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      Tanira dropped to her knees, the cold mountain air of Ish Selot rushing in and filling her tortured lungs.

      Her trembling hands dropped the blink tube into the snow, her body heaving and gasping for breath. Her vision blurred as she searched for the object in the dark, panic coming to her in waves.

      Without it, her mission would fail. Yet Tanira had walked this knife’s edge a hundred times since becoming the End of the Line, always one mistake away from a failure that would doom her people.

      The small metal tube was another of the artifacts she had stolen from the Manad Vhan beast Kater, the tiny device miraculously replicated the short-distance teleportation magic of the Yeti.

      Unfortunately, each jump also consumed all the air in her lungs.

      She had no energy to curse and no time to be tired. Ignoring the white spots that danced across her vision in the dark morning of the peak, she fished her gloved hands through the cold snow until she found the metal tube.

      Struggling to a half-standing position, with one knee still in the snow, she angled the tube upward and peered through the dark. There was supposed to be another spot higher on the mountain, if she could just locate it.

      Her vision swam around her in a fog of fatigue and precipitation, the dim light of the clouded moon doing little to illuminate her goal.

      Her hand shook again, fouling the aim of the tube. She grabbed her wrist with her other hand, trying to steady it. She could hear the crystals jangling around in their thin metal cage.

      How many do I have left? How many more do I need?

      She couldn’t even remember loading the device hours before as she had begun her ascent. Since then, there had been too many jumps, too much time spent heaving into the cold.

      As if to scorn her, Ish Selot sent a fresh burst of wind down its slopes, blowing more ice and powder into her face. She shivered, struggling to keep her grasp on the tube and her posture steady in the snow.

      She dropped the tube again, her trembling fingers failing her. Tanira pounded the snow in frustration, icy white flakes flying into her eyes.

      The heavy, metal clamps on her left shoulder were just more useless weight. The armor of the Hero was sufficient to ward off attacks, but it offered nothing against the mountain’s frigid temperature. She had powered the armor off after just one jump, the climbs and blink jumps were enough without adding the drain the armor put on her stamina.

      The Line did not care, and the Line had led her here, back to her home world. Left behind were Nima, Sessgrenimath and the small Caenolan child that had given her access to the Hero’s temple and her portal to return.

      Nima’s face, hurt and betrayed, flashed in her mind for a moment before she pushed it away, covering it with snow much as the mountain threatened to cover her.

      Her body ached to rest. Her mind yearned to sleep. She ignored them both, for her needs as well as the Line. If her eyes closed, they would bring even worse visions. The dead faces of the Rakhum guards she had killed. The hundreds of Thartark that likely drowned after she woke Sessgrenimath.

      Val, who had tried to help her. Be her friend.

      Pounding her fist into the snow, she dug out the blink tube again, this time gripping it with a strength she worried might bend the metal. With a cry of anger, she pushed her legs back into a standing position.

      The Line only moved in one direction, there was no going back. Several jumps above, her destination waited for her. The next step in her mission.

      The Vault of the Thread. After millennia Tanira was about to undo the work of Orami Feram, the hero of the Manad Vhan. By her hand and her actions, the great Dragons would again pierce the skies with their power. They would deliver the vengeance of Tanira’s people upon their oppressors. They would deliver justice.

      He would be waiting up there as well, the next companion to join her. The Alms of the Line. The keeper of the secrets that had been withheld from her.

      What might he look like? Does he have food?

      Her stomach clenched at the thought of sustenance, her body having long since burned through the cache of supplies that had been waiting for her at the base of Ish Selot.

      Her hand still trembling, she aimed the tube at a ledge several hundred steps farther up the mountain. There it would be even colder, the snow even deeper. She took a deep breath, keeping the mantra of the Line in her thoughts like a rope she could cling to.

      Guard the Line. Honor the Line. Trust the Line.

      The night was long, and there were many more jumps to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tanira was being pulled up. She had a memory of reaching the front of the Vault and of collapsing in the snow. It might have been minutes, or days ago.

      The arm that pulled her to her feet was strong, connected to a young man who looked just as sturdy. His olive cheeks were ruddy from the cold as he smiled at her, his dark hair blowing under his knit cap. He wore a heavy, woolen cloak with brown fur to match the fur on his gloves and boots. He looked her in the eye, unlike her father he was tall enough to do so.

      She opened her mouth to speak, then tumbled as her knees gave out before she could. The man’s arms quickly caught her, holding her upright.

      “Be at ease,” he said, raising his voice above the ever-howling wind. “I am the Alms of the Line. I am here for you.”

      Tanira allowed herself to be held in a standing position by the Alms, her vision still swimming in and out. Her chest heaved a little less, a small relief. Working through her blurred sight, she tried to see past the whiteness that surrounded her, but little detail came.

      “Alms.” The title fell from her mouth like a dying bird, the wind ripping away any strength her voice might have. “You have a name?”

      “I was Reylor, before my title.”

      He moved, and she moved with him, allowing him to lead her toward a darker blur against the white, a squat brown shape that was slowly revealed to be a tent. Reylor lowered her, gently ducking her head inside the flap.

      She knelt, her trembling slowing to the point where she became aware of it. The bite of the wind was gone, but the gnawing of the cold remained, little knives that felt like they were peeling away the skin of her toes and fingers.

      Reylor’s face peeked into the one-person tent. Tanira couldn’t tell how long he had been gone. He had a small package of wrapped paper in his hands, which he opened to reveal half-crushed crackers of baked wheat paste. Just like her father used to bring her after their long days training.

      She grabbed the food from his wooly gloves, the first piece of the brittle substance in her mouth before she even looked up to nod thanks.

      Reylor smiled again, his other hand holding a small, leather canteen.

      “I am here for you,” he repeated. “I know little of your journey to get here, but I was told to bring supplies and await your arrival. You are here, just as the Line assured me.”

      Tanira chewed the cracker and swallowed, feeling as if dry rocks were going down her throat. She coughed, taking a long drink from the canteen. The water inside was partially frozen, a slush that triggered a second coughing fit. Small pieces of cracker flew from her mouth, landing on Reylor’s face.

      “Sorry,” she said, embarrassed. The food in her stomach seemed to be punching her insides. She took another drink from the canteen, slower now.

      “It is no concern, End of the Line,” Reylor said, pulling off his wool cap and brushing the crumbs from his face. His forehead now visible, she could see the he bore the mark of the Line, but it was carved into his flesh rather than tattooed like herself and her father.

      “Call me Tanira,” she said, taking another slow bite. She nodded at his mark. “I have not seen the mark of the Line administered like that.” She swallowed, the second bite going down more smoothly. The combat inside her stomach began to settle.

      “I carved it myself.” A tone of pride entered his voice. “I was not born into the Line, I had to convince them to allow me into the order.”

      Laying back and straightening her legs, Tanira propped herself onto one elbow as she continued to nibble at the cracker, her ravenous hunger departing like a cloud in the wind.

      Carved it himself? Joined the Line? She did not know such a thing was possible. How could he have even known of the Line’s existence?

      Her eyes drooped as she pondered the question. Her father had told her much of the Line’s history. It was a closed society that lived underneath the normal lives of Rakhum in both Nalam Wast and Rogek Shad. Guard the Line, after all. The whole point was to keep it secret.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder, giving her a slight shake. Her eyes opened slowly, feeling as if they had been glued shut. Had I fallen asleep?

      “You must open the Vault,” Reylor said. “Release the Thread. That is why we are here.”

      Tanira made a half-hearted attempt to move her legs, then laid her head down on the hard surface of the tent floor.

      “I need to wait, to rest.”

      “The Line cannot wait,” Reylor said. “You have rested, now we must open the Vault.” His hand touched her shoulder a second time. Her eyes caught the movement, so similar to a memory. Green hands instead of gloved, scaled fingers reaching for her blades.

      Tanira whipped her hand across her chest, grabbing Reylor’s by the wrist and locking her fingers around it. Feeling a wellspring of anger inside her, she tapped that energy and leaped out of the tent, half-dragging the larger Reylor with her as she did so.

      She stood in the snow, one hand on the hilt of the Hero’s sword while the other kept Reylor’s wrist in front of her. She glared at him, as he looked back at her with little expression on his face. He was no longer smiling, now simply looking at her as if he planned to patiently wait her emotions out.

      “You are weary,” he said, spoken as if he were commenting on the weather. “It is understandable, yet the Line cannot wait. There are other agents farther along our path, their actions timed with ours. You know this.”

      “I know this,” Tanira repeated, still holding his wrist but loosening the grip. He was larger than her, but he showed no evidence of combat training. His stance was loose, his breathing calm. His other arm hung by his side, gloved hand dangling uselessly. He made no effort to resist her.

      She released her grip on his hand, as well as on the hilt of the Hero’s sword. Reylor rubbed his wrist for a moment. He made no effort to direct her to the entrance to the Vault, but her vision had cleared and the sun had risen.

      The entrance to the Vault was nowhere in sight.

      She looked around the relatively flat surface Reylor had camped on, the supposed location of the Vault of the Thread. Like everywhere else on Ish Selot though, she saw only snow and ice. The small plain went on for about a hundred steps in any direction, and then ended in a wall of snow and ice that faced the rising sun. In all other directions, there were merely drops of various distances, all of them certainly fatal.

      “I have been unable to locate the Vault,” Reylor said.

      Tanira stared around the snowy landscape in confusion.

      “Yet it should be here, that is what the Line instructed.”

      Of course, the Line also told me all I needed was Sessgrenimath’s scale to enter the temple of the Hero. Had I not realized the Scrye was needed as well, I might still be on Sirapothi.

      It was unnerving to consider the Line might have been incorrect again, yet there was little else to do but search further.

      She walked toward the solid wall of ice and snow that pointed like a beacon up to Ish Selot’s far-off peak. Reylor followed, his boots crunching alongside hers in the snow.

      It had to be here, I just needed to trigger it somehow. The Hero had left behind the path to the Vaults for a reason. He had to expect someone would be coming to open them.

      Or maybe Orami only expected to himself to return. The Vault would need a way to know it was truly him.

      Reaching up toward the metal clamped around her left shoulder, she depressed the crystal embedded there. With a crackle audible even over the winds of the mountain, the energy field around her burst into life, encasing Tanira in a shifting screen of deep-blue particles, the armor of the Hero.

      “By the Founder,” Reylor exclaimed in wonder, eliciting a slight smile from Tanira. At least something affected him.

      She had expected a seal to appear in the middle of the wall of ice in front of her, a seam that would split and reveal the doors to the Vault. She was not sure why she had thought that, but it did not matter. The long wall of ice and snow looked back down at her, Ish Selot judging her and finding her wanting.

      She heard the soft release of a breath behind her, Reylor’s sigh escaping into the wind. There was nothing.

      She turned to Reylor, planning to ask him if he’d brought enough provisions for a prolonged stay on the shelf. She halted, his face gasping as he pointed behind her.

      Following his gaze, Tanira gasped as well.

      The wall of snow and ice melted, water streaming as a rainbow of colors burst through from behind them. The snow splashed and hissed as it hit the surface of the mountain, the warmth landing on her face like rainfall.

      A portal had appeared in the side of the mountain, a swirling oval of colors and energy that was taller and wider than any portal Tanira had ever seen. Tall enough for ten men on top of each other she estimated.

      Or one Dragon.

      The ice and snow debris had cleared. Reylor stood beside her as they stared into the swirling mists of color, the wall of energy towering before them. Flickers of colored lightning danced around the edges of the portal, sending puffs of snow into the air wherever they touched the mountain.

      “Crystals,” Reylor said, his voice somewhere between awe and fear. “We do not know what color crystals we need, and I did not bring any.”

      “No concern, Reylor,” Tanira said, stepping toward the portal. It was beautiful, more radiant than any she had ever seen. “According to lore, the Hero’s armor contains the essence of all colors, all crystals.”

      She held out her hand to him, his jaw open as he gaped at the spectacle.

      “If you are coming with me, let us go,” she said. “As you say, the Line cannot wait.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While the portal may have been larger than normal, the journey through it was hardly different than the others Tanira had experienced, perhaps a little smoother. Following her transit to Sirapothi she had been concerned her vomiting would never cease, yet on the return trip back to Aroha Darad she only felt as she did now, mildly winded.

      The portal had deposited her in a long, dark hallway approximately the same dimensions as the portal. The swirling, magical energies were the only source of light, casting her shadow on the stone walls and floor of the passage in ever-shifting angles.

      Far at the end of the hallway was a massive stone door, the seam between the two slabs visible in the shifting light.

      There was a thud to her right and then a retching sound as Reylor emerged from the portal, immediately collapsing to the floor, emptying the contents of his stomach onto the cold stone.

      She turned, kneeling beside him and rubbing his back, the same as her father used to do for her when she had been nauseous. After a few more heaves echoed through the hall, Reylor nodded, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his cloak.

      She backed away as he stood, his face red with embarrassment. His dark hair was wet underneath his knit cap, the sweat condensing the center of his triangle scar.

      “I am sorry,” he said after a moment. “I-I thought I was ready for that. The Line told me what to expect, but it was more unsettling than I thought.”

      “It is all right,” Tanira said. “I felt the same way my first time though. You get used to it.”

      He nodded again, taking a deep breath and exhaling it slowly. He then walked toward the large set of stone doors at the end of the hallway.

      “Reylor, before we open that door. You are the Alms of the Line, and you are supposed to tell me how to use this.”

      She reached into the satchel slung over her shoulder, the flap clipped open at her waist. Tanira removed a helm and held it aloft to Reylor, who had turned to look. “I do not want to approach the Dragon without knowing.”

      She had not looked at the piece since taking it from Kater’s fortress where the Manad Vhan had left it in clear view, another weapon of his vanity. The helm was made of ordinary metal and contained no ornate carvings or inscriptions. There was little to signify its importance except for the single clear crystal embedded in the center of the forehead, between the eyes.

      A vision flashed in her mind as she looked at the helm. Val’s hand reaching for her blades, her hands moving on instinct. Blood everywhere, he fell quickly, but not quick enough. He stayed in her vision long enough to etch the memory like it had been carved, his open throat and his shocked eyes.

      The single crystal in his forehead, flickering. Dying.

      The result of her choices, her instincts. Her crime, added to the other crimes. Each weight piled upon the other, all making her goal more critical, her success more necessary. When she was done, when her people were free, then she could answer for all she had done un the name of the Line.

      Then maybe the visions would leave her. The terrified faces of Upala’s guards, Nima’s betrayed eyes, Val’s blood flying into the cold air.

      She turned the front of the helm away, grateful the light in the hallway was too low for Reylor to see her hand trembling. Her other hand found its way to her forehead on instinct, rapidly tracing the symbol etched into her skin.

      Guard the Line. Honor the Line. Trust the Line. The mantra was supposed to provide comfort, yet it did little to warm the cold in her mind.

      “Tanira, did you not hear me?”

      She blinked, shocked to find Reylor standing directly in front of her, staring at her as if she had gone mad. She shoved the helm back into her pack, forcing her other hand into her pocket. She shook her head at him, trying to push away the thoughts of the past.

      “I-I am sorry,” she said, her voice sounding odd to her. “I am simply tired. Could you repeat?”

      “I said I cannot tell you how to activate the helm, not yet.” Reylor turned, Tanira grateful he no longer looked at her. She took a deep breath, hoping to pull her focus back. “When we have reached the Dragon named the Voice, then I may reveal the knowledge I have been given. Not before. That is the will of the Line.”

      She gritted her teeth, turning on her heels back toward the stone doors.

      “The will of the Line?” she muttered under her breath. “Very well.”

      The next step in the Line’s great plan lay beyond the doors, the first Dragon that will have been seen by a Rakhum in thousands of years. Just a few paces away.

      She gave the huge stone slab on the right a push, unsurprised by its lack of movement.

      “Perhaps this is the means of entry?” Reylor asked, staring at a thin vertical slot carved into the door on the left. She walked over and peered at the spot, a long flat hole about the size of her finger. Or the size of the Hero’s blade.

      She drew the weapon from its scabbard on her belt, disliking its heavy weight compared to the lightness of her knives. Like the armor, it crackled against the thin air around it, the metal blade covered with a crimson energy field.

      Reylor’s eyes were wide with amazement again as she pushed the blade into the slot. It fit perfectly.

      The stone slabs moved away from Tanira, dust and ice falling from the ceiling as the doors swung open with a ponderous rumbling that shook the passage.

      As a pair they walked through the doorway and into a massive, circular room, a fierce, yellow light glaring at them.

      Tanira squinted and threw a hand over her eyes. Reylor did the same, blocking his face with his forearms against the intensity of the illumination.

      They stood, frozen in the entry of the room as their eyes slowly adjusted to the new light level and details began to come clear. There was a crisscross of lines of yellow energy running through the center of the room, dividing it in half like a wall. The bands of light sparked where they contacted each other, though Tanira could not see their sources.

      They reminded Tanira of the Pillar, the beam of light that had kept Sessgrenimath dormant on Sirapothi, though that beam had been much larger.

      On the other side of the room, past the net of yellow energy, Tanira could see a depression in the floor, a round, flat circle inset into the stone, the surface clear as glass.

      The clear circle was massive in its own right, even if the room dwarfed it. A dark shape moved beneath the circle of glass, a creature trapped under the floor behind the obstacle.

      “The Thread?” Reylor asked.

      She nodded, noting his voice was laced with fear and apprehension, his hands shaking visibly. Where before he had been stoic, now he seemed unsure of his purpose. Yet now all of her own previous trepidations slid off her like the snow that melted from the portal. Now that finally she was before her task, she was filled with the intensity of her accomplishment.

      She stepped forward toward the net of energy.

      “Wait!” Reylor shouted.

      She turned, and the man was looking at her sheepishly.

      “What do you need me to do?” he asked

      “What can you do?” She shrugged her shoulders as she looked back at him.

      Reylor likely had no training useful to the situation and seemed less knowledgeable about the Dragons than she was. He was a guide and a keeper of information, providing her with some support but also becoming an additional person for her to worry about.

      “Stay there and I will tell you if I need you.”

      He nodded, staying close to the doorway. She turned back to the yellow mesh of light before her, the hum of its energy in the room all around her.

      A few steps closer and she could feel the power coursing through the grid, power enough to sear the flesh from her bones. Not, she wagered, powerful enough to pierce the armor of the Hero. If she were wrong, the mission of the Line would end here.

      Two or three more steps would bring her into contact with the field. Beyond the golden bars of light, the dark shadow moved underneath the glass. Waiting for its chance to be free.

      She stepped forward, raising her left arm so it made contact with one of the horizontal lines. The yellow energy struck the blue particles of the armor that floated just a fingertip’s width off her skin, the impact producing a green shower of sparks that dribbled to the stone floor like rain.

      She felt no pain, the beam’s contact with the armor no more potent than a snowflake falling on her.

      A small hole in the grid appeared, her arm halting the flow of this particular strand. Before her the rest of the net pulsed unchanged while the dark shape underneath the clear circle in the floor beyond seemed to grow agitated.

      She stepped forward again, allowing the grid to come in contact with her entire body. She blinked against the new glare as dozens of golden lines impacted the armor, showering the room in green sparks. When the dots in front of her vision cleared, there was an enormous hole created in the netting to her left, a hole big enough to allow their goal to be released.

      If she moved, the grid would reform. She guessed her armor would produce the same results moving in the other direction, yet if she were wrong, she would be trapped inside along with the Thread.

      “Reylor!” Her voice echoed in the massive sphere of the chamber, as she shouted over the noise caused by her disruption of the grid. “I need you to come here!”

      He was by her right side in an instant. She was impressed, the worried look might still be on his face, but the man was ready to do what she needed.

      “The hilt on my belt,” she said, watching as he took care to avoid the green sparks showering off her left side. “Pull out the sword.”

      “The sword of the Hero?” He sounded awestruck again, and again with a hint of fear. “But I have no training in wielding-”

      “I will not need you to fight with it, Reylor. Just grab the sword please.”

      Over the sparking of the disrupted grid, she heard his nervous grunt. Then the crackle that was growing familiar to her as the sword of the Hero sprang to life.

      He held the weapon awkwardly, stretched out with his right hand like it was a torch.

      “Now,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm. This was the moment, the step that could not be called back. “Take the sword and break the glass floor inside the cage.”

      Reylor looked back at her. He said nothing, taking one step forward while still keeping his eyes on her.

      “It will be fine,” she said. “As you said, I am here for you. We are both here for the Line. I will keep the grid blocked, while you break the glass.”

      “Which will release the Dragon.”

      “Reylor,” she tried to summon a tone she had heard many times in her childhood. The voice of her father, somehow in one vocalization inspiring both the confidence to move forward and reminding her of the weight of expectations that depended on her success. “You are the Alms of the Line. I am the End of the Line. This is why we are here.”

      She watched, a determined look crossing the man’s face. He approached the barrier, hands trembling. With a cry, he swung the weapon into the glass, shattering it completely.

      The grid vanished from the air in front of her, dousing the room in a dim light as now only the Hero’s sword and armor illuminated the space.

      There was a rustling from inside the pit, a long and twisted shadow rising from its depths. Tanira could hear the beating of its wings as it ascended, the whisper of its breath.

      Coming into the light the Thread landed, uncoiling onto the floor, just paces away from Tanira and the rapidly retreating Reylor. Its body was long and thin, much longer than she had expected, covered in scales that ran from a deep-blue into purple. A thin layer of lavender fur ran from the top of its head, ending halfway down its spine.

      It had two thin forearms that ended in fearsome claws, its back legs only slightly larger. Thin, web like wings shook and vibrated above the Dragon, barely contained even in the large chamber.

      A long, narrow head capped the end of a body that seemed to be all neck, all tail. Long whisker-like protrusions came from its ears and ran down the length of its snout.

      Reptilian eyes focused on her as the Thread shifted on the floor, coiling back up like a snake and laying its head upon the stone. She watched its respiration rise and fall rapidly, the Dragon’s body shuddering in subtle movements.

      Reylor looked concerned, but she had been told to expect this temporary, sluggish reaction.

      Tanira still felt frozen by the majesty and power of the beast, even weakened it was the most vibrant life she had ever witnessed.

      “How?”

      The Thread’s voice was like nothing she had expected or experienced. Having heard Nima’s description of Sessgrenimath, she had expected a massive creature such as this to shake the room with its words, yet this one utterance was quiet and smooth. The word seemed thin as it emerged from the Dragon’s mouth, like it had been pulled out over a long distance.

      She and Reylor stared at the massive creature, its wings still drooping across its back.

      “How long?”

      “I-I cannot say,” Tanira said. She forced herself to stand a bit straighter, the action helping her feel safer in the presence of the mighty creature. Reylor came forward to stand beside her, his face white as the snow outside.

      The Dragon’s head lifted from the stone, grunting with the effort. Its eyes, each larger than Tanira’s face, lit up as it gazed upon them. It then lowered its head back to the ground, a series of spasms running through its neck.

      “You are not Manad Vhan,” he said. “Yet you wear their armor, wield their weapon.”

      Tanira took a step forward. She reached up to her left shoulder, pressing the embedded crystal that released her armor. The blue distortions vanished like smoke, leaving her defenseless.

      “You are correct. We are not your enemy,” she said. She spread her hands wide, remembering how many times she and her father had acted out this scenario. Trust the Line. The words and the confidence came to her easily.

      “We are Rakhum, not the Manad Vhan who imprisoned you. We have released you because we need your help.”

      She took another step, the Dragon raising its head off the ground to watch her. Its claws dug into the stone, raising deep gouges.

      “If you assist us, I can help you free your brothers and sisters. I can do that, but I can do more.”

      The dark eyes of the Thread stayed with her as she moved even closer. She was now close enough to sense the age and strength of the Dragon, it seemed more real somehow, more present in the world than the stone upon which it lay.

      “More?”

      The response she needed.

      “I have the means to give you back what has been taken from you. Stolen from you.”

      “The Machine?” The hunger in the Thread’s voice was clear, the breathing of its massive chest increasing.

      “Yes,” Tanira said. “I have seen it. Once our task is complete, I can take you to it.”

      The Thread coiled forward, moving so close to Tanira’s face she could count the lavender scales upon its snout. His two eyes locked onto hers, a gaze that was nearly physical in its push.

      Tanira held her ground, using her exercises as she kept her breathing steady, her jaw set. She would not be intimidated, not after coming this far.

      “Then, small Rakhum,” the Thread said. “Let us parley.”
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      Nima walked alongside Drew, the pair moving down the narrow corridor inside the Temple of the Hero. Her footsteps echoed into the dark depths that stretched out before her, mixing with the soft, lonely wind that ran through the mountain passageways.

      Cradled in her left arm, Lhamu slept peacefully, as if there was not a thing to worry about in the world. The glowing white crystal in the Caenolan infant’s forehead illuminated the path in front of Nima. If not for her, they would be walking in complete darkness.

      Lhamu’s tranquil expression aside, there was much Nima was concerned about. With no way out, each day their supply of food would diminish, and they had no source of heat. Not to mention Merin being possibly lost somewhere in the dark labyrinth of the ancient Manad Vhan temple and the idea that somewhere on another world, Tanira was using the opportunity Nima had given her to cause more harm.

      Her mind flashed back to the moment she had found Tanira, one hand clinging to life over a drop from the mountain Varesta that would surely have been fatal. I could’ve left her there, she thought. She could have prevented all of this.

      She knew that was a lie. Even if she had known all that would happen after, Nima still would have gone to Tanira’s aid. Like her grandfather had said to her on one of their many walks through the woods of Nepal, You see someone in need, you don’t walk away.

      “You seem as lost in thought as that little baby does.”

      Drew’s voice, from just behind her. The two of them had quickly tired of the arguing between Upala and Kater, a process that started the moment the old man had revealed himself. After some stalling, Kater had finally revealed that Merin had restored him and was still alive in the temple. They quickly had run off in search of her.

      Now she and Drew walked side by side down the narrow corridor. Troubles still followed them, but Nima felt safer than she had in a long time. She put her arm around Drew, reaching up to hold his shoulders. If nothing else had gone right, her big brother was here and that made things better.

      “I am, I guess,” she said. Lhamu stirred for a moment, then nestled back in against her. “A lot has changed.”

      Her dark hair fell back into her eyes. She blew it out of her vision, but it landed right back where it had been.

      “So, Drew.” Her voice echoed down the hallway as they walked along. “Now that we’re finally alone, I have some questions for you.”

      Beside her, she heard his sharp intake of breath. Typical Drew, she thought, a little warmth coming to her heart. Always worried. It was good to have him back.

      “Sure,” he said. “That’s fair. Shoot.”

      “Okay.” Nima stopped, turning to Drew and squinting at him in the dim light provided by Lhamu’s glowing head crystal. “So, how are you shaving?”

      “What?” Drew’s face scrunched up in a funny way, like it always did when she confused him.

      “Your face,” she nodded at his fairly smooth cheeks, only showing a hint of a day or two’s stubble. “It’s shaved. How are you doing that? Did you bring a razor through the portal?”

      He shook his head at her, his laughter bouncing off the stone walls.

      “That’s your question? All of … this. All that’s happened and you want to know how I am shaving?”

      Nima smiled up at him. It was fun to tweak him like this, nearly as fun as teasing Pasang. There was a lot she wanted to know, but this was a good, safe place to start.

      “Big brother, you climb a mountain from the bottom.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, throwing up his hands in a mock surrender. He fished into a leather pouch he had tied to his belt and pulled out a small knife. Its sharp edge glinted in the light.

      “I found this in one of Upala’s libraries,” he said. “It’s nothing I could fight with, but it gets the job done.”

      Nima nodded, looking at the blade while shifting Lhamu to her other arm.

      “Think it can cut my hair?” She shook her head, letting the dark strands fall down into her face, feeling them tickle the back of her neck.

      “Sure, little sister.” Drew said with a laugh. “But, right now?”

      “Please! It’s getting in my eyes and I hate that! Just chop it, okay. I don’t care how it looks.”

      Stepping closer, Drew gently took the front bangs of her hair into his hands and began working the knife across them. Nima held one arm over Lhamu’s face, to cover her from the falling strands.

      “So what’s it like?” Nima said as Drew worked. “Being magic I mean?” She had seen Drew perform some of the same spells as Kater and Upala when they were fighting Tanira. There would be a story there on how Drew even got this ability, but looking in his eyes she wasn’t sure he knew.

      “It’s, uh … complicated.” He shifted to her left side, carefully moving the hair away from her ear. “I guess I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

      “I saw you shooting fire from your hands, like Kater. Can you make those shields too?”

      He sighed as she shifted to her back. She felt him chop the hair away from her shoulders, the small relief was a bright moment. The air felt cool on her neck.

      “I can’t seem to figure the shields out,” he said. “Maybe it will come to me in time.”

      Moving to her right side, Drew took a moment to reach out with his free hand and touch Lhamu’s glowing crystal. The Caenolan infant’s deep, dark eyes followed his movements with a look of wonder.

      “My turn,” he said. “Tell me about Lhamu. She’s beautiful – but where did she come from?”

      “She’s…” Nima’s voice trailed off as she looked down at the tiny, blue form she held. Once the harbinger of her people’s doom, now she was adrift, as disconnected from any real home as Nima was.

      “Well, I met someone,” Nima said as Drew put the finishing touches on her bangs from the right side. “Someone here on this world. I helped him save his people, the Caenolans. Lhamu was one of them.”

      “This guy,” he asked, taking a hand to carefully brush the hair from her cheeks. “Did he have a name?”

      She felt dampness growing in her eyes as the memories came back to her, the loss only a yesterday away. A kiss at sunset, followed by blood on the snow.

      “Val,” she said, her voice cracking. “He was … he was very brave.”

      Drew wiped the single tear that ran down her cheek away. He didn’t speak, and she didn’t blame him. What could he say? Nothing that would change the hurt inside her when she thought of Val. She felt hollow, like an empty crevasse lay within her that might never be filled.

      Yet her big brother’s presence made things seem a little better, the shadows of the long stone hallway a bit less ominous.

      She ran her free hand through her hair, a cascade of smaller dark strands falling in front of her. It felt lighter, clearer. It was good to get that extra weight off.

      “Thanks,” she said, looking up at him and smiling. He put one big arm around her shoulder as they continued their walk down the passage. She could think of a hundred dark times in her life when the comfort of Drew’s arm would have been a blessing, but she was glad to have it now.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t try to use that knife on Kater,” she said. She needed to change the subject, it was too easy to see Val’s face in every shadow of the passage. “I know he thinks he’s a big help, but I’m sure we’d find our way out on our own.”

      “At least Kater gave us one thing,” Drew said, pulling out his canteen and taking a long drink. “He knew where the water was in this place.”

      Nima had been horrified to see the grinning, smug face of Kater again. Of course, he had immediately started bragging about what a big help he would be to them, and at first refused to explain how he had returned.

      Yet she had to admit, he had been immediately useful. Drew’s companion Upala had understood little of the Hero’s temple beyond its location, but Kater had known several valuable facts about the structure. Not far from where they had fought Tanira, something Kater called the antechamber, he had directed them to a natural spring with fresh water flowing forth from a bubbling hole in the ground.

      Once he finally admitted Merin had brought him back, Drew, Nima, and Upala had quickly rushed out to look for her, leaving Kater to impress himself.

      Nima accepted the canteen from Drew, wishing the water was not so cold. Yet, everything was cold.

      “After we find Merin, we will need to focus on a way out of here.” It was obvious, she felt silly saying it but she wanted to talk about something that wasn’t Tanira or Val.

      “Yeah, food is going to be an issue. At least we’ve got the water from the spring, so that won’t be a problem,” Drew said. The long passage continued ahead of them, giving no sign of a direction change or any doorways.

      She pulled Lhamu a little tighter to her, thinking of the poor baby dying of cold. She wouldn’t let that happen.

      “What about you, do you still get cold or hungry. . .” her voice trailed off as she noticed a dim light farther down the passage. Squinting into the dark, she could see it was square and had an emerald hue. Her heart leaped for a moment, hoping they were approaching a door, perhaps even a door that led out of the mountain.

      Then the cube of green moved toward them.

      “What the hell is that?” Drew asked, his mouth agape. He now stood still next to her, both of them frozen as they stared at the strange sight. “Something you have seen?”

      The cube was shorter and narrower than the hallway, the green light coming from either the surface or from somewhere inside it. It was still several meters away, but it seemed as if Nima might be able to see through it if it were closer, like it was made of green glass or ice.

      It moved silently, the top edge of the cube bulging out until it fell forward. It would pause for a moment, as if settling in to its new position, then it would repeat the process.

      “I have seen nothing like that,” Nima whispered. The light from Lhamu’s crystal reflected on the object as it slowly clunked its way closer. She could see little bubbles moving inside the green, like the cube was filled with liquid. There was a dangerous urge inside her she knew well, to explore and investigate.

      The small being in her arms was more important than that urge. She backed away, Drew following suit while both continued to watch the cube. It was just wide enough that there was no way they could run around it, and close enough to the ceiling they could not leap over it.

      “Whatever this is, we should keep our distance for now,” Drew said. Nima didn’t hear fear in his voice, she was not sure that she ever had, but he did drop his tone to the serious level he usually only used when they were climbing.

      “Yeah, we need to go.” She allowed her concern to leak into her voice, raising the volume as her words echoed down the corridor.

      As Nima spoke, the cube froze for a fraction of a second, a faint vibration rippling across its surface. It then leaned toward them, tumbling end over end at a much more rapid pace.

      “Run!” Nima yelled, turning and headed back down the passage, Drew right behind her. Around Nima, the green glow began to grow brighter.
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      Upala sat on the cold stone with her legs dangling off the edge, the drop into the darkness below her surely enough to kill any mortal. Far to the left of her was a long platform that led out over the abyss, a small dais at the edge of the structure.

      Merin stood in front of the dais, facing away from Upala with her hands flat on the plain surface. All around her were the remains of smashed pottery and ornate sculpture, the sound of their destruction having led Upala here.

      Merin’s shoulders shook, as they had since Upala arrived and quietly sat. She was certain Merin knew she was there, but she had said nothing. Finally, Merin’s voice broke the silence, her small tone nearly swallowed up by the yawning depths of the darkness below them.

      “You do not ask the question ‘why,’ yet I know that is what you are wondering.” The anger in her voice was clear.

      “I do not need to know why, Merin,” Upala said. “I am only pleased to find you, see that you are safe.”

      “I came to bring him back. Since the moment Sinar told me of this place, it was all I could think of. I would return my love to this world, give my children their father back, who had been wrongly taken from them.”

      Upala recalled her conversation with Merin after the woman had rescued her from the Yeti. Merin had been angry that Upala had neglected to tell her of the artifact present in the temple that might restore her lost husband to her. Even at the time, she had thought it might be a cruel trick from Sinar, who seemed to take delight in hurting people emotionally in a way even her brother never did.

      Apparently, the artifact had been real and Merin had used it, but not to bring back her lost husband, but rather Upala’s brother, the very man who was indirectly responsible for Kaditula’s death.

      “I held it, held it over my head ready to smash the artifact on this altar. It would bring him back--I cannot say how I knew what to do, it was as if they chamber itself was in my mind. I would break the relic and Kad would be returned. My mistake would be undone.”

      Upala did not fully understand why Merin viewed her husband’s death as her mistake, but she knew that Merin’s daughter had been angry with her mother for her inaction during that time.

      Perhaps that was the cause, but the greater mystery was the one Merin referred to.

      Why when given a second chance at happiness, an opportunity to return her love to her life, why would she choose to restore Kater, for whom she had nothing but contempt?

      Merin turned, allowing Upala to see the tears streaming down her face. The glare of anger filled her eyes, her fists clenched and shaking.

      “Because of you, Upala. I could not do it because of you.”

      Because of me? “I-I do not understand.”

      “I judged you. Even as I forgave you as we walked away from the Yeti, I still judged you, Upala.”

      Merin folded her arms, looking down at Upala as she continued.

      “A few words and deeds cannot erase all that you had done. Disconnected, shortsighted. Above all, selfish. All these centuries putting what you wanted ahead of what was best for the people who depended on you. Failing to use your power to help those who needed you to protect them.”

      “But Merin, your children. . .”

      “It is for my children that I did this!” She slapped her hands down on the stone altar, the sound echoing through the chamber. “Our world is not what it was. There is more threat than you and Kater now. I have seen the Under, seen a monster like Vihrut. Another Manad Vhan, Sinar, more powerful and casual with his violence than either you or your brother. Now Dragons are to be unleashed upon our home?”

      Heat rose inside Upala as she thought about all Merin had been through, the shame that seemed carved inside her now, at times covered by dust but easily revealed again.

      How much of this, all of this, is on my shoulders? Could I have prevented it all?

      The Line could never have sent Upala, Kater, Kaditula and Merin to the Under, this woman Tanira could never have reached Sirapothi if she and her brother had not researched it.

      And now the Dragons could return. The Fears of old, given freedom again.

      “What could Kad do against a Dragon?” Merin continued. “What could any Rakhum do? We would be like wheat to them, felled without effort or even notice.”

      Upala folded her hands, her pulse rising. The truth of her brother’s return brought with it a conflicting set of emotions. Fear, concern and even hope had fought for her attention. Yet Merin’s emotions regarding Kater were clear, making her choice all the more shocking.

      “So I brought him back. It was my choice, my decision. I restored one of the subjugators of my people. Your brother, the man who is responsible for Kad’s death.”

      Upala walked toward Merin, taking care on the narrow stone platform out to the altar. Merin’s anger was great, but Upala now understood it was not directed at her. Not completely.

      “Do you know what he did when I restored him? When he appeared before me, standing right here on this altar in a flash of light?” Merin waved her arm to indicate where Kater must have materialized. “He simply--”

      “--he walked right past you, like you were not even there. Is that correct?” Upala didn’t need the confirmation. She knew her brother too well.

      “Yes. . . yes that is right.” The muscles in Merin’s jaw clenched as she spoke. Upala shook her head.

      “Just as Sinar would have, just as I would have in the past.” It was true, there was no reason to pretend it was not. She may not have used the Rakhum and controlled them as Kater had, but she had considered their needs and concerns just as beneath her. The carving of her shame truly ran deep into the stone of her history and her crimes might be too great to redeem, but she did not intend to add another to the list.

      This woman. This scholar and mother. This reluctant warrior. She had been hurt enough.

      “We are making choices now, you and I. What is past is past--what we do here and now is all we have. Come with me, Merin. Come with me and make him earn that choice you made. My brother is a fool, but he is a powerful fool. He may indeed be the chance we need not just to escape this place, but to save our home, yours and mine. Save your children.”

      “What of after, Upala?” Merin stared at her. “After the Dragons are gone, if that can somehow be achieved?”

      “After, Merin, you and I will put your people back together. We will reunify Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast, if that is the Rakhum’s will. No more will Kater and I rule over you, neither by his boot, nor my apathy.”

      “I do not think your brother is going to allow his sister and some quicklife woman to tell him what to do.”

      “I am no longer the sister he knew,” Upala said, pulling Merin to her feet. She was taller, Upala looking up into Merin’s fierce eyes. “And you are no longer the woman you were. Together, you and I will leave him no option.”

      Upala watched the wave of emotions running through Merin’s face, mirroring her own. She was not sure why, but she needed this woman with her, she needed Merin to come back to Aroha Darad so they could face the challenges together. Not just Tanira and the Dragons, but the damages they both had done.

      “Arix and Lam need me,” Merin said. “Your people need you.” Merin’s strong hands found Upala’s shoulders, then pulled her in for an embrace. “I need your friendship, Upala. Perhaps together we can restore each other.”

      Inside Merin’s strong arms, Upala felt a lightness wash over her, as if a great weight had been lifted from her heart.

      It’s more complicated than that, she reminded herself. My misdeeds against these people go back for centuries. The acceptance of one Rakhum does not undo all of my history.

      Yet this was a start. Even if she could not forgive herself for the crimes of her past, this mortal woman was willing to help her make a new beginning, one eyeblink of a day at a time.

      Merin released her, wiping one last tear from her face. “Come on,” she said. “Let us find a way back home.”
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      Drew’s chest still heaved as he ran into the antechamber, Nima right behind him. He felt relieved they had lost the green cube a few passages back, the strange object slowing as they pulled farther ahead and finally stopping. Still they ran, wanting to put as much distance between themselves and the mysterious cube until they could ask Kater about it.

      He was prepared to be irritated to need to consult Kater again, but his heart leaped with joy when he saw Merin standing with Upala, near the small hallway in the antechamber that once led to the exit of the temple. Nima clapped her hands as she saw the tall woman, and together they ran past a scowling Kater to embrace her.

      Merin returned each of their hugs, Drew feeling a tightness to Merin’s arms as she embraced him. There was more strength there than he expected, and that was a relief.

      Something to thank Upala for later, he was sure.

      “Now that the reunion is over with.”

      Kater’s voice was as dismissive as ever, and it continued to make Drew want to ball up his fist and punch him in his smug face.

      “You two were running from something. I cannot imagine what might be present in this place to cause such calamity, so please enlighten us.”

      Drew sighed, turning back to Kater. They needed his expertise, and the son of a bitch knew and was enjoying it. If they were going to get out of this place, the answer was likely to come through Kater.

      “We were about four passages from here, a very long and straight corridor.” Kater had already demonstrated that he had memorized much of the temple’s layout. “We were walking that way, hoping to find Merin when a green cube found us. It was a bit smaller than the hallway. It moved slowly at first, then it came at us more quickly.”

      “A green cube?” Merin sounded amazed.

      “Was it translucent?” Kater asked, standing. “What were you doing when it sped up?”

      “I’m pretty sure I could see through it,” Nima said while moving Lhamu to her other arm.

      “Pretty sure? Girl we are dealing with--”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. That’s all you get,” Nima spat back, and Drew couldn’t muffle his chuckling. “The light was low, and then we were running. I am sure it sped up when it heard me talk though.”

      “The cube heard you?” Upala sounded just as surprised as Merin had. She clearly had never heard of whatever they had seen, but he suspected Kater had.

      “So what is it Kater?” Drew yelled. “Out with it!”

      “I strongly suspect this is a carver, though I cannot imagine why an active carver would still be here.”

      “Carver?” Upala stood, walking over to join them. Merin alone stayed by the former doorway of the antechamber, which once led to the summit plain of Varesta but was now a featureless wall. “My research has never indicated any creature or device with that name.”

      “I am sure it was there in the writings about the Hero, if you chose to see it,” Kater said, rolling his eyes at his sister. “More likely you passed over any scroll or parchment that did not contain a link to Sirapothi, your path to run and flee. The study of the Hero is the study of our history and how to defend--”

      “Please!” Merin yelled. “Not all of us in this room can live forever. Just get to the heart of the matter. What is a carver, and does one being here help us?”

      “Such impatience.” Kater shook his head. “It is no wonder you needed me. To wit, the carvers were just as they are named. I would guess they are the means by which the great Hero must have hollowed out these vast chambers and passages. Perhaps something found from another world, or his own creation. An automaton, mindless save for whatever instructions the Hero had given it. What is surprising to me is that it would be here.”

      “Why does that surprise you?” Drew asked.

      “Because I did not think the Hero knew of them. All my research indicates they were found on our world, on Aroha Darad.” He shook his head again. “It was a good choice for you to run, Adley. The acid from the carver would likely have been quite harmful to your young friend here, if not to you as well. Nevertheless, a dead end. We are no closer than we were.”

      Drew frowned. There was an itch in the back of his mind that wouldn’t let go. Something about this whole situation. The Hero, the Dragons, the temple. Something didn’t add up.

      “We need to keep searching.” Upala said. “We need to find an answer soon. Nima and Merin will run out of food, and I do not know how long the milkfruit Tanira left will--”

      “Excuse me,” Drew said, interrupting.  ”But something doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “By all means,” Kater said with a laugh. “Let us take as much time as we need to help Adley understand. I myself am in no danger of starving so--”

      “Be quiet, Kater,” Drew said. “I need you most of all to shut up because you’re the one with the answers here. So take a moment and just… listen.”

      Drew paced, his thoughts organizing as his feet moved across the stone. It wasn’t the same as a ship rocking in the waves, but it was enough to calm him and help him get his thoughts sorted.

      “The timeline as I understand it is this: your Manad Vhan Hero, Orami Feram decides enough is enough and it is time to take out the Dragons. Now, he can’t kill them-”

      “Not completely true,” Kater interrupted. “Unlike Manad Vhan, the Dragons possess no healing. Save for Terminus, but he is unique.”

      “Fine. For whatever reason, he didn’t kill them. He trapped them, one at a time, on mountain temples all over your world.”

      “All of that is correct Drew,” Upala said. ”The Dragons were sealed in vaults on Aroha Darad. The Hero then travelled here, to Sirapothi, in order to eliminate future Dragons at the source. By disabling their creator.”

      “Sessgrenimath,” Nima said. “Tanira had to free him in order to get something that would open this temple. I spoke to him and-”

      “You spoke to Sessgrenimath?” Kater’s expression was a mixture of jealousy and horror. Drew could only imagine how envious the old Manad Vhan must be of Nima.

      “Yes, she did,” Drew continued. “So Orami Feram deals with the Dragons on your world, deals with Sessgrenimath here and then builds this temple here to keep his armor and weapons safe, I guess. He then sets the door of the temple so that only he, or someone wearing his armor like Tanira, can pass through it. Which is why we are all trapped. Then he vanishes, dies, whatever. All your lore says he never returned, right?”

      “An oversimplified summary, but factually accurate.” Kater let out an enormous sigh. “Now I find myself quoting you, Adley. What is your point?”

      “My point, Kater, is this. If the Hero did all of these things and then disappeared. . . How the hell do you know about any of this?”

      Both Kater and Upala looked back at Drew, the expressions on their faces nearly identical. He could see hints of confusion, frustration and even outrage in their eyes. He couldn’t blame them. He realized he was challenging something they had believed in for an unthinkable amount of time.

      “That is a good point,” Merin said, rubbing her chin. “All the scrolls and materials the Rakhum have been digging up, all this time. Who wrote them?”

      “Yeah,” Nima said. “You said they all talk about the ‘Great Hero,’ why would this guy call himself the ‘Great Hero’? Who would do that, besides Kater of course?”

      Kater shot Nima a glare, Nima simply smiling back in reply.

      “Foolish girl. Other Manad Vhan wrote them of course,” Kater said. “Upala and I deduced they must have left the region before our parents arrived but-”

      “Deduced meaning assumed,” Drew cut in. “It’s all right Kater, the two of you haven’t had fresh eyes on this for. . . well I don’t want to get into how long.”

      “We did think of this, Drew,” Upala said, a hint of defensiveness in her voice.

      Even without the rasi sakta to cloud his reactions, he still felt bad that he was making her feel less competent.

      “A psychic link, that was our theory. Back when Kater and I used to discuss this together.” She shot her brother a pained look, which Kater seemed to do his best not to react to.

      “Accept this as an alternate possibility. Orami Feram did not act alone, and maybe he stayed here when his tasks were done. He stayed here, but someone else left, and left via some other means.”

      Nima jumped up, clapping her hands.

      “He didn’t act alone! I know he didn’t! I didn’t understand what it meant then, but I do now.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kater scowled at Nima.

      “Sessgrenimath! When we talked to him, he called you people ‘scuttlers.’ He talked about when the ‘scuttlers’ had trapped him. He said ‘the pair.’ There was so much to think of then, but now I remember. He said the pair trapped him!”

      Drew snapped his fingers, grinning as he pointed at Nima.

      “There, you see?”

      “Someone was with Orami Feram?” Upala asked with a frown. “Then why is there no mention of this person? In all the deeds and actions, where is the other name?”

      “Perhaps you have had it all along?” Merin said. “What if all you have studied was not performed by Orami Feram, but Orami and Feram? Two Manad Vhan?”

      Upala and Kater were now frozen, but their expressions were no longer mirrors of each other. Kater still wore a sneer, a defiance that showed the certainty of his belief. Upala had a slight grin on her face as she looked at Drew, a spark in her eye.

      Drew pointed back to the darkened hallway, where a hundred passages awaited. An hour ago, he had no idea which of those might lead to their escape, if any of them. Now, things were different.

      “So if Orami stayed here and Feram returned to Aroha Darad, there must be another portal here in the temple somewhere. Maybe that’s what your carvers are doing, Kater. They’re not carving. I think they are guarding the portal. Our way out!”
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      Upala watched the reactions of the others in the room at Drew’s pronouncement. Her own heart had leapt at the prospect of an escape, her desire to get back to Aroha Darad and stop Tanira outpacing any shame she might have felt over not figuring out the puzzle of the Hero’s dual identity.

      Nima’s face was beaming with pride as she looked up at Drew, her faith in her friend seemingly as eternal as the mountain they were trapped inside.

      Leaning against the doorway, Merin looked back and forth between the group and the shadows that led deeper into the temple, one foot literally out of the room as she seemed to gauge how long she would wait for the rest of their decision.

      Kater scowled back at Drew, the expression on her brother’s face one she knew well. She could tell he had already worked it out in his mind and accepted Drew’s theory as plausible, but admitting and accepting it would be another matter.

      Her heart fell as she watched the same reactions from Kater she had been seeing for centuries. Merin had given him a second chance at life, at making things better. Yet here he was, walking down the same road as always.

      “So, we are just going to assume Adley is correct?” he said, his voice rasping with irritation. “I can see in your eyes your acceptance. Am I the only one here who retains his faculties?”

      “You’re one of the people who won’t starve soon,” Nima said, glaring at Kater as she held the small Caenolan child.

      Merin took a step back into the room.

      “Nima is correct. Neither she, the child nor I have the luxury of waiting. This theory is a chance, an opportunity. We are going to take it.”

      “Look people,” Drew said as he put his hands up, stepping between Kater and Merin. “I could well be wrong, but we’re not going to prove it sitting around here. Let’s split up and see what supplies we can find, that should be our first priority.”

      “A sound decision,” Merin said, heading towards the door.

      “I’ll go with Merin!” Nima shouted, giving Drew a wink as she ran to catch up with the Rakhum woman, who had already passed beyond the doorway and into the hall.

      “Be careful,” Drew shouted after them. “Meet back here … um. Shortly.” His words echoed into the hallway.

      “Precise as always, Adley.” Kater turned away from them, surprising Upala by heading for the hallway himself. She had expected him to stay here and argue his case. “This changes nothing. But I could do with different scenery, so I might clear my thoughts and plan our next decision.”

      “Yeah, you do that.” Drew said, glaring at Kater as he too passed into the shadows. Upala sighed, the sound filling the room with her disappointment in her brother.

      Yet now, she and Drew were alone. Which presented an opportunity to address something that had been on her mind since they had first stepped out of the portal and onto Sirapothi.

      Upala stepped closer to Drew, taking his hands into her own and smiling.

      “In sending the others away, Perhaps you had other intentions?”

      His cheeks blushed as he smiled. It was an amusing affectation, that he would be embarrassed. It was also a good sign.

      “You mean besides annoying your brother?” He laughed, gently pulling her closer, his hands now encircling her waist. “Yes I did. I wanted to see… where we stood.”

      “We seem to be standing quite close,” she said with a smirk. She looked up at him, the green of his eyes like an open field. “Yet I too wish to know the truth of things. The rasi sakta, do you still feel it?”

      He leaned in, pressing his lips against hers. Upala closed her eyes as she put her arms around his neck, focusing all her energy on the kiss. The warmth, the softness of it. Feelings of desire and contentment mixed within her, swirling inside her like a pleasant vortex.

      But there was nothing unnatural, as there had been before. No forceful drive inside her, pushing her towards him with magical force as if she were drawn to him by gravity instead of her own emotions.

      She felt merely her own desires, her own honest wants. They were deep and profound, but they were hers alone.

      She pulled away only slightly, creating just a tiny space between them as she opened her eyes and stared into his.

      “That was all me,” Drew said, his eyes crinkling with his smile. “I promise. I’m guessing it was the same for you?”

      She nodded.

      “Not a trace of rasi sakta,” she said, kissing him again. “I cannot explain it, but I have had no sense of it since arriving in Sirapothi.”

      “Let’s take our victories where we can get them,” Drew said with a laugh. He took a step back, taking her hands in his own. “I’m glad our feelings are our own again. Were you worried? That this wasn’t how I felt about you?”

      “I suppose.” Upala felt a bit of warmth coming to her cheeks. “I am unfamiliar with these feelings in myself. How could I judge them in another? So, yes. I worried.”

      “Me too,” he said with a smile. “Maybe together, when this is over, we can get to a place where neither of us worry anymore.”

      A place with no worry. Her mind struggled to accept that such a concept might even be possible. Her earliest memories were of claws and blood, of screaming and death. Since then, it had been centuries of pursuit, her mind trying to keep her future one step ahead of the Dragons.

      Always alone.

      But a world without Dragons, and one where she walked a path with another along side her? What would that mean for her? What would her purpose be, when her heart could decide it instead of her fear?

      As if in response to her thoughts, a bell sounded inside her senses. It was a tiny vibration, a chime so soft and distant she might not have noticed it, had she not been yearning for her home, seen in a new light of possibility.

      She focused on the sound, a magical sensation that existed somewhere inside her mind, some part of her that had become attuned to the faint resonance of the doorways between worlds.

      With a gasp, she reached out and clutched Drew’s hand, squeezing with her excitement. She could feel the swirling energies some distance beneath them, somewhere inside this mountain. Waiting for her.

      “What?” Drew gasped, started at her reaction. She watched his eyes study her face, shifting from worry to excitement as he read the joy in her expression.

      He understood what she had sensed, the only thing in this desolate place that could bring them hope.

      There was a portal here.
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        * * *

      

      Nima kept her hands tight on the stone rungs of the wide ladder that had been carved into the side of a deep chasm, the light from Lhamu’s head illuminating the way clearly. The child was tightly bound over her shoulders, sleeping again after feeding from the milkfruit she had found in the sack Tanira had left. Now there was only one of the strange Caenolan plants left. She wondered how Tanira had planned to feed Lhamu once the fruit had run out. 

      If this route didn’t lead to somewhere with a way to feed Lhamu, Nima would have the same problem. One of many problems she had no idea how she would solve.

      Upala climbed alongside her, the woman having sensed a portal down the passage Kater had led them through. That path had ended in a long, deep crack in the mountain where the stone ladder had been carved, descending into the shadows.

      Nima had first met Drew climbing in a similar crack, though that one was made of ice. She never could have guessed all the things that chance moment would lead her to.

      Now Drew seemed to have gained access to magic, the same type of magic as Upala and Kater.

      It was hard to imagine that he was the same man she helped escape a crevasse back in the Khumbu Icefall, but it was hard to accept she had once been in the Icefall as well.

      So much had happened since then, so much had changed. Everest and Nepal were truly worlds away, but somehow they seemed even farther.

      Yet there were things there she had left undone, strings that pulled across the portals at her. Even if she felt no yearning to see her homeland again, her brother was still there. Her father was still there.

      And even with Jang gone, they still needed her help. Wanda’s words came back to her, whispered underneath a wall of glowing portals in the cold, distant Under.

      “When is it about what you want, Nima?”

      She wasn’t sure what she wanted, not after Val. But not feeling the weight of her responsibilities back home would be a good start.

      Yet for now, none of that mattered anyway. All that mattered was a long descent, the tiny child strapped to her back and a portal they hoped was there.

      They had no ropes, no equipment, nothing to aid in the descent. They also had no time, and no choice. There had been little debate. Nima and Upala had decided to take the lead going down the ladder, Lhamu being the best source of light and Nima being unwilling to let someone else carry her. 

      “Can’t your people ever put one of these portals in an easy-to-reach place?” Nima asked, lowering her feet to the next rung. The climb was not challenging, or would not have been had she not been so tired, so fatigued both in body and heart. 

      “That is not how it works,” Upala said. “The portals between worlds are simply there. They exist wherever they do, as part of nature.”

      Nima grunted her acknowledgment. She continued to view the portals as magical and mysterious doorways, and liked the idea that gods put more of them there than people like Kater and Upala. Even if Merin’s people seemed to consider the Manad Vhan gods at times, to Nima they were just people who could do things she couldn’t.

      “I must admit,” Upala’s voice came from above, her words taking on a melancholy tone. “The irony here is challenging, Nima. For days you have been wandering through a world that to me has been a legend, a dream. By the Hero, you have gazed upon the very form of Sessgrenimath.

