went to a brothel,"
Nadia stated.


"Did she now?" Rykar
looked up, smirking at Kaidia.


"Yes. Not that it's anyone's
business," Kai replied whilst giving her sister a bit of a
shove. Nadia snickered. A knock came at the door of the office and
every set of eyes in the room turned to see Farren standing in the
doorway.


"Dinner is just about ready,
my Lord, Ladies," the blonde woman said with a warm smile.


"We will be in momentarily,
my dear," Rykar responded casually. Farren nodded and
disappeared from the doorway. Kaidia turned her attention back to
Rykar.


"Are you ready to leave in
the morning?" she inquired.


"Yes, General," the man
said with a smirk.


"You make arrangements
fast," Nadia remarked with a bit of surprise.


"Yes, well, when you have my
position, you learn to do so. But much of the command structure under
which I run the Third District is set up to make such arrangements
simple. Malcade will run everything while I'm gone because, quite
simply, he's my second in command. Also, he didn't die at the hands
of his easily infuriated wife last evening," Rykar expounded
with a cheerful smile. Kai raised a brow slightly.


"Supplies and other
necessities?" she asked.


"Already taken care of.
Supplies, my horse, weapons, armor, and everything else," the
man confirmed.


"Alright then," Nadia
said before she turned and walked out, intent on dinner. Rykar stood
up and stepped out from behind his desk before gesturing to the door,
silently requesting the Kaidia leave the room before him. The
mercenary did so with Rykar following behind her and shutting the
door to his office once they'd both gotten clear of the doorway.


"We shall leave first thing
in the morning," he stated.


"I would hope so," the
dark-haired woman replied. Together, the Lord and the mercenary made
their way to the dining room where it would forever be remembered,
much to Nadia's chagrin, that Rykar told a joke just as Nadia was
taking a drink, causing the younger Valengaard sister to spit red
wine all over her elder sibling.


* * *


The next morning Rykar, Kaidia,
and Nadia rode past the city gates of Mehroth, the sun just rising
above the horizon. Rykar wore plate armor made of lightweight elven
steel. The armor had a dull finish because the man didn't fancy light
glinting off his armor like a lighthouse beacon. In his experience,
that just invited arrows and various spells of ill intent. The
spaulders of the armor bore the Scorpion Company insignia. Another
insignia was worked into the metal of the breastplate. A shield with
a single sword pointed downward over top of it. It signified Rykar's
position as the leader of the Scorpion Company.


As Nadia was taking a drink from
her waterskin, Rykar leaned over toward Kai.


"Want to hear a joke about a
bearded lady and a midget?" he asked with a smirk.


"No!" Kaidia responded
with a severe look.


"Oh, alright," the man
responded with a huff. There was a long moment of silence.


"Wait until she's done
drinking."










Chapter Three: Temple of
Bloodshed and Astonishment







After two days of riding from
Mehroth, the trio arrived at Sarkos. The city of Sarkos was like
Mehroth in the fact that it was a major hub of trade. The city was
built in a circular pattern and divided into three rings by major
stone-paved roads that circled back on themselves with Temple of the
Gods as a central hub. Four smaller roads emerged from the innermost
of the three circular roads and intersected the middle and outer
roads before cutting through the outer ring and ending at four
separate city gates. The innermost ring of the city was reserved for
mansions of the wealthy and the important. The middle ring contained
the businesses, the inns, and the marketplace. The outermost ring was
all residential with the poorest living closest to the wall and the
slightly more well-off living closer to the second ring. A spider web
of small streets and alleys made traveling within each ring of the
city a little easier. All of it was surrounded by a massive wall that
had taken years to build.


The Temple of the Gods in Sarkos
was one of two main temples in the world. It held a shrine to every
known deity and demi-god known to the races of the world. As such,
the temple was a city all its own, towering high above the tallest
buildings of Sarkos. The temple's ground level was the size of some
small cities, making the tower truly a sight to behold.


After passing through the farms
that dominated the land outside of the city wall, Kaidia and her two
companions entered one of the city gates and started up the long,
straight road toward the temple. Along the way, Kaidia noticed more
than one person openly gawking at her or pointing at her while
whispering conspiratorially to a fellow. Rykar leaned toward Kai and
stared at her face intently. The mercenary looked back at him for a
long moment.


"What the hell are you
staring at?!" she asked sharply, a bit irritated with all the
pointing and whispering.


"Just seeing if you have
something on your face. Everyone keeps pointing at you," the man
answered casually with a bit of a smirk.


"I noticed that too, Kai,"
Nadia spoke up.


"Yes, I have too,"
Kaidia responded with a soft sigh.


"I wonder what the problem
is?" Rykar wondered aloud.


"I don't know. Let's just
get to the temple," Kaidia grumbled.


The three companions kept riding
until they reached the main gates of the temple, Kaidia doing her
best to ignore the looks and pointing fingers the entire way. Though
she was growing ever more annoyed. The trio dismounted and three
young men who worked for the temple's stable were immediately there
to usher the horses away. All three bowed deeply to Kai and nodded
curtly to Nadia and Rykar before walking off with the horses
following.


"What in the hell was that?"
Kaidia asked aloud in a rather irritated tone.


"I think I feel slighted,"
Rykar commented with a smirk.


"That was rather odd,"
Nadia added, a thoughtful look on her face.


Before the group could ponder the
oddity of their visit to Sarkos any further, an acolyte hurried to
greet them.


"Such an honor, most exalted
Mistress Kaidia. How may I help you and your... friends?" the
man said with a bow. He was a young man with closely cropped hair and
handsome features. He was swathed in soft, grey robes, and wore
sandals on his feet. Kai would've made mental notes about his typical
appearance if not for his words, which had added to her growing need
to know what the hell was going on.


"My friends are Lord Rykar
Vaikos of the Third District of the City of Mehroth and Lady Nadia
Valengaard of the City of Vortha," Kaidia introduced them both,
gesturing to them in turn.


"Greetings, my Lord, my
Lady. Of course, you would keep such noble company, Mistress Kaidia,"
the man said with a smile.


"Well, I am a noble as well,
acolyte," Kai returned with a tilt of her head. The man gave her
a strange look.


"Right. Well, again, how may
I serve you, Mistress Kaidia?" the man asked politely.


"My friends and I are here
to seek an audience with High Priestess Xerith," Kai explained
in a rather formal tone. Both Rykar and Nadia recognized this as a
sign of Kaidia's patience growing rather thin. The acolyte, however,
did not.


"Of course. Someone of your
eminence wouldn't be here otherwise, I dare say. Please, follow me,"
the acolyte said with a chuckle before turning and walking off,
clearly expecting to be followed. The companions looked at one
another, and then started after the acolyte.


* * *


"What have you got that
Nadia and I don't?" Rykar asked aloud. The three nobles had been
left in a room littered with comfortable chairs with pillows strewn
about the floor. Nadia guessed that people probably sat on them to
meditate, but they were currently the only people in the room. The
acolyte had left as soon as he'd told them to wait here.


"I don't know," Kai
answered a bit tersely.


"You can't think of
anything, Kai?" Nadia questioned.


"I said that I don't know,
Nadia," the elder sibling replied with a growl and a bit of a
glare.


"Truly? You do not know?"
a voice asked from a little distance away. All three companions
whipped around, hands on their swords. In a nearby chair sat Xerith,
calm and smiling. The woman had golden blonde hair shot through with
streaks of dark brown, blue eyes, and was quite pleasant to behold.
She was shorter than any of the three companions but, then again,
almost everyone was shorter than Kaidia. Xerith wore pure white robes
that seemed untouched by dust, dirt, or age. Kaidia relaxed, Rykar
and Nadia followed suit.


"No. I don't know.
Otherwise, I wouldn't be saying that I don't bloody well know!"
Kaidia responded, growling.


"Alright, calm down,
Kaidia," Xerith said, raising a hand as if to stave off the
warrior's anger.


"She is calm. The temple
isn't in burning ruins, yet," Rykar remarked. Xerith regarded
the man with a studious gaze for a long moment.


"I am well aware of Kaidia's
temper. I have known her since she was younger than Nadia is now,
Rykar. I would just prefer she be less hostile when talking to me,"
the priestess stated with a faint smile.


"You and everyone else
that's been on the wrong side of her ire," Nadia quipped,
drawing a glare from her sister. Nadia responded with a cheeky smile
which resulted in Kai clenching her fists and Nadia taking a bit of a
defensive stance.


"Now now, I won't have a
sibling battle in my temple. Between you two, the whole city would be
nothing but a smoking crater," Xerith shook a finger at the two
sisters. Rykar chuckled as the two siblings relaxed and looked to
Xerith again.


"Yes yes. Now why is
everyone pointing at me and acting like I'm the Queen of the lands?"
Kai asked while crossing her arms over her chest.


"You truly don't know then,"
the blonde woman stated with mild shock.


"I truly do not know,"
Kai replied curtly.


"Well then, I have something
to show you. Come along," the priestess said as she stood up and
began walking toward the door, passing between the sisters as she
did. Xerith led the trio through grand halls made of white marble and
furnished with obviously expensive furniture. Tables and comfortable
chairs stood at intervals. Tapestries dedicated to various gods and
goddesses hung from the walls. Paintings depicting various scenes
from the many holy mythologies occupied space between various
tapestries. After a long walk that took the small group through many
halls and a shimmering portal placed in an alcove in one of the many
hallways, they found themselves high up in the tower. Kaidia glanced
out windows as they passed, seeing the city from this high up was a
great view. Xerith stopped, prompting Rykar, Nadia, and Kaidia to do
so as well.


"Here we are," the
priestess said with a gesture to the broad, high wall that made up
the inner wall of this particular hallway. The companions looked up
at the wall and Kai's jaw dropped.


There, on the wall, was an
absolutely massive painting of Kaidia. The painting depicted Kaidia,
in astonishingly accurate detail, standing in a cyclone of magical
energy, staring down a painted version of Adathir from across a
grassy field dotted with rock outcroppings. Oddest of all, a massive,
ethereal dragon flew in the sky above Kaidia's painted self. The
title of the painting, "War of the Gods", was etched in a
small, metal plaque just below the frame. Kaidia took a long moment
to take it all in before gesturing to the painting and rounding on
Xerith.


"What in the blue fuck is
this?!" she demanded in an angered shout that echoed down the
hall and beyond. Xerith regarded Kaidia calmly for a long moment
before taking a breath.


"A painting," she
answered earnestly. Kaidia's eye twitched, Nadia had to bite her
tongue to keep from laughing, and Rykar had to cover his mouth and
look out a window.


"I can see that, Xerith!"
Kaidia practically shouted.


"Good. I wasn't sure,"
the priestess said with a smile.


"What in the hell is this
doing here? Why is it here??" the mercenary asked, clearly
expecting a straight answer this time. Kai found the existence of the
painting a bit disturbing, if flattering. She found the display of it
here to be highly perplexing and somewhat alarming.


"I shall explain,"
Xerith said, holding her hands up in a silent request that Kai calm
herself.


"Please do," Kaidia
said with a faint growl.


"An elven artist happened to
be on his way to Vortha near the end of the massive battle that took
place there that Nadia and you fought in. He stopped a distance out
because he deemed it too dangerous to approach. He watched the battle
until its conclusion and later painted this from memory. Elven
eyesight, as you know, is rather amazing. So is their memory,"
Xerith explained as she gestured toward the painting.


"That's all well and good
except for one thing. There was no dragon in that battle," Kai
stated firmly. Xerith stared at the warrior for a moment as if she
had gone mad.


"You are joking, yes?"
the priestess asked.


"No," Kai answered.


"I heard a dragon that day,"
Nadia piped up.


"You did?" the elder
sister asked, turning to face her sibling.


"Yes. It was you,"
Nadia said, serious as could be.


"It was me?" Kai
questioned, incredulous.


"Yes," the younger
sister replied.


"What do you mean?"
Kaidia demanded with a note of curiosity.


"I mean, you screamed. The
most horrible scream I've ever heard. Then it shifted into a roar
that shook the ground. All the while, there was this blinding light,"
Nadia supplied, giving a small shrug.


"Ahem, if I may,"
Xerith spoke up. The mercenary turned her attention back to the
priestess with an arched brow.


"Oh, by all means, Xerith,"
she said, voice dripping with sarcasm that Xerith ignored.


"During your battle, the
dragon manifested itself, I would guess immediately following a
moment of intense sorrow or pain," the holy woman explained.


"Go on," Kai responded.


"You are the first of your
kind. Likely to be the only," Xerith continued.


"I don't know if that's
comforting or not," the warrior sighed.


"There's more," Xerith
stated.


"Do tell," Kai
requested in an exasperated tone.


"There was a theory about
your arrival. Some call it prophecy. I don't really buy into the
whole prophecy game myself, but there was a vague prediction. They
got lucky," Xerith said with a dismissive wave of her hand.


"That's odd to hear from a
priestess," Nadia commented.


"Simple truth, dear. That is
all," the white robed woman asserted.


"Right, well, that still
doesn't explain why this is hanging in the temple," Kai said
with a wave of her hand at the painting.


"Or how that artist painted
the curve of Kai's backside so well," Rykar spoke up, having
been quiet for much of the conversation. Nadia stifled a fit of
laughter as her sister rounded on Rykar with hands on her hips and
brow raised high.


"The curve... of my
backside?" she queried, her tone mildly threatening.


"What? It's nice, I've taken
notice. It's a compliment," Rykar said with a charming grin,
oblivious of his danger. Or perhaps just used to Kai's temper. As if
sensing the imminent risk to the man's health, Xerith cleared her
throat.


"The painting is here
because, like everyone else depicted in these paintings, you have
been declared a god, Kaidia," the priestess explained. Kaidia's
expression went blank for a moment before she turned and looked at
Xerith.


"What?!"


Everyone was silent for a moment.
Then Rykar burst into a fit of uproarious laughter that echoed up and
down the marble halls, Nadia took her turn at being slack-jawed, and
Kaidia stared at Xerith with wide eyes, silently pondering what she'd
been told.


"You are a god," Xerith
repeated.


"When the hell was that
decision made?!" Kai demanded, still in a state of disbelief.


"About four years ago.
That's why I couldn't believe you didn't know about it," Xerith
answered with a shrug of her shoulders.


"Why wasn't I notified?!"
the warrior shouted.


"We couldn't find you,"
was Xerith's simple answer.


"Nadia found me!" Kai
countered.


"Yes, but it took me a
year," Nadia chimed in.


"And she was focused solely
on finding you. I have an entire temple to run and I couldn't spare
many resources to locate you. I knew you would turn up eventually,"
Xerith explained with a faint smirk.


"A lovely surprise I get
when I finally do," Kaidia muttered with a huff.


"Such is life, my dear
goddess," the blonde woman said with a shrug and chuckle.


"What am I even supposed to
be the god of?" the warrior asked after a moment's thought.


"Why, dragons, of course,"
Xerith replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


"Dragons?" Kai asked,
perplexed. She knew what dragons were, of course. But being the human
god of dragons didn't seem to make sense in the warrior's mind.


"In a sense. As you well
know, dragons died out centuries ago. The legend goes that there
would one day be a being born into the world that would be the
embodiment of the essence of all dragons. That being is you, Kaidia
Valengaard," Xerith clarified with a faint smile.


"How does that make me
anything more than exceptional?" Kaidia inquired.


"It makes you more than
exceptional because the dragons were beings of great and terrible
power. Strength beyond that of anything currently living. They were
worshiped as gods and thus, you, as the personification of their
kind, will be worshiped as a god as well," Xerith explained.


"I am human. I can't be the
personification of the dragons," the mercenary protested.


"You, quite simply, are
wrong. You have the strength of will, the intelligence, the tenacity,
the fierceness of any dragon. You have also surely noticed the
enormity of your power. You have power that mages work for decades to
achieve. You are, indeed, the very expression of dragonic nature,"
the priestess said, laying it all out for Kaidia.


"But what about Nadia? She's
amazingly powerful for her age," Kai said with a gesture to her
younger sister.


"She is like you... but not
the same. There is something more inside you, Kaidia. Nadia is
powerful beyond all expectation but you are stronger than she ever
will be. But perhaps with further observation in the coming years,
she will be granted the status of a demi-god," Xerith answered
with a gesture to Nadia. Nadia, meanwhile, was trying to decide
whether she should feel insulted or pleased by the comments Xerith
had made.


"Now, I have business to
attend to. So if there is nothing else, enjoy your apotheosis,
Kaidia," Xerith smiled as she spoke.


"There is something we
actually came here for before this little distraction grabbed my
attention for a moment," Kai said, gesturing to the painting of
herself and her whole appointment to godhood.


"What is that, my friend?"
Xerith questioned.


"I want to know where the
temple for Adathir is located. Or the main temple if there are more
than one. You are the only person I trust to tell me," Kaidia
responded.


"Adathir has only one
temple," the priestess stated plainly.


"Where is it?" the
warrior asked, a little impatient.


"I cannot tell you,"
was Xerith's rather simple answer. Kai stared for a moment.


"Why not?" she asked.


"We here at the temple
observe and record, we do not interfere with situations between the
gods themselves. However, I am sure your answer will come to you
before you leave this place," Xerith said with a smile.


"I don't like it when you
get cryptic, Xerith," Kai said warily.


"You won't mind when you
find your answer," the priestess replied.


"I hope you're correct,"
the newly declared god muttered.


"I know I am. Now please,
there is a suite waiting for you three. Fit for a god, I assure you.
Your packs and saddle bags have already been taken to it and this
young man will take you there," Xerith said pleasantly as she
gestured to an acolyte approaching the group with a smile. The
companions turned to look at the acolyte; then looked back to Xerith,
except the priestess had vanished, just as she had appeared in the
waiting room awhile ago.


"Please, everyone, this
way," the acolyte requested with a gesture and a pleasant smile
before starting off. Nadia followed him, as did Kaidia. Rykar fell
into step beside Kaidia and though he had stopped laughing some time
ago, he was still grinning broadly as he looked to Kai, who glared
back at him.


"Shut up."


* * *


The companions were now back on
the ground level of the temple, following their acolyte guide through
rather vast courtyards that contained both stone-paved open areas and
gardens full of various vegetation and flowering plants.


"These spaces are used for
prayer and meditation," the acolyte informed them.  Several
acolytes, priests, and priestesses were using the spaces for just
that purpose.


The pointing and gawking at
Kaidia had lessened considerably inside the temple. Most of the
people within the temple were respectful of every god even if they
didn't worship them. Though there were a few citizens there to pay
respects to the gods that didn't quite get that pointing and openly
staring were often considered to be rude. It didn't bother Kai quite
as much now that she knew the cause of it all, though.


The companions were following
their appointed acolyte through one of the many open areas, their
booted feet softly thudding on the stone beneath them when a cry rang
out that brought their attention to a woman with deep red hair, clad
in similarly tinted armor, who was striding toward them, and shoving
people out of her way. She was accompanied by several armed men clad
in grey armor and they were all heading straight for Kaidia's small
group. Aside from the acolyte, Kaidia's small group was aware, but
they were walking on, ignoring the approaching group of what appeared
to be soldiers.


"Kaidia Valengaard, God of
Dragons. Nice of you to finally show yourself, coward," a
woman's voice called out. That got Kai's attention.


"Oh, that wasn't smart,"
Rykar muttered. Nadia nodded her head in agreement as she looked on,
wondering how her sister would react to the verbal jab. Sometimes, it
was hard to tell.


"Coward? Says the one with a
full guard detail," Kai retorted.


"Just flexing a little
muscle," the red garbed woman replied.


"You need soldiers for
that?" Kaidia asked with a sneer.


"Peasants seem to understand
soldiers better than anything else," the redhead stated.


"Right. Who are you?"
Kai questioned.


"Let me guess! Your name is
Scarlett!" Rykar offered with a smirk. Nadia covered her smile
with a hand and looked away for a moment. The crimson clad woman
glared at the lord with bright green eyes that were immediately
filled with contempt.


"Claire. Claire Moxen,"
the redhead corrected in an icy tone.


"Ah, damn. Here I was, ready
to start calling you 'Scar'. Now I'm just hungry," the man
stated. Nadia looked at Rykar strangely.


"Hungry?" she asked.


"For pastries, no less,"
Rykar nodded.


"Those are éclairs,"
Nadia stated.


"Close enough." the
long-haired man said with a dismissive wave of his hand.


"This is a serious situation
and all you can think of is elven pastries?" Nadia sighed and
shook her head with a roll of her eyes before turning her attention
back to her sister and Claire.


"What do you want with me?"
Kai inquired with only faint interest.


"I am the champion of the
god Adathir and I have come to challenge you to a duel," Claire
answered.


"Is that so?" Kaidia
asked; her interest suddenly much greater, if the arched brow and
feral grin that had curved her lips were any indication.


"It is," the
fiery-haired woman confirmed.


"Is it wise to challenge a
god to a fight when you're a mere mortal?" Kai queried, half
sarcastic.


"It would be unwise if you
were a god, Kaidia. However, you aren't a god," Claire said with
a supreme confidence that grated on Kai's nerves.


"There is no such thing as a
god, you idiot. It's a title, nothing more," Kaidia responded
caustically.


"Adathir is a true god,"
Claire stated, as if her saying such made it true.


"Adathir is dead. I killed
him four years ago," the mercenary countered with a cold tone.


"Only his body died. He will
be back," the redhead asserted in a disturbingly genuine
fashion, her eyes glazing over a moment, as if imagining the glorious
moment before clearing again to focus on Kaidia.


"Alright, we're getting a
little crazy here," Kai muttered.


"Actually, resurrection is
possible with necromancy. It'd take a lot for him to be more than a
shambling corpse though," Nadia chimed in, helpful as always.


"Thank you, sis. Shut up,
please," Kaidia said with a quick glare to her sister. Nadia
huffed and Rykar smirked.


"Ah, sisterly affection,"
the man chuckled and spread his arms, as if basking in the warmth of
the sisterly love that was on display. Kai rolled her eyes, and then
looked back to Claire.


"Are we done talking or do
you have some other insanity to spew?" the mercenary asked.
Claire, apparently, took exception.


The woman's crimson armor flashed
in the sun as she bolted forward with a growl, pulling her bladed
mace from the leather loop on her belt that held it. With a war cry
and a large, arcing swing, Claire brought her mace down toward Kaidia
in a powerful swing. Kai raised her left arm, a shield formed
entirely by sorcerous energy materialized on her forearm. Mace and
shield collided with such force that dust kicked up around the two
women and the ground underfoot trembled.


In a long moment, the women stood
locked, one in red armor, the other in black, and Rykar thought to
himself that this would make a much better painting than the one
hanging in the temple. He was wise enough to keep it to himself
though, lest he be beset upon by two angry, armored, and arguably
mildly insane women.


The moment passed; Kaidia forced
Claire back a step, then twisted, shield fading away as she threw a
straight punch at Claire's face with her right hand. The redhead
jerked to the side, narrowly avoiding the punch. She danced backward
and smirked.


"You missed. For a god, you
aren't too skilled in battle," Claire taunted.


"Miss? Did I?" was
Kai's rhetoric response.


The crimson clad warrior stared
for a moment, not comprehending Kaidia's words. It then dawned on her
that there was a warm trickle slipping down over her lips,
originating from her nose. She wiped a gloved hand across her mouth
and glanced down to it. Blood, the same color of her armor, was
smeared across her glove.