      “He just looked like big, glowing eyes,” Nima said. “You didn’t miss much.”

      It was much scarier than Nima allowed her voice to show. She felt a chill run down her neck thinking of the massive presence all the same, but she did not want Upala to feel bad. Besides, it had been dark, and they really only did see the eyes.

      “It is hard for me to explain, Nima. I have been dreaming of seeing this world my whole life. Now I am lost and blind inside the Hero’s temple, looking for a way to leave the only place I have ever wanted to go.”

      “You sensed the portal, right?” Worry began to creep into the shadows as they descended the ladder. “So, we’re not lost.”

      “I sense the direction,” Upala said. “I do not know the route. If only we had a map of this place.”

      “I thought you had been excavating ruins and temples for centuries?” Nima recalled Merin mentioning it to her when they were in the Under. Both Upala and Kater had used Merin’s people to dig up old relics and scrolls, apparently for centuries. “Didn’t you find any maps of the Hero’s temple?”

      “Ah, if only we did!” Upala’s voice became wistful. “I can think of little in life more fascinating to me than a map. A simple paper, yet filled with both history and mystery. Calling me to study every corner, follow every line and route.”

      Nima kept her hands moving on the cold, stone rungs of the ladder. Whatever was below them, each step took her closer. She supposed it should make her afraid, but it didn’t

      “My grandfather used to say the best part of the map was the other side, the blank part. The one you get to fill in yourself.”

      Upala laughed, a sound that echoed into the darkness. It was a nice laugh, and Nima guessed Drew liked to hear it.

      “I guess you have the heart of an explorer, Nima!” Nima smiled at the pronouncement. That was something her Pagaga would have been proud of. “I am more of a historian. Journeying down dark holes and climbing mountains? I would much rather be reading.”

      They descended in silence for a time, though Nima could hear the sounds of Kater and Drew far above them, clearly making out the irritated tones but not the words.

      On her back, Lhamu continued to sleep soundly, even as the white light from her headcrystal illuminated their path.

      “Nima, may I ask you a question?”

      Nima found Upala’s voice to be the most pleasing thing about her, there was a quality to her speech that reminded her of the wind chimes at the temple.

      Yet now those chimes were influenced by darker moods and worries.

      “What will happen to Lhamu if she leaves this world? How much do you understand about her, about how Caenolans work?”

      “I don’t know what will happen,” Nima said. There was so much Val and his people knew that was lost to her now. The most important fact about Lhamu was the one that drove her forward, with each slap of her hand against the stone, another step on Lhamu’s best chance to be safe. “I was told she will die if she stays here, Val explained that much to me. She is linked to Sessgrenimath, and when the Calm comes again, her connection to him will kill her.”

      If she did not starve first, Nima knew, but there was no reason to say that. If they did not find this portal back to this other world, that was what would happen to Nima and Merin as well. Nima did not think she was afraid to die, but the thought of something happening to Lhamu felt like a spike being shoved in her heart. She would do anything to prevent it.

      “Where we go, her fate may not be any better,” Upala said with a sigh. “I cannot say what the woman you knew, this Tanira, will unleash. Kater and I know some lore on the Dragons, but there is much we may not know. I know that they are powerful and terrifying, I have seen this first hand.”

      Dragons, always Dragons. Each of the others had spoken of nothing but Dragons since Kater had returned. Yet it was Tanira who had killed Sinar, a Manad Vhan who Drew said was more powerful than Upala or Kater. With her strange armor and weapon, Tanira had easily held off Upala and Drew as well.

      Tanira would be going back to free the Dragons, but she would be there too. Tanira, who killed Val, stole Lhamu, and left Nima to die on the summit or Varesta. Tanira, the knight whose noble quest was to help kill the woman who now climbed next to Nima.

      “Tanira told me about the two of you,” Nima nodded upward to where Kater climbed alone, Drew and Merin higher above. “How you and your brother have been ruling over her people for a long time. Treating them badly. Is that true?”

      Upala nodded her head, her shoulders slumping. “I cannot say that is not true. Whatever I might say to explain would only be an excuse. What I do now, I do to save all people in my world, Manad Vhan and Rakhum. After that, my brother and I have much to decide and much to answer for.”

      Nima could sense the regret in the woman’s voice, an echo of the tone she often heard from Drew.

      “What about these Dragons? Even if we find a way back through this portal, how can you fight them? Even Kater seems afraid of them.”

      “It depends on the Dragons, facing the Thread would be very different from having to battle the Weight.”

      “I thought all Dragons were the same,” Nima said. “In my grandfather’s stories they were powerful snakes with legs. They have long necks and feet with big claws. They can control the weather, make it rain or snow.”

      “That is different than the Dragons I have read of,” Upala said. “Our Dragons were created by Sessgrenimath, so only he would know why he made them all so different. Some, like the Thread or the Voice, are subtle and much more than physical challenges. Others, like the Claw, wield massive additional physical abilities.”

      “How can you hope to defeat them? Do you have a plan?”

      “Beyond returning to Aroha Darad, no I do not. Perhaps Kater will think of something. My hope is we can stop Tanira before she can release any of the Dragons. That is our first hope, our best--” Upala stopped speaking, staring down past Nima into the darkness. “By the Hero,” she whispered.

      Peering into the shadows, Nima could just see what Upala was looking at, though it didn’t seem to be anything amazing to her. Just a faint light coming from below, light emanating from a hole in the stone face they were descending, just to the left of the ladder.

      Upala began scrambling down the ladder, her hands barely touching the rungs in her excitement.

      “Hey!” Nima said, increasing the pace of her descent. “Upala--slow down!”

      She had just gotten even with the woman’s shoulders when Upala’s hands slipped from the stone rung. Nima whipped out her arm just as Upala leaned backward into the abyss, grabbing hold of the shoulder of her cloak.

      Upala pulled herself back, her hand quickly returning to the rung. Without a word, she continued descending at a breakneck pace, quickly reaching the lighted landing and disappearing inside the crack in the stone face.

      Gritting her teeth and wondering if maybe they just didn’t teach politeness in Upala’s world, Nima forced herself to keep climbing slowly until she reached the opening.

      Peering inside, she saw Upala silhouetted against an astonishing backdrop, gasping much as Upala had done on the ladder at the sight.

      Oh Chomolungma, what have you led me to now?
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        * * *

      

      Drew descended the stone ladder, Kater slightly below him. The old man kept one hand on the ladder, the other producing just enough flame for the two of them to see.

      Far down in the shadows Nima and Upala were leading the way, Upala guiding them to the portal. Drew had tried to sense the portal as well, but had come up empty. He noticed Kater hadn’t mentioned anything about portal sensing either, so perhaps this was something Upala had become attuned to over time.

      He felt proud of her. Even if the rasi sakta no longer seemed to be beating passionate thoughts for her into his every moment, seeing her change had given her a new beauty to him, a loveliness of character that no magic could force into his heart.

      Yet, where was this going? Whatever these new abilities of his meant, whether they were connected to the Manad Vhan or not, they certainly suggested he might have a lot of future to fill.

      Would Upala really want to spend that with him?

      He couldn’t deny the excitement he felt at the prospect, but what would that truly mean?

      Am I really prepared to spend the rest of my life away from … everything? The whole world?

      The prospect seemed too incredible to consider, yet Drew had to admit he was hard pressed to come up with something waiting for him back on Earth.

      If Nima was here, or Merin even, he could ask them what they thought.

      But Merin had taken a middle position between the two pairs, speaking little since Nima and Drew had returned. He was relieved to see her at all, and glad to see that she seemed to have found some level of support in Upala. Whatever Merin’s reasons for bringing Kater back, Drew saw no need to make her go through explaining them. He was there if she needed him. 

      As always, Kater was talking. Musing out loud really, the old man had been discussing the possibilities of Orami and Feram being separate people all the way down the ladder. He was a slow climber, and the gap between Merin and Kater was growing, leaving Drew with Kater and his endless words.

      “You’d think dying would have quieted you down a bit more, Kater.”

      I am poking him again, why am I doing that? They needed Kater. He really was essential, and not just here, but back in Aroha Darad as well. No one knew more about the Dragons than he did. Yet, Drew found he just couldn’t help himself.

      “I am attempting to riddle out the problems that are in front of me, yet you are content to make jokes and insults.”

      “I think you are just mad that I figured out in moments what you missed for centuries.” He could feel the adrenaline begin to pump inside him, that same feeling that often led to bar fights where he ended up on the wrong side of men twice his size. 

      Or his father.

      “Do not think I missed your pronouncement earlier, Adley, though I suspect you yourself did not perceive it. ‘Our portal home’ you said. Down in these depths may indeed lay a path back to Aroha Darad, but that world will never be your home. My sister’s foolish preoccupation with you aside.”

      Drew recognized the comment for what it was, a misdirect. Still, perhaps there was value in poking this particular bear after all. Kater was a wild card, and Drew didn’t trust him to do anything predictable. If Kater decided to turn on those who walked alongside him, it was better he turned on Drew. 

      “I don’t think this has anything to do with Upala. I think you don’t like that I’m like you now, except younger of course. Your sister is a good, decent woman and-”

      “On this we agree,” Kater interrupted. 

      Really? Drew’s words died on his tongue. Could Kater’s feelings about his sister, about anyone, be more complicated than they seemed?

      “You are nothing like me,” Kater continued, “Whatever perversion of Manad Vhan you might become. My respect for my sister shocks you? Do not think to know me, to understand me. Abilities or no, you are still a quicklife with the experience and perspective of a blade of grass. You might as well attempt to understand the sun. Like the sun, you require my presence, but the reverse is not true. I am a necessary element to everyone’s survival. You are not.”

      Drew could feel his temperature rising with his temper, yet the mind that normally always gave him the cutting remark, the quick takedown failed him.

      He sounds so much like Dad. Yet Dad hadn’t been all wrong about me, had he?

      More than a hundred sailors would agree with his father, and with Kater. Drew stayed locked in his place as Kater continued to descend, still talking. Each word from the old man brought him farther back in time, placing him first in a cemetery, facing two graves and his father’s anger. Then back in the Indian Ocean, blood and oil rolling in the waves.

      “And for accuracy’s sake, you did not kill me. You merely placed me in a situation where I could not affect my own recovery. Regrettable, even humbling for a moment, but that moment is over. Now, if you’ll grant me the silence you were previously gifting, I may be able to plan our strategy once we return to Aroha Darad, assuming that is possible.”

      Kater continued descending, Drew’s hands staying locked on the ladder rungs. Drew knew the look his face wore, a look that had ended every argument he ever had with his father in a loss. Artie might as well have been right on the ladder there with him.

      Kater’s voice echoed up from the depths.

      “Once I have eliminated the Dragons as a threat, perhaps you and I can explore those new abilities of yours Adley. I would much like to see the extent of your healing, how much punishment can you really take?”

      Prying his fingers from the stone rungs one at a time, his breath coming out in ragged spurts, Drew slowly started moving again.
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      Upala gaped as she ran across the stone-tiled floor. The scene in front of her was too incredible, too amazing. In all her years, millennia of research and speculation, she never imagined anything like this.

      The small hole next to the ladder had opened up into a massive chamber, the dimensions of the room so great every wall and the ceiling itself was lost to the darkness, details fading into shadows. It looked large enough to contain all of Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast inside it, buildings and all.

      Or it could contain them, if it were empty. Instead the room was filled with machinery, gears and axles, poles and platforms suspended on chains. Most of it was stone, but she could see the glint of gold and silver here and there, all of it tinted green by the unseen light sources farther ahead.

      After about twenty paces of bare stone, the room became a chaos of right angles and toothed gears. There were complex systems of pulleys that stretched from the floor to the ceiling, mazes of pipes of numerous sizes. Machinery seemed built into every wall, every surface. Even the stone floor contained ridges, paths for some unseen wheels to follow.

      Yet none of it moved or gave any indication to Upala that it was even operable.

      All of it suggested to her that the entire room, and the thousands of elements inside it, were part of one massive machine, a device whose purpose Upala could not even begin to guess.

      “What is this?” Nima came up beside her, the child Lhamu’s bright-lighted crystal casting new and complex shadows everywhere as it bounced off the equipment. “Is this the portal? Is it here?”

      It was here, somewhere. She could sense it, could feel the tans and browns of Aroha Darad as clearly as if they were outside a window.

      Yet there was a second portal here as well. She could detect it more strongly over the now-faint sense of the one they had been descending toward.

      Somewhere in front of her, through the jungle of carved stone and formed metal, was the path home. Back to a world filled with people she had wronged who were under threat, and was, only moments before, her heart’s only desire to return to.

      Now, all she wanted to do was stay. The sight of this machine, clearly a creation of the Hero and his mysterious companion, rekindled a flame she had tried to keep cold, the ashes of her intellect roaring back to life at the sight of this new, fascinating puzzle.

      “I asked you a question,” Nima said, staring up at her. The woman’s hands were on her hips as she looked back and forth between Upala and the machine around them.

      Upala turned, having to pull her vision away from the gears and pulleys. The small woman looked back up at her, arms folded.

      “Yes. Yes,” Upala said, the vision of the machine’s complexities teasing her mind like a rasi sakta. “The portal is in here. This room. Somewhere.”

      “By the Hero!” Kater’s voice, bouncing off the ins and outs of the machine, seemed to come from everywhere as he strode into the room. Drew and Merin followed closely, both of their heads twisting and turning to try and take in the sight.

      Upala ran to Kater, her hands clamping to his forearm as she peered into his eyes. Seeing past the beard and the lines of age the Under had added, looking for the brother she once knew underneath.

      “Is it not amazing, Kater?” she exclaimed. “Do you know of it? Have any of your digs or studies found record of this?”

      “No,” Kater said. His voice carried a tone of wonder as he craned his neck above them, where metal and stone interlocked constructs seemed to stretch into the darkness.

      When had he last sounded like that, like there was still something in the world to humble him?

      “No, nothing like this, Upala. I can see Manad Vhan designs and patterns in this, but there is more here. Hints of other inspirations.”

      There was a tug on her arm, Upala only barely resisting the urge to pull her hand away. The touch of Drew’s skin on hers was reassuring, bringing a feeling of warmth and safety. Despite the worry in his tone, everything seemed a little less urgent.

      She needed to see this, to study this.

      “Upala, the portal,” Drew said, giving her arm a slight tug. “We have to get to the portal.”

      He was pulling her toward the path into the depths of the machine, where she had indicated to Nima the portal was located. Even now the Sherpa picked her way into the dense construct, Merin attempting to follow.

      “Yes. Yes, of course.” Her feet moved along with Drew, but her eyes looked everywhere but forward, fascinated with each strange element of the vast machine.

      Nima had picked an opening between two massive stone gears, both standing parallel just a hair’s breadth off the ground. Upala had to duck under the axle joining the two, and placed one hand on the stone shaft. She thought she could feel the coolness of metal blended with the rock.

      Bringing her head up, she was inside the interior of the machine itself. There was more open space here, even though the margins of her vision were cluttered with the same valves and arms, all right angles and sharp edges.

      The open space was huge in its own right and generally spherical in shape. At floor level in the sphere were more than a dozen huge, stone platforms. Upala guessed twenty men could be placed on each. Long tubes of a yellowish metal ran from each of the platforms to a sort of stone bowl in the center of the room, apparently designed to catch their contents. The bowl itself was enormous, the sides of it taller than Nima as she worked her way around it.

      “Upala, are you counting?” It had been centuries since she had heard Kater’s voice so excited. “Count them!”

      “Fourteen platforms!” she cried. “One for each of the Fourteen Fears!” Somehow this machine was connected to the Dragons, there was enough room on each platform that orbited the bowl for one of the massive beasts. The long copper tubes to collect blood? Tears? Essence? She had no idea.

      She ran to the edge of the massive object, standing on the tips of her toes and peering over the edge.

      Though there was no trace of what it might have collected, it was not empty. What did lay in the depths of the bowl’s interior shocked her sufficiently that she grasped Kater’s shoulder, gasping. Next to her he chuckled, she knew he was as amazed as she was by the sight.

      The others had already walked past and were at the opposite end of the chamber where another maze of gears, axles and pipes awaited. She and Kater stood next to each other, staring into the huge stone bowl where a small table was raised in the center, perhaps long enough for one person to lay upon. The cracked remains on top of the table were unmistakably an egg. 

      “The Fifteenth Fear,” Kater said in a whisper. “It must have come from here.”

      She nodded, it could be no other. Her mind flashed back to that terrible morning, both a thousand years ago and yesterday. The blood as the claws sliced through her parents, the awful roar of its pain as they fought back against the beast, trying to buy their children time to escape.

      The fear as she ran, her panicked heart a cold stone in her chest. Time had not dulled the edge of the memory, it always cut as sharp as any Dragon’s tooth.

      “It would take centuries to study this device fully,” Kater said.

      She nodded again. This device answered one question she and Kater had wondered all their lives, where the Dragon that had killed their parents had come from. Yet it birthed so many new questions.

      The Dragons could not return to Sirapothi, all the research she had done had clearly stated that. How then could they have used this machine? Even more perplexing, the Fifteenth Fear had attacked their parents long after Orami Feram had sealed the Dragons in their vaults. How could he, or they, have brought them here to use this machine? Why would the Great Hero even build a machine designed to help the Dragons? And why would they need one?

      “Upala.”

      There was a voice in her ear, a voice competing for her attention with all these mysteries. Gears in her head were turning much like the gears around her, teeth connecting to teeth as they moved concepts and questions around. Everything she had believed was challenged, what lay before her was a puzzle unlike any she had encountered. A chance to touch the work of the Hero, to see inside his mind. Or their minds.

      “Upala!” 

      Drew stood before her, his warm hands clasping her own. Behind him the lines and curves of the machine still beckoned for her attention. She looked for Merin and Nima, but the others were all gone, even Kater. Only Drew remained with her in the machine.

      Drew leaned in, his face only inches from hers. His green eyes were deep with concern, the care and worry in them pools she could drown in.

      “Upala, listen to me.”

      The conviction in his voice strong enough to hold Upala’s focus, though her brain still struggled to stay in the moment. “I see this around you. I know it is fascinating, it is everything you’ve spent your life studying. I know this is about the Dragons, your parents. But now is not the time! We cannot wait for this!”

      Can’t we? There was a voice in her head that argued. A few more moments, just to commit some of the design to memory?

      She struggled to keep her mind in the moment. Drew was right, leaving all those people to suffer would be wrong, terribly wrong. That was not what she wanted, was it?

      Was it?

      Drew stood there before her, unmoving. His hands still held hers gently, his voice a solid floor she could steady herself upon.

      “Upala, I promise,” he said. “We will come back. But we have to go. Now.”

      She nodded, filling her mind with a new image, one to replace the gears and designs. Tanira and her Dragons raining death and destruction down upon Rogek Shad. The bodies of Merin and Drew, of Trillip and Kater. Merin and her children. All trampled under the massive claws of Terminus and his brothers and sisters.

      That would not be her legacy. That would not be the truth of her.

      She leaned forward, pressing her lips against Drew’s as she held his hands tightly. “No,” she said, ignoring how her voice bounced and echoed inside the innards of the machine. “I am sorry, Drew. I lost myself inside this.”

      Drew smiled, his face a warm, soft place that felt safe and free of judgement.

      “I’ve lost myself inside things too,” he said. “Plenty of times. It’s good to have a friend who can pull you out.” He motioned toward the path Nima and Merin had taken out of the chamber. “Let’s go before Kater gets into trouble.”

      She laughed, holding his hand and following Drew away from the stone bowl, away from secrets and mysteries and toward danger and conflict. The sense of the portal was stronger as she followed the path through the other side of the machine, through the maze of parts and puzzles she would have to force herself not to study.

      She had responsibilities to the people she had hurt, and to herself.

      She gave one last look back as she passed into the workings of the machine again, one last glance at the bowl and the platforms, the shattered egg that birthed the death of her parents. A vow was built inside her, as strong and solid as any of the mountain rock that housed the temple.

      She would travel back to Aroha Darad. She would find a way to stop the Dragons. She would right what she had wronged, and make sure her brother was held accountable as well. If the Rakhum desired reunification, she would see it done.

      Then she would return here, she would study this creation and unlock its secrets. She would find a way.
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      Drew studied the chamber in front of him, just as he knew Kater and Nima were doing. Once Merin returned with Upala, she could confirm it, but he was fairly certain the portal that led back to Aroha Darad was at the far end of the room.

      Unfortunately, there was more than one portal. Drew wished that was the only issue before them.

      The room, like many in the temple, was a massive, open chamber. It was not as large as the machine chamber, but it was still bigger than any space Drew had seen since the Under. Most of the room was actually a drop into the depths of the mountain, stone walkways connected each side, cutting the chasm into quarters.

      There was an intersection at the center, the left side leading to what appeared to be another entrance to the machine, or perhaps a whole new machine. The walkway off the right side of the intersection led to a wall, into which several copper pipes and tubes had been inserted. 

      Drew supposed this might have been the start of another machine in this room, or perhaps the pipes were supposed to lead to one of the other chambers and had just never been connected. The scene reminded him of the USS Machias, where the ceiling below decks often contained many pipes of various sizes.

      Directly across from them, past the intersection, a pair of oval portals swirled and pulsed, one placed in front of the other, a configuration Drew had never seen.

      Directly in front of the twin portals was a green cube, identical to the one that had chased him and Nima earlier. It made no move toward them, but it completely blocked their access to the portals.

      Why can’t anything be easy?

      Behind the cube, the smaller of the two portals was in front. It was similar in size and shape to the many portals Drew had seen before. It was inactive, but he was confident Upala could open it. His instincts told him this was the one they were looking for, but he hoped Upala could confirm.

      Directly behind was a second inactive portal, this one much larger than any Drew had seen before. It was not clear to him that one portal could be activated without touching the other. Only Upala would know for sure.

      “Another cube!” Nima whispered, pointing. “And have you ever seen two portals together like that?” Lhamu was awake, strapped to Nima’s back, the tiny child looking around with her huge, dark eyes, her crystal glowing as brightly as ever.

      “No,” Upala said, running her hands through the braids of her dark hair. “Nor have I read of such a thing. I can sense that one of those is the portal back to Aroha Darad though, if not both. I have many crystals with me. If I can get to the portals I should be able to determine the correct one and open it.”

      Upala came forward, standing next to Nima. Merin stood with Drew, her eyes casting about the room. Analyzing it, he suspected, like he had. 

      “That cube though,” Merin said while pointing. “Kater you said they were ‘carvers.’ How do they work?”

      “I said I suspect they are carvers. Does no one listen? They have an acidic that could be used to dissolve the rock, I surmise they were how the Hero-”

      “Heroes,” Nima said. 

      “Hero or heroes is immaterial at this point, girl. It is an obstacle in reaching our goal. We will never get past it by discussing it here, will we? Again, it is fortunate I am present.”

      He walked toward the intersection, all eyes on the old man as he approached the center of the room. He stopped for a moment, the cube staying as motionless as the stone it sat upon.

      “Should we not stop him?” Merin whispered to Drew.

      “He’s the big genius here, let him have his moment,” Drew said with a chuckle.

      Kater left the intersection and strode toward the cube. The object stayed motionless as he came to stand right next to it. He knelt, studying the front of the square. 

      “It is sitting where Upala would need to tune either portal,” he called back. His graveled voice bounced and echoed throughout the cavernous chamber. “There is room on this platform in front of the portals to slide it about ten steps, which should be sufficient. The surface appears like glass, I suspect it would slide easily.”

      “Maybe it is broken?” Nima asked, though Kater was too far away to hear her. “Or sleeping?”

      “If it is sleeping, let’s hope he doesn’t wake it up,” Drew said.

      Upala began running forward.

      “Kater, wait!” she yelled out to him, just as he braced his legs and placed his hands on the cube to push it aside.

      Kater’s screams echoed through the room, the man pulling his hands away instantly. Upala continued forward, Nima about to do so as well. Drew reached out, pulling Nima back. 

      Kater retreated back toward the center intersection of the room, staring at his hands. Upala rushed up to him, Kater turning around and looking at Drew as he held his palms up. His hands were blistered and swollen, in some place the bone was visible.

      “A foolish decision,” Kater said, his eyes flashing an anger that Drew knew had more to do with looking like an idiot than anything else. “Yet my hands will heal shortly, and we have valuable data, thanks to me.”

      “That data being that the cube’s surface is acid?” Merin asked, a slight smirk on her face. Upala led Kater back to join them, her expression of concern fading as it became clear her brother would be fine.

      “Well, now we know,” Drew said. “Thanks, Kater.” More quips and comments came to mind, but he stifled them. 

      “Still, the obstacle remains,” Upala said.

      “Perhaps another attempt.” Kater continued to stare at his hands. “Myself, Upala and Adley together might be able to move it.”

      “You never confirmed it was movable,” Merin said.

      “I felt it move, slightly. I admit it was heavier than I expected.”

      “Can you heal faster than that thing can dissolve you?” Drew asked, eyebrows raised in the old man’s direction. “Can any of us?”

      Kater sighed. “I am frustrated to admit I cannot say.”

      “It chased us before,” Nima said. “Or the other one did, unless that is the same one. The one in the hall didn’t care about us until I said something. Maybe we can get this one to chase me and then it will be out of the way.”

      “Excellent idea,” Kater said, slapping Nima on the shoulder and then wincing and grabbing his hand. “Likely they are instructed to ignore Manad Vhan, which it may have mistaken Adley here for and-”

      “Kater, that is a terrible idea.” Upala shook her head. “If Nima lures it away, what then? She will not heal when it touches her.”

      “If it touches me!” Nima laughed.

      “What about Lhamu, Nima?” Merin asked, Nima’s face falling as she did. She looked over her shoulder at the peaceful child, who had again fallen asleep. “Perhaps I should do this? I am no more Manad Vhan than Nima is.”

      “Nima.” Drew nodded at the wall to the right side of the intersection. The wall was littered with half-finished copper tubes and the remnants of pipes. “That wall over there--couldn’t you lead that cube over there and climb up the wall?”

      “Yes, yes I could!” Nima looked around at the group of them, Drew watching as her expression bounced between the excitable young woman who had made climbing in Nepal so enjoyable, and the new woman he met just yesterday, one who had been hurt and had responsibilities.

      “Of course,” Drew said. “Once you’re there, we’ll need to figure out a way for you to get down when Upala gets the portal open.”

      “I’m good at two things,” Nima grinned, holding up a pair of fingers. “Climbing and jumping. Once the portal is open, I’ll just jump down over it and run back!”

      “Just that easy, huh?” Drew said, shaking his head at her.

      Nima approached Merin.

      “Would you protect Lhamu for me? I would feel safest if she was with you.”

      Merin looked concerned to Drew, but Nima was already unstrapping Lhamu from her back. By the time Nima had removed all the various cords that had kept the child secure, Merin was nodding her acceptance.

      “I-I appreciate your trust in me, Nima. I will keep her safe.”

      She turned, allowing Nima to start attaching Lhamu’s harness to Merin’s back while the taller woman held the child, Drew noting the ease and comfort with which Merin held her. She even began rocking back and forth, perhaps muscle memory from caring for her own children. She looked over her shoulder at Drew.

      “I still would prefer that it was I who led the cube on a chase though.”

      Drew frowned, so would he. Yet he was certain Kater was right, the cube was set to chase off Rakhum, or at least non-Manad Vhan. Merin was another option, but there was no question in his mind the quicker, more agile Sherpa was more likely to succeed.

      Additionally, he had no idea how he’d talk Nima out of it anyway. He walked close to her, whispering, “You sure about this, little sister?”

      “No problem, big brother,” Nima said with a wink.

      Her tone carried the same high altitude of confidence he had heard her use a hundred times in the Himalaya. Most of those times worked out.

      “It’ll be just like the grun, though I’m sure it will go better than that did.”

      Grun? Drew had no time to ask what a grun was, Nima was already striding to the intersection, where Kater and Upala also stood.

      “I still do not like this plan,” Upala said. “It is filled with risk, especially to Nima. I am also not certain I can manipulate two portals at the same time, if that is even what is required here. In truth I will not know what needs to be done until I am there.”

      “I will assist you,” Kater said. “While watching the running of the Rakhums would be amusing, we are likely better served with me at your side.”

      “What do you know about opening portals, Kater?” Merin asked. Lhamu was now tightly strapped to her back, but Nima still stretched to her tiptoes to give the child an additional check.

      Drew noticed a green tinge of light, growing on the floor at his feet. He turned around to look back into the depths of the machine chamber behind them as around him Merin and Kater began to argue.

      “More than you do, quicklife. I concede that-”

      “People!” Drew yelled. “Whatever those cubes are, I think they are gathering on the other side of the machine. There’s a lot of green light coming from back there.”

      “Unlikely they can find their way through those narrow confines,” Kater said.

      “Do you want to bet all of our lives on that?” Drew asked. 

      “Nope!” Nima cried, running forward almost before Drew had finished asking the question.

      Caught off guard, Kater and Upala stood still for a moment just watching her run before they backed away from the intersection. As a group they all watched Nima charge toward the cube. She began to yell, the words unfamiliar to Drew.

      The cube reacted immediately, a vibration shimmering across its surface as it leaned forward toward Nima. Drew heard Merin’s shocked gasp at the sight as they both stood farther back from the intersection of the cross, closer to the opening of the machine chamber.

      Nima ran back toward the center of the cross, sneaking glimpses over her shoulder to confirm the cube was indeed turning end over end in pursuit. Drew was shocked at its speed.  

      He ran toward the center, he needed to be ready to assist Nima if this went south. Nima hit the center of the intersection at full speed, turning sharply and heading to the right where she had a long run to reach the wall of pipes.

      The cube arrived at the center only an eye blink after Nima, flipping onto its side and proceeding down the passage in pursuit.

      The path to the portals was open.

      “Go!” Drew yelled. As Kater and Upala rushed toward the portals, Drew watched her run through the intersection and towards the end of the platform, wishing he could feel better about her chances.

      Drew held his breath as he waited for the cube to turn, to head back to the post it was assigned to guard, but it stayed in pursuit of Nima. 

      It began to slow, Nima gaining distance as she approached the wall she intended to climb. Kater and Upala were scrambling onto the portal platform as the cube came to a halt, exactly halfway between Nima and Drew. 

      The cube spun in place, turning a new side toward Drew as he felt Merin’s hand on his shoulder. 

      A line formed on the side of the cube. Drew’s mind took one second too long to understand it for what it was.

      A seam.

      The cube split without a sound. The two halves quickly reshaped themselves into two, smaller green cubes, one of which resumed its pursuit of Nima while the other began tumbling toward Drew and Merin.

      “Shit!” Drew said. He grabbed Merin’s hand and ran for the left side of the intersection, the smaller cube immediately in pursuit.
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        * * *

      

      Upala stared up at the pair of swirling portals, one larger than the other but both now active. She had blue crystals in both hands and ran them gently alongside the edge of what she was certain was the portal back to Aroha Darad. She could feel the azure essences, after all the traveling she had done between worlds, the vibrations of her home world were an unmistakable sensation. The problem was not the portal home, the problem was the larger portal behind it.

      It worked like no portal she had ever encountered, and seemed to have a mass of essences intertwined all at once. It felt both warm and cold to her, sending chills up her spine as sweat formed on her brow. She could sense a presence inside the darker swirling mists behind the blues that led home. It was powerful and seductive; it wanted to bleed over into this world, into all worlds.

      “Things are not going well back there,” Kater muttered, doing exactly what she did not need him to be doing. 

      “Focus, Kater!” She had him in contact with the larger portal, using two red crystals to apply the opposite resonance of the Aroha Darad portal, forcing their energies apart.

      Thus far it was working, but only barely. Kater fumbled where finesse was needed, he was at the limit of his experience, yet Upala could not manage both. 

      There was a shower of sparks and colored lightning as the two portals briefly made touched one another. Straining, Upala was able to push a hairsbreadth of shield energy between the two, ceasing the contact.

      “We have a problem,” Kater said, staring above them. Upala stole a glance upward.

      Carved into the ceiling was a square-shaped opening the same size as a cube. The slightest hint of green light began to color the darkened orifice as she turned away.

      “Oh, shit,” she said, appreciating the usefulness of Drew’s word. Things were about to get worse.
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        * * *

      

      Drew pulled Merin down the right intersection from the center of the cross, the clomping sound of the cube gaining behind them. He had only a second to look at the object. About half the size of the original cube, it came up to about his chest. If it was willing to stand still, he might be able to jump over it if he had a running start. It was unlikely the cube would give them those opportunities.

      Ahead of them was an open doorway leading somewhere, the room too dark for Drew to make out more than the slightest shadow. At this speed they would be through the doorway in a few seconds, Drew hoping that there was nothing worse on the other side.

      “Why this way?” Merin yelled. “Why not back into the machine?”

      “More of them back there!”

      On either side of them the stone passage gave way to a yawning drop into the darkness. Drew wondered why Orami or Feram never put railings around any of these drops.

      Coming too close to the edge, his foot dangled over the nothingness for a second. Merin pulled him straight, nearly pushing him down in her effort to keep him from falling.

      The dark entryway loomed, the light from Lhamu’s crystal starting to provide a little more detail. Drew could see something low at the bottom of the doorway, some object at ground level. The pounding of the cube’s surface hitting the stone behind them was like a persistent drum on their heels.

      What is that in the other room? He squinted as he ran. Can we jump it?

      As they got nearer, the object grew, it was taller than Drew thought at first. It blocked the passage to at least waist level. Drew felt his heart lurch into his throat as he recognized it, his feet carrying him forward.

      “A wall!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nima ran toward the pipes, her eyes already looking to select the best one to grab first. She could hear the cube’s sides pounding on the stone floor behind her, it had gotten quieter for a second but now it was as loud as before. She could hear the others yelling and saw a flash of blue light out of the corner of her eye to her left. Hopefully that was Upala getting the portal working.

      Just a few more steps and she would be at the wall. She began to time her jump, remembering the days when she and Pasang used to race to the old juniper trees at the edge of their farm. He’d usually get to his tree first, but Nima would beat him to the top. It was all about knowing which branches to pick.

      She leaped, her eyes fixed on a brass pipe long enough for both of her hands, about half a meter higher. She caught it, yet her fingers nearly slipped away. She had not expected the pipe to be moist, the air in the temple was so dry. She held on, pulling herself up and bending her knees to keep her body as far from the ground as possible.

      It was only an arm’s length to a higher pipe from there, a quick stretch and swing and she was three pipes up, about two meters off the ground. She pulled herself into a sitting position, looking down. 

      Stuck on the ground with no hands to climb with, the cube had come to a stop directly beneath her and just quivered. Nima frowned. The cube looked smaller than before. The quivering continued, the cube now violently shaking. Nima’s anxiety increased as she wondered if it was about to explode. 

      All at once the shaking stopped, the green object as motionless as when she first saw it. 

      Nima gasped as the cube became narrower, the sides contracting. At first she had thought it might be shrinking, yet it became clear that was not the case.

      It stretched, becoming thinner as it grew taller.

      Nima frantically looked for higher pipes she might swing to. None looking reachable as the thinning, green device grew closer, the acid-covered surface reaching for her skin.
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        * * *

      

      The green glow above Upala was getting brighter, he emerald cube in the ceiling would be on them in moments. Sweat poured into her eyes as goose bumps and shivers ran through her flesh. The two competing portals each pushed their energies into her as she tried to manage them.

      Kater had done enough, after a fashion he had settled into his own rhythm and had stabilized the larger, darker portal to the point where Upala was able to keep the two separated. The portal back to Aroha Darad was open and ready, they now just needed the others back so they could pass through.

      The green glow above her became far more intense, and then she was cast in a deep red light. The larger portal spun, newly out of control as Kater dropped one of the crystals he’d had in contact with it so he could shield them.

      She glanced up, seeing the green square rendered darker against the dancing crimson energy of Kater’s shield. The cube’s surface bristled with miniature versions of itself, each small square pounding against the shield, making dozens of different impact points for Kater to struggle against.

      Upala could hear him grunting in effort as, with one hand, he kept the green cube at bay, and struggled to control the dark portal with his other. All of Upala’s energies were focused on maintaining the Aroha Darad’s blue portal’s isolation from the other and keeping it open.

      She cast a hopeful look out at the stone intersection, hoping to see the others running toward them. There was no sign at the crossroad of paths of Drew, Merin, or Nima, and no time to look for them in the shadows.

      A fresh wave of exhaustion ran through her. Like Kater, she was running out of strength and they were running out of time.
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        * * *

      

      With Merin at his side, Drew stared at the green shape as it toppled toward them, end over end. Faintly, far across the room, he could see the tiny form of Nima hanging from the pipes on her wall.

      His mind worked frantically, trying to think of an option. There was a narrow space on the stone walkway on either side of the cube, but not enough to stand on. One slip and they would fall to their deaths.

      The cube was too high to jump. If he knew how to create the shields Upala could, he might be able to move it, but he had no idea if he could, let alone how.

      One option remained. He bent his knees, pressing his boots into the stone. If Kater had moved it, maybe he could too.

      Just pretend it’s a tackle dummy. That’s made of acid.

      With a yell he ran forward, turning his head away and leaning his shoulder in. He prayed he had picked an angle that might knock the cube right off the stone platform, and took one last breath before impact.

      He slammed into the side of the cube, arresting its movement with the force of his blow. The acid began burning into his arm and shoulder instantly. He screamed from the pain, his mind overwhelmed by the agony, but the cube was moving.

      Yet they were slowing. He could see the edge through his blurred vision, the green shape was about a quarter off the side. Just a little more would do it. He strained everything he had against the pain, but the cube would move no further.

      Then a new shout joined his own, a female scream in his ear. Merin appeared alongside him for just a moment, her sturdy form hammering into the cube. Drew felt the object moving and leaned in even harder, the acid eating into his side.

      After another heartbeat, the cube toppled over the side of the stone passage and tumbled into the dark depths below.

      Through pain and blurred vision, he looked around for Merin. He was on one knee, his right hand on the stone. His left arm was bunched against his chest, his whole left side was on fire. He could feel his pulse pounding in his veins.

      “Drew!” she yelled, but it was hard to hear her over the rush of energy running through him, his new healing trying to put him back together. Her right arm came under his, helping him up.

      “Lhamu?” his voice sounded like a wheeze.

      She said nothing, or if she answered, he did not hear her. Yet over her shoulder he could see the child’s tiny head still looking back and forth, the glowing crystal casting moving shadows as she did so.

      Merin offered her shoulder, Drew throwing his arm around it and allowing her to lead him back through the intersection.

      He could see the swirling blue of the portal through his blurred vision. A small relief built inside him even as more waves of exhaustion crashed upon the shores of his injury.

      He prayed Nima had made it, his last thought as his mind shut down.
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        * * *

      

      Nima hung from the copper tube, feeling the metal continuing to bend as it struggled to support her weight. There was a second pipe just out of her left foot’s reach. If she could brace herself on that, she might reduce the strain on the metal tube she held on to.

      There were no more pipes in reach, nowhere left to go. She was at least three meters above the stone floor. The green cube had stretched and thinned itself into a pole and still it bent toward her, wobbling back and forth as it tried to reach its prey.

      No matter how far up she moved, it continued to twist toward her. She felt like she was right back in the trees of the forest again, an angry grun waiting for her, but there was no Tanira here to save her.

      She stretched with her left leg, but there was no reaching the other pipe without letting go of the one she was on. The green pole continued to twist toward Nima, it would reach her in moments.

      The pipe in her hands twisted again, it would break at any moment.

      She would have to jump, have to hope that when she let go of the pipe, she might be able to grab the one by her left foot and slow her fall.

      Protect me Chomolungma, Nima prayed. She waited until the line of green wobbled away from her and released her grip.

      She fell, heart pounding. Reaching out with her right hand, she managed to catch the second pipe, slowing her fall but wrenching her arm in the process.

      She cried out, landing roughly on her side on the stone.

      Nima scrambled to her feet, the green pole whipping into the stone behind her just as she did so. It brushed against her leg, searing through her pants and eating into her flesh.

      Yelling, she charged toward the intersection and pushed herself to move even faster. She could only hope it would take the cube enough time to put itself back together.

      She took the corner of the intersection as fast as she could. She could hear voices calling for her. Looking up at the end of the platform Nima could see the mists of the blue portal twisting and arcing.

      Relief washed over her as she saw Drew along with Merin bearing Lhamu, the three of them entering the portal and vanishing. Upala and Kater were waving for her to hurry, shouting over the noise of the magical vortex.

      Nima scrambled onto the platform, Upala’s arms pushing her forward. Her face touched the cool, blue mists and she was transported away.
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        * * *

      

      Upala watched as Nima ran through the portal, vanishing in a burst of azure energy. She was injured, as Drew and Merin had been, but they had all made it.

      A quick glance back at the intersection behind them showed the split green cube reforming itself, even as a second cube pounded above them against Kater’s shield.

      Behind them, the large, dark portal continued pushing against her. She could feel its hunger to be opened, to allow free whatever might be pushing on the other side.

      “Kater!” she yelled. Just the effort of speaking exhausted her. “We have to go! Get in there!”

      She could see his teeth gritted, he always did that when he was most frustrated. Crimson energy poured from his hands, reinforcing his shield.

      “When you nod you’re ready,” he shouted back to her. “I will drop the shield and we go. You have to move right away!”

      She glanced up at the second cube pounding against his energy and out in the chamber where the reformed green cube now toppled toward them. She took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Now!” she yelled, turning to twist toward the portal opening. The red light above them winked out as Kater turned as well, a sinister green object now hanging overhead. The dark portal roared into life as she released her control of it, streaming to infect the crisp-blue swirling in front of her eyes.

      She jumped into the portal right after her brother, the edges of her vision turning green and blue, hoping she had held their path home open long enough.

      The energy of the translation took her away, her body and essence twisting and turning, stretched between worlds as her very being was torn and reformed.

      There was an audible rush as she landed on the other side of the translation, her body dropping down onto the cold, brown dirt, landing flat on her stomach.

      Pulling stale air into her empty lungs, Upala placed one hand on the ground and then the other. Flexing muscles that ached for rest, she pushed her head up to see where she had arrived.

      In the low light, she could make out the others. She counted five slumped bodies on the dirt with her, some moaning.

      It was dark, but not so dark she could not recognize where she was. The damp air, the dripping water and the cold. . . They were back in the cave of the Yeti.

      As dozens of the creatures walked out of the shadows, closing in with anger on their faces, Upala found she did not lack the energy to be afraid.
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      Tanira gripped the lavender fur of the Dragon, her legs clamped around the creature’s long, thin neck. Even with the layers of cloaks and furs Reylor had brought, the wind cut through them, the cold cutting like knives against her skin. Still, she smiled even as she worried the tears in her eyes might freeze. With Reylor behind her and the Thread under, she smiled a smile only she could see. With clouds above and below her, the view was simply too beautiful.

      To be in the sky, to be like the bird she once called friend, it was a secret wish fulfilled. A desire not borne of the Line, or her father, but a dream that was all her own. A Tanira dream.

      The mountains of her world sped by below as the beast’s great wings beat through the air. Looking over her shoulder, she saw that Reylor still had his head down and eyes shut. Tanira wondered if he had even been told of this part of his mission. They had left Ish Selot only moments before, the Thread confirming it could bring them to the Vault of the Voice before nightfall.

      Just one day earlier she had been on another world, in another place. Her thoughts drifted back to the temple, to the great machine she had seen, but she knew she was not opening the  door to that memory. There was another’s touch in her thoughts, guiding her gently to secrets it wanted to unlock.

      She slammed the door shut in her mind, laughing softly.

      “You persist in looking for things inside my head, creature. I have been trained to keep locks in my mind since before I could walk.”

      “The attempt must be made,” the Thread said. “I shall continue to make them.”

      She had studied the Dragons for years, it had been a major focus of her teens. Her father had grilled her endlessly on each Dragon’s disciplines, their weaknesses and favored tactics. Everything the Line had been able to glean from the ancient Manad Vhan texts they uncovered for Kater and Upala.

      The Thread’s mental skills were its primary ability, its ability to link the other Dragons together allowed them to work with military precision.

      “You have been trained,” the Thread continued, his tone pleasing. “Yet your companion has not. Such secrets he has, should I reveal them to you? Perhaps we could trade?”

      Tanira turned to look at Reylor, knowing the answers to how she was to use the Helm were locked away in his head. She could not tell if Reylor even heard the Thread, his head still down and his hands clutching the Dragon’s mane so tightly they shook. 

      “If I tell you what I know,” Tanira said, “I have no leverage against you, Thread. Reylor will give me his secrets when I need them, that is the will of the Line.”

      “You need no leverage to convince me to war against the Manad Vhan, little Rakhum. I would be flying to the City of Sands now, were it not for your request to reach Ish Kalum.”

      “You are mighty, but I doubt you would face a nation of Manad Vhan on your own.” They passed through a cloud, the white vapors rushing past and blotting out the world. For a moment, a heartbeat, there was no Line. There were no Vaults or Manad Vhan, no secret plans or ancient angers. Just the sky and the wind and Tanira.

      Too soon, they emerged again from the clouds, the snowcapped peaks and meandering glaciers below returning.

      “Perhaps,” the Thread said after a time. “Yet the choice confuses. Why the Voice? There are more powerful Dragons closer, even if you did not wish to risk Terminus on Ish Rav Partha, there is the Weight on Ish Hochyu.”

      Another attempt at opening a door. The Thread was clever. The Weight’s time would come, but she did not need to let the Dragon know of that.

      “Is there an issue with the Voice, for you?” 

      “Violent and irrational,” the Thread said, wings flapping with additional force as the words formed. Tanira grabbed onto its fur even tighter. “Difficult to control. Disrespectful of Terminus and those who are her elders. I would release all twelve of my brothers and sisters before her. She is where she should be.”

      “Our target is no more my choice than it would be yours, Dragon. It is the choice of the Line, and part of our bargain.”

      Tanira studied the horizon, scanning for the distinctive peak of Ish Kalum, a lone pyramid of stone thrusting into the sky. She had never seen the mountain with her eyes, but she had been drawing it from memory since she was a little girl. Based on the Thread’s estimate of nightfall, it would be some time before the mountain was even visible, but she was anxious. 

      As enjoyable as the flight was, the needs of the Line were a whip at her back. Once those needs were met, the whip would be gone and that would be a blessing greater than a thousand flights in the clouds.

      “I am afraid of the height we are at,” Reylor said, his voice quivering. “I-I cannot open my eyes. I knew this would be part of my task, yet there was no way to prepare for it. No way to know.”

      “There is no shame in that, Reylor,” Tanira said. “The Line has asked me to do much for which I was . . . unprepared.”

      She expected the Thread to comment, but the Dragon stayed silent. Perhaps it did not wish to join a conversation between two Rakhum.

      “Yet the Line chose you,” Reylor said. “I begged Garantika himself to allow me into the Order. Showed him that I carved the symbol into my forehead myself. I expected him to kill me, just for revealing I knew it existed.”

      Her father? It was odd to hear him spoken of this way. When she attained the title of End her father had revealed to her that he himself led the order, but it was still hard to picture him in command of men and women, other agents.

      Though she was told of the existence of other members of the Line, she had only ever seen him.

      “What drove you to this?” The idea of being in the Line by choice was difficult to process. If one could choose to be in the Line, then it seemed one could choose to leave it. Yet their cause, her cause, was unmistakably just. The evils of the Manad Vhan were without excuse or tolerance.

      “My brothers worked in one of the Nalam Wast digsites, just as I had been assigned to when I came of age.” 

      “They were killed in a cave in?” It was a common story. Her father had told her of the many Rakhum killed in cave-ins that happened at the old Manad Vhan temples where Kater and Upala had their Rakhum slaves unearthing their treasures.

      “No, though there was indeed a cave in,” Reylor said. “One of the higher digs at Lobuche, not far from the summit. My brothers were both off shift at the time. I remember how happy mama had been, knowing her boys had been spared. When they reported for assignment that morning, Lord Kater himself was there. He wanted the remaining shifts to dig out the treasure room, to save the artifacts.”

      “But not the other workers? The ones who were trapped in there?” 

      “If they were on the route to the treasure chamber, yes. Otherwise they were to be left, ‘let the bones of the mountain take them,’ in Lord Kater’s words. My older brother, Terray, he refused. He marched past the dig commander and went right to Lord Kater, looked him in the eye. In the eye! Told him he would do no such thing.”

      “Kater killed him.” It was not a question. Her father had told her much of the Manad Vhan’s casual brutality.

      “Burned him right there,” Reylor said, his face flush with anger. “Right in front of everyone. Said that was to be an example for any Rakhum that might challenge Lord Kater’s priorities. Sadly, one other person did.”

      Tanira bit her lip, picturing a smaller Reylor in the doorway of his home, being told his brothers died for a scroll. Even worse, they died because they valued the lives of other Rakhum over a scroll. 

      Killed by their god, for paper.

      “The next day, with two brothers dead, I started looking for another way. This has been going on for thousands of years, there must have been someone else willing to stand up to these ‘gods.’ It took me a long time, but I found out the truth and . . . here I am.”

      “With fortune, your kin shall be avenged yet,” the Thread said with a solemn tone, surprising Tanira with his speech. It banked to the right, gently adjusting its flight and dipping lower. The peaks below them streamed by, a blur against the speed of the Dragon.

      “They shall!” Reylor shouted, letting go of the beast’s mane for a moment to raise his fist in the air. “The Line and the Thread have come together. We have nothing to fear.”

      “No, little Rakhum,” the Thread said, flapping its great wings again. “We approach the Voice. We may yet risk Terminus himself. There is uncertainty ahead and perhaps foes behind. We have everything to fear.”

      The Thread was right, there were many unanswered questions ahead of them. She wondered what Reylor’s secret was, and why had it been kept from her. She wondered how difficult the Voice would be to control. 

      Most of all, she wondered if there were indeed foes behind them. Upala and the new male Manad Vhan had been left on Varesta with Nima, but there was another portal there. It was guarded and inactive, but it would be foolish to assume they could not get past it. She had underestimated Nima before.

      Her mind brought her back to the lush forests of Sirapothi, where she had run laughing from a rampaging Grun, Nima and Val at her side.

      Her friends, who never suspected Tanira would be days away from killing one of them and abandoning the other.

      Cost upon cost, piling upon her heart. Betrayed eyes and cut throats, all in the name of the Line. Each one a stone on the road behind her, and a hand at her back. If she were to cause so much pain, it had to be worth it in the end.

      Tanira set her jaw, watching as the sun sank lower in the sky. Ish Kalum and the Vault of the Voice could not come soon enough.
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      Upala looked around in the dim light of the cave, her vision blurred by fatigue. She blinked against the distortion, the shapes around her slowly revealing themselves to be her companions.

      That one flame of worry extinguished itself as she made out the forms of Drew, Nima, Merin and Kater, each slumped on the ground around her, but breathing.

      Alive, at the least. They had done it. Some were stirring but no one seemed fully conscious yet except her.

      The shambling shapes of the Yeti moved forward, blocking any exit from the small cavern.

      She could see the many crystals lining the creature’s backs, a spectrum of colors glowing and pulsing as they advanced. Her heart pounded in her chest, her fear for Drew, for the others intermixing with the crushing fatigue from the portal translation. Soundlessly the massive beasts moved forward, a wall of white fur that undoubtedly wanted revenge for Sinar’s actions as well as her own.

      She tried to call fire to her hands, but little came except a warming of her palms. She was back in Aroha Darad, and back at a lower altitude. She could shield here, but little more. Reaching down to try and tap what reserves she might have, she was only able to call forth a small shimmering field of red energy, hardly enough to cover even herself.

      The shield collapsed around her as her strength gave out. Upala fell onto her side, the cold stone damp and wet against her cheek. 

      “Drew. . .” It was a whisper. The cavern grew darker as the Yeti moved forward, blocking out the light behind them and leaving Upala in near darkness. All she could see were the colors of their crystals, all she could feel were the vibrations of their heavy feet on the stone.

      There was movement out of the corner of her eye. A figure stood in front of the Yeti, at first obscured by the dim light.

      The Yeti froze, halting their advance just a step away from the small shape in their midst. Each one then dropped to one knee, head bowed. Upala watched as the crystals on their backs changed color, all phasing to a blinding white that lit the room as the Yeti stood and encircled the figure.

      A hand landed on her shoulder from behind and Upala yelped out in surprise. She knew the touch without looking. Drew.

      “What is going on?” he asked.

      She did not have a chance to consider how to explain as the circle of Yeti opened, the creatures lining up and facing them. In their midst was a kneeling girl, were she Rakhum Upala would have judged her to be in her mid-teens. She was no Rakhum though, her blue skin and lightly scaled face looked back at them, huge, dark eyes framing a brilliant, white crystal in her forehead. 

      “Lhamu!” Nima shouted, limping as she ran forward. The girl’s head turned toward Nima, wide dark eyes reflecting the many colors of the crystals around her.

      As the Yeti moved to encircle Lhamu, Merin launched herself forward, reaching Nima and pulling her back just before the charging Sherpa could collide with the wall of white fur.

      “How?” Drew said, pushing himself up.

      The same question ran through Upala’s mind. Kater had aged during his time in the Under, but that had been the result of his healing being removed by that region’s strange dampening of Manad Vhan magic.

      She supposed it could be an effect of Lhamu’s race. Her studies had made no mention of these Caenolans on Sirapothi, but Nima had said there was an entire society of them there. Yet another mystery.

      “Let me go!”

      Nima struggled against Merin, Drew limping over to help. As she tried to contain the Sherpa woman, the burns across Merin’s left side were painful to look at, her clothes seared away and leaving the wounds exposed.

      Upala forced herself into a kneeling position, giving one quick glance around the room. Kater was slumped next to the portal exit, looking as inert as the magical gateway. His eyes blinked, but he was either too exhausted or disinterested to react to the scene in front of him.

      She rose to her feet, her stance wobbling as if the stone were made of water. Drew had his arm around Nima, Merin having sat again. Nima’s face was bright red, and she still demanded Drew release her, though she did not struggle with him.

      One Yeti stepped away from the circle, turning to walk toward them. Her heart fell at the sight, panic spreading through her in waves from the pit in her stomach. These were the same creatures Sinar had immolated before her eyes, and they likely blamed her for the horrible crime.

      Upala barely had enough energy to keep herself on her feet, the rest of them seemed in worse condition. They could not stand against even one of the creatures, not and keep everyone safe from harm.

      Raising its massive paws, claws as long as Upala’s hand, the Yeti did the last thing Upala had expected.

      “I am the Speaker,” it said. “I have been selected to address you.”

      The Yeti’s voice was muffled and low, as if the sounds were coming from underneath several layers of snow. Looking into its face, she could see the bluish lips underneath the mass of white fur struggle to form the words. He looked as large and imposing as any of his race, with no distinguishable marks or indications of individuality. The crystals lining his back and shoulders continued to pulse a pure white in time with the other Yeti.

      “The speaker. . .” Upala said, struggling to understand what was happening. They wanted to talk?

      “Let Lhamu go!” Nima yelled, the Speaker turning its head toward the small woman, still being held back by Drew.

      “We protect the Link,” he said to Nima. There was little tone to the words, his voice devoid of violence or peace. “This Link is the Foretold, and we protect her. That is our rocha.” The Speaker said “rocha” as if the meaning should be obvious, yet Upala had never heard of it. 

      “No! She needs me!” The Yeti took two steps toward Nima as she finally pulled free of Drew. She ran up to the Speaker, repeating herself, “She needs me.”

      “You are the Arrived, the Link does draw strength from you. She is struggling with the translation, the loss of connection. You may be with her, once we have remedied this condition.”

      The large group of Yeti moved out of the chamber, taking Lhamu with them. As Nima attempted to run past the Speaker, the Yeti reached out with one enormous hand and plucked her off the ground.

      Drew ran forward with his fists raised, stopping when the Yeti gently placed Nima back down in front of him.

      “No combat is needed,” the Speaker said, his deep voice calm. “Though your patience is required, Arrived. Access to the Foretold will be permitted.”

      “But what do you want with her?” Upala stepped in between the Speaker and Nima, hoping she looked more imposing than she felt. Drew continued to attempt to calm Nima down, but Upala was unsure of how successful he would be. Right now, the Yeti were not attacking and the only hope they had of keeping everyone alive was to keep it that way.

      The Yeti looked down at her, looking at her with the same dark eyes she had removed from Yeti skulls many times. She felt exposed, her past always in front of her.

      “Sentenced, you ask questions yet there is much you must answer for.”

      Sentenced? She supposed that was their title for her, one she could not argue with. “You translated along with the Arrived and the Foretold. Your party also includes the Trusted. This grants you a truce with the Yeti, so long as you do not interfere with our rocha.”

      “Rocha? I do not-”

      “It means their calling,” Kater said, his voice sounding weak and tired. He still sat slumped against the wall of the cavern. “Near as I have determined, it is like a divine quest for them, one they decide together.”

      “You are correct, Trusted. To preserve the Foretold is our rocha.”

      Merin laughed, a scornful sound. “If you call Kater ‘Trusted’ I am not sure we should trust you.”

      “Your trust is not required, Respected,” the Speaker said to Merin. He turned back to Nima, who still glared up at him with balled fists. “Your care for the Foretold is admirable, Arrived. We share it. The translation will be difficult for her, we are assisting her with that transition. In a short time, you will be taken to her. Will you accept this delay?”

      “I don’t guess I have a choice,” Nima said, folding her arms. “But I want to know what is going on with her. Why is she older? Is she all right? Will she know me?”

      “All things have reasons, Arrived, therefore all things have explanations. We shall share our knowledge with you when we bring you to the Foretold.” The Yeti turned toward Drew, who had his hands on Nima’s shoulders. “We would title you Unstable, and would wish to examine you as well. You have much in common with the Foretold.”

      “Me?” Drew said, taking a step back. “Why would you want to examine me? What does that even mean? What do you mean ‘Unstable’?”

      “Speaker.” Upala put as strong a tone as possible into her voice, trying to recall the times she had seen Merin or Harliss use a similar tone. She struggled toward as diplomatic a phrasing as possible, but she was so tired. ”This is all very confusing to us. We expected you would attack us. We are very happy you have not, but do you intend to? Are we safe here? Do you intend to let us leave? What do you want?”

      The questions poured out of her with embarrassing haste, but she needed to know. Somewhere outside this cave Tanira was already at work.

      “Intend, Sentenced? We intend nothing that would go against our rocha. Cred rocha! As long as your actions are in alignment with the Foretold, you have a truce with the Yeti.”

      “Did he answer your question?” Drew asked. “I can hardly tell.” 

      Upala pondered the meaning of the Speaker’s words as another Yeti appeared in the chamber opening. It looked indistinguishable from the Speaker. Even with all the Yeti she had dissected she had never found a difference between one and another. The newcomer paused for a moment, then turned and backed a few steps out of the room, standing half in shadow.

      The Speaker addressed Nima.

      “Arrived, you may be taken to the Foretold. Unstable, we would desire to examine you. There is much about you that is questioned.”

      “And the rest of us?” Merin asked. She spoke through clenched teeth, brandishing her burned arm at the Speaker.

      “We would ask that you remain here until the Arrived has spoken with the Foretold. You are injured, we may be able to offer succor as well as sustenance.”

      Upala stepped in front of Drew and Nima. Taking Nima to see Lhamu was one matter, but Drew being examined as well?

      “We will not allow our friends to be harmed.”

      “Do not be provocative,” the Speaker said, his voice flat. “If we wished harm, harm would have occurred. No harm will come to those who are on the side of the Foretold and our rocha.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Drew said, leaning over to her. “It’ll help me keep an eye on Nima and maybe I’ll get some answers too.” He leaned in, giving her a kiss on her cheek. “Be right back.”

      Nima sprung forward, quickly walking alongside the Speaker as he left the room. Drew followed behind, taking one last look back at Upala before sliding out of sight into the darkened passage leading out of the cavern.

      As if the string holding her up had been cut, Upala slumped to the ground, falling to her knees in exhaustion. Whatever might come, whatever Tanira might be up to, they were home. It was a small comfort, but it was all she had.
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      The Speaker had brought Nima to a tiny room, she guessed about ten minutes’ walk from where the portal had deposited them. She saw no other Yeti except the Speaker during their journey, which was so filled with twists and turns she doubted she could find her way back.

      Lhamu lay on a stone platform, covered in a blanket of thick, brown fur. Nima stared at her from the entrance of the small chamber, her mind struggling to work out what she was seeing. Even after all the impossibilities she had witnessed since the Under, this was the hardest to accept.

      Drew had attempted to stop and stay with her, but the Speaker had been insistent that Drew accompany him. Drew managed to give Nima a small hug before he was guided away into the darkness, leaving Nima alone outside the small open room that contained Lhamu’s sleeping form.

      She was beautiful. She had long, green hair that looked like sea waves rolling over the thin pillow. Her skin had a tinge of blue to it, the faintest hint of scales showing on her cheeks. To Nima she looked to be in her mid-teens, somehow. The crystal between her closed eyes glowed softly, shifting from one color to the next. Underneath the blanket, Nima could see her chest rise and fall. 

      She was impossible, but she was alive.

      “Val,” she whispered. If only he could have seen this.

      Lhamu’s head turned at the sound, dark eyes opening to look at Nima. Nima smiled nervously. Will she even know who I am?

      Lhamu smiled back, her crystal glowed a low orange that bathed the room in its warmth.

      Nima took one step into the room, one step closer. Her palms were sweating, her heart pounding. What should I say?

      “Hi,” Nima said, her voice feeling small even in the tiny room. “I don’t know if you can understand me, but I am . . . I am so happy you are all right.”

      “I can understand you.”

      Nima let out a yelp in surprise. She can speak! How?

      “I am pleased to see you.”

      Lhamu’s voice sounded like the tide to Nima, there was an ebb and flow to her words that reminded her of Sirapothi.

      “I-I don’t know what to say,” Nima said. She walked closer to Lhamu, kneeling next to the stone platform so she could look Lhamu in the eye. “I am happy, but I am so confused.”

      “I am confused as well,” Lhamu said, dark eyes narrowing. “I am not where I should be. My link is severed, yet I am stable. I cannot sense the originator, his contact is lost to me. What is this place?”

      “We are in. . .” Nima looked around the small room. She wished Drew had not been taken away, she wished with all her heart that Val was there. “We are in a cave, um, on another world. A world of my friends, we are chasing someone who is here. Someone bad.”

      “This is not Sirapothi,” Lhamu said, looking around the chamber. “I am not where I should be. My link is severed! Where is Valaen? Where is Tanira?” Lhamu sat up, reaching out and taking Nima’s hand. The crystal on her head shifted from orange to a dark blue, the girl’s eyes widening. “I am afraid! Where are they?”

      How could she know them? She was just a baby. How was she talking? The questions and mysteries flooded Nima’s mind, so hard to know which to ask first, yet Lhamu’s fear was all Nima could focus on. She began to shush her, rubbing the girl’s hand with her own.

      “Everything is all right, Lhamu. You are safe, I am safe. We are not in Sirapothi, but we are in a safe place, a place with friends.”

      Lhamu let out a deep, ragged sigh like surf crashing onto a rocky shore. She lay back down, the color of her crystal shifting between red and green.

      “We are safe,” she repeated back to Nima. “You are with me, and you have kept me safe. Yet you are afraid, I can see it inside you. What is your fear?”

      “I just. . . I don’t know how you are here, I mean how old you are. How can you understand me? How can you know what to say?”

      “This unknown is frightening to you,” Lhamu said, as if Nima had just taught her something. “I speak because I know the words, does that help? I have known words all of my memory. Your words, Valaen’s, and Tanira’s. The originator’s most of all.”

      “‘Originator’? You mean Sessgrenimath?”

      “Yes. His words were not in my ears but inside me. I could hear them even if I did not want to. Dark words, they were large and overhead. I can hear whispers of those words here, but they are not his. They are many, smaller, but still large. Whose words are inside me now?”

      “I don’t know, Lhamu. I can try to help you find out.”

      “I am glad his words are gone, the link is severed. Yet I know this is not where I should be. When do we go home? When do we return to Sirapothi?”

      Nima squeezed Lhamu’s hand. She wanted to go home, yet what would happen to her if they tried? They went through the portal once, would Lhamu age again if they returned? Would she turn back to an infant? Would the link with Sessgrenimath kill her as it was supposed to?

      There were so many questions, so much danger. Yet that was the girl’s wish, looking into Lhamu’s face Nima saw someone it would be hard for her to say no to. 

      “We have . . . things to do here first. Something bad is happening here and we need to stop it, to keep people from being hurt. Once that is done and my friends are safe, I will try to take you home.”

      Lhamu nodded as if Nima had said something profound to her. 

      “Yes,” she said. “Friends should be kept safe. You kept me safe, I remember. There was a high tower, and a rolling sea. A great snow, and bitter cold. People fighting, people being hurt. Yet you were always above me, Nima, keeping me safe. I learned from you. We will keep your friends safe as well, Nima. We will help them. Then I can go home.”

      Nima smiled, surprised at the feeling of pride she felt at the conviction with which Lhamu spoke. Her eyes grew moist, her memory flashing back to the sunset on Varesta, her one last moment with Val before everything went wrong. 

      “Nima, where are Valaen and Tanira?” Lhamu sat up, wrapping the blanket around her. “They should help us with your friends too. Yet I do not see them here. Where are they?”

      Nima sighed as she felt the smile drain from her face. She wasn’t even sure she herself had processed what had happened to Val, and how Tanira had betrayed them.

      She took a deep breath. Lhamu deserved the truth, even if it was hard to say.

      “What happened with Tanira is complicated, Lhamu. She protected you, but she did that because she needed you.”

      “Needed me?” Lhamu’s eyes grew wider, her crystal shifting to a pink hue. “What does that mean?”

      “There was a door she needed to open, and you were the key. Tanira told me she was my friend, but she had done some awful things.”

      Nima’s heart immediately thought back to Val, and all she had lost. Tanira had done far more harm than that, of course.

      Lhamu looked back at Nima, brows furrowed. The light in her headcrystal grew.

      “Tanira said she was your friend, but she was not? So she lied?”

      Nima thought back to her first meeting with Tanira, and how the woman had told her of her quest to save her people. Nima felt shame at her excitement at the time, at how she had proclaimed Tanira a brave knight.

      You saw what you wanted to see! Tanira had yelled at her from the top of Varesta on Sirapothi, and she had been right.

      “No,” Nima said, sadness at the edge of her voice. “No she didn’t lie. I just wasn’t smart enough to see what she really was, and it cost me, cost all of us. Especially Val.”

      Lhamu leaned forward, a look of concern growing on her face. Nima watched the color in her crystal shift from a pink hue to a deep blue.

      “Why?” she asked. “What happened to Val?”

      There was no way to cushion it, no way to make it easier for Lhamu to hear, or for Nima to say.

      “Tanira killed him,” she said, a choke coming to her voice. “She … she didn’t mean to, I think. But that doesn’t change anything. She was willing to do whatever was needed, to get to her goal.”

      Lhamu lowered her head. Nima wondered if Lhamu really grasped what death meant, if she understood what any of this meant.

      She took the girl’s hands into her own, feeling the slight ridges from the faint scales in her blue skin. So similar to Val.

      “Lhamu, I’m sorry. I know this is hard to understand. I don’t think I understand it.”

      Lhamu looked back up at her. Instead of the tears Nima had expected, she saw a stern glare as the grip on her hands tightened.

      “I understand,” she said firmly. “Tanira is bad. She has hurt people, and now she plans to hurt more.”

      Nima felt a laugh escape, even as a tear rolled down her cheek. It really is that simple, she told herself. If only I had been able to see it.

      “I guess you do understand, Lhamu. Maybe I’m the one who has been confused.”

      Lhamu pushed herself off the small cot, planting her feet on the floor. She continued to grip Nima’s hands, her crystal now shining golden like the sun.

      “We should stop her,” she said. “That’s what we’re going to do, right? Tanira is bad, but we are good people.”

      Nima looked off to the shadows of the hallway outside the small chamber. She had thought that through that door waited hard choices, tough decisions.

      Yet Lhamu had rendered it very simple.

      “Yes,” Nima said, thinking of what might be required to stop Tanira. What she might be forced to do. “We are good, and good people help. Even when it’s hard.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, do you understand what is going on with me? Is that why you called me ‘unstable’?”

      Drew looked up at the Speaker, confused that this narrow crack of stone between two passages was where the Yeti felt was the best place for them to talk.

      He wanted to be back with Nima, both to support his friend and to understand the impossibility of Lhamu entering the portal an infant and coming out a teenager. Yet perhaps it was best, this allowed Nima to have some privacy and maybe Drew could get some answers. Even if the source was as unlikely as any he could have guessed.

      “Unstable is your title no more.” The Yeti’s voice seemed to come from everywhere inside the tiny enclosure. “Yet it is no longer your condition. We have examined you. As is with the Foretold, you are now stable. We would name you Altered.”

      When the hell did they examine him? Stable? 

      “Stable? What does that mean? You mean I won’t be changing anymore? What happened to me in the first place?” His pulse pounded in his temples as his frustration rose.

      “We do not have knowledge of the first place you have been, Altered. Yet you have been many places, the mark of several portals is upon you. It is from this that your instability was sourced.”

      “From the portals?” He supposed it was possible, yet it also didn’t make sense. He hadn’t felt different in the Under. He certainly wasn’t shooting fire from his hands or growing new skin there. It was not until he arrived in Aroha Darad that he started changing. Just like Lhamu.

      “Is it this world? This place is what changed me? Changed the girl?”

      “That is sooth.” The Speaker nodded. “This world is like no other. Not all who translate to it are affected the same. Most remain stable, but you did not. The Foretold did not. Place five seeds in the ground, five plants may not grow. All beings are different.”

      “Great, I’m allergic.” Drew laughed, the sound devoid of humor. “So, I’m stable, what does that mean? I can’t change back? I can’t become human again?”

      “Your essence reacted to Aroha Darad, becoming malleable. An impression was made upon you by another. You have taken on the form of that impression and are no longer moldable. You are as you are, Altered.”

      There it was, stated by the Yeti as a fact. This is who he was now. Locked somewhere between Manad Vhan and human, and not sure where one ended and the other began. Was it truly bad to be altered? He had been fighting against it because he didn’t want to believe in it.

      Maybe it was time to believe. With the stakes so high, maybe it was time to count on these changes and own them. Use them.

      “Great, well I guess it is good to know. I don’t know what to do with it, but I can stop wondering why it happened.”

      “To question that which is fact is not in the nature of the Yeti. You would do to alter yours. We have examined you, we will now return you to the Arrived and the Foretold.”

      The Speaker turned, moving toward the exit of the thin stone crevice, while Drew reviewed the rush of the conversation in his head, so much information so quickly. There was one more question that prodded the back of his mind.

      “Wait, Speaker. You said Aroha Darad wasn’t like other worlds. How is that true? What’s different about it?”

      The Speaker paused at the opening of the crack, its massive form blocking out the light and leaving Drew in shadow.

      “It is simple. Other worlds are real.”
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      Upala looked up as Kater slurped the rest of his soup from the crude, clay bowl the Yeti had served it in.

      “Repulsive,” he said, tossing the bowl aside and rising to his feet. It was the first time Upala had seen him stand since they arrived, yet now he looked as strong and hale as he could in his old body. It was still hard to get used to seeing him aged, though it occurred to her that she had now seen the same thing happen to Lhamu.

      “What are we waiting here for, Upala?” Kater demanded, walking to one side of the broad stone chamber, then turning. He took a glance at the portal, now just a darkened oval on the far wall. “We are here, back on Aroha Darad. The longer we sit here, the more this Rakhum woman, this Tanira, will get ahead of us.”

      Merin eyed Kater from where she leaned by the entrance to the chamber. She had been looking down the passage that led into the shadows for some time. The left side of her upper body was covered in a strange paste that one of the Yeti had brought in. It smelled foul, but had seemed to soothe the woman’s pain quickly.

      “We need to wait for Nima and Drew,” Upala said, sipping the soup from her bowl as she sat. Kater’s description was not without merit, the thick mixture of under-ripe vegetables and a broth she could not quite identify was not appetizing, but it was warm.

      “Again, I ask why,” Kater now paced to the other side of the room. “However it happened, the changes in Adley might be useful were he not a fool. I have no interest in the child, and the other two are of no help. Why wait for these useless quicklifes?”

      “Do not speak of me as if I am not here,” Merin said.

      “You are not here,” Kater shot back.

      “I am sure Drew and Nima will return soon,” Upala said. She was losing control of the situation, she could feel it slipping out of her hands.

      “Then be sure to give them my regards.” Kater strode toward the entrance of the cavern. “I must return to my fortress, to prepare for the oncoming battle against the Dragons. These Yeti would do well not to forestall me.”

      “Prepare?” Upala asked, chasing after him. The last thing they needed was Kater attacking the Yeti. “We should be stopping Tanira, preventing the Dragons from being released in the first place!”

      Kater whirled. “How would we do that, exactly? Where is she? There are fourteen Vaults, which will she go to first? Has she already been to one, or more? She defeated you and Adley easily, how will you stand against her now?”

      “Kater, I only mean that-”

      “The Dragons, Sister! That is the fight we have been researching for, preparing for. That is the fight I was returned to wage-”

      “I returned you Kater,” Merin stepped forward, coming between Kater and Upala. “Never forget that if not for a Rakhum, a quicklife, you would not have this chance at all. And it is a chance, is it not? I saw your fortress, I saw those tapestries. Kater the Hero, I can see the hunger for it in your eyes. This is not about Manad Vhan, or Rakhum, or even Dragons. This is about what all things are about for you. Yourself!”

      Kater stared back at Merin, his lip quivering. Upala was about to try and come between them when he uttered a slight laugh, then turned away again.

      “I will not forget you, Merin,” Kater said as he walked into the shadowed corridor. “When this is over, and the Dragons are defeated, I will find a way to . . . appreciate what you have done for me.” 

      As Kater stormed away, Upala put her hand on Merin’s shoulder.

      “I am sorry, Merin. Kater is . . . an abomination. Perhaps we would be better off managing without-”

      “Do not let him abandon us!” Merin said, cutting Upala off. “We do need him. If I was not positive of this I would not have sacrificed my own happiness to restore him. Go after him, you are his sister. Find a way to make him the tool we need him to be, not a rogue fool!”

      Upala sighed. Make Kater listen? Had Merin forgotten she and Kater had been warring for centuries? Yet she was right, they needed Kater for his abilities and his knowledge of the Dragons. Even if he was unlikely to listen to her, she had to try. It was a certainty he would listen to no one else. As worried as she was for Drew and as badly as she needed to see him, she had to go.

      She looked into the taller woman’s eyes, trying not to think of all Merin had lost, and all she might yet lose if they failed. “I will find a way.”

      “I know that you will,” Merin said, her tone softening. “Retrieve your brother and bring him to Rogek Shad. Drew, Nima and I will make for there once the Yeti return them. I would suspect we will be there in two days’ time.”

      “I will be there as well,” Upala said, looking into Merin’s eyes, wishing she could steal some of the woman’s bravery for herself. “We will get your children back, and free your people.”

      Merin nodded, and walked away from her, wincing as she lightly rubbed her paste-covered shoulder. 

      Upala ran into the darkness of the cave’s passage after Kater, trying to figure out how she would convince him to work with the rest of them. He was a bastard to deal with, but he was still their best hope.
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        * * *

      

      “I just don’t understand what you meant!”

      Drew gritted his teeth in frustration, the giant wall of white fur walking in front of him was of no help at all.

      “It is clear you do not understand, Altered. Yet you continue to ask.”

      “This world isn’t ‘real,’ what does that mean? How isn’t Aroha Darad real? It’s all around us. It’s as real as we are!”

      “That you cannot see the difference between that which is real and that which is not, I cannot assist you with. I would suggest you refrain from trying to comprehend, Altered. Perhaps another can give you answers, since mine are insufficient to penetrate your understanding.”

      “Ah, the hell with it!” Drew fumed as the Speaker led them from one damp, stone corridor to another. His anger bounced around uselessly inside himself. He wasn’t getting anything more out of the Yeti, that was clear. He’d have to hope Upala or even Kater might know more.

      After a long series of left and right twists in the cave passages, they arrived at a small chamber. On the way Drew never saw another Yeti or any signs of where these creatures lived when they weren’t out handing titles to people and examining them.

      The Speaker stepped to the side, allowing Drew to see Nima and Lhamu inside the small room,

      Even though he had seen her before, the girl was just as astonishing the second time. Somehow the infant had become a teenager, and a teenager who now chatted away with Nima. As if that made perfect sense.

      They were sitting together on a stone table, looking more like sisters than two strangers from different worlds. He watched them for a moment from the passage, just happy to see Nima smiling and talking in an animated fashion. Nima was discussing one of their climbs in the Himalaya, it had been just Nima, Drew and Pasang. A simple time. Lhamu listened to it all with wide eyes. Drew caught the girl miming Nima’s hand motions more than once. 

      He laughed, causing both of them to look up. His little sister was now a big sister. She hopped off the stone table at the sight of Drew, running up to him.

      “Lhamu, this is my friend, Drew!” she said to the girl, the smile in her voice so strong Drew could see it. “He’s like my big brother and if there is anyone here you can trust, it is him!”

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence, Nima.” He smiled at Lhamu, the girl hopping off the table to stand next to Nima, again mimicking most of her actions. 

      “He is tall,” she said, looking up at Drew. “Yet not as tall as the Speaker. You say we can trust him, but you trusted Tanira, did you not? How do you know he will not ‘turn bad’ as you say she did?” Lhamu continued to smile up at Drew, though now he suspected she was doing so because Nima was.

      “I’ve known Drew a lot longer than I did Tanira,” Nima said. “He and I have been through-”

      “This conversation can wait.” The Speaker pushed his way past Drew, entering the room and taking a stance directly behind Lhamu. “What are your intentions regarding the Foretold? You translated her to this world. Where do you plan to take her?”

      “That was rude,” Nima said under her breath.

      “We are here to stop a woman named Tanira,” Drew said. “A Rakhum. She intends to release the Dragons and use them against the Manad Vhan, specifically Kater and Upala.”

      “Upala the Sentenced.” The Speaker leaned forward, towering over Drew. “Kater the Trusted. You would put the Foretold central to conflict between these and the Dragons. It would not serve our rocha to imperil the Foretold thusly.”

      “We can’t just stand by and allow the Dragons to go free, Speaker. The Rakhum would be caught in the middle just as you say Lhamu, uh I mean the Foretold would be.”

      “Move the Rakhum if the battle might imperil them so. Ill might be gained from the Dragon’s freedom, yet the ill of the Manad Vhan is fact. The Sentenced is Manad Vhan. The Deathbringer was Manad Vhan.”

      Deathbringer was surely the Yeti’s title for Sinar. Not a good name to be associated with. The room suddenly felt even smaller.

      “Who cares who is what?” Nima asked, poking the Speaker’s fur with her finger. Lhamu’s eyes followed Nima’s face. “If the Dragons get released, people are going to die. If someone is going to be hurt, you should do what you can to stop it!”

      “Arrived, the Foretold cannot be permitted to be in danger. You may leave if you wish, but it is not within our rocha to-”

      “Am I not allowed to make my own decisions?” Lhamu poked the Speaker in the fur too, the huge beast going silent as soon as she spoke. “If I want to go with Nima, are you going to stop me?”

      The Speaker paused. The crystals on his back pulsed briefly, then returned to their solid-white coloring.

      “Our interpretation is malleable,” he said. “If the Foretold wishes to enter a path of harm, it is not within our rocha to prevent her. Therefore we will mold the rocha. We will ensure the Foretold is not harmed if that is within our ability. In doing this, the rocha is stable again.”

      “Great, great,” Drew said with a sigh. “So, what does that mean?” 

      “The Foretold may depart as she sees fit,” the Speaker said. “I will accompany her to ensure our rocha remains stable.”

      Nima grinned, Lhamu quickly copying her. Drew did not smile, but nodded with approval. Having a Yeti along could certainly be useful, as long as they managed to navigate the logic maze of whatever his ‘rocha’ was. In addition, it would give Drew more opportunity to question the Speaker further.

      “What is your destination?” the Speaker asked. “I would prepare supplies and assistance for your companions.”

      While they needed to figure out where Tanira was and where she was going, Drew knew determining that answer would likely involve a long and frustrating conversation with Kater. Best to do that on the way to Rogek Shad, where Merin could be reunited with her children. 

      “Nalam Wast and Rogek Shad, the Rakhum settlements,” Drew said. “About two day’s walk from here if I remember correctly.”

      The Speaker nodded, the crystals on his back pulsing again for a moment.

      “Your companions are being prepared, and the necessary supplies gathered. If you accompany me, I will return you to the Trusted, Respected, and Sentenced. Then I will recover your countryman.” Turning with surprising grace in the narrow confines of the cave, the Speaker walked away from Drew, Nima and Lhamu quickly following behind.

      “Countryman?” Drew called, hurrying after them. “There is no one here except my companions from the portal.”

      “Incorrect, Altered. I will bring you the Quarry, our captive, so that you may retrieve him.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time the Speaker brought Drew back to the portal chamber, the room was filled with tightly wrapped bundles of cloth. He assumed these were filled with the supplies the Speaker had mentioned, though how the Yeti would know what supplies they might need was not a question he wanted to ask. He had asked all the questions of the Speaker he could take for one day.

      Merin walked up, accepting a careful embrace from Nima and, with some awkwardness, one from Lhamu as well.

      “I was about to ask after you,” Merin said, looking in Drew’s direction. “Then more of the Yeti arrived bringing all that you see here. They would answer none of my questions though, it seems only the Speaker will. . . speak.”

      Drew nodded, looking around the room. He was disappointed to see only Merin here, more so because he thought he could guess why.

      “Kater left?” 

      Merin nodded. “Upala went after him. She assured me she would meet us in Rogek Shad in two days, with her brother or without him. That is where I intend to go now, even if I go alone.”

      Drew shook his head. “That is where we are all going, Merin. We’re going to bring you to your children. Besides Rogek Shad is as good a place as any to decide how we’re going to approach this.”

      “I want Merin to see her children too,” Nima said. “But if we don’t stop Tanira soon it might become too late.”

      “Tanira is bad,” Lhamu chimed in, looking at Merin with an expression Drew couldn’t quite read. “She cannot be trusted.”

      “It’s not raining Dragons yet,” Drew said. “If we were to try and beat Tanira to any of these Vaults, as I understand it, we have to go north to where they’re all located. Rogek Shad is on the way. Additionally, we will have company on our trip. The Speaker is coming along, apparently to make sure Lhamu is protected.”

      “He will not be the only one joining you!” 

      Drew turned to the familiar voice coming from the passageway, as the Speaker entered with the Yeti’s captive, who was exactly who Drew had hoped it would be.

      “Trillip!” Merin shouted, running over to greet her fellow Rakhum. Trillip was as tall and thin as Drew remembered him, but looked to be in good health. He accepted Merin’s one-armed embrace with a surprised grunt. Drew ran over, slapping the man on the shoulder, taking care to not touch Merin’s wounded side.

      “It is great to see you, Trillip. I really was worried we had lost you back at Kater’s!”

      “It is great to be seen, Drew,” he said with a smile, releasing Merin. “Great to see both of you. I will look forward to hearing about your exploits on another world, and meeting your new companions!” Polite as Drew remembered him, Trillip bowed deeply to Nima and Lhamu.

      Nima giggled, Lhamu quickly following suit.

      Trillip began glancing around the room, a questioning look on his face.

      “Upala is off retrieving her brother,” Drew explained, nodding at Trillip’s shocked expression. “Yes. Kater. That will be part of our long story. You have one to tell us too, after we left you in Kater’s fortress, I assumed those Yeti would tear you to pieces.”

      “Why would we injure him, Altered?” the Speaker asked, Drew actually detecting a note of offense in the big creature’s deep voice. “He was not Sentenced, he merely protected her. Following his own rocha, which we respect. He was Quarry alone. He has been retained, pending the return of the Sentenced or his demise. We have not harmed him.”

      “That is true,” Trillip said. “They have actually treated me quite well, other than not allowing me to leave. Of course, I thought I might have to live the rest of my life here, which was an unsettling prospect. Apparently though, with Upala returned I am released.”

      “Well then, I don’t think there is much left to do but head out.” Drew noticed Merin had already picked up one of the bags of supplies, carrying it with her unburned arm. Nima and Lhamu were strapping packs on, the Speaker waiting by the passage.

      Drew laughed, drawing a questioning look from both the Speaker and Lhamu. A Sherpa, a Caenolan girl, a Yeti, two Rakhum and himself, whatever the hell he was. If they couldn’t stop Tanira with this group, at least it would be interesting.
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      Nima sat next to Drew while he stared out at the Umbuk River. All around her the landscape was familiar, with mountains and plains just where they should be. Aroha Darad just seemed to be a warmer version of the world she knew, only with different names and a lot more magic.

      After a day’s walk from the Yeti cave, they had stopped here by a small grove of trees that clustered together like an island in the middle of a flat, yellow sea of tall grasses. She and Lhamu had looked around in wonder at all there was to see. She and the girl had taken turns peppering Drew and Merin with question after question.

      With each step, she grew fonder of Lhamu and more protective. As a baby, she had represented her last connection to Val, a living example of what a life for her in Caenola could have been. That had been less about the child and more about Nima’s imagination, as she saw the three of them roaming the undiscovered realms of Sirapothi, taking blank maps and filling them in with their experiences.

      Now Lhamu was a person, or she was becoming one. It was clear that she was using Nima as her guide to understanding things. At first, Nima had thought this to be quite humorous, as Lhamu would copy whatever little movement or action she might take, especially those that had to do with interacting with the others. 

      As the day wore on, Nima became more concerned. What if I teach Lhamu something that is wrong?

      Lhamu might get hurt because of her or, worse Lhamu might copy the risks she took, not even understanding the dangers Nima often jumped into.

      How can I help Lhamu when I’m so used to only worrying about danger to myself?

      The river’s water whipped by, driven by a strong breeze from the north. Directly in front of the river bank was a stone wall with many cracks and breaks in it. A larger wall was on the other side of the river, and Nima could see the faint hint of a few buildings.

      “Over there,” she said. “That’s Nalam Wast, right? Kater’s city.” Her voice sounded odd to her, weaker as if her words could be washed away with the raging water.

      “Yes,’ Drew said. “Though it looks abandoned. Last time there were guards patrolling that wall. It worries me that they are not there. We’ll know more once Merin and Trillip get back from scouting it. Either way we will know more tomorrow when we reach Rogek Shad.”

      He grabbed a stone from the ground and tossed it into the river. It landed without a sound.

      “How are you doing with Lhamu?”

      Nima looked back at the small campsite they had pitched deep in the trees. Lhamu was stretched out on top of a blanket, sleeping as if there wasn’t a thing in the world to worry about. The Speaker stood just behind her like a sentinel, turning his head every few moments to scan the horizon.

      “She’s sleeping,” Nima said. “Not bad for someone who was a baby yesterday, huh?” 

      “That’s not what I meant, Nima. She was just an infant when we left Sirapothi, now she’s … that.”

      Nima watched her sleeping form on the grass, the dim light from her head crystal glowing softly. Drew wasn’t wrong, it was a huge change. A baby was one thing, but Lhamu was now a younger person, and one she was responsible for. Much like she was for Pasang, her brother who was now a world away.

      “It’s weird, yeah,” she said, watching the waters of the river race by. “But it happened. Just like what happened to you. If I were her, I’d be scared. I’d want people to accept me for who I was, not wonder what had happened to me.”

      Drew put his arm around Nima, a feeling of safety and strength enveloping her. She felt him kiss her softly on the head.

      “This is a weird trip you and I are on here, little sister. Just don’t forget, you’re not alone. I’m always at the other end of your rope.”

      She leaned into him, wishing once again that Drew had been a part of her life when she had been younger. Maybe things for her and Pasang could have been better, if there had just been this source of acceptance that they could turn to. Perhaps that was something she could offer Lhamu, maybe that was how she could help.

      For a time, they just watched the river roll by together as the sky grew darker. Nima heard the breaking of a branch on the ground behind her, whirling around and expecting to see Merin or Trillip. Instead Lhamu stood just a few feet away, the massive form of the Speaker right behind her. Drew stood, groaning a bit as he got to his feet.

      “Nima,” Lhamu said, her voice still sounding sleepy. “I wanted to-”

      “The Foretold wishes to speak with the Arrived.”

      Lhamu glared up at the Speaker. 

      “I was talking with her. I don’t need you to arrange what was already happening.”

      The Yeti looked down at the small Caenolan, his face unchanged. Nima walked over to Lhamu, giving the Speaker a glare as well, and knelt on one knee in front of the girl. Drew came over to stand behind Nima.

      “What is it, Lhamu? Are you all right?”

      “While I was sleeping,” Lhamu said, her head crystal starting to glow brighter, “I think I heard some of the talking, like I was telling you before. Like Sessgrenimath. But this was smaller than him, and closer. I can hear a lot of the talking but most of it is quiet, this is much louder.”

      Nima looked up at Drew, hoping he might have a guess as to what this would mean. 

      “Maybe it’s the Dragons?” Drew asked. “You told me Sessgrenimath called them his creations-”

      “They are one of his creations,” the Speaker interrupted. 

      “Great, thanks. One of his creations. If Lhamu was linked to him, maybe she can hear them too?”

      “If she is hearing the Dragons, then maybe the loudest one is closest?”

      “Or already freed,” Drew added.

      “There is more, Nima,” Lhamu said. The expression on her face was a mixture to Nima, looking somewhere between excitement and fear. “At the end, I think I could see what it saw. The loud voice.”

      “What did you see?” Nima asked.

      “Mountains, and a lot of snow. A big red door, with two people in front of it. A woman and the man, the woman was wearing some kind of glowing armor.”

      “No question who that is,” Nima muttered.

      “Lhamu, that is incredible,” Drew said. “That could be a huge help to us. Could you do it again? Do you feel up to it?”

      Lhamu nodded with enthusiasm. “I could do it again, and I would like to be a ‘huge help.’ Good people help, that’s what Nima said.” She smiled, looking up at Nima.

      Nima laughed and tussled Lhamu’s sea-green hair, an action that felt familiar somehow. Recalling her Ama had done it on a rare instance where she wasn’t mad at Nima, she pulled her hand away but kept smiling. 

      “If you are willing to try, Lhamu. Don’t do any more than you feel you can.” 

      Lhamu nodded, kneeling onto the blowing grass before Nima. The river crickets chirped in the background as Drew and Nima moved closer to the girl. The Speaker stayed standing with his arms folded. His expression was unreadable as always, but to Nima it seemed like he disapproved.

      Lhamu closed her eyes, the light shining from her crystal beginning to pulse. For a moment, it stayed a clear white, then it shifted toward violet.

      Lhamu’s hands were placed palm to palm, the webbing between her spread fingers clearly visible. Her eyes opened slowly, her voice calm and steady.

      “I see through his eyes. He is in the clouds, in the air. There is lots of wind. He is flying, it feels so amazing. I can see mountains going by below him, going so fast.”

      Nima smiled along with her. What would it be like to fly through the air, to be on top of the world like that?

      Lhamu’s crystal glowed brighter, a frown crossing her face. When she spoke, the wonder that had been in her voice drained away.

      “He is flying faster. He seems worried about something. His voice is worried, his voice in his head. I can hear her there too. Tanira. She is with him, and someone else is there too. They are flying somewhere, he is looking at a mountain and getting closer to it.”

      Drew leaned in closer.

      “This could be the Vault,” he whispered to Nima. “If she can see what the Vault looks like, maybe we can figure out where she is.”

      “He’s coming closer to the mountain,” Lhamu continued, her breathing getting faster as her voice got louder. “It is a big mountain, all by itself. Lots of snow. He is really worried, his heart is beating faster.”

      “I don’t like this,” Nima said. It was getting too intense. Even if what Lhamu was seeing might help them, she seemed so scared, like she was feeling the same thing the Dragon was.

      “I can see something on the mountain. Something about half way up, its partially covered in snow. It’s a door, a red, metal door. He sees it, and he doesn’t want to go in it. Tanira wants to open it, but he doesn’t want it open! Something bad is in there!”

      “Can you see more of the door?” Drew asked. He was staring at Lhamu, his voice nearly as intense as hers. “Do you see any writing?”

      “That’s enough!” Nima said, putting her hands on Lhamu’s shoulders. The girl continued to stare straight ahead as if Nima was not there.

      “He’s really scared!” Lhamu yelled, her crystal glowing so bright it was almost blinding. Nima was shaking her shoulders. “He’s looking around! In his head, I think . . . I think--”

      Lhamu’s crystal winked out, and she collapsed to the ground.

      “Lhamu!” Nima cried, diving in to hold her head upright. The Speaker leaned over them, the crystal in Lhamu’s head slowly growing bright again.

      Nima rocked Lhamu back and forth, stroking her sea-green hair. The Speaker was talking, Drew was apologizing, but she was not listening, not really processing any of it. Her heart felt caught between beats, her whole world Lhamu’s face.

      Lhamu looked up at Nima, her dark eyes blinking as her crystal glowed a crisp white once again.

      “He was falling, he was falling out of the sky. But worse, Nima, I think he saw me.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanira lay face down and nearly in the snow, only a thin blue field of energy separating her from the white powder she had just fallen into.

      She had just managed to activate the Hero’s armor after being thrown from the Thread. Had she not, she was sure she would be dead. The impact had knocked the wind out of her and she figured she’d be sore for a few days, but she had been fortunate. 

      The Thread was crumpled nearby at the center of the massive impact crater the beast had created when it collided with the mountain. Tanira could just see over the edge of the crater from her vantage point, the Dragon half-covered in snow and shaking its head back and forth. Clutched in one massive talon was Reylor, whom the Thread had caught in mid-plummet and saved from death. The man looked terrified, but otherwise unharmed.

      “Are you all right?” she called down to the Dragon.

      If the Dragon were hurt, the whole mission would be in jeopardy. She looked up at the craggy peak of Ish Kalum, the tall, isolated mountain covered with deep fields of treacherous-looking snow. Far up the peak lay the Vault of the Voice, but she and Reylor were unlikely to be able to climb to it.

      Yet, if she had to, she would.

      “My injuries are not mortal,” the Thread said. He sounded more embarrassed and frustrated than wounded to Tanira. “Though I have landed with more skill than that in the past.”

      “I am also uninjured,” Reylor cried from his position inside the Thread’s claws. He was eying them nervously, each claw as long as the long knives Tanira once wielded. 

      “What in Founder’s name happened up there?”

      They had been pulling into a smooth descent toward Ish Kalum, the large, red door blocking the Vault in sight. Then the Thread had coasted for a moment or two, ignoring Tanira’s questions before simply plummeting out of the sky. At the time, Tanira had thought the beast might be dead, the Line’s hopes dying with it. 

      While falling she had felt panic, but also relief. Now, both were gone, and only her task remained.

      “I felt another’s touch in my mind,” the Thread said. Tanira listened closely to the Dragon’s voice, listening to detect both injury and deception. She knew her alliance with the Dragon was only until one of them could gain an upper hand on the other. That the Thread’s mind had been touched put all plans into question. If it was even telling the truth.

      “Another’s touch? One of the other Dragons?”

      There should not be any, her mind cried. Not awake, anyway. The Line’s whole plan threatened to turn to vapor as she awaited his answer.

      “No,” he said, another wave of relief washed over her. “No Dragon save I can touch another’s mind. This touch was close, it was on this world but it was no Dragon. It was familiar in a sense, but unskilled. Clumsy. Whoever it was they barely understood the craft they were wielding.”

      “Could I be put down now? Please?” Reylor asked, his head swiveling back and forth between Tanira and the Thread.  

      The Thread lightly placed the man onto the snow outside the crater, twisting its long snake-like form and bringing its head close to Tanira. She looked in the creature’s deep azure eyes, searching for dishonesty or fear. She saw only conviction, which may have been all the Thread wanted her to see. It waited for her, right now she still had the strongest leverage.

      She knew where the machine was.

      “This touch,” she said. “You said the source of it was close by. Do you think you could find it without it knowing you were looking for it?”

      “Perhaps, after a short rest. Yet, we are here on the doorstep of the Voice,” the Thread said, twisting its neck to crane up at the snowy reaches of the mountain. “You now wish to delay entering the Vault?”

      He looked back at her, probing her intentions just as she probed his. Nothing she didn’t expect, and the Thread did not fool her. He was in no rush to see the Voice, that much was clear.

      Someone had reached out and made contact with the Thread’s mind. Someone on Aroha Darad. As far as she knew, the only beings who might be capable of that were trapped on Sirapothi.

      Yet if they were not trapped, if Upala had found a way to return, all ahead of her was in question.

      “I wish to ensure the success of my mission,” Tanira said. She looked over at Reylor, who now had his pack off and was pacing around the flat snowfield next to the Thread’s crater.

      “Reylor, I need you to make camp.”

      The man shrugged his acknowledgement and began pulling open his pack and unraveling a canvas tent. She supposed he was in no hurry to meet the Voice either.

      Reylor still carried in his mind knowledge Tanira needed to have. Without an understanding of how Kater’s Helm worked, she had little chance of going forward.

      Tanira turned away, putting Reylor, and Ish Kalum, and the Voice behind her, if only for a moment. She was the End of the Line, it was her charge to see the Line’s completion. If Upala had found a way to not only reenter this world, but access the mind of the Thread, that was a problem that needed to be solved.

      She looked back toward her homeland, the Umbuk plains far in the distance. She had planned to return with a flight of Dragons at her side, but for now, one would have to do. 

      “Reylor, keep yourself safe and wait here for us. The Thread and I have something we need to deal with.”
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      “Kater, chasing after you is exhausting!” Upala yelled at her brother, the old man having collapsed and now sat wheezing on a rocky outcropping about twenty paces ahead of her.

      She had been running to catch up with him for the past hour, the empty digcart tracks on her right and the lesser mountains and foothills of the region on her left. 

      Three times now she had nearly reached him, only for him to regain enough breath to use his blink tube again. Through this method he had led her north up the side of the Umbuk Valley, now closer to his fortress than either Rogek Shad or the cave of the Yeti.

      He looked up at the sound of her voice, his hands on his chest as he struggled to his feet. All her life she had considered herself and her brother to be immortal, unable to be harmed by anything short of a Dragon. Now that her brother looked ready to collapse from the strain of his flight, she wondered if it were really true.

      “Kater!” She had nearly reached him. “I just want to talk! Do not use that device again!” She could see the silver tube in his hand, he was bringing it up to his eyes to aim farther up the valley. With a grunt, Upala sprinted the rest of the distance, swatting the tube out of her brother’s hand before he could use it.

      He whirled on her, rage in his face and small licks of flame coming from his fingers. In his state of exhaustion, it was all he could manage. She silenced her instincts to call up a shield. Instead she walked right up to him and stared in his face, her arms open wide. 

      “Do it! Burn me!” she said, her voice mixing with anger and frustration. “You know it will not matter. You cannot hurt me any more than I can hurt you. This whole conflict between us has always been pointless!”

      “You sound like Adley.” Kater laughed, dropping the flame. His voice was as tired as it was dismissive.  

      “He is a good man,” Upala said, feeling a swell of pride as she thought of who Drew had become, and how he had helped her embrace herself. 

      “He is disgusting,” Kater sneered. “As is your dalliance with him. A perversion, he has infected you. Though in truth he has only magnified what you already were - weak.”

      She sighed. This chase of ideas between her and her brother was as exhausting as the foot race he had just led her on. 

      “Fine, Kater. You do not like Drew, you do not like me. Nothing about that is new. What is new is the threat that faces us both, something you and I have been focused on all our long lives. Now, what are you doing walking away from the people who could help us?”

      “Help us? Adley? The Rakhum? Two girls? It is we who could help them, not that I care to. The power to end this crisis is up there, not with them.” He pointed at his fortress with his bony finger, the appendage of an old man who was somehow still her brother. “Up there is what I have been doing to prepare for the Dragons. Up there is a weapon. All you ever did was look for a way to run.”

      The shame welled up inside Upala. He was right, damn him. He always knew where to hit. While Kater had driven the Rakhum under his control deeper and deeper into the Manad Vhan ruins searching for weapons and battle lore, she had sought safety. For herself. Kater had planned to fight the Dragons here, defeat them on Aroha Darad.

      Perhaps saving the Rakhum would not be his intention, but Kater’s plan would have saved them all the same. Upala’s plan had been only to flee, to save herself. She would have abandoned the very people who had helped her find a path to safety. 

      “Fine,” she said. “You are right. I did not see the correct response to this, in all these years I misused the opportunity time gave me to prepare. You did not, so let us benefit from it. I will come with you, together we can retrieve your weapon-”

      “I do not need your useless help, I can certainly retrieve something from my own fortress, Sister.”  

      Upala shoved him, nearly knocking him over. It was no magical attack, no fire or mystic shield. It was simple anger, base frustration. You are my brother! Could you not once in thousands of years act like it?

      “Must you always be so awful, Kater? Is there nothing inside you that is not fear or hate?” She turned away from him, looking out over the mist-covered valley, the clouds of vapor obscuring both Nalam Wast and Rogek Shad. The people she had grown to care about were out there, and she was here, trying to recover her monster of a brother.

      They were depending on her. She spoke again, keeping her back to him.

      “Besides, you are practically falling over now that you are an old man. You do not have to like me, and you do not have to talk to me. Let us just go and retrieve this item of yours.”

      She waited, chewing the bottom of her lip and preparing for the comeback, the retort. The latest step of the endless march that was their argument.

      When only silence greeted her, she turned around to see Kater had left. One hand on his back, he hobbled across the stone and snow toward the entrance to his fortress, neither inviting Upala to join him nor preventing her.

      Kicking a rock with her foot and pretending it was her brother, she took a deep breath and started off after him.
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        * * *

      

      Drew looked back into the darkness, the moon reflecting against the onrushing waters of the Umbuk River. Merin and Trillip should have been back hours ago. He looked down into the gulley Trillip had been using to sneak into Nalam Wast, as if just his glance would make the pair appear.

      “If they are not back soon, I’m going to go look for them.”

      “I’ll look for them too!” Lhamu announced from her position between Drew and Nima. The three of them sat on the grassy hill overlooking the water, the Speaker a silent presence standing off to Drew’s left.

      “You will not,” Nima said, Drew nearly laughing at how maternal she sounded. “You are still recovering from. . . from whatever that was that happened.”

      “I am fine,” Lhamu said with an exaggerated sigh. Suddenly she sounded every bit like the teenager she resembled. “And what I did helped, right? Drew said it helped. If your friends are lost, Nima, shouldn’t we go look for them? Good people help, that’s what you said.”

      Again, Drew repressed an urge to laugh. He was sure Nima would not appreciate it.

      “I think Nima is right, Lhamu. You were a big help, and we need you safe. We can’t afford to risk you out there in the darkness.”

      “Aren’t you important too, Drew? Why can we risk you?”

      “We’re all important, Lhamu,” Nima said, “But Drew has a few . . . advantages we don’t.”

      Drew smiled. To Nima it was that simple, so maybe that was the key. Just let it be simple. Like the Yeti said, why was he questioning what was? If he was Manad Vhan, maybe it was time to make his peace with it.

      “Here they come!” Nima said, pointing to two shadows running up to them from the gully. The moonlight soon revealed them to be Trillip and Merin, both out of breath but thankfully unhurt. Drew released a sigh of relief he had been holding for hours.

      “Thank God,” he said, standing just in time to have them both collapse at his feet.

      Nima vanished into the dark, returning only seconds later with water canteens for each of them. Both accepted the drinks without speaking, Merin draining hers in what seemed like one gulp.

      “Nalam Wast?” Drew asked, not caring which one of them answered. From his vantage, the city had seemed empty.

      “Abandoned,” Trillip replied between sips. “Not a soul in sight, nor any sign of where they went.”

      “No struggle? No signs of an army?” Nima asked. Beside her, Lhamu watched the exchange with her eyes wide, her gaze shifting to whomever spoke.

      “None,” Merin said. “So, we decided. . ..” She paused, taking another deep breath. “We decided to see if we could see the bridge - the bridge to Rogek Shad. It is always manned.”

      “There is a grain silo toward the west side of the city,” Trillip explained. “It took some doing, but Merin and I were able to climb to the top and get a far-off view of the bridge and Rogek Shad. That is when we saw it.”

      “Saw what?” Drew asked. 

      “We have a problem, Drew. We saw people - too many people,” Merin replied. “All of them are in Rogek Shad, the people of both cities. The bridge, the outskirts, all the entry points we could see, they were all guarded.”

      “The Line has seized control of the city,” Trillip said. “We could see their insignia, as well as their weapons.”

      “Garantika wanted reunification.” Drew felt adrenaline already building inside him. “I guess he decided to force it.” 

      Merin tossed the canteen aside, standing. “Drew, my family. Trillip’s family. Everyone we care about is there, under control of that monster. I know this isn’t the Dragons but-”

      “Then we can’t afford to wait for Upala and Kater. We have a job to do, so let’s start thinking about how the six of us can take back Rogek Shad.
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      Upala trudged up the last snow hill leading to the entrance to Kater’s fortress. Off to her right she could see the mangled wreckage of the digcart she and the others had crashed at this very site just a few days earlier. It seemed much longer ago than that.

      She felt the thinner air of the higher altitudes of Ish Pumori where her brother had chosen to make his fortress so many years ago. Farther from the dampening effect of the world’s crust, her abilities grew stronger even as the thin air sapped her strength. She hoped that was not why her brother had retreated here, just for another pointless attack against her. 

      There were bigger things at stake here than their personal rivalry. She needed to find a way to make Kater see that. Taking the last few steps toward the carved-stone entrance, she prepared herself for anything. 

      The entry opened into the circular chamber she recalled from the previous visit, the walls adorned with tapestries, minus the one Merin had ripped and left on the floor. Kater stood in the center of the room, but rather than being ready to battle, he smiled, arms open wide.

      “It is about time you got here,” he said. “I thought maybe you had given up and returned back to Adley. Now that we are together, I can show you how I have the answer to all our problems. All around you, you can see the progress of my research, the path I took that will lead us to victory.”

      She sighed. At least he was not fighting her. He gestured to the tapestry closest to the door, made of fading, red cloth. It showed a man who was clearly Kater, doing battle with a Dragon while wielding a magical, glowing sword. The edges were frayed, and several holes had developed in the material. 

      “Here, this is the first artwork I had created, to inspire me. I was, I admit, more foolish in my thoughts. By depicting myself against the Weight, I thought I could emulate the Hero. But as I learned, the Hero did not defeat the Dragons but rather negotiated them into the Vaults.”

      “Yes,” Upala said, ”I discovered this as well, though I never knew how they accomplished it.” She walked along the curve of the wall and examined Kater’s tapestries. As he’d stated, the images displayed began to move away from Kater defeating Dragons, shifting to Dragons bowing down to him.

      “It hardly matters. I began to realize, whatever leverage the Hero had over the Dragons, we would be unlikely to replicate it.”

      Upala reached the last and newest tapestry, Kater clad in a brilliant helm pointing forward, several Dragons rushing at his target.

      “Why defeat them?” he asked with a grin, “When you could control them?”

      Control them? How? Control them to do what? 

      She gaped back at her brother as he continued grinning. She wondered how long he had waited to tell her this insane plan.

      “Kater, that is impossible. You cannot control the Dragons!”

      “Why? Because the great Hero could not do it? Because the best our hero could manage was a negotiation?”

      Upala chewed the inside of her lip as she watched Kater’s eyes light up. This was finally starting to make sense, if she applied her brother’s twisted logic to the situation. All this time she had thought that Kater looked up to Orami Feram, wanted to emulate him.

      Or them, she reminded herself. Perhaps that was wrong, perhaps his goal was to surpass them.

      “Assuming it would be possible-”

      “It is possible!” Kater shouted, pointing at two of the tapestries. “The Thread and the Voice! They make it possible!”

      He ran over to the artwork that depicted the thin, twisted form of the Thread, the body of an old man running with the energy and enthusiasm of a teen. 

      “The Thread can link to all the other Dragons, that is its special gift.” He stopped, pointing to his temple. “This, Upala, this is where you have to use your mind. Orami Feram saw only obstacles, not tools! The Thread can connect them all and The Voice-” he ran down to another tapestry a few steps away. “The Voice can control others with its speech. Combine those two abilities, and you could control them, Upala! The Fears would obey us, do our bidding! After all the history of the Dragons using the Manad Vhan, the tool would become the hand!”

      She turned away from the artwork, storming back at her brother.

      “For what? To what end? What would you do with control of the Dragons, Kater? Why would that help us?”

      His eyes narrowed, the wildness leaving them for a moment. He reached out, took her hands in his.

      She looked down at his wrinkled, spotted skin, enfolding against her own smooth hands. 

      “The day our parents were killed, what do you remember sister?”

      A claw streaked across her vision, a reptilian cry of anger followed by another scream. Her mother’s. Blood rained down upon her. 

      “Not. . . not much.” She shivered, a cold sensation running through her at the memory. “Blood. And running. I try sometimes to remember the details, but it just comes through as images. Nothing focused.”

      Kater nodded. “You were younger than I. For me, the memory is a painting I can study. Exquisite in its detail. How easily the beast tore through father’s shield, laughed off his feeble flames. How useless our parent’s Manad Vhan abilities were against the claws and teeth. The rage and anger. All they succeeded in was dying.”

      “They bought us time to run. You ran, Kater. You took me with you and saved me.”

      “But it lives, Sister. The Fifteenth Fear lives somewhere. It was none of the Fourteen entombed by Orami Feram. Its existence has forced you and I to live our lives with an ear to the door, an eye to the shadow. No more, though. After this, there will be none who can threaten me. Dragon, Manad Vhan, Rakhum. Sessgrenimath himself would do to fear me once I had a flight of Fears at my command!”

      “You are insane.” She pulled her hands out of his, backing away. All these years, this is what you have been working on?

      “Am I?” he asked, grinning. “Maybe. I guess I would be the last to know.”

      She took another step back, her mind struggling to process all this. What he had done to the Rakhum for centuries was horrifying enough, yet he was considering the actual mental domination of another being.

      Not just any being, she reminded herself. Not just one Dragon, but all of them!

      He seemed gleeful to finally be able to reveal this to her, all of his previous hostility vanished from his face and voice. Yet the danger was still there, Upala growing more worried than ever.

      “How? How could you accomplish this?”

      “I will show you. I have waited so long to show you!”

      Kater grabbed her hand again, pulling her toward the next room, his excitement shaking through him. The tapestries blowing lightly against the stone as they passed into the next chamber. Upala smelling the dead guards before she saw them. 

      She had forgotten about Kater’s dead men, each of them staring out with slit throats as he ran past them toward a shadowed corner in the room. Kater stopped ahead of her suddenly, dropping her hand like it was dead. He stared straight in front of him at an alcove in the stone wall.

      The lighting was so poor it took Upala a moment to realize what he was staring at. There was an opening carved into the alcove, clearly meant to hold an item. But the space was empty.

      “Where is it?” he cried.

      Upala had only a second to react to the sudden heat that filled the space before fire erupted from Kater’s hands.

      She ducked back into the other room as he screamed, “Where is the Helm?”
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        * * *

      

      Drew peeked out of the window of the small dwelling in Nalam Wast. Like the city itself, the home was abandoned, and it looked like it had been left in a hurry. Food still sat on the table, chairs still pulled out. He could see clothing still in a washbasin in the corner, a child’s doll on the floor like a forgotten sentinel.

      He knelt in front of the sill of the stone window, Merin on one side of him and Trillip on the other. Positioned close to the bridge separating the two cities, the house had an excellent view of Rogek Shad. It was hard to see in the night, but they were fortunate to have a full moon and a cloudless sky. It was good enough for them to see the situation was bad.

      Not the bad Drew had expected though. He had thought he would see legions of Line troops with an iron grip on the city, Garantika laughing like a movie villain while they all chanted that chant they were so fond of. 

      Instead, there were masses of people milling about, Drew unable to tell which ones were from Nalam Wast and which from Rogek Shad. To Drew, it had the looks of a food line, the crowd forming a marginal queue into one of the large yurts near the bridge. Surrounding the crowd and walking their perimeter were soldiers of the Line, their distinctive triangle symbols occasionally visible.