"H... how?" Claire
managed to ask, a cold twinge of fear shot through her body as her
brilliant green eyes met Kai's stormy blues. The smirk on Kaidia's
lips could have almost been considered evil.


"Maybe I am a god, after
all," the warrior chuckled. Rykar and Nadia exchanged looks of
astonishment. They had known Kai long enough to know the woman was
powerful, but drawing blood without touching someone was almost
beyond belief despite the fact that they had witnessed exactly that
just a few moments prior.


Kaidia took advantage of Claire's
shock and bolted forward, leaving her sword in its sheathe at her
hip. She doubled up her fist and swung it upward, hitting the stunned
redhead in the jaw. Everyone watching winced at the jarring crack of
teeth gnashing together. Claire grunted and fell over backward, but
was quick to regain her feet and stand, only to be attacked again.
Kai aimed a kick for the redhead's gut that connected the moment
Claire had stood. She stumbled backward and caught herself, then
lunged straight at Kaidia, angered.


Kaidia dropped back to defend
herself. The champion of Adathir swung her mace at Kai's skull. Kai
ducked the swipe and side stepped. Claire pivoted on her heel and
took another swing. The black clad mercenary backpedaled, avoiding
the swing. Kai planted her feet and drew her sword as Claire prepared
to make another charge. The sword, like Kaidia's armor, was black and
seemed to swallow the light around it.


Kai held her blade down and to
her side, and by the time Claire saw the impending strike, she was
too late. The newly crowned god swung her blade in a mighty, upward
stroke. Claire turned her mace to block the blow as she saw it
coming.


The ebon blade cleaved through
armor, severed the head of the mace from the shaft, and cut Claire
deeply, from near the waist, clear up through her shoulder. Blood
splattered the ground, spilled out of the gash in Claire's armor. The
quiet after the strike was deafening and seemed to go on forever.


Time resumed its usual pace as
the shaft of the mace fell from Claire's weakened grip. The woman
still had the wherewithal to focus on Kaidia as the darkly armored
god pressed the tip of her sword into Claire's open chest wound.


"You fought bravely,
champion of Adathir. As a show of respect, I will give you an
honorable warrior's death, Claire Moxen," Kai stated calmly.
Claire managed to give the slightest of nods before closing her eyes.
Her body started to lean toward her victorious opponent and at the
same moment, Kaidia drove her sword forward, impaling the fiery
haired woman, piercing her heart, and ending her time in the world.


Kai pulled her blade free and let
Claire's body drop to the blood splattered flagstones. She glanced to
her sister and Rykar, who were drawing their own swords and not even
looking to her. The mercenary turned her attention to Claire's
soldiers, who looked outraged and stricken. Instead of coming forward
to bear their leader's body away, they drew swords and axes, the
ranking officer screamed a battle cry, and they all charged forward.


Thinking quickly, Kai saw the
severed head of the mace lying on the ground near her feet and an
idea came to mind. She hauled off and kicked the bladed mace head,
sending it straight toward the oncoming soldiers. The ranking officer
dropped to the ground like a sack of dirt when the head of the mace
cracked him in the skull. The remaining soldiers ran around him and
maintained their charge. Rykar and Nadia started forward to meet the
oncoming soldiers, Kai falling into step with her friend and her
sister as they did.


Kaidia counted nine opposing
soldiers who seemed to be in groups of three as they charged forward.
She had faced worse odds in the days near the end of the war when she
had served as the Mercenary General for the King. As the two small
groups clashed, Kaidia ducked the slash of an opposing sword and
retaliated with slash of her own, slicing through the man's armor and
into his gut. He dropped with a short scream of pain. The next two
were women, Kai was quick to dispose of the first with an armored
elbow to the skull that knocked the woman to the ground where she
clutched her bleeding forehead. The second woman swung her sword at
the mercenary, only to have her strike deflected by Kaidia's blade,
leaving the woman vulnerable. Kai took the opening and kicked the
woman in the side of the knee, causing the woman to crumple to the
ground in pain.


Rykar was eager to test his new
sinthite blade, hefted the blue tinted sword and brought it down,
with all his strength, on the first opponent within range. The blade
cleaved through armor, flesh, muscle, and bone, dropping the nearly
halved man to the ground in a bloody mess. The display of force
brought the man's two comrades, a man and a woman, to a standstill.
Rykar's face was a mask of shock that quickly turned into a look of
maniacal glee before his eyes focused on the staggered soldiers. As
Rykar advanced forward, his deep blue sword stained red, the soldiers
started backing up.


Meanwhile, Nadia was wielding
both her axe and her sword, blocking and attacking with one in each
hand. She clubbed one soldier in the head with the flat of her short
sword, knocking him to the ground. She buried her axe in the leg of
another soldier, and  then jerked it out. The woman fell to the
flagstones and rolled away. The third soldier, another man, started
retreating. The retreating soldiers, their numbers cut by two-thirds,
grouped together as they faced down their obviously more skilled
opponents. One of the men raised his arms, a burning mass of fire
coming to life in his hands, a last ditch effort to win, one of the
most basic of offensive magics.


Kaidia and Rykar raised their
hands in response, pure magical energy burned in Kai's palm, while
lightning crackled between Rykar's fingers. Nadia hurriedly slipped
her axe back into its holster on her belt, then raised her hand to
join her sister and Rykar, fire blazing in her own hand. The air was
tense, the moments long, breath held to the barest, softest whisper
between lips as everyone waited to see who would release their
sorcerous assault first.


"That will be enough!"
a voice boomed out in the courtyard, magnified with magic.


Everyone turned to the source,
magic dying in their hands. Striding onto the stone floor of the
courtyard was Xerith, looking rather annoyed. Rykar had the sudden
thought to look around for the acolyte that had been leading them.
The lord spotted the poor man hiding in the edge of the garden behind
the three companions and he chuckled before turning his attention
back to the angry priestess.


"Put your weapons away,
please," Xerith requested in a tone that made it seem like much
less of a request. The soldiers and the companions sheathed their
swords and relaxed a little as Xerith glared around at the wounded
and dead soldiers, as well as everyone still standing.


"Sorry about the mess,"
Nadia spoke up, trying to assuage Xerith's obvious irritation. All it
earned her was a baleful glare from the priestess.


"I should think so, young
lady. Look at this!" Xerith growled and gestured to the scene
before her.


"They fucking started it!"
Nadia growled in return, affronted by the woman's tone.


"I do not care who triggered
the battle, young one. I just don't wish it to continue. My temple is
not a battleground," the holy woman stated with a forced calm.


"Well, Xerith, you kind of
killed the mood," Kaidia muttered. Xerith shot the newly
ordained god a nasty glare. Kai's response was a grin and a wink. The
priestess rolled her eyes and turned to the three remaining soldiers.


"If you would help your
less-severely wounded fellows to the healer's chambers, your more
grievously wounded comrades will be helped along shortly," she
said calmly, gently. A group of acolytes was already swarming the
wounded and the dead. Xerith turned to the companions and crooked a
finger.


"You three come with me.
We'll see if we can't get you to your accommodations without another
incident." she said with the barest hint of a smile.


"Hold on, I need to ask one
of these guys where to find Adathir's temple," Kaidia said,
walking toward the remaining three, stepping over wounded soldiers as
she did. Xerith raised an arm to cut the mercenary off.


"Kaidia..." she said
softly, her tone warning. Kaidia glared at the priestess, but before
she could threaten, arguably, the most powerful holy woman alive, one
of the three still standing soldiers spoke up.


"Dragon God. You'll find
Adathir's temple in the city of Niercess, on the other side of
Merchant's Gulf from the city of Black Sand," he revealed,
steady and quiet before pulling off the breastplate he wore, dropping
it to the ground, and walking off, apparently disowning Adathir after
the debacle he'd just been through.


"He seemed upset," Kai
chuckled before turning to Xerith.


"Come along," the
blonde said with a sigh before walking off, the companions following.


* * *


After another lengthy walk
through the halls of the temple that somehow, despite there being no
stairs along the way, ended with the companions on an upper floor,
Xerith stopped in front of a set of white double doors. From what Kai
could tell, the doors were white marble inlaid with intricate gold
designs. They, like the rest of the temple, were a testament of
wealth and power. The doors slid soundlessly open at Xerith's touch,
revealing a plush common room made of the same white marble and
golden accents. The room was well lighted, but not glaringly so and
was littered with comfortable chairs and couches. Carpets covered the
floor, and the windows offered a breath taking view of the city and
beyond. A fireplace with a crackling fire burning within, sat against
the farthest wall with chairs in a semi-circle around it. Xerith led
the companions inside.


"There are three bedrooms.
As I said before, your packs and saddle bags have been brought here.
You'll have to look in the rooms to find which one your things are
in. There is a room for bathing as well. Acolytes will bring water up
shortly. I am confident you can heat it yourselves," she
gestured to four doorways located throughout the room, spaced rather
evenly apart.


"Thank you, Xerith,"
Kai said with a faint smile.


"Of course, Dragon God,"
the priestess replied with a wink.


"Alright, you can cut that
out," Kaidia grumbled even as she faintly smiled.


"You adore it. But for now,
I need to borrow you away from your sister and your friend,"
Xerith said, her tone turning serious.


"For?" the mercenary
inquired.


"You will see," Xerith
replied, taking Kai's hand. The god turned to Rykar and Nadia, who
had found chairs upon which to lounge.


"I will be back in a bit,
you two. Don't blow anything up," she said to the pair.


"No promises," Rykar
replied with a smirk.


* * *


Kaidia gazed around in wonder.
She found herself in the massive main library of the temple. She was
used to large libraries, but this one was beyond anything she'd ever
seen. The library was located underground and was as wide and round
as the property on which the towering temple sat. The shelves of
books simply went on and on. Xerith had led Kai off to one side of
the library where the books seemed to be quite old. The priestess had
directed Kaidia to a sitting area that was populated by a long table
with chairs around it, as well as chairs that set off on their own.
All of it surrounded by shelves upon shelves of books. Once the
warrior had seated herself at the table, Xerith had gone off into the
shelves in search of one book in particular.


Kaidia was dozing quietly in her
chair when Xerith returned and thumped a book down on the table,
startling the mercenary from her half sleep. The book was large and
open already. The left hand page was covered in a spidery scrawl
while the right hand page was an illustration. Upon closer
examination, Kai discovered that the writing was in an ancient form
of the common tongue that she could barely decipher despite the
rather expansive vocabulary and linguistic knowledge a noble's
education had instilled in her. She took a look at the illustration
instead and her eyes widened.


"How old is this?!" she
asked.


"A few centuries,"
Xerith answered.


Depicted on the page were four
shields, artfully drawn, all bearing family crests. One shield took
the upper half of the page all to itself while the other three were
lined up below it and drawn smaller. On small scrolls, drawn under
each shield, were the family names. The first of the smaller shields
bore a pair of silver, crossed swords on a pure red background. The
second shield was adorned with a large, golden sun on a white
background. The third and final small shield was decorated with
fierce, black jaguar's head on a silver backdrop. The large shield,
the one that had drawn Kaidia's attention was a blood red dragon on a
pitch-black background.


The names on the scrolls depicted
beneath the shields were Valensar, Valensorcera, and Valenshae. The
name under the large shield was Valengaard. Kaidia's eyes were wide
as she looked up to Xerith.


"What is this?" the
warrior asked bluntly, gesturing to the book.


"It is a history book. That
page in particular is... well... let me read the passage to you. That
will be helpful to explaining it," Xerith answered with a faint
smile.


"Please do," Kai
requested rhetorically as Xerith looked down to the page and took a
deep breath.


" 'Valensar,
Valensorcera, Valenshae and Valengaard. The four great families
charged with the protection of the world of Valen. Valensar, the
warriors, gifted in combat. Valensorcera, the mages, skilled
in the arcane arts. Valenshae, the shields,  protectors of those who
cannot fight. Valengaard, the embodiment of them all, warriors
possessing great skill in battle, magic, and the heart to defend
those who cannot defend themselves. One day, hundreds of years from
now, the Valengaard line will give forth a god to battle a growing
darkness that will threaten to consume the world. This deity of evil
and this Valengaard god will clash more than once and their final
battle could very well end the world.' "


"That... I never knew,"
Kaidia muttered.


"No one does anymore. This
was lost to the sands of time long ago, but you see? Your family name
translates roughly to 'Guardian of Valen' and I thought you needed to
know. I fear that this Adathir is the darkness the author was talking
about. You need to be careful when you find his temple. The second
battle against him may be a metaphor for fighting the faith his
believers have in him and the believers themselves," Xerith
spoke softly, but in a serious tone. Kaidia nodded her understanding
then turned the page and arched a brow. Four pages were missing, torn
out.


“What happened to the
following pages? What was on them?” Kaidia asked.


“We don't know. The book
was recovered in that condition,” Xerith replied as she shut
the book, picked it up and started back toward the bookshelves to put
it in its place.


"Wait a moment, Xerith. I
wanted to ask you something else while I was here," Kai said a
little hesitantly.


"What is it, Kai?" the
priestess asked softly as she stepped closer, concern on her face.


"Have you ever heard of two
people becoming one?" the warrior asked.


"How do you mean, exactly?"
Xerith questioned with a curious gaze.


"Well, during the battle at
Vortha four years ago, when my wife was killed, she didn't actually
die on the battlefield. The arrow that hit her was cursed, I couldn't
heal her, she was dying and we both knew it. So I kissed her one more
time, figuring she should at least take something nice to the grave
with her. Then everything went hazy. I felt like every fiber of my
being was ripped apart and reconstructed, put back together with
extra pieces. When I came to, Ashlin, my wife, was gone. Literally.
Her body wasn't there, only her armor lay in the dirt, and everything
seemed more... alive. My senses were all... more. But I have no idea
what happened," Kaidia clarified as best she could with a bit of
a lost look in her eyes.


"I don't know for sure
either, Kaidia, but it sounds like she became a part of you and that
somehow awoke the dragon in you and triggered your ascent to godhood.
Though that is just an educated guess, of course," Xerith
speculated.


"Best answer I've had yet,"
Kai said by way of thanks. Xerith simply smiled.


"Glad to be of help, my
friend. Now, let's get you back to your suite. I'm sure you're weary
after such an interesting day. Beyond that, I have some things to
attend to," the priestess said, leading the way out of the
library with Kaidia walking beside her.


* * *


Meanwhile, back in the suite,
Rykar and Nadia had struck up a conversation whilst staring into the
dancing flames in the fireplace grate. Both of them had noted that
there wasn't any wood there, just a fire.


"So, I noticed you know how
to use magic, Rykar."


"I do, but only the one
art."


"Just one?"


"Just one. But it's very
powerful because it has been my sole focus for years."


"So you chose lightning and
stuck with it."


"I did. Probably the only
people who can outclass me at it are you, your sister, and some
rather studied mages."


"Perhaps we'll get to see
your skill with it in battle."


"Perhaps so."


There were a few moments of
silence as the room seemed to darken and then become infused with a
warm, soft light that had no readily discernible source.


"I wonder what your sister
is doing?"


"I don't know. Hard to tell
with her."


The doors of the room opened
then, cutting off the conversation, and admitting Kaidia into the
room. The tall warrior strode to stand in the light of the fire,
between the chairs of her two companions.


"Speak of the devil,"
Nadia said with a smile.


"You mean god," Rykar
corrected.


"Oh, shut up," Kaidia
growled in a light-hearted manner.


"I think I'd rather not,"
the man replied.


"So what now?" Nadia
asked, eyeing her sister.


"We head out for Black Sand
in the morning. I know the city as well as a few people there from
back during the war and after," Kaidia responded.


"Ah, Black Sand. Fun place,"
Rykar spoke, apparently adrift in memory for the moment.


"Yes, but we won't be there
for fun. Just business. We'll need a ship. I know a captain of a ship
who, as far as I know, still makes regular stops in Black Sand,"
Kai explained as she eyed the fire, thinking as she spoke.


"We know Thorgrimm as well,"
Rykar added.


"Right. He could be of some
help too," Kaidia said thoughtfully.


"Who is Thorgrimm?"
Nadia inquired, looking between Rykar and her sibling.


"A dwarf. Damn fine warrior,
hearty drinker, hell of a story teller," Rykar answered.


"He owns a nice
establishment in Black Sand. An inn. Great food, good drink, and
clean beds. I imagine we'll spend a night there unless we happen to
book a ship that is leaving the day we arrive," Kaidia added.


"Ah!" Nadia
acknowledge, then tilted her head. "Why is the city named Black
Sand?" she went on to ask.


"I was wondering when you'd
ask that. It's really just what it sounds like. The sand on the
beaches in the port and up and down the coast a few miles is pitch
black," Kai answered with a shrug of her shoulders.


"Why is it black?"
Nadia questioned, making a bit of a face. Black sand seemed strange.


"There are multiple legends
but no one is quite sure anymore. Probably some crazy mage's doing.
At least, that'd be my bet," Rykar responded with a shrug.


"Probably," Kaidia
agreed.


"Well, either way, I want to
see it," Nadia said with a smile.


"You can't miss it,"
Rykar chuckled, enjoying the young woman's enthusiasm.


"Good," the younger
Valengaard chirped.


"Indeed. Did they bring the
water up?" Kai asked.


"They did. Enough for all of
us, it's in the appropriate room," Rykar answered, pointing to
one set of doors that was open.


"Good. I'm going to go
bathe, then sleep. This day has been... troublesome," the
warrior said with a bit of a sigh.


"Only you would find being a
god to be troublesome," Nadia commented playfully.


"It is going to be more
trouble than it's worth." the elder sibling muttered as she
walked off to the bathing room and closed the doors. Rykar and Nadia
sat in silence for a moment before Nadia piped up.


"I wonder what she'll do
when people start praying to her."


"Or start leaving
offerings."


"Oh, I hope I'm there to see
that," Nadia laughed.


"Me too," Rykar agreed.


The rest of the evening was spent
in relative silence, each companion lost in their own thoughts. After
everyone had refreshed with a bath, the companions gathered together
near the fire to discuss the coming day.


"We leave at dawn. Black
Sand is about two days from here, three at most. We'll get to
Thorgrimm's inn, see what he knows about this cult built around
Adathir and see if my friend the captain is in town or when she'll
return. Her ship is fast and I trust her so I'd like to travel with
her if at all possible. We have enough supplies to get there but we
should restock once we're there," Kaidia laid out her plans,
glancing between her sister and Rykar.


"Sounds fine to me,"
Rykar yawned.


"Same here," Nadia
agreed.


"Good. I'll see you two in
the morning then," Kai said with a faint smile before turning
and walking to her room. She was without her armor this evening, a
sleeveless tunic and a pair of soft leather pants were her only
clothing at the moment. The woman's bare feet were silent on the
carpet as she walked to her room, slipped inside, and closed the
door.


"I suppose this is good
night," Nadia said with a clap on Rykar's shoulder as she
started toward her own room.


"Sleep well," Rykar
returned before heading to his room.


* * *


The next morning, after Kai
flipped Rykar's bed to wake the man up, the three companions dressed
in armor and weapons, gathered their packs and saddle bags, then
headed for the door. Upon opening the door to their suite, all three
immediately picked up on the scent of food. Stepping outside the
door, they looked about. Around the doorway were various gifts. From
flowers to art to swathes of cloth to plates full of fruits and
meats. The meats were still quite hot and fresh, the fruits looked as
though they'd been picked and cleaned just minutes ago.


"What in the hell?" Kai
asked no one in particular.


"Offerings," Rykar said
with a nudge and wink to Nadia.


"A lot of them. You're
adored, apparently," Nadia chuckled, eyeing her sibling.


"Oh, breakfast," Rykar
muttered to himself with a smile as he stooped down to pick up a
plate that had been piled with strips of seasoned, grilled meat.
Seasoned with what, he wasn't sure, but it smelled wonderful. Kai
shook her head at him, and then quirked a brow as something caught
her eye in the piles of food and various material gifts. She took a
step over and crouched down, picking something up.


"What have you got there?"
Nadia asked as she stepped over. Rykar was lost in enjoying his
breakfast. Kaida held out three silver medallions. They were about
two inches tall, made to be moderately thick. Each had a rune
engraved on it. All the same.


"The rune means 'Dragon'.
It's a medallion like you would see for any god," Kai muttered
and held one out to Nadia. The younger woman took it and slipped it
into her pocket.


"I suppose that makes it
official then, my goddess," Nadia smirked.


"Shut up," Kaidia
muttered with a faint smile.


"I think not," Nadia
said with a wink. Kaidia rolled her eyes.


"Hey, Rykar!" she
shouted and whipped one of the medallions at the man. Rykar turned
just in time for the coin to thump his chest and fall onto his plate
of meat strips.


"What's this then? And why
is it on my plate?" He inquired, eyeing the medallion.


"A medallion. I suppose it
makes you a follower of uh... me," Kai explained, not quite sure
what they'd call the worship of her. Kaidiaology? Dragonology?
Probably something preposterously weird. The religious types had a
knack for that.


"Hm. Well isn't that
spiffy?" Rykar commented before plucking the medallion off his
breakfast and tucking it away. Kai put her own in a pocket, and then
looked up as an acolyte was making her way toward them. The woman
inclined her head in greeting, intent on walking past before Kaidia
hailed her and gestured for her to come closer.


"Yes, Goddess Kaidia?"
the woman asked.


"Could you possibly have
someone take the material gifts and place them inside my suite? And
then have the food donated to feed the poor people of the city?"
Kai asked, gesturing to everything. The woman smiled broadly. She was
beautiful, elven, and Rykar was staring at her as Rykar was wont to
do. Nadia elbowed his ribs to snap him out of it and the man gave the
younger Valengaard a bit of an offended look.


"Why, yes, of course,
Goddess. Very kind of you. I will gather a few acolytes immediately,"
the woman said with a bow.


"Thank you, dear," Kai
said with a smile.


"Will that be all, Goddess?"
the elf woman questioned.


"Yes, thank you," the
warrior answered.


"Safe travels," the
acolyte said as she bowed again and departed. Kaidia sighed softly
and turned to Rykar and Nadia.


"Let's go," she
requested with a gesture as she started to walk off. Nadia and Rykar
followed, the man still eating the strips of meat, his plate now only
half full.


* * *


Upon arriving at the temple
gates, the friends found their horses saddled and waiting in the
company of three young stable boys. After their saddle bags were
secured, the trio mounted their horses amid the stares of the boys.
After all, it wasn't every day the boys saw nobles, let alone two
that were beautiful women, one of which was also a goddess. Rykar
interrupted their stares by handing down his now empty plate to one
of them. The boys grumbled about dirty dishes until they noticed
three gold coins on the plate. Then they looked back up to Rykar with
matching grins. The man simply winked, then spurred his horse into
motion, following Nadia and Kaidia out of the temple gates.


Together, the companions rode out
of Sarkos and onto the road leading them to Black Sand as the sun
rose up into the sky, painting the scant few clouds a glorious gold.
Nadia started asking Rykar questions about Black Sand, Thorgrimm, and
his history with her sister, all of which the nobleman was more than
happy to answer. As her sister and friend engaged in their
conversation, Kaidia stared ahead, lost in her own thoughts,
pondering what was before them. She thought the bright dawn to be
misleading. They were headed toward a dark destination that she was
sure none of them would leave unscathed.