      Some of the soldiers were armed with what looked like short swords, but most were not. They just carried wooden clubs, Drew seeing more than one simply wielding large tree branches. The crowd allowed themselves to be managed, but Drew saw more than one Rakhum push a guard back when pushed, and even from this distance they could hear the murmuring from the people. 

      “The Line does not have a good hold on this situation,” Merin whispered. 

      “No,” Drew said, nodding. “I don’t like this. I can see this going bad pretty quickly. These people don’t want to be detained like this, and I’m not sure these Line people prepared for this fight. Fighting Rakhum, not Manad Vhan. Someone is going to panic and make a mistake.”

      “I do not understand, what was the Line’s plan anyway?” Merin voice raised for a moment, then she quieted herself.

      Drew reminded himself that Arix and Lam were over there. He was sure she was tempted to dive out the window and go after them.

      “I suspect Garantika overestimated the desire for reunification,” Trillip said. “He may have wanted to accelerate combining the communities so that they could evacuate before the Dragon’s attacked, lest they be caught in the cross fire.”

      “That makes sense,” Drew said. “Wanting to get everyone out, I mean. Why would the Rakhum resist reunifying though? I thought that was what you all wanted.”

      “The concept, yes.” Trillip pointed at the bridge. “We would talk about crossing that bridge all the time. But the reality is more complicated. Without the Manad Vhan, what is the governmental structure? Rogek Shad has far more food than Nalam Wast, but Nalam Wast has superior shelter and industry.”

      “I also suspect Upala has inspired them,” Merin said. “She swore to the people of Rogek Shad she would return their families, and she did accomplish that. The people of both cities saw a Manad Vhan sacrifice her freedom to secure the safety of Rakhum, secure them from capture by the Line. An organization of other Rakhum!”

      Trillip nodded.

      “Not to mention, thus far the Line has only killed fellow Rakhum.”

      “Okay, that tracks.” Drew felt a brief surge of pride in Upala. Maybe she had won a few hearts and minds of her own. For a moment, he allowed his worry for her to push other thoughts aside. He didn’t like her being off with Kater, even if he knew she could defend herself. She still cared for her brother in some twisted way, which might give the old man an opening.

      “Well,” Drew said. “We’re going to have to do something. This is unstable, someone is going to get hurt.”

      “Yet if we attack, will not more people be hurt?” Merin scanned the bridge and the nervous Line soldiers walking its length.

      Drew looked at the men and women of the Line again through the shadows. The way they looked over their shoulders, how none of them would stay alone for more than a second. They were afraid of the crowd, they were just afraid of Garantika more. Either of his anger, or of letting down the legacy of the Line. 

      “Look at those guys, they don’t want to be there. This is all on Garantika. We get him, we’ll get control back.”

      “I doubt the Line soldiers, nervous or not, are going to let us reach their commander without hurting them.”

      “No, you’re right about that, Trillip,” Drew peered into the darkness of Rogek Shad. So many questions, so many variables he couldn’t confirm. He’d have to go with his gut. “That’s why we make Garantika come to us.”

      “What do you propose Drew?”

      Merin looked in his eyes, and he wondered if she had already guessed his plan. If Upala were there, she’d likely try to stop him. Nima would be enough of a problem.

      “Let’s give him what he wants. A Manad Vhan, ready to surrender to the Line.”
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      Upala realized she might have to leave without him.

      She did not want to face Merin, who had sacrificed so much to bring Kater back, but her brother was simply not engaging with her. There was still information they desperately needed about the Dragons and the weapon Tanira used trapped inside his head. Following his fiery rage on the discovery that his helm had been stolen he had slumped against the wall, refusing every attempt she made to bring him out of it.

      She watched him as he sat, head down, looking no more alive than the dead guards Tanira had left strewn in the room. Strands of his gray hair hung in his face, their movement her only evidence of his breathing. He looked more than old to Upala, he looked defeated. 

      She took a deep breath. She needed to try one more time. Drew and Merin were counting on her, as were the people of Rogek Shad.

      “Kater, I know you are humiliated. It was a long deception by the Line, one that we both missed. Yet despite their attempts to trap us in the Under, we are still here. We still have an opportunity to defeat them.”

      He sat there, unmoving. She may as well have been talking to the stone. 

      “Maybe Tanira does not know how to activate the Helm,” she took a step closer, hating the pleading tone her voice was gaining. “Maybe she will fail in using it. It could be she may not even know how to open the Vaults.” 

      These were faint hopes, and Upala knew it. The Line would not have spent all of this time setting up their intricate plan if they did not have the details worked out. Kater had reasoned this out too, she supposed. Every contingency thought of, she and her brother had both walked blindly into their machinations, outmaneuvered by an enemy neither of them realized was there.

      The frustration rose in her as she turned to leave. Without Kater, a difficult task could become impossible. While she had a stronger idea of how Tanira planned to use the Dragons to exterminate the Manad Vhan, knowing so little about the workings of the helm left them in a weak position. The people of Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast would suffer further due to her brother’s ego and vanity.

      She stopped at the archway leaving the room. The smell of the corpses mixed perfectly with the ashes circling her heart. 

      “After all of this, you know what the most disappointing thing about you is, Brother?”

      One hand on the stone, she looked over her shoulder at the man who had been opposing her for centuries. “You were right. You miserable bastard, all these years you have been right. I was the selfish one, I looked for a way to run and hide from this danger. I was willing to walk away from all these people, just to save myself.”

      Her words echoed into the darkness, heat from her shame rising to her face.

      “But you, Kater, you wanted to fight. Even if I think your plan is madness, even if you were only doing it to soothe your ego and need to play the hero. You were going to fight, and fight Dragons. Dragons, Kater!”

      She thought she saw a slight tremor in her brother, a faint movement of his shoulders. She trembled herself.

      “But now you will hide here because you were beat by a quicklife. A Rakhum! Now I am the one who will run toward the danger instead of away. I will fight and I will die, while you stay here and cower.”

      After all these centuries, her fear of him now blew away like snow in the wind. Finally, she was about to do what was right, with or without him.

      “Should any survive, they will remember me. They will talk of my brave charge into battle against a fearsome foe. They will speak of my bravery, my valor.”

      Upala walked back to her brother, stopping just before his crumpled form. She stared and spoke down to him for the first time she could ever remember.

      “Now I will be the hero, but you will not be remembered as a coward Kater. You will not be remembered at all.”

      She turned, striding away. If Kater would not help them, they would have to help themselves.

      As she reached the stone archway, his raspy voice stopped her in mid-stride.

      “Not remembered?” Kater’s voice was soft and broken, but with an edge of anger she recognized. “That . . . that I cannot permit.”

      Keeping her back to her brother, Upala allowed herself a small smile. 
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        * * *

      

      “Drew, this is crazy!”

      Nima tugged at his arm as he walked through the dark, empty streets of Nalam Wast toward the bridge. The cold morning air of the Umbuk plains whipped between the abandoned buildings, tearing through Drew’s clothes like paper.

      “I know, I know. We don’t have time for a better plan. What is, however, a better plan is for you and Lhamu to wait back at the camp.”

      “I concur completely,” the Speaker said, walking behind them. Drew wasn’t happy to have Nima and Lhamu tagging along, but he didn’t mind the Yeti being there. He looked ahead for Merin’s signal, stopping when the woman did not appear. He threw his hand out, Nima and the other halting.

      “We’re going to help people, right?” Lhamu asked, echoing the whispering tone Nima also used. “That’s why we’re here, Drew.”

      Nima frowned.

      Drew recalled the brief, heated discussion between the pair back at the camp. He had failed to convince Nima to stay, and then Lhamu had used all of Nima’s logic against Nima in her own bid to come along.

      “Look, if this goes the way I think it will - nobody is going to get hurt here. Except Garantika that is.”

      “And you!” Nima pushed Drew in the side. “You don’t know how to do that shield thing that Upala can do.”

      “I’ve had a few thoughts about that actually.” 

      Drew turned to Merin, who paced, her expression shifting between anxious and angry. Trillip stood behind her, hands clasped behind his back as he watched her.

      “How about you, Merin. Are you sure about this? I know it’s my idea, but I’m counting on all of you to tell me if this is wrong.”

      She stopped halfway between Trillip and the nearest tree, turning on one heel to look at him. Her move had a military precision to it, reminding Drew of his time at boot camp. Merin nodded, her face set in determination.

      “There is risk to us all, Drew, but your plan is sound. Not only will I do my part, I embrace the role.”

      That’s it then. They were all agreed, save the reluctant Speaker. Lhamu would be in the rear of their group anyway, far behind himself and Nima. They would be the ones getting all the attention.

      He looked down at Nima, giving her a wink. 

      “Ready, little sister?” 

      She smiled back up at him, the big, broad Sherpa smile he loved from her so much. She gave his arm a light punch.

      “As long as you are on my rope, I am always ready.” 

      She walked toward the bridge, Drew quickly following in step with her. She was taking a big risk, believing in him. They all were, himself included.

      This time was different, now he finally did believe. It was time to leave Drew Adley the failure back on that other world and decide who he would be on this one.

      The sun was now clearly over the mountains to their east, Drew seeing the rays striking off Nuptse, Island Peak, and much farther off, Makalu. They all had Aroha Darad names of course, he looked forward to climbing them with Upala and learning the names, learning about this new home. 

      With the rising sun at their back, they moved forward on the stone bridge toward the center span, giving Drew and Nima their first full look at what waited for them on the other side.

      There was a large, wooded tower at the far end of the bridge, Drew did not recall that being there the last time he was in Rogek Shad. The Line must have erected it quickly, the wooden spans were at poor angles and the small, top platform looked like little more than a large board laid on its side. Two cloaked men with bows knelt on the top of the platform.

      Drew squinted at the men, seeing his first good news. No quivers, one arrow lightly held by each of the soldiers.

      One shot each, that’s perfect.

      The men were both facing the sunrise, perhaps lookouts against the Dragons instead of him.

      At the far end of the bridge, underneath the tower, were two men wearing leather breastplates emblazoned with the triangle of the Line. The man on the left held one of the short swords he’d seen, the other a wooden club. He watched as the men noted his approach, calling up to the archers before nervously glancing at each other.

      They were afraid, and they likely knew who he was. Or at least, what he was. He watched as the archers on the tower turned in alarm, quickly knocking their arrows and drawing a bead on Nima and himself.

      “Last chance to run,” Drew said out of the corner of his mouth. They were nearly to the center of the bridge.

      Nima laughed. “I’d only run forward, if you’d let me.”

      He laughed too. It was a good feeling, these moments with Nima. Keeping in mind just how much the stocky Sherpa woman meant to him was very important to his plan. 

      As the two men pulled back their bow strings, Drew took a deep breath. His whole theory would come down to the next moment, and Nima would pay if he was wrong.

      The archers released their arrows.

      He didn’t think about the projectiles hitting him, that had been his mistake in the past. He was always willing to be hurt, ready to take a hit so someone else didn’t have to. All the way back to when it was Artie and Dad, Drew always got in the middle. The point wasn’t to try and keep himself from being hurt.

      Even when the archers had been moving their hands, placing the shafts on the bow, he had thought about Nima. Visualizing the arrows flying toward her, piercing her chest. His friend going down, wounds that would likely kill Nima before her body even struck the stone. Drew would do anything to prevent that,

      Anything.

      The shield flowed out from his hands in an instant, the wooden arrows deflecting off its crimson surface as if they had hit steel. The feeling of protective energy releasing from his hands and forming a dome around Nima and himself was so natural, so effortless. It was as if this ability had been with him all along but locked away. He had finally found the key. 

      “Cool,” Nima said, smiling up at him and giving him a wink. “I knew you could do it!”

      “Thanks for trusting me,” Drew said with a grin.

      He dropped the shield, a wave of fatigue running through him. Raising the shield and keeping it active used much more energy than the fire did, despite how effortless it always seemed to Upala.

      Still, he was now certain he could bring it up again as he needed. He kept his face confident as he strode forward, to help convince the archers on the tower their projectiles would be useless. The men seemed to accept his act, and were now backing toward the rear of their platform.

      The two guards on the ground at the far end of the bridge took a nervous look at each other and charged. Beyond them, inside the city, Drew caught a glimpse of the large crowds the majority of the Line soldiers were still struggling with. His view was then cut off by the men running at him, sword and club drawn.

      “Okay, Nima, Time to get behind me,” Drew said. He could feel a little of his strength returning, the tide of fatigue starting to ebb.

      He stared ahead at the two men charging him, hearing the sound of Nima’s boot’s scrape across the stone as she scrambled away. He watched their eyes, looking to see if either of them glanced at her, but they were both focused on him.

      They were going to reach him at about the same time. Drew guessed they didn’t have much weapons training, likely pressed into service when the Line hit more resistance than expected.

      He could block them both by putting up his shield again, but that would use even more of his energy. There was no way to know what Garantika and the Line might have planned further in the city. If he leaned on his healing here, he might be able to keep more of the stamina in store for later.

      He chose to take the sword hit, the wound would hurt more but his flesh would hopefully heal quicker than a broken bone. He grabbed the charging club wielder by the shirt and pulled him aside, feeling the other soldier’s sword slice into his arm as he did so.

      It hurt, but not as bad as he expected. The swordsman’s momentum carried him past Drew, while Drew wrestled with the heavier man with the club.

      Drew released the man’s shirt, hammering his right fist into his stomach. The man grunted in pain, hunching over and wheezing. One quick knee to his opponent’s descending face and he went down. 

      Hopefully he was not hurt too badly. Trillip would be along shortly to offer aid, at least according the plan.

      Drew spun just as the swordsman swung the blade at his head. Acting on instinct, Drew ducked and brought the crimson shield up, the weapon glancing off. Drew then pushed the shield’s distance forward suddenly, surprising the man and knocking him off his feet.

      Didn’t know I could do that, he thought. It would be worth remembering in the future.

      The man started to get up as Nima crashed into him, Lhamu right behind her. The shocked soldier toppled over, stunned by the two women, as his sword knocked away from his hand and fell over the side of the bridge and into the surging current of the Umbuk River.

      The Speaker appeared next to Lhamu in a flash of lavender, glaring down at the frightened soldier who made no attempt to get back up or push Nima off.

      Drew chuckled and turned, seeing Trillip out of the left corner of his eye tending to the heavier solider, visibly offering aid, just as they had planned.

      He faced back toward the far end of the bridge, looking toward Rogek Shad.

      As he feared, there were new Line soldiers waiting there, likely having been summoned from the group trying to manage the angry mob of Rakhum from both cities. The mob itself was now closer, a few of the people leaving the gathering there to see the activity on the bridge. 

      The four men stood at the entrance to Rogek Shad but did not move forward. They looked even more nervous than the previous two had, and even more poorly equipped, two of them were even unarmed. 

      He walked toward the men, watching them tense as he approached. They didn’t want to fight him, that was good. If he did this right, he would be done fighting.

      Drew spread his arms wide, trying to look as peaceful as possible. “Soldiers of the Line,” he called out. His voice didn’t sound as deep and commanding as he would have liked, but it would have to do. Maybe it was better that way. “People of Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast! I may be Manad Vhan, but I and my friends are not here to fight you. We only wish to speak with your leader, with Garantika.”

      The men looked back and forth to each other, as many more people from the crowd began to gather. Perfect.

      Drew stopped walking about twenty paces from the soldiers, keeping his arms wide.

      “I say again, I am only here to speak with Garantika. If he is truly the leader of the Line, he will come out.” He raised his voice, reaching inside to add a little bass to it. “I’m pretty sure you can hear me, Garantika! Will you hide inside the city? You wished to bring the justice of the Line down upon the Manad Vhan, well here I am! What courage will you show the peoples of these cities, the good Rakhum you have forced inside these walls in the name of your Line?”

      There was a murmur coming from the growing crowd, civilians and Line soldiers standing side by side looking at Drew. Behind them, there was a commotion. Drew allowed a sigh of relief to escape his lungs. Garantika was here.

      The mass of people parted like a sea, Garantika walking out from their midst. His face was scarred and covered in burns, his dark beard had several spots where only bare flesh now shown.

      As Garantika came forward, he smiled. He seemed to bear the marks of his previous battle with Drew like medals, proof of his bravery and commitment to the Line.

      He marched toward the center of the bridge as if he owned the structure, stopping at the very spot Upala had surrendered. Drew scowled. Much pain and suffering had started with that day.

      This would be different. Drew would make sure of that.

      “You return now, stranger?” Garantika stared, the white triangle of the Line gleaming on the chest of his armor. “Proclaimed as a Manad Vhan now? No longer a denier?”

      “I’m here,” Drew said, looking down into the man’s eyes. They were directly opposite now, closer than he had ever been to the leader of the Line. “This is what I am now, whatever you want to call it.”

      “The reluctant god!” Garantika said with a laugh, spreading his hands as he addressed the crowd around him. “Tell us your plans for your subjects, my lord. Perhaps you desire to rule as Kater did? With your boot upon our heads? Or as Upala, a cold shadow blotting out the sun leaving her people to die in the dark.”

      Drew took a step forward.

      “Looks to me like the only person looking to rule here is you, Garantika. Maybe you wish godhood yourself?”

      The man pointed a shaking finger in Drew’s face as he yelled his response.

      “You dare? You drown in power and yet you dare compare yourself to-”

      “That’s a good point! As you say, I have so much more power than you, yet what have I done with it?”

      He took a quick glance over the crowd, seeing the faces of the Rakhum transfixed by the exchange. Good.

      Drew could feel the switches being thrown in his head. This was more than the right angle with which to frame Garantika to his own people, it was the truth. It was the truth of the Line, but also the truth of his own life. He had been afraid of power, thinking himself unworthy.

      Yet in front of him was a man with far less power who had used it far more, and to worse effect. Someone who craved the responsibility and power.

      “People!” Drew said, stepping past Garantika. He was sure the leader of the Line didn’t like that. “Rakhums, many of you have witnessed my approach today. You have seen me, and seen my friends go out of our way to make sure we took no life. Yes, I am Manad Vhan.” 

      Pressure released inside himself as he said it. It was true, even if he had not been borne one. As far as these people were concerned, his world of origin didn’t matter.

      “Again, he admits it!” Garantika shouted. “He boasts of it!”

      “Of course, I do,” Drew said. “Yet I am no God, and I am no killer. I do not want to rule anyone. This man-” he pointed at Garantika. “This man has imprisoned his own kind. In his name and under his instruction, Rakhum have killed Rakhum. His Line has brought betrayal and murder to both of your communities, all in the name of re-unification.”

      “That is not-,” Garantika began to rebut, but Drew quickly forged ahead, raising his voice to drown out his opposition. Garantika may have led the Line, but Drew guessed he’d never had to make himself heard over a crowded mess hall full of sailors.

      “And now,” Drew boomed, “his Line is bringing back the Dragons! More killing, more death and destruction! Did he ask any of you? Did the Line seek any of your counsels or permissions?”

      The Line soldiers looked over their shoulders, the murmuring crowd forming a close half circle around them.

      “I will not impose my will on these people, Garantika. Will you release them, so they can make their own choices?”

      “They are misled, even more so by your words. In time, my good people, in time you will see the value of the Line. The sacrifices we have made, the time we have invested - it is all for you!”

      Drew looked at the faces in the crowd, tired-looking men and women. Many of them were shaking their hands, some gritted their teeth. A few looked scared, but more clenched their fists, their stares hardening. 

      “Garantika, I ask you for the final time. Will you stand aside?”

      “No,” he said, folding his arms as he shook his head. “No, I cannot. My life, the lives of all of the Line have been for this. I will not stand aside, in the name of the Line I will not yield. Will a God move me?”

      “No,” Drew said. “A Rakhum will.”

      He stepped to his left, allowing Merin to walk forward. She strode up to Garantika, fists raised. Drew concentrated and pushed his shield into a dome, which he extended outward until it encompassed himself, Merin and Garantika. He smiled at the man, the leader of the Line now struggling to maintain his composure as he stared up at her.

      “I’m just here to make sure you don’t run away.”
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      “Stand aside, Merin!” Garantika’s growl was laced with anger and irritation, his rage bouncing off the stone bridge and the gathered crowd behind him.

      Drew smiled again. This was not the fight the Line wanted, and he credited Merin for realizing that was the key. She stood across from Garantika, hands on her hips as she looked at him.

      Daring him to throw the first punch, just as she and Drew had discussed.

      “I am military trained,” Garantika pounded his breastplate with one meaty fist for emphasis. “As you well know. A combatant all my life. You cannot hope to defeat me!”

      Merin remained still, her response coming in a loud but calm voice. “I am not here to defeat you, I am here to stand against you.”

      Drew stood directly behind Merin as she faced Garantika, ready to react if things went in a bad direction. His heart pounded, his worries mixing with his concentration to keep the energy dome safely around Merin and the leader of the Line. If Garantika responded differently than he and Merin hoped, if he chose to fight Merin, things could get ugly.

      Drew felt a swell of pride for Merin even through his anxiety. Outside the translucent, crimson energy, he could see the Rakhums of both cities now fully focused on the spectacle, the guards of the Line looking just as transfixed. This was the battle he and Merin wanted, a battle of words right here in full view. 

      Rakhum against Rakhum.

      “Will you fight me, Garantika?” Merin asked. “If I do not accept your decisions about what to do with our people, if I refuse to be party to the slaughter of another race, what will you do?” She cast her hand toward the crowd at the end of the bridge. “Your first move was to imprison all those who did not agree with you. What will your second be?”

      Garantika bared his teeth as the crowd murmured. He gave Drew an angry glance over Merin’s shoulder then glared up at her.

      “You speak of moments, woman. Of eye blinks. That is what this is, a blink. Temporary. The Manad Vhan, the separation of our people, the subjugation of our people! Those were permanent. I fight not for days but for centuries, for what our people will have in the millennia to come. This generation may have to suffer to help the next, but that is the burden we will bear.”

      “And you have decided this?” Merin said, eyebrows raised. She took a step forward, leaving little space between the two. “You and your Line speak for us all?”

      “Yes,” Garantika bellowed his answer. “The Line has decided it, and I will see it done! If we must save our people from themselves, so be it. And if I have to fight you, Merin. . .” he lifted both of his fists in a combat stance, “. . .I will relish it.”

      “Will you fight me as well?” Trillip’s voice came from behind Drew.

      Just outside the shield, he knelt by one of the felled soldiers, wrapping the man’s arm with a bandage. Trillip stood, his tall, thin form seeming straighter to Drew than ever before. Drew focused, happy to see he could part the shield to allow the man to enter. 

      Trillip walked past Drew with a smile and a nod. Drew returned both, this wasn’t part of the plan, but it was better. Trillip came to a stop next to Merin, the woman putting one arm around his shoulder.

      “Will you, Garantika?” Trillip asked. “Will you fight us both, kill us both in the name of your Line. Will you kill more Rakhum in the name of helping Rakhum?”

      Garantika’s face looked back and forth between the two, his big powerful hands wringing and unwringing. “You fools, you do not understand! Hundreds of years to put this in motion, so many sacrifices-”

      “Too many sacrifices!” Pushing her way through the crowd at the edge of the bridge, a short, heavyset woman came forward.

      After a moment, Drew recognized her as Harliss, the woman who had managed Rogek Shad for Upala. She walked with a limp as she passed the soldiers of the Line, but her head was held high. Drew created an opening in the shield as she approached Garantika from behind.

      He whipped around, looking shocked by her display. Harliss walked past the man who had strung her up on a pole in Rogek Shad, taking her place beside Trillip and Merin.

      At the far end of the bridge, the crowd edged forward. A few of the Line soldiers simply moved aside to let them pass, two of them dropping their weapons to join the onlookers.

      Watching the exchange, the leader of the Line’s head moved as if on a swivel, casting his gaze back and forth between the crowd and Merin. He looked as if he were expecting the Rakhums of both cities to surge forward in his defense, yet most stood and watched him. Stared at him with looks on their faces Drew had seen many times. Confusion, doubt. Judgement.

      Garantika pointed one shaking finger at Drew, his eyes bulging in frustration as he turned to address the crowd behind him. “You fools!” he screamed at them, his body trembling. “He is the enemy, not the Line! The Manad Vhan! Kater and Upala, gods on high! Now all we have done, all will be lost! You cannot do this! You cannot!”

      Drew allowed the shield to drop completely, the assembled Rakhum of both cities now slowly advancing on Garantika.

      Garantika dropped to his knees, as if a string holding him up had been cut. As the crowd circled around him, he brought one hand to his forehead, a trembling finger tracing the symbol emblazoned there. 

      “I guard the Line,” he said, his voice racked with sobbing. “I honor the Line. I trust. . . I trust. . .” He then collapsed to the ground completely, rolling onto his side as he continued his chant in a cracked whisper, one arm covering his face.

      For Drew, it was as if a block of ice inside him had melted, the relief flowing through him so strong it brought tears to his eyes. They had done it, they had freed both cities from the Line without anyone getting killed. After so many setbacks, so many disappointments. He laughed, the pure joy of something going right overwhelming him.

      A warm hand grabbed his own, Nima leaning her head against his arm.

      “Nice job, big brother.”

      “Thank you . . . thank you, Nima,” he said, choking up. “The trust you showed me. . .”

      Nima threw her arms around him, the strength of her embrace filling him with joy even as it pushed the air from his lungs.

      “I never worried,” she said with a smile as she released him. She then turned to walk towards Lhamu, who was staring over the side of the bridge at the raging river below them.

      All around him people milled, hugging and shaking hands. He saw some people with Line tattoos being led away, others fervently apologizing to their neighbors. 

      There would be a lot of work in the days ahead, but for now the struggles were over and the people of the two communities mingled freely. Drew suspected it was for the first time in generations. 

      He heard a sob of relief from Merin, who went running into the crowd, people moving to either side to let her pass. Moments later he saw Arix and Lam scooped up in their mother’s arms, the smile on Merin’s face the first true look of happiness Drew had seen her have since Kad had died. She spun around with her children in her embrace, her laughter clear to Drew even at this distance.

      “This is all due to you, Drew, my good friend,” Trillip said as he came alongside Drew. “You have given us our future back, you and your friends. A day we never thought possible, a day I never even dreamed of.”

      Drew shook his head, putting his arm around the tall Rakhum for a moment. “It is due to us all, Trillip. Everyone sacrificed for this.”

      Together the pair looked down at Garantika, now back in a kneeling position and facing them with his head bowed toward the stone surface of the bridge. He continued to mutter his chant of the Line, though he had stopped tracing his symbol and had his hands clasped together, so tightly they shook.

      “What do we do about him?” Trillip asked. “About all of the Line. Something will have to be done.”

      “That’s not a question for me.” Drew frowned. “He must be judged by his own kind. By you.”

      “Judged by you?” Garantika’s voice came from below, soft and quiet. “I will not be judged. By Rakhum or god.”

      A chill shot up Drew’s spine like a gunshot, but it came a second too late. Garantika was already moving.

      With a shout of rage he slammed both meaty fists into Drew’s gut, knocking him off his feet. He fell to the ground, wheezing and unable to speak.

      “For the Line!” Garantika bellowed, Drew helpless, unable to do anything but watch as the man pounced on a shocked Trillip, quickly grasping the tall, gentle Rakhum’s neck in his large hands.

      “No!” Drew wheezed as Garantika throttled Trillip.

      He dove into Garantika and knocked the man away from Trillip, who fell to the ground clutching at his throat.

      Trillip, who once told Drew he wanted to make his own trains run on time. Who led the Yeti away from Kater’s fortress so that they could escape to Sirapothi. Who stood beside him and called Drew friend.

      Garantika had wanted to kill him, kill them all in the name of his Line.

      No more.

      Drew was on his feet barely before he was aware he was standing. The heat rose inside him, and he welcomed it. He clamped a shield down around himself and Garantika, the man now backing away from him with terror in his eyes. Drew had spared him once before, but not today.

      Today he would see the Line burn.

      He felt the flame gushing from his hands, a second sun exploding on the bridge. Garantika’s scream was gone in an instant along with his body, vaporized by the intensity of Drew’s attack.

      Dropped back to his knees, Drew kept pouring his fire onto the spot where his foe had stood, the man who had ruined so many lives, caused so much pain.

      He screamed. Even as he let his flames finally die away he felt the tears streaming down his cheeks. Crying not for Trillip, but for Artie, for Mom, for Wanda. For everyone who was gone too soon. 

      The sun shone down upon him, then a shadow fell over Drew like judgment. He looked up to see the impossible.

      A Dragon, diving out of the sky.
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      The Thread was already in full dive when Tanira saw it happen. She had already experienced the shock and dread of seeing the new male Manad Vhan standing on the bridge between cities, the familiar red static of the energy shield.

      Her teeth had ground together as a mix of frustration and guilt swept through her at the sight of Nima standing behind him. Her anger seethed as she watched the Line soldiers laying down their weapons, sacrificing centuries of planning and preparation. 

      Then she saw her father in the center of the bridge, a small figure in the Manad Vhan’s shadow. The leader of her order, failing the very Line he had committed her to. Her mind bubbled over with questions and demands.

      Then in a blur he was gone, reduced to cinders by the flames of the Manad Vhan. So much lost in that moment, answers to questions that had been building inside her all her life. Now left in ashes.

      She felt her anger at her father, trapped forever inside her with no way to release. All around her below, she could see more evidence of his failure, his desire to force the rejoining of the two Rakhum societies now jeopardizing the very plan of the Line he had committed her whole life to.

      No father left to question, only a pile of ash on the stone surface of the bridge, the Manad Vhan man’s hands still aflame as he stared up at her in horror.

      But that was what Manad Vhan did, in the end. They burned everything, even the answers she so desperately needed. Even the chance to ask him why.

      Tanira’s world went red with rage, her scream becoming the only sound in the world.

      The beast dove straight at the Manad Vhan, the man looking up only after the Dragon’s shadow crossed him. She could see his eyes, see the fear in them as he quickly brought his shield back up, just as the Thread unleashed a barrage of fire and dove towards the barrier. Drawing the sword of the Hero, Tanira timed her swing, allowing the mystic weapon to strike the shield’s energy just seconds after the Dragon’s attack.

      There was a thunderous clap as the shield collapsed from the combined onslaught. The Thread’s momentum carried it through the shattering energy field, colliding with the Manad Vhan, Tanira hearing the man’s cry of pain. As the Dragon arced back into the sky, she looked over her shoulder and confirmed the Thread’s success. The man lay prone on the bridge, three deep gashes from the Thread’s claws on his side.

      She felt no joy at the sight, her heart seemed dead to her. She would see the completion of her mission, even if all others had abandoned the Line. They were not the End.

      The Thread arced gracefully and dove again toward the city. She could see the form of the Manad Vhan man, struggling to his feet while several figures rushed over to him, Nima included. Tanira tightened her hand on the sword, ready to strike the man in the Line’s name as well as her father’s. She blinked as the wind rushed into her face, the attack only seconds away.

      “Forebear!” The sudden fury in the voice of the Thread was like an explosion as he suddenly banked away from the Manad Vhan, turning toward a smaller figure off to the side of the bridge. Tanira struggled to keep her grip on the beast’s mane of fur as she focused on the blue-skinned woman the Dragon now hurtled toward. 

      A Caenolan? Here?

      The Dragon would have torn the girl in half, missing only because a blur collided with the Caenolan and dropped her to the ground at the last instant.

      Roaring in frustration the Thread twisted back up into the sky, Tanira carried along with it. For a second she had a glimpse of Nima lying atop the girl, a large Yeti right behind her.

      “What are you doing?” she yelled, struggling to sheath the sword so she could gain a greater grip. The Thread’s momentum had it nearly vertical as it soared up into the clouds before it twisted, thrusted its wings back, and dove toward the ground.

      “The Forebear!” The Thread’s voice might have been in her mind, she was not sure. “The one who touched my thoughts, she cannot be permitted to be here.”

      Tanira could no longer find the Manad Vhan’s body amongst the running figures. The Thread arced his descent toward the west side of the bridge, where the Caenolan, Nima, and the large Yeti were running. There was a tiny flash of lavender and the white figure vanished. 

      Tanira blinked, then cried out as the massive form of the Yeti appeared directly in front of her. She scarcely had time to cry out in shock before a furry arm like a tree trunk slammed into her. She flew with the impact along with the Yeti, the pair toppling off the Thread and hurtling toward the river below. 

      There was a second flash of purple and she was suddenly prone on the grass, the creature landing next to her.

      She was frozen, her mind still in the clouds above. She had fallen? She couldn’t remember the descent. She blinked against the blurring in her vision, her head seemed filled with rattling stones as she struggled to her feet.

      Her chest ached where the beast had struck her. Her hand strained toward her shoulder, fumbling. She needed to activate the Hero’s armor. She needed to protect herself.

      The Yeti charged at her with a roar, a ferocious wall of white. She caught the flash of a red crystal in its massive hand, pain exploding in her back as the beast stabbed her. Her insides felt as if they had been jabbed with a hot poker, fire erupting inside her like a flaming spear. She dropped to her knees, the Yeti clubbing her in the face with its forearm, the impact throwing her onto her back.

      Tanira screamed out as the fall forced the crystal deeper. The Yeti stood over her, its angry, white face framed by a clear, blue sky. She could see clouds passing by above the beast, thin streams that cared not for the worries of little Rakhum girls, even ones who let their fathers down.

      The beast raised its hands to bring down another blow upon her. Someone needed her, depended on her. She knew she should do something. Something. The armor? Was there a button? Her brain could not focus, could not see past the white clouds and the blue sky.

      There was a rush of air and a purple blur, a dark shape crossing over her. Tanira felt something grab her, enclose her tightly. She looked around, the pain still searing through her back.

      She was in the clouds again, the blue sky all around her. The Thread soared like a great bird, she was just a tiny girl clutched in its claw.

      The darkness beckoned her, and she welcomed it, she knew it would take her where the pain could not follow. Somewhere Tanira could dream of the sky and the bird long ago who was her friend.
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      Nima felt the cold night air creep in with her as she opened the flap to the small tent, a thin sliver of moonlight briefly appearing on the far side of the tent, like a dagger of light over the sleeping forms of Merin’s children.

      The young boy Lam stirred for a moment, his small head of dark hair just visible underneath the mound of blankets atop him. Sleeping in the same cot with her face to the door, Merin’s daughter Arix looked like a statue. One arm over her brother in protection, even as she slept.

      It was a scene that called back to Nima’s childhood, the older sister protecting the younger brother. Her heart gave a momentary ache as she thought of her brother Pasang, now alone with her elderly father.

      Did her brother still need her? With Awa’s failing health, could Pasang manage the farm himself?

      The flap closed, Nima moving to kneel beside Merin, who sat on the dirt watching her children. When Nima had visited hours earlier, Merin had been in the same position.

      “Any change in Trillip or Drew?” Merin whispered.

      Outside, the world was deathly calm, even the ever-present wind seemed subdued.

      “Your healer person,” Nima spoke softly. “Irnantik I think his name was? He said Trillip will live. He might be hurt, he might have trouble talking. That’s about all I understood.”

      Merin sighed, Nima looking back at the entrance to the moonlit tent. Trillip was a good person, a strong man who had stood up for his people. If he lived, Trillip might help bring the two broken communities together. 

      “And Drew?” Merin asked. Drew’s injuries from the Dragon had been severe when Irnantik had taken him away; the claws of the monster had dug deep into his side. Nima had never seen him so injured, so close to death.

      The concept of Drew dying was hard for her to grasp, not because he had become some healing person with magic, a Manad Vhan. Rather because Drew was like the rock of the mountains to her. He was always supposed to be there.

      “No word.” Nima’s voice broke slightly. “Your healer said there was nothing he could do, that Manad Vhan can’t heal injuries from Dragons. So Lhamu convinced the Speaker to look at him. Those two have been holed up in a tent for hours, and they won’t tell me anything.”

      “I suppose if there was bad news, they would tell you.” 

      “Yeah,” Nima said, slumping down onto the ground next to her. Merin reached over, putting her arm around her. Nima felt safer, if only for a moment.

      For a time they sat in silence, watching Arix and Lam sleep while Nima listened to the sound of their breathing. She wondered what the children dreamed of during this first night in so long where their mother could be with them. They were still without their father, and the threat of the Dragons hung over all their heads, but they also now had a future where their lives might be their own, not bound to the decisions of Manad Vhan rulers.

      Should we all survive, she reminded herself.

      After a time, she realized Merin was staring at her, looking at her with her brow furrowed.

      “Do you wish to ask me something, Nima?”

      She did, though she had not realized it until this moment. Nima nodded to Merin, but did not immediately speak. She continued to watch Arix and Lam in the dim light. 

      Merin’s two children reminded her so much of herself and Pasang, bringing her thoughts of a world she no longer had a route to.

      Yet there was another concern that ate at her heart. A new responsibility, recently acquired. One that only someone like Merin might understand.

      “Your children,” Nima said. “Your worry for them changes what you do. Makes you make different choices.” 

      Nima thought of Lhamu, who was an infant only a few days ago. Something to carry and protect. Now she was following Nima around, asking her questions and copying her actions.

      Learning from her.

      “That is true,” Merin said with a sigh. “Yet perhaps I did not change my behavior as much as I should have. Looking at them now, I thank the Founder they are safe, but I regret much.” Nima heard a catch in Merin’s throat as she looked at Arix, angled toward the door. “I regret a great deal.”

      “Do you regret having children?” Nima asked.

      “No,” Merin said, without any hesitation. “Yet I admit I underestimated the … mountain being a parent would be to me. Kad was more natural at it, and I allowed him to do more than his fair share. I shouldn’t have. Now he is gone, and I must take the lead. I must learn to be better. What I did before, the things I did for myself. It is done. It cannot be changed.”

      Merin looked back at her children. Nima noticed that Arix had moved her hand off her brother and now slept curled up next to him. A child again, at least for the moment.

      “Lhamu wants to go home, when this is over. Back to Sirapothi.”

      Merin smiled at her. Though it was a small gesture, it was unusual for her, and infectious.

      “What?” Nima asked, smiling back.

      “You surprise me often, Nima. Your boundless optimism. ‘When this is over.’ As if it were an inevitability. As if the defeat of the Dragons would be just another climb.”

      “Why plan to lose?” Nima shrugged her shoulders. “If I am excited about what is ahead, the climb becomes easier.”

      “I would never debate mountains with you,” Merin said. “Yet in this case, I sense you do not know what is at your summit. What do you want, Nima? Do you wish to go back to your world? Or perhaps to Lhamu’s?”

      There was no path back to Nepal, none that Nima knew of. Upala had said the only portals to Earth she knew of where lost with the collapse of the Under.

      Yet that was not Merin’s question.

      “I liked it in Sirapothi. I thought maybe I wanted to stay there,” she said. “Now I am not sure. There is so much to see, and I want to see … everything. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. Even with the danger, Merin, this is what I wanted. To see amazing things, to just go and do. But now, with Lhamu . . .”

      Nima let out another sigh. “I feel responsible for her. Not in a bad way. Helping her makes me feel nice. But I don’t know what to do.”

      Nima took Merin’s hand, feeling the rough edges of Merin’s skin, the callouses formed by years of work.

      “Merin, how do I know what the right thing to do is?”

      Merin chuckled, taking a quick look to make sure she did not wake the children.

      “You ask me the very question that tightens around my own heart, Nima. I am sorry. We do not get to know the right answer for choices like these until later.”

      Merin looked back at Arix and Lam. “Sometimes we make the wrong choices, but if we are lucky, we get a second chance to make a new one.”

      “Do you know what you will do, then?” Nima asked.

      She thought of how hard it must be in Merin’s place. Her own father had collapsed after Nima’s mother had died, shriveling and falling in on himself. And he had never seemed to find the love in Nima’s mother that Merin clearly had found in Kad.

      “I will never leave them again,” Merin said, conviction in her voice. Her face then softened, and she smiled again as her eyes seemed to look beyond Nima, beyond the tent and into the night. Perhaps into the past, Nima thought. Looking at a ghost she loved, but who would never return.

      Nima knew Merin’s words were not for Arix and Lam or for her, but for Kad’s smile in the darkness.

      Though she was no closer to finding her own answers, she was inspired that Merin could continue on in the face of so much pressure and sadness, and still find the strength to smile and carry on.
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        * * *

      

      The cold wind whipped down the slopes of Ish Kalum and onto Tanira’s exposed back. The only thing keeping her warm was her anger. Both she and the Thread had been exhausted when they landed, but as she lay on a makeshift cot Reylor had constructed out of their packs, she wanted answers.

      “What happened back there?” she demanded.

      Lying flat on her stomach while Reylor did what he could with her injury, Tanira’s frustration burst past any walls she might have thrown up against it. That she was angry at a Dragon ten times her size did not matter.

      “We were about to finish that Manad Vhan and - agh!”

      Fresh agony ran down her left side, like lightning that went to her toes and then back up to her head. 

      “I am sorry,” Reylor stammered. “My mother was a healer but I do not really - there is a lot of burned skin here. You said to remove the crystal but I-”

      “Agh!” Tanira shouted as the man gave another tug on the shard the Yeti had jammed into her back. “Just leave it then! Try to bandage around it.” She did not like the idea of leaving such a foreign object lodged in her body, but there was a good chance she was not going to live much longer anyway.

      “I would also like to know what happened,” Reylor said as she heard the man tear another strip from one of the tents to create more bandages

      “One disaster at a time,” Tanira said. “I am still waiting to hear from our Dragon.”

      “I am not your Dragon. You speak with great risk, End of the Line,” the Thread spoke from his perch, stretched out on a snow-covered rock slightly above them. His tail swished in the snow, while he examined one of his leathery wings with his claws.

      “I have what you need,” Tanira said. “The location of the Machine. As long as I have that, I have no risk from you. Now, what happened back there? What is the forebear?”

      There was a hiss from above her that sounded like steam escaping. She wished she could stare into the beast’s eyes, but with Reylor’s fumbling attempts to mend her back ongoing, she could only look at the snow beneath her. 

      “The Forebear,” the Thread said after a long delay. “It was the Caenolan girl-”

      “I know it was the Caenolan girl!” she yelled back. “I just came from Sirapothi and saw many of them. They were nothing extraordinary, even more docile than Rakhum.”

      All save Valaen, who Tanira remembered learned to be something more.

      Until she had ended his life, acting before she could even think, before she could even decide. Another life on the Line.

      “This one is not ordinary. She has been given access to a great power at birth. She is now larval, on a path to being a perversion. Becoming what we are, rather than what we should have been.”

      Tanira’s mind tried to blot out the pain of Reylor’s ministrations, following the path of the Thread’s vague speech.

      “She’s going to become a Dragon? A Dragon like you?”

      The Thread’s roar was enough to knock snow from the perch on which he lay, dropping several clumps of it on Reylor and Tanira.

      “A perversion! Barren, spawn-less and clutch-less. Like me, like the other thirteen. Sessgrenimath sent her to mock me!”

      Clutch-less?  She thought back to her brief glimpse of the massive machine she had witnessed in the Hero’s temple, the broken shells of a single egg at its center. The Line had taught her the Machine was of value to the Dragons, that she could bargain with it. They had never explained what it did.

      Could it be the Dragons themselves were barren, unable to reproduce? Was the Machine their way around that design? Sessgrenimath’s design?

      “Forgive me,” the Thread said. She winced as Reylor brushed some of the snow from her wound. “I lost control, as I did back at the Bridge. Yet I was not the only one, was I? What you witnessed there, it enraged you.”

      Tanira thought back to those seconds on the bridge, just as the Thread was diving down. The Manad Vhan man and her father arguing. A flash of flame, and her father was gone.

      Gone in that fire was a hundred chances, a thousand answers to questions she was only now finding the courage to ask within herself. One mystery rising above all others.

      What was this all for?

      This new Manad Vhan had acted just as her father had taught her they would, burning the mortals around him like so much chaff. Like Kater and Upala before him.

      That they were evil was beyond questioning, and consistently proved.

      Yet Nima’s presence was a stain on the white cloth of her belief. A good person, as decent and selfless a person as she had ever met.

      One who would never turn on a friend, leaving them to bleed and die in the snow.

      Nima was on one side, and she on the other. But where was the truth?

      “There, you are as bandaged as I can manage,” Reylor said, tossing the remaining bandages down in the snow. “Now tell me what you saw back at Rogek Shad! I am part of this too, I have a right to know.”

      Tanira sat up, wincing as she did so. There was a stab of pain behind her left shoulder whenever she moved it, but she could move it. She pulled a cloak around her, cinching it as tightly as she could. Walking a few steps away from Reylor, she sat on a stone near the edge of the landing they had camped on. The drop below was dizzying, even if there was far more mountain above them.

      She ignored Reylor’s question, knowing the Thread would answer it if she waited long enough. Instead she pulled the Helm out of her pack, cradling its plain, metal surface between her hands. All that had happened, for this small piece of metal. 

      “We witnessed the fall of the Line,” the Thread said. “A man I suspect was the head of your order was slain by a Manad Vhan. They took the city back from the Line’s control.”

      “That is impossible,” Reylor scoffed.

      Tanira looked out over the vast landscape in front of her. Dozens of other mountains, none as high as Ish Kalum, but many impressive and snow-covered. The glaciers ran around them like vast snakes, intertwining and connecting them. 

      What had gone wrong, Father? What happened to the plan of the Line? You were right, we were right. How could you lose?

      “There were too many people there, Reylor.” She heard her voice, yet it sounded more to her like the Line’s voice. As impassive and cold as the view in front of her. “They tried to reunify Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast, I do not know why. It was too soon, they did not have enough people. Perhaps the additional Manad Vhan pushed them into making changes to the plan.”

      Maybe Father thought he knew better than the Line.

      “The Line cannot fall,” Reylor sounded lost, his voice quaking. “My brothers, their deaths cannot mean nothing. The Line cannot be over.”

      “Perhaps it is.” The Thread’s low rumble of a voice took on an encouraging quality. “It was only the small plans of Rakhum after all. Perhaps it would be best to give me the location of the Machine and be done with the affair. Lead the lives that you can, while you can.”

      Tanira looked down at the helm, her face reflected back in the facets of the crystal in the center. She could toss the Helm right now, send Kater’s creation down into the depths of the mountain below where it would likely never be found. 

      If I am not the End of the Line, who am I? Where can I go, that the ghosts of the Line will not find me?

      Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast would be filled with the families of the men and women she had killed in the Line’s name. Killed for this very Helm. How could they forgive her? 

      Could I return to Nima? Could Nima take me to another world, back to that time in Sirapothi where we had run and laughed with Valaen? When we had been . . . friends?

      She gripped the Helm tighter in her hands. There was no forgiveness, but the deaths were still behind her. They had to mean something. She had to make them mean something.

      Tanira stood, feeling the snow compress underneath her boots. She still affected the world, she still mattered. She would not panic as her father had. In the end he had not trusted the Line, but she was bound to it. 

      She turned, both Reylor and the Thread watched her. Whether they liked it or not, she knew the decision was hers.

      “The Line is not dead,” she said, looking up the vast slopes of Ish Kalum. “Not while we live. We have a Vault to open.”

      Above them, obscured by clouds and distance, the Voice waited for them.
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      Drew’s world came back to him in stages, like waves washing up on a beach. The first several waves were composed of nothing but pain, a pain that ran through his body with an agonizing totality.

      Over time it localized in his side and chest. Concentration made it worse, even as it receded from his extremities. When he began to notice sounds again, the first he heard were his own groans. In time he began to hear voices, but they were not voices he knew. They were not Upala or Nima, nor were they Artie or his parents. 

      He was abandoned on this beach of agony, strangers tending to him. The pain in his side began to separate, splitting into three distinct ribbons of sensation. There was a smell too; an odd combination that reminded him of molded bread and the sea. The air was filled with a gritty particulate that pushed into his nostrils, irritating them.

      Drew sneezed violently and painfully, his eyes finally opening. A new agony gripped him from his side as he did so, two figures moving in the low light. A large blur of white hovered over him, moving slowly. It was accompanied by a smaller blur of blue. 

      “I can’t really see.” His voice, throaty and broken, was a gift to hear. It was his and it was real.

      “An effect of the poultice, Altered,” the white blur said. “It should pass. It has never been used on your kind before.”

      The voice was familiar, but more recent. Altered? Someone called me that before. His mind worked to catch up to where he was. Everest? The Under? No, those had happened already.

      “There are other effects,” the deep voice continued.

      The blue blur came by, passing behind him. He felt a cool cloth on his forehead, the minor relief still a blessing.

      “Thought may be clouded for a time, yet your death has been avoided.”

      He blinked again, his vision becoming no clearer but a few of the clouds in his mind giving way. Behind the clouds was his own anger, fiery rage and guilt. Then there was a flash of purple, sharp claws and an explosion of pain. 

      The Dragon!

      He tried to sit up, the action lasting only a second before a massive force from the white blur pushed him back to the bed. His mind finally made the connection. The Yeti? The Speaker is tending to me?

      “You must lay still!” the Yeti said. “The poultice is setting.”

      “I need to know what happened,” Drew croaked, his heart pounding as faces and visions pounded into his brain. Are they all right? What did I do? Nima and Merin? Trillip? Had he killed Garantika? 

      “Everyone is safe now.”

      Another voice, female and young. Lhamu, the Caenolan girl that Nima had brought with her. Everyone is safe? He felt the tide of relief trying to come ashore, but he was afraid to believe in it. His need to know outweighed everything, even his own pain.

      “Details!” he said through clenched teeth, the Speaker’s paw still holding him down gently, but firmly.

      “Nima is unhurt, I am unhurt,” Lhamu began reciting the status of everyone, like a child giving the answers in class. “Merin is with her children. The Speaker is here. Trillip is badly injured but will live. Garantika is dead. Upala and Kater are not back. The people are no longer fighting here.”

      Drew allowed the breath he held to leak out in a hiss, awakening new soreness from his side. Why hadn’t he healed?

      His answer came in the memory of a purple-scaled beast diving out of the sky, a flash of claws and teeth.

      Dragon injury. Right, okay.

      At least the fighting was over, though he wished Upala was there. 

      “And the Dragon?”

      “The beast took an aggressive interest in the Foretold,” the Speaker said. Drew felt the pressure release from his chest as the Yeti removed his paw. “I attacked the rider, and the Dragon retrieved her and flew off.”

      Drew’s relief vanished, a fresh layer of tension and worry filling him. Confirmation Tanira had at least one Dragon, and they still had no real idea what she was up to, not in any detail. The fact the Yeti was able to drive her off was a welcome surprise, even if Tanira survived it.

      “Where is Nima, why are you two here?”

      “Nima wanted to be here,” Lhamu said, apologetically. “The Speaker did not want anyone intruding on his work.”

      “His work?” Drew looked over at the white blur, a few more details becoming present. The creature’s dark eyes looked back at him, revealing nothing. “Why would you try to heal me? I thought all you cared about was her?” What was the word they used? “Your rocha.”

      “The Foretold is my rocha. I would prefer her in safer environs. But she refused to leave your presence, and only would agree to do so eventually if I attempted to heal you.”

      “Nice of you to think of me, Speaker.”

      A small cough escaped Drew and he winced as the pain increasing in his left side.

      He looked over at Lhamu, trying to smile and show his appreciation. “Thank you, Lhamu.”

      She nodded and smiled back.

      The Speaker took a few steps forward, his huge form blotting out Lhamu’s and filling Drew’s vision. The intensity left the creature’s eyes, replaced by something Drew had not seen before.

      Kindness?

      “My rocha has been challenged. Your actions on the bridge were difficult to process,” the Speaker said. “You, the Foretold, the Arrived. None of you are Rakhum. You were willing to sacrifice yourself for them, you even attempted to avoid violence against those who wished violence on you. After your injury, the Foretold was . . . insistent that I attempt to help you.”

      “If someone is going to be hurt,” Lhamu’s voice came from behind the wall of white fur in front of Drew. “You do what you can to help them. That’s what good people do. That’s what Nima says.”

      “Yes,” the Speaker said. “I have been pondering this. It is possible that our rocha may be modified to account for this. Perhaps there is a benefit to the Yeti in this rocha we had not considered.”

      “Now that Drew is all better, I’m going to go get Nima! She will be so happy!” Lhamu’s voice fading as she ran out the exit, Drew finally recognizing the large tent he and Upala had spoken in during the last time they were in Rogek Shad.

      Drew looked up at the Speaker, who had moved a few feet away, his face returning to its usual implacable state.

      “Is that true? Am I ‘all better’?” He already knew the answer, his body was telling him. All the Speaker could do was give him more information.

      “No, Altered. The healing that you displayed earlier is not asserting itself on the wounds. As you are now Manad Vhan and your injuries are Dragon sourced, this is expected.”

      Drew thought about peeking under the blankets to get a look at what the Dragon had done to him, but decided against it. 

      “And this poultice of yours? What should I expect?”

      “Intended for my own kind. I cannot say with certainty, but it has stabilized your injury, halted the loss of blood. I recommend I apply a significant bandage to keep the area clean. You will have to heal using your normal processes, whatever is possible for a denizen of your original world.”

      Drew frowned. If Dragon injuries wouldn’t heal like the others, he would have to make do. He shifted to his right under the blanket, testing the pain. It was present, awful even, but he would have to push through it. He’d have to do what a denizen of his world would do, and just block it out.

      “Speaker, I do appreciate what you have done, for whatever reason you did it.”

      The Yeti said nothing, leaving Drew to stare at the ceiling of the tent above him. My world. What does that even mean anymore? Is this my world now?

      “Back in your cave, Speaker, you told me this world was different. That this world is not real. Will you tell me what you meant by that?”

      The Speaker narrowed his dark eyes as if he were performing some kind of test on Drew with his mind. He then turned away.

      “There is nothing in our rocha which would look upon the sharing of that information favorably, Altered. Knowledge is the most delicate of treasures, and it is the position of the Yeti to safeguard much that is known only to us.”

      “But?” Drew gazed back up at the Speaker. “You said yourself that our actions challenge your rocha. Can’t you give me something?

      In front of him, the large, furry back of the Yeti expanded as the beast drew in a great breath. Drew watched as the light in the crystals embedded in its shoulder dimmed until they were almost dark.

      The Speaker turned, his voice dropping into a low whisper. His stare down at Drew softened, as if the answering of the question was a relief.

      “Aroha Darad is a construct, Altered. A creation of Sessgrenimath. A place in which to place his Dragons, and allow his study of them to run its course. It is modeled after the worlds you know, but does not contain the same stabilities.”

      

      “A construct?” Drew tried to sit up, failing as the pain ran through his back. “Do the Manad Vhan know that? Do the Dragons?”

      “Uncertain,” the Speaker said. “The yeti are not aware of what information Sessgrenimath has shared with his unwanted, cast off creations. We have no knowledge of his intentions or motivations, only that he opposes she who created the Yeti. Thus, she has placed us on all worlds, as guardians against his intent.”

      She who created the Yeti?

      Drew opened his mouth to speak, watching as the crystals on the Yeti’s shoulders grew illuminated again. A cold look crept back into the Speaker’s eyes.

      “I have more questions,” Drew said. “But you aren’t going to answer them, are you.”

      “No,” the Yeti said, simply.

      Drew considered protesting when Lhamu returned, Nima right behind her. Both of them wore matching grins as Nima ran across the room to his side. She ran to his left side, then quickly pivoted and ran to his right, throwing her arms around his neck.

      “Okay, okay,” Drew said, trying to keep his laughing to a level he could survive. “I’m happy to see you too! Heck, I’m happy to see anyone. I owe all that to Lhamu here.”

      Lhamu blushed, Drew noticing a pinkish tint to the light from the girl’s crystal.

      “Upala is back!” Nima said, finally releasing her hold on his neck.

      Drew felt his heart jump at Upala’s name.

      ”She brought Kater with her. They are waiting at the main tent, where she is checking on Trillip. She wanted to see you first, but I wasn’t sure-”

      Drew put his hand up. “That’s fine, little sister. I guess I can go if my large friend here says it is all right?”

      The Speaker took a moment to look under Drew’s blanket. The Yeti’s large, clawed finger poked at his side, Drew hissing with the pain of each prod. 

      “At this stage, the poultice is setting. It would be best for you to be standing and moving slowly lest the mixture harden too quickly. If you would allow the Arrived to assist you?”

      Drew looked at Nima, who looked back at him for several seconds before laughing.

      “‘Arrived,’ right. I forgot that was me.” She put her arm out for Drew to grab on to. “Shall we?”

      Nima helped him into a standing position, her smile somewhat making up for the pain. In another tent across Rogek Shad, there was another smile he wanted to see again, and he would be damned if some Dragon was going to keep him from that. 
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        * * *

      

      Nima yawned, the others in the tent turning to look at her. She had no idea what time it was, but she was sure it was after midnight, and she was exhausted. After the initial rush of seeing Drew and Upala again wore off, she just wanted to go to sleep.

      Couldn’t they just decide what to do in the morning? 

      After sending a reluctant Lhamu off to bed with the Speaker’s assist, she had tried to stay interested while Drew and Upala filled each other in. 

      The large tent was mostly empty, she supposed when it was full they could fit a hundred people in there. Now it was just the four of them, Merin having left earlier to return to her children. She had said she would check on Trillip before going to sleep, and would see all of them in the morning.

      Going to sleep sounded like a good idea to Nima. She couldn’t keep her eyes open much longer.

      “Kater,” Upala said, her musical voice piercing Nima’s thoughts. “Please explain to the others what Tanira is doing.”

      At Tanira’s mention, Nima sat up immediately.

      Nima thought she could see a faint smile on Upala’s face, a smile she had worn a few times when telling Ama about something Pasang had done wrong. 

      Kater mumbled for a moment, Nima seeing his beard move but not hearing his words. She suspected they were Manad Vhan swears of some kind. After another scowl from his sister, Kater let out a huge sigh and faced the room.

      “It is simple,” he said. “The Rakhum woman has an artifact. A helm. It is of my design, it was my intent to use it against the Dragons should they ever attack. If she can power it, it would grant her the ability to mentally control them.”

      “Control the Dragons?” Drew asked, his eyes widening. “We saw her riding one, but it seemed to be acting on its own will, and she was not wearing any helm, just the armor of the Hero that we saw before.”

      “That is . . . positive news,” Upala said with a sigh. “Perhaps she does not know how to activate the helm, or she does not have all the components yet. What Dragon was she riding? Can you describe it?”

      “Long, very long,” Nima said. “Like a snake with wings. It was purple, it was pretty, actually.”

      Kater nodded. “That sounds like it may have been-”

      “The Thread,” Nima said. “Lhamu told me its name was the Thread. I thought she might be confused, that sounds like an odd name for a Dragon.” She looked from Kater to Upala, both of their faces showing disappointment. She supposed Lhamu had been right. “Is that bad?”

      “The Thread is the link between the other Dragons,” Upala said. “Without the Thread, they would be uncoordinated. With its power, they can act as one unit, one mind.”

      “She must have been to the Vault on Ish Selot already then,” Kater said. “She would require the armor of the Hero to enter, but that does not mean she has the Helm. Perhaps-”

      “Kater,” Upala cut in. “The Helm is gone from your fortress. The guards outside are dead. I think it is obvious you allowed the Line to know of this and-”

      “I allowed the Line! Of all the-”

      “Great,” Drew said, his tone one Nima was quite familiar with. It was Drew’s ‘I’m not happy, but let’s move on’ tone. “So let’s assume she has the Helm, but its not working yet. Why not, Kater? What does she need?”

      “She needs to collect the essence of the Thread and the Voice,” he said, walking to his right. Nima noticed Kater always stayed as much on the opposite side of the room from Drew as he could. “Once she has those, the Helm is powered and can be used to control the Dragons.”

      The idea that some hat could allow you to control even one of the amazing creatures Nima had seen over the bridge was pretty incredible. They were so big, so powerful!

      “How many can she control?” Nima asked. She thought she had heard there were fourteen Dragons. Was controlling two harder than one? 

      “The girl makes a good point!” Kater said, pointing across the room at Nima.

      Nima didn’t like Kater, but she smiled just the same. A good point was still a good point.

      “The Helm was designed for Manad Vhan, for me. She may not be able to handle the strain.”

      “Let us assume she can,” Upala said. “Answer Nima’s question.”

      “I do not know,” Kater replied. “I did not have an opportunity to test it. My plan was to only release the Dragons I needed, I never intended to try and control all fourteen at once!”

      “After the Thread and Voice, where would you have gone, Kater?” Upala glared at her brother, a look Nima had given Pasang more than once, though here the circumstances were very different.

      “Terminus, obviously. He is by far the most powerful. Once I had Terminus, what would I need with the other Dragons? Besides, his vault is right on Ish Rav Partha. Yet she does not have the Voice yet, that should be our goal.”

      Nima found herself nodding. Why give up now?

      “Shouldn’t we stop Tanira from getting to this Voice? If she can’t power the hat then she never gets to do anything else.”

      Kater pointed at Nima a second time. 

      “Again, she is right. Why concede defeat? Stop her now. Though it is a ‘helm’ not a ‘hat.’”

      “Nima,” Upala said “Tanira already has a Dragon that seems willing to help her. She has the means to fly to Ish Kalum where the Voice is. We have been unable to defeat her in two engagements.”

      “Yeah,” Drew said, wincing as he stepped a bit closer to Upala. “Our only advantage here would be to guess her next move, try to stop her before she can get started. We can’t get to the Voice before Tanira does, but we can get to Everest. I mean Ish Rav Partha. We can stop her ability to free this Terminus and maybe set a trap for her before she gets there.”

      Nima shook her head. Sometimes the dangerous route was the only path, yet she knew Drew would not change his mind. Drew always wanted to keep everyone safe, even when there was no way to do that. It made no sense to Nima to allow Tanira to get more powerful without trying to stop her.

      “Fortunately,” Kater said. “I do not have to listen to your counsel, Adley. You and the rest can do what you want. Our enemy is injured as well, and I can get myself to Ish Kalum via my own means, and I shall do so. First light of the morn. Go to Ish Rav Partha if you like, cede her this victory if that is your choice. If I am successful, then it will be me wearing the Helm when you see me next, and not this fool Rakhum girl.”

      “I am going with him,” Nima said, surprising herself. She didn’t want to admit it, but she agreed with Kater, as awful as he was.

      “Nima!”

      Drew hobbled his way across the tent, Nima already guessing all the things he was going to say. He walked close to her, sweat forming on his brow from the effort.

      He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “I know you’ll go anyway, even if I tell you not to. I know you can take care of yourself. I’ll feel better knowing you’re there to keep an eye on him.”

      Nima’s eyes grew damp, her big brother giving her the answer she never expected.

      He gave her a soft kiss on her head, then groaned as she pulled him in for a hug.

      “Sorry. I’ll see you when we get back,” she said with a smile and a wink. “Keep Lhamu safe for me.”

      That would be the hardest part, she knew. Lhamu would be furious, as she would be in her place. That Dragon had murder in its eyes when it attacked her, and Nima could not let the girl near the beast. Just like Merin with her children, Nima would have to hope Lhamu would understand.

      “I guess that’s it then,” Drew said in a louder voice. “Upala and I will leave for Ish Rav Partha in the morning, maybe we can get to this Terminus before Tanira does and find a way to keep her out. Kater and Nima can go try to stop Tanira--without being killed, please. If you are not able to, try to get back to us before she does.” 

      Drew was already walking toward the exit at the far side of the tent, Upala rushing over to allow him to throw his arm around her shoulder for support.

      Kater gave Nima a toothy grin as he too rose. “I applaud your wisdom, girl. I do not need you, but if you do not slow me down I shall allow you to accompany me. Do not expect me to keep you alive. I will leave at dawn.”

      Nima gave Kater a wink, which she knew he had no idea how to interpret. He reminded her a bit of Jang, and Jang was not someone she would have left out of sight. If not for the Line, it might be better to let Tanira have this hat rather than Kater. Either way, she wanted to be in a position to take action. She wouldn’t need Kater to keep her alive. Nima knew how to do that for herself.
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        * * *

      

      Drew stopped at the flap outside the tent the Speaker had been healing him in, the small dwelling near the outskirts of the city. He could hear the sounds of the Umbuk River rushing not far off, could feel the chill of the air as it ran down Ish Rav Partha and into the plains, yet these were not the senses he was focused on.

      He cared only for his eyes, which were focused on her, and the feeling of her hand in his.

      “Thank you for walking me back to my tent,” he said to Upala. The moonlight reflected off her olive skin, the stars in her hair competing with the ones above them. 

      “Oh, I have no intention of leaving you or your tent, Drew.” She laughed, the music he had longed to hear since they had returned to this world. “Not until the morning anyway.”

      He frowned. Certainly, even as tired as he was, there was nothing he wanted more than being with her. His ache for her was more than lust now, more than physical.

      “Upala, are you sure this is a good idea?” Drew said. “I mean, the rasi sakta-”

      She shook her head, her dark hair swaying in the night winds.

      “I have felt no trace of the rasi sakta since we returned to Aroha Darad, and I do not think you have either, have you?”

      “No, nothing.” His worries for Upala, his admiration and growing affection for her had all seemed genuine since they had arrived in the Yeti cave. He had felt none of the mania that had been there before. “I guess that means I am fully Manad Vhan now? Does that break the curse?”

      “Let us test that theory,” Upala said, leaning toward him.

      Her hands encircled his neck as his went to her waist, the kiss coming like a wave washing upon the shore. He waited for the moment that had happened before, the feeling of sinking into her, of being pulled underwater by a tempting tide. Yet there was only the nice warmth of her mouth on his, the feeling of closeness between the two of them. As if nothing could break them apart.

      “See,” she said with a smile. “No more rasi sakta, no more curse. Now for tonight, for this one night, may I suggest no more worrying? No brothers or little sisters, no Yeti. No Dragons.” 

      “I think. . .” He allowed a sigh to escape, taking with it all his tension. He smiled and gave her another kiss. “I think that is a wonderful idea.”

      Taking her hand, he led her into the small tent. The blanket he had woken on was still lying on the ground. He allowed her to remove his shirt, and then lay back on the blanket as she straddled his waist.

      Inching forward, she knelt astride him and put her hand on his chest. Drew winced as her fingers brushed against the bandage the Speaker had applied.

      “Oh, I am sorry,” she said, pulling away. “I do not want to hurt you.”

      Drew reached up and grinned, ignoring the pain as he pulled her close to him. 

      “Tonight, it would hurt me more not to touch you.” 

      She smiled that smile he saw between blinks and in dreams, and when she came to him it was a sunrise over crisp winter peaks, pure and beautiful.
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      Nima sat in the snow, looking at Kater hunched over and wheezing for breath. The noon sun overhead brought her some warmth as she peered ahead of them at the vista of peaks on the far horizon. She could see many of them from her vantage point on the lower reaches of Ish Kalum. She gauged the mountain corresponded to Makalu on her world and according to Kater this would be where Tanira would try to free a Dragon called the Voice.

      Nima stood and paced around, kicking at the snow. Kater was on his knees still, pulling in huge gulps of air just as he had done after each of their uses of his blink tube.

      “Hey, Kater,” she called over to him, tapping her feet in the snow. “If you can’t be hurt, how come you get out of breath so easily? The way you are wheezing, you seem hurt.”

      Kater looked over at her from his kneeling position, furry eyebrows clenching at her. 

      “Fool girl,” he replied, stopping to pull in more air. He only seemed to be able to speak a few words at a time. “The porting. It uses your breath. Why are. You not. Out of breath?”

      “I don’t know,” Nima said, shrugging her shoulders. “I was for a minute. Then I breathed again. Westerners say my people do better in the mountains, in the thin air. Maybe that’s why.”

      “Perhaps,” Kater said, pulling himself upright.

      He looked humorous to Nima in his cold-weather clothes, a big red cloak with lots of stitching. He looked like he wanted to be important, which struck Nima as funny. 

      Nima looked up the stretch of the great mountain, seeing the glint of red far above them. Upala said the doors to the Dragon’s Vault would be red, so that would have to be it. The path to the door looked manageable to Nima, a few free climbs, but mostly just uphill walking. Under normal conditions it might take her and Drew half a day. With Kater though, it looked like it would take forever.

      “Ready for another blink?” she asked, pulling the leather waterbag Merin had given her and taking a drink. The snow here was more melty than on the mountains of her world, she figured she could fill it back up later if she needed to.

      Kater looked back at her annoyed, but he always looked annoyed. He coughed again, an echo of the brutal coughs she had heard the old man suffer from on Everest. Back when she thought he was Carter. A whole bunch of lies ago.

      “Do I look like I am ready?” He scowled at her and sat in the snow. “I must take time to reclaim my breath.”

      “I don’t get why,” Nima said, looking around. She wondered if Tanira had been here. The snow under her feet was fresh enough that even a Dragon might have landed there, and the evidence would be buried. “I mean, you heal everything. You can’t be hurt. How can you be out of breath?”

      “I just am,” Kater said, his tone the same annoyed one her mother had often given her. 

      Nima walked over to him, blocking the sun as she stood with the snow crunching under her boots.

      “I don’t get that. I mean, if you have to breathe then can’t you die? Like what if I held you underwater? Would you die?”

      “That is a foolish question,” Kater grunted. “My body would heal the damage, as it always does when it is necessary. My fatigued lungs are an annoyance, but not life-threatening so-”

      “Whatever. I bet you never tested it. What about eating? I’ve seen you eat and Upala eat. What if you couldn’t eat? Would you starve?”

      “Would I . . .?” the man sputtered his words, his hands clenched. “I just answered this question in another form, fool girl! My body will-”

      “I wonder if you poop,” Nima said. She had been wondering this, but hadn’t wanted to ask Upala. “I mean, you eat, right? So you must poop. I wonder if it would kill you if you couldn’t poop. . .”

      Kater glared up at her, looking even angrier than he had before. It was hard for Nima not to laugh, it should feel dangerous to prod Kater in this way, but something about the man made her want to do it.

      “If you would like to test which of us can kill the other one, I would be happy to have that contest with you, fool girl.”

      “See?” Nima said, spreading her arms. He wanted her to be afraid, but she wasn’t going to give him that. “That’s another thing. You’re so mean all the time, to everyone! Why? ‘Fool girl’, why talk like that? Why be mean when it is so much easier to be nice? Being mean is work!”

      “I wouldn’t be. . . mean if you would cease pestering me with questions. I am stunned to admit this, but you make me wish Adley had come in your place!”

      “I ask questions because I want to know,” Nima said. “Drew says I’m ‘curious’ and that makes me unusual. Besides, your forehead does this funny thing when you get angry, there’s a big line that pops out.”

      He stood, brushing the snow off his cloak. He peered down at her.

      “Unusual? Yes, I suppose you are unusual, Nima. You say things others will not. You have an odd desire to help people, one that fool Adley shares with you. You are still but an eye blink, a wisp of passing cloud. Tomorrow you will be gone, unusual or no.”

      Ama used to say things like that to her, criticizing her and telling her all the things she did wrong and how she didn’t matter. But she had been a child then, so it hurt. It didn’t hurt now, it just made Kater seem small.

      “So many words,” she said, smiling back up at him. “So much work. Listen, if you can’t do your blink thing, I think we should start up the mountain. I can see a pretty good path, and you’re starting to slow things down.”

      She turned away from him, catching just enough of a glimpse in the corner of her eye to see him sputtering inside his fancy cloak, no doubt thinking of some big, mean comeback. She thought about laughing, and decided it was a good idea.
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        * * *

      

      “I can see them,” Reylor said, peering over the edge of the snowy landing where he, Tanira, and the Voice sat. Behind them was the great crimson door of the Voice’s Vault, towering over Tanira like a red mountain of its own.

      “How many? Who?” Tanira lay on the ground, exhausted beyond anything she had experienced before. The plan had been to fly to the Vault door here on Ish Kalum, to be here and gone long before anyone might try to interfere. As usual, nothing had gone according to plan. 

      She looked back at the Thread, the beast curled near the door with its head slumped on the ground. Its massive chest heaving, its body surely as tired as Tanira’s. Tired from a climb she guessed no Dragon would ever expect to need to make, yet halfway up the mountain the Thread’s wings had simply refused to lift the creature any farther.

      Whether the Thread had been impeded by exhaustion or injury, the Dragon had not been able to say.

      Thus, they were forced to crawl and scrape the rest of the way up the mountain, Tanira noticing the magical approach of someone just as they reached the Vault door. Reylor had volunteered to keep an eye on the newcomers, Tanira collapsing on the snow without debate.

      She lay face down in the white powder to keep from putting pressure on the crystal embedded in her back, waiting for Reylor to tell her how much worse things were about to get. The icy temperature of the snow quickly seeped through her clothes, but she had become so accustomed to feeling cold it hardly seemed noticeable.

      “I can see. . . at least one person down there. . . let me look again. . ..” the man’s voice trailed off, the time between Reylor’s pauses seeming like lifetimes. If it had not required moving, she would have gone over and thrown him off the mountain. 

      “Two,” he finally said with a confident tone. Two was good, it was better than an army. “One of them is Manad Vhan, I saw him transport before. The other I am not sure. Looks like a woman, a small woman.”

      Nima. Of course it would be Nima. The thought of her frowning, judging face brought a fresh wave of anger and guilt flooding into her. Tanira used the emotion to pull herself to her feet. Adding to her frustration, the Manad Vhan man from the bridge must have lived. The Thread’s actions prevented her from finishing the kill. 

      “Come on,” she said, trudging through the snow toward the great red door. It felt like she was walking through mud, there was something more than the snow affecting her, affecting them all. It was an effort just to keep her head up. She looked over at the Thread, the beast still nearly flat on the ground.

      “You too, we need to get moving. The Manad Vhan will be up here soon, we need to be ready.” She faced the crimson metal of the massive door. Reylor slumped up beside her, his breathing labored. Behind her, she could feel the warm breath of the Thread on her back. 

      There was still a chance, she reminded herself. They could still free the Voice and activate the Helm before the Manad Vhan and Nima got there. As long as nothing else went wrong.

      She touched the sword to the door, a seam splitting the structure as it opened inward. Beyond the door was much as she expected. Little light, a dark hallway, just as before.

      The massive form of a second Dragon suddenly loomed out of the darkness.

      Tanira gasped as its broad form moved closer, this beast wide and squat. Its eyes glowed with a golden magical light, and then Tanira found herself violently thrown to the ground, as if an invisible wall of force had landed atop her.

      “Hello, Thread,” it said, Tanira struggling to focus over the crushing pressure that seemed to come from everywhere. “I have been waiting a very long time.”
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        * * *

      

      The route up Ish Kalum had been easier than Nima had expected, but it was also slower. Kater trudged along behind her, forcing her to stop and wait for him to catch up every time she got too far ahead. The snow was almost up to her knees, but it was light and fluffy. Kater was so much taller, even for an old man she didn’t think the climb would be this hard.

      Ahead of them was a long snow plain before one last minor climb to reach the red door. The angle of the mountain had obscured the door from sight, a huge outcropping of ice was planted right in front of it.

      Kater had refused to answer her questions after a while, forcing her to be alone with her thoughts. She worried about Drew and Upala, and what they might find trying to access the vault of Terminus. She was pretty tired by the time discussing the Dragons had come up, but Upala’s stories of Terminus sounded very scary. She hoped neither of them would have to see it.

      Mostly she thought about Lhamu. She might be angry than Nima had left without her, or she might understand. It was best to keep her out of danger. Hopefully she agreed to stay with Merin.

      Looking above her at their route up the mountain, she could see broad sloping plains of freshly fallen snow, deceptively beautiful expanses that might avalanche at any moment, or hide deadly crevasses beneath them.

      “You sure we can’t use more of your blinks to get across this? I don’t like the look of this snow field.”

      “I have only a few crystals left,” Kater said, holding the long, thin metal tube up and shaking it. Nima could hear the clinking of a few small objects inside it before he returned it to his pocket. “We must save those for the return, for bringing the Helm back to Nalam Wast after dealing with this woman.”

      He pushed past her, beginning to walk through the snow with some confidence and speed, his red cloak dragging in the snow.

      She knew they were here to stop Tanira, but she had not considered she and Kater might not have the same ideas on how to do that. She did not have much hope that she could convince Tanira not to go through with her plan, but maybe they could steal the Helm back. Or find a way to keep her from reaching the Voice.

      Kater’s eyes suggested he had a different plan.

      “We just need your hat. We don’t need to kill her.”

      He stopped in the snow, looking back at Nima with an expression her Ama’s face had often worn.

      “Are you that naive? That dense? Dear girl, do you think she is going to hand us the Helm?”

      Nima felt a bit of fire light inside her. She didn’t like it when Ama talked to her like she was stupid. Nima knew she asked a lot of questions, and she sometimes acted too quickly, but she wasn’t stupid.

      “Maybe she will just leave it lying around where it can be stolen,” she shot back. “But a person would have to be pretty dumb to let that happen.”

      It was a mistake, and she knew it. It was one thing to annoy Kater, but she openly mocked him now. This was, after all, all his fault and most people didn’t like having that pointed out. She waited for the explosion of his anger, realizing there was nowhere to run.

      To her shock, he began to laugh.

      “Were you my sister or Adley, I think we would be fighting now.” He gazed around at the mountains, Nima wondering what he looked for. “Yet you are right, you tiny blink-of-an-eye. My anger will not change that fact.”

      He turned away from her, walking back toward the far-off wall of ice that lay in front of them. Nima allowed herself to breathe again, her heart slowing down a bit but still pounding. Crunching one boot into the snow, she began to follow him again.

      “I thought she killed your friend,” he called back to her. “That is what I heard. Do you not wish her death in revenge?”

      Nima thought of Val, remembering the awful moment she had worked so hard not to see in her mind. Val lying there, his crystal’s light slowly fading away. The anger was easy to tap, it was right there waiting for her. Yet though she did not know what she wanted from Tanira, she did not want her death.

      “No,” Nima said. “There has been too much killing. If there is no other way to save people from her, then I understand it. I would do it myself. But I won’t kill her for me. Or for him.”

      “How heroic,” Kater sneered. 

      “Heroic?” Nima stared at the back of Kater’s cloak as he trudged forward. “Upala says you want to be a hero, Kater. Yet you don’t act like one. You don’t help people, you tried to kill us all in the Under. You lied to us! At least what Tanira is doing she does because she thinks it will help someone. You act like a villain.”

      Kater’s laugh reminded her of her mother yet again. Nima grit her teeth as she closed the distance between them.

      “Hero? Villain?” Kater asked. “It just depends on who is telling the story. When this is over, I will surely be remembered for-”

      The snow suddenly opened up underneath him, the dark abyss of a crevasse forming right under his feet. Kater let out a surprised cry as he began to drop into the darkness.

      Nima lunged forward, just getting a handful of the ornate red cloak. With her belly into the snow, she pushed down with all her weight while Kater’s arms flailed around, grasping at the opening.

      “Hurry and climb up!” she cried. “I can’t hold you much longer!” He was old and light, but his motions were adding to his weight. Nima got her other hand onto the cloth of Kater’s garment, her body starting to slide forward towards the yawning opening.

      Kater’s bare hands pounded into the snow, finally gaining some purchase and reducing the drag on Nima. Still holding onto the cloak, she got her feet underneath her, her boots digging in. She pulled with a grunt, Kater finally crossing the threshold of the opening and scrambling up and out of the hole.

      The pair of them lay on the snow, facing the sky while their chests heaved with their breathing. Nima would have laughed if she had more air in her lungs. First Tanira and now Kater.

      She looked at the clouds passing by overhead, and beyond them she could see the side of the mountain. The red door was there, much closer now. That was a problem, but it was the next problem. She waited for Kater to remind her that he would have been all right, that he would have healed or somehow transported out of the crevasse.

      Instead he was silent for a long time, and when he spoke he only said one word.

      “Why?”

      She didn’t think when it happened, any more then she had with Tanira. Any more than Drew had when Kater had fallen on Everest. Likely any more then Kad had before allowing the worms to crush him, or Val when he thought Tanira was going to hurt her. 

      The answer was simple, yet the fact Kater could not see it only made her sad.

      “Because I tell myself my own story.”
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      Upala looked up at the massive, red door in front of her, one more puzzle Orami and Feram had left for her. One more problem to solve in a series that seemed endless.

      On most occasions the vault of Terminus would be the last place Upala would ever want to go. The secrets and mysteries of the Dragons had always fascinated Kater more than her. To her, the Dragons were a fire, an inferno to avoid not study, and Terminus was the scariest flame of them all.

      “I guess we should’ve had a plan for getting the door open, huh?”

      Drew stood a bit farther back from the metal obstruction and seemed to be studying it for cracks or seams. He leaned a bit to his right to avoid exacerbating his injury. The Yeti poultice kept the pain lower, but according to Drew it still hurt and itched ‘like hell’.

      Not far behind him, Lhamu echoed his actions. The Speaker, as always, stood a few steps away from his charge, saying nothing.

      “I did not have much time to prepare for this!” Upala said, knowing she allowed more irritation then she intended into her voice. The pressure she felt was unlike anything she had ever known. People were counting on her. Everyone depended on her to find the solutions, to have the answers.

      She had hoped she would have an epiphany during their travel to Ish Rav Partha, but no such moment had come. Lhamu’s insistence on coming had brought the Speaker, and with the Speaker came his ability to teleport them to the mountain faster than they could have travelled normally. The additional time was a gift, or it would be if they could get inside.

      She felt a steady hand on her shoulder, a warm voice in her ear.

      “Hey, it was a joke,” Drew said. “And a dumb one at that. We’ll figure this out.”

      She clasped his hand with her own, wishing they were still back under his blanket where she woke this morning. For one blissful night all their problems had been gone, but they returned with the morning sun, along with her responsibilities.

      “I am not sure what there is to figure out,” she said. “The door is designed to open for the Hero, or someone wearing the Hero’s armor. We do not have that.”

      Drew paced in front of the door, running his hand up and down the surface of the red metal, just as Upala had already done. He knocked his gloved knuckles against it, also as Upala had already done.

      “I’ve seen some air-tight doors during my time in the Navy, and this looks pretty air tight. Yet there’s a Dragon in there, right? So, it needs air to breathe. Wait, they do need to breathe, don’t they?” He looked over at Upala, his eyes a mixture of concern and earnestness. She knew he felt the same pressure she did, even if he did not share her responsibility.

      “Yes, they need to breathe,” she replied. “They can be cut, they can be burned, they can be hurt. They could be killed. The problem is their size, strength, and endurance. Still they are, in some ways, more vulnerable than we are. That, I think was part of their issue with the Manad Vhan. They made us too well.”

      “Sure, but if Orami and Feram wanted to keep them alive, and for whatever reason, it seems they did, then they need air and they are not getting it through this door.” He knocked again on the metal, his glove making a dull thump.

      Upala frowned, looking up at the vast reaches of the mountain. 

      “I am sure you are right, Drew. There must be small air channels that have been created in the mountain somehow. Even if they were large enough for us to travel through, and there is no reason they would need to be, we could search for days or weeks without finding them.”

      “Fair enough,” Drew said, turning back toward the door and rubbing the back of his neck. “Maybe there’s a second-”

      “Altered, Sentenced, if I may interrupt.”

      The Speaker’s deep voice came so suddenly Upala jumped a bit in surprise. She turned, to find the Yeti and Lhamu standing next to them.

      “Hey!” Drew said, snapping his fingers. “The Speaker! He could transport himself to the other side of this door, maybe see a way to open it!”

      “Too uncertain,” the Speaker said. “There is no telling how far into the mountain this barrier extends. If I were to arrive inside it, my death would prevent me from further protecting the Foretold.”

      Upala shook her head, her spirits being raised for a moment by Drew’s idea, only to be dashed again. She was surprised when the Yeti continued to stare at her, the expression on his face resembling curiosity, or inspiration. 

      “Sentenced, please explain. By what method does the obstruction here determine the Hero’s armor is present? What is it detecting a wearer’s permissible status?”

      She paused. “If you mean what is the door looking for, the wearer has to have the Hero’s armor.”

      “That was implicit in my question,” the Speaker said, making Upala want to pick the beast up and toss him back down to Rogek Shad.

      Drew shook his head, turning away to study the door more.

      “Please describe the armor.”

      Upala thought back to her time in Orami and Feram’s temple, the Rakhum Tanira wearing the armor and wielding the Hero’s sword. It had been all she and Drew could do to hold off the woman’s attack. Their plan was to face not only her in combat, but multiple Dragons as well?

      “It is an energy field,” she said. The enormity of their task did not change it. “Blue in color and it stays close to the wearer’s body, but otherwise similar to the fields Kater and I can produce. Drew as well,” she gave Drew a quick smile at this addition. 

      Where she would expect most people to nod, the Speaker just continued staring at her. “Yet the shield you produce is powered by elements inherently internal to you. The armor is simply a device. Is it powered by a crystal?”

      She looked back at the Yeti as if it had lost its mind. Of course it was powered by a crystal, just as the portals were. Just as most magical things were, including the Yeti themselves. The thought suddenly wrapped around her mind as she realized what the Speaker was thinking.

      “Yes. Yes!” She shouted back. The Yeti had crystals growing on them naturally and she had seen them modify their color. 

      “I see you understand my thinking,” the Speaker said. “You may suspect I suggest I attempt this myself. If only this need had been known, a more lore-wise Yeti could have accompanied us. I have been bred for decisiveness, not lore. I do, however, suspect that with my assistance the Foretold may be capable of this. Indeed, it may be what she was Foretold to do.”

      Upala looked over at Lhamu, who watched the exchange with her deep, dark eyes shifting back and forth. Her clear crystal in the center of her head glowed with a steady light. 

      “I can . . . help?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” Upala said. She walked over to kneel down next to the girl, putting her hand on Lhamu’s shoulders. “Do you understand what the Speaker is asking?”

      The Speaker stepped closer to Lhamu and Upala, Drew stepping back out of the way of the big creature.

      “It may be time consuming, but it is not complex,” the Speaker said. “It is a simple matter of matching the tint and intensity of the crystals powering the Hero’s armor. There are many combinations, but knowing that they are blue reduces the variables.”

      Lhamu bit her lip as she looked up at the large form of the Yeti.

       “If I can help, I want to help,” she said with a smile. She looked back at Drew, who grinned in a way Upala suspected was his best impression of Nima. She had to admit the wide grin made him look even more charming.

      “I’m sure you can do it,” he said giving her an odd hand expression where he made a fist with one thumb sticking out. Upala was sure Lhamu had no idea what it meant either.

      Lhamu walked up to the door, the huge, red structure making her seem even more tiny. She looked back at the Speaker, putting her hand out toward him.

      “Will it hurt?” she asked.

      The Yeti lumbered forward, his massive paw encircling the girl’s hand in his own. “I cannot say, Foretold. I can say I will be with you.”

      Upala walked forward with Drew at her side, both taking a position on Lhamu’s left. She put her hand on the girl’s shoulder, squeezing it gently.

      “We will all be with you, Lhamu,” Upala said.

      All their hopes rested on this strange person from another world. She laughed to herself. It was not the first time that had happened, maybe that was as it should be.

      She reminded herself that even if the girl succeeded, Terminus waited for them on the other side. The beast was in an unknown state, but even subdued, it would be dangerous. 

      But that was on the other side. For now, there was a red wall of metal between Upala and her next problem.

      “I’m ready,” Lhamu said. “Let’s start.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanira’s face vibrated against the stone and rock under her cheek, the waves of force emanating from the Dragon shaking her like a leaf caught in the wind.

      From the moment the doors parted and Tanira saw the giant form of the second Dragon standing there where no Dragon was supposed to be, it was clear several things were wrong.

      It was not the Voice. She had been drilled on the appearance of the Voice from birth, this beast had none of the bright, golden scales or soft-feathered wings she had been taught to look for. The Voice was long and thin, resembling the Thread in body type. This Dragon was a dull brown with a wide, flat body and a short, stubby neck to match its wings. It was larger than the Thread, and appeared to be more muscular as well.

      It emanated a crushing wave of power around it, a field Tanira could not see, but could definitely feel. It was as if an invisible hand pushed her down, slowly but consistently applying pressure to her, making her knees and back ache the closer she was to the beast. This could only be the Weight.

      There was also something clearly wrong with it.

      She studied the creature as best she could while her bones felt like they would shake apart. Its eyes darted about, back and forth between them. It shuffled its short, squat legs, its breath coming in labored bursts.

      It was terrified.

      “Brother,” it said again. Its deep voice seemed to amplify the vibrations further, Tanira’s skull shaking with each word. “It has been so long. So long.” The Dragon’s voice seemed to be male, though it was hard to hear clearly as it had covered itself with its torn, leathery brown wings.

      “Weight,” the Thread said, his tone shocked. “I do not understand. You are-“

      “You are not supposed to be here,” Tanira said, forcing each word out. The Weight pulled its head even farther inside the cave of wings it had made for itself.

      “My. . . companion is correct, Brother,” the Thread said, the agitation in his voice growing. “You are supposed to be on Ish Ochyu, where I watched Orami leave you. I can no longer enter your mind, it is closed to me. What has happened to you, what has been done?”

      “She came,” the Weight’s voice came from behind his wings. “She came and brought me here. Long ago. Not Manad Vhan, not Rakhum, but like them. Small, small. Small and sharp. Then I was here, with her. It was long ago, then I was here. With her.” 

      “With who, Brother?” the Thread asked.

      There was a scream that broke through the air, a sound coming from deep within the mountain. It was edged and piercing, the sound of it was painful. It was filled with power and anger, the scream of a Dragon. The Weight shuddered at the sound, a new crushing wave of force dropping all of them to the ground, flattening the Thread as well.

      “No, with her. I have been with her for so long. The Voice, the Voice brother. She is awake, she has been awake. Trapped and awake. She cannot get out of where Orami put her. Put her in asleep but she is awake. Awake and angry!”

      Tanira could feel her face pushing into the cold stone of the hallway as the force pulsing down upon her increased. The crystal lodged inside her back moved painfully, edging deeper inside her.

      “Brother, please!” The Thread’s voice sounded muffled as it spoke through clenched teeth. “Your gifts, control them! Control them or . . . or I will leave you. Here, with the Voice!”

      “I am trying. It is hard, it is hard.” The Weight sounded frantic in its response.

      Just as she began to worry she would no longer be able to push air into her lungs, Tanira felt a slow releasing of the pressure from above her. For a moment, there was no sound save their labored breathing and the shuddering of the great Dragon curled up behind the Thread, the silence of the mountains nearly deafening.

      Then the scream came again, tortured with rage from inside the depths of the Vault. Tanira waited for the pressure to return, but the Weight remained steady. As she pushed herself back to her feet, she saw the Thread over by his brother, one clawed talon on top of the Weight’s head, stroking its neck gently.

      “It will be all right, Brother,” the Thread said. “I will take care of things. I will take care of you.”

      She walked carefully over to the Thread, making a point not to look the Weight in the eye and doing her best to remain unthreatening. Reylor stayed in his seated position inside the hallway, shoulders flinching as the Voice screamed again.

      “We have to go in there,” Tanira said. “We can figure out the mystery of why your brother is here another time. The Voice should be dormant, yet it clearly is not. Will you be able to-”

      “Let us speak inside the passage,” the Thread said, yellow eyes narrowing at Tanira. “I would leave my brother here to rest. Here where it is safe.” He turned back to the shuddering mass of brown scales that was the Weight. “You will be safe here Brother, you have my word.”

      Tanira saw a small nod from the Weight, feeling a brief pulse of heavy pressure upon her again before it cleared away. With the Thread’s massive talons pounding into the snow alongside her, the two walked into the long, wide stone hallway, where Reylor sat watching them.

      Once inside the hallway, her eyes began to adjust to the darkened light and she could see the source of the screaming. Just as with the Thread, the long passage led to a larger chamber, the entrance to this one blocked by the same crimson shield she had seen before. A shield that would drop at the first touch of the Hero’s sword.

      Slamming against the barrier with a violent intensity that rendered it nearly a blur, Tanira had her first view of the Voice. There were flashes of gold wings and long, spidery arms crashing into the crimson energy, each impact an explosion of orange. The Voice let out another scream, the stone of the hallway trembling with its power.

      “That looks like a problem,” Reylor said, standing beside Tanira, his face as white as the snow outside.

      “It is not our only issue,” the Thread’s voice came from above them, the Dragon craning his long neck to look at the Voice. “There will be little time to discuss matters once my sister is free. Therefore, it is time for you Reylor. Tell Tanira what you know of the Helm.”

      Tanira looked up at the Thread in shock. The Dragon knows about the Helm? 

      “You. . . you know?” Tanira stammered. She suddenly felt exposed, unsafe. She rubbed the left side of her neck, keeping her fingers close to the crystal on her shoulder which would trigger the armor. Her right hand drifted to the Hero’s sword hilt.

      “I know of the Helm, I know your intentions,” the beast twisted his neck to stare into her eyes, even as the Voice let loose another scream. “Tiny Rakhum, I know everything.”

      Tanira tried to work through where she had gone wrong, how the Thread could discover her secret. Her training, all her life to keep this one plan from this one being. The daily exercises, the disciplines.

      How had she failed?

      The Thread reached out with one arm, pinning Reylor against the wall with his talons. The man shuddered with fear, but made no effort to move, frozen like a statue.

      “Do not trouble yourself, End of the Line. Your mind was true and impenetrable. This one’s however. . . was not. He may not have known all you know, but he knew enough for me to deduce the rest. You intend to use that creation of the Manad Vhan to control me, to control all of us.”

      “If. . .” Tanira blushed as her voice broke. She took a deep breath, steadying herself. She still had control here, the Thread had not gotten the knowledge of the machine out of her, and he had not killed them. There had to be a reason for that.

      “If you knew this, why help me? If you know what waits for you inside that chamber, why go in?”

      The Thread’s neck twisted again, looking out of the hallway and into the mountain air.

      “My brother is out there. We are not all the same, you know. Some are like the Voice, filled with rage and anger that have no target. Others are like the Weight, afraid of death and tired of war. We want different outcomes. The outcome I seek is the one you have possession of, little Rakhum. The machine, the means with which to defy our creator, to breed. To preserve our kind, after a fashion.”

      One claw came down, lightly brushing against the satchel tied to Tanira’s hip with the Helm inside.

      “Should you power that device, you will open your mind to me. You cannot control me otherwise. When you are inside my mind, I will also be inside yours. I am the Thread, and that is my gift. I will find the location of the machine. I have seen your heart Tanira, End of the Line. You will not control us forever. Your life is but an eye-blink, and my time will come.”

      The Thread released Reylor, who slumped to the ground. The Dragon then turned and walked toward the energy shield that held back the Voice, his long, lavender tail swishing behind him.

      “Now I suggest Reylor explain his role in all this to you, so that we may proceed before those who pursue you can interrupt us. My sister here is likely to be difficult to deal with.”

      The Voice slammed into the barrier again, her shrieks echoing throughout the hallway.

      Tanira’s heart pounded in her chest, her mind racing as she fought to bring her thoughts into line. The plan was still achievable. The Line could still be seen to its end, she just needed to trust it.

      She looked at Reylor, the raised bumps of the triangle scar on the man’s forehead catching the shadows. Reylor looked back at her and nodded. Finally, it was time.

      “My role in this is to provide power to the Helm,” he said. “I am to be sacrificed to the Dragons. You have to let them kill me.”
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      Drew looked over his shoulder again as he stood in the snow, the magnificent view of the valley in front of him of no interest. What was important was behind him, where Lhamu and the Yeti stared up at the massive red door. Every few moments he would see the many crystals sticking out of the Yeti’s back sync up in one color or another, and then the one crystal on Lhamu’s head would match that hue. They would then all watch the door, and the door would not open.

      This process had repeated itself for hours. Almost immediately Upala had gone to sit by the end of the small cliff the door had been built in front of, but Drew had moved away from the Yeti and Lhamu slowly, reluctantly concluding there was nothing he could do to help.  

      Now, as he sat next to Upala, he was reduced to glancing over his shoulder and sighing.

      “Looking back at them is not going to make this happen faster,” she said with a teasing tone, her gaze still out over the valley.

      Below, Drew could see the tiny buildings that made up Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast, looking the same as they had the first time he had seen them. As if nothing had changed.

      “I don’t know what else to do,” Drew said. He knew she could sense his frustration, and that made it only more frustrating.

      Upala laughed, a kind sound that mixed with the light wind blowing around them.

      “Drew Adley, left in a situation where he cannot help. I suppose that would be torture for you.” 

      He chuckled, looking back over his shoulder again. 

      “Very funny,” he said, giving her a playful poke in the arm. “It’s just really hard to sit here and do nothing. Nima and Kater are out there, and I have no idea if they are all right. Lhamu and the Speaker; nothing I can do to help there either. It reminds me of being back in the Navy, often we’d sit at general quarters for hours, just waiting. I’m not good at it.”

      “If it makes you feel better, Drew, I think there will be plenty of things for you to help with here, assuming this all works out.” She slid a bit closer to him, the proximity making his anxiety lessen a bit.

      “Let’s go with that assumption,” he said with a smile. He put his arm around her, finding that she could be half an inch closer still. It was a good half an inch. “What do you see me helping with? Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast?”

      She let out a short breath, the cloud in front of her lasting for only a second.

      “There will certainly be things to do there, but I think I have done enough to the Rakhum. Merin, Trillip and the people of those two cities, they should find their own answers, those will be more true.”

      Drew nodded, it was not the answer he had expected, but it seemed completely correct. After all those centuries, likely the last thing the Rakhum needed was more Manad Vhan interference, even if it was well intentioned.

      “That seems completely reasonable. Kater is not likely to see it that way though.”

      “You are not wrong to think that. I am trying to look at our future realistically, Drew. When this is over, either the Dragons are defeated, or my brother will be dead. If Kater does not survive, it is unlikely we will either. If we all live, Kater will need to find his own path.” She gave his hand an extra squeeze. “You and I will insure that path does not include the Rakhum.”

      “Agreed,” Drew said. Upala looked at Kater differently than Drew did, he had to remind himself he was still her brother. Yet he was pleased she was not blind to his crimes, or his unchecked potential. “For the purpose of keeping our conversation cheerful, let’s assume everything here works out for the best, even Kater. If we were left with no problems to solve, what is it you’d like to do?”

      Upala stretched her legs out in front of her, releasing his hand and leaning back as she gazed out off the mountain.

      “For my whole life, it has been about one thing. Sirapothi, a place I could run to, a place I could be safe. Now I have been there, and I know that not only was that safety a lie, but I was wrong to seek it. Wrong at least, to seek it at the expense of others.”

      Her hand took Drew’s again and she stood, pulling him to his feet. His side ached with the movement, but her closeness made it worthwhile. 

      “Drew, something happened to me all those years, as I studied the lore of the Hero,” she said, the musical notes of her voice gaining an excited tone. “Even as I looked for a way out, I came to love the study itself. The exploring, the learning. I regret none of that, it is a love to me as strong as any. If you would accompany me, I would like to chase a more worthwhile goal. One that would lead us both beyond those mountains in front of us, beyond the reach of anyone in this valley.”

      Drew waited, unwilling to interrupt her even as his thoughts wrestled with the notion. Am I really never going home again?

      “I would like to see the City of Sands,” she said. “I want to find out more about who I am.” Her hand squeezed his tight. “Who we are.”

      Drew smiled. To see more of this world did sound like an amazing adventure. Even with all the dangers they had encountered, the idea of embarking on such a journey with Upala set his heart racing. He took her face into his hands gently, kissing her as the wind whipped around them.

      “Upala, I would-”

      “We did it!” Lhamu came bounding over through the snow, Upala blushing and ending the kiss. They both turned toward the smiling Caenolan girl, the massive red door slowly opening behind her.

      The Vault of Terminus waited for them, leaving Drew’s dreams of the future to wait in its shadow.
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        * * *

      

      Tanira activated the Hero’s Sword with a quick touch of the crystal embedded in its hilt. Crimson energy ran up the blade, cracking and casting its own shadows on the wall. She watched Reylor’s eyes as he stared at the weapon, his shaking hand reaching for the hilt.

      “Why must I do this, again?” he asked.

      Tanira frowned back at Reylor. Now he’s having a change of heart? She had been astonished by the Reylor’s willingness to sacrifice himself in such a brutal manner for the Line, but had believed in his conviction. They no longer had the time.

      The Thread shifted from one front talon to the other behind her, his impatience palpable. On the other side of the energy field, the Voice slammed into the wall repeatedly, the demonic shrieks of its cries echoing painfully inside Tanira’s ears.

      “Reylor, we have both committed to the Line.” She felt a momentary flash of anger and surprise at the man. It was one thing to do what she was doing, to put herself in harm’s way as a soldier hoping to free her people. Yet Reylor was just a herd animal, volunteering to be butchered.

      He shook his head, then took the weapon from her. He held it unsteadily.

      “No, not that. Why must I take down the barrier?”

      “My sister appears mad,” the Thread said. “She was never reasonable, but I fear the effects of all this time conscious and trapped inside here have caused her to lose her grip on sanity. Once free, I should be able to stabilize her by entering her mind, but it could take time. During that time, Tanira will need to protect me.”

      Tanira reached to the crystal gem on her shoulder, triggering the Hero’s Armor to spring to life, the energy field encompassing her like a second skin.

      “Additionally,” the Thread continued.  “We also need to make sure my sister Dragon kills you, brave Reylor. Thus it behooves you to be closest to the barrier when it comes down.”

      That Reylor would die once the Voice was released seemed certain to Tanira. The Voice was a whirling vortex of claws and teeth, anything near her would likely be torn to ribbons.

      “Yes, I-I must be slain by both Dragons,” Reylor said, his voice shaking as he looked up at the Dragon. 

      “An excellent point,” the Thread said. His arm shot towards the man, long claws raking through Reylor’s chest.

      Tanira jumped back, stunned by the sudden action. There had been death before, her own hand had cut down friend, foe and stranger. Yet this was unsettling on a different plane, Reylor’s shocked eyes looked back at her, like an animal being led to slaughter.

      “A mortal wound,” the Thread said, looking at Reylor. “But not immediate. I suggest you begin.”

      Reylor was down on his knees, blood quickly turning his cloak into a wet, red mess. Her stomach roiled against her control, nausea running through her.

      Tanira put her hand out, and Reylor grabbed it weakly. She pulled him to his feet. 

      “The Line will remember you,” she said, looking in his eyes. “I will remember you and I will make sure your brothers are avenged.”

      He looked back at her, his eyes wide and white, as white as his skin had turned. They were filled with pain, fear and something else. Doubt? His lips trembled as he replied.

      “My death,” he said. “Make it mean … something.”

      She nodded, Reylor’s visage blurring with her tears, distorting his face until it could have been any of them.

      The guards at Upala’s library. The Rakhum who defended Kater’s fortress.

      Val.

      No more, she vowed herself as her fists trembled with rage. Not one more. This is the last good man to fall in the name of the Line.

      Reylor turned and raised the sword over his head, the barrier only a few steps away. Tanira braced herself for the beast to come charging out. A graveled voice came from behind her, the voice of an old man.

      She turned, the Thread turning with her. He was framed in silhouette by the light at the end of the hallway, his back was hunched, and he was aged, but his identity was still unmistakable.

      Fear shot through her like a thunderbolt.

      “I believe you have something that belongs to me,” Kater said. 
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        * * *

      

      When Drew had first reported to his ship, it had been in drydock. Seeing the USS Machias completely removed from the water and lifted up inside a gigantic platform had been the most awe-inspiring sight of his life to that point. He and his buddies had even walked directly under the ship, the idea that thousands of tons of steel was over their heads created a mixture of wonder and fear inside him.

      The hallway inside the Vault of Terminus was like that.

      It was at least a hundred feet wide and thirty feet high. He knew why it needed to be so vast, yet the idea that a creature the size of this passage could even exist was hard to accept. The Dragon that had attacked them on the bridge had seemed incredible, yet it would be dwarfed by Terminus.

      The lighting in the passage itself was poor, greenish light coming from a large room far down at the other end of the passage. To Drew it looked like it might be half a mile inside the mountain. Drew and Upala walked together, with Lhamu and the Speaker right behind them. None of them had spoken since entering the Vault, each of them lost in their own sense of wonder.

      “This is big,” Lhamu said, the cavernous depths of the hallway swallowing up her voice immediately.

      Drew laughed, it sounded so much like something Nima would say, it was almost like having her here.

      They slowly made their way down the hallway, the uneventful stone walls giving way to a large open space. Drew’s eyes immediately went to the center of the circular room, shocked to see the Dragon’s massive torso slumped there.

      His mind struggled to process the sudden shift in his expectations. He was relieved not to find a titanic Dragon waiting there ready to attack them, yet he did not expect to find Terminus seemingly dismembered.

      There was only the torso. Lit from all around the room by large, glowing, blue crystals embedded in the walls. The deep-red form of the Dragon’s body lay on its side, taking up more than half the room, reminding Drew of several whales stacked on top of each other. There were circular wounds on the beast’s body, where each of four legs had been removed. He could see two smaller holes near the center of a back covered in dark, black spines, ending in a long, curled tail. There was no sign of a neck, just another huge open wound where the neck should be.

      “So, no head? No wings? What the hell am I looking at here?” Drew had been prepared to see a lot of things inside the Vault, but this was not one of them. Isn’t it supposed to be alive?

      “This is Terminus,” Upala said. “I . . . I guess. Seemingly with his wings and other extremities removed. This is not what I expected, though the notes I saw from Orami or Feram on Terminus were scant.” 

      “Look!” Lhamu said, pointing at the ceiling above the Dragon. Drew followed the direction of her finger and gasped.

      Drew could see shapes in the shadows of the high ceilings of the round chamber, but could not make out any details.

      The room took on a reddish glow, mixing with the green light of the crystals as Upala pushed a small amount of fire from her hands, lightening the dark above them. 

      “By the Hero!” she gasped as her fire revealed four objects suspended from the ceiling and bundled in chains, each of them struggling against the restraints, as if magnetically pulled toward Terminus. Four bundles, one for each leg. 

      Looking further toward the top of the dome above them, Drew spotted the two wings of the beast, also enchained and straining to reach their body just as the limbs were.

      “So, is it dead?” Drew asked. It had to be dead, it was a massive, but lifeless lump of flesh in front of them. Each of its feet and wings swung in their chains above him, as Drew supposed they had been doing for centuries.

      “Neither dead nor alive,” the Speaker said. “Greatest of all Sessgrenimath’s creations, I suspect possessing healing of a kind similar to the Manad Vhan. Apparently, what your Hero could not kill, he separated.”

      “It is a strong theory,” Upala said with a nod. “Perhaps Kater would know more. I certainly suggest we do not allow those components of Terminus to reach the body. Certainly, that will be Tanira’s goal.”

      “Yeah, that’s a safe bet.” Drew looked around the large chamber. There were three other dark hallways connected to the circular room just as the entry one was, though they were smaller in size. ”So I see wings and legs, but no head. Let’s spread out and check these other rooms.”

      Drew moved toward the hallway directly to the right of the center, while Upala headed for the left. Lhamu and the Speaker walked by him bound for the passage directly opposite the entry.

      The passage was narrower both in width and height but was still very large, Drew guessed more than twice his own height. It was dimly lit by the occasional, small, green crystal embedded in the wall at regular intervals. He could see an opening about fifty feet in, a dark space in front of him. As he came closer he could see it was a small room, with the same blue chains bound around a massive, dark shadow.

      “I found the head!” Upala’s distant call came from across the hall where Drew guessed she stood in a small chamber similar to his own.

      Drew looked at the chained-up monstrosity before him. It strained against the magical bonds holding it to the ceiling. The links were vibrating with tension as it floated several feet off the floor, pulled toward the torso as if it were magnetized.

      The snout alone was far larger than he was, the whole of the beast’s skull looked bigger than his father’s 48 Buick Super as it loomed over him.

      “If you found the head, then what the hell am I looking at?”
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        * * *

      

      Kater launched a crimson wall of force ahead of him, knocking Tanira and Reylor off their feet before they had a chance to react. Landing on her back, she let out a cry of pain as the hard stone of the passage floor pushed the crystal below her shoulder farther inside her, leaving her prone and gasping for breath.

      She watched the Thread launch itself at Kater while behind the barrier the Voice screamed again.

      “You face a true Manad Vhan now!” Kater cried, casting a new shield over his head to deflect the Thread’s claws, then sending fire from his hands directly into the beast’s eyes. The Dragon let out a deafening roar that left Tanira’s ears ringing.

      She rolled to her side, taking the pressure off the crystal and bringing some relief. Reylor was still on the ground, sword of the Hero in one hand as he dragged himself toward the barrier with the other, a trail of blood behind him. 

      “No!” she shouted, her voice sounding muffled under the ringing in her ears. Determined to fulfill his role, Reylor was about to bring down the barrier.

      Panic built up inside her. She could not handle the Voice in addition to Kater.

      Rolling onto her stomach she brought herself onto one knee. Her back continued to pulse with pain, but she ignored it along with the chaos of the battle between Kater and the Thread right behind her. With a groan, she pulled herself into a standing position.

      Only to have a heavy weight slam her from the side, Tanira falling flat on her back, a fresh wave of pain erupting from her wound. Two hands clamped down on her wrists, struggling to keep her from activating the armor. Frustration ran through her as her vision cleared and she saw her assailant’s face.

      Even if Tanira could not hear her over the sounds of combat, she could see in Nima’s face what the woman was saying, even while struggling to hold her down.

      Pleading with her to end this, to let her plan go. As if that was an option. As if that would honor the deaths of all those behind her.

      Her frustration began to shift to anger.

      I killed her friend, our friend. Why is she not angry? It was foolish, it was stupid. You fight those who hurt you!

      Tanira tilted her head upward, closing her eyes as she mashed her forehead into Nima’s. The woman faltered enough for Tanira to get her knee into Nima’s stomach. With a heavy shove, she threw her to the side and started climbing back to her feet.

      Beyond her, the Thread drove against Kater, the old man extinguishing his flame to add strength his shield. The Thread battered against the crimson force but was being pushed back, his wings compressing against the wall.

      The Voice let out a new scream as Tanira got to her feet, turning just in time to see Reylor’s hobbling form reach the barrier. Somehow the man had forced himself upright, holding the Hero’s sword aloft with one hand while the other was wrapped around his stomach, holding his insides together long enough to reach his goal.

      She cried out to him, seeing his mouth form the words ‘for the Line’ as he brought the sword down into the barrier.

      The shimmering field fell and the Voice launched itself forward in a blur. Reylor was nearly disintegrated as the Dragon burst right through him, the man vanishing in a crimson cloud of blood. 

      The Hero’s sword dropped to the stone floor, the Voice surging right past Tanira, headed for the Thread like it had been shot from a cannon. From the pile of flesh that was Reylor just an eye blink before, two thin, white wisps appeared, like pure-white smoke they danced in the air for a moment, then flew toward Tanira and vanished inside her pack.

      The pack that contained the Helm.

      As her hands fumbled forward, the chaos in the hallway continued, a maelstrom of violent fire and blood. The Voice tore into the Thread, gouging fresh wounds into the lavender Dragon’s scales. Kater had been knocked back, and struggled to his feet. Nima was rising as well, trying to brace against the wall of the hallway to get standing again.

      Tanira tore the pack open and pulled the Helm out. It pulsed in her hands, the crystal in its center glowing a brilliant white. She turned toward the assembled group, Nima rushing toward her again. Kater stood, pointing at her. The two Dragons continued to fight as if no one else existed.

      She pulled the Helm over her head and time stopped.

      Everyone in the hallway was frozen in place, Tanira found even she could not move. She could see the faint trickle of fire from Kater’s hands, like red and yellow threads attached to his fingers. A white veil formed in front of her eyes, as if she were entering a cloud. The images in front of her faded away, Nima’s expression of sorrow and worry the last to vanish from view.

      In their place, she could see a distant mountain. Rising from the white mist, it was made of clear crystal, its many facets and sides reflecting back Tanira’s face in a hundred different angles. The formation of the mountain was immediately familiar to her, this was Ish Rav Partha, and yet it was also her mind. 

      She thought of the Thread, and one of the crystalline faces of the mountain shifted, moving from white to lavender as an image of the Thread’s wounded face formed. She found she could read the image as if it were a scroll or parchment, in that moment she knew all that the Thread cared for and all it knew.

      She felt the Thread’s worry for its race, overriding all with a desire to protect Dragon kind, to create more. Its anger against Sessgrenimath and the Manad Vhan, as well as itself for failing. It was easy to take those worries and weave them within her own desires. She would help the Thread, and the Thread would help her.