Chapter Four: Red Blood on
Black Sand







The city of Black Sand was built
into the side of, and on top of, a massive hill in many tiers and
levels. It looked as though it would all slide down the slope, and
crash into the waters of the gulf at any moment. The city flowed
right down to the docks where several ships were moored. It looked
almost graceful in the way it spread down the slope of the hill from
the very top of it. Unlike Sarkos, there weren't any real divisions
between the poor, the wealthy, and those in between. Shacks could be
seen in the valleys
between opulent homes and the moderate homes of those who were better
off. Homes of all classes were found scattered between businesses and
store fronts. The only real center of business was the marketplace.
Stairs were everywhere, leading up and down to different streets and
rows of shops, inns, taverns, and the homes of the city's citizens.
The streets throughout the city were interesting. Some were dirt,
others were cobblestone, and yet others were flagstone. The city had
started as a town and had grown and been added onto in a haphazard
fashion for decades.


Looking to the west from nearly
anywhere in town, one could see the vastness of Merchant's Gulf. Far
across the water to the west lay Niercess. To the southern edge of
the gulf was the city of Priosk. Merchant's Gulf opened to the north
into the imaginatively named Blue Sea.


Priosk, Niercess, and Black Sand
were the port cities that served as export and import points for the
northern half of the continent of Haelstross. Smaller ports dotted
the coast all around Haelstross, of course, and there were a few more
major port cities around the continent to serve everyone's needs. In
a port city, one could find almost anything they could desire from
exotic fruits, cloth, and ale to rare jewels, slaves, and only the
gods knew what else.


One such god eyed the city from a
distance, her stormy blue eyes gazing upon the city with a fondness
she hadn't realized she possessed. The sun was starting downward,
shadows were growing long, while the very first twinkles of light
were starting to shine in the city.


"Shall we find the Drunken
Dwarf?" Kai asked as she turned those blue eyes to Rykar.


"Aye. The inn and the
owner," the man replied with a chuckle. Nadia was too busy
marveling at the city to make any addition to the conversation. She
only barely noticed that her sister and Rykar had started riding off
and urged her own horse to follow. Together, the companions made
their way into the city. Finding the Drunken Dwarf didn't take them
long, given that Kaidia and Rykar had been there before. On the way
there, both the mercenary and the lord noticed that the city seemed
to have become classier since the last time they'd been here, and
more people were out and about. A few new shops had sprung up as
well.


The Drunken Dwarf sat on a tier
midway up the hill. The tiers of the city were like a giant set of
steps built into the hill and the buildings sat on these steps until
they reached the landing at the top of the hill where the rest of the
city spread out across the land.


After stabling their horses at a
stable nearby, the trio made their way to the Drunken Dwarf and
pushed their way inside. The inn was fairly large. It had a large
tavern area downstairs as the establishment served meals as well as
drinks. A staircase in the far right-hand corner of the dining area
led to the rooms for rent. Looking around, both Kaidia and Rykar
noticed that the inn had followed the suit of most of the city. The
place had been refurbished. It looked much nicer even though
everything seemed to be in the same place. It was a mixture of
comfortable familiarity and the taste of wealth that Kai and Rykar
were used to. Nadia knew no different, considering that this was her
first visit to the Drunken Dwarf.


The companions headed to the bar
that ran alongside the entire left-hand side of the place. Nadia took
a seat first, with Kai sitting down beside her, and Rykar taking the
bar stool next to Kaidia. The three of them glanced around. The place
had a few customers scattered about, but was largely empty. Aside
from a few murmurs of conversation, it was rather quiet as well.


The door to the kitchen opened
and out stepped a dwarf. He was fairly young for a dwarf, merely
seventy years old. His hair and beard were a dark brown. Though, if
one were to peer close enough, they'd spot a grey hair or two in
there. He was dressed in leather breeches, boots, and a cloth tunic
with a chainmail tunic thrown on over the cloth one. He would've been
just barely taller than the bar itself, if not for the fact that the
floor behind the bar was two feet higher than the floor in the rest
of the building. That raised flooring made it so he could look
patrons in the eye when talking with them. The dwarf walked along
behind the bar, clearly lost in his own thoughts when he paused, just
in front of the companions, glanced up, and blinked. It was as if he
were seeing something he couldn't quite comprehend. That something
was Kaidia gazing at him with a knowing smirk on her lips.


"Kaidia!" the dwarf
exclaimed in a gruff voice. Nadia jumped, startled by the outburst.
She had been too busy eyeing the bottles that lined shelves behind
the bar. Various bottles of wine, beer, mead, ale, rum, and other
drinks were on display.


"Thorgrimm. Looking as good
as ever, I see," Kaidia greeted the dwarf.


"Bah. Don't give me
compliments like that, girl," Thorgrimm admonished lightly.


"Why not?" Kai asked.


"Because a compliment like
that, from a pretty thing like you, is wasted on an old dwarf like me
- when we both know you'd rather bed her than I!" Thorgrimm
explained as he pointed to Nadia. Nadia's face screwed up in a
expression of confused distaste, Rykar burst out into a fit of
hysterical laughter, and Kaidia just stared at Thorgrimm blankly. The
dwarf appeared mildly confused at the variety of reactions to his
statement.


"She is my sister."
Kaidia said flatly, though inwardly she was fighting the urge to
grin.


"She's what?!"
the dwarf shouted. Rykar's laughter was renewed at Thorgrimm's
embarrassed exclamation.


"Sister," the warrior
replied.


"Oh," the dwarf
muttered.


"She is cute though,"
Kai said and tickled her sibling under the chin. Nadia batted away
Kaidia's hand and huffed. Rykar's laughter died down and he
straightened himself up, grinning.


"No greeting for me, small
man?" Rykar asked with a grin.


"You can go to the pit, you
cackling bastard," Thorgrimm replied, his grin almost lost in
his beard. The dwarf then turned to Nadia.


"Thorgrimm, Nadia. Nadia,
Thorgrimm Holkenhammer," Kaidia made quick introductions.


"Pleased to meet you, Nadia.
Sorry about the uh..." he gestured between Nadia and Kaidia, not
sure how to continue.


"Pleased to meet you, too.
And don't worry about it," she said with a dismissive gesture.
Thorgrimm let out a sigh of relief.


"Seems kind of dead in
here," Kai remarked.


"For now. The dinner and
late night crowds really fill the place," the dwarf said with a
hint of pride.


"Good to know you do good
business. Which reminds me, we need a couple of rooms," Kaidia
said with a tilt of her head. Thorgrimm nodded and ducked under the
counter, only to come back up a moment later with a key that he
dropped on the bar top.


"Just have the one room. Two
beds though. I'm sure you can figure out how to share,"
Thorgrimm said with a bit of an apologetic smile.


"Kai and I can share a bed,"
Nadia piped up.


"Or I can sleep on the
floor," Rykar suggested with a faint grumble.


"Such a gentleman," Kai
said as she patted the nobleman on the shoulder. Rykar gave her a bit
of a glare in return.


"See? All settled. I don't
suppose you three would want any food, hm?" the dwarf asked.


"That'd be great. Better
than the stuff left in our packs," Nadia said with nod.


"I second that," Kaidia
chuckled. Rykar gave a grunt of agreement.


"Ah, good. We've got the
best food in the city," Thorgrimm stated proudly.


"Don't all the inns and
taverns say that?" Rykar questioned.


"They're liars,"
Thorgrimm replied flatly.


"Duly noted, short one,"
the long haired man said with a grin.


"Spit. Right in your food,
Rykar," the dwarf threatened, pointing at the lord.


"Thorgrimm's special sauce;
delightful," Rykar grinned all the broader.


"To hell with you, scorpion
boy!" Thorgrimm declared before stomping off back to the kitchen
with a flurry of muttered curses.


"He's probably going to
poison your food now," Kai predicted playfully, a smirk curving
one side of her mouth upward.


"Eh, not too much. He likes
me," Rykar replied, smiling. Nadia just shook her head and went
back to studying the bottles behind the bar.


* * *


After a meal that was, indeed,
quite fine and also free of dwarf spit, Nadia had found herself
enthralled by Thorgrimm's tales of various adventures of his past.
Rykar and Kaidia had heard them all before so they were only half
listening. All of them were drinking. Mugs of ale sat in front of
them. The business, as predicted, had picked up. Citizens, merchants,
and city guard were all sitting around drinking and eating. The place
was full, with serving girls bustling about and two pretty bartenders
behind the bar with Thorgrimm. Luckily, the ceiling was tall enough
that the girls didn't crack their heads when they stood up straight.
They did have to bend down further to place drinks and plates on the
bar. Not that the male patrons (or certain female patrons) minded the
cleavage on display during said bending down… though that was,
of course, all on purpose. Such displays earned better tips,
generally.


As one of Thorgrimm's stories
came to its conclusion, Kaidia cleared her throat to gain the dwarf's
attention. Upon hearing the noise, Thorgrimm turned his eyes to Kai
in silent question.


"Is Eris Cain in town?"
she asked.


"What do you want with her?"
Thorgrimm returned with a question of his own.


"We need a ship," Kai
stated.


"And why do you want her
ship?" the dwarf queried.


"She and I have a history is
all," Kaidia answered.


"Oh, I'll bet you do,"
Thorgrimm said with a smirk. Rykar snickered.


"Shut up. I'm just saying
that I trust her," the mercenary growled.


"Of course. Right, well, I
thought I saw her walk in awhile ago. I'll get her attention,"
the dwarf assured Kai, then walked over to one of the bartenders and
tugged gently on her shirt to gain her attention. The woman leaned
down to listen as Thorgrimm spoke in her ear and made a few gestures.
Kaidia watched, confused, as the girl nodded, slipped out from behind
the bar, and walked into the crowd of people occupying the room. The
mercenary turned back to the bar as Thorgrimm walked back over in
front of her.


"What was that about?"
she asked.


"What? You don't know?
Aren't you a god?" the dwarf questioned with an innocent
expression that was immediately ruined by a smirk.


"You know about that too?"
Kai groaned.


"Yes. Not many people who
don't, I imagine," Thorgrimm speculated, giving the woman a bit
of an odd look.


"She just found out about it
three days ago," Rykar informed the dwarf with a smirk.


"Three days ago?! How did
you not know about it for nearly four years?!" Thorgrimm asked,
incredulous. Kai opened her mouth to answer, but was cut off by her
sister.


"She has been living in a
tomb and keeping to herself," Nadia supplied.


"Not that it matters. I've
been living in Mehroth, a huge city, and I didn't know until Kaidia
knew. Beyond that, I'm the Lord of the Third District. All sorts of
news and information crosses my desk and none of it mentioned a new
god, let alone a new one named Kaidia," Rykar added.


"I didn't know either. But
then again, I've never been one for religious news or events. Which
reminds me, mother and father are going to be so proud," Nadia
chimed in, smirking.


"Damn. I hadn't even thought
about telling them," Kaidia grumbled, her head thumping down on
the bar top.


"Oh my, you look rather
glum," a smooth, sultry voice said behind Kai. The mercenary
whipped around, sitting up straight on the bar stool, eyes falling on
the owner of the voice. Rykar and Nadia both turned a bit to look as
well.


Standing there was a half elf.
She was beautiful as the sun was bright, perhaps not the unearthly
beauty of a pure-blooded elf, but a more realistic beauty. She wasn't
as lithe as a pure-blood, her features weren't quite as sharp, but
one could certainly tell the difference between her and either a pure
human or a pure elf. She had shoulder-length, metallic red hair that
looked utterly unnatural despite the fact that it was just the
opposite. Her eyes were an exotic bright blue that looked almost
white and her skin was pale and smooth. She was dressed in snug
fitting leather pants and boots, along with a tunic that had short
sleeves and a low neckline. Her name was Eris Cain, Captain of the
Blade Maiden, and she was smiling at Kai.


"There's a lot on my mind,
sea elf," Kai said, smiling faintly.


"Those live under the
water... and I'm only a half-breed," Eris said matter-of-factly,
though she wore a smile that was a twin to Kai's.


"Yes yes, technicalities
ruin all the fun," Kaidia said, waving a hand dismissively.


"Sometimes. Now, I was told
you were looking for a ship. For mine, specifically," the half
elf said, fishing for Kai's reason why.


"Yes, yours. I figured,
considering our history, you deserved first crack at the job,"
Kai responded.


"Aw, nice of you. What's the
job?" Eris questioned, raising a brow.


"My companions and I need to
get across Merchant's Gulf to Niercess," Kaidia answered,
gesturing to Rykar and Nadia as she did.


"Well that's easy. I have a
shipment that I need to drop off there anyway. There will just be a
price for you three, of course," Eris said, smiling.


"Of course. Thanks. That's
one less thing on my mind," Kai spoke with a mild sigh.


"Hm, you have more on your
mind?" the half elf asked.


"A lot." Kai answered.


Eris looked thoughtful for a
moment, concerned over her friend's stress. The redhead then decided
she had the perfect cure and proceeded to straddle Kaidia's lap and
settle her weight there. Her arms wrapped around the mercenary's neck
and she gave Kai a smirk.


"Now you have a choice,
Kaidia. Focus on that which is on your mind... or on your lap,"
Eris said with a purr to her voice. Kai's hands automatically settled
on the half-breed's hips and gave an appreciative squeeze.


"You give me the easiest
choices," she chuckled.


"It's because I like you, of
course," Eris responded before leaning in and pressing her lips
to Kaidia's in a rather deep, affectionate kiss, her fingers tangling
in Kai's hair.


The kiss caused a cacophony of
whistles and cat calls. Nadia rolled her eyes and looked at the
bottles behind the bar. Rykar and Thorgrimm glanced at one another
and grinned before Rykar looked back to the half elf and Kaidia. The
dwarf, meanwhile, ducked under the bar, only to come up with two
bottles of the finest wine the establishment sold and set them on the
bar top.


"On the house,"
Thorgrimm said with a smirk and then crossed his arms, quite
delighted by the show. The word of mouth would give his inn a nice
little surge of business for a few days, at least. The kiss broke and
both Eris and Kai glanced down at the wine.


"Aw, thanks, Thorgrimm,"
the half elf said sweetly.


"Not a problem," the
dwarf said with a wink. Eris reached out and plucked up both bottles
with the fingers of one hand and then returned her attention to
Kaidia.


"How about we go back to my
ship and discuss the price for your companions and you, as well as
what's preoccupying that beautiful mind of yours?" the half elf
asked suggestively.


"Sounds like a good idea,
Eris," Kai answered with a smirk. Nadia rolled her eyes, though
no one saw it. Eris slipped off of Kaidia's lap and took the woman's
hand in her free one. Kai stood and stretched, before picking up her
pack and saddle bags, then tossing a couple of gold coins onto the
bar top to pay for her meal and ale.


"You two be careful. I know
a couple that got wild in the bedroom, knocked over a lamp, and
burned their house down," Thorgrimm said with a firm nod.
Nadia's eyes went a bit wide at that, Rykar snickered.


"Such dirty thoughts about
an innocent pair like Kai and me, dwarf," Eris said, an innocent
look on her face.


"Innocent?!" the dwarf
snorted.


"About as innocent as a pair
of wolves who just ate a farmer's sheep," Rykar added. Nadia
smirked lightly. Kaidia leaned over to Rykar.


"You get to not sleep on the
floor tonight, so shut up," she said in his ear.


"Hm. Good point," the
lord chuckled.


"I suppose I'll wake you two
up in the morning," Kaidia said.


"If you'd be so kind,"
Rykar nodded.


Kai stepped over to her sister
and tickled under her chin, which promptly made Nadia swat at the
offending hand.


"Behave," was all the
elder sibling said before she nudged Eris and the pair sauntered out
of the inn, a few sets of eyes following them until the door had shut
behind them.


"Told you they had a
history," Thorgrimm chuckled.


"Looks more like a herstory,
no doubt. However, Eris' ship did carry a lot of our supplies and
troops near the end of the war. She was personally picked out by
Kaidia. They've been pretty loyal to one another since," Rykar
expounded.


"Fair enough," the
dwarf said with a nod.


"Hey, Thorgrimm?" Nadia
asked, out of the blue.


"Yes?" the dwarf
responded, looking up.


"What do you think of the
followers of Adathir?" she inquired, eyeing him.


"Bah. They're a bunch of
rattlebrained doorknobs if you ask me," Thorgrimm answered.


"Yes, that's pretty much my
take on them as well," Nadia replied.


"Why do you ask?" the
dwarf questioned. Nadia paused and glanced to Rykar.


"Kai was attacked by them.
Assassination order and everything," the long-haired man
answered, a rare expression of seriousness on his features.


"What?!" Thorgrimm's
face registered both anger and disbelief.


"Yep," Nadia confirmed.


"Are they stupid?!" the
dwarf asked, mustache bristling.


"Apparently," Rykar
answered.


"They attacked her again in
the temple in Sarkos," Nadia supplied.


"So they're just trying to
get themselves killed?" Thorgrimm asked, bewildered.


"They're baiting her, that's
for sure. But since she already killed their god, we're not sure what
the hell is going on," Nadia replied.


"I decided to come along
just in case. If they're intentionally trying to get her to come to
them, something is up and I wouldn't feel right letting her go
without as much back up as possible," Rykar explained.


"Then why don't you have an
entire battalion of troops?" Thorgrimm questioned


"That probably would have
been a good idea, but you and I both know that Kai and her pride
wouldn't allow that," Rykar replied.


"Damn that woman and her
pride," the dwarf growled.


"Sure, you tell her that.
She won't see a few troops as much of a difference. She possesses the
power to take all three of us out without much effort, after all,"
the man said, gesturing between himself, Nadia, and Thorgrimm.


"Hmph... I suppose that
you're right," Thorgrimm grumbled.


"Don't worry so much, old
dwarf. You'll give yourself a heart attack," Rykar teased.


"Blast you, Rykar! I'm not
that damned old!" Thorgrimm snarled and slammed his fist down on
the bar top. Rykar just laughed and Nadia snickered. The lord leaned
over the bar a bit, gesturing to one of the rather lovely bartenders.
The woman stepped over and smiled a sweet smile.


"Could I get another mug of
ale, Dearheart?" Rykar asked politely, flashing a charming smile
of his own while holding up a gold coin... far more than the ale
cost. She smiled again, took the coin, nodded, and walked off, hips
swaying an extra bit. Nadia rolled her eyes for the third time that
night and sighed.


"I am going up to the room
for the night," she said as she grabbed up the key that
Thorgrimm had dropped on the bar top awhile ago.


"Upstairs, straight to the
back, last room, the only one with the double doors. You can't miss
'em," Thorgrimm instructed as Nadia stood up and grabbed up her
saddle bags and her pack.


"Thanks. Could you have some
water sent to the room so I can wash up a bit?" The younger
Valengaard asked.


"Of course," the dwarf
nodded.


"Sleep tight," Rykar
said with a wave of his hand.


"We'll see," Nadia said
before heading upstairs. Once in the room, Nadia tossed her bags onto
the bed furthest from the door and sat down on the edge of it,
sighing. It'd been a long day and she was glad for the fire that was
cheerily burning in the grate of the fireplace, lighting the room.
The fire was apparently magical because Nadia felt no heat. It was
warm enough during the summer nights as it was.


It didn't take long for one of
the barmaids to bring up a pitcher of water, which she sat on the
table that held a wash basin.


"Anything else, Ma'am?"
the girl asked politely.


"No, thank you," Nadia
replied with a warm smile. The girl nodded and left. Nadia stood up
and walked to the basin. She poured some water out into the basin and
then dipped her hands into it. She splashed some water onto her face
and proceeded to scrub her hands, face, arms, and neck clean with the
cool water. As the water in the basin stilled, she glanced to her own
reflection. She appeared as weary as she felt. She looked away and
grabbed up one of the small towels and used it to dry herself.


She walked over to the door and
locked it, figuring Rykar would get another key from Thorgrimm or
just pound on the door until she opened it in the middle of the
night. Nadia pushed her saddle bags and her pack off the bed and onto
the floor, and then sat down on the edge of said bed once more. The
young woman kicked her boots off onto the floor before unbuckling her
armor and slipping it off. She then pulled her tunic off over her
head before standing and sliding her leather pants down and off. She
piled her clothing on the floor. Next, she tugged the covers back on
her bed and lay down, and then pulled the covers up over herself.
She'd left her undergarments on just in case she'd kicked off the
covers by the time Rykar came in. A little modesty was better than
none at all, though she seriously doubted that the man would be
phased at all if he saw her naked. No, he'd probably just crack one
of his damned grins and make an embarrassing, if flattering comment.


She huffed to herself at that
thought, jerked her covers up, rolled onto her side, and nodded off,
more tired than she had thought herself to be.


* * *


In the captain's quarters aboard
the Blade Maiden, Eris and Kaidia had made themselves quite
comfortable in bed, every stitch of clothing and armor tossed to the
floor. Their modesty, not that the two women really had any where the
other was concerned, was protected by the blanket that mostly covered
them both. Glasses of wine in hand, the two were laying on their
sides, facing one another, catching up, and talking animatedly about
the recent events in their lives. Their legs tangled together under
the blanket as the two conversed.


"I do believe you're the
first god I've had on my ship," Eris speculated.


"How does everyone know
about that?" Kai asked with a grumble.


"I heard it from some
pilgrim on his way to the temple in Sarkos," Eris replied with a
shrug of her shoulders.


"Of course you did,"
Kaidia said, giving a roll of her eyes.


"Oh don't whine about it.
The position gives you even more influence than you already had. If
you choose to wield it, that is," Eris admonished lightly,
tapping Kaidia on the nose with a finger.


"I won't use it until I have
to. I mean, I will eventually have to go back to Vortha, at least
part of the time, to attend to noble duties there. I will split it up
with Nadia, of course," the mercenary explained.


"You don't plan on getting
married again?" the mariner asked, her free hand playing with
Kaidia's hair.


"Not unless someone truly
amazing comes along," Kai responded.


"Well now that I know where
I stand with you..." Eris said teasingly.


"Shut up. You don't have
that sort of interest in me anyway," Kaidia retorted with a
playful flick of the other woman's nose.


"True for now, but time can
change anyone's opinion," Eris muttered whilst rubbing her nose
with the back of her hand.


"I suppose I'll keep a look
out for you in the future then," the mercenary chuckled.


"So why are you heading to
Niercess?" Eris asked.


"To right a wrong. Or, in
terms that are more fitting to my nature, I'm going to kill some
people who tried to have me killed," Kaidia answered.


"I see. They brought it on
themselves. Considering who you are... god or not... trying to kill
you is a dumb move," the half elf asserted.


"Unless they were trying to
bait me. Which is a possibility that has not escaped consideration,"
Kai replied.


"Why would they bait you?"
Eris questioned with an arched brow.


"Well, I killed their god. I
didn't know Adathir was their god at the time nor did I realize that
killing him would somehow catapult me to godhood, but it seems they
want revenge. The only way that makes sense, however, is if they have
some secret weapon to use against me. Hence, I have my sister and
Rykar along for assistance," the mercenary explained, then
sipped her wine.


"Hm. Well, you can count on
me to back you up if you need another sword. My ship also has a
dwarven cannon on board if you need to knock down walls or
buildings," Eris said with a smirk.


"I don't even want to know
how you got your hands on that, but it could prove useful. However,
we have to get there first," Kai pointed out.