      Suggestions were woven into commands, bringing the Thread under her control with a minimum of strain. 

      Another face of the mountain shifted to gold, the image becoming the Voice. Tanira was momentarily engulfed in its anger and madness, its rage against everyone and everything.

      Yet rage could be controlled as well. She listened to it as it screamed for blood. She offered it a chance for the violence it craved, and she felt its will kneel to her desires.

      Keeping her promises to the Voice while still weaving the Thread was more of a struggle, competing thoughts entering the helm and mixing with her consciousness.

      Yet her years of training proved the equal of both, as it had once mastered a young girl and bent her to its Line, so too it now gave her the strength she needed.

      Each Dragon was like its own unique crystal to her, and with the Line’s help she could bear two.

      Finally, she addressed the Weight, a third facet of the crystalline mountain shifting brown with the terrified beast’s face upon it. It was damaged, but in a different way than the others. Its fear was crushing, a heavy terror built by centuries of worry and untold tortures, memories hidden deeper in the beast than even she could burrow.

      She took the fear from the Weight, bore it upon her back in exchange for its obedience. She promised it safety under her care, protection from those who would harm it.

      She could feel her pulse pounding, her heart racing. It was beating too fast, her lungs struggled to pull in enough air. As she wove the Thread, listened to the Voice, and bore the Weight, the strain added up. The damage to herself was significant, she could feel her body trembling with the strain.

      In an eye blink, she was back in the hallway. Time was slow, but moving. Nima charged at her, concern etched all over her foolish face. The Dragons were now motionless, Kater slamming his fire into them, embers licking off their scales as their hair singed and their eyes dried.

      They cried to her as one in pain and fear, the ferocity of Kater’s attack seemed without limit, a rage built up across thousands of years from whatever pain had birthed him.

      He was as he had claimed, a true Manad Vhan and clearly had studied how to attack the Dragons far better than the other she had faced.

      Both the Thread and the Voice were injured, and her own wounds and injuries were crying out. The demands of the Helm ate into her mind, she could feel the device twisting into her, the metal feeling like it was pressing against her skull. 

      They needed to get out, get out of here and regroup. The next step in the plan would take some time to prepare. 

      With a thought she pulled the Voice toward her. The beast’s golden form twisted away from Kater and its brother, angling toward Tanira and dipping its head low. Tanira launched herself to its back, noting the Voice’s scales were slick with blood.

      Ducking under a fresh attack from Kater, she launched the Voice forward with a thrust of its wings, willing the Thread to follow along as best as its injured body could. As they cleared the hallway and reached the outside ledge, she tasted the sweet chill of the air, the freedom of the winds in her hair.

      She brought the Weight’s prodigious form into the sky, the four of them leaving the Vault of the Voice behind as she turned them west, away from Ish Rav Partha.

      It was not time for Terminus. Not yet.

      Her pulse pounded in her eyes, her mind was being squeezed like a fruit in the Helm’s grip, but she grit her teeth and kept her mind on the plan. She would guard the Line, honor the Line and trust the Line. Until the End.
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      “All right let’s run through it again.”

      Drew paced the width of the opening into the Vault of Terminus. To his right lay the snowy exterior of Ish Rav Partha, with the Umbuk Valley beyond. To his immediate left were Upala, Lhamu, and the Speaker, each in their assigned positions and each looking at him with varying states of exhaustion. 

      Beyond them was the chamber containing the torso of Terminus. Normally he’d be worried about how tired everyone looked, not to mention if Nima was safe. He could feel that mode coming on, the shutting down of his fears as he had learned to do in the Pacific. This was war, and it was time to prepare for the enemy. Above him, the various components of the great Dragon struggled against their magical chains, waiting to be reformed and whole.

      That enemy was not Terminus. As terrifying as the prospect of an apparently two-headed, massive Dragon was, the enemy was Tanira. The Dragons were merely resources, weapons in her arsenal. Terminus was the A-bomb, the Manhattan Project. If they could deny her this prize, they might still have a chance.

      “Another run through of your plan would be the seventh such execution,” the Speaker said. He was closest to Drew, even his large form rendered small by the size of the immense passageway. 

      “Are you actually. . . complaining, Speaker?” He gave the Yeti a curious look, trying to inject a little levity into the mood and keep morale up. The Yeti’s expression was unreadable, but Upala’s grin and Lhamu’s giggle were clear positive results.

      “Of course not, Altered,” the Speaker said. His dark eyes narrowed from deep in his white fur. “Merely observing.”

      “The repetition has value, Drew,” Upala said, taking a moment to lean against the smooth far wall. “Even if we are tired, we will not have the luxury of thought when the time comes. We appreciate what you are doing.”

      “We do!” Lhamu said, running back to the front of the hallway, toward the entrance. “Especially since I get to be the Dragon.”

      Not surprising to Drew, she seemed the least tired.

      “You’ve done a great job at that,” Drew said smiling. “Let’s run it through one more time and then our grumpy Yeti friend can take a break.”

      Lhamu laughed again, running out into the snow and taking her place. Drew thought he might finally get a little reaction from the Speaker, but the big creature just lumbered off, heading back to his own spot farther inside the hallway. Upala stepped as close to the wall as she could, blending into the shadows of the poorly lit space.

      Drew did the same, though being closer to the opening, he was not as obscured. He hoped that Tanira might be moving so fast that she wouldn’t see him until it was too late. They waited for the Speaker to reach his position, so far inside the shadows of the hallway that Drew could only see the colored glowing of the Yeti’s crystals.

      “He’s ready,” Lhamu called from outside. The mental connection she and the Speaker had been able to establish was proving very helpful.

      Upala gave a small flash of fire from her hand, a flicker in the shadow that showed she was prepared. Drew stuck his hand out where Lhamu could see it, flashing the Caenolan a thumbs up.

      “Here I come!” Lhamu called out, running into the space.

      The second Drew saw her cross the threshold into the hallway he threw his crimson energy shield over the doorway, bathing himself and Lhamu in red light and blocking the exit from the Vault.

      As she was supposed to, Lhamu kept running forward. He could see her lips working on a three count as Drew had told her to. He figured it would take Tanira that long to realize what had happened.

      When she hit three she spun around toward Drew, and he moved his shield farther inside the hallway, compressing the space. He shivered from the sudden rush of cold air as he moved out of the shield and exposed to the weather.

      Now it would be up to the others. 

      Inside, he saw Upala bring up her own shield a bit farther down the passage, standing on the other side of her barrier just as Drew was. Lhamu was caged between the two shields, with nowhere to go and no Manad Vhan to attack.

      Lhamu made an amusing pantomime of pretending to attack the shields, making animal noises and clawing the air with her hands. Drew laughed despite himself, her willingness to find fun even in this activity helped bring a little light into the dark affair.

      Now the Speaker teleported in from his position outside Upala’s barrier, Lhamu turning and pretending to attack him. She made a funny show of breathing fire, but that fire was the key to the whole plan.

      The Speaker would teleport in and out of the space, and taunt the beasts into using their fire. Drew’s hope was the fire would use up the oxygen before the Speaker was killed or Tanira and her Dragons managed to bring the shields down.

      The Speaker continued to repeatedly appear and vanish in puffs of lavender energy, finally materializing outside Drew’s shield, blocking out the light as he stood next to them in the snow.

      Drew dropped his shield with an exhaustive grunt as Lhamu came running up to him, grinning.

      “How did I do?” she asked, her dark eyes squinting against the noon sun.

      “Aces, kid,” he said, rustling her bluish hair and feeling the fin-like ridges underneath. “Just like all the other times. Remember what you are supposed to do when this actually is happening though.”

      “I know,” she said, shoulders slumping. “Run to that small room at the far end of the hall, the empty one.”

      “Yes, the empty one,” Upala said, walking up. “Not the ones with the Dragon heads in them.” 

      The Speaker walked away from them, moving toward the edge of the rocky outcropping they stood on and peered toward the north.

      Drew followed his gaze, knowing what lay beyond his sight, and who. He rubbed his hands together behind his back, trying and failing not to worry.

      “I am sure Nima is all right,” Upala said, taking his hand and intertwining her fingers with his.

      Drew nodded with a sigh. He gripped her hand tighter, pulling strength from her.

      “If I could have stopped her, I would have,” he said. “I actually felt better at the time, knowing she was there to keep an eye on Kater. Now I’m worried he’s as likely to kill her as Tanira.” 

      He threw his hands in the air in frustration. Now that their exercise was over, the emotions he had been keeping behind bulkheads were leaking.

      “I don’t know, Upala. All of you are looking at me as if I know what I am doing. I really have no idea what-”

      Upala smiled, putting two fingers to his lips.

      “Drew, you have done all you can. It is all right. I think what we all need is a little rest.”

      He could feel his mind still racing like a flag in a windstorm, trying to think of everything he might be forgetting. But she was right, there was no way to prepare for every eventuality, and if they were exhausted they were sure to fail.

      “Fair enough,” he said, leaning over and kissing her lightly on the forehead. “You know, I’m pretty lucky to have you around to keep me in check.”

      “You are right, you are,” she said with a smile. “Even luckier, there’s a few cots I left in my pack out there. I think a short rest under the blue skies might be just what we both need.”

      “I’m not tired,” Lhamu announced with pride in her voice.

      “Yet I am,” the Speaker said, walking slowly towards one of the walls in the massive hallway and dropping his white-furry bulk into a sitting position.

      “Foretold, perhaps you might sit with me?” With one paw, he indicated an empty space beside him. “To watch over me while I rest?”

      “I suppose.” Lhamu let out a sigh as she walked over to the Yeti. “But it sounds boring.”

      “The trials of life,” the Yeti said, exhibiting what sounded to Drew like a contented noise as Lhamu sat down next to him.

      “Shall we?” Upala asked, her hand already gently pulling him away. He followed with a smile, listening to the complaints of every limb and muscle.

      Perhaps all of this won’t be needed. It was possible that Nima and Kater would succeed after all, and they would return with the Helm in tow and then all they’d have to deal with was Kater.

      He chuckled. Things had gotten so bad, that was the outcome they were hoping for. She took his hand and began leading him towards the cots, the broad snow-filled plain beckoning, promising rest and perhaps hope.

      Hope that things were going better for Nima.
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      When the Fourteenth Fear came for Upala in her sleep, she was already frightened.

      The nightmare entered her dreams in pieces, as it always did. Its claws would tear at whatever happy fantasy her mind had tried to create, pulling at the flesh of her hopes and ripping them apart.

      Whatever scene her heart had placed her in before had been washed away and forgotten, now depositing her by the familiar stones and the three low, barren trees that had been scarred into her  memory.

      Always the Dragon would bring her back here, to where her parents had been killed and her fear was born.

      It was a nearly featureless land, though she still remembered the heat. The feeling of perspiration dripping down the back of her neck as she and Kater walked alongside their parents.

      There was a dry wind here, something she had never felt in her years around Ish Rav Partha and its mountains. It was a sandy, rocky place with few trees and no one save their small family, on the run from some crime neither she nor Kater had ever fully determined.

      She could see her mother’s hand, olive-skinned like hers as it gripped her tiny fingers. Beyond the hand was an arm, and then the rest was lost to the shadows of memory, features erased like stones in a river. Her father was nearby, just a presence. Void of detail, his form still brought a feeling of safety and security.

      When the Dragon came, it came from behind. As it always did. There was no warning, no fearsome roar or the rush of wind running through its wings as it dove. The only sign was the sudden clasp of her mother’s hand, tight upon her own.

      The scream was next, and each time it seemed a little louder as it pierced her ears, just as the first claws ran through her mother’s skin.

      The hand that had been holding Upala’s fell to the ground, severed as her mother’s blood seeped onto the blistering sand. Then the screams in the air were her own.

      In a flash, she was encased in a shimmering field of crimson energy, a sphere created by her father that surrounded both her and her brother. It pushed them away from the beast, her father reduced to a dwindling shadow as he turned to face the creature.

      Looking back while Kater pounded on the sides of the shield, she got only a glimpse of the Dragon. But it was enough.

      Through the red dots of her father’s energy barrier, the beast appeared to be red as blood as it raised one powerful arm, her father a tiny form in the shadow of the Dragon’s wings.

      The talons of the Dragon tore into her father as if he were made of paper, the shield around her and Kater collapsing like shattered glass. They tumbled to the rocky ground as a pair, the sharp stones cutting into their skin and drawing long wounds across their arms and legs.

      Those cuts would heal in moments, but the terror that gripped her heart would not. Kater’s hand replaced her mother’s, pulling her away from the Dragon as it continued to tear into the dead bodies that had been her parents only moments before, its triumphant roar piercing the sky.

      On that day, she and her brother had run and never looked back. In every nightmare that had burrowed through her dreams since, it had been a blur of that mad dash, with the beast’s cries at their heels.

      Kater would lead them deeper into the desert, then into a canyon. Through day and night, they would run, always feeling as if the Dragon was just behind them, claws ready to dig into their backs.

      Yet on this dream, she turned back again. The form of the Fifteenth Fear still stood over her parents, yet now there were new figures present, standing about halfway between her and the Dragon, like cattle waiting to be slaughtered.

      She planted her feet, ignoring Kater’s pulling hand as she squinted at the people standing there. Drew’s face became clear, deep green eyes looking at her without judgement, offering her a chance for a new life and direction.

      Next to him stood Nima, her short, dark hair framing a beaming smile. Slightly behind was Merin, brows furrowed as she looked back at Upala, one child holding each of their hands.

      Behind them all was the onrushing figure of a Dragon, but no longer the Fifteenth Fear but an even larger beast, a vicious mountain of teeth and malice, crimson scales giving way to a skin as dark as night.

      Terminus blotted out the sun, leaving all before it into shadow as it raced forth, casting waves of malevolence before it that crashed into Upala like a tide of anger and hatred.

      The jaws of its twin heads opened, Drew and the others still standing still as they looked at her, oblivious to their danger.

      Upala opened her mouth to scream, and found herself shouting her panic into the mountains.

      The scene slowly blurred away, the hot temperatures of her dream world giving way to the harsh, cold realities of Ish Rav Partha’s snowy plains.

      She sat up, blinking away the sleep as her eyes adjusted to the brightness of the crisp, blue sky as she and Drew lay on the cots they had laid outside the Vault of Terminus. Drew was next to her, his arm coming around her shoulder as he asked if she was all right.

      She barely heard him, her eyes coming to focus on the figure standing several paces ahead of them. A man she thought dead, immolated by Drew’s angry rage on the bridge of Rogek Shad.

      Garantika smiled back at her, the sun behind him casting his dark beard in shadow. He bore the results of his attack, his skin covered in burns, much of his hair singed away.

      He had one strong arm wrapped around Lhamu’s neck, the girl’s eyes wide as her head crystal gleamed like a second sun. His other hand dropped the thin metal shell of a blink tube onto the snow, her brother’s invention used against them.

      “I live,” he rasped. Drew bolted upright as he heard the man’s voice echo across the small clearing of snow. “Thanks to Kater’s inventions.”

      Of course! She berated herself for not thinking of it sooner. They knew the Line had been to her brother’s fortress, studied and stolen his technology. Garantika must have used the device to blink away from Drew’s attack.

      We should have looked for him, her mind cried. We should have made sure he was dead.

      Upala stood, taking a few steps forward into the snow, one hand held out, praying he wouldn’t harm the girl. But of course he would, she knew. Garantika had shown himself capable of anything.

      “What do you want?” Drew shouted. From the massive shadowed doorway of the Vault, the huge form of the Speaker bound into the snow.

      “Your surrender,” Garantika said, staring with intensity directly at Upala. The terror from her dream whirled inside her like a maelstrom, Lhamu’s panicked eyes mirroring her own from so long ago.

      “I demand your surrender, or the girl will die.”
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      Garantika’s burned and scarred visage sneered back at Drew, white teeth showing through what remained of his beard. Only slightly taller than Lhamu, the leader of the Line glared back at them from over her shoulder, one powerful arm wrapped around her neck.

      Lhamu’s eyes were wide, two small webbed hands gripping the Rakhum’s forearm while her headcrystal blazed a brilliant deep blue. Her stare darted back and forth between Drew and the Speaker.

      “I caution you to release her, Rakhum.” The Yeti’s deep voice vibrated across the snowy plain, a current of menace running through his words. “I will not permit harm to the Foretold.”

      “No.” Garantika smiled. “You will not, Yeti. It is not within your rocha. Which is why you do not act now. You are uncertain if you can remove the girl before I can kill her. A quick snap of her neck is all it would take.”

      Drew held his breath, feeling the heat of his anger pushing into his hands, flames licking his flesh. He could hit Garantika from here, he was certain of it. But could he do so before the man could act?

      Next to him, he could see in Upala’s eyes she was coming to the same conclusion with her own abilities. Separating Lhamu from Garantika with a shield might be possible, but the risk was still too high.

      Sighing, she shook her head.

      “Fine,” Drew said, lowering his hands but allowing the fire to stay there. “What do you want then, Garantika? You’ve lost, the Line is defeated. What is this, petty revenge?”

      The man tightened his grip on Lhamu, laughing back at Drew. The frayed remains of his beard fluttered in the wind with the action.

      “You think us defeated? You think I am the Line?”

      With one hand, he pointed off towards the distant mountains, snow-capped peaks with white plumes streaming from their summits.

      “She is the Line!” he shouted. “She is not defeated, you cannot defeat her. She will rain Dragons and death down upon you all!”

      “You really think your Rakhum will be spared by the Dragons? Upala cast her hand toward the yawning open door to the Vault. “You think Terminus will step with care as he seeks his revenge? Are you that naive?”

      “We shall see,” he said, shaking his head at her. “I watched your brother leave, headed for the north. You think he will take the Helm from her, but I have faith. Faith in my daughter, and in Kater’s foolishness. When they return-“

      “Listen, Garantika,” Drew said. “This is-“

      “-when they return, Manad Vhan. You will surrender to her, both of you. Surrender to the Line. Once that is complete, I will release the girl.”

      “Why would they do that?” Lhamu’s voice was clear as it rang across the small plateau, free of panic or worry. Drew was impressed with the girl’s grit. “You plan to hurt a lot of people, and I am only one person.”

      “You are a wise girl,” Garantika said with a chuckle. “But they are not. They cannot make the hard choices needed, pay the difficult costs. As I have.”

      “Hard choices?” Drew spat the words back. “Those were not agents of the Line your daughter killed, they were just regular people, innocents simply living their lives!”

      “You never trusted these people,” Upala added. “Your people. Never told the Rakhum the truth of the Line. Let them decide if this is what they wanted!”

      “What we have done,” Garantika seemed to grind his teeth as he spoke. “We did for the good of the Rakhum. You dare speak to me of trust, god on high? The Line could not afford to trust!”

      “That’s your mistake,” Lhamu said, her hands releasing Garantika’s arm.

      Drew watched as Lhamu’s eyes locked on his. The colors in her headcrystal dimly shifted from blue to red, a crimson glow building inside.

      “You didn’t trust,” she continued, strength flowing through her small voice. “I just met Drew and I trust him. And he trusts me, don’t you Drew?”

      Continuing to look directly at him, she winked.

      Oh shit.

      Drew’s heart pounded in his chest. There were so many ways this could go wrong, but he felt his head nod.

      “I do, kid.” He tried to keep his voice calm. “I trust you.”

      Lhamu smiled, a grin that could have been a mirror of Nima’s.

      Her crystal suddenly blazed into crimson brilliance as she thrust her head up and backwards, smashing into Garantika’s unexpecting visage with a crunch.

      Drew heard the man’s cry of pain as he released Lhamu, both hands rushing up to his injured face. As Lhamu dropped to the ground and rolled away, Drew raised his hands and let two fireballs fly towards Garantika.

      Both impacted precisely where he had aimed them , striking the startled man in the chest and knocking him over.

      Lying on the ground, Garantika began rolling to put out the flames, as Upala’s crimson shield enveloped Lhamu. Drew charged forward, letting the fire bleed away from his fists.

      He wanted to hit Garantika himself, no magic. No escapes or blinks away this time.

      There was an explosion of purple energy as the Speaker materialized in front of Drew, blocking his access to the Rakhum. Rage in his eyes, Garantika was just struggling to his feet as one beefy paw reached out, a muscular, white-furred arm suspending the man a few feet off the ground.

      “My daughter-“ Garantika struggled to speak with the Yeti’s hand around his throat. Behind them, Drew heard Upala tending to Lhamu.

      Drew looked up at Garantika as he hung there suspended, the architect of so much that had gone wrong. He hated him, hated him for all the pain he had caused. Still, there were more important things than his anger.

      “Speaker,” Drew said. “Let’s be careful here. He could know things, about Tanira’s plans. About the Vault.”

      “That is immaterial.” The Yeti pulled his white-furred paw closer, bringing the struggling Garantika’s face up to his own. “This one has used our rocha for his own designs. He has misled the Yeti, and proven a consistent threat to the safety of the Foretold.”

      “You!” Garantika now looked down at Drew, his eyes wide with panic as the crystals on the Yeti’s shoulders began to pulse. “You cannot allow this to happen. You-“

      “Your continued presence cannot be permitted.” The Speaker said, and vanished in a plume of lavender sparks, the leader of the Line disappearing with him.

      Drew’s protest died on his lips, the bitter winds of the mountains ripping into him. He sighed and turned away from the view of the cold peaks. Whatever the Yeti intended with Garantika, it was literally out of his hands now.

      Upala knelt with Lhamu nearby, the girl’s headcrystal now returned to a greenish glow, with a more reasonable level of intensity.

      Running over, Drew tried to imagine what Nima would have said had anything happened to the girl. He supposed her fury might rival the Speaker’s

      “Lhamu,” he said. “Are you all right?” He admired how the Caenolan was already back on her feet, brushing snow and dirt off her leather garments as if she had skinned her knee.

      “I’m fine,” she said, still grinning. “I knew I was safe. Nima told me to trust you, and she was right.”

      Upala laughed at this, the sound of her amusement more healing than anything Drew had heard in days. Even if it was only for a moment, it was good. He put his arm around Lhamu, rustling her sea-green hair.

      “Well you did great, kid. It was a really brave thing to do, and you probably saved us all!”

      “Really?” Lhamu’s dark eyes went nearly as wide as her smile. “Please tell Nima that!”

      “Will do,” Drew said with a chuckle. He spied a flash of lavender energy out of the corner of his eye.

      “Say, Upala,” Drew tilted his head towards where the Speaker had returned. “Why don’t you take our hero back inside and get her cleaned up?”

      Upala followed Drew’s gaze and nodded. She took Lhamu’s webbed hand and began to lead her back towards the massive open door of the Vault of Terminus.

      “I’m a hero?” Lhamu exclaimed, the green tint to her crystal growing even brighter. “We need to tell Nima that too!”

      Drew walked away from them, heading towards the Speaker.

      The Yeti stood before Drew and silently regarded him, his expression as stoic and inscrutable as ever. The huge beast’s red covered paws told Drew everything he needed to know.

      “Was that really necessary?”

      “The Yeti mislike violence,” the Speaker said. He looked down at his bloody fur, his words taking a tone Drew might have interpreted as regret. “In this case, our rocha demanded the protection of the Foretold.”

      “The rocha, huh?” Drew looked off into the mountains around him, the snows streaming off their peaks like smoke. “Okay. We’ll just add that to the list of mysteries I hope you’ll answer for me someday.”

      The Speaker looked down at him for a moment, brows furrowing as if he could not understand how Drew could have any questions for him.

      “At least try to clean your hands off before the kid sees you,” Drew said, giving the Speaker a smile he hoped was a peace offering. “I know you did what you had to do.”

      The Yeti continued to squint its dark eyes at him, Drew slowly realizing the Speaker was not looking at him, but over his shoulder and past him.

      Drew whirled around to follow the Yeti’s gaze as he looked down the snow-covered sides of Everest. He couldn’t make anything out against the blazing sun’s light as it reflected off the snow, but the Speaker seemed focused all the same.

      “What is it?” Drew asked. “What do you see?”

      “Someone approaches,” the Yeti said, keeping his back to Drew as he continued to watch the horizon. 

      Drew felt his pulse rise.

      Shit. It was too soon, they were too tired. He supposed they would have to be ready enough.

      He stared in the direction the Yeti was looking, but still saw nothing but snow-covered mountains and crisp, blue sky, same as always.

      If the Speaker saw Tanira that meant Kater and Nima had failed. He allowed himself one silent hope for Nima, that she might at least have lived.

      “Is it them?” Drew asked, his heart in his throat. “Is it the Dragons?”

      “No, it is not our foes, it is Trusted and Arrived. They appear to be injured.”

      Nima and Kater! A great wellspring of relief and hope rose up inside him, despite worries about Nima’s injuries. They were safe, and maybe with a little luck, they had the Helm with them.
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      Rarely did Kater speak where Drew did not want to punch him. Despite the fact that Kater had failed in his goal to take the helm from Tanira, here he was criticizing Drew.

      “That is it?” the old man exclaimed. “That is your plan?” 

      The group had gathered in the large main chamber of the vault, with the massive form of Terminus’s torso hanging overhead.

      Nima sat with Lhamu nearby. Drew had worried for her the moment she had arrived. The Sherpa woman favored her side slightly, but seemed less outwardly injured than Kater. She had given Drew a smile, but it was a tired grin and he suspected it was Nima’s effort to show him what she figured he wanted to see. He knew her connection with Tanira was complicated and had hoped to talk to her about what happened, but Kater’s rants had begun quickly. 

      Kater stood in front of Drew and Upala, the suspended Dragon behind him as a backdrop. He bore a long cut across his forehead, another gash down his arm. He had refused any attention from the Speaker, preferring to quickly launch into his criticism of Drew’s intended trap for Tanira.

      “Brother,” Upala said, putting up one hand as she rolled her eyes. “We need your help here, not your derision. You know more of the Dragons than anyone. Perhaps spend more energy on giving us suggestions and less of criticism.”

      “Yes, since the big expert here did such a good job with Tanira already,” Drew said, regretting it immediately. Escalating things with Kater wasn’t going to help anything. It was just so hard not to hit the old bastard back.

      “Drew, Kater,” Upala raised her voice. “Let us all focus on what is ahead of us. Now, where is Tanira? I would have expected her to be right behind you.”

      “Indeed,” the Speaker said. “The Trusted’s limited teleportation device is too slow for them to have arrived first. The End of the Line must not have directly pursued you.”

      “They ran from us!” Kater shouted. “Had Nima not grabbed my ‘limited teleportation device’ I might have defeated them then and there.”

      Nima stood from where she was sitting with Lhamu. “That’s not true! You were fighting them well, and bravely. I think they were even afraid of you, but you’re hurt and there were three of them. Tanira left but she could have come back. I got you out of there to save you. Again.”

      Kater shot Nima a glare, brows furrowing as he pulled at his wire thin beard.

      “Regardless, we are here now,” Drew said. Upala was right, their time was limited, and they were wasting it. “So, Kater. Without insulting anyone, tell us what we need to know. What do we need to prepare for?”

      He watched Kater’s eyes shift from Drew to Upala and back. The old man wanted to argue, he could see that. Hell, so did he. He could see Kater chomping back the next thing he wanted to say, even he apparently realizing the time was past for that. Kater walked over to the far wall and sat against it.

      “She has the Helm, and it is powered. She was able to use it. I had hoped she would not have the stamina, but she did. Each Dragon she adds will compound the strain upon her, but I underestimated her.”

      “Thank you, Kater,” Upala said. “I am sure that was not easy to admit, but this Tanira seems to be unusual.”

      “Or Rakhum aren’t as weak as you think,” Nima muttered, Lhamu nodding her agreement.

      Drew absently wondered if Lhamu really understood what she had agreed to.

      “A fair point, Nima,” Upala said, a little color coming to her cheeks. It only made her more beautiful. “What else?”

      “She has three Dragons now. There was one outside when we got there, it was scared of us for some reason. Inside, she had that Dragon from the bridge, the Thread, Kater called it. And she freed the Voice. The Voice seemed crazy until Tanira took over. It attacked the Thread at first. I think they were both hurt.”

      “They were hurt by me,” Kater said, pride in his voice. “Nima is correct though, Tanira has the Thread, Voice, and Weight. As long as she controls them, she may use them as a precision instrument. Kill her though, and the threat goes away. That should be our focus.”

      “Your focus should be on what else she is recruiting,” the Speaker said. “If she is not here, she may be freeing other Dragons. Now that you have attacked her, she knows you will try to stop her again.”

      “The only thing that matters is keeping her from Terminus,” Kater shot back, pointing his finger at the Yeti. “That is what you all seem to be missing. Kill Tanira, kill this woman and the problem is over. As long as she does not awaken that,” he pointed a bony finger at the huge torso dominating the room. 

      Drew gave his face a slight slap, trying to keep his sluggish mind in gear. The Weight, the Voice. Terminus. There was too much he didn’t know.

      Upala nodded. “Your point is valid brother, yet to stop her we need to anticipate what she will bring with her. What other Dragon could she reach from Ish Kalum?” 

      “The Claw, the Worm,” Kater frowned, his wiry beard bristling. “Anything else would be too far. The longer she waits, the readier we will be. For Adley’s benefit, according to Orami Feram, the Claw is physically the strongest Dragon after Terminus. The Worm cannot fly, but can move underneath the ground at great speed.”

      “Great,” Drew said. “Fantastic.” This was getting worse by the second, and they still had not discussed if they were going to change their plan. “Maybe we should consider getting Nima and Lhamu back to Merin and Rogek Shad while there is still time. Perhaps the Speaker could-”

      Drew stopped talking as Lhamu walked past him and around the form of the great Dragon, her eyes glazed over. The crystal in her head burst into illumination, bathing the chamber in a brilliant white, casting the shadow of Terminus upon all of them.

      “It is too late,” Lhamu said. “They are here.”
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      A single drop of sweat ran down Drew’s back at Lhamu’s announcement, sending icy chills down his skin as it descended.

      Not now! They were too tired, he had pushed them for too long. They simply weren’t ready.

      It didn’t matter, this was general quarters and the torpedoes were in the water. He took off for the entrance of the long hallway in a run, barking orders in a manner to make his old boot-camp commander proud.

      “Nima, get Lhamu back to that empty room! Speaker, get in position and get ready for Upala to get her shield up. Upala, let’s go!”

      He cast a quick look over his shoulder at the torso of Terminus, glancing at the chained limbs and wings above him. He said a quick prayer that they never saw this thing alive.

      “Kater, you wait here. If they get past us, you’re all we have.”

      “I will not be ordered by you!” Kater said, folding his arms. Still he stood where Drew wanted him, and Drew knew that whatever else happened, Kater would not shirk from a battle with the Dragons if the time came. Of course, if Tanira got to this room they were probably already sunk.

      “Lhamu!” he yelled back. He was now deep in the long main hallway, his voice echoing into the larger chamber. Only the surprising acoustics of the Vault allowed Lhamu to hear him from such a distance away.

      Far ahead of him, the two red doors stood open, locked in place. “Lhamu, how many Dragons do you sense? Can you tell?”

      “Four,” came a faint answer. “I think.”

      He thought of Artie as he ran the long remaining distance to the doors. Their last conversation before the Machias sunk had been silly, something about baseball. What was my last talk with Upala about? With Nima? Now there was no more time.

      The cold air of Ish Rav Partha waited for him as he exited out into the snow, taking care to keep himself hidden behind one of the large red doors.

      Peeking around the massive metal structure, his eyes struggled with the brightness of the light. The sun was still high enough in the sky to be over the peaks to his west. He peered north, wishing he had the Speaker’s eyesight. There were only white wisps sailing across a crisp blue sky. A beautiful day.

      Then he saw them, just dots under the clouds in the distance. Three dots. The Thread, the Voice, and the Weight. Maybe Lhamu was wrong, he thought. It would be good to have something go right.

      He stood in the snow, heart pounding so hard he thought it might burst from his chest. The dots grew bigger, the lead showing a slight hint of blue sparkling on top of it. Tanira, already wearing the Hero’s armor.

      Confident they had not seen him, he ducked back into the long hallway and did his best to blend in with the shadows on the left side. He gave Upala a quick thumbs up, her form nearly invisible in the darkness of the hallway. She returned him a grim smile, but the light in her eyes still danced.

      A good reminder of what he was fighting for here. A future for them, and for all the people they cared about. If they could prevent Terminus from reawakening, anything might be possible.

      All that opposed them was one Rakhum who had defeated them each time they had faced her, and three Dragons.

      He waited, knowing his wait would not be long.
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      Nima knelt and peered from the shadows of the back room of the Vault. It was a small space, only slightly wider than the short hallway that separated where she and Lhamu hid from the main chamber, where Kater’s pacing form could occasionally be seen around the huge Dragon torso.

      “Nima,” Lhamu whispered. “I’m scared. Is that alright? Is it alright to be scared?” Lhamu was using her other hand to block the light from her head crystal, which Nima thought was a good idea.

      She reached into the near darkness and took Lhamu’s free hand.

      “Yeah, of course,” Nima said. “I’m scared too. I’m sure they are all scared out there.” She was certain Tanira was frightened, as well. Maybe Kater wasn’t actually afraid, but everyone else would understand the danger of what was about to happen.

      “I know there is a plan, but shouldn’t we be out there?” Lhamu’s voice was quiet. It was like all the nighttime conversations she and Pasang used to have, after Ama and Awa had gone to sleep. “Isn’t that what good people do? They help?”

      Nima gritted her teeth.

      “We are helping,” she said, “by staying out of the way. There is nothing we can do here, we don’t fight. We don’t have magic powers. But by being in here, the others don’t have to worry about keeping us safe.”

      “I see,” Lhamu said. “That makes sense.”

      Nima heard the Caenolan girl sigh, which she hoped was a sigh of relief. Nima knew she herself would have no relief until this was over. It was hard to hide, she felt the same call that Lhamu expressed. All her life, it had never been her way to do nothing, it was always better to do something.

      “Nima,” Lhamu whispered. “Nima, I thought they said this room was empty.”

      “You’re the one who checked it, I just got here, remember? Why?”

      “We only looked in it quick, but if it’s supposed to be empty what is that in the corner?”

      Nima looked in the shadows of the corner where Lhamu pointed and saw nothing. Then, after a moment, a hint of a dull, blue glow. It was there for a second, and then it was gone. She waited another second, checking to see if she had imagined it, only to see it again.

      The blue glow was similar to the magical chains that held up the pieces of the Dragon in the other room, just smaller. As they flickered faintly, they showed the clear outline of a box, Nima guessed it would be about the size of her head.

      She crawled over to the corner. Lhamu moved with her, the fingers covering her crystal parting slightly and allowing a bit more light to leak free.

      Enough illumination to see that the box was covered in small, blue, magic chains like the others outside, and that the box’s sides were clear and allowed Nima a view of its contents.

      A massive beating heart.

      “This is a big problem,” Nima said, just as an explosion of sound erupted from the entryway of the Vault.
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        * * *

      

      When Tanira passed Drew on her way into the entrance hallway, she was nearly a blur as she sped by on the same violet Dragon that had attacked Drew back in Rogek Shad. Two more blurs went by, a yellow one and a darker, brown one. Drew felt a huge pressure come down upon him as the third Dragon passed, as if waves of force were pushing against him.

      Tanira gave no sign that she had seen him.

      Deeper in the hallway, he saw Upala’s crimson shield flash into form, blocking the speeding Dragons from accessing the central chamber and the torso of Terminus.

      Drew raced out of his hiding spot in the shadows, quickly running out of the passage and into the snow beyond the Vault’s opening.

      Looking back into the long hallway, he felt one second’s worth of pride and relief as the trio of beasts slammed into Upala’s barrier, the red energy shuddering with the impact, but holding strong.

      He threw up his shield, blocking the opening with a mystic field of crimson energy. Immediately he felt the drain as he poured himself into keeping his barrier strong.

      The interior of the hallway was now bathed in red, giving the scene a surreal, nightmarish appearance.

      As he expected, the Dragons whirled back toward the opening after their collision with Upala’s shield, only to find that Drew had blocked their exit. He watched their panicked gazes, bodies twisting as they began a fruitless search for another route. Tanira too seemed caught off guard, struggling to hang on to her mount as it whirled away from the barrier.

      Through his fear, he smiled. The first part was working, and as the Dragons saw that Drew’s shield had blocked off their exit, they increased their speed, preparing to ram into his barrier.

      Just as he had hoped.

      As a unit they slammed into Drew’s shield. The force of the impact physically moved Drew back in the snow a few inches, though he was several feet away from the shield itself. He bit his tongue in surprise at the intensity of the attack, blood filling his mouth as a fresh pulse of exhaustion ran through him.

      Fractures began forming in the structure of his barrier, but with concentration he filled them as quickly as they appeared. A familiar drumbeat began in his heart, a reminder of past failures.

      He refused to listen to it. He had not come through all this to fail now, tired or not he would keep his shield up.

      Through the red translucence he saw Tanira leap from the Thread’s back, drawing the Hero’s sword and preparing for a strike of her own.

      The Weight was alongside her, and Drew could feel its crushing presence as the broad, flat Dragon focused its energies on him, the vibrations from the beast shaking his bones from within his skin. He balled his fists while his knees threatened to buckle, his mind struggling to keep his focus on the shield.

      The other two Dragons vanished from his viewpoint, headed, he was sure, back to Upala.

      The Speaker should show up now, he reminded himself as he dropped to his belly. Lying flat and prone to reduce the pressure from the Weight as much as he could, he could just see inside the hallway if he turned his head to the side. Each strike from Tanira’s weapon sent shockwaves through his body, rattling his teeth.

      All that mattered was the shield. If the Speaker could get the Dragons to use their fire, he wouldn’t have to hold out much longer.

      As if summoned, the large form of the Yeti appeared in the air over the Weight, the thick bulk of the beast crashing right down on the Dragon’s head. The pressure was immediately lifted from Drew as the stunned Dragon wobbled from the blow, the Speaker already vanishing again, only to reappear behind Tanira.

      Shit, Drew thought as he got back to his knees. He’s not supposed to mess with Tanira! The Dragons, the whole plan depended on the fire coming out. Still, they hadn’t planned on Tanira dismounting.

      The Speaker swung his huge arm at Tanira, a flaming crystal in his hand, only for the woman to twist her sword behind her. Catching the Yeti off guard, the blade cut into his side, his crystal weapon dropping uselessly to the hallway floor.

      Drew saw the Speaker’s silent bellow as he ported away, just a second before the Voice’s golden head appeared in front of him, teeth flashing as it rammed against his shield.

      It was too confined a space, the Dragons were too fast and coordinated. Even with the Weight struggling, the Speaker was not going to last against them long enough.

      Back on his feet, he needed to improvise. Drew dove toward his shield, not even sure if what he planned to do would work. Waiting until his face was about to collide with the energy barrier, he willed the shield to part just wide enough for him to run inside, slamming it back shut behind him.

      Tanira turned toward him, the shock clear on her face. He was, after all, supposed to be dead. He only felt dead, his exhaustion from maintaining the barrier leaving him sluggish.

      She launched a quick swing at him with her sword, Drew just able to jump back in time, his back bumping into his shield.

      Keeping the crimson energy up required concentration, but his panic for the safety of his friends was fueling that nicely. Diving to his left to avoid a second thrust from Tanira, it was time to see if he could multitask the way he hoped he could.

      Fire poured from his hands, bringing a grim smile to Drew’s face. His shield was still up, as was Upala’s. He pushed a wave of flame at Tanira, forcing the woman backward.

      Out of the corner of his eye, there was a flash of lavender as the Speaker materialized over the Voice. With a roar, the Yeti jammed two flaming crystals into the Dragon, the long, golden beast flailing wildly. The Speaker then disappeared, the Voice’s swiping claws finding only air.

      Drew poured on his flame, driving back the Thread who had charged in to protect Tanira. He could feel the air getting thin, his lungs beginning to strain with the dropping oxygen level. The plan was working.

      The effects on the Dragons were even faster than Drew had hoped. The Thread looked close to collapsing, its wings drooping over its back. The Weight lay off to the side, Drew could not be sure if that was due to the Speaker’s blow or the thinning air. Only the Voice moved, but the fire it spouted wildly against Upala’s shield was helping matters.

      Tanira charged at him, the exhaustion on her face clear. He threw up another gout of fire in her direction, but he found his own abilities weakening and she pushed through it, allowing the flames to lick off the hero’s armor.

      His back slammed into the stone wall of the hallway, the impact sending fresh waves of pain throughout his injuries. Tanira’s sword arm raised, Drew’s eyes growing wide with panic.

      A wall of white fur appeared behind her, the Speaker’s huge hand grabbing Tanira’s arm, holding the sword back. The Yeti then delivered a blow to her upper back, and Tanira cried out in pain as the blue energy of her armor flickered and dissipated.

      Drew saw the blue crystal the shield collapsed into, a small attachment on Tanira’s left shoulder. He lunged for it, the wounds in his side continuing to sing with pain. His groping hand found the mechanism and yanked it from her leather shoulder pad, tossing it aside and out of her reach.

      Tanira roared and brought her elbow into Drew’s face.

      As a trio, they went down, the room feeling nearly airless as Drew kept all of his attention on keeping his crimson shield blocking the doorway. The cold stone of the hallway’s floor was cool and refreshing as his face landed upon it. He knew only seconds more would be needed before Tanira and the Dragons would be unconscious.

      He filled his mind with a mantra of shield, shield, shield, his exhausted faculties struggling to process anything else as the battle raged around him.

      The floor underneath them then exploded.

      With a cry, Drew was launched into the air. He felt his grasp on the shield fall, the combination of shock and pain overwhelming his concentration. His ears popped as the crimson barrier collapsed and the chilled air from outside the mountain rushed to fill the hallway.

      Drew crashed back onto the stone, slamming down onto the unforgiving stone.

      His side was on fire now, and his vision blurred. A new Dragon was in the center of the hallway, pinkish-white with glistening flesh, a smell like rotting vegetation filling his nostrils.

      Drew could see no eyes or wings, and something that looked like a long pulsing tube where its head should be, a tube that was lined with sharp teeth that dripped a caustic liquid, bubbling as it hit the stone floor.

      The Worm.

      Beneath it, a large crater had formed from where the Dragon had tunneled through the rock.

      Tanira struggled to her feet, both hands upon Kater’s helm, the light from its crystals blazing. She shook her head for a moment as Drew tried and failed to will his body to move.

      Regaining herself, she ran by him down the hallway, Hero’s sword in hand as she headed for the main chamber.

      With an exhausted swipe, Drew reached out for her, only to be knocked from his feet again by the Worm’s tail. He was flung backward into the hard stone of the wall, and slumped to the ground. Spots flickered in front of his eyes, his breath catching in his throat as he saw the collapsed form of Upala slumped over a boulder near the Worm’s crater.

      Nearby, an unmoving arm of white fur poked out from beneath a collection of rubble.

      The strange corpse-flesh appearance of the Worm took a blocking position in front of Drew, guarding against him as if Drew’s body had any energy left to stand with, let alone fight.

      He watched the forms of the Thread and Voice uncoil themselves and fly after Tanira, their wings brushing against the hallway’s ceiling.

      The three of them passed out of the field of Drew’s vision, a wave of pain and despair washing over him. He yelled out a cry of warning to Kater and Nima, a weak sound that he was sure they could not hear.

      His arms shook as he tried again to push himself upright, the air rushing from his chest as he collapsed back onto the floor, a feeling of utter failure pushing down upon him.

      Only Kater stood between Tanira and Terminus now, and hope seemed an eternity away.
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        * * *

      

      Tanira charged down the hallway, the sword of the Hero in her hand. The Thread and Voice streaked by overhead, she pulled them back a bit to keep them directly above her. She knew her goal was in the large, circular chamber directly ahead, but she did not want to be caught off guard by whatever waited for her.

      She was flush with fear and anger. Anger that she had nearly failed again, only her decision to modify the plan of the Line and free the Worm had saved her. If not, the new Manad Vhan man, Upala, and the Yeti would have defeated her.

      The pain in her back where the white beast had slammed against her wound pulsed, rippling agony that came like a heartbeat. She used the pain to push herself forward.

      All that was left were the chains. Once she shattered the crystal that powered Terminus’s bonds, she would be done. No more fighting, only control. She may have lost the armor, but she had the Helm. She only needed to stay alive.

      Ahead, Tanira could see the body of the great Dragon, even more majestic and terrifying than she had imagined. She called the Thread low, preparing to jump on its back and ride it to the ceiling. One swing of the Hero’s sword and the crystal would be shattered.

      Kater stepped into her vision, her heart lurching at the sight of the fearsome, aged Manad Vhan. Unlike the two scared combatants they had fought at the entry, Kater radiated confidence, his steel gaze burning into her.

      He smiled the grin of a man who had waited all his life for this battle, and knew he could win.

      With a wave of his hand, he threw a small version of his shield forward at her like a projectile. She twisted the Thread in front of her, allowing the Manad Vhan’s attack to strike the lavender Dragon’s scales. The Thread was buffeted by the impact, Tanira falling from the Dragon and landing clumsily onto the stone floor.

      Grunting as she pulled herself upright, she sent the Voice at Kater, allowing the manic Dragon a little more freedom as it twisted and whirled towards its target, screeching with joy.

      The fear crept in as she tried to manage the Voice’s actions while leaping back onto the Thread’s back.

      Kater was powerful and well versed. While her other opponent had used his flame haphazardly, Kater used his like an arsenal. A thin jet of flame pieced the Thread’s wing like a spear, when she directed the Dragon to avoid a second projectile, she steered him into a wall of flame.

      Kater used his abilities strategically against the Dragons, and far more effectively than Upala or the other Manad Vhan had. He shifted from shield to fire almost interchangeably, shrugging off attacks while laughing, as if this moment of combat was made for him alone.

      His eyes were upon hers whenever she glanced at him, looking at Kater through the Helm of his own creation, she could feel his confidence. It radiated from him like a second flame, burning through her resolve.

      He frightened her, like nothing else she had ever seen.

      Up in the darkness of the dome she saw the glint of her target, a small, blue crystal.

      Swallowing the terror she felt, Tanira twisted to avoid a blast of fire from Kater, sending the Voice into him again. She decided to further release the frantic, angry gold Dragon from her control so she could focus on the Thread and Worm. She heard the Dragon’s terrifying screech as she allowed it more freedom, hoping it would attack the right foe.

      She could nearly run her fingertips across the curved ceiling as it sped by. She swung the Hero’s sword in a quick strike.

      The centuries-long history of the Line led to this moment. All the deaths, all the sacrifices. Val and Reylor. She wielded the sword with hands that were soaked in the blood of the Line, all to bring the one moment into being.

      Her blade shattered the crystal, undoing Orami’s work that had stood for millennia. Light poured from the fractured artifact, the air shaking with the thunderous explosion.

      All around her the magical, azure chains unraveled, the bound limbs and wings suddenly free and shooting through the air toward the body of Terminus.

      One of the wings moved faster than she expected, crashing into her and the Thread and sending them both tumbling to the ground. Landing with a heavy impact that was partially cushioned by the Thread’s bulk, she could feel the tremors as each limb and wing slammed back into the huge body around them.

      She ducked just in time to avoid one of Terminus’s heads as it flew through the air past her and onto the torso. The other head soared in from the opposing hallway, large enough to knock a surprised Kater and the Voice down as a pair.

      Tanira held her breath, waiting for the sense of the mighty Terminus’s sentience to come into the Helm, her father having warned her many times about the depths of the power she would have to bring under her control.

      This pause was interminable, her fingers itched as she gripped the sword. Everything in her cried to move, to act. Yet she waited as she had been taught, listening in her mind for the faint malevolent spark that would denote the great Dragon’s awakening.

      She waited as the Thread flopped unsteadily on the ground, injured from its fall. She waited as Kater and the Voice resumed their hostilities, the pair evenly matched.

      She waited as the Worm kept the Manad Vhan man pinned to the wall, struggling as he protected the Yeti and Upala behind his shield.

      Something was wrong.

      Tanira pulled herself to her feet, trying to focus on all the plans, all the studies she had been forced to memorize and recite.

      Terminus appeared limp and unmoving, the twin heads and long necks lying useless on the ground. There was a hole in the front of the torso, a part of the beast still unfilled.

      What have I forgotten?

      Tanira looked at the northern hallway, a short, dark space where she could faintly make out two small figures wrestling with an object. Whatever it was, it was trying to escape their grasp, straining in the direction of the inert Dragon.

      There was a glare of white light coming from the forehead one of the two, the Caenolan girl she had seen on the bridge.

      She cursed to herself. That meant the other one was Nima.

      Tanira limped toward the passage. The only thing left had to be some part of Terminus, and all that stood in her way was the Caenolan girl and Nima.

      She drew the Hero’s sword and headed toward them.

      The hallway was short, but her progress was slow. It challenged her to keep her focus on the three Dragons she controlled, Kater was testing her limits. Her senses were split, both in the darkened passageway through her eyes, and flying around the chamber, seeing through the Thread’s.

      Nima stood at the back of the passage, half covered in shadow. Her stout form crouched, her legs set wide as she struggled with the vibrating object in her arms. The heart of Terminus, desperate to get back to its body.

      The Line’s end goal, all her life.

      Next to Nima, the Caenolan girl pushed her back against the wall, looking as if she wanted to melt into the shadows. Nima’s eyes locked on Tanira’s, her stare communicating all that had gone between them. Tanira could see the anger there, but it was subdued. She knew Nima did not want to fight, but she also knew Nima was not going to give up the heart.

      Her mind brought her back to the cave from her father’s training, cold water rising around her, forcing her closer to decisions she did not want to make.

      She took another step closer, taking a moment to direct the Dragons again, trying to flank Kater from behind with the Thread while he dealt with the Voice.

      She was unable to gain an upper hand against Kater, but she was managing to keep him busy while still keeping the Voice and the Thread alive.

      Another step and Nima was within the reach of her weapon. She raised the Hero’s blade above her head.

      A part of Tanira, some tiny fragment of herself, lost in a damp cave her father had sent her into, prayed that Nima would drop the heart. Just drop the heart. Please. Don’t force me to do this.

      Yet Nima would not release it. There was no point in asking her to. They were locked in place, her trust in the Line had brought her to this point and left her with no room for any other decision.

      She began to bring the sword down when she saw the movement out of the corner of her eye. On instinct, she whirled to her left, her arm and sword in motion as she turned. The girl was there, the Caenolan; she was reaching for Tanira, trying to stop her from hurting Nima.

      Tanira froze the blade, stopping within a hand’s width of the girl’s neck. A memory flashed into her mind.

      She had been here before, on another mountain. In another world, she had cut down another innocent.

      A young man who had looked similar to this girl, down to the big, dark eyes with the glowing crystal between them. Someone who was only trying to protect his friend. Her friend.

      She whirled the Voice around Kater’s fire, trying to hit him from behind.

      She had laid his neck open without a thought, spilled his life and his future on the snow in the name of the Line. Like so many before him. Person after person, each of whom had done nothing to her but get in the way of what she had been taught to do. What she had been taught she must do.

      Upala was starting to rouse, adding her strength to the Manad Vhan man’s shield. She sent the Worm into the barrier.

      What must she do? Once Terminus was reformed would she use it as she used all her weapons? To kill in the name of an idea, to kill those she had been told to hate? And what if others opposed her? Would she kill them all too? Was that all she did?

      Kater pushed back, trying to wrestle free of the Voice’s attack and reach her. She raised the Thread, the injured creature limping back into battle.

      She had been hanging from a precipice when Nima came along, her life granted to her by a stranger who said she helped because it was the right thing to do. Who helped her, knowing nothing about her, unaware she was the End of the Line.

      With one swing of the sword, she could kill this girl and then Nima, restore Terminus. Use it to wipe out the Manad Vhan. That was the plan. Hundreds of more throats cut, thousands. And when it was done, when there were no more throats . . . what then?

      The Worm faltered, the pair pushing their shield back against it.

      Tanira’s insides clenched. What is restored?

      The Voice flailed out of control as Kater’s fire drove it down.

      What will be gained?

      The Thread collapsed onto the stone floor of the chamber, unable to press on through the pain.

      What is my one life for?

      “What have I done?” Tanira dropped the Hero’s sword, the hilt clattering to the ground. She released the Dragons as she dropped to her knees, looking up at Nima. The woman strained to hold on to the pulsing heart of Terminus.

      “I-I am so sorry.” Something was happening in the other room, but Tanira could not focus on it. She lost track of the Dragons, of the Manad Vhan, even of the Caenolan. All she could see was Nima, the one person who had been kind to her without reason, and the person she had taken so much from.

      “It is . . . it is all right,” Nima said, the strain in her voice clear. Her arms shook, but she maintained her grip on the heart. “We can talk about it. Maybe you can help me understand-”

      Tanira was knocked off her feet, crashing into Nima as the Voice suddenly streaked into the room. Tanira saw the heart of Terminus suspended in the air for an eye blink as Nima lost her grip on it, then it blurred out of view as it streaked toward its destination.

      “No!” Tanira shouted, twisting and trying to regain her footing. She felt a pulse of power, a fresh wave of invisible energy that tore through her and ripped the strength out of her.

      From within the central chamber she saw a growing explosion of ebony mist, a smoke that consumed the light as it filled every inch of the Vault.

      Left in complete darkness, Tanira could hear the labored breathing of the Dragon, Nima and the Caenolan behind her. All as frozen as she was. A voice came through the black, a sound that seemed to be part of the shadows themselves, deep with power and malevolence, speaking a single word that echoed like thunder throughout the Vault, the very stone vibrating.

      “Reborn.”
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      As the rumbling of the voice of Terminus gave way to a silence even more frightening, Nima found she had to focus just to start breathing again.

      She peered through the black mist that had filled the hallway, Tanira kneeling on one side of her and Lhamu on the other. The substance felt like wet smoke, it stuck to her and made her feel sweaty and weak. Weaker than she already felt. 

      The voice that had come out of the smoke could only belong to Terminus. Nima wished she knew more about the Dragons, but she could hear the fear and worry when Terminus was mentioned, even by Kater. She didn’t need to see through the dark vapors to know that danger was there, she wanted to know what else was hidden by the darkness. Who had survived.

      She cast a quick look at Tanira. The woman stared straight into the darkness, the helm cradled in her hands. She sobbed slightly, yet she looked angry. Nima supposed she was angry with herself. There was so much she wanted to say to Tanira, she was angry too. Of course, this wasn’t the time.

      From inside the mists swirling through the central chamber there were new sounds. A huge, deep vibration that sounded like an avalanche was coming, which Nima came to guess was simply Terminus breathing. There were other sounds, claws on stone. She didn’t think the claws belonged to Terminus, they sounded smaller.

      She glanced behind her, remembering the golden, thin Dragon that had collided with her and caused her to drop the heart.

      If only I could have held on to it!

      The back of the passageway was now empty, the golden Dragon had crawled out as soon as Terminus had awakened.

      “Can you sense anyone?” she whispered to Lhamu. 

      She wasn’t sure if Lhamu could, but the girl closed her eyes. Nima reflexively threw her hands over Lhamu’s crystal just before it blazed with increased intensity. Just because they couldn’t see through the mist didn’t mean Terminus could not.

      “The Speaker,” Lhamu said. “He is hurt, he cannot move. He can see Drew and Upala. He thinks they are alive, but they are not moving. All the Dragons are in the center with . . . that thing. They are kneeling to it, he says.”

      “The Yeti sees this?” Tanira asked.

      Nima nodded, Tanira rubbing her back with her hand and wincing. Nima wondered what had happened to Kater, guessing he might have run down to join Drew, Upala, and the Speaker.

      Even lost in the shadows, Terminus had a presence Nima could sense. It reminded her of Sessgrenimath, yet this was angrier and more menacing. Sessgrenimath had seemed vast, but only threatening in a vague sense, like a storm on the horizon.

      The threat of Terminus was as clear as the dark vapors all around her.

      “Why free this thing?” Nima whispered to Tanira, incredulous. “You had the other Dragons, weren’t they enough?”

      “It was the plan of the Line,” Tanira replied back, her tone dripping with regret. “In case I lost control, or, I suspect, if I lost my nerve. The others, they do not hate the way he does. Terminus will destroy the Manad Vhan, revenge against them is all he cares about.”