"Right. Which reminds me. I
was thinking three gold each for you and your comrades. As well as a
couple of silver for each meal," Eris offered.


"Three gold a piece is fine,
but we'll have our own food. We'll pay another three gold a piece for
you to bring us back to Black Sand though. Assuming we live,"
Kai countered.


"Deal. You'll live. It'll
take more than a bunch of religious zealots to kill my Kaidia,"
Eris said confidently.


"Thanks for the vote of
confidence," the warrior chuckled.


"Of course," the
mariner returned, sipping from her glass.


"Also... your Kaidia?"
Kai inquired, a brow arched.


"Term of endearment,"
Eris said with a wink and a smirk.


"Uh huh,"  Kaidia
muttered with good-natured sarcasm before wrapping her arm around
Eris, pulling the woman against her, and kissing her firmly.


* * *


The next morning, Nadia found
herself being prodded awake with a finger between her shoulder
blades. When she rolled over, she saw that it was Rykar, up and
armored, smiling down at her.


"Wake up, Nadia," he
coaxed.


"Nn... up... quit." the
young woman muttered groggily, still caught in that hazy place
between deep sleep and being conscious.


"Hm. Nice to see you work
those leg muscles," Rykar quipped with a smirk. It took a moment
for it to sink in, but Nadia soon realized that she'd kicked her
covers off in the night and was laying there in just her underwear,
which left her legs entirely bare. Once this realization burned
through her mind, she blushed scarlet, sat up, grabbed her covers,
and promptly tossed them over Rykar's head.


"Ass!" she shouted,
embarrassed.


"I saw that last night when
I came in and covered you up. Quite lovely, really," Rykar
commented, muffled by the blanket. Nadia blinked as that registered,
then frowned, and threw her pillow at the man's head. Somehow, he
ducked it, and then tugged the blanket off of himself.


"You aren't supposed to
gawk," Nadia huffed, glaring at him, sans pants or not.


"Hard not to do when you're
all curled up and uncovered. We're both adults, nothing to be
embarrassed about. Besides, I gave you compliments. So be happy,"
he scolded, albeit playfully.


"Just... just give me my
pants," Nadia requested, hand held out. Rykar just smirked, then
bent to pick them up and dropped them into the dark haired woman's
hand. Nadia took them and stood up, quickly sliding them on and
fastening them before bending to scoop up her tunic. She tugged it on
and then sat back down.


"I think I'm going to head
downstairs for breakfast," Rykar said as he picked up his pack
and saddle bags.


"Meet you down there. I
assume Kai will be along shortly," Nadia replied.


"She should be. No telling
how late those two stayed up," Rykar said, giving a wink before
he slipped out the door, closing it behind him. Nadia chuckled to
herself and reached for her boots.


* * *


Nadia came downstairs to find the
inn nearly deserted aside from Thorgrimm, Rykar, and two mages
sitting off at a table by themselves. The two mages were playing a
card game with strangely illustrated cards, each one peering at the
other, as if trying to discern the next move his opponent would make.
A few steel coins lay on the table, a couple of silver coins lying
with them. It seemed a bit early to be gambling to Nadia, but she
supposed it wasn't any of her business.


Meanwhile, Rykar had said
something to cause Thorgrimm to laugh so hard that the dwarf had to
hang on to the bar to keep from falling over. Rykar was just
grinning, watching the spectacle. Nadia settled herself onto a stool
next to Rykar.


"What'd you do?"


"Told him a joke."


"Which one?"


"One about three monks and a
succubus."


"Oh, I've heard that one."


Nadia couldn't help but chuckle
as Thorgrimm slowly regained control of himself. As the dwarf finally
caught his breath, the door opened and admitted Kaidia and Eris. The
pair came and sat down to Nadia's right on their own stools.


"I assume you're all here
because you expect breakfast." Thorgrimm surmised. There was a
general murmur of confirmation as well as nodding. The dwarf nodded
and walked off to the kitchen.


* * *


One of the serving girls carried
away empty plates and mugs after the companions finished their
breakfast. Rykar turned to Kaidia.


"I thought you were supposed
to wake me up this morning?" he asked, playfully accusing.


"I slept in," was the
mercenary's short reply.


"Late night, eh?"
Thorgrimm asked with a wiggle of his brows.


"Shut it," Kai
responded and elbowed a happily nodding Eris in the ribs. Rykar and
Thorgrimm chuckled at the pair. After the moment of levity, Thorgrimm
looked at the group of four with a serious expression on his normally
jovial features.


"Will all of you be off
soon?" the dwarf asked.


"Yes. My crew are loading
the last of the cargo we need to transport onto the ship as we
speak," Eris answered.


"Time is a bit of a factor,"
Kaidia added.


"Right. Well, you lot be
careful. I like ya. Even Rykar. Don't need to be goin' to any damn
funerals 'cause ya went and got yourselves dead," Thorgrimm
growled.


"Aw, you care about me after
all, you hairy little man," Rykar said with a grin.


"Blast ya to hell, ya smart
ass bastard!" the dwarf shouted, but couldn't contain a grin of
his own.


"We will be careful,
Thorgrimm," Kai said with a nod.


"Good to hear,"
Thorgrimm said with a smile.


"Oh, that reminds me,
Niercess has gotten strange lately," Eris commented, eyes on
Kaidia.


"How so?" the mercenary
asked. Nadia, Thorgrimm, and Rykar turned their eyes to Eris.


"Well, I used to see
children playing on and around the docks a lot. On the last few
trips, I haven't seen anyone but a few dock workers. The last time I
was there, the dock workers weren't even there. Also, they don't
export anything anymore. We never have cargo to take back with us,"
Eris explained.


"That's... odd," Nadia
remarked.


"Aye, I've heard of weird
things. All the business that used to go through Neircess goes
through here and Priosk now. It's why everything has been fancied up
around here and everywhere else in the city. Priosk is the same, I
hear," Thorgrimm added, gesturing around himself.


"I was wondering about
that," Rykar muttered.


"I suppose we'll find out
what's going on when we get there," Kaidia said with a shrug.


"Make sure you stop by here
on the way back," Thorgrimm requested.


"That's the plan," Eris
responded. The dwarf nodded in return.


The group of four stood up and
started for the door. They had only taken a step before the door
slammed open and four figures in grey armor marched inside. The final
one in line slammed the door closed and stood in front of it. The
other three moved to surround the four companions - one with his back
to the bar, one with his back to the wall opposite the bar, and one
facing toward his comrade guarding the door. They were more of
Adathir's soldiers and they had the four companions, who were now
standing back to back, surrounded on all four sides.


"We are here for three
criminals who are wanted for violating the authority and law of the
Lord God Adathir. Namely the murder of the Champion of Adathir,
Claire Moxen. As well as the murder of one paladin and the assault of
several others," the man at the door announced. All four
soldiers were looking over Kai, Eris, and Nadia with less than savory
looks and every one of the three women knew it and was immediately
irritated by it.


"Claire Moxen attacked me.
It's not my fault she couldn't win the fight," Kaidia retorted.


"Paladins? Seriously? That's
funny," Rykar mocked without humor.


"The armored men with Claire
attacked us after seeing Claire lost the fight. It's their own damn
fault they got hurt," Nadia growled.


All four companions had drawn
their swords. Eris felt a bit vulnerable, being the only one of the
four without armor. The armored men drew their swords as well, ready
for the imminent fight. Before the companions could square off
against the grey armored soldiers, there was a shout of "Hoo-ha!"
from the bar. Everyone turned to look. The poor soldier who had his
back to the bar turned just in time to have an axe blade buried
between his eyes. Thorgrimm jerked said axe from the man's face with
a foot planted on the soldier's breastplate. The body fell to the
ground with a wet thump, blood splattering the floor. Apparently,
Thorgrimm had jumped up onto the bar when no one had been paying him
any mind.


"There shan’t be any
more of your damned shenanigans in my establishment!" the dwarf
roared, standing atop the bar, bloody battleaxe in his hands,
glowering at the soldiers who'd come tromping into his inn. Nadia
leaned over to her sister and whispered.


"You were right, he is a bad
ass."


"Told you."


"Now get the hell out before
I see fit to chop the lot of ya up like firewood!" Thorgrimm
snarled at the soldiers. The remaining three soldiers glanced at each
other, then charged at the group. In what seemed like a split second,
Eris had run one of the men through and Rykar had cut down the
second. The third man, the leader, tried to skid to a stop, but
couldn't get out of the way before Kaidia hammered him with a
fireball that exploded on contact and sent the soldier crashing
through the door and onto the flagstones outside.


"Damn, Kai. Didja have to
rip the door off the hinges?" Thorgrimm asked.


"Sorry about that," the
god said with a little smile.


"Eh, I can get it fixed
quickly enough," the dwarf replied with a wave of his hand.


"More to the point... what
are we going to do about all of them?" Nadia questioned, jerking
a thumb to the now very open doorway. Past the threshold, the group
could see what looked to be at least thirty of the grey armored
soldiers. Kaidia smirked and leaned over to her sister.


"I have an idea."


* * *


Outside, the troops eyed the
smoldering remains of the man who had been blasted through the door,
but kept their distance, swords drawn. Soon enough, they were all
looking up to the open doorway, listening and watching, quiet as the
grave. Given the bright, morning sun in their eyes, they couldn't see
inside. All they could see was a cold darkness.


A blur came flying out of the
darkness. No one had time to react and the single soldier directly
across from the open doorway paid the price as the blade of Nadia's
one-handed axe cleaved his head in two like a ripe melon. His body
dropped with the force of the blow, blood and brains spilling out
onto the stone beneath him.


As the body hit the ground,
Kaidia and her companions rushed out, weapons ready to strike. The
soldiers nearest the door on both sides fell before many of Adathir's
so-called paladins could react. Kai, Nadia, Rykar, Eris, and
Thorgrimm all charged into the stunned group of men and women clad in
grey armor.


Thorgrimm's axe severed someone's
leg at the knee, and  then cut through the armor and chest of another
soldier before he slid between the next man's legs, on his back, and
drove the spike atop his axe up into the man's crotch. There was hell
to pay for messing with the dwarf's inn or friends. In that order.


Kaidia used her black sword to
slash more than anything else. The blithsite blade easily cut through
the steel plate armor of Adathir's troops, slicing through the softer
flesh and bone beneath. Soldier after soldier fell around the woman,
man or woman, it didn't matter to her. What few blows that managed to
hit her glanced off her black armor, nothing seemed to even scratch
it, let alone pierce it and wound its owner.


Nadia ran straight for her axe.
She managed to get to it without incident and immediately pulled it
from the dead man's skull in which it had lodged itself. She came up,
swinging with both short sword and axe, cleaving and slashing at
anyone wearing the dark grey armor of Adathir's faithful. Her axe
bit, her sword sliced and she left a swathe of bodies without heads,
arms, and various other pieces.


Rykar's azure blade flashed in
the sun as he swung it, taking much the same approach as Kaidia,
slashing in great arcs, cutting soldiers in twain more often than
not. The long haired man had a bit of a crazed look to him as he not
only cut Adathir's soldiers down, but beat more than one senseless
with the pommel of his sword or his free fist.


Eris, being without armor, stuck
to the fringes of the heavy combat. She only defended and struck down
those that came at her, instead of wading into the thick of the fray.
Fortunately, most of Adathir's soldiers were too concerned with the
other four combatants to pay much attention to her. She only cut down
three soldiers, each with a simple dodge and strike to a weak point
in the armor they wore. Being half elven gave her a bit of a speed
and grace advantage over the heavily armored soldiers.


After a few minutes of furious
combat, Adathir's troops lay dead and dying, except one. That
particular soldier was in Kai's grip, the poor bastard. Kaidia was
standing at the edge of the level on which the Drunken Dwarf was
built. She was holding the soldier aloft, armor and all, by the
throat, the fingers of her left hand gripping tightly.


"Know this. Before this
altercation, I might have been persuaded to leave some of your ilk
alive. But after this little stunt, I will wipe every trace of
Adathir from the face of this world. From your temple to the Temple
of the Gods in Sarkos. It will be as if Adathir and his following
never existed," the clearly angered Kaidia stated in no
uncertain terms.


"No, Dragon God. Lord
Adathir is the Lord of the Last Days. He will wipe you and all of the
pathetic creatures who do not worship him from the face of Valen,"
the man managed to choke out before his words stoked Kaidia's ire and
caused her to grip all the tighter. Kai snapped her sword to the
side, the blood flicking off. She then sheathed the blade and brought
her right hand up to the man's torso, resting it just under his
ribcage. A blast of pure, searing magical energy erupted from her
hand and at the same moment, she let go of the man's throat. The bolt
of energy sent the man sailing up into the sky. A few moments later,
he crashed down through the deck of a ship in the docks far below and
away. Kaidia kept staring out at the ship, mind racing, her blood
thundering in her ears. She tried to calm herself, the over-the-top
death of that poor soldier had been a good start.


"I hope that wasn't your
ship," Rykar whispered to Eris.


"Thankfully, it was not,"
the half elf replied.


"Ah, good," the lord
said.


"What was that all about?"
Eris asked, looking to Rykar.


"We had a run in with some
of Adathir's faithful at the temple in Sarkos. Their leader, this
Champion of Adathir, challenged Kaidia to a battle. Kaidia won
outright and gave the Champion an honorable death. Apparently,
Adathir's cult has taken exception to this, claimed it was murder,
and just tried to arrest Kaidia, as well as Nadia and myself, since
we fought off some of the Champion's soldiers in the aftermath,"
Rykar explained.


"Can you arrest a god?"
the mariner questioned. Rykar looked around at the dead soldiers
lying on the flagstones and then turned his eyes back to Eris.


"I would say not," he
answered with a smirk.


The companions went about
cleaning off their blades and putting them away. After she calmed
down, Kai, along with Thorgrimm, Rykar, and Nadia, headed back into
the inn. The two mages were still playing their card game as if
nothing had happened. Eris remained outside, plucking up the dead
soldiers' coin purses. Extra coin was never a bad thing and it wasn't
like the soldiers were going to need it anymore. Soon after, the city
guard had busied itself by carting away the bodies after stripping
them of armor and weapons, which they could use or sell.


In the inn, Kai set her saddle
bags and those of her sister and Rykar up on the bar.


"Could you toss these in the
safe for us? We won't need them from here to Niercess," the
mercenary requested.


"Sure thing, Kaidia. I'll
lock them up in back," Thorgrimm said with a firm nod.


"Thanks. We'll be back to
get them," Kaidia replied.


"You had better be,"
the dwarf replied in a serious tone.


With that, Kaidia, Nadia, and
Rykar shouldered their packs, bid Thorgrimm a fond farewell, and
headed out to find Eris waiting on them.


"Ready for your ride across
the waters?" the half elf asked with a smile.


"As ready as we can be,"
Kaidia replied.


"Good, follow me," Eris
replied and headed off, leading the way down to the docks.


* * *


Before the group could get all
the way to the docks, Kaidia felt a gentle tap on her shoulder. Being
the warrior she was, she whipped about, dagger in hand, eyes sharp
and focused. The woman who had done the tapping jumped back, eyes
wide. She was a woman of maybe thirty years and looked well enough
off with long, light brown hair that was tied back into a ponytail
and a nice, if plain, dress that fell to her knees. She wore pants
underneath which could be seen below the hem of the dress along with
a pair of plain boots.


"You are as quick on your
feet as they say," the woman commented, her voice trembling
slightly. Kaidia eyed the woman for a long moment before speaking.


"I have to be. What can I do
for you?" Kai asked, slowly sliding the dagger back under a
plate of her armor. Nadia took note of the idea for future
implementation.


"Well, I watch over several
children for their parents while their parents are working during the
day... and I was wondering if the children could meet you. They've
been begging me since this morning. Apparently word travels fast when
a god is in town," the woman requested, smiling warmly as she
gestured to a group of roughly fifteen children standing behind her.
Kaidia glanced past the woman, to the children, then to her
companions.


"It comes with the
territory. You're an icon now. Make nice." Eris said with a
nudge. Kaidia arched a brow, but turned back to the woman with a
smile.


"Sure. I have a few
minutes," she answered.


"Wonderful," the woman
said and stepped out of the way. The kids practically swarmed Kaidia,
as well as Nadia who was standing beside her sister.


The children were understandably
excited and clamoring to be near the god that happened to visit their
city. Kai held up her hands, wordlessly calling for quiet. The
children, amazingly, fell silent. The god held her hand out above
their heads, palm up, and a sphere of fire burst into life, resting
on her fingertips. There was a general murmur of wonderment before
Kaidia threw the ball of fire skyward. It quickly became a little dot
in the sky. Kai waited for several moments, and then clenched her
fist. The fireball exploded in a massive display of flames that
shifted color and swirled in and out of themselves long after a
normal flame would've died out. The children cheered and clapped.


"I was under the impression
that she didn't like kids," Eris commented to Rykar, the two of
them standing away from the group of children.


"She doesn't," the man
replied.


"Ah. She's just being nice?"
the half elf inquired.


"She isn't a monster, is
all," Rykar answered.


"Not until you piss her off,
anyway," Eris chuckled.


"Indeed," Rykar
smirked.


"It is a bit scary how fast
she can switch her moods though," the captain muttered.


"I agree. But as long as you
stay on her good side, you don't have much to worry about,"
Rykar replied.


"True enough," Eris
agreed.


Kaidia was still putting on a
show, launching several fireballs into the sky, making multi-colored
flames dance across the sky. After a grand finale of fire and
rainbows, with the help of some of Nadia's ice crystals, Kaidia
crouched down among the children and held both hands out, palms up.
She blew on her palms and hard candies appeared in her hands. The
kids crowded around to pluck up the treats. Once each kid had one,
Kaidia stood and waved.


"I have to go, children.
Behave!" the warrior said and then turned and headed towards the
docks to a chorus of farewell wishes.


"Aw, you old softy, you,"
Nadia teased, elbowing her sister playfully.


"Shut up, brat," Kaidia
retorted, hiding a smile of her own.


As the companions arrived at the
docks, they all heard someone shouting and cursing quite loudly.
After a bit more walking, with the cursing growing ever louder, they
spotted a man standing on one of the wooden piers extending out from
the main walkway. These piers divided the docks up into separate
spaces for each ship. The man was apparently the captain of the ship
he was standing next to, since he was watching the men on the ship
scramble aboard it, trying to repair something. The sea breeze
carried his voice to the group.


"Gods be damned!  Bodies
fallin' outta tha fuckin' sky! Smashin' mah ship! Fix the damn hole!
Chuck the body to the sea! Now, before I string the lot of ya up by
yer toes!" the older man was shouting.


Kaidia bit her tongue and kept
walking, as did Nadia and Eris. Rykar nearly fell off the walkway and
into the water because he was once more overtaken by a fit of
uncontainable laughter. Eris had to grab the man's arm and jerk him
away before the captain of the damaged ship could figure out who was
laughing. After a couple of minutes, the lord managed to quiet
himself. As they walked, Nadia peered down to the water beside the
walkway, lapping at the black sand that disappeared into the depths.
It was truly a strange sight to behold.


After a few more minutes, the
group, now a quartet, arrived at the dock holding the Blade
Maiden. The ship was large, but not the largest currently present
at the Black Sand docks. The ship was splendid and a strange hybrid
of human and elven design, much like its captain. They had to climb
some stairs, and  then stroll out onto a fairly long pier to get to
the gangplank. Once on board the ship, the crew assembled at Eris'
call.


"This is my crew and my
first mate," the captain announced, gesturing to a crew made up
mostly of humans. There was an orc present as well. They all seemed
to be clad in cheap tunics and breeches. No sense in wearing dressy
clothing while working on a ship. At the mention of her first mate,
Eris rested her hand on the shoulder of a female kyrian with bright
blonde hair and startlingly blue eyes. Her ears and tail matched her
hair color and she was dressed in slightly nicer leather pants and a
snug, sleeveless brown tunic.


"How the hell did you get a
kyrian on a ship?" Rykar asked.


"She is one of those strange
kyrians that likes water," Eris replied.


"Interesting," Kaidia
muttered.


The cat girl was eyeing Kaidia,
Nadia, and Rykar with some distrust. Eris reached up and scratched
behind the woman's ear, immediately eliciting a loud purr.


"You don't have to worry,
Ro-Noga. They're cat people," the captain assured. Ro-Noga
nodded, and then reluctantly pulled away from Eris' hand to attend to
her duties. The rest of the crew broke up and went about their
business.


"Who is that?" Kai
asked, pointing toward the bow of the ship where an older man with a
long beard and long hair, both silver in color, was busy with some
strange equipment, the origin of which, Kaidia couldn't remember.


"That's Bazeema. He's an
experimental weapons specialist, I suppose," Eris answered.


"I see," Kai responded.


"Mhm. Now, Kai, Rykar, you
know where the guest cabins are, you've been on this ship before. One
of you can show Nadia. Kai, you are welcome in my quarters, of
course," Eris said, giving Kaidia a wink.


"In that case, I will drop
my things off in your quarters in a little bit," Kai replied,
smirking.


"Wonderful," Eris
responded before walking off to take care of preparations to set
sail. Kaidia turned to Rykar and Nadia, both of whom were giving her
a dirty look.


"What? Her bed is
comfortable," Kai answered the accusing stares with a shrug and
headed off toward the bow, her sister and friend following. As they
walked past Bazeema and his table, all three of them looked to see
that the man was mixing various liquids and powdered components. They
just kept walking, leaving the man to his work. They paused at the
very tip of the bow, staring out over the water.


"Hey Kai," Rykar said.


"Yeah?" Kaidia asked.


"You saw what he was
mixing."


"Yep."


"So you're just going to let
him...?"


"Yep."


"You know that's going
to..."


"Yep."


Nadia was looking between Kai and
Rykar, confused. She had no idea what the hell they were talking
about. She didn't have to wait long to find out though. A thunderous
boom resounded from behind them, followed by a surprised shout and a
splash. Nadia whipped around in alarm. Kaidia and Rykar didn't
flinch; the only part of them that moved was their hair, drifting in
the whoosh of air the explosion behind them had caused.


"You're a cruel one, Kaidia
Valengaard."


"Sometimes the best way to
learn is the hard way."


Shouts rang out behind them as
the crew threw a rope overboard and hauled the soaked, spluttering
man onto the deck. Nadia just shook her head and sighed.


"Show me where the cabins
are so I can drop my stuff off," she requested.


"Sure. This way," Rykar
said, walking back the way they'd come, gesturing for Nadia to
follow. Kai, meanwhile, made her way to Eris' quarters to drop her
pack.


* * *


The sun was high in the sky as
the Blade Maiden sailed out into open waters. Kaidia and Nadia
were standing at the railing on the starboard side of the ship.


"See? Black sand for miles,"
Kaidia gestured at the beach, which was pitch black as far as they
could see.


"That's amazing and
unsettling all at once," Nadia breathed, taken in by the sight
of black sand meeting deep blue water.


After a few minutes of watching
the beach and the water, with the city of Black Sand growing ever
smaller behind them, Nadia glanced around to make sure she and Kai
were alone. Rykar was on the other side of the ship, smiling
charmingly at Ro-Noga, telling her some tale. The kyrian looked like
she knew Rykar's game, but she also appeared to be enjoying it as
well. Nadia looked back to her sister.


"What is the plan from
here?" she asked.


"When we get to Niercess,
we'll attack in the early evening," Kai replied.


"Can just the three of us or
four of us if Eris comes along, defeat a temple full of clerics,
mages, and soldiers?"


"We can. They will be the
least of our worries, I'm sure. There's a reason they've hounded us
and coaxed us, especially myself, into chasing them all this way."


"So it's a trap."


"It is."


"Why risk it?"


"Because they'll keep
attacking us until I spring the trap. If they can't bait me directly,
they'll go after you, or Rykar, or mother and father, or Sae-Mirra,
or Thorgrimm. I can't let that happen. Also, I have an issue with
false gods and their promises of utopia. Especially when it is a
utopia for their followers only."


"But you're a god."


"No, I'm not. There is no
such thing. I'm just a person like anyone else. I just happen to have
exceptional abilities. That's all. Being called a god is just like
being called a king or a general. It's a title, nothing more."


"At least you won't be
offering false hope and promising lies to the masses."


"Never. I'm not evil."


"Why not let someone else
take care of this cult? Surely the King would listen to you and send
troops."


"He probably would. But this
is personal. They've attacked me. They've attacked my family and
friends in the process. I will be the one to wipe them out. End of
story."


"If you say so, sister."


"I do."


The sisters fell silent and
simply watched the world slip by as the ship sailed out into
Merchant's Gulf, bound for the city of Niercess, and the home of
Adathir's temple.










Chapter Five: Battle of
Niercess







Niercess was on a flat expanse of
land and the city spread from the edge of the water. There was no
rhyme or reason to the layout of the city. It had just grown
haphazardly over the years, being added on to as various services and
dwellings were needed. Inns, taverns, blacksmith shops, homes,
general stores, and more could all be found next to one another in
the oddest arrangements. The markets were near the docks and the
docks were right on the gulf.


It was the docks that Kaidia,
Rykar, and Nadia were looking upon as the ship approached them. They
were utterly empty and a bit eerie, especially given the leaden sky
above them that kept the sun's light from dazzling them all with its
full brilliance. The water was a cold, dark grey instead of
shimmering blue like it had been the day before. The trio was fully
armed and armored. They'd gone through tentative plans of attack the
night before. It had been made abundantly clear to Nadia and Rykar
that Kaidia was intent on completely razing everything that had to do
with Adathir to the ground - the people faithful to Adathir, the
temple, and anything else. She wanted it all gone. They had attacked
her one too many times and she was fed up with it all.


As the ship settled into the
dock, the crew went about securing the mooring lines as Kaidia,
Rykar, and Nadia disembarked. Eris followed them off. There was a
lone man watching over the docks from a small building that could
barely be called a shed. Upon seeing the warriors and captain
stepping off the ship, he walked out to meet them. He was a younger
man with his blonde hair tied back, and brown eyes looking over the
group.


"Captain Eris Cain... new
bodyguards?" the young man asked.


"No. Nobles with business in
the city," Eris replied.


"They do not look like any
nobles I have seen," the man replied skeptically.


"Not all nobles are fat
slobs," Eris retorted with an icy tone.


"That may be, but
regardless, no one is allowed in the city. I'm sorry they traveled
all this way for nothing," the blonde man said with an air of
authority that he didn't truly possess. It irked Kaidia.


"I truly hope you're not
naive enough to believe you can stop them," Eris chuckled.


"I will do what I must,
Madame Cain," he replied.


"Your funeral," the
mariner responded with a hint of pity.


"You are much too arrogant
for you own good, Captain," the man said drawing a cutlass with
a flourish. He didn't have a chance to make a move. While the man was
focused on Eris, Kai grabbed him by the wrist, twisted with such
ferocity that the bones were heard snapping underneath the flesh. He
dropped his sword and was turned loose, then dropped to his knees
only to be kicked in the head with such force that his neck broke and
his lifeless body was sent splashing into the water between the pier
and the ship. Eris arched a brow.


"Oh honey, you didn't even
give him a chance," she complained playfully.


"Forgive me, Eris. But I'm
not in the mood for sport," Kai replied, though there was a hint
of a smirk at the corner of her lips.


"I noticed. I don't suppose
there's any point in unloading the cargo now," Eris sighed
softly.


"There won't be anyone left
to give it to when we're done," the mercenary replied.


"I suppose you're right. Oh
well. I've already been paid for it, so I don't care. I'll just sell
it elsewhere and get paid for it twice," the half elf grinned.


"Smart," Rykar
commented.


"Sharp as a razor, my dear
lord," Eris winked.


"I knew I liked you for a
reason," Kaidia chuckled.


"Only like?" the
captain pouted.


"Time will tell. You have
ages to live, be patient," Kai said before starting off down the
pier, heading for dry land. Eris headed back to her ship. Nadia
turned to Rykar to gesture for him to go ahead of her but she paused.
The man was smiling, staring at the grey sky, and she noticed that he
had claw marks on his neck.


"Hey Rykar?"


"Yeah?"


"Why do you look so damn
happy?"


"Oh, nothing."


"What about the claw marks?"


"Hm? Ah, well... cats like
to scratch."


"Did you piss off Ro-Noga?"


"No. I made her very...very
happy."


"Ugh. One night on the damn
ship."


"Hey, I'm charming."


"That's not the word I'd
use."


"Well be careful what you
choose because it will describe your sister as well."


"What do you mean?"


"You don't think she just
slept in Eris' quarters, do you?"


"Both of you can kiss my
ass."


"Well that's a kind offer."


"Forget I said it!"
Nadia huffed and stomped off down the pier. Rykar followed.


"You know, the knowledge
that kyrians like to scratch could be very useful to you," the
lord said with a smirk.


"What do you mean?"


"You have a pretty little
cat-girl waiting at home for you, no?"


"I... well... yes, I
suppose."


"Thought so."


"Shut up!" Nadia
growled, her cheeks flushed a bright red. Rykar chuckled, but said
nothing more. The two caught up with Kaidia as the woman started
through the gates of the city.


* * *


Kaidia had, for the first time on
this trip, donned her helm as they walked into the city. It took away
the human aspect of her appearance and made the woman appear
sinister. Nadia shivered at the sight and she knew Kai was on her
side. The younger Valengaard couldn't imagine what it would feel like
having to face her sister in combat. The woman was intimidating
enough without the armor or even a sword, let alone with them.


The companions made their way
into the marketplace and looked around, wary. Normally, at this hour,
the marketplace in any city would be bustling with people and
traders. It would be hard to walk through without bumping into
people. But the trio were the only three people in sight. The
marketplace was empty and as quiet as a tomb. Rykar made his way to
the nearest stand and eyed the food on display.


"The bread here is moldy,"
he stated.


"The fruit on this stand is
rotten," Nadia informed, at another stand.


"This place has been
abandoned for days... if not longer," Kaidia surmised, her voice
oddly distorted by the helm.


Instinctively, all three of them
drew their swords as then walked on. After the markets, they stepped
into what appeared to be a residential neighborhood, though a few
small stores and a blacksmith shop could be seen taking up space
between homes. The trio, working without communication, split up and
headed for separate buildings.


Kaidia pushed open the door of a
store and stepped inside. It had apparently been a general store of
sorts. All manner of trinkets and goods were on shelves and in
cupboards along the walls. The mercenary looked around and crept
further into the store, searching.


Rykar made his way into the
blacksmith shop, finding that it was empty as well. Swords halfway
made, raw materials, and leather lay about the place, but the forge
was cold. Nothing seemed to be put away.


Nadia chose a home to
investigate. Once inside, she found the home devoid of people. No
fire burned in the hearth, a child's toys lay abandoned in a corner,
and a thick layer of dust covered everything. After a quick search of
the place turned up nothing, the young woman headed back outside.


The trio gathered together after
a quick look around them.


"Abandoned. Like everyone
just up and left," Rykar reported.


"The general store was the
same," Kaidia concurred.


"As was the house I went
into. Everything was left lying and is covered in dust," Nadia
said grimly.


"It has been awhile since
anyone has been here," Kai concluded.


"A few weeks, I'd say,"
Rykar added, glancing around.


"I really don't know what to
make of it," Nadia admitted, her voice low, as if speaking too
loudly would disturb the oppressive quiet all around them.


"Me either. Let's keep
moving," Kaidia muttered before starting off again. The three of
them moved stealthily, quietly. Even in their armor, they hardly made
a sound as they crept through the empty city. As the trio got closer
to the center of the city, they saw a patrol from afar and ducked out
of sight behind the nearest empty building.


"I recognize that grey
armor," Nadia muttered.


"Indeed. Adathir's idiots,"
Kai grumbled.


"Well, General Valengaard,
shall we attack?" Rykar asked with a smirk.


"Not yet," Kai said as
she glanced around the corner of the building.


"What then?" Nadia
inquired somewhat impatiently.


"There are three men in that
patrol and three of us. Kill two, capture the third, and see what we
can find out about this place. Like where the temple is, exactly, and
what we might be facing when we get there," Kaidia explained.


"Sounds good to me,"
Rykar said with a nod.


After a quick exchange of looks
to make sure everyone was ready, Kaidia lead her two companions out
from behind the building, creeping up behind the three men in grey
armor. This grey armor was a bit different from the troops they'd
encountered thus far. It appeared to weigh less and didn't cover
nearly as much. It only covered the torso. Kai assumed they must be
low-level troops and felt a faint surge of pride due to the fact that
nothing but paladins had been sent to arrest her. Talk about ranking
high on someone's list.


As the trio sneaked closer,
Kaidia signaled for Nadia to take the man on the left and Rykar to
take the one to the right. With swords still drawn, they each closed
the last few feet to their prey. Nadia clamped her hand over her
target's mouth and used her short sword to slit his throat. Rykar
simply wrapped his hand around his target's jaw, jerked the man's
head to the side, and snapped the poor bastard's neck. Kaidia's
gloved hand closed over the final man's mouth and she slammed the
pommel of her sword into the side of his head.


Each companion gently lowered
their targets to the ground. After a quick check of the two dead men,
lifting coin purses, Rykar and Nadia helped haul the unconscious man
into the nearest house. Like all the other homes they had passed, it
was empty. After a quick search yielded a few lengths of rope, they
tied the man to a chair, gagged him with a dusty cloth, and then
prodded him awake.


The man blinked as he rejoined
the land of the cognitively aware. He seemed a bit bleary for a
moment before he focused on the three figures standing before him,
watching him. He didn't say anything, not that he readily could with
the gag in his mouth. He didn't register anything but annoyance until
Kaidia removed her helm. That is when his eyes went wide with fear.
He even flinched as Kai reached down to tug the gag out.


"Scream and you will die in
the most horrid of ways," she warned.


"D... dragon god..."
was all the man managed to stutter, though he did it in a whisper,
apparently having taken Kai's warning to heart.


"Yes, that's me," the
mercenary confirmed with a humorless smile.


"I won't tell you anything!"
the captive hissed.


"We'll see. You don't look
like a spring chicken. I'm guessing you were around for the war that
Adathir waged on the entire continent," Kai speculated.


"I was. I fought for the
Lord God Adathir," the man stated proudly.


"Right. So you remember the
legend of the interrogator that worked for me," Kai stated.


"Yes. I remember. He was
said to have some of the most creative methods of torture and
coercion. It was rumored you could hear the screams for miles. They
called him something... something to do with scorpions," the
restrained man recalled aloud.


"Exactly. Well, how would
you like to meet the man for real?" Kaidia asked, as if offering
the man a rare opportunity at something amazing.


"No! Hell no! I don't want
to meet him!" the man replied, shaking his head vigorously.


"Well now, I think I'm
offended," Rykar said, stepping forward. The scorpions on his
spaulders were visible in the light streaming in from a nearby
window. The captive's eyes went wide and his jaw went slack.


"No... you can't be him,"
the man managed to stammer.


"Oh, that's much better.
And, yes, I can be him. I am him. An honor to make your
acquaintance," Rykar said with a sadistic grin that made Nadia
shudder.


"On second thought, this
place is too quiet, Rykar. I want some noise," Kaidia stated in
a monotone.


"Of course, General. How
loud?" Rykar responded.


"Make him scream," Kai
commanded as she turned and headed for the door.


"It would be my pleasure,"
the lord acknowledged with a predatory grin.


"Nadia. Come," Kaidia
ordered with a gesture. Nadia obeyed and the sisters stepped outside,
closing the door behind them.. Both women leaned against the wall on
either side of the door.


"What is he going to do?"
Nadia asked.


"Question that soldier,"
Kaidia answered.


"Your definition of
questioning a soldier is probably rather broad," Nadia muttered.


A blood chilling scream rang out
from inside the house.


"Yep," Kai answered,
eyes staring up to the grey sky, a light smirk on her lips. Nadia
shivered and looked to the door, just in time for it to slide open.
Rykar stuck his head out.


"Either of you want to see
what a kneecap looks like?" he asked with a smirk.


"Wh... what?" Nadia
asked.


"A kneecap. After it's been
pulled off," Rykar clarified. Nadia grimaced.


"Not this time, Rykar. What
did he say?" Kai inquired.


"Beyond the scream, he said
the temple is near the center of the city. Just keep going toward the
center. He said it's impossible to miss," the lord reported.


"Your skill at interrogation
never ceases to amaze me," Kaidia said with a smile.


"Why thank you, kind lady,"
Rykar chuckled, then ducked back inside and closed the door.


"Now what is he doing?"
Nadia asked.


"Finishing," Kaidia
replied.


Nadia arched a brow at that and
opened her mouth to say something, but was interrupted by Rykar
coming back outside and closing the door to the house.


"Well, if anyone ever comes
back to this place that will make for a grisly discovery," he
commented, eyes on Kaidia.


"I do hope it was quick and
relatively painless," Kai said, eyeing her former officer.


"Of course. I'm not a
monster," Rykar replied. Nadia wasn't so sure that he wasn't,
but a monster that was on your side was better than a monster without
allegiance.


Kaidia pulled her helm back on
and unsheathed her sword, then gestured for Rykar and Nadia to follow
as she walked out from behind the house and headed for the center of
the city.


* * *


The center of the city was a
massive, circular courtyard, laid with colored flagstones that were
cut, making out a rather large symbol that was the size of the
courtyard. From their position behind a house on the edge of the
courtyard, the companions couldn't make out what that symbol was.
Kaidia assumed it was a rune or something of that nature. She was
more concerned with the temple across the way. It was an imposing
structure, built of massive stone blocks, and other, more intricate
and delicate stonework. It was the only building that appeared to be
inhabited. Not only did it have people coming and going but it was
guarded.


Armed and armored soldiers stood
outside the main double doors of the temple, along the steps leading
up to it, and many soldiers were milling around in the courtyard in
front of it. There were also robed men and women. Priests and
priestesses from the looks of the medallions hanging around their
necks and the lack of visible weapons.


"This is going to be messy,"
Rykar commented.


"Without a doubt,"
Kaidia muttered.


"No getting around it, I
suppose," Nadia remarked.


"Getting around it would be
no fun," Rykar chuckled, giving Nadia a smirk.


"You are absolutely nuts,"
Nadia accused, but with a faint smile. She feared that she had grown
fond of the man's selective insanity.


"Guilty," the lord
replied.


"I think it's safe to say
that all three of us are. We're all three here, after all,"
Kaidia commented.


"Fair enough," Nadia
admitted.


"Are we ready?" Kai
asked, looking between her sister and Rykar.


"Of course," Rykar
answered.


"As ready as I can be,"
Nadia responded.


"Then let the fun begin,"
Kaidia said. Nadia could hear the grin in her sister's voice.


The dragon god, clad in her black
armor, stepped around the edge of the house, her left hand raised. A
bolt of fire erupted from her palm and shot straight into a group of
soldiers gathered nearby, exploding in a blinding flash and killing
every soldier in the blast range. Bent pieces of metal armor rained
down, along with blood, and pieces of the flagstones upon which the
soldiers had been standing.


Rykar and Nadia followed Kaidia
out from behind the house. Before the soldiers and clergy could
figure out what, exactly, was going on, the companions had advanced
on their next targets. Rykar's sinthite blade cut through two armored
men and a priestess, dropping the bodies to the flagstones and
splattering blood. Nadia was quick to lunge at two startled paladins,
quickly felling them both with axe and sword. Kai managed to cut down
three more of Adathir's soldiers before the rest retreated to the
temple and started forming ranks.


"She's here! Priests,
priestesses, in the temple! Quickly! Paladins and soldiers hold them
at bay!" a man with armored robes shouted from the top of the
temple stairs. The companions stood side by side, eyeing the soldiers
that were forming ranks to defend the temple. A number of paladins
ran out of the temple to join their fellows. The opposing troops were
armed with swords, shields, spears, axes, halberds, and daggers. They
were obviously ready for any sort of fight.


"How many do you think there
are?" Nadia asked.


"Enough to make this
interesting," Kai answered.


"For a few minutes, anyway,"
Rykar commented, smirking.


"Once we're through them,
head straight for the temple. I don't want it standing by nightfall,"
Kai instructed.


"Fine by me," Nadia
comfirmed.


With that, the trio charged
toward the soldiers that stood between them and the temple. The
faithful of Adathir responded in kind, breaking into a run and
meeting the companions in the center of the circular courtyard.
Several of Adathir's troops fell within seconds, but Kai soon found
herself back to back with her sister and Rykar as the soldiers flowed
around them like water, surrounding them on all sides. The companions
didn't relent. Much to the dismay of Adathir's soldiers, the trio
seemed to become even fiercer.


Fireballs and lightning bolts
lashed out of Kaidia's hand as her sword slashed at anyone getting
within range. The fireballs slammed soldiers to the ground, and
burned them alive inside their armor. The bolts of lightning did much
the same, the armor of the troops doing little to protect them.
Nadia, having no free hands, simply worked her magic through her
weapons, the blades of which were so cold that they burned as they
sliced through flesh and bone.


Rykar fended off paladins and
foot soldiers alike with just his sword. It soon became apparent that
just his blade wasn't going to do the trick and the man threw up his
left hand. The lightning bolt that exploded out of his palm was
blindingly bright, even to Kai, who was facing the opposite
direction. The resounding thunder of it deafened everyone in the
courtyard, ripped flagstones up from the ground, and essentially
vaporized any of Adathir's soldiers that happened to be in the way or
anywhere nearby. The heat of it had melted what flagstones it hadn't
torn from the ground with sheer force and had turned what armor it
hadn't utterly obliterated into melted slag. The nearest few houses
in the way of the bolt exploded in a rain of fiery debris. All of the
fighting momentarily ceased.


"Gods be damned, Rykar! A
little warning next time!" Kaidia shouted.


"I think you just blasphemed
against yourself," Rykar chuckled.


"What in the nine hells was
that?!" Nadia yelled.


"A lightning bolt,"
Rykar answered simply, with a hint of pride.


"What?! Really?!" the
younger Valengaard asked, incredulous.


"Really. I'd say it was
quite nifty," the lord said, smiling. Nadia and Kaidia were
regaining their vision and turned to see the destruction that Rykar's
magic had wrought.


"Holy shit!" Nadia
cried, startled but impressed.


"Whoa. That's worse than the
last time... Never stopped working on it, I assume," Kaidia
said, eyes looking to Rykar.


"Never stopped. Though I'm
told that I have just about done all I can do with it," the lord
replied, seemingly disappointed.


"Why can't you do
that, Kaidia?" Nadia asked.


"Because I haven't spent
every single moment of my magical training on one spell," Kai
answered. Her own bolts of lightning were nothing short of
impressive, but Rykar was basically a lightning cannon when he chose
to be. Even if he couldn't cast any other sort of magic, with a
mastery of lightning such as his, he rarely needed any other spells.


"You are simply jealous,
General," Rykar teased.


"You keep telling yourself
that, old friend," Kai chuckled.


"We are still in the middle
of a battle here," Nadia said, looking around.


Many of the soldiers looked
absolutely astounded at the damage that had resulted from the magical
assault. Many more appeared demoralized by the power that had been
displayed and by the wholesale slaughter of their comrades. Rykar
turned to the remaining soldiers and looked them over appraisingly.


"I think this means we win,
boys and girls!" he shouted to them. The men and women that
remained looked around at one another, then started to look rather
angry.


"Oh sure, Rykar. Just piss
them off," Kai muttered, more annoyed than worried.


"They're much better sports
that way, dear Kaidia," Rykar replied, nonchalant.


"You are both completely
insane," Nadia growled.


"I won't argue, but what
does it say about you that you're here with us?" Rykar asked
with a smirk.


"...shut up," Nadia
grumbled. Rykar simply laughed.


"Heads up, you two. Here
they come," Kaidia said. She was right; the remaining soldiers
lurched into motion, charging forward as an angry mob instead of a
disciplined unit. As a result, the first wave of attacks was easily
dodged, blocked, or countered by the companions. Once more, bodies
were dropping to the flagstones, blood slickening the smooth surface
beneath the companions' feet.


The fury of Adathir's troops was
evident in their wild attacks. Kaidia, Rykar, and Nadia remained calm
and calculating. Kai and Rykar seemed more at ease, almost
indifferent to the fact that all of these soldiers were trying to
kill them. Nadia was a bit more concerned with the whole situation.
The outcome of the individual battles varied little, however, as
paladins and foot soldiers kept falling, their lives taken by sword,
axe, and magic. Nadia, while not inexperienced, wasn't as comfortable
in battle as her sister or Rykar and thus, moved with more rigid
motions. Kai was fluid and graceful, yet powerful. Rykar was much the
same. It was likely due to this that one of the few remaining
paladin's managed to get a strike in on Nadia. The girl jerked to
dodge it, but the tip of the man's blade cut her cheek. The success,
however minor, caused anger to swell up within the young woman. She
whirled around with her axe and severed the paladin's head from his
body in a vicious stroke.


Luckily, that soldier was the
last to focus on her. The final few fell to Rykar and Kaidia. As the
trio tuned toward the temple, Rykar was chuckling.


"What's amusing you?"
Kai asked.


"Your sister has the same
white hot rage you do," Rykar answered.


"I saw," Kaidia
responded.


"He cut me," Nadia
muttered.


"We saw," Rykar
replied.


Kaidia stepped over and took a
hold of Nadia's chin with her free hand, turning the girl's head to
get a good look at the wound.


"It isn't bad. You'll be
fine," the older sibling said with a smirk.


"Thanks, I know," Nadia
said, pulling her chin loose of her sister's grip.


"Hey... do we know who that
guy happens to be?" Rykar asked, pointing toward the temple. The
man in the armored robes was walking down the temple steps toward
them. The hood of the robes obscured his facial features.


"No. But I'm willing to bet
that he is someone like us. Skilled with sword and magic," Kai
muttered softly.


"Lovely," Rykar chirped
with a cheery sarcasm.


"Well, he's headed this way.
We'll find out soon enough," Nadia stated, readying herself.


The robed man walked steadily
toward them and then paused a few paces away. He said nothing and
simply held his hand out to his side. A scythe appeared in that hand,
materializing out of nothing. It was a variant made strictly for
combat, the wickedly curved blade mounted on a straight staff instead
of a curved one like a farmer would use.


"Oh, that's delightful,"
Rykar remarked. He seemed to get more sarcastic as this whole
situation continued.


"He thinks he's the reaper,"
Kaidia muttered.


"One good swipe of that
thing and he might be right," Nadia commented.


"Well then, remember to
duck," Kai replied before moving away from Nadia, farther out to
the robed man's right. Nadia moved to the man's left. Rykar was
backing away, toward a few dead soldiers.