      “But without your control, he won’t care who else he kills,” Nima whispered, glaring at Tanira.

      “Look.” Lhamu pointed. “I see something.”

      Nima could see nothing for a moment, but Lhamu had already proven her Caenolan eyes were sharper. Then she made out darker shapes forming inside the mist, the vapors transitioning from black to a deeper gray. A huge, dark shape dominated the center of the room, vast wings unfurling to form a second ceiling. 

      As more detail emerged she could see Terminus’s massive back, a wall of dark crimson scale and muscle that faced them. His long, thick tail curled up and coiled by the entry to the hallway they huddled in.

      There were many large shapes gathered around the great Dragon, the beast a mountain surrounded by lesser peaks. She could see the four smaller Dragons with their heads bowed to the floor as well as many large pieces of rubble, destruction caused by the shockwave of Terminus reforming.

      “Subjects.” 

      She could feel the Dragon’s voice in her bones, it made her head ache. She ducked even lower, Lhamu doing the same. She could see Tanira gripping the Helm, her hands shaking.

      “Sire.” A new voice, higher and more conflicted. “I speak for the others. We are here to serve your will, your bidding.”

      “The Thread,” Tanira whispered, a mixture of anger and respect in her voice.

      Terminus let out a grunt, the force of which sent dust and small pebbles falling from the ceiling.

      “My bidding? I know your heart, Thread. Your only care is your quest to expand us, to add to the clutch. I tolerate you because you are useful. You tolerate me because you cannot achieve your goals if you are dead.”

      Nima froze. Terminus’s back was to them, but if he turned, if he saw Lhamu’s crystal. They would be trapped, with five Dragons coming at them. Her heart pounded, as if she were on a teetering ice pillar in the Khumbu Icefall. There would be one moment, one second where movement might save her, but this was not it.

      “We understand each other, sire,” the Thread’s voice came back, echoing through them. Nima guessed the Thread was the Dragon Tanira had spent the most time with, the one that had attacked Drew and charged at Lhamu. It was surprising to hear it so humble. Terminus clearly didn’t like it.

      There was a shudder than ran through the stone, Nima just barely able to see the huge front leg of the great Dragon pull one of the lesser ones forward. This one was brown, and wider than the others. She thought she could hear it whimper, it was clearly trembling.

      “Weakness, however, I do not need to tolerate. I hear your yammering, Weight. Your fear sickens me and there is no need to tolerate it further.”

      “Sire.” The Thread’s voice again. “Perhaps if you would-”

      There was a sudden sound unlike any Nima had ever heard, a wet ripping sound. Whatever Dragon Terminus had grabbed, it was torn in two.

      Nima watched in horror as one half of the beast dropped onto the floor not far from the entrance to their hallway. Lhamu scampered back at the impact, fluid and entrails flying out of the corpse in every direction.

      “Voice, Worm, Thread.”

      The voice of Terminus rattled in Nima’s teeth. The fear inside her was growing, yet there was nowhere to go. Nothing they could do. “You three will be sufficient. Once the regional populace has been cleansed, we can restore the others. Those who are worthy.” 

      “Sire, there are others in this place. Rakhum, Manad Vhan. Here in the Vault, one of them helped free you. I suggest we-”

      “You suggest, Thread? Do you wish to join the Weight? You think I have slept so long I have forgotten it was you, Thread, who allowed Orami and Feram to put us in this place? To dismember and imprison me? Do you think my memory so short?”

      Lhamu stirred next to Nima, her hands coming to grip around Nima’s arms.

      “I know you have not forgotten, sire. Yet there are one or two Manad Vhan here who might-”

      Terminus’s response was sudden and so filled with anger Nima nearly jumped.

      “I care not for one or two. I crave dozens under my feet, hundreds in my throats, the remains of thousands upon my claws. We will rain ourselves down upon those outside the mountain and then. . . when there is nothing but the crows left alive, we will go to the City of Sands and remind the Manad Vhan who made them. Who they dared to rise-”

      The Dragon stopped, one of its heads turning around, looking left and right. Nima pushed Lhamu down onto the floor and into the shadows, falling with her and lying flat upon the stone.

      “What is that itch in my mind?” Terminus growled. “I know your touch, Thread, it is not your insidious weaving. This is smaller, cruder.” The head that was not speaking continued to twist on its long neck, now angling more toward the hallway in which they hid.

      “Lhamu stop,” Nima whispered in a panic. “Whatever you are doing, stop. He can sense you.”

      “I’m trying,” Lhamu cried softly. “He’s so big, so hungry for death. It’s like he’s pulling me to him. I can see his mind, he wants to kill… everyone. Manad Vhan. Rakhum. Yeti. Even the other Dragons.”

      “I cannot allow this,” Tanira said suddenly, her voice deep even in her whisper. She stood, holding the Helm out in front of her. “This is my doing, the Line’s doing. I must correct this, somehow.”

      Nima grabbed her arm, trying to pull Tanira back down.

      “Tanira no, you can’t!” She might be angry with the woman, but this would be suicide. Tanira couldn’t possibly control that thing with Kater’s helm, it was too huge, too powerful. “It’ll kill you. You’ll die.”

      Tanira wrenched her arm away from Nima, holding the Helm over her head. She looked down at her, Nima seeing the eyes of the woman she had run laughing through the forest with. 

      “I have been dead most of my life, Nima.” She pulled the Helm over her eyes. “Thank you for the few days I was alive. . . and had a friend.”

      The crystal on the center of the Helm blazed to life at Tanira’s command, the twin heads of Terminus turning toward it. Too late, Nima lunged for Tanira, her hand flailing for her cloak but grasping only air.

      The woman was already beyond her reach, walking into a room filled with Dragons as if anything but death waited for her.
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        * * *

      

      Both heads of Terminus had turned to face Tanira.

      Her heart pounding with fear, she could see the beast’s malevolence through the narrow, metal slits in Kater’s Helm. In a moment he would speak, he would send the Voice or himself after her. In that moment all the evil she had set into motion would forever slip from her grasp, untold deaths to add to her legacy.

      She would not give the Dragons that chance.

      Reaching out to them through the Helm, she could feel the world slowing. She watched the beasts turning and moving as if underwater, their movement coming to a complete halt as she stood in between the beats of time’s heart, taking her last opportunity.

      The cool rush of the air inside the Vault blew gently against her face. If she failed, she would never see the movement of leaves within a tree, never feel the wind against her skin again. Never see the sky or feel joy. 

      As it had before, the mountain of crystal formed in her mind, the many sides and faces of Ish Rav Partha pushing up against a starless night. She saw the Dragons in the facets, turning her attention to them in turn.

      The Thread was nearly willing for her control again, placing her will upon it was more of a joining, a weaving of their interests. Only his terror of Terminus held it back, she soothed it despite her own fear. The fate of her control was better, and he acquiesced with minimal complaint.

      Gold and whirling, the Voice filled many crystalline slopes of the mountain with its yellow chaos. Its terror of Terminus was barely in check, Tanira offering it the freedom of her control. Freedom to attack without consequence, the offer of an open chamber, waiting to be filled with its cries of violence.

      The pink and white flesh that filled the south side of the mountain called to her, the Worm fearful of the light she represented. She sensed its attraction to the safety of Terminus’ shadow. It wailed for the protection the lord of Dragons offered it.

      She brought a stern edge to her attention as she focused on the Worm, fashioning iron bars of her will that channeled the Dragon’s soft terror into patterns and mazes of her design, leaving it no option other than the ones she provided. 

      Finally, she attempted to focus upon Terminus, the mere action bringing waves of nausea to her stomach as her mind’s eye blurred and shifted.

      She was aware of her body’s surroundings for a moment, having walked into the circular chamber. The remains of the Weight were on the ground just a few steps away. The Thread and Voice stared at the floor, frozen and unmoving. The twin necks of Terminus twisted as the great body turned to face her, the two heads coming low until they were level with her own. 

      Four pairs of eyes, each as large as her head, stared into her. The mountain’s form swam and shifted, expanding as new complexities grew into its sides, expanding like weeds.

      Terminus confronted her with a new mountain of crystal, five times as vast as the one she had seen before. It was far more intricate, a version of Ish Rav Partha with thousands of fractures and faces, each of them reflecting the great dark Dragon back at her. 

      She felt something internal fracture along with the mountain, something inside her was breaking from the strain of trying to comprehend the vast array of malevolence cascading in her mind’s eye.

      Thoughts were becoming harder to process, the mountain taking on a sharper appearance, each edge of every crystal denying her access and calling for her blood.

      She needed to center. Tanira brought her finger to the top of the helm, aware of the cool metal as it made contact with her flesh.

      She needed not the vow of the Line, but a new vow. 

      “I guard this world.”

      Her voice resonated in her mind against the mountain of crystal with Terminus’s dark energy rippling within it. It was affected; Terminus cared nothing for guarding, but its thirst for vengeance could be construed as protection, at least of Terminus himself. It was a way in, but the Dragon’s resistance was like a tsunami against her. 

      “I. . . I honor those I have wronged.”

      She thought of the deaths she had caused, hoping to use her crimes like an avalanche, send them down the mountain against Terminus and bury his resistance in her guilt.

      In response, the Dragon sent images of his own at her, filling each shard and facet of the mountain with the face of a different one of his victims. Men torn apart without remorse, women crushed underfoot. Whole communities of Manad Vhan and Rakhum alike, swept away for his amusement. 

      She was staggered by the depth of his malice, it drove her back. The mountain seemed to loom over her, threatening to become her sky and fall upon her. Inside herself, she felt the physical reaction to this onslaught. Cracking, breaking. 

      Tanira pushed back. She could not fail, must not fail. She had nearly fallen once, but a hand reached out and saved her. Even after her crimes, Nima still trusted her, more than the Line ever had. 

      “I trust. In my heart.” She forced the words out, throwing herself at the mountain of Terminus. She pushed her faith into every crevice, her hope into each fissure.

      Yet for each ray of light she managed to force onto the mountain, the shadows returned with renewed strength. The malice of Terminus beat against her like a dark engine, relentless in its desire for her defeat.

      “For I am the. . . I am the . . .”

       It was not enough. Her hopes and faith were small compared to the depths of Terminus’s darkness. She sensed her control of the other Dragons faltering. There was a shattering feeling inside her, as if her head was collapsing in on itself.

      The images on the mountain shifted, the will of Terminus mining her own memories and displaying them on the side of the mountain, her past now a dagger in her heart.

      The feeble truths of her existence covered her like a shroud, a collapsing avalanche made of Dragons and iron will. They fell upon her, crushing her with the simple facts of her inadequacy.

      There would be no redemption for her, no forgiveness. The deaths behind her would remain as meaningless as her own. She was ensnared, the water was rising. There would be no escape.

      She was not the end of the Line. She was Tanira, and in the end, her remorse would not be enough. She could feel warm tears on her cheeks inside the helm, mixing with the blood that poured from her eyes. She prayed that in the next world, she could look at herself and see a friend. 

      The world went white, and Tanira’s line ended.
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      Nima screamed as she saw Tanira collapse. She ran out of the darkened hallway as all the Dragons dropped their heads as well, eyes blinking in some sort of daze. Lhamu stayed behind in the hallway, Nima giving her one quick look to ensure she was safe before running over to Tanira.

      The woman’s body was crumpled on the ground, blood seeping from inside the Helm. Nima pulled the metal off Tanira’s head, throwing it aside where it landed with a clang on the stone floor and rolled. Just a few feet away, one of the massive heads of Terminus shook at the sound. 

      Nima nearly recoiled as she moved the dark, wet mass of Tanira’s hair from the woman’s face. There were black spots all over her cheeks and nose, giving an appearance of frostbite, and her skin was biting cold to the touch.

      Her blood was everywhere, coming from her eyes and ears. A spiderweb of fissures ran through the dark skin of her face, as if the Helm had crushed her skull with its power. One crack on her forehead had split the triangle of the Line in two.

      Her eyes were lifeless, red masses, her mouth hung open empty of breath or words.

      She was gone.

      “You stupid idiot!” Nima yelled at Tanira through her tears. She tried to cradle the woman’s head, but it crumbled in her hands, collapsing in on itself like overripe fruit.

      “I didn’t even get to tell you!” She sobbed. “That I was so mad at you but. . . but I knew some of it wasn’t your fault. I-we could have found another way! You didn’t have to do this!”

      Her vision was blurred by her crying, grief coming in waves that was not just for Tanira but for Valaen too. Even for Wanda, and Kad, and herself. For everyone she had loved but couldn’t save. 

      Her mind refused to process the sounds she heard around her, even as she rocked back and forth, trying to hold Tanira, trying to hold onto this last chance for things to go right.

      She heard the sound of the huge Dragon’s breathing getting faster, her fears rising with it. Whatever Tanira’s death had done to daze or startle them, it seemed to be wearing off.

      The sound of rasping laughter brought her gaze up, seeing Kater standing over her with the Helm in his hands. Even through the blur of her tears she could see his smile.

      “As it should be,” he said, bringing the Helm up to his head. “It falls to me to control the situation. To decide who should be saved, and who should be punished. Finally, I will make all is it should be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nima. Are they gone yet?”

      Nima ignored Lhamu’s whispered question for a moment, peering out from the hallway into the central chamber. Once Kater had put the helm on she had scampered back there to protect Lhamu, expecting that the old man would fail to master Terminus just as Tanira had.

      To her shock, the Dragons including Terminus had fallen under Kater’s control quickly, the old man not even showing a strain.

      She had expected him to talk to her, either to boast of his victory or even to have one of the Dragons attack her, but he had quickly climbed onto the back of Terminus and led the group of them out, flying down the long entry hallway and out the huge red doors and into the sky.

      “We look for our friends,” Nima said, taking a few steps into the room.

      What else could they do?

      There was rubble everywhere, as well as the shredded corpse of the Weight, ripped in two and thrown throughout the hall. She took her brown cloak off, not caring about the cold as she covered Tanira’s bloodied body with it, wanting to preserve her dignity as well as shield Lhamu from the sight.

      She allowed one more sigh as she took Lhamu’s hand and they began walking delicately around the many boulders and rubble from the ceiling. Tanira’s death was too angering to dwell on, she needed to find out if the others were all right.

      Nima was only a few steps into the hallway when she heard a familiar grunt, a hand pushing stone out of its way as it pushed up from a deep crater in the floor.

      “Drew!” Nima ran forward, her friend slowly crawling out of a large hole that had been burrowed in the center of the hallway. She ran toward the edge of the crater, putting out one hand, which Drew clasped weakly.

      “Thank you,” he said, his breathing labored. He had several cuts and bruises on his face and he was damp with perspiration. “Thanks, little sister. I thought we were all goners there.”

      On the opposite wall of the hole, she saw Upala struggling to climb out as well. With a nod from Nima, Lhamu rushed to the other side to give the woman assistance. Nima helped Drew onto the stone floor of the hallway, pushing away debris so he could lie down. His hands immediately went to his side where the Thread had injured him on the bridge.

      Leaving Drew on the stone to recover, Nima ran over to the form of white fur she could see lying under some of the rubble. The Speaker’s large paw clenched and unclenched as it grasped the stone. As she got closer she saw both of the Yeti’s legs were free, but its back and head were pinned under a large section of the ceiling. 

      She grabbed the bottom of the stone, knowing she couldn’t lift it but unsure of what else to do. She grunted, surprised when a deep voice came weakly from under the rock.

      “Arrived, you cannot,” he paused to cough, the sound reminding Nima of a cat that once lived on their farm. “You cannot move that. If I may have water?”

      Nima remembered the small canteen still tied to her belt. She pulled the nearly empty vessel, a few drops of water still sloshing around inside. Sliding it under the rock, the Speaker’s large paw gripped it and took it from her. She listened as he emptied the bottle. 

      “I would stand back, please,” he said. Nima scurried away quickly, preparing for the massive Yeti to lift the stone slab off himself. Instead there was a puff of lavender smoke and the ceiling section fell to the hallway floor with a massive crash. 

      The Speaker’s form appeared a few feet away from Nima, lying down as if he had been there all along. He had a large wound on one side of his chest, but it did not impair him from sitting up.

      “I am well, Arrived,” he said. “More well than the Altered. You should tend to him.”

      Nima couldn’t remember who Altered was supposed to be, but she was glad the Yeti wasn’t more badly injured. She ran back to Drew, kneeling alongside him as he was trying to sit up. Nima scooted her legs underneath his neck, gently forcing his head back down onto her lap.

      “We heard some of what happened,” he said. She dabbed at his forehead with her cloak, trying to wipe away some of the sweat and blood. “Is there any chance Tanira-”

      “No,” Nima said, shaking her head. “She’s gone.”

      “I thought so.” His face showed her he understood, because Drew always seemed to understand her. “I know it was complicated between you, but it sounds like she tried to do what was right in the end.”

      “For all the good it did, yeah. She tried.” She shuddered as she thought of Tanira, her skull crumbling in her hands. Destroyed by the strain. “Now Kater has the helm.”

      “As bad as that sounds,” Drew said, propping up on one elbow with a grunt, “and it’s bad, it might have been worse. If not for Tanira and Kater I’m pretty sure those Dragons would have taken us all down. At least they are on someone’s leash. Maybe Upala can reason with him.”

      Upala walked over, kneeled beside Drew and kissed him lightly. She appeared less injured than him, though she still bore a few cuts and bruises. 

      “I wish that were true,” Upala said with a heavy sigh. “My brother, he has never really listened to me or to anyone. Beyond his boasts I am unsure of what he even intends to do.”

      “I doubt it will be good for the Rakhum down there,” Drew said. “They created the Line, with people from both Rogek Shad and Nalam Wast. Kater mentioned people being punished.”

      Nima thought back to her talk with Kater as they climbed Ish Kalum, his views on what constituted a hero and that it mostly involved winning. In Kater’s mind, the hero wrote the story. She stood, looking out toward the door the led back to Ish Rav Partha.

      What would Kater do with the power of Terminus and the other Dragons behind him?

      “Well, we’ve got to go stop him,” Nima said. She turned to face the others. They looked back at her with tired eyes, wounded expressions. “Right? We’ve got to make this right.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, little sister, but. . . It’s the how. It’s not really clear to me how we do that. We gave this our best shot, and that was just against Tanira.”

      Nima looked down, remembering her view of Tanira’s blotched and bloodied face, her mind shattered by the strain of trying to control Terminus. 

      Drew sat up, taking Nima’s hand.

      “Look, I’m sorry. Just . . . we can’t go rushing off here. We have to think this through, make a good plan. I don’t want to see anyone else getting hurt.”

      “Like Merin?” Nima asked, her frustration growing. Drew always wanted to keep everyone safe. “Like her children? Trillip? None of them know what we do, and none of them can do what you two can.” She pointed at Drew and Upala, then nodded toward the Yeti. “Or him. Do you think Kater is going to forget about the Yeti, Speaker? Or if he loses control, do you think that Terminus monster is going to allow anyone to live?”

      “Nima,” Upala said, her palm rubbing her forehead as she looked around the chamber, as if answers might be written on the stone walls.  “Of course we have to help, it is just… going down there without a plan would be handing victory to Kater or the Dragons. Whoever we face, we have to be ready. You are not wrong, but we are all hurt. Injured. Exhausted.”

      “You’re not wrong either,” Nima said. “Except you are. We don’t have time to be hurt, we don’t have time to be injured or to plan. The people down there can’t afford our injuries.” She pointed out the door, leading out into the mountain. “The problem is out there, not in here!”

      Nima walked away from the group, headed toward the open doors. She understood how the others felt, they were hurt and had lost hope. She didn’t blame them, but that didn’t change what she needed to do. Even if she had to do it alone.

      “Well, we can’t just stay here,” she said to the cold air. “I can’t just stay here.” She looked out at the sun, heading lower in the sky. At this height, she’d be lucky to descend Ish Rav Partha by nightfall. Rogek Shad sat right at the foot of the mountain, for all the help Nima might be. What could she expect to do?

      More than I can do here, she reminded herself. Nima took a step forward, only to feel a hand on her shoulder.

      “You were not going without me?” Lhamu asked. “There are people there who need help, and we’re going to help them, right?”

      “We are going to help them,” Drew said. “We’ll figure it out.” He had pulled himself to his feet and limped over, his arm around Upala’s shoulders for support.

      The Speaker walked behind them, a white wall of fur. Even his face seemed to wear an expression of determination.

      “If you aim to descend the mountain, I have recovered my strength,” the Speaker said, crystals on his back glowing through his fur. “If you further aim to oppose the Trusted and the Dragons, you will find me at your side.”

      “I do not know what aid we can offer,” Upala added. “Any of us, against such power and darkness. Yet, as you remind me Nima, we cannot stay here. Here we will help no one.”

      “When people need help, you help them,” Lhamu said, smiling. “That’s what good people do.”

      Nima laughed. The sound felt good, the sudden feeling of joy in defiance of the dark prospects ahead of them. Drew chuckled, putting his free arm around her. Lhamu looked between the two of them and giggled.

      “If we die tomorrow,” Nima said, smiling. “We’ll be glad we laughed today.” Her phrase was as true now as when she had first said it to Wanda, what seemed like lifetimes ago. They had no plan and very little chance of succeeding, yet as friends they would brave the mountain of their future together and let Chomolungma decide their fate.
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      Nima gulped in a huge helping of air as the Speaker materialized with her under one massive arm and Drew under the other, placing them in the shadows of an alley in Nalam Wast, not far from the bridge between the two communities. As it had been before, the city once under Kater’s control seemed deserted, but they could hear the sounds of the crowd on the Rogek Shad side. 

      Next to her, Drew was down on one knee, trying to regain his breath. For a westerner, Nima and Pasang had always been impressed with how Drew handled the lower oxygen of Nepal, but it wasn’t the same as being Sherpa. She knew he would be all right in a moment. 

      Something damp brushed against her arm. She looked down to see she was in contact with the Speaker’s fur.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      Nima looked up at the Speaker, the Yeti staring up the side of Ish Rav Partha where Upala and Lhamu waited for his return. 

      “We are all bleeding, Arrived,” he said. “It is not a mortal wound, and the pain is manageable. I shall return as soon as I can with the Foretold and the Sentenced.”  

      Drew nodded, slapping the Yeti’s big furry leg with his hand. Nima supposed that was intended to convey thanks, though she doubted the Speaker understood. The Yeti gave no attention to the gesture, vanishing in a cloud of purple mist.

      “Stay here and catch your breath, Drew. I’m going to go see what’s going on.”

      An unexpected advantage of travel by Yeti was that Drew couldn’t speak, so he couldn’t tell her to stop. Nima ran down the alley, peeking around the side of one of the buildings, where she caught a good view of the bridge.

      Terminus stood in the river on the far side of the bridge, the deep water only coming to the dark Dragon’s knees as it rushed around him. Overflow from the river started to lap up against the stone walls on either side, as the current sloshed around its enormous form. Nima could see two other Dragons on the bridge, the Thread and the Voice. There was no sign of the Worm, though she supposed it could be underground.

      There was a huge crowd gathered on the far side of the bridge, Nima guessed there were hundreds of people there in Rogek Shad, forming a big circle around the entrance. Kater stood toward the center, almost in the same place as Drew had been when he was attacked. 

      The Thread was still as a statue as he stood on the span of the bridge behind Kater with his head down. The Voice twitched its neck and moved its wings frequently, much more so than Nima had seen it do when Tanira wore the Helm. The embedded crystals also glowed brightly when Tanira had worn it, where they were fairly dim now.

      “Rakhums! People of Nalam Wast and Rogek Shad. I am among you again!” Kater spread his arms out wide, the frayed edges of his red robes blowing in the slight breeze.

      “Oh brother,” Drew said in Nima’s ear. She had not heard him sneak up behind her. “The old bastard has got to be loving this.”

      Kater paced the center of the bridge, keeping his hands wide as he addressed the gathered crowd. Nima wondered how much choice that crowd had in assembling.

      “I have returned to you in this hour, as I have always told you I would. A hero, a conqueror of these demons of the air who would devour you.” Kater paused, Nima thinking he was probably waiting for cheers. She was sure the only reason anyone listened was because they were afraid of the Dragons.

      “Today will be the first day in a new dawn, no more a split community! Reunification! A shared existence of Rakhum under my guidance and protection. Now all shall be Nalam Wast!”

      “But first, we must dispose of those who would stand against me. I asked you all, when I came on the back of the great Dragon Terminus himself - who among you would not swear fealty to me. Sadly, some of you resisted. But I shall not punish those who resisted me. I expect they will learn their error in time. I will only punish those first two to come forward. Bring out your prisoners!”

      Nima watched two large men wade through the crowd, each bearing one smaller struggling person. She could not yet see through the crowd the prisoner’s faces, but she had a bad feeling about who they would be.

      “How can he already have people working for him? Don’t they hate him?”

      Drew sighed. “Didn’t Shamsher hate Jang? When people are afraid, they will do a lot to protect themselves.”

      The two men pulled their charges out from the crowd, Nima seeing the faces she was worried they would be. Merin and Trillip.

      “Do not bow down to this man,” Merin was yelling. “He is no god!” Standing unsteadily next to her, Trillip stared defiantly at Kater through a mask of bandages.

      Nima was already moving, turning back down the alley to find the best path to the bridge. 

      “Examples only!” Kater yelled, his voice bouncing off the empty buildings of Nalam Wast. “These two stand in the way of the future, the way of a unified Rakhum society! I beg of you to remember this day. As the sun sets over the mountain, and sets upon the insurrection of these two, it will rise tomorrow on a . . . a new tomorrow for you all!”

      “I guess Kater didn’t have all of that speech worked out,” Drew said from behind her.

      She could hear the worry in Drew’s voice despite his joke. He labored behind her as they ran down the side streets. She now wished the Speaker had placed them closer. 

      “Take the prisoner!” Nima heard Kater say. His voice was much louder, they were getting close. She ran between the buildings, headed toward the bridge as one empty gray structure after another blurred by her. They likely had no real chance to save their friends, but it didn’t matter, they weren’t going to watch them die.

      She cleared the last building, turning the corner and began running up the long slope of the bridge. Her breath came to her in deep gasps now, exhaustion finally threatening to set in.

      She could just make out the red-robed form of Kater, Trillip and Merin at the center of the bridge with the two guards. The Thread and Voice had moved to the Rogek Shad side of the bridge, Nima could only see the tops of their heads. Terminus loomed above them all, twin heads looking down.

      “Dragon!” Kater said, pointing at Terminus while Merin struggled against the two men holding her. “Consume them!”

      One of Terminus’s two necks bent down the level of the bridge, the enormous head arcing past Merin and coming to rest so it looked down at Kater. Its voice was deep and filled with something Nima had not expected. Amusement.

      “No,” Terminus said. “I think not.”

      Nima froze, the back of her neck suddenly turning to ice. Drew stopped right behind her.

      “Do as I command!” Kater said, pointing in Terminus’ direction. In front of him, Merin laughed while the two men held her arms. 

      “You, command me?” The slight hint of mirth came into Terminus’s thunderous voice. “The Rakhum girl was stronger than you. Resisting you was hardly an effort. Yet I hoped it would be a worthwhile diversion to see the desires of your heart, Manad Vhan. You disappoint me.”

      “Oh, shit,” Drew said from behind Nima.

      Kater leaned forward, appearing to try and will his control onto Terminus. The light from his Helm was as dim as before, nowhere near as bright as it had been when Tanira had worn it. 

      “Subjects,” Terminus said. “Consume them. All of them.”
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      Drew pushed a frustrated sigh past his teeth. Predictably, Kater had taken a bad situation and made it worse. Just as predictably, the old bastard wasn’t about to take the problem lying down.

      No sooner did Terminus order his subjects to attack the Rakhum but Kater launched a barrage of fire at Terminus, actually managing to drive the massive Dragon back.

      It was only for a moment, Drew was sure, but it gave them an opening. Merin and Trillip, seeing their opportunity had run across the bridge through the scattering crowd to join Drew and Nima.

      Drew gaped for a moment as Terminus grasped at Kater with his claws, but the Manad Vhan was able to bring up his shield in time.

      He pulled himself away from the spectacle. The Voice was already swooping down toward the streets of Rogek Shad, while a fresh crater in the ground was the only evidence of the Worm he could see. The Thread as well had vanished.

      Nima, Merin, and Trillip had gathered around him. He didn’t wait for anyone to ask him what to do this time. Drew accepted these were his moments, where the quick decisions needed to be made. He just wished the Speaker would hurry up and get back here with Upala.

      “Look, Kater’s got a better chance against that monster than any of us would. He’s at least keeping him busy. Merin, Trillip - we’ve got to get your people to safety. Is there anywhere you can lead them?”

      “Either Nalam Wast or back to the Yeti caves.” Merin whirled around, a large crash coming behind them where Terminus had thrown the shield ball that contained Kater. Drew held his breath for a moment, only to see flame jet out from the rubble. Despite all the tension, he laughed. Kater was still kicking.

      “Yeti caves it is, I would say,” Trillip said. “But I do not know if they will accept us.”

      “We will convince them,” Merin said, giving Trillip a pat on the shoulder. “I think they like me.”

      “Fair enough.” Trillip began running towards Nalam Wast, Merin right behind him.

      “We will round up all we can and send them to the caves!” He yelled back to Drew.

      Drew watched Merin and Trillip head away from the bridge and into Nalam Wast. He recalled Trillip’s gully shortcut across the river and nodded. Better than crossing the bridge.

      There was another loud crash of stone and fire which covered the sound of the Speaker appearing in front of them with Upala and Lhamu. The young Caenolan girl immediately ran to Nima, while Upala took a moment to collect her breath.

      “Drew,” Upala said, gasping. “What. What has. . .” she trailed off, looking behind her at the scene by the bridge. “Oh.”

      “Right,” Drew said. “Look I know you’re exhausted, but you’re the least hurt of any of us. You and I have got to get over to Rogek Shad and try to deal with the Voice. Speaker, I know we’ve asked a lot of you but can you get us over there?”

      Drew’s injury on his side chose that moment to flare up, but he bit his lip and kept the pain inside.

      Not now, dammit.

      The Speaker nodded once. “When I am expended, I will let you know.”

      “Drew,” Nima said. “What about us? Me and Lhamu?”

      “She can talk telepathically to the Speaker, so try and keep an eye on Kater and the big guy there.” Drew knelt next to Nima, tapping her upper chest with his finger. “An eye on him, little sister. Stay out of harm’s way.”

      “Of course I will,” she said with a smile. She was pulling away. Drew was sure her mind was already ten steps away from here, jumping without looking like always.

      Not this time.

      With gentle pressure, he held on to her shoulders.

      “No,” Drew said, shaking his head. His eyes threatened to water over as he looked down at her.

      “Not so fast. Take this seriously, Nima. You could die here, you know? And I …” his voice choked up. He took another breath, trying to put images of Dragons out of his mind. “I need you to be alive. You understand me?”

      He watched her face, unsure of how she would react. Her grin never wavered, but he saw tears in her eyes to match his own. She threw her arms around him, the tightest hug she had ever given him.

      Her whispered words were almost too quiet for him to hear.

      “I’ll do my best, Drew.” Her lips pressed against his cheek. “I love you.”

      She released him and took Lhamu’s hand, the pair of them running off down the alley toward the direction of the battle between Kater and Terminus.

      “You sure?” Upala said, still gulping air. “You sure sending them. Is a good idea?”

      “No,” Drew said, fear running through him like a virus, “But we could use the view of what’s going on there. Plus keeping Nima out of trouble wouldn’t be possible anyway. I’ll just pray she keeps herself in one piece.”

      He stood, giving Upala a quick embrace. She groaned, giving voice to all the aches and pains she had gained.

      “I feel about the same,” he said. “I’ve got a hundred massages waiting for you when this is over.”

      She gave him a quick kiss, a brief second of electricity.

      “I will hold you to that, Drew Adley.”

      Drew turned back toward the Speaker. The Yeti appeared slightly fatigued, which to Drew meant he was likely exhausted. They all needed more time, but this was all the time they could take.

      “Ok, we are ready if you are.”

      As the big, furry arms of the Yeti wrapped around them, Drew held his breath. He knew the next sight he would see would be combat with the Voice. He could only hope to be ready, and tried not to think about all the people who depended on him.
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        * * *

      

      When the world flashed back into focus, the first thing Upala saw was blood. She dropped to the ground, her chest heaving for air from the strange effects of Yeti teleportation. With her hands and knees in the dirt, she scanned the scene of torn tents, smashed wooden poles, and too many body parts.

      How many people had died here? Five? Ten? It was horrific, bile rising in her throat at the sheer injustice of it all. All of this, because of her and her brother.

      A fierce, angry cry rang through the air, letting her know the Voice was close. She got to one knee, looking around to get her bearings. They were on the outskirts of Rogek Shad, a large field built right on the edge of the great mountain, where the pollen kites were often tied off to take advantage of the winds. The field should be filled with dozens of tents and yurts, hundreds of farmers.

      Now it looked like a warzone, a maelstrom of unmoving bodies and shattered homes, with the whirling, screeching golden form of the Voice at its center. It tore through a small, wooden structure, perhaps a former windmill, attacking it as if it were the Dragon’s prey. It moved more like weather than a beast, spinning and thrashing in a dervish of claws and occasional fire.

      “Good lord,” Drew said, next to her. “What the hell could we do against that?”

      The exhausted Speaker sat behind him, the first time she had even seen the beast sit.

      All around them, Rakhum scattered and ran. Some ran toward the center of Rogek Shad, others toward the open plains. A few even ran toward the foothills of Ish Rav Partha, the great mountain rising strikingly right above them.

      She looked up at the snowy face of the mountain, huge fields of fresh, white powder from the previous day’s storms.

      “Drew,” she called quickly. “Nima told me you can detect snowfalls. Like when the snowslicks happened to us.”

      Drew shrugged his shoulders.

      “Avalanches? Yeah, I guess.” He followed her gaze, then looked down the mountain. He saw what she did, the beast would be right in the path.

      “Can you keep that thing here?” he asked.

      She was already walking toward the Voice. It was here, tearing through the small, wooden building. Where would it go next? Could we follow it again?

      They had to strike now, finish this now.

      She reached inside herself, tapping what remained of her energy. Her guilt sparked a new passion within her.

      These were her people, all around her. Rakhums of both cities, now fleeing in terror. With her brother’s help, she had put them in this position.

      It was time for someone to take responsibility. She would deliver them from this, or die trying.

      “I can keep the Voice here,” she said. “I will. Just get up there, if the Speaker can take you. Bring the mountain down on this thing. I will trap it here inside my shield, then drop it right before the snow hits. If we are lucky, it will be buried.”

      “What about you?” Drew asked, concern all over his brow.

      She had not thought that far, but perhaps something would come to her. In case it did not, she threw her arms around his neck, kissing him passionately.

      “I will think of something.”

      “Make sure you do,” he said. He smiled at her, a false gesture to hide the worry.  “We’ve got plans, remember.”

      “Yes,” she said. “We do indeed. Now get moving!” She turned him around, giving him a smack on his backside and pushing him toward the Speaker.

      The big Yeti was already standing, though he was a bit hunched. Upala guessed he had overheard their plan, and like the others, he was digging inside him to find more energy.

      She turned around in time to see the Voice shatter the remains of the windmill, flipping and arching on its back as it rolled through the wooden debris. She heard the slight pop of the Speaker’s porting magic as he and Drew disappeared.

      Upala ran toward the golden Dragon, yelling at it with all her might. She wished she could call fire into her hands as Kater and Drew seemed to be able to do at this altitude, but her shield would have to do.

      She closed the distance between herself and the beast, its golden head now turning in her direction. She would find a way, she told herself. For all she had failed to do for the Rakhum in the past, Upala would find a way to keep this creature from hurting anyone else, even if the last person it killed was her.
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        * * *

      

      “Kater’s losing.”

      Lhamu’s voice came from Nima’s right, where they were huddled behind the small stone wall, the battle between the Dragon and the Manad Vhan having ripped through Nalam Wast and now back to the bridge where it began. Between the blasts of fire from Kater, the roars from Terminus and the booming sounds of destruction all around them, the river’s noise had been all but drowned out.

      Lhamu was right. Nima had been amazed at how well Kater had been able to fight off the huge Dragon, driving the beast backward with repeated strikes with his fire, seeming to know the best places to hurt Terminus.

      Yet each wound Kater inflicted healed back in a few moments, just like she had seen Drew do. Every time the Dragon pierced Kater’s shield and landed a claw or blow though, they stayed.

      Kater stood in the middle of the bridge, Nima and Lhamu creeping around the alley and back to the side. He stood, and his shield was up, but she could tell he was dazed. He reminded Nima of a climber who had been hit with altitude sickness, as he kept looking around himself like he was lost.

      Terminus ran up the river, pounding on all fours with both heads pointed right at Kater. Nima could see the beast was going to dive right into him.

      Kater stared in confusion at the charging monster like he didn’t understand what it was. He looked at his hand, a small flame forming in his palm. His crimson shield winked out, and he simply stood there.

      “Kater!” Nima yelled. There was no more time for hiding, no matter what Drew told her to do. If Kater dies, how can we stop this thing? 

      “Kater, look out!” she yelled as she ran towards him, dodging fallen debris and rubble in the street. “Your shield!”

      The old man still stood there, just waiting to be killed. Nima ran forward, the light growing dark as the huge shadow of the Dragon came toward them.

      She dove with her arms out, knocking Kater down as the mass of Terminus passed just inches over their heads. It glided by with a roar, crashing into the river on the other side of the bridge.

      She looked at him, his eyes were open but they weren’t looking at anything. His mouth just opened and shut, like he was trying to talk but no words came out. Lhamu scooted up next to her, as the ground shook from the huge Dragon landing on the other side of the bridge.

      It would be back upon them in seconds, she had to get Kater out of sight before Terminus saw them.

      Nima stood, grabbing the tattered remains of Kater’s red cloak and began yanking the man toward Nalam Wast. Lhamu took a handful of his clothes as well, though Nima was surprised at how light and easy to pull Kater was.

      They scrambled to the other side of the bridge, quickly moving the mumbling Manad Vhan into the nearest abandoned building, propping the old man up in a seated position against the wall.

      She slapped him once, hard, in the face.

      “Nima!” Lhamu yelped, surprised.

      Kater gave no reaction, still staring off into the blackness of the shadows in the small stone building.

      “You hide from me, Manad Vhan?” Terminus’ voice shook Nima’s bones as it vibrated into the city. The Dragon sounded angry and much too close. “Where is your bravado now?”

      She could feel the thunder of its approach as it crawled out of the river. She pictured it pushing its way into Nalam Wast, buildings crumbling at its feet. It might crush all three of them and never even know they were there.

      “Perhaps you are defeated,” Terminus boomed. “Perhaps I should leave you for dead and return to destroying the feebleness you have built here. Erasing your city as I have erased you.”

      Panic filled her heart like a flood. No! Terminus has to stay here! Merin and Trillip needed more time to evacuate the Rakhum. Drew and Upala would have their hands full with the other Dragons, they couldn’t fight Terminus too.

      “Kater!” she whispered, violently shaking him. He continued to look broken, a shattered version of the man she had seen confidently fight Tanira and the Thread. As useless as a frayed rope.

      She released him, letting him slump forward. She stood, Lhamu looking up at her with terror in her eyes, the light from her headcrystal nearly blinding.

      “Make sure the Speaker knows about this,” Nima said. “Stay safe and stay hidden. And keep trying to wake Kater up.”

      “What?” Lhamu cried, looking up at Nima in confusion. “Why, what are you doing?”

      Nima didn’t have an answer for her. She hated leaving Lhamu like this, but there was no other choice.

      She ran toward the door. Her heart was pounding in her chest, her whole body shivered with a cold sweat, borne of the terror that ran through her.

      She had known fear before. On Everest, on other mountains, facing Vihrut, yet it was nothing like this. Outside the door it felt like Death itself waited for her. This was no game, no adventure.

      “Nima, where are you going? You’ll be killed!”

      “Out there,” Nima said, her voice catching a bit. She couldn’t look at Lhamu, it would be too hard to leave if she did. “I’ve got to keep Terminus busy.”

      Somehow.

      People were in trouble after all, and helping was what good people did.
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      Drew walked carefully across the top layer of rocks and ice, his boots crunching on the thin coating of frozen stone.

      Just inches below him lay a massive, long plain of snow, angled and flat. It was perfectly set for an avalanche, just as Upala had thought.

      When he first saw it, Drew was actually surprised it hadn’t fallen already. As it had turned out, this particular snow field was stubborn, right when he needed it not to be.

      He traced the flow’s likely path down Ish Rav Partha, pushing his tired brain to make his best guess. There was no way to be completely sure the direction the avalanche would take, but he was confident it would be large enough that being exact wouldn’t matter. 

      Big enough to bury a Dragon alive?

      Directly down the mountain beneath him he could see a golden thrashing form that had to be the Voice. Whirling through scorched fields, it was surrounded by wooden wreckage and small, unmoving red spots blotching the landscape. One tiny, darker dot ran toward it, while dozens of others scattered away in fear.

      Upala. With no fire to attack the beast with. . . No, he pushed his mind away. He had a job to do, he couldn’t afford to worry, not even for her.

      Fire hadn’t helped him much either. He had attempted to trigger the avalanche by using the magical flames from his hands, but had only succeeded in melting the snow.

      Maybe if I had more practice. Still in his experience, you needed a good vibration to get the snow moving. Of course, he had never tried to stare an avalanche before.

      Guess I’ll do this the old-fashioned way. 

      He gave the Speaker a glance. Sitting cross-legged in snow above him, the Yeti was no longer trying to hide his exhaustion, though he had refused to offer any details. As long as the Speaker could get him back down to Upala once the avalanche had begun, maybe there’d be a chance for them all to rest after this.

      The snowfield gleamed red and yellow with the approaching sunset. Waiting for his touch. He crossed his fingers on both hands, holding them up to the sky.

      “Give me a little luck here, Artie.” 

      Bringing both of his hands down onto the top of the snow, Drew pounded into it with as loud a roar as he could muster, ice flying off his gloves and back into his eyes. He then instinctively covered his face with his forearms and listened for the roar.

      He heard the distant, faint screech of the Voice below him. He heard the wind whipping around the field of snow and the far-off call of a bird. That was it.

      Ok, no problem. No need to panic.

      He shuffled to his left, moving away from the area he had attacked, giving himself about ten feet more. He pulled in as much air as he could into his lungs, freezing the inside of himself, and then with a yell brought both of his fists down again.

      Again, the snow flying into his face was the only result.

      “Can you not trigger it?” the Speaker’s tired voice came faintly.

      Drew ignored him, shuffling to his left again. Despite his best efforts, he took a quick peek down below, seeing Upala’s shield being battered by the Voice. At least she had gotten its attention.

      Panic and fear rose inside him. She was down there risking her life and he was failing. She wouldn’t hold out for long against that thing.

      Come on, Adley!

      “Come on you bastard!”

       A third time he pounded into the snow. There was a slight crack that ran through the surface of the field, a small section about five feet across breaking away in a sheet, but it slid to a halt about ten feet down.

      Dammit! 

      The angle wasn’t steep enough, the snow had cooled down too much. It needed a bigger impact than his fists, or likely even the big fists of the Speaker could make.

      A bigger impact.

      Jumping before Drew could lose his nerve, he dove over the rocky area he had been using to shield himself from the snowfield, landing directly on the top of the field itself. The snow was deep and powdery, he sank quickly. 

      Just as quickly, the vibration he hoped for ran through him, a shudder that tumbled him forward. It turned into a thunderous shaking as the top sheet of the snow let loose from the denser lower section and the whole field began its descent down the mountain, carrying Drew along with it.

      He focused as he spun and twisted, able to push a shield around himself in a sphere, making himself just a ball of energy that he hoped would ride along with the wave of snow. Provided he could keep himself focused enough to maintain his concentration, even as he was battered about his protective sphere like popcorn in a kettle.

      Spinning head over tail, his bubble of energy worked itself toward the surface of the avalanche, flashing glimpses of the darkening sky between walls of white. It wasn’t enough to get his balance, Drew felt ready to vomit all over the inside of his shield if he didn’t stop moving soon.

      He could only hope that Upala had found a way to get the Voice in position, and that the Speaker had enough sense to get down there and get her out.

      Only at that moment did he realize he had left himself no way to escape this situation. The air in his shield would run out eventually, and if he ended up in the deep end of a mountain of snow, he’d be dead long before they found him.

      Using his fire to try and melt a path out would likely just bring more snow down upon him, burying him further.

      As long as Upala and the others were safe, it would be worth it. Regrets still jostled inside him, thoughts of unfinished plans and fences unmended. Images of Nima, Upala and his father tumbled through his mind in an avalanche of their own.

      Drew rolled down the mountain within the roaring wave of snow he had created, wishing he believed in something he could pray to.

      The thunder of the avalanche rolled on, though now he could hear a new sound mixed with it. It sounded like the roar of an animal, though it was muffled by the snow and his shield. 

      He saw just a glimpse of a shape, just for a moment. Something other than snow and ice outside his crimson energy, a wall of flesh, pink and pale, with faint scales and the hint of a dark eye. Then the sound again, unmistakably a roar.

      The Worm was within the avalanche.
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        * * *

      

      Upala ducked just in time to avoid a swipe from the Voice’s claws.

      She had only a blink of an eye to look up at the slopes of Ish Rav Partha, hoping to see signs of Drew’s avalanche. The Voice screeched again, and Upala threw up an energy barrier between them just in time. 

      It had been using its piercing cry as a weapon, a wall of sound that vibrated against her shield. Each time it hit the energy, cracks would form across the surface of her protection, forcing her to drop the barrier and reform it whole.

      Her shield shattered, the remaining force of the Voice’s cry driving her off her feet. She flew backward, landing hard on a piece of wooden debris. The beast charged after her anew, a golden blur of movement that leaped into the air, sharp claws poised for her flesh. 

      Upala reached inside to for more mystic energy, but could not find her focus. Rolling to her right, she managed to avoid a full strike but cried out as one of the claw sliced into her right side, drawing blood. 

      The beast tumbled past her as she struggled to her feet. Its uncoordinated mania was likely keeping her alive. The Voice seemed so far gone it was incapable of strategic thinking. 

      A spark of hope lit inside her. Its seeming insanity could be her advantage.

      She was smart, much smarter than this beast, yet she had been playing to its strengths. Trying to fight it when she was clearly outmatched. She didn’t need to defeat it, she just needed to keep it here.

      She ran, the pain of the cold air on her sliced arm bringing her clarity. She hadn’t picked a direction, she knew the pollen-kite fields well enough that what she needed was bound to be available in any direction. She had heard Merin mention the kiters used long stone tunnels to seek shelter in during the wind-dervish season.

      Upala saw one not far to her left. Circular and made of stone, the opening looked high enough for her to run into, but she’d have to crouch. The Voice couldn’t fit its body in, but it would likely be able to fit its neck and head.

      It would have to do.

      The Voice roared, charging after Upala. She threw her shield up behind and over herself, crafting it not as a sphere but a half dome, just enough to keep the Dragon off her while still allowing her to run. 

      She felt the jarring impact of the Dragon against her barrier, but she held it firm and kept running.

      Upala ran toward the tunnel, the opening revealing a space large enough for several pollen farmers to hide from the winds. Concentrating, she gave her shield a shove backward, ramming it into the Dragon’s snout. She heard its frustrated grunt at the impact.

      Good. She needed it angry, really angry for this to work. 

      She charged into the tunnel with the Voice right behind. Once inside, she heard the inhalation from the beast she had hoped for. She only hoped she would survive it.

      The Voice let loose a terrifying screech, the stones of the structure cracking and shaking with its power.

      The tunnel amplified the sound tenfold, enhancing its strength and echoing it back all around them. The wave of noise and force crashed into Upala like a thunderclap, lifting her into the air and launching her down the remaining length of the tunnel. 

      She burst out the far end of the stone tube with a grunt, her ears filled with a ringing that drowned out all other sound. Upala crawled on her hands and knees, her head spinning. She felt her mouth filling with fluid, she spat blood all over the dirt and snow. Collapsing to the ground, she rolled onto her side, looking back through the tunnel at her opponent.

      The Voice lay on its side, shaking its head back and forth with frantic movements, clawing at the top of its skull. Upala could see blood where it had dug grooves into its flesh, she guessed trying to clear the same ringing that had wiped out her own hearing.

      The Dragon twisted upside down as it rolled in pain, Upala beginning to hope that she had gained the upper hand.

      The Voice’s eyes then locked on hers and its claws froze as it stared at her. A cold chill ran down her back as the Dragon unraveled its long, golden body and regain its footing, never breaking its gaze upon her.

      Upala scrambled to her feet, throwing a shield up above her as the beast leapt over the tunnel and crashed into her, knocking them both back down to the ground.

      Still deaf, save for the harsh whine in her ears, she scrambled forward on her hands and knees, the Voice’s claws shooting out and raking across her back . 

      Upala let out a cry of pain she could not hear, noticing the trembling of the ground underneath her belly. Upala looked up as the vibrations quickly grew to a quake.

      The attacks from the Voice ceased suddenly, she suspected it saw what she had seen.

      A wall of snow thundered down the mountain straight at them both, it would be on them in moments. She tried to stand, but her torn legs refused to hold her, and she toppled back to the ground. Behind her, the Voice let out a shriek of fear as it began weakly pushing its wings, willing itself into the air to escape the eminent threat.

      She watched, feeling helpless as the Dragon began lifting itself toward safety, leaving Upala trapped in the path of the avalanche that was supposed to trap them both. Now it would only leave Upala and her failure buried underneath the snow.
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      As the world tumbled around him, Drew struggled to keep his frustration and fear under control.

      He grunted as he was again slammed into the side of the bubble he had created, his shield not only keeping him riding along with the descending avalanche, but protecting him from the repeated attacks of the Worm.

      Like slamming into the metal bulkheads of a ship during high seas, it was a painful process. Sometimes he’d get his arms up in time, but if he did not his head usually took the brunt.

      There was no time to worry about Upala, or if the avalanche would be headed toward its intended target at the foot of Ish Rav Partha. It took all of Drew’s attention just to keep himself alive.

      Spiraling all around him was a dizzying mix of light and dark, tumbling endlessly. The sunlight would streak in when he would briefly emerge at the top of the thundering river of snow, only to be plunged back into its depths.

      All throughout, the Worm cruised through the snow as if it were water, repeatedly ramming into Drew’s shield in an attempt to get to him.

      With each impact from the Dragon, the energy barrier lost some of its strength, forcing Drew to shrink it just a little more to keep it from collapsing. He struggled to keep himself upright, and with each of the Worm’s strikes he was losing more focus. 

      Something needed to give. He’d either lose his concentration and be buried by the avalanche or allow the Worm to batter him about until he took one hit too many. 

      If it wants me, I guess I’ll let it have me. 

      Drew waited, trying to sense the slight change in pressure and light that came with rising to the top of the snow. Another strike from the Worm, this time from his right side. He flew toward the left side of his bubble, crying out as his injured back slammed into the barrier.

      He felt the change in his ears he waited for, not unlike when he’d driven his old car up the hilly roads of Oregon. That pressure and pop inside his head, the darkness of the snow suddenly giving way to a bright, brilliant light. 

      The Dragon surfaced out of the avalanche right underneath him, giving Drew the chance he had been waiting for.

      He allowed the crimson energy of his shield to dissolve,  feeling the sudden hit of the cold air as the snow pounded down the mountain underneath him. 

      He dove down through the air towards the beast, the broad, pink-and-white mottled back of the Worm directly underneath him. Calling fire to his hands as he fell, he focused as best he could on keeping the flame hot but close to his palms and fingers.

      He reached out for the Dragon’s scales, hoping for a little of that luck that favored Nima so often. 

      As soon as his fingertips grazed the dry skin of the beast, he turned up the heat and pushed with his fingers as hard as he could. He was rewarded with a melting sensation as his flaming hand sank into the beast up to his wrist. He twisted his other arm around, repeating the process with the same results. 

      The Worm let out a muffled roar of as Drew held on for his life, both of his arms now embedded in the Dragon up to his elbows, his legs wrapped around the beast’s back for what little stability they could add.

      The Dragon dove back into the avalanche, Drew pulling as much air into his lungs as he could as it submerged. He had no idea if he could hold on while the Worm surfed through the river of snow, but if he couldn’t he supposed it wouldn’t matter for long. 

      His forearms were wet and warm, the thick and bulky flesh of the Worm pushing against his skin and helping him hold on while the beast twisted and turned through the snow. Keeping his head down as the powder pulsed around him, Drew could feel the pressure building in his lungs. He figured he had a minute of air left, maybe two. 

      He pushed new fire into his hands, lancing it away from his fingers like swords, piercing the interior of the Dragon. The beast shuddered and began twisting upward, he could feel the angle of the creature taking him back toward the surface.

      The Worm burst through the top of the avalanche, breaching through the sky like a whale. It let out another piercing cry of pain, shaking its body in mid-air. Even as Drew gulped in as much oxygen as he could, he felt his hands slipping from the beast’s wild thrashing.

      With one final jerk of its back, the Worm launched him into the air, blood gushing from the two holes in its skin.

      It dove away from the avalanche, burrowing directly into the rock of the mountain in what Drew hoped was an attempt to get away from him. He fell back toward the snow, hastily calling his sphere of energy back around himself.

      He caught one clear glimpse down the mountain before he sank beneath the snow’s surface again.

      The avalanche still bore down on the outlying farms of Rogek Shad where he hoped Upala had been able to keep the Voice.

      Darkness came back upon him as he descended back into the depths of the raging river of snow, but with it came a faint hope that their plan might actually work.
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        * * *

      

      Upala watched the avalanche tumbling down the mountain, glancing in Ish Rav Partha’s direction whenever the Voice game her a chance. Blood streamed into her eyes from a cut on her forehead, one of the Voice’s latest attempts to subdue her and allow it to escape.

      Since injuring its own eardrums with its attack in the tunnel, the beast had become even more erratic and unpredictable.

      She had prevented its attempts to flee by creating using her shield to keep herself and the creature in close quarters, forcing it back to the ground.

      Upala was repeatedly attacked for her efforts and she was forced to drop the barrier, only to reform it farther away from her, just to gain some separation from the beast.

      She and the Voice had repeated this process, leaving Upala riddled with cuts and deep gouges. At times she had to drop to one knee just to keep upright, but thoughts of the Rakhum of the city kept her going.

      The Dragon seemed no longer interested in combatting her or following Terminus’s instructions, it was now focused only on escape. Yet Upala could not allow it, as much as her exhausted body cried out for relief. 

      This had to end here. She could not permit these people to suffer in the future due to her weakness.

      The snow pounded down the bottom of the mountain, the initial cloud of the avalanche would be on them in seconds. She had to get the Voice down to where it could be trapped, entombed by the same unthinkable weight that would likely bury her as well. It would be a just price to pay.

      She pulled her shield violently down toward her, forcing the golden Dragon that clawed against its surface toward the ground along with it. It turned, as she knew it would, streaking at her yet again. She braced herself for its vocal attack, though she could still hear little but ringing. 

      As it descended toward her, she let the shield above it dissolve. There was a momentary respite, a brief second where she did not have to focus on maintaining the energy barrier. She could feel the hundred hurts of her body, each calling out for her attention. The exhaustion in her limbs and mind, the need for sleep, for peace. 

      She waited until she could see the glint of the setting sun on the Voice’s eyes before she brought her shield up again, this time as a thick wall directly in front of her. The Dragon slammed into the barrier at full speed, treating Upala to the sight of its long, golden snout pressed up against its surface before the wall was driven back by the force of the impact, colliding with her as well.

      She fell to the ground on her back, her energy wall dissipating as the golden Dragon passed over her. It swiped her with its rear claws again as the long snake of a body passed, slicing into her belly and upper thigh. It was superficial, but it added to the chorus of pain that sang through her like a choir.

      Upala could feel the trembling of the ground, a shuddering as if the mountain itself was going to fall upon her. A white mist passed in front of her like a cloud, the lead vanguard of the approaching wave of snow. Debris and wind pushed over her, almost obscuring the golden form of the Voice as it weakly pushed through the air for escape.

      “No.” Upala had wanted to shout, but it came out a whisper. “No, you do not.” The dirt underneath her was vibrating, there were only heartbeats left before it hit,

      Reaching out, she created a new crimson shield directly above the Dragon. She then pulled the barrier down as hard and fast as she could, pinning the beast like an insect caught under glass and bringing it down. Directly on top of her.