The reaper lunged at Kai,
swinging his scythe at her head. She took her own advice from moments
before and ducked under the blow. She straightened up just in time to
leap backwards and out of the way of a second strike. The man moved
unnaturally fast. He wasn't just another soldier for Adathir.


Nadia charged at him, axe and
sword drawn, only to be held at bay by a swipe of that razor sharp
scythe. Rykar tried a different tactic. While the sisters had the
scythe-wielder's attention, Rykar picked up a shield that lay
abandoned on the ground near one of the dead soldiers that littered
the courtyard. Once both sisters had been pushed back for a moment,
Rykar flung the shield at the robed man's head. It cut through the
air and slammed into the man's skull, the sharp edge drawing blood
that quickly stained the hood of the reaper's robes from the inside
out.


"See there! He's flesh and
blood!" the lord announced with a smirk.


The scythe-wielder launched
himself at Rykar. The long-haired man just grinned and deflected the
strike of the scythe. The sisters were quick to attack from behind.
The robed man whirled, striking out with his weapon. Kai skidded to a
stop, out of range. Nadia skidded to a stop, but not quite quickly
enough. The blade of the scythe cut through the leather armor she
wore and knocked her to the ground with a shout. She rolled and
jumped back to her feet, her armor gashed, revealing a gouged steel
plate beneath. The strike had nearly been much worse.


Rykar saw Nadia's damaged armor,
but before he could react to it, Kaidia had jumped at the robed man,
sword brandished. Despite her face being covered, the lord could tell
Kai was pissed off. If nothing else, the vicious attack on Adathir's
reaper was enough to give it away to anyone. She slashed and stabbed
relentlessly at the robed man with her blade. The black sword started
glowing red hot, Kai's magic flowing through it. She struck with a
speed that was edging into the unnatural. The reaper was having
trouble keeping up with the attacks and finally didn't manage to
block or dodge. The heated blade of Kai's sword sliced through the
man's shoulder armor and into the shoulder itself. A cry of pain rang
out, nerveless fingers dropped the scythe, and the mercenary pulled
her sword back, the blade already cooled, returning to its usual
black. She sheathed the weapon and picked the scythe up from the
ground.


The robed man started backward,
only to cry out in agony and fall to a knee, courtesy of Rykar's
sword slicing through his calf. Death was moments away and the
would-be reaper could think of nothing to save himself. No magic came
to mind, no hidden blades were pulled in a last attempt to save his
life. He just stared out of his hood, feverish, heart hammering in
his chest, eyes locked on the black armored Kaidia as she stepped
forward and raised the scythe.


Kaidia swung the scythe downward,
slicing into the man's neck and down through his chest, the blade
coming out of the man's ribcage, cleaving through skin, muscle, and
bone. Blood sprayed in the air, splattered and spilled onto the
flagstones as the robed man's body fell into two pieces. The air was
suddenly still and calm.


"Is it too soon to mention
how ironic that just was?" Rykar asked, gesturing to the body,
obviously rather amused.


"Probably," Nadia said
without looking up from inspecting the damage to her armor, fingers
stroking over the gash in the leather and the gouge in the metal
underneath.


Kaidia, scythe in hand, turned
and started for the temple.


"Where are you going?"
Rykar asked.


"To the temple," Kai
replied.


"Why?" the lord
inquired.


"There are still some
Adathir faithful to smite," Kaidia responded. Rykar couldn't
tell if Kai's choice of words had been intentional or not.


"They're just priests,"
Nadia pointed out.


"I don't care. They
represent a dead evil that I despise," Kai said, turning to face
Nadia. The younger sister shivered. She couldn't see her sibling's
eyes, but she could feel them. It felt as though Kaidia's gaze was
burning right through her already damaged armor.


"Fine. Just... give them a
chance to repent first or something of the like," Nadia said,
bending down to pick up the axe and sword she'd dropped when she'd
been knocked to the ground.


"We will see," Kaidia
muttered as she turned back around. Nadia and Rykar followed the
mercenary as she stalked toward the temple, stepping over bodies as
they went. As the trio moved closer to the stairs of the temple, all
three abruptly jerked to a stop, a strange charge going through the
air.


"I suppose everyone else
felt that too," Nadia muttered. Rykar and Kaidia nodded, eyeing
the temple. The ground started to shiver underfoot. That shiver
quickly grew to a rumbling shake that lasted for several long moments
before simply stopping, leaving everything silent.


"That was... ominous,"
Rykar said softly, eyes still on the temple.


"Is it ever really anything
else? Like an avalanche of kittens?" Nadia quipped.


"Where the hell does your
mind go, dear?" Rykar asked, giving the woman a strange look.


Nadia didn't get the chance to
answer. The doors of the temple exploded off their hinges and sailed
outward. One of them flew right over the companions and crashed to
the bloody, body strewn ground behind them.


Out of the temple stepped a large
man, clad in crimson armor that covered him from head to toe. He
carried a large sword in one hand and stood head and shoulders above
Kaidia, who was no small person. If not for her skin being so pale,
she'd easily be mistaken for an amazon. This man towered over most.
Kai and Nadia recognized him immediately, the blood in their veins
running cold. Rykar only knew who he was from the renderings of
various artists. The man was Adathir.


Kai's blood had turned to ice and
had then, just as quickly, started to boil. She'd killed this man
nearly half a decade ago. Severed his head from his body, in fact.
This man had fired the ensorcelled arrow that had slain her wife.
Images, sounds, smells from that day crashed over Kaidia like a wave,
threatening to drown her in sorrow and grief that she'd long buried
so deep that she'd thought it all but gone. She remembered holding
Ashlin in her arms and she recalled that last kiss she had shared
with her beloved. A white hot rage surged through Kai's body and
burned away all the sadness, all the sorrow, and left only a
seething, blazing anger. Before she even thought about it, Kai flung
the scythe in her hands straight at Adathir, just as the massive man
was reaching the bottom of the temple steps.


Adathir jerked out of the
scythe's path and watched the weapon sail past, only to crash through
the front window of a nearby building. Adathir turned his head toward
Kai and smirked, though the expression was hidden by his helm.


"Kaidia, dearest. Your
temper is as volatile as ever, I see," the man said in a deep,
rumbling voice. Kaidia simply growled in return before anger consumed
her and the warrior launched herself at Adathir with an explosion of
magical energy that tore up the stone upon which she'd been standing.
She flew through the air, sword drawn and eager for blood.


Her first strike missed, a
downward stroke that would've cleaved the man in two, had he not
stepped side. The sword carved through the flag stones before being
turned and jerked upward in a diagonal cut that Adathir just managed
to dodge. Kai brought the sword back to her side, then gave a wide,
sweeping slash sideways that Adathir had to jump backward to dodge or
risk being sliced in two.


The mercenary was attacking in a
blind rage. Normally, she was emotionally dead during a battle. She
kept herself in check, she was highly disciplined and nearly
impossible to upset. But the sight of Adathir sent her into a rage
that she couldn't control. He had taken the most important person in
the world away from her. She had killed him for it. Yet here he was.
She wouldn't stand for it.


Adathir dodged and ducked several
more savage blows but he could tell, despite the helm hiding her
face, that Kaidia was beyond enraged and that it was clouding her
mind. She was attacking like a wild beast. Dangerous, but without
discipline. The large man took a few steps backward, putting distance
between himself and the pissed off, black armored dragon god. The
pair stood there for several long moments, catching their breath,
eyeing one another intently, neither one moving a muscle.


Then Kai twitched.


Adathir's hand rose and fired off
a bolt of pure power in a split second. The shot slammed into the
face of Kaidia's helm and exploded with such force that it flung the
surprised Kaidia backward, across the edge of the massive courtyard,
through a house, and finally into a rather tall building that
proceeded to collapse, burying the mercenary under several feet of
rock, wood, and other debris.


"Shit!" Nadia shouted,
twisting to look upon the damage, worried for her sibling.


"Focus, kid. Your sister
will be fine," Rykar said, hoping he was right, eyes on Adathir.


Nadia didn't say anything, but
she reluctantly turned her attention back to Adathir. She and Rykar
were the only two standing between Adathir and the rest of the world.
Eris and her ship notwithstanding.


"Oh my, Kaidia brought her
little sister. You've grown, little noble. Proud and beautiful like
big sister, I see. I hope you prove to be a worthy adversary. And
you, Lord of Scorpions, I know you're a monster in your own right.
You will make for an excellent fight," Adathir addressed the
remaining two combatants.


"How the hell does he know
who I am?" Rykar asked rhetorically.


"Why, I'm the God of Eternal
Dark, Lord of the Last Days, that's how. Gods know everything, of
course," Adathir replied, causing Rykar to glance up, somewhat
alarmed. He hadn't spoken that loudly.


"Gods don't exist, fool,"
Rykar retorted.


"Of course they do. I am
one. So is the lovely Kaidia," the larger man explained. His
tone was patient and slow, like one speaking to a child. It was an
insult, of course.


"Neither of you are gods,"
Nadia intoned, growling at Adathir.


"How do you explain her
dragon four years ago? How do you explain the fact that I've
resurrected from my tomb?" Adathir challenged.


"She has incredible power;
the dragon was just a manifestation of energy. As for you, you're
nothing more than a revitalized corpse," Rykar stated matter of
factly.


"I am much more than that,
Scorpion Lord. Let me show you!" Adathir exclaimed before he
charged at Rykar. The nobleman responded in kind and the two met with
a clash of swords. Nadia winced at that. She wasn't sure what
Adathir's sword was made of, but she was certain it wasn't the usual
iron or steel. The two blades clashing like that, no matter their
material composition, would damage them.


Rykar dropped back a step, only
to lunge forward, driving his sword forward and upward, toward
Adathir's chest. The larger man managed to step backward and dodge
the attempted impalement. He spun, bringing his sword around with
heavy momentum, directly at Rykar's head. The long haired man ducked
down. Adathir's sword slashed the air overhead, then went down,
digging into the ground. Rykar straightened only to get a backhanded
fist to the side of the head. The blow was made worse by the fact
that the lord wore no helm and Adathir's fist was covered in a
gauntlet.


The man stumbled and shook his
head, trying to focus his eyes. He could feel the hot trickle of
blood on the side of his head and face. His vision was blurred at the
moment, but he could see what was going on. Adathir raised his sword,
ready to cleave Rykar in two. Rykar raised his own sword to fend off
the impending attack.


Before the dark god could bring
his sword down on the wounded Rykar, Nadia slammed bodily into
Adathir and sent the massive man sprawling. The feat earned her a
dazed, questioning look from Rykar.


"Kai taught me how to
release energy on contact. Works wonders in a fist fight," the
young woman explained.


"Ah, right," the lord
muttered, shaking his head, pleased to see that his vision was coming
back into focus.


"Are you alright?"
Nadia questioned.


"Yes. I'm fine. For a dead
guy, he hits like a hammer," Rykar grumbled in response.


"He won't be easy to put
down," Nadia replied.


"We have to try," Rykar
reasoned, looking toward Adathir, who was pulling himself to his feet
and muttering curses.


"Right," Nadia agreed
before she lunged at Adathir again, axe and sword in hand, attacking
with a calculated fury and putting the dark god on the defensive.
Adathir dodged and blocked the attacks, Nadia's blades glancing off
his armor or his sword. She was, once again, channeling her magic
through the weapons, making them colder than ice. Adathir could feel
the chill each time one of the blades passed a little too close or
nicked his armor. The massive man had to admire the young woman's
ferocity. She was certainly Kaidia's sister.


Nadia brought her axe down and,
at the same moment, Adathir swung his sword upward. The blade of the
sword caught the underside of the axe blade and tore it from Nadia's
grip.


As the axe clattered to the
flagstones, Nadia jumped backward, well out of Adathir's reach.
Despite the loss of a weapon, Nadia was no less dangerous. She still
had her short sword and now her left hand was free to work offensive
magicks much like her elder sibling. She had her left hand down and
out to her side, palm facing toward Adathir. A sphere of fire was
slowly taking shape there. Nadia wasn't as comfortable with fire as
she was with ice, thus she was more careful when working fire magic
and it took longer. She was counting on Adathir's arrogance,
expecting that he would take his time, perhaps make a snide remark or
two before pressing the fight onward. Her judgment of his character
was rewarded.


"Your magic won't harm me,
girl." the large man chuckled.


"We will see about that."
Nadia retorted.


"Don't whine if you get
hurt!" Adathir exclaimed as he charged toward Nadia. She didn't
reply to his taunt, simply stood her ground. Each step Adathir took
closed the distance between himself and the younger Valengaard. The
dark god raised his sword above his head as he took the last step on
his way to Nadia, looking to cleave the young woman in two. At the
last moment, as the sword started downward toward her skull, Nadia
smirked and threw the fireball. She didn't aim for Adathir's chest or
head. She aimed for his hands. The fireball exploded as it hit its 
target. The explosion threw both Adathir and Nadia backward, away
from one another. The concussive force jarred the sword from
Adathir's hands and sent it skyward while the man was sent crashing
into the flagstones.


Unlike Adathir, Nadia had been
prepared for the blast and rolled back to her feet the moment she hit
the ground. When she stood, she found Rykar by her side.


"That was crafty."


"Thank you."


"Quite welcome."


Adathir's sword came crashing
down a few city blocks behind the temple, out of reach. The mountain
of a god that was Adathir pushed himself to his feet, before stepping
over to one of his dead soldiers on the ground, bending down, and
picking up the dead man's discarded war hammer. For a normal man, it
was a two-handed weapon. For Adathir, it was easily a one-handed
weapon. Both Nadia and Rykar eyed the massive god and his new weapon
of choice.


"What was that you said
earlier about him hitting like a hammer?" Nadia asked, a brow
arched, her eyes never straying from Adathir.


"Oh, irony... you cruel
bitch," Rykar replied with a sigh.


"Together?" Nadia
inquired.


"Might as well," Rykar
answered.


The pair rushed toward Adathir,
eyes on their enemy, weapons ready to strike.


* * *


Kaidia groaned. She couldn't see.
Everything was black, but instead of panicking, the woman felt
extremely calm and at peace. She took a breath and didn't taste the
dust of a crumbled building as she thought she would. The air tasted
sweet.


"Wakey wakey, sleepyhead,"
a soft voice said, sounding as though it were coming from everywhere,
surrounding Kaidia. She recognized that voice. She hadn't heard it in
years, but she knew it instantly.


"Ashlin?"


"Look at you, correct on the
first guess."


There was a long pause as Kai
thought to herself.


"Am I dead?"


"No. You are, however,
standing at the border between life and death."


"How?"


"You took a pretty nasty
hit."


"Right, I remember."


"Good."


"Why am I between life and
death?"


"Because I stopped you from
crossing the border."


"What? Why would you do
that?"


"I can't let you cross. It'd
look bad if a god died so easily. Beyond that, you're not done in the
world. Your story isn't over. You have so much left to do."


"Oh... but... you're here."


"Not exactly. I'm not
entirely dead. I live on inside you, in a way. It's why you've felt
different since that day. It's more than just the emotional impact. I
became a part of you. So, in essence, I'm always with you. If you
die, we both die. I'm not ready for that."


"Then why did you wait four
years to talk to me like this?!"


"It takes you being in a
very deep sleep for me to talk to you. We both know you don't sleep
well. Thus, I rarely do more than appear in your dreams or come
across as a faint whisper in the back of your mind that you're not
sure you heard."


"And here I thought I was
going insane."


"Dear, you were born half
insane. It's part of your charm."


"Sure it is. What happens
now?"


"Now you wake up. Nadia and
Lord Vaikos are fighting Adathir valiantly, but I fear they won't be
able to overcome him. They need your help."


"Right. As much as I'd like
to lay here in the dark and talk to you, they probably need me."


"They do. Don't worry
though; we'll talk again sometime soon enough. I'll be here for every
moment of the rest of your life. It's a journey I think will take
many years. And when you close your eyes for the last time, I will be
waiting here for you. I will be the last thing you see."


"That is morbidly
comforting, love."


"Good. Now get up!"


* * *


Adathir's hammer slammed into
Nadia's stomach, lifting the young woman from her feet, and sending
her through the air until she smashed into the ground. Rykar
immediately went on the offensive against  Adathir, thus neither lord
nor god saw Nadia getting up onto her hands and knees, only to cough
up blood that splattered onto the ground. If it hadn't been for her
armor, she'd be in even worse shape.


Rykar couldn't manage to strike
Adathir. The massive man blocked every strike of the lord's sword
with the metal shaft of his war hammer. Adathir blocked Rykar's next
attack and shoved the smaller man backward a couple of steps before
turning the war hammer loose with one hand. His free hand snapped out
and a ball of fire erupted from his palm, speeding straight for
Rykar. The noble slashed at the fireball with his sword. The moment
blade and flame came together; an explosion resulted, slamming Rykar
to the ground.


The long haired man winced as he
tried to sit up. Adathir stepped over and looked down at Rykar.
Inside his helm, the dark god was smirking.


"Oh, my Lord, did I hurt
you?" Adathir asked, his tone mocking.


"Nope! Just knocked the wind
out of me," Rykar replied, his usual wise-ass self.


"Apologies, Lord Vaikos.
Here, let me help," the massive man said before he lifted a foot
and stomped down on Rykar's armored chest. The armor dented, but did
its job of protecting its owner. Rykar gave a bit of a shout. His
chest wasn't crushed, but the jarring effect of the stomp didn't help
matters any. Adathir raised his foot to stomp again and Rykar lifted
his hand. The lightning bolt that exploded out of the lord's hand
collided with Adathir's chest and sent the massive man flying into
the air, only to drop him to the flagstones with a nasty crunching
sound, smoke drifting up off of him.


Rykar just smirked to himself.


"Bastard."


* * *


Eris was perched up in the crow's
nest of the Blade Maiden, watching the battle unfold through
her spyglass, since she didn't have quite the long distance vision a
pure-blooded elf had. She had to look away when that second lightning
bolt was cast. The bolt disappeared into the grey clouds that covered
the sky and kept the sun from view.


The ship was out of the docks,
the portside facing inland. The dwarven cannon Eris had managed to
get her hands on was protruding from the side of the ship, waiting.
The half elf had been struck by a lovely idea while watching the
battle. Now she was just waiting for a chance to put it into action.
The mariner peered back through her spyglass after the lightning bolt
had faded. She could see Adathir slowly standing up, his breastplate
melted and scorched. The dark god didn't seem too concerned about it
as he walked over to Rykar once more. The lord was still lying on the
ground. Nadia was pushing herself to her feet, but she looked to be
in bad shape. Blood was trickling out of the girl's mouth and Eris
winced at the sight.


"Poor girl."


Adathir stopped between Nadia and
Rykar, seemingly trying to decide which one he wanted to eliminate
first. Judging by the gestures the large man was making, he was
talking, and standing in one spot. This was her chance. Training her
eye on Adathir, the half elf took a deep breath, focusing further,
eyeing Adathir's damaged armor.


The spyglass was of dwarven make
and was also linked to the cannon by means of sorcery. When Eris
shifted her eye through the monocular, the cannon shifted its aim.
Eris had taken awhile to get used to it, but it had been worth the
time spent learning to use it. Now she was practically glaring
through the spyglass, directly at the damaged armor covering
Adathir's chest. She let her next word out in the faintest of
whispers, so as not to disturb her aim.


"Fire."


* * *


A thunderous boom rang out in the
distance, causing Adathir to stop in his deliberations on who he
would kill first. Nadia and Rykar looked at one another, then to
Adathir, who was looking between them both.


"What the hell was that?"
the god asked the two warriors. Before either of them could answer, a
cannon ball fell from the sky and smashed into Adathir's chest,
hammering the massive man into the ground with the sickening sound of
metal and bone breaking.


Rykar and Nadia looked from
Adathir, to each other, then back toward the docks, then to each
other once more. Then Rykar simply burst into uproarious laughter.
Nadia shook her head. The man was truly insane.


Adathir groaned and rolled onto
his hands and knees, then pushed himself up. Rykar stopped laughing
simply because it hurt. Nadia eyed Adathir, seeing blood leaking from
the mouth slits on his helm. She grinned, elated that the cannonball
had caused that much damage. They might win at this rate.


Rykar pushed himself to his feet
and readied his sword. Nadia brandished her own, and gave the
nobleman a nod. Together, they charged at the wounded god. Adathir's
reaction was quick and violent. He whipped around, dodging Rykar's
strike in the process, and used his armored forearm to swat Nadia's
sword aside before his fist collided with the young woman's jaw.
Nadia staggered backward, seeing stars. Adathir then hooked the toe
of a boot under a short sword on the ground, kicked it up, caught it,
then turned and flung it, end over end at Rykar, who had skidded to a
stop and was just turning to charge at Adathir again.


The blade plunged into the
noble's shoulder, stabbing through armor, cloth, and flesh. The force
of the blow knocked Rykar off his feet and he fell to the ground with
a metallic crash. While Rykar cursed and jerked the sword out,
Adathir turned and advanced on Nadia, who was still a bit dazed. It
wasn't every day that one was punched by a god, after all.


She slashed at him with her
blade, only to have her forearm caught in the grip of Adathir's left
hand before she could complete the first attack. His right foot
kicked the inside of Nadia's right knee, dropping the warrior to said
knee before he threw another punch, this one striking Nadia across
the face and slamming her to the flagstones. Barely hanging onto her
consciousness, the younger Valengaard tried to gather herself.
Adathir raised a foot to stomp down Nadia's back, but he was stricken
to the ground by a massive force that knocked him clear across the
body littered courtyard, away from wounded Nadia and Rykar.


Kaidia was glaring out of her
broken helm, one eye visible, the other still hidden. She stood
across the courtyard from Adathir, the rest of her armor scratched,
but little else. Adathir got to his feet, growling. Kai pulled off
her helm and let it hang from the fingers of her left hand.


"I am just going to assume
you missed me," the mercenary said with a smirk.


"I should have known you
weren't dead," Adathir responded, ignoring Kai's statement.


"I think the building did
more damage than your little energy bolt," Kaidia retorted.


"Oh, I'll make sure to hit
harder next time," Adathir spat back.


"Please do. Also, I meant to
ask you why the city is empty," Kai replied, arching a brow.


"Ah, this was a bustling
port city, wasn't it?" the dark god asked, glancing around.


"It was," Kaidia
answered.


"Well, it did take a lot of
life force to resurrect me. I imagine my priests rounded the citizens
up and sacrificed them to bring me back," Adathir surmised,
though he obviously knew that what he spoke was the truth. The dragon
god's expression darkened.


"An entire city murdered to
bring such a waste of breath back to life. Atrocious," Kaidia
growled and drew her sword with her free hand.


"Sticks and stones, my
fellow deity, sticks and stones," Adathir said with a chuckle as
he stooped to pick up a two handed sword from the ground. Nadia and
Rykar were watching the pair of gods, wary of the coming fight.


Rykar had managed to push himself
to his feet, the left side of his breastplate stained with blood from
the wound in his shoulder. He held his sword in one hand, but knew
Kai's intention was to keep the fight between herself and Adathir. He
and Nadia were too battered to be of much assistance. Nadia was
sitting up; but not on her feet, a hand holding her head and covering
one eye. The other eye was flitting back and forth between Adathir
and Kaidia.


"Last time we did this, I
killed you," Kai stated, smirking.


"I won't allow that to
happen again," Adathir replied.


"If only you had the power
to back that up," Kaidia mocked.


Adathir snarled at that and
charged toward the black armored woman. Kai stood calmly and waited
until he got within a few feet, then flung her ruined helm at his
face. The startled Adathir skidded to a stop as he jerked out of the
helm's flight path. His eyes followed the helm for a moment. He
looked back to Kaidia just in time to take a bolt of magical energy
to the face. It exploded on contact and sent him sailing backward,
like an arrow from an archer's bow. He slammed through the face of a
grand house and hit the floor as the house collapsed on top of him.


"Hm. I suppose the
well-to-do family that owned that place isn't around to be pissed off
about that," Rykar remarked to himself.


The broken timbers and rubble of
the house shifted and started to fall to the side as Adathir pushed
his way to his feet. He walked out of the rubble and shook his head.
His helm was damaged and his armor was even more damaged than it had
been before his express trip through someone's front door.


"Alright, I admit, I
probably earned that one," the massive man said as he pulled his
helm off and tossed it aside. Underneath was a handsome man. Clean
shaven, with somewhat long blonde hair pulled back into a short
ponytail. His eyes were a pale blue, his features striking. But
something was off about him. Just looking at him, one could sense
something wasn't quite right.


"Just making us even,"
Kai responded.


"You say that as if I could
have a clean slate with you," Adathir chuckled as he bent and
picked up the sword he'd dropped when he'd hit the house.


"The fact that you cannot,
is not my fault," Kaidia muttered. Adathir growled. In unison,
the two combatants lifted their hands and flung bolts of fire at one
another. The two fireballs collided in midair, exploding and kicking
up dirt and debris, obscuring Kaidia from Adathir's vision and vice
versa. The dark god started forward, toward the cloud of dust and
smoke, intent on simply walking through it to confront Kaidia on the
other side. He even got one step into the cloud before Kaidia came
leaping through it. Before Adathir could react, the mercenary's elbow
slammed into his jaw. The force of the strike, combined with the fact
that Kai's elbow was armored, sent Adathir reeling backward, a splash
of blood hitting the ground from a wound on his jaw.


The big man managed to regain his
footing just in time to duck a swing of Kaidia's sword. When he
ducked down, the dragon god's knee collided with his face, knocking
him backward. He stumbled and fell over backward before rolling back
to his feet and launching himself at Kai from his crouched position.
His attempt to tackle Kai to the ground failed as the mercenary fell
to her back and planted her feet in his torso, flipping him over her
with a practiced ease. Adathir landed with the sound of metal
crunching against stone. Kaidia jumped to her feet, as did the dark
god.


Without a moment's hesitation the
two gods swung their swords at each other with such ferocity that
when the blades met, the sheer force and power of the strikes rang
out with a thunderous clash of metal on metal that kicked up dirt and
sent a shower of magically spawned sparks across the bloodstained
flagstones. Magical energies coursed through both blades, thanks to
the pair of warriors.


Again and again, the two gods
viciously slashed at each other, only managing to catch one another's
blade. Each metallic ring of Kai's sword on Adathir's produced
another clap of thunder that rumbled the ground beneath their feet,
beneath the dead bodies, and beneath the feet of Rykar and Nadia.
Strike after strike caused deafening cracks that sounded like
explosions to reverberate through the air and the ground.


Finally, Kai's blithsite sword
won out over the steel blade of Adathir's salvaged sword and
shattered it. The shards of steel rained down to the ground as the
hulking man stared at his broken sword. The pommel of Kaidia's sword
brutally cracked Adathir in the skull, knocking the dark god to his
back. Kaidia saw her chance to end the fight. She leapt into the air,
turning her sword in her hands, pointing it downward, prepared to use
all of her strength and weight to drive it down into Adathir's chest.
Adathir managed to regain his senses before Kaida could deliver the
killing blow. At the last moment, the freshly resurrected man raised
his hand and with a desperate desire to hang on to his second chance
at life, released a massive fireball that engulfed Kaidia before
exploding. The shockwave drove Adathir down into the flagstones with
such force that they cracked underneath him. Kai was sent through the
air, slamming down, face first, onto the stone.. Her sword had been
ripped from her grip in the explosion and now Rykar was staring at
where it had landed, blade buried in the ground, right next to his
foot. The half of the blade that wasn't buried in the flagstones and
the ground beneath was actually touching his boot. It had just
narrowly missed plunging through his foot.


"Well now... that was almost
unpleasant," the man muttered before gripping the hilt and
trying to dislodge the sword. It wouldn't budge. He really hadn't
expected it to. He was sure Kai would worry about it after the battle
was over, if they all survived.


Kaidia pushed herself to her feet
and ran her fingers through her hair as she got her bearings. Blood
trickled from a wound above her left eye, likely from when she'd hit
the ground. Her armor was smoking, the spaulder on her left shoulder
had been torn off, and a few of the plates on her chest, stomach and
her legs had fallen off and could be seen strewn on the ground
between her and Adathir. The dark god was pushing himself up as well,
shaking his head before looking to Kaidia. The two started circling
one another. Looking on, Nadia was reminded strongly of two wolves
that were sizing one another up.


Adathir abruptly threw a missile
formed of magical energy, one of the simplest of offensive spells, at
Kai. The mercenary batted it aside with a simple warding spell. The
missile hit the ground and exploded, throwing up fragments of rock
and dirt. No one on the battlefield batted an eye. Kaidia responded
with a bolt of lightning  that was knocked aside much as the magical
projectile had been. Adathir threw a fireball, Kai threw one as well,
each god swatted them aside like they were pesky bugs. The two
deities decided to stop playing around and planted their feet.
Adathir had his back to his temple.


Kai held her hands up in front of
her, her expression an emotionless mask. In one hand, fire sparked to
life, in the other, lightning jumped between her fingers. Adathir
quirked a brow. He wasn't quite sure what Kai intended to do; but he
suspected and what he thought she might be up to was risky, to say
the least. Kaidia put her hands together, the lightning and fire
mixing together. The arcs of electricity that jumped between her
fingers and across her palms were wreathed in flames. Mixing magical
elements like that was extremely difficult and no less dangerous. The
lightning started jumping faster, the fire grew brighter. The
mercenary broke her mask with a smirk.


In sudden realization that Kaidia
was about to attack, Adathir raised a hand, black hellfire engulfing,
but not burning, the appendage. Rykar arched a brow as he watched.
The scene before him reminded him of the stories he'd read as a child
about a villain and a hero in a standoff. The power that Adathir and
Kaidia were summoning made the air heavy and oppressive. Rykar had
trouble breathing. Never before had he seen or felt such force on
display.


Kai threw her hands out,
lightning wrapped in red and orange fire flying from her fingertips
in a great wave. The black hellfire roared from Adathir's hand in a
wave of force, equal to Kai's attack. The two waves of magically born
fire slammed together in a thunderous crash that tore up the ground
between the warring gods. Lightning and fire struggling against
hellfire was quite a sight to behold. Both gods displayed the depth
of their power as they strained to maintain their spells against one
another. Both Adathir's body and Kai's were sweating, straining,
their muscles tensed. The magical battle took a toll on the body as
well as the mind.


Kaidia took a step forward, the
force of her spell like a physical wall that pushed Adathir back a
step, much to the dark god's dismay.


A thrill shot through Nadia as
her sister took that step. Kaidia was controlling the duel, starting
to push Adathir backward. If she could gain the upper hand, she would
win.


Adathir had a thrill of a
different sort as he was forced to take a step backward. The not so
wonderful sort of thrill that one gets when something terrible is
imminent. Kaidia took another step forward, forcing Adathir back
another step. Pushing forward took tremendous strength. It was akin
to pushing a mountain. Even a god struggled to perform such a feat
and it became even more strenuous when another god was pushing back.


The raven-haired god took a third
step forward and everything went wrong. Her foot slipped in a puddle
of blood seeping from one of the many dead bodies lying in the
courtyard, breaking her concentration. Adathir sensed the momentary
faltering of Kai's magic and gave his own spell a boost of energy. It
was taxing, but worth it as the hellfire overwhelmed the combination
of fire and lightning before swallowing Kaidia and flinging her
backward. She hit the flagstones with a sickening thud and lay still.
Everything went silent for several long moments.


An enraged shriek shattered the
silence and Nadia charged for Adathir. At the same time, Rykar was
trying to concentrate in an effort to cast another bolt of lightning.
The pain he was suffering was proving difficult to ignore, however.


Adathir turned to the charging
Nadia and deftly grabbed her arm as she tried to slash at him with
her short sword. The massive man lifted her off of her feet by her
arm and simply flung her. Nadia was too stunned to shout as she was
tossed through the air.


Rykar's eyes went wide as he
witnessed the dark god chuck Nadia into the air. He watched her
flight and realized too late that she was headed right for him.


"Aw, shit," he
muttered.


She slammed into Rykar and sent
them both sprawling onto the ground, Naidia dazed by her flight
through the air, her arm hurting from being wrenched by Adathir.
Rykar was wincing as he tried to sit up, his entire body aching. His
sudden impact with the younger Valengaard had only aggravated his
aches, pains, and wounds.


With Nadia and Rykar momentarily
out of the fight, Adathir stepped over to the fallen Kaidia, staring
down at her relaxed features. Her eyes were closed, her breathing
even. Blood, wet and starting to grow sticky, covered the left side
of her face. He bent down and picked up yet another sword, turned it
so the blade was pointed downward, as he stood up again. The dark god
took several long moments to gloat over his inevitable victory,
wanting to burn the moment of victory into his memory. Finally, he
raised the blade high, preparing to drive it down into Kaidia's
chest.


Adathir thrust the blade
downward, but the sword never touched Kai. At the last moment, the
woman's eyes opened, flashing a brilliant blue, blinding Adathir. The
next moment, something hard and heavy struck Adathir, hurling the god
backward and smashing him into the wall of his own temple. The
strength of the stone wall prevented Adathir from going through it,
instead jarring him with an abrupt, harsh stop that rattled his teeth
and cracked a few bones. The God of Eternal Dark struggled to stand,
only just managing to do so. What he saw when his vision cleared made
even his jaw drop.


Kaidia was standing; bloodied,
but strong. Settling on the ground behind her was a massive dragon.
Its scales were a deep, rich, vibrant blue, its eyes a chilling
silver. It was taller than any of the buildings in the city by far.
Immense wings folded against its back, powerful forelegs settled on
either side of Kaidia, monstrous claws dug into the stone and earth
like it was nothing more than sand. The dragon's powerful tail lashed
back and forth, sweeping away buildings behind it as if they were
made of sticks and tissue paper. It sat back on its hind legs and
growled low in its throat, sending tremors through the ground. Its
growl sounded like a distant thunder and sent chills running down
Adathir's spine.


Rykar stared up at the dragon, as
did Nadia. They couldn't believe their eyes. Dragons had not been
seen in centuries and yet, one sat before them now. It was flesh and
bone, as real as the sword in Rykar's hand. It wasn't a phantom like
the dragon that had appeared during the battle at Vortha four years
ago.


"Holy hell!" Nadia
exclaimed.


"Indeed," Rykar
remarked.


Kaidia raised her hand, and with
it, several swords raised up from the ground and pointed toward
Adathir and the temple. Without hesitation, the swords shot forward.
Adathir could barely stand. He saw the attack coming, but couldn't
move quickly enough to get out of the way and the magical ward  he
summoned shattered when the first sword hit it. That same sword drove
through the hand that had conjured the ward and nailed it to the wall
of the temple, the blade biting deep into the stone. The next sword
drove through the dark god's left thigh, further pinning him. A third
sword impaled his chest. Only the fact that he was all but immortal
kept him from dying on the spot. He couldn't move, affixed to the
wall as he was. He coughed up blood that splashed over the hilt of
the sword that was buried in his chest and onto the open veranda of
the temple.


"You are a pitiful god,
Adathir," Kaidia stated in a monotone before shifting her eyes
to the massive dragon. "Burn him."


The dragon leaned its head down
as it took in a deep breath, and then opened its maw. Adathir could
see the intense radiance of fire deep in the monster's throat. He was
looking at his own death. The dragon released a jet of blazing flame
from its mouth that engulfed Adathir and the side of the temple. A
blood chilling scream rang out from the inferno the dragon was
creating. When the beast was satisfied with its work, the breath of
fire stopped, and the monstrous dragon sat back on its hind legs once
more.


Peering into the hellish blaze
the dragon had left behind, Kaidia could see Adathir, still pinned to
the wall of the temple by a now melting sword. Adathir's armor was
slowly melting off, as was his flesh and muscle, dripping off of him
as he lived out his final moments of tortured existence. He threw his
head backward in a final, silent scream, then went limp as the very
stone he was nailed to melted.


Kaidia relaxed and just started
to look away when the body in the fires jerked and the sound and heat
of the fire was drawn inward, to the body. Everything went silent for
a long moment before erupting out in a massive explosion that rocked
the entire city, obliterated the temple, and sent a shockwave out
that knocked over buildings in all directions and threw bodies,
weapons, and other rubble outward, towards the edge of the city. It
was so powerful that even the Blade Maiden, now docked once
again, shifted in the rippling water of the port. The shockwave
parted the blanket of dull, grey clouds above them, revealing a deep
blue sky that everyone was too busy to notice for the moment.


The dragon used its body to
shield Kaidia from flying debris while Rykar held onto Kai's still
half buried sword to keep from being blown away. Nadia held onto
Rykar to anchor herself and shield herself from flying stone, bodies,
and weapons.


The explosion died and the
companions slowly relaxed. Rykar turned and looked to Nadia. A few
chunks of stone and various other bits of refuse fell out of the sky
around them. Some it of had been blown straight upward, after all.


"You alright?" Rykar
asked.


"Yeah, I think so,"
Nadia answered.


"Good. So what the hell was
that?" the wounded nobleman inquired.


"What was what?" Nadia
asked, confused.


"Using me as a human shield,
that's what!" Rykar exclaimed.


"I would have put up a ward,
but I needed both arms to hang on!" the warrior retorted.


"Oh, sure. Of course,"
the long haired man said, though he failed to hide his smirk.


"You're just screwing with
me!" Nadia huffed and slugged Rykar in the shoulder.
Unfortunately for Rykar, it was his wounded shoulder. The nobleman
grunted and grabbed said shoulder.


"Oh... that's just not
right," he grumbled.


"Oh, shit. Are you okay?"
Nadia asked, realizing what she'd done.


"Well, I'm not going to
lie... it stings," Rykar said with a bit of a grimace.


Just then, a low rumble made the
ground shiver underneath them and the pair looked over to see the
massive dragon nuzzling against Kaidia, which about knocked the god
over, given the size difference. She nuzzled the beast in return and
said something that Rykar nor Naidia could hear, then stepped
backward. The afternoon sun shone in the now clear sky, glinting off
the richly colored scales of the dragon, and making the creature seem
as majestic as it was powerful.


Clamoring over the piles of
rubble that had been the city of Niercess, Eris and what looked like
most of her crew came running into the courtyard, only to skid to a
halt at the sight of the dragon. They had seen it from the ship, of
course, but up close, the sight of a dragon left them all staring in
slack-jawed fascination. None of them standing there had ever seen
one outside of the pages of a picture book.


The dragon looked around at its
awestruck audience, then lifted its head to the sky and let out a
thundering roar. The sound seemed to give the crew and the companions
renewed strength and energy. The dragon was a powerful ally, not a
bloodthirsty beast. With a final sweeping look at everyone, the
dragon's eyes settled on Kaidia, and the gargantuan creature bowed
its head to the warrior, its god, and then disappeared in an abrupt,
brief whirlwind of power. When the swirling winds died, the dragon
was gone.


Eris rushed up to Kaidia and
hugged the weary god tightly.


"I was worried, but you look
okay;" Eris said hurriedly, looking Kaidia over.


"There is nothing to worry
about, I'm fine," Kai responded, smirking.


"Well, all the same, let's
get you back to the ship. Your sister and Rykar too," the half
elf muttered, taking Kai's hand, and immediately starting in the
direction of the docks. Kaidia just smirked and followed, snatching
her sword out of the ground with such ease as she passed by it that
Rykar gave her a dirty look. Ro-Noga was fussing over Rykar, her
feline ears laid back, her tail lashing back and forth while Rykar
tried to placate her with scratches behind the ears and assurances
that he was just fine. Meanwhile a couple of the crew were seeing to
Nadia, who waved them off with appreciative words and assurances much
like Rykar's. She was hurting, but more pissed off that she'd lost
her axe. She'd never find it in this mess. She had kept hold of her
sword, however, and patted it in its scabbard as she started off
after Eris and Kaidia.


Ro-Noga was gently pushing Rykar
in the same direction, mewling at him and nuzzling. Apparently she
had grown attached. The nobleman just chuckled as he sheathed his
sword and started walking.


Kaidia glanced back over her
shoulder to make sure her sister and her friend were coming along.
She swept her gaze over the decimated city that had served as a
battlefield, now bathed in warm sunlight. It was a strange contrast,
the sunlight and the desolation and death of the city. Pools of blood
reflected the glare of the sun, bodies never to be buried lay in the
ruins. Kai turned her gaze away from the scene and to the
fiery-haired half elf holding her hand. Eris turned her head to find
Kaidia smiling at her.


"What?"


"Nothing. Let's just get the
hell out of here."










Chapter Six: Returning Home







The journey back to Black Sand
was a quiet one. For the most part, the companions simply rested.
Kaidia stayed with Eris in the Captain's quarters. Nadia and Rykar
shared a bunk room below deck, with Nadia often grumbling due to
Ro-Noga paying special attention to Rykar. It didn't help that Rykar
rubbed it in Nadia's face on a few occasions.


When the Blade Maiden docked
in Black Sand, everyone was off the ship as soon as it was secured.
Night was slowly settling in and Kaidia took a moment to stare up at
the deep blue sky that was turning purple and just starting to
glitter with stars. A warm spring breeze blew through the docks and
Kai took a deep breath.  Her damaged armor was in the pack slung over
her shoulder. She wore leather pants and boots, along with a
sleeveless tunic that showed off the well defined muscles of her arms
and the massive tattoo that decorated her right arm.


The companions and the crew were
headed to the Drunken Dwarf with Eris in the lead. Kaidia hung back a
bit, pondering over the enormity of what she'd done in the past few
days and what she'd discovered. She looked forward to being home
again, but wasn't one to pass up a night of good food, better drink,
and interesting stories. Besides, she would need a good night's rest
before setting out in the morning. The warrior sighed and started on
the walk to the Drunken Dwarf.


* * *


Eris pushed open the door to the
inn and was followed inside by her crew, Kaidia, Nadia, and Rykar.
The crew of the Blade Maiden made for empty tables while Eris,
the sisters, and Rykar made their way to empty stools at the bar.
They ordered drinks from a rather lovely barmaid who looked them over
with an arched brow, but hustled off to get their requested
beverages. None of them wore armor tonight, though Eris rarely did
anyway. Like Kaidia's armor, both Nadia's and Rykar's sets of armor
were in their respective packs. Each one of them was wearing their
swords, however.


Rykar had dressed in black
leather pants and boots, along with a dark blue, long sleeved tunic.
The front of the shirt hung open, showing a bit of the bandages with
which Ro-Noga had practically mummified his shoulder. He bore bruises
and looked tired. The left side of his head had a few visible bruises
and small, half healed wounds thanks to Adathir's gauntlet. Nadia had
several scrapes and bruises as a result of the battle as well. Kai
sported no such wounds. She'd been healed entirely after a night's
sleep. She was startled by it, but delighted as well. She had never
recovered from battle wounds that quickly. She still wasn't convinced
that she was a god, but something had certainly changed.


Thorgrimm stepped out of the 
back and walked along behind the bar. When he spotted Kaidia and
company, he paused and arched a brow.


"You two look like hell,"
he informed Rykar and Nadia.


"Thanks, short stack,"
the lord responded with a chuckle.


"Nice to see you too,"
Nadia huffed.


"And you two, look stunning,
as always," the dwarf said, looking to Eris and Kai.


"Aw, so sweet," Eris
cooed. Kaidia just gave a smile.


"So tell me what happened,"
Thorgrimm requested gruffly, looking between the four adventurers.
The four companions proceeded to relive their day spent in Neircess.
Kaidia told most of it with Rykar and Nadia adding in details and
taking over for the part where Kai was buried under a ton of stone
and timber. Eris added in a little here and there, having only seen
so much from the crow's nest of her ship. Rykar especially emphasized
the moment when the dragon had appeared and swatted Adathir into his
own temple. The story telling had to pause for a few moments while
the nobleman laughed. Thorgrimm listened to it all intently, not
saying a word until it was finished.


"So you killed the bastard,"
the dwarf concluded.


"Again," Kai said with
a nod.


"Hopefully you don't have to
do it again," Thorgrimm muttered.


"Twice was more than
enough," Kai grumbled in response.


"I am thrilled to see you
all made it through in one piece. Even you, Rykar," Thorgrimm
said, giving them a nod.


"I think we're all just as
thrilled to have made it out in one piece," Nadia grumbled.


"I share that sentiment. I
just want to get home to my warm bed and lovely servant," Rykar
said with a sigh.


"First we have to stop in
Sarkos again. Xerith needs to know Adathir is dead. Again,"
Kaidia interjected, turning her eyes to Rykar.


"Right. Well, that place has
comfortable beds," Rykar shrugged.


"First thing you have to do
is eat and rest," Thorgrimm asserted.


"Why do you think we're
here, old friend?" Kai asked.


"Don't call me old!"
the dwarf sputtered, and then stumped off back into the kitchen,
leaving the companions smirking.


* * *


After a meal that consisted of a
thick beef stew and bottles of ale, Kaidia found herself stretching
and giving a sigh.


"I think I need to turn in,"
she said with a satisfied smile.


"I imagine, all this dragon
summoning and god killing must be tiring," Thorgrimm remarked
with a smirk.


"It is, I assure you,"
Kai chuckled, then slipped off her stool and moved to drop a gold
coin on the bar top. The dwarf stopped her with a shake of his head.


"No, lass. That one is on
me. You know, for saving the world from darkness and all that,"
Thorgrimm said gruffly.


"Like a hero out of a
children's tale," Rykar chimed in with a laugh.


"Yes, yes," Kaidia
waved off the praise, grabbed Eris by the arm, and headed for the
door, pulling the mariner along with her. After the two had slipped
out, headed for the Blade Maiden, Rykar scoffed.


"So much for resting,"
the lord chuckled.


"No kidding," Nadia
muttered.


"Well, I'm beat," Rykar
groaned out as he stretched his arms above his head. Throgrimm tossed
a key onto the bar top.


"Same room as last time,
scorpion boy," the dwarf said, his smirk all but hidden by his
beard.


"Much obliged, you hairy
midget," Rykar retorted good-naturedly. With that, the nobleman
traipsed upstairs. The inn was emptying ,only those settled in for a
long night of drinking were still there.


"Oh yes, before I forget,"
Thorgrimm spoke aloud but to himself before turning to head into the
back.


"What?" Nadia asked.


"Yer saddlebags," the
dwarf replied before walking into the back. A few minutes later, he
returned, thumping down three saddlebags onto the bar top.


"Right, thanks," Nadia
said with a smile.


"You are welcome," the
dark-haired dwarf replied.


"I suppose I should get to
bed. I know Kaidia wants to get an early start in the morning,"
the younger Valengaard grumbled.


"Shall I wake ya at the
crack of dawn?" Thorgrimm asked.


"Probably a good idea,"
Nadia replied before standing up, taking the saddlebags, and heading
for the stairs.


"Sleep well," Thorgrimm
said. Nadia just gave him a smile and headed up to the room.


* * *


 The next morning dawned clear
and bright. Nadia awoke abruptly to some rather loud cursing. She sat
up and looked around. Rykar sat up from the floor beside his bed,
holding his wounded shoulder, having apparently fallen out of bed and
landed on it from what Nadia could guess.


"Damn the gods! Damn them to
whatever hell they created!" the noble shouted.


"Don't let Kai hear that,"
Nadia chuckled.


"We both know she wouldn't
care. Besides, she would be too busy laughing about me falling out of
bed to pay attention," Rykar muttered as he stood up.


"Yeah, you're probably
right," Nadia agreed, kicking off her blankets. The night
before, both of them had just flopped into their respective beds,
fully dressed. Sometime in the middle of the night, they had both
kicked off their boots and Nadia had gotten under the covers. Rykar
sat down and tugged his boots on, muttering about his shoulder and
sword flinging gods. Nadia stretched, and then slipped her own boots
on before the two of them picked up their packs and saddlebags, and
headed downstairs.


When the two warriors sat down at
the bar, Thorgrimm turned from where he was wiping down a glass with
a rag and looked at Rykar.


"What was all that damned
yelling about?" the dwarf asked.


"I fell out of bed and
landed on my shoulder," Rykar muttered in reply.


"Ah. Well, you probably woke
up Kaidia and Eris down at the docks," Thorgrimm responded,
giving a chuckle.


"That is provided that they
slept at all," the nobleman countered.


Thorgrimm smirked and Nadia
snickered. Then the dwarf set the glass down and glanced around. The
inn was empty except for them. It was usually entirely empty early in
the morning.


"Well, since I didn't get a
chance to wake you before Prince Charming here fell out of bed, I
suppose I'll make it up to you with breakfast," Thorgrimm said,
eyes on Nadia.


"Thank you, Thorgrimm,"
the dark-haired woman responded with a smile.


Rykar just arched a brow at
Thorgrimm, who looked the noble over snorted.


"I suppose I can be troubled
to get you something or other too," the dwarf growled.


"I would be very
appreciative, homunculus." Rykar responded.


"Homunculus?! I'm not an
alchemist's creation, you ass-brained nutball!" Thorgrimm
spluttered. What one could see of his face, namely that which his
beard didn't cover, was bright red. Nadia nearly fell off of her
stool in a fit of laughter. Rykar just grinned at the dwarf, who gave
the lord a rude gesture and stomped off to the kitchen.


"Did you actually piss him
off that time?" Nadia questioned, holding her sides.


"No. He just likes to make a
big fuss. It's all in good fun," Rykar answered.


* * *


Once breakfast was finished, by
which time Eris and Kaidia had joined them and eaten as well, the two
siblings and Rykar were enjoying the last few moments before they had
to get their horses from the stables and get on the road to Sarkos.


Kaidia was the first to stand up
and gather up her pack and saddle bags. Nadia and Rykar slowly
followed suit.


"I am eager to sleep in my
own bed and have too many miles and stops between it and myself,"
Kai said, slinging her bag over her shoulder.


"You seemed to like my bed
well enough," Eris teased.


"And I'm sure this won't be
the last time I end up there," Kaidia chuckled, eyes fixing on
the half elf.


"Last time you went away, I
had to wait four years. I'd rather not wait that long again,"
the mariner whined, playfully.


"I can't make any promises.
But you never know when I might have to kill another god," the
woman said with a shrug.


"Uh-huh. Don't make me come
looking for you," Eris chided, shaking a finger at Kai.


"I might make you do just
that. Then we could share my bed for a change," Kaidia
huffed.


"Oh, you're right. Hm. I may
have to take a couple of weeks off soon," the fiery-haired woman
muttered thoughtfully.


"I doubt you'd leave your
ship long enough to come see me. Especially when you can easily have
about any pretty barmaid you want," Kai asserted.


"Ah, but you're better than
a pretty barmaid. You know all the little things I like," Eris
countered with a wink. Nadia blushed, Rykar grinned, and Thorgrimm
smirked.


"Okay! Time to go!"
Nadia interjected and started for the door.


"I think you two embarrassed
her," Rykar chuckled.


"Well, I have a way to
embarrass her more," Eris said with a smirk before she slid her
hand behind Kaidia's head and drew the taller woman into a rather
deep, lingering kiss. Nadia couldn't help but look when Eris had
spoken and she blushed rather brightly, though she wasn't sure why.
Rykar and Thorgrimm just leaned against the bar and took in the
sight.


"Gods, you two," Nadia
grumbled. Eris and Kaidia pulled away from one another, each
chuckling lightly.


"See you again soon, Eris,"
Kai said with a stroke of her fingers over the half elf's cheek.


"Better be soon," Eris
muttered. Kai just winked, and then looked to Thorgrimm.


"I don't doubt that I'll see
you again soon enough as well," the mercenary said.


"Good. I agree with the
half-breed when she says four years is too long," the dwarf
replied, gesturing to Eris.


"Now aren't you a sweet
one?" Kai asked, playfully taunting.


"Bah! Hush and get out of
here, you!" Thorgrimm said with a gesture of his hands.


Kaidia chuckled and headed for
the door. Rykar and Nadia followed her out. The three headed for the
stables, Sarkos on their minds.


* * *


The companions arrived at the
gates of Sarkos two and half days later, after night had fallen. Upon
reaching the temple, Nadia and Rykar immediately went to Kaidia's
suite, once more arriving at the suite, high up in the temple,
without ever climbing a single stair. They were too tired to ponder
the odd occurrence and simply went to bed.


Kaidia, on the other hand, sought
out Xerith. After questioning several acolytes along the way, the god
found herself walking through a large, rather secluded garden, that
was more like a small forest, near the back of the temple grounds.
The air was still and quiet. After following a worn dirt path deep
into the stand of trees and flowers, Kaidia came to a clearing that
was lit with the bright light of the waxing moon overhead. Sitting in
the grass in the middle of the clearing was Xerith, her white robes
and golden hair practically glowing in the moonlight.


"Kaidia, my dear, to what do
I owe this pleasure?" Xerith inquired without turning.


"I just wanted to inform you
of Adathir's demise," Kai answered, settling down onto the grass
beside the High Priestess.


"No need. I saw and felt the
battle," the blonde woman responded, turning her blue eyes to
meet Kai's slightly darker hues.


"Saw it? Felt it?" the
mercenary asked, somewhat confused.


"Elves are not the only
beings who can see far and wide. Nor are they the only ones that are
sensitive to massive amounts of pure power that beings like you
generate when you are in battle," Xerith informed the dragon god
with a soft smile. Kaidia got the distinct impression that Xerith
wasn't entirely human.


"Right." Kai
replied,and then fell silent but stayed sitting where she was,
enjoying the peace of the quiet clearing.


"Is there something else, my
Goddess?" Xerith asked, somehow making the title sound not quite
so bothersome.


"I was just wondering what
you're doing out here," Kaidia responded, a note of curiosity in
her voice.


"I like to listen to the
crickets," the priestess answered.


"Ah, well then, I'll leave
you to it," Kai said with a faint smile before standing and
starting back the way she had come.


"Kaidia?" Xerith asked,
stopping the warrior mid-step.


"Yes?" Kai questioned.


"I am quite happy to see
that you made it out alive and still yourself. Often times, such a
battle will destroy someone even if they emerge the victor," the
priestess said with a hint of sadness, having apparently seen such a
thing in person.


"It will take something
stronger than Adathir to shake me, Xerith. But thank you," the
mercenary replied. Xerith only nodded before closing her eyes and
listening to Kaidia's steps fade away.


"I fear Adathir was only the
first of many evils you must battle, my friend," Xerith spoke
softly into the empty air around her before relaxing and once more
listening to the crickets' song.


* * *


The next three days of riding
seemed to creep along at an agonizingly slow pace for Rykar. The man
was eager for his home and his own bed. Riding out to slay a god was
magnificent and quite the notch in his belt, but Rykar did enjoy his
home and it's luxuries as well. Sometimes it was a bit of a challenge
to not let it all make him soft.


Upon arriving in Mehroth late in
the evening and stabling their horses, the three nobles made their
way into Rykar's house. For all of them, it seemed as if ages had
passed since they'd left this place not even a month ago.


When the three of them walked
into the dining room, they found Farren there, sitting in a chair,
reading a book, completely oblivious to their presence. The blonde
girl was in a sleeveless tunic and a short skirt that brought
attention to her rather enticing legs. A pair of leather boots
covered her feet and about half of her calves. Using her toes, she
was pushing the rather expensive wooden chair she was sitting in up
on its two back legs. It was a habit that Rykar had been trying to
break her of since she'd first set foot in his home. It was bad on
the chair and if she fell back and smacked her head on the wall, it
could be rather unpleasant for her as well.


"Ahem!" Rykar cleared
his throat.


Farren's eyes went wide as she
looked up and promptly fell over backward in the chair. Her feet went
up in the air, the book sailed across the room and she came down with
a thud on the floor, and then rolled over backward. The short skirt
proved to be an unfortunate choice when it surrendered to the whim of
gravity as the young woman rolled over backward and landed on her
stomach, flashing the nobles her underwear as she did.


"Well that's something nice
to come home to," Nadia snickered.


"Indeed. Given the lace and
intricate stitching, I'd say those panties are of elven make,"
Kaidia speculated with an amused expression on her features.


"Mhm. There's an elven
boutique in the marketplace. This has been very revealing... of your
personality, my dear Farren," Rykar said, a playfully taunting
grin on his face.


"Shaddup!" Farren
whined as she jumped up and smoothed out her skirt, recovering a tiny
bit of her modesty as she did so. She picked up the chair and then
the book. All the while, the three warriors watched with thoroughly
entertained expressions. When Farren turned and saw them all still
grinning at her, she stomped a foot and huffed, a blush coloring her
cheeks a bright vermillion. "Show's over!"


"Aw, that's too bad."
Kai chuckled and headed for the stairs. Nadia followed. Rykar, stayed
behind and went about telling Farren about the dastardly evils of
tilting one's chair up on two legs.


* * *


The next morning, Kaidia was
shaken awake gently by Farren.


"Lady Kaidia, it's morning.
Breakfast is nearly ready. C'mon. Get up," the blonde urged.


"Yeah, I'm awake... sort
of," Kai grumbled as she sat up and rubbed the sleep from her
eyes. She glanced over at Farren and smirked. The girl was wearing
soft leather pants that hugged her form from the waist down and
disappeared into her boots.


"Pants. A wise choice for
you," the noble woman teased.


"Hush or I'll spit in your
food!" Farren threatened with a blush. Kaidia just laughed and
gave the girl a wink. Farren gave the mercenary a smirk in return,
and then left the room. Kai kicked the covers back and stood up.
After a stretch, she tugged her pants on, readjusted the tunic she'd
slept in and headed downstairs.


She found that Nadia and Rykar
were already up. The god experienced a faint case of déjà
vu as she settled herself at the table and listened in on the
conversation between her younger sister and her old friend.


"Have you thought about
learning something else?" Nadia asked.


"I have; but I don't want to
until I've pushed the lightning spell as far as I can," Rykar
replied.


"You could probably destroy
the moon at this point," Kaidia commented.


"Maybe I want to be able to
destroy two moons," Rykar said defensively.


"What second moon?"
Nadia questioned.


"I was just being
hypothetical," the lord growled at Nadia.


Before either sister could come
up with something else to verbally jab Rykar with, they were
interrupted by Farren setting plates of eggs and ham down in front of
each of them, shortly followed by mugs.


"Thank you, bright eyes,"
the lord said with a smile to Farren as the blonde set her own plate
down at the chair next to Nadia.


"Quite welcome, my Lord,"
Farren responded, her words formal, her tone casually informal.


Silence fell as the four ate,
each lost in their own thoughts. Rykar's mind had already turned back
to matters of the city. Nadia was growing nervous over returning to
Kaidia's, not sure about what would come next, both with Sae-Mirra
and life in general. Kaidia was pondering what her new godhood truly
meant since she'd had little time to actually think about it since
she'd found out. Farren was simply plotting the course of her day.


One by one, they pushed their
plates back and relaxed into their chairs with Farren finishing last.
Nadia glanced up and met her sister's gaze.


"Ready to head home?"
Kai asked.


"Not really," Nadia
answered.


"Why not?" Kaidia
inquired with an arched brow.


"I... uh... I'm kind of
nervous," the younger Valengaard replied.


"About what?" the elder
sibling continued her questioning.


"Sae-Mirra," Nadia
mumbled.


"That's it?" Kai asked,
incredulous.


"What do you mean by that?"
Nadia retorted with her own question, affronted.


"You should be excited. You
have a beautiful kyrian woman waiting on you when you get home. Ready
to pounce, snuggle, and nuzzle you," Kaidia reasoned, her tone
mildly teasing.


"Yeah, well, I've never had
a serious relationship with someone and it sounds like kyrians are
damn serious about the mate they connect with," Nadia said,
laying out the case for her nerves.


"They are. They're also
patient and understanding. You two will be just fine and quite
adorable" Kai reassured her sister.


"Ah, good thoughts,"
Rykar said with a smirk.


"Shush, you," Nadia
growled. The lord just gave the woman a smile.


Nadia pushed her chair out and
stood up.


"Ready now?" Kai asked.


"Yes," Nadia huffed and
walked out of the dining room. Kaidia looked over to Rykar, who just
gave the god a wink. Farren giggled.


* * *


Standing in the entryway of
Rykar's home, Kai and Rykar embraced one another briefly.


"Until next time, General,"
the lord stated.


"Indeed," Kai replied.


Nadia and Rykar shook hands
firmly.


"Fighting at your side was
quite fun," Rykar said with a smirk.


"You are insane. We nearly
died...but, yes, it was fun," Nadia replied, chuckling.


"Indeed. Perhaps we'll get
another chance at it soon," the lord suggested.


"We might but let's not hope
for any world ending disasters any time soon," the younger
Valengaard cautioned, her tone amused.


"Ah, but without world
ending disasters, life is kind of boring," Rykar muttered,
grinning.


"You would say that,"
Nadia chuckled.


"You two stay safe on the
way home. Unless you get bored, of course," the nobleman said
with a smirk.


"We shall see," Kaidia
said before she turned and walked off, giving a wave as she did.
Nadia followed, still looking a bit nervous.


* * *


The three days between Mehroth
and Kaidia's home seemed like an eternity to Kaidia, who just wanted
to enjoy her own home again. For Nadia, time rushed past, and they
were there all too soon. They stabled their horses in town and
started out for Kai's house on foot, carrying their saddlebags and
packs.


"Still nervous?" Kai
asked.


"Yes," Nadia grumbled
in reply.


"You will be just fine.
Trust me," Kaidia reassured her sibling with a pat on the back.


All too soon for Nadia's tastes,
they were walking through Kai's front doors and down into the tomb
turned home. The sisters dropped off their saddlebags and packs,
glancing around.


"Well, it didn't explode
while I was away, so I'm happy," the mercenary stated.


"You have low standards for
housekeeping, sister," Nadia remarked with an arched brow.


"I do not. I'm just a
relaxed person," Kai argued.


"Relaxed is not the word I
wou- umph!" Nadia spoke, interrupted by a blur that
tackled her to the ground. They rolled and stopped against the wall.
Nadia found herself on the floor with Sae-Mirra straddling her hips
and the kyrian's lips against her own and all the young woman could
hear was purring.


Sae-Mirra had her hands on
Nadia's shoulders, her tail swishing this way and that, ears perked
forward, golden eyes closed. Nadia let her own eyes close and simply
enjoyed the long moment.


Kaidia grinned broadly at the
sight and held her fingers up, thumbs and index fingers extended,
thumbs touching. She framed the two women within her fingers and a
shimmer flashed between her fingers. She glanced around until she
spied a blank piece of parchment lying on a nearby table. The
mercenary stepped over and settled the magically trapped image onto
the paper, smirking to herself as she did. Once the image had settled
onto the paper, Kai looked it over and grinned. It was adorable.


Sae-Mirra sat up and grinned at
Nadia, flashing sharp fangs, as if the ears, tail, slitted pupils,
and clawed nails weren't enough to demonstrate her exotic nature.


"I see you made it back in
one piece," the kyrian purred.


"Yes, though my ribs are
bruised," Nadia responded.


"Oh, did I hurt them?"
Sae questioned, concern on her features.


"Yes, but you more than made
up for it with the kiss," the dark-haired woman said with a
playful smirk.


"I will keep that in mind.
Kisses make up for things," Sae chuckled, stood up, and helped
Nadia to her feet. The kyrian then turned her attention to Kai,
stepping over to the elder Valengaard sibling, and wrapping her arms
around the woman.


"And here I thought you had
forgotten about me," Kaidia teased.


"Oh shut up. That's
impossible and you know it," Sae-Mirra retorted.


"Good to know," Kai
chuckled and scratched behind Sae's ears, eliciting a purr from the
kyrian. Sae took a step back and looked between the sisters.


"So tell me what happened,"
the cat girl demanded.


"Let's go sit down and talk
about it over some wine," Kai suggested, gesturing to the
doorway of the sitting room that was off to the side of the main
chamber. Sae grabbed Nadia's hand and pulled the young woman along
with her. As they walked, Kaidia leaned down and whispered into the
kyrian's ear.


"You're a what?!"


* * *


Kaidia found herself in the
depths of a philosophical discussion about her godhood over a game of
cards. She sat at one end of the embalming-table-turned-card-table,
five cards in her hand. Nadia sat opposite of her, between them on
one of the long sides of the table sat Sae-Mirra. The kyrian and the
younger Valengaard also held five cards each. A pile of mostly steel
coins lay on the table between the three. A few silver and even fewer
gold coins littered the pile with their brilliance. Tankards of ale
sat beside each of the women and a deck of face down cards rested on
the side of the table where no one sat.


“What do you mean?”
Kai asked over the top of her cards, eyes gazing at Sae.


“I mean you fulfill all of
the practical godly duties. You give people hope and you protect
them,” the kyrian responded.


“What about answering
prayers?” Nadia asked, glancing between her elder sister and
her new-found lover.


“Don't be silly, gods don't
answer prayers,” Sae admonished with a chuckle.


“I'm not some transcendent
being that created the world and the stars,” Kai responded to
Sae's earlier point.


“Perhaps not, but no one
really knows how that all came about,” the cat girl retorted.


“Many religions claim their
gods did it,” Nadia interjected.


“Yes, they do. Some claim
their god did it all single-handed, some have specific gods that
created specific celestial bodies, and yet others claim whole teams
of gods worked together on every single little star in the night sky.
It's all obvious speculation and likely all of it is entirely wrong,”
Kaidia said, eyes drifting back to her cards.


“Alright, explain your
astounding power,” Sae challenged. Kai's dark blue eyes snapped
to focus on the kyrian.


“Natural talent honed with
years of practice,” she stated flatly.


“Oh, come on. You can't
believe that's all there is to it, Kaidia,” the kyrian
insisted.


“Nadia has overwhelming
power and ability and the head priestess at the temple in Sarkos said
that Nadia wasn't even a demi-god,” Kai replied.


“That's true,” Nadia
grumbled.


“Yes, well... what does she
know?” Sae muttered rhetorically.


“A lot,” Kai answered
flatly, a smirk on her lips.


“You shush,” Sae
growled playfully.


“No,” the mercenary
refused, the smirk still present.


“Well then, what do you
think of your new status?” the kyrian inquired.


“It's annoying, but could
prove useful at some point. Being a hero elevated to god status is
strange to me. All I did was wipe out the remnants of Adathir's
original army. That wasn't that big of a deal. Neither was the whole
dragon thing in Vortha,” Kaidia answered with a shrug of her
shoulders.


“Maybe you don't remember
it that well. Adathir's army had devolved into a raiding mob that did
unspeakable things to villages with little to no protection. You were
a saving grace for those left untouched, but in the line of fire...
and a vengeful wrath for those that had been victimized. You saved
Vortha from Adathir, too. Yes, we had a whole army, but you are the
one that killed him. You are idolized. The only reason more people
don't flip out when you're walking down the street is because you've
made yourself so scarce that many people have no idea what you look
like,” Nadia explicated.


“They sure as hell knew
what I looked like in Sarkos,” Kai grumbled.


“Of course they did. There
was a massive painting of you in the temple,” Nadia laughed.


“There was?” Sae
asked, looking between the sisters.


“Yes. Huge. It even
rendered Rykar's wise ass speechless for a moment,” Kaidia
answered. Nadia snickered at the memory.


“Interesting. I'm going to
have to go see it at some point,” the kyrian said, making a
mental note to do so.


“Regardless of the painting
and my official status, I'm not a god. Not in the supernatural sense.
I don't know everything that ever has been or ever will be. That's
just wishful thinking of mortals projected onto their fabricated
deities,” Kai asserted.


“Fine. That settles it for
now. Lay down your cards,” Sae said, eyes glancing between the
siblings. Nadia laid her cards on the table.


“Two kings, two knights,
and a seven,” she said, not entirely confident in her hand. Sae
nodded, then looked to Kaidia, who gestured to the table.


“Go ahead, Sae,” she
suggested calmly. Sae-Mirra laid her hand on the table.


“Two kings, two queens, and
a prince,” she said smugly, having beaten Nadia's hand. Kaidia
smiled softly, then nodded and proceeded to lay her cards down one at
a time.


“Dragon of Swords, Dragon
of Crowns, Dragon of Keys, Dragon of Shields, and Prince of Swords,”
she announced each one, grinning.


“How'd you get the dragon
of each suit?!” Nadia exclaimed. Kai just laughed in return.


“You either cheated or
that's some insane luck,” Sae growled.


“The dragons just come to
me. I'm their god, after all,” Kai said with a grin and had to
promptly duck a steel coin that her sister chucked at her head. It
only served to fuel her amusement.


“Come now, sister. Don't be
a sore loser,” she teased.


“Kiss my ass,” Nadia
retorted.


“I believe that's Sae's
job,” Kai joked with a wink. Nadia and Sae blushed.


“Shut up!” the couple
shouted in unison, only to spark another fit of laughter from Kaidia.
She calmed after a few moments, leaned back in her chair, and downed
the rest of her ale.


“One thing about all of
this still bugs me,” she admitted, suddenly serious.


“What might that be?”
Sae queried.


“What was the impetus? What
made someone think up a plan to resurrect a dead warlord and proclaim
him a new god? Also, why did Xerith and the temple recognize him as
one?” Kaidia asked, not truly expecting any satisfactory
answers.


“I couldn't begin to
fathom,” Nadia answered.


“It only takes one crazy
person to get a wild hair and off they go,” Sae reasoned with a
shrug.


“I suppose you're correct,”
Kai replied with a soft sigh.


* * *


Hours later, long after Nadia and
Sae-Mirra had retired to their bed chamber for the night, Kaidia sat
in the main room of her home, staring into the dark fireplace, a
single candle on the table beside her providing the only light.


“But... what if you're not
correct?” she asked of the surrounding darkness.
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