      As the Voice fell upon her, Upala was only able to somewhat roll to her side before it collided. New pain exploded in her face, in her hips. It was everywhere.

      Her shield collapsed and she took one look up toward the sky, her view partially obscured by the Dragon’s leathery wings. There was a flash of white as the wall impacted, and then the world became very dark and impossibly heavy.

      For a moment, she was rolling with the snow, caught with the debris. Upala then sensed herself coming to rest. Her left arm was pinned behind her back, while her right pressed into her chest. Her legs had been pulled painfully behind her, as if she was kneeling in the air.

      The pressure upon her was tremendous, she was being flattened, crushed under a moving mountain. She could barely move her lungs to breathe, for all the oxygen that might be present. 

      She opened her eyes, but there was nothing. She may have been blinded, or she may have been too buried for light to reach. She supposed it didn’t matter.

      She could hear nothing but ringing, felt nothing but weight and pain. She was frozen, as much a part of the land now as Ish Rav Partha itself.

      She reached inside herself, calling for her energy to bring fire to melt the snow, or a shield to push against the weight pressing down upon her.

      She found none. Whatever reserves she had found with her she had used up to keep the Voice in the path of the avalanche. Inside, the source of magic she had felt all her life seemed barren, lifeless.

      There was no movement she could detect in the snow. No sign if the Voice had survived. She felt deeply tired, even through the pain of all her injuries, the call of sleep was strong.

      She would run out of air soon, some part of her mind understood that. Yet that would not kill her, if not for her injuries from the Voice she might have survived for years or decades under the snow, centuries in which her mind unhinged but her body persisted.

      She would bleed to death. The acceptance built inside Upala, coming in pulses like her exhaustion. Here, underneath the snow on the borders of Rogek Shad she had been given an opportunity. A second chance to make right, in a small way, some of the wrongs she had wrought upon the people of this community. It was not enough, but it was all she had. 

      She wished only that she could have met Drew in a happier time, an earlier time. Perhaps then she could have avoided the irony of being a Manad Vhan who had misused her seemingly limitless years. Even a few minutes more, a few more touches. 

      She saw light breaking through the darkness, the world of death calling to her. She wondered what it would be like, what mysteries it would contain.

      Will my parents be there? Will Drew join me there some day?

      The light now alternated between white and red, a muffled sound reaching her ringing ears. Something that sounded like speech, accompanied by a scraping noise. 

      The red became clearer, the white became brighter. She thought she felt a hint of air, fresh and cool, leaking in from above. Then the red passed right in front of her face, glowing and magical. The crimson energy of a Manad Vhan shield, used like a scoop to push the snow away.

      The shield vanished after removing the last of the snow. She gasped, pulling cold, crisp air into her lungs. Her eyes blurred with tears as Drew’s grinning face filled her vision. 

      He spoke, and though his words were impossible to make out through the constant ringing in her ears, she smiled all the same.

      He was here, and he had brought her a second chance. He reached in for her, his strong hands gently moving behind her back to help her into a sitting position. He knelt, his worry and concern clear on his face.

      He was covered in bruises and blood, just as she knew she was. Some would heal, others might not. Yet he was still whole, he was still alive. For Upala, that would be enough. 

      Beyond him there was little but snow in all directions. The broken structures and victims of the Voice’s rampage had been buried by the avalanche, giving the fields a clean, healed look.

      A look that was a lie, and did nothing to erase her shame. Those were her people buried under the wreckage and debris, along with their homes. She may have been able to save some lives in her final actions here, but that did not change what she had done to put these people in the Dragon’s path to begin with.

      She saw the broken form of the Voice half embedded in the snow, its upper body and one leg out in the open. Its head lay on the ground at a painful angle, the neck snapped and the eyes unmoving. At least the Voice would speak no more.

      “I am all right,” she said to Drew.

      It was a lie, but they both knew that. Her words sounded wrong to her, muffled like they had been spoken under a blanket. Drew held her, keeping her upright as he embraced her. She could feel her bones resetting, her tired muscles repairing themselves, the comforting warmth of her healing matching the safety of his embrace.

      Her wounds from the Dragon would not heal magically, but they could be bandaged to heal on their own in time. She suspected there was little hope of her hearing returning, but if that was all she lost it was a price she’d happily pay.

      Her vision growing clearer, she could see the Speaker walking over to them, ripped cloth in his hands. He looked ragged, nearly as bad as Drew, yet still he came to assist her. 

      “I thought I lost you,” Drew said.  He pulled back from their embrace to look her in the eye. “I thought I missed my chance to tell you - I love you.” 

      She heard him, she heard those words through the din in her ears. Aching but not broken, she bent forward and kissed him with as much strength as she had.

      “I love you, as well.” she said, breaking off the kiss. He had indeed helped her find a second chance to do so much more good, but also a second chance to live a better life.

      The Speaker said something, pointing overhead. His low voice was harder to make out with clarity than Drew’s, but what he pointed at was clear. Three large Dragons fly by overhead, their shadows passing against the reddening sky.

      Upala recognized the Thread, but the other two were none of the beasts they had seen so far. Yet the danger they represented was as obvious as the fear that ran through her like a current.

      The idea of three more Dragons to face crushed the hope that had been building inside her. It galled her with its impossibility.

      Have we not suffered enough? What more could we do?

      They were headed for Nalam Wast, where Nima, Kater and Lhamu were. She saw Drew’s eyes following their flight, and then looking down at her with concern. He’d likely want to protect her, just as she wanted to protect him. They were both wounded, exhausted and out of energy. The Speaker looked just as worn down. 

      They all needed healing and rest, but they did not have that luxury. She put her arm out for Drew, surprised as how much effort that simple action took. 

      “Help me up,” she said, her voice sounding muffled in her ears. “We still have work to do.”
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      To Nima’s surprise, getting the attention of Terminus had proved quite difficult.

      Her first attempts had failed, as she had expected. The great beast had lumbered throughout Nalam Wast, knocking down stone buildings and canvas tents as it screamed Kater’s name and continued to search for him. Nima had first tried yelling out to the Dragon, but she doubted anyone would have heard her over all the calamity the destruction was causing.

      Seizing the rubble all around her as an opportunity, she had next tried lobbing a few rocks at the one of creature’s heads.

      Nima had pretty good aim after many days on the farm competing against Pasang in games of ‘who can hit the potato off the vine’, but Terminus’ twin heads were always too high, and her stones just bounced off the dark, heavy scales of his back.

      What had gotten the Dragon’s attention was Lhamu.

      The Caenolan girl had run out into the street, calling Nima’s name. Not looking for help, as Nima originally worried, but looking too help.

      It was, after all, what Nima would have done in the girl’s place, so she should have known. Just like Tanira hanging by one hand off a ledge, Lhamu wasn’t going to let her face Terminus alone.

      She was sure the Dragon hadn’t heard Lhamu, but his pair of heads both swiveled around when her glowing head crystal came into view. 

      “You!” It bellowed from one head as it twisted its body toward her. “Caenolan! You dared to touch my mind?”

      Nima ran toward Lhamu as the thundering footfalls of Terminus began, the creature charging through rubble of its own creation as it surged after her. Nima grabbed the girl’s hand, the Caenolan fixed in the middle of the road staring at the beast’s charge.

      “Come on!” Nima yelled, her hand closing tightly around Lhamu’s webbed fingers and yanking her into an alley. There was no doubt in Nima’s mind Terminus saw them run down the side street, but maybe she could lose him with a few more turns.

      “I was. . .I was going to help!” Lhamu yelled, now releasing Nima’s hand and running confidently alongside her. There was another alley way to the left, Nima headed for it with Lhamu right behind.

      “I know,” Nima said. “And you did, but now we have to not die!” 

      What was her plan for that exactly? Nima wondered.

      She had no idea. They  to stay ahead of the beast, but they couldn’t lose him entirely. Through quick flashes while running in the street she had seen plenty of people still in Rogek Shad across the river. Merin and Trillip were still trying to evacuate that city while its counterpart was being crushed by Terminus.

      Nima led them through one street after another, trying to alter her pattern without circling back to where they had been. Every several seconds there would be another crash behind her. Other than the river, Rogek Shad had so few landmarks, it all looked the same and she was starting to get confused. There was just one row of boring single floor stone buildings after another.

      They turned another corner, Nima realizing they were paralleling the river again and nearing the bridge between the two cities.

      On the Nalam Wast side, she could see the bridge’s two tall stone towers were both heavily damaged. The left one was leaning a bit toward its twin on the right, reminding Nima of the ice pillars she had seen in the Khumbu Icefall back on Everest.

      An idea formed in her mind. She was pretty sure it wasn’t a good idea, but it was all she had.

      “Stay with me and get ready to climb!” she yelled at Lhamu, a new eruption of sound and debris behind them letting Nima know Terminus had rediscovered their path. That was good for her plan, though it still felt bad.

      Her heart pounded in time with her feet slamming on the dirt path , and she wished anyone else was here who could help. Drew and Upala might be dead, Merin and Trillip were helping evacuate, Kater might have died back there in that abandoned building. 

      They were on their own.

      Her eyes scanned the left tower as fast as she could, the ground now shaking with the approaching Dragon. She saw the hand holds and foot holds she’d need, they were as clear as diamonds to her. The building was in sorry shape, but that too was part of the plan. 

      A shudder ran through the structure, the impact of the great Dragon upon a nearby building echoing through the city.

      “Watch my hands and feet!” she called to Lhamu. Only a few more steps. “Put yours where I put mine!”

      She didn’t wait for an acknowledgement, there wasn’t time. One last step on the ground and she leaped toward the left tower, her hands catching the exposed wooden support shaft she had seen. 

      She pulled herself up with one arm, swinging her legs around to get her boot in the toehold she’d chosen. She didn’t need to climb much more, the structure was only about four stories high. Pushing up with her legs, she got both hands around the cracks in the stone she had spied on the floor of the lookout platform on the top of the tower.

      She pulled herself up, feeling the tower sway backwards as she did so. She could only stay up here for a few seconds. Looking down she saw Lhamu’s glowing head crystal first, then the girl’s face, serious and determined. Nima reached down, widening her stance to steady herself as she pulled the girl up on the wobbling space.

      She gripped Lhamu’s hand tightly. 

      “Get ready to jump!” she said. “Toward the river!”

      The Umbuk River raged alongside them as the massive form of Terminus closed directly ahead. This tower was about to fall, Nima could tell just as sure if it were back in the Khumbu. She just needed to wait one more second to let the Dragon get close enough and hopefully the stone structure would fall right on it.

      She could see the twin heads of Terminus bearing down, stretching on its long necks, four red eyes bearing down on her. Each step shook the tower further.

      She counted down in her head, wishing she had said more to Drew, just in case.

      The twin maws of the beast opened, Nima staring down a pair of dark tunnels leading into the Dragon’s interior.

      “Now!” She pulled Lhamu to her right, angling for the river. Her feet left the tower’s stone surface, her altitude dropping immediately. There was no way to look begin her, but she heard the structure collapsing and a satisfying set of painful roars from Terminus assured her that her plan had worked.

      The raging waters came at her at tremendous speed, Nima only having a second to pull a gulp of air into her lungs and close her eyes before the cold water pulled her under.

      Her brother Pasang had loved to swim and would jump into the small local river every chance he got. To Nima, the water always made her feel bulky and uncomfortable, like a rock stumbling along, being taken where the water wanted her to go.

      The Umbuk was taking her, but there was nothing stumbling about the strength of its current. She wobbled and bounced around in the icy water, trying to get some traction with her arms but the river’s turgid flow kept twisting her. She was tired, her arms and legs felt like stones attached to her body. 

      Nima felt the fear build slowly inside her. Could it be that after all her adventures and risks, that this was it?

      Had she finally taken the one leap that was too far, as her brother had warned her, jumping past where neither her luck nor even Chomolungma could reach her?

      Then a firm, webbed hand gripped on to hers. A powerful force tugged her against the current, yanking her up above the surface of the water. Nima’s eyes stayed shut as she pulled air into her lungs in huge gulps. By the time she became aware that she was not going to die, she was already on the river’s shore.

      She opened her eyes, the weight of her cold, wet clothes like boulders on her chest. Through blurred vision she saw Lhamu kneeling over her, concern and worry clear on the girl’s face. Nima forced a slight smile onto her lips and saw Lhamu mirror the gesture.

      “Glad you can swim,” Nima croaked. She knew there was more to be worried about, but she was out of energy and out of ideas. Even moving was a struggle.

      “Glad you can climb,” Lhamu laughed. “I was worried that-”

      “Nima!” A familiar voice rang out, Nima propping herself up on one elbow to see Merin running toward her. Trillip was close behind, past him she could see the tents and yurts that comprised Rogek Shad. Crowds of people still scattered around, some of them looking aged or sick. Merin’s body blocked Nima’s view as she knelt to embrace her.

      Nima put a weak hand around the woman.

      “So brave,” Merin said. “So brave. Kad would be proud of you.”

      “Look!” A panicked cry came from out of Nima’s sight. Trillip’s voice. Merin moved and stood, horror building on her face. The ground trembled; she heard the impact of massive feet onto the river. She turned knowing what she would see.

      Terminus marched toward them, walking through the Umbuk as if its mighty current was meaningless. One head glared straight in her direction, the other head shook back and forth, several wounds visible on its face. The collapsing building had done more to Terminus that she could have hoped. 

      It would heal the damage in time, of course, but by then it would be too late for them. One Dragon’s head would be enough. Terminus marched forward, increasing its speed, eyes now fixed on Lhamu as it roared.

      Fire struck the beast from the direction of the bridge, a direct shot into the Dragon’s eyes that left Terminus shaking its head in pain.

      Nima turned along with the rest of the crowd to see Kater standing on the shattered remains of the stone structure, launching a second arc of fire.

      “You!” Terminus said, voice booming from the uninjured head as it turned away from Nima and Lhamu and twisted back toward the bridge. “I thought I ended you, Manad Vhan!”

      “I am not ended so easily!” Kater yelled back. Nima could hear the breaks in his voice, could see the trembling in his form. The old man’s will had gotten Kater up out of that building, put him back on the bridge to face the Dragon again. Kater looked too weak to stand, yet he summoned more fire from his hands all the same.

      Terminus was nearly upon the bridge, now moving even faster than he had charged against Nima. Flames licked from wounds along its neck and chest, there were burn and scorch marks all over the beast, yet it kept coming.

      Kater ceased his fire, throwing both his hands in the air as he raised his crimson energy around him. Terminus brought both of his huge clawed talons down against the shield, roaring as it shattered. The old man stumbled and shuddered from the impact.

      Nima watched as Terminus’ remaining good head swooped down, jaws open wide. Kater turned to run, but was engulfed by the massive maw and swallowed in a single action. 

      “Kater!” Nima yelled. She was standing now, though she did not recall getting up.

      There was a low rumbling, laughter coming from the heads of both Dragons, a deep mirthful sound that vibrated in Nima’s bones. Terminus then turned from the bridge, heading back to them, eyes again fixed on Lhamu and Nima. Merin and Trillip stood beside them. Behind her, she could hear the Rakhum running, fleeing for whatever safety they could find. 

      “He is no more!” Terminus said, pushing through the water and placing one enormous foot onto the shore of the river. “He is no more, just as you will be no more, girl. Insignificant, all of you. Rakhum, Manad Vhan, Caenolan, Yeti. It matters not who stands against me. I am Terminus and I am. . .”

      Nima and Lhamu stared back at Terminus, who had frozen mid-word. The long neck of the remaining functional head swung lower, the creature taking a second slow step out of the water. The head’s mouth opened, and a glob of gelatinous blood fell out, maintaining a round shape until it landed with a splat on the grass by the river.

      There was a tearing sound, the front of Terminus’ torso beginning to split. Nima gasped as she saw the Dragon’s scales and skin expand and separate, red shimmering energy visible inside the widening crack. The great Dragon’s mouth opened again, releasing a gasp of air that sounded like a growing whistle.

      Instincts taking over she blocked her eyes with her arms as the front half of Terminus expanded, then exploded with a titanic thunder. Nima was knocked off her feet by the force of the Dragon shattering, landing on the grass with a grunt next to Merin and Lhamu. 

      Shaking her dazed head, she looked up to see the front torso of Terminus had been completely split apart, the necks laying limp on the ground, one head completely separated from the body. 

      Merin was on her feet in an instant, shouting. Nima was still shaking her head, every bone in her body rattled by the force of the detonation. Her mind struggled to accept the grisly sight in front of her. 

      Was it over? How? What had happened?

      “Anyone who can! Get over there, grab a section of that thing and get it as far from here as possible! Keep all the pieces separate!”

      She was glad Merin was knowledgeable enough to know what to do, to keep the horrible beast from reforming.

      Nima was focused on movement she saw in the thick river grasses just in front of the Dragon. The tall green strands moved back and forth for a moment, and then a figure emerged.

      Kater managed to get to one knee and with one trembling hand pulled the Helm from his head, tossing it weakly to the ground.

      Nima ran forward and gasped, recoiling at the sight. His face was horribly injured, he looked to Nima like a melted candle. One arm was gone, the other was just a tangle of flesh. His mouth moved wordlessly, his remaining eye staring back at her. He pointed at Nima with his one good hand, then collapsed back onto the grass.

      Around her she could hear Merin and Trillip still collecting whatever Rakhum were brave enough to gather tools, preparing to tear the great Dragon apart.

      Nima knelt down next to him, Kater’s wheezing voice just barely audible over the river.

      “Nima?” His lone eye twisted toward her. “Drag. Dra?” He couldn’t finish the word, a mixture of vomit and blood leaking out from between his lips.

      “You did it Kater,” she said. “Terminus is dead. You beat it.” She felt strange, looking down at this burned and shredded husk, a body barely recognizable as the man who had brought her and her friends so much pain. This wasn’t like Val or Tanira or even Ama. There was a feeling building inside Nima, but she did not know what to call. 

      A small, weak smile formed around his wiry beard. His trembling hand reached to find hers, squeezing with feeble strength. He looked at her with his one eye, jaw setting.

      “Make sure,” he wheezed. “Important, make sure.” He coughed again, spittle flying into the air. 

      “I know,” Nima replied. “Merin is separating the Dragon. We’ll make sure. We won’t let Terminus form again.”

      With an effort, he exhaled a frustrated sigh and shook his head. His skin had gone bone white.

      “No,” he said staring up at her. Blood trickled from his mouth. His words came between deep, heaving gasps, his will forcing each syllable from his body.

      “Fool girl. Tell people. Make sure to tell people. Make sure they all know. It was me.”

      Kater’s eye lost its focus on her, and slowly rolled back in his head. Introduced to her first by Wanda as an explorer, later revealed to her as an immortal tyrant by Kaditula. Now after thousands of years he was gone.

      Now Nima would be writing the end of his story. Like her mother, like Tanira and Val and Kad, he had reached the end and left Nima to go on. How many deaths would it take? How many more people would she see die?

      She stayed transfixed on his dying expression, even as next to her Lhamu cried and pointed to the sky. Even as she heard the leathery sound of Dragon wings and three new dark shadows passed over her.

      Even as everyone else began to scream.
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      Drew thought he had gotten used to travel with the Speaker, but as he materialized in the center of Rogek Shad, he immediately doubled over, gasping for breath. Every limb and muscle in his body felt dead, even being exhausted seemed exhausting. Hands on his knees, he forced his head up to look around the square.

      Nima ran over to him, Lhamu following her along with Merin. The Thread and the other Dragons continued to circle the area, the long, blue form of the Thread sweeping down in low arcs over the city, as if it were looking for something.

      He glanced at Upala, who knelt beside him. He and the Speaker had taken the time to bandage her, but she did not look well. After her time under the snow, the last thing he had wanted her to do was teleport with him and the Speaker, but she had insisted. Now her face carried a bluish tint to it as she gulped air into her lungs.

      Near the entrance to the bridge, Drew was shocked to see the huge body of Terminus, again dismembered and separated. Rakhum were pulling the various components of the beast apart, working under Trillip’s instruction.

      Like in the fields, there were bodies everywhere. Rakhum men and women, farmers, traders and soldiers. Their unmoving forms littered the ground, corpses strewn like leaves in the fall. 

      Or lifejackets, floating empty and useless in the water of the Indian Ocean. Just as then, there was no victory possible here. The cost was too high.

      On its side near the bridge, he saw Kater’s helm, discarded and forgotten. Not far from it he caught sight of a grisly pile of flesh, a few scraps of the old man’s red cloak intermixed.

      “Son of a bitch. You did it,” he muttered. Drew was surprised to feel a twinge of regret at Kater’s death. Kater had much to answer for, but there was much he could have done if differently minded.

      He accepted Nima’s embrace, trying not to laugh at the impossibility of her still being alive. Her hug was a little too tight around his injury, but he endured it. It was good just to have her here. Nima moved on to Upala, while Merin came alongside him. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days, but Drew supposed he couldn’t recall when he had last either.

      “Drew,” Merin said. “It is good you are well.” She cast her eyes upward at the Thread and the other Dragons, which were circling at ever-lower altitudes. “Though I wonder how long any of us will be.” 

      She wasn’t wrong. Drew didn’t think the whole of them could take on even one more Dragon, let alone three.

      “Merin,” Drew whispered. “Start getting everyone out of here. I don’t think the Thread is here for you, for the Rakhum.”

      “And after you fall?” Merin asked with a wry smile. 

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said with a chuckle. In this crazy journey, he had met no one else who shared his taste for gallows humor. It was easy to see what Kad had loved in her. “Do what you can.”

      Merin ran off, just as Lhamu cried out. Her head crystal blazed brightly as she pointed to the smoke-filled sky. There was a gasp from the crowd as the Thread landed with a flourish on the bridge. It placed one of its lavender-scaled talons on either side of the structure, barring the path to Nalam Wast. It stared at them past the remains of Terminus.

      The other two Dragons descended slowly and took their places behind him. One was long and thin, similar to the Thread, but seemed to be made of a dark mist. It was like looking at a shadow, a shadow made of liquid smoke and given a Dragon’s form. Next to it, the other beast was more standard looking, more what Drew would have thought a Dragon would look like. It had a large, wide body with red scales and long wings, the claws at the end of each of the Dragon’s feet were enormous, outsized in proportion to the rest of its body and looked capable of doing a lot of damage.

      Drew was about to ask Upala if she knew whom these newcomers were when the Thread spoke.

      “I trusted the Manad Vhan!” the Thread’s voice boomed through the buildings and tents.

      He stared at the group of them. Drew, Nima, Upala, Lhamu, and the Speaker were exposed and alone in the city’s courtyard. He was glad Merin and Trillip had succeeded in dispersing the crowd.

      The Thread peered down at Upala, its eyes narrowing.

      “I believed Orami and Feram when they told me this was the best path. Where, in the end has it led us, Manad Vhan? To our deaths. Terminus, the Voice, the Weight. The Worm now lost, possibly dying. Losses that cannot be replaced.”

      Upala walked forward. Heavily bandaged and limping, she still projected confidence as she strode in front of the rest of them. Her voice was clear, with the hint of music Drew found so enchanting.

      “There is no need for violence,” she said. “There is an opportunity here for-”

      “There is no more opportunity!” The Thread’s thundered as he interrupted her, his voice carrying much more anger than it displayed in the Vault of Terminus. “If my brothers and sisters cannot be replaced, they can be avenged. Terminus was right! It was my mistake, my weakness that allowed all this to happen. Manad Vhan, Rakhum - a pestilence both! My tolerance and empathy for them a disease! No more, I will allow no more of my kind to fall! I see now, that you all are nothing but a threat to us!”

      Drew’s heart lurched as the Thread took a menacing step forward, his eyes blazing with anger and loss.

      “No! No more killing!” Nima shouted as she ran toward the bridge.

      Drew cursed himself for being caught off-guard, he should have been ready for this. He was a few steps behind when he saw her scoop up Kater’s Helm, still moving as she held it over her head. He caught up with her just in time to grab her arm.

      “Let go!” she said. “I cannot let this happen. I will use this thing to fix everything.”

      “Nima, using the Helm killed Tanira. I can’t let you do this!”

      “Then trust me, and do it with me.” She looked at him.

      It was only for the blink of an eye, the beat of a heart, but he saw that look in her eye. The look he had seen when she first fished him out of the crevasse, the one he saw many times in the Khumbu.

      The one he trusted, with all of his being.

      He let go of her arm, and simply held her hand.

      “I’m on your rope, little sister.”

      He watched as she pulled the Helm over her head with her free hand as the Thread charged at them. Whatever might happen next, if Nima was willing to jump into the abyss, he’d jump with her. 
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      The world seemed to freeze as Nima put on the hat. For a moment, she looked through its eye slots, noticing how hot and odd-smelling the inside of it was. Outside she could see the Thread’s wings stopped in mid-flap, the great beast still standing astride the bridge, with the city of Nalam Wast behind it.

      Then her vision went white, phasing away in stages, as if someone was erasing the world in front of her. In its place a new scene appeared, one that made no sense to her, yet she immediately recognized.

      The world became Everest.

      The mountain was more than in front of her, it seemed to be all around her. She saw it not with her eyes, but with her mind, she felt she could hear and taste the great peak as much as see it. It was unmistakably the mountain she had climbed, not any alternate version like the ones here or on Sirapothi. 

      Yet this mountain differed as well, as all of its sides and features were made of clear crystal, like a mountain of glass looking back at her and reflecting all of her thoughts into images on its sides. The others were here too, she could sense them. Drew and the Thread were part of the crystal, a great peak of gems with thousands of facets and cracks. A fractured Everest.

      She had not known what she hoped to do with the hat. Tanira had used it to control, but Nima did not want that. She could see how it would work, but the pressures of the Helm were already setting in. It felt like heavy rocks on all sides of her head, pushing lightly. Kater’s creation might be a way to control, but as she saw her own thoughts and worries reflected on the side of the mountain, she could sense another way she might use it.

      The other Dragons were not here, but she still sensed Drew and the Thread. They might be frozen in body, but they were here all the same. She knew why the Thread was here, and she knew there was a chance he might listen. More than the others, he was like her. She wondered if the paths to his pain had been similar to her own. 

      I know you are here.

      She sensed its recognition. The Thread heard her, understood her. She did not detect a response, so she continued.

      I do not wish for any more killing, any more loss. I don’t think you do either. I want to understand you, so I will show you me. I will show you my pain.

      The sides of the crystal shifted, a rainbow of hues and tints coming into the clear surfaces. They swirled and moved, focusing on the many cracked gems that formed the Khumbu glacier on the lower mountain. The colors formed into a scene, showing a little girl running through the night toward a small stone house.

      This is my pain. This is what is behind me.

      The girl scales the wall in the back of the house, hoping to sneak into her bed without being seen. Her mother is waiting for her, arms crossed. She points at the girl’s ripped clothes, the result of the tree she had climbed. The muddied shoes, still bearing dirt from the river. The skinned elbows from the rock face down by the old forest.

      The girl looks up at her mother’s eyes and knows she does not understand her need to explore, her drive to see what was over the next hill. It did not matter that the girl had done her chores, she always did them. She could mend her clothes herself, she could clean her shoes and bandage her arm.

      What she could never do was erase that look in her Ama’s eyes. The look of a woman who wanted something else in life than what she got, and never seemed to see the child in front of her.

      To Ama I was not a daughter, but a problem. 

      Maybe there might have come a time when Ama might have been able to understand her, or she might have come to understand her mother. But life did not include that in its plan, and Ama had died leaving Nima with questions, but no answers. Pain that had no salve.

      This is where I began, this pain is where my path starts.

      “Show me” she beckoned the Thread. “Show me where you began. Let me see.”

      She sensed the Thread’s resistance even as she allowed the images that had covered the Khumbu to dissolve and fade. It was listening, and that was a start. The mountain rippled before her, Nima registering Drew’s influence on the images in the crystal.

      An scene formed on the western side of Everest, greens and grays covering the South Col. Nima watched as she saw a young Drew appear, an older man next to him. They stood in front of twin stone markers in a green field, rain pouring down upon them.

      Both wore dark, drenched suits and severe expressions.

      The image grew closer, more distinct and Nima could read the names on the stones. Margaret Adley. Arthur Adley.

      The older man was Drew’s father. His hands were clenched, water dripping off his shaking fists. He looked at Drew once, looking with eyes that could have been Ama’s.

      “You took them from me,” the man said in a voice of ashes and anger. He then turned and began to walk away.

      “Dad,” Drew pleaded to the man in the suit, now only a shadow moving into the rain. “Dad, I’m your son too. I lost them too.”

      Nima could just make out the shaking of the man’s head as he walked away, Nima knowing the truth of Drew’s heart. Drew’s father did not see him as his child, as someone who had lost the same loved ones. As someone who needed his love, his support.

      He saw not a son, but a villain. 

      The image faded from the mountain, its sides returning as it became an Everest of clear crystal again. A paper upon which their pain and anger could be drawn and shared, if only the Thread would do so.

      “Show me,” she repeated to the Dragon. “Please.” 

      There was no wind in this world, no stars or sky. There was nothing but the mountain of crystal and the colorless abyss around it. Nothing to show Nima the passage of time. She could still sense the Thread’s presence though, so she pressed on.

      “Then I will show you more,” she said. “There is more to who I am than what happened to me. My pain, my hurt and anger began there for me. With Ama. They are inside me still. But I chose not to water that seed.”

      Again the crystalline slopes of Everest brought to life her memories. She showed the Thread Valaen, let him see them run laughing through the forests of Sirapothi. Showed him how Val had brought back the Scrye, risking his life to save his people. The same people who had rejected him, branded him a traitor. 

      She showed him the moment where she and Val had kissed, had planned to perhaps explore a life together. A future that was cut by Tanira’s knives, Val’s blood and Nima’s tears mixing on the snows of Varesta.

      She ended with the simple image of Val that she carried in her heart, a man who smiled at her. A man who loved her. A man who was not a traitor, but a hero. He loved her for her joy. 

      “I am happy, not because I ignore what happened to me. I can’t do that. I am happy because what happened to me is not all of who I am. I have to be more.”

      The images on the mountain blurred, taking the form of the Under. They showed Drew climbing down into the chasms inside the mountain, saving Kater when he nearly fell. Freeing Upala, and helping her and Merin reach their home. As Drew journeyed through Aroha Darad to Sirapothi and back, even as he struggled with changes, his expression began to lighten. 

      Nima and the Thread saw a man changing. Accepting. Growing.

      Not a statue, but clay. Perhaps defined by the past, but not confined inside it. Altered. Willing to listen, willing to change. 

      The mountain cleared again, now an empty cathedral of crystal. There were no more images for Nima or Drew to show, nothing left to do.

      The pressure of the Helm increased on Nima, the pain in her head growing. She ignored, and again reached out to the Thread. Not commanding, but asking. 

      “Show me. Show me as we have shown you.”

      The whole of the mountain began to shimmer, as if it were snowing on the inside of the structure. The flakes shifted to become many colors, and those colors coalesced into forms. 

      The Thread showed them a group of Dragons, fourteen in all. Gathered on a world that had been built, just as they had been. Placed on an artificial construction of Sessgrenimath, a place for experiments and study. Their creator would bring other creatures to their world for them to test themselves against, and always the Dragons would prevail.

      But for one Dragon, this was not enough.

      The Thread had a gift which allowed him to link with the other Dragon’s minds, and this built in him a desire for more. He wanted to bring new Dragons into the world, to build a society of their own where they could decide their own challenges and fates.

      But the Dragons had been made sterile and barren, for their creator did not want more of them. 

      The Thread began to work on this in secret. When he discovered he could not complete his work on his own, he augmented the local Rakhum to assist him. Giving them some of the powers of his own race, he created the Manad Vhan.

      This angered Sessgrenimath, and he closed the portals to his created world, trapping the Dragons within it. Chastising them for wanting more than they deserved, he abandoned them inside the prison world of Aroha Darad, reminding them not to forget what they were. 

      “Not beings, but tools.” 

      The image blurred and shifted. Nima could see a great city, with many Manad Vhan living amongst the Dragons. Yet the city was for the Dragons, the Manad Vhan lived in the desert in simple dwellings. Even as the image showed the Thread laboring on a great machine in caves, the rest of the Dragons were shown pushing the Manad Vhan as slaves, for their work or amusement. The Thread even showed himself using the Manad Vhan in his construction efforts, pushing them mercilessly. 

      “Treating them not as beings, but tools. Just as I had been taught.”

      The regret in the Thread’s voice was clear as the visions faded, but there was surprise there as well.

      The increasing pain and pressure on Nima’s head made it difficult to focus on the Dragon’s words. Red light began to show at the edges of her vision.

      “But what am I to learn from this?” the Thread continued. “That my existence has been even more wasted than I imagined? I see that the Manad Vhan and Rakhum are merely trapped in the same cycle we have been. We visit upon our creations that which was done to us.”

      “I don’t know,” Nima admitted. “I think I wanted you to see that you could break that cycle. Look at the Manad Vhan and Rakhum as beings, like yourself. Seeing what you have in common with them.”

      “And Sessgrenimath? My true enemy? I watched you fail to kill yours. The one who took this Valaen from you. Is that the path you recommend? Forgiveness?”

      “No,” Nima said. “Maybe just acceptance. It happened. What do you want your life, the life of your kind to be about now? The past and what was done to you? Do you want Sessgrenimath to decide your future too?”

      Everest’s crystals had begun to take on a crimson glow as the pain increased. Nima felt like tiny crevasses were forming within her, thin tendrils that burrowed and twisted. It was as if her insides were becoming more brittle, like ice in the morning sun.

      Kater’s device was too much for her, her mind and body could not withstand its staggering power for much longer.

      Yet she could not back down now. 

      Finally, the Thread responded.

      “I cannot say that I understand, but I can say that I no longer wish this angry path. As you say, I wish to define my future for myself.”

      Relief ran through her, the urge to rip the crushing device from her head was nearly overwhelming. Yet there was still one more thing to do.

      She thought back to her time in Sirapothi, in the Hero’s Temple. She conjured up as many memories of the Machine she had seen as she could recall, forcing their images onto the sides of the crystal Everest for the Thread to see. She left the final vision of the hatched egg, before allowing it to blur away. 

      “I don’t know if that helps you. I think that is your Machine.” 

      Even summoning the words into her mind were challenging. The world was becoming crimson, she could hear a shattering sound that might have been inside her. Everest in front of her eyes fractured further, splitting in two as fire streamed out of its sides.

      Nima heard a scream, but was unsure if it was from her. The crushing force of pain buried her with its weight, the world turned black.
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      “Little sister?” 

      Nima was kneeling. She could feel the cold air on her face, the metal of the helm in her hands. She opened her eyes, the simple helmet staring back at her from her lap. She looked up to Drew’s worried face and Lhamu rushing over to her.

      “I’m. . . I’m ok,” she said to Drew, taking his hand as he pulled her up. She had the biggest headache she had ever felt in her life, a throbbing, pulsing pain that seemed to jab at her from behind her eyes, but she was alive. White clouds mixed with the smoke in the dark sky above her.

      The long, azure form of the Thread stood a few feet away. 

      It nodded at her, its deep golden eyes looking into hers.

      “I have much to consider,” he said. “My kin and I have much to discuss. My anger before. . .” he looked around at the bodies of Rakhum, Kater, and the pieces of Terminus’s mutilated corpse littering the square before the bridge. “My anger was misdirected. Nothing would be gained from further conflict, but much will be lost. Yet what is the path forward? Where now can we go?”

      Nima began to walk forward towards the great Dragon. Her feet felt like they were walking in mud, but her heart was light. It was over, at least for now.

      Succumbing to her impulses, she threw her arms around the wide base of the Thread’s neck, squeezing it as she lay her cheek against his warm scales. For all that the Thread seemed to be different, he worried about the same things she did.

      In front of her she saw an enormous beast that had inside it the same problems she had carried all her life. Asking itself the same question.

      What now?

      “You don’t let Sessgrenimath beat you,” she said, stepping back and prodding the purple scales of the Dragon’s chest with her finger. It felt sandy, like the beaches of Caenola. “Don’t waste your time fighting him, fight instead what he has done to you. Fix it. Find a way through the portals, find a way to the machine. Or build a new one here.”

      The Speaker stepped forward, Nima noticing he walked with a severe limp on his left side. His white fur was streaked with blood, and she could see several of the crystals in his back had stopped glowing.

      Yet a smile seemed to glint in the Yeti’s eyes, a spark she had never seen from him before.

      “My people know much that may have been kept from you, Dragon,” he said. “We may be able to assist you with the portals. It would seem to be part of our new rocha.” He reached down, putting a massive hand on Lhamu’s shoulder. “A rocha that has been taught to us by the Foretold.”

      “I have seen this machine as well,” Merin said. “There are many among the Rakhum who learned the ways of gears and metal from Kater. We may not be as skilled as the Manad Vhan, but perhaps. . .”

      “Perhaps working together,” the Thread said. “We might accomplish more than apart. It is . . . profound. We must discuss this, my kin and I. There are other matters of concern. Now is a time for consideration of new paths, new directions. Not an ending, but an understanding.”

      Upala stepped forward, Nima watching how the crowd of Rakhum looked at her differently than before. She saw less anger in their eyes, tired though they were.

      “In that spirit,” she said, addressing the Thread. “I would like to pledge my assistance to you. I have – spent all of my life in fear of your kind. Too much harm has been done in the name of fear. I would like to help you, and myself, find a new path.”

      The Thread’s long neck lowered, bringing his snout within a few hair’s breadth of Upala’s face. Nima saw her shudder, but she stood as the beast looked her over. He then raised his head a bit higher, something that might have been a smile upon his snout.

      “I would … confer with you, Manad Vhan.” His voice was deep, and sounded older to Nima. More tired. “On this and other subjects. Yet I would do so alone. I will meet with you, outside the city at moonrise this evening.”

      Upala nodded, Drew coming over to put his arm around her shoulder. The Thread turned to Nima, twisting his long, purple neck again.

      “I thank you for your gifts, small one. Both the knowledge of your past and pain as well as the machine. If you look in your mind, you will see I have left a gift for you there. I hope it may bring you some relief.”

      The Thread turned and spread his wings across the courtyard. The other two Dragons on the bridge launched themselves into the night sky, but the Thread lingered for a moment, staring down at the corpse of Terminus. He then lifted, slow and majestic, into the dark, his long lavender form coiling into the clouds.

      “His gift to you?” Drew asked. “What gift? What did he mean?”

      Nima searched her thoughts, and suddenly it was there. She could see the mountain nearby in her mind’s eye, knew exactly its location. There was a small Vault there, now empty, but it had once held the Weight. Inside was a portal, the images in the swirling mist belonging to a place she had begun to think she could never see again.

      A world that contained her brother, her father, and many assigned tasks still undone. She found her heart fractured at the sight, just as the great crystal Everest had been in her mind.

      “He means,” Nima said, watching the Thread soar into the moonlit clouds, “If we want to, we can go home.”
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      Upala watched stars gather around the mountain peaks, the fires and smoke in the air adding a reddish tint to low lying clouds that coursed through the night sky.

      Around her, the fields were full of the smoldering remains of the battle, with shattered carts and farming gear strewn across the blasted grasses like twigs after a storm.

      She had fought the Voice not far from here. She could see the tunnel in which she had run from the beast, the constant ringing in her ears a reminder of the Dragon’s final moments before Drew’s avalanche had buried them both.

      He had wanted to come, both he and Nima had. Yet they respected the desires of the Thread to speak with her alone, though she did not understand why the creature had made such a request.

      There was a soft sound behind her, a rustling that sounded to her damaged ears like sheets being rubbed together. She turned to see a Rakhum woman standing a few paces behind her, a small girl holding her hand.

      Both wore the tattered, brown clothes of farmers, and each sported cuts and bruises that peeked through the rips in their cloaks.

      “She’s the one, momma.” The little girl pointed up at Upala, a smile forming on her dirt-covered face, dark hair falling into her bright eyes. “The one I saw. She fought the Dragon for us!”

      Her high-pitched voice mixed with the ringing in her ears, but her the girl’s grin was a loud as thunder. She moved to run towards Upala, but her mother pulled her arm back.

      “Aye,” the older woman stared at Upala as she held the child’s hand. “That she did. She is also why they were here in the first place.”

      The comment hit Upala like a blow, but she did not turn away as her instincts told her to.

      “You are both correct,” Upala said. “May I ask your name, fair woman?”

      The Rakhum seemed surprised by this question, the anger leaking out of her gaze like air escaping.

      “Janal,” she said with a nod. “And this is my daughter, Tira.”

      “It is good to meet you both,” Upala said, bowing. She looked past the pair, to the smoldering fields beyond them. Whatever crops might have been planted there were ruined, but she supposed the field could be made fertile again.

      “There is nothing I can say to you both, except that I am sorry for all that has happened. This land, these beautiful fields and mountains, they belong to your people now. There will be no more Manad Vhan, no more Dragons. Only Rakhum, as it once was.”

      “You are leaving?” Tira took a step forward, looking up at her with her eyes wide. Upala could see the fear in them. “Who will protect us?”

      Upala knelt down, placing her hand on the girl’s small shoulder. She looked into her deep, brown eyes, hoping to ignite a fire there that she had needed at this girl’s age, but never found.

      “You will, Tira,” she said, her voice full of conviction. “You and your mother. All the Rakhum. Protect yourselves, and believe in each other.”

      She smiled, gently placing one finger in the center of the girl’s chest.

      “If there is a lesson I have learned in all of this, Tira, it is that power comes from here. Your heart. Inside each person lies a passion that is the equal of any Dragon. You just have to believe in it.”

      A shadow in the moonlight crossed over head, leaving the three of them momentarily in deeper darkness. She looked up, watching the Thread circle above them.

      Upala stood, leading the girl back to her mother.

      “Remember what I said, Tira.”

      The girl looked back at her and nodded, taking her mother’s hand as they began to walk away. The woman looked back over her shoulder at Upala once, her expression difficult to read. Upala could not be certain, but she thought she recognized gratitude.

      If she was right, Upala decided maybe it was all right to think she deserved it.
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      The night wind blew through the remaining stalks of corn and wheat that dotted the fields at the end of the Rakhum settlement. Upala was sure that it made a pleasing sound as the crops waved back and forth, but she could not hear it.

      With its bulk carefully placed between two of the less damaged fields, the Dragon seemed to wait in the shadows for her to speak.

      Very well, Upala thought to herself. At least this was one time in her life when she saw a Dragon at night, but her eyes were open.

      “You wished to speak with me alone,” Upala said. “Why?”

      The Thread stood before her, the wounds suffered from the battle inside the Vault of Terminus clear upon its blue and lavender skin, even in the moonlight.

      He towered over her, yet his movements were without menace. Wings folded casually behind him, he swished his long tail back and forth, his whiskers twitching as he considered her question.

      “To see if you would come,” the Thread said, his thin voice calm. “I have seen inside your thoughts, Manad Vhan. It is my gift. Thus, I know the traumatic memories you carry. But I cannot see your heart. To come to me, alone. Defenseless. It shows me your offers are true.”

      “It is,” Upala said. “I wish to help. To build a bridge between us.”

      She looked over the creature, watching as the moonlight danced over the purple and azure scales of his body, reflecting off him like he was the sea. The Thread was, in his own way, beautiful.

      “Bridges are difficult constructions, Upala of the Manad Vhan. Neither of our peoples have been adept at crossing the chasms of understanding. Trust is hard when so much damage has been done.”

      “Then let us start here.” Upala took a step forward. “Let us see what stones we can place for a foundation.”

      Another step brought her face to face with the Thread. She could see the sharp teeth, longer than finger as they poked out from underneath its snout. Yet she also saw his eyes, a sea of hope and worry twisting within them.

      “Tell me your problems,” she said. “Take a step.”

      The Thread drew in a deep breath, Upala’s dark hair moving slightly towards the great beast as he did so.

      “Very well.” The tone of his thin voice was still mixed, guarded. “There are short term concerns. The Worm is injured, and afraid. I must locate him. I must also attend to the Weight’s remains, to see that in death he is at least treated with the proper honor.”

      One of those casualties had come at the hands of Terminus, but it had been Drew that injured the Weight. And together they had killed the Voice.

      “We have lost so much.” The Thread’s eyes closed as he hung his head. His voice was soft, and broken. “When we had so little to lose.”

      “I am truly sorry.” Upala’s mind cast back to the last image she could recall of the Voice, the beast twisting to see the wall of snow coming at them both. “I am sorry about the Voice and Terminus. Given their deeds, there are those who would not understand your loss, but I mourn for my brother.”

      “Yes,” the Thread said. “This is a common ground between us. Alas, there was no help for my sister’s madness. Only Terminus seemed to be able to control her. As for Terminus himself, he and I … we did not desire the same outcomes.”

      “Yet you returned with other Dragons,” Upala asked. “How did you free them? How did you access the Vaults without the Hero’s armor to open them?”

      The Thread nodded, gazing off into the dark mountains. Upala wondered if he were looking in the direction of the other Vaults, or if he even knew where they were.”

      “I had an arrangement with Orami,” he said. “As part of this, all Vaults will recognize my presence. I do not require the Hero’s armor for entrance.”

      She sighed. The Dragons should be able to free themselves, even if the idea might bring back the fears of her childhood. Like many things she had been afraid of in her life, the real Dragons had been more complicated than the monster the little girl inside her was afraid of.

      The Thread cared as much for his kind as Merin had for her children. He deserved to know all that she did, and then he would decide what to do with that knowledge.

      She took a deep breath.

      “There is another if your kind,” she said.

      “A fifteenth Fear. Forgive me, a fifteenth Dragon.”

      “Could it be?” he asked. The Thread’s neck coiled upwards in his surprise. “Though I saw the images in your mind, they were the nightmares of a child. I did not give them credence. I have not sensed any others. It should not be possible for there to be another of my kind.”

      “Your machine, back on Sirapothi. The one Nima showed you. I saw the remains of an egg upon it. It had hatched.”

      “The young woman,” the Thread said, his voice growing wistful. “This Nima. She showed me images of the machine, but not with the detail I see in your mind now. I cannot – It is beyond my understanding how this device could exist on Sirapothi. Terminus destroyed it himself, here on Aroha Darad.”

      More mysteries, Upala thought. Along with more examples of destruction and damaging anger.

      “The device does exist, Thread. I promise you. But the Dragon birthed by the machine is not on Sirapothi. It is here. I have seen this Dragon with my own eyes. It killed my parents, a long time ago.”

      “Not the nightmares of a child,” the Thread muttered. Upala was unsure if the Dragon was speaking to her or himself. “Birthed by the machine, on Sirapothi? But Orami and I never solved-“

      He stopped, taking a deep breath before looking down at her, a stern look coming into his eyes.

      “Upala, I thank you. I admit I do not yet comprehend this, but I will seek this Dragon, and the machine. Yet my brothers and sisters trapped within the vaults come first. I promise to you and the Rakhum, though I will free the other trapped Dragons, I will permit no further death to come from us.”

      “I understand,” Upala said. “And I believe you. When you are ready to look for this Fifteenth Dragon, please come find me. I wish to help.”

      The Thread looked back at her in surprise, then nodded.

      “I accept your offer, with thanks and the hope of future trust.” The Thread began to spread his wings, wide stretches of lavender and deep blue that hung over Upala like a canvas.

      He turned his neck back towards her, looking down with an expression she registered as confusion.

      “But why?” he asked. “After all that has happened. If this Dragon, this Fifteenth Fear as you call it. If it killed your forebears, it may have evil within its heart, like the Voice or Terminus. Why would you help me find it?”

      Upala looked up and smiled. She thought of Drew and Merin, of the hope she saw in the eyes of the Rakhum, of the sunlight she now felt warming the long night her soul had lived through, its golden rays pushing through the fading clouds of her fear and guilt.

      “Because, my friend. Hearts can change.”
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      Upala knelt in the dirt of the pollen-kite fields, her hands pressing the soil around the small sapling she had planted. In the east the dawn sun cast its warmth upon her, bathing her in light that felt pure and cleansing.

      She took a moment to gaze around the shattered farmland, which still looked like a battlefield. Just two days earlier she had fought the Voice only a few fields over, those lands still lay buried in snow. 

      Here there had been similar destruction, with smashed wooden buildings and broken Rakhum lives. Much of the debris was now cleared, Merin and Trillip having led a team of volunteers the day before to try and bring some semblance of life back to the land. Upala had wanted to help, but she had lain alongside Drew all day, suffering through the Speaker’s ministrations of her wounds.

      She was covered in so many bandages and salves she suspected she sounded like a collection of fabric when she walked. It was a sound that Drew had to describe to her, as she could not hear it. Despite her own healing and the Speaker’s best efforts, the ringing in her ears had not ceased. She could still understand people if she focused, but if too many spoke at once she quickly became lost.

      As the sun warmed the field, Upala found she was not bitter about her injury. It was a small price to pay, and she still owed the people here a great deal. All around her were small gatherings of Rakhum, each planting young trees or flowering plants to commemorate those they had lost.  

      This had been a suggestion of Nima’s, it was a custom she had learned from Lhamu’s people on Sirapothi. A field of calm, Nima had called it, and Upala found she quite liked the sentiment.

      The tiny tree she had pushed into the dirt was for Kater. She had asked that Drew give her this moment, and of course he had respected her desires. She could not ask the others to grieve for someone who had caused them so much pain, yet she would not deny herself this need either.

      “Brother,” Upala said. She winced at the sound of her own voice, now nearly lost amongst the chorus of chimes in her ears. She was damaged, but she was alive and still had opportunities to bring more good into the world. The small tree cupped in her hands represented Kater’s true loss, the death of his second chance.

      “You had it wrong,” she said to the sapling. “I guess we both did. I wanted to run, you wanted something I did not understand. Fighting for glory. We should have worked together, stood together. We could have been proud of each other, and we could have helped these people instead of using them.”

      The wind picked up silently, blowing a small piece of blue cloth across Upala’s vision. It looked like a scrap of clothing. She could see blood stains on the edges. 

      “I am sorry you did not get the chance to see what more you could do, Kater. I will try though, I will try to make it up for both of us.”

      She continued to kneel in the dirt and watched the wind slowly blow the scrap of clothing farther down the field, off toward the west. She pondered the mountains that marked the edge of this land. Sinar had come from there, had spoken of the City of Sands. A city of Manad Vhan. She found herself pondering questions she had never before asked.

      What others of my kind might be like, what their society and customs would be. Would they know of my parents? Were there Rakhums there too?

      “It is nice, this planting of trees.”

      Upala stood, surprised by Merin’s muffled voice behind her.

      The tall woman faced her, her short hair blowing in the growing breeze. There were streaks of gray in Merin’s dark hair she had never noticed before. 

      “I am sorry if I am disturbing you.”

      “No,” Upala said, shaking her head. “It is nice. And I am glad to see you.”

      Merin knelt, looking for a moment at the tree Upala had planted. It swayed in the breeze, but she had dug its hole well and deep and it would withstand the wind. She blushed at the realization her tree honored the man who killed Merin’s husband.

      “Using our losses to build something new,” Merin said, nodding and pressing a little extra dirt down around Upala’s planting. “I think it is a good concept.”

      Something new, Upala thought. She looked over to where Drew and Nima were standing and talking, Nima having planted a tree earlier. Upala had not asked Nima who the tree was for, but she suspected it was for Tanira. She, least of all, could not begrudge Nima’s honoring someone who had caused others pain.

      Drew stood with her, waving at Lhamu as the Caenolan girl ran to them. She thought of Drew and the changes he had helped her make in herself, and she in him. A small hand of fear clenched around her heart at the thought of a portal back to his world. For all the mysteries of machines and far off cities, she could not conceive of the idea of exploring them without him. They would have no color, no magic to them. Not anymore.

      Merin was looking out over the damaged remains of Rogek Shad, the community now a maze of smashed tents and broken buildings. Rubble and work was everywhere, and it would take a strong person to lead these people out of it. 

      “Merin, Lhamu told me they asked you to lead the new community. I am glad to hear you will be going forward with reunification.”

      Merin looked at her with a mixture of shock and amusement. “I cannot imagine how that girl might have heard that, but it is only partially true.”

      While Upala had lay in her cot in the healing tent, Lhamu had seemed omnipresent. Possessing of an energy level and curiosity that exceeded even Nima, the young Caenolan girl seemed to be everywhere, questioning everyone and apparently hearing everything. 

      “It is true that they asked me,” Merin said, crossing her arms, “but I declined. They have in Trillip someone who is well suited to the role, and who has much more passion for reunification than I do. I will be available to Trillip, should he need me.”

      “I will be honest, I had a hard time picturing you in meetings and committees. That may have been the Merin who was my administrator, but since the Under, I have come to know Merin the warrior, the protector.” She put her hand on Merin’s shoulder, looking into the woman’s eyes. “I admire that Merin a great deal.”

      She saw one tear run down Merin’s cheek. Upala expected the woman to brush it away, or hide it somehow, but she simply let it stand. 

      “I am Merin the parent now,” she said. “I protect and teach Arix and Lam. If I am patient enough, I hope they will protect and teach me as well. For now, that will suffice.”

      Upala smiled. For all the weight Merin had carried through these crises, she and her family deserved peace as much as any of them. 

      “And what of you, Upala. What do you do now? Back to your studies of Manad Vhan lore, or perhaps the machine in Sirapothi?”

      Upala looked again at the vistas to her west, where, far away, the lands of her people and her family’s history lay. She turned her head, looking to the east where Drew stood, talking to Trillip. 

      “I do not know.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The evening wind blew into the large tent, carrying the smell of smoke from the nearby alleys of Rogek Shad. Though the air carried a chill from the nearby mountains, Drew found himself feeling warm inside.

      The structure was nearly empty, the people of both communities gathered in Nalam Wast for a gathering of mourners that seemed to be part funeral and part reunion. Drew, Nima, Upala and the others had been present for a time, sharing in the mixed emotions. There had been tears, but there was also hope, a prospect of a better future that Drew sensed had not been present for these people in a long time.

      Hope was also a feeling he had found within himself.

      Drew stared down at the three objects on the long table, a small wooden box, a shoulder plate with an embedded crystal, and a dented metal helmet. They all seemed so simple, so commonplace as to be barely worth noticing.

      Yet it was these simple items that had caused all their problems, and could do so again. He was sure that was why Trillip had asked them all to come to the large tent in the center of Rogek Shad.

      “How is that box staying there?” Nima asked from Drew’s right. It was a good question, if it did indeed contain the heart of Terminus then it should be sliding off the table, trying to reach its former body.

      “We nailed the box to the table,” Trillip said, Drew nodding at the practicality of the solution. “Once we figure out what to do, we will carefully move it to a new box.”

      Drew chuckled. What to do? That’s the question of the day, isn’t it? He had slept most of the previous day, waking only when the Speaker wanted to reapply his salve, or the two times he sensed someone staring at him, only to find Lhamu’s dark eyes inches from his face. 

      She was a sweet kid, but she had taken one of Nima’s more challenging traits, a lack of personal boundaries, to further extremes. Lhamu now stood next to Nima while they examined the shoulder plate together, the means of activating the Hero’s armor.

      He and Nima had her own choices to make, now that the Thread had given them a way home.

      Was it home? Drew didn’t think so. There were already more people here on this world that he cared for than lived on his former world. Odds are he could have kicked around Nepal or all of Asia for decades and never heard from his father. Before all this had happened, he wasn’t sure what he was looking for beyond his visions of Upala, but even then he had no intention of going back to Oregon. 

      Yet in front of him, here on the table, was a reason to return. It was an obligation, yet it felt like an anchor.

      “These objects must be disposed of,” Upala said. She stood next to Drew, close as she slid her arm across his shoulders. That was a lack of personal boundaries he was fine with. He worried for her hearing, thus far it seemed a lot like the hearing loss some sailors experienced after being too close to an explosion, or the ship’s gun firing. Perhaps she would heal in time.

      “Disposed of, yes,” Merin said. “But where? We must put them somewhere out of reach for anyone who might want to use them. Somewhere no Manad Vhan or Rakhum would even know the path to.”

      “Earth,” Drew said. He had known where this conversation would go, and the solution was obvious. “My world. With the Under sealed, none of you know how to get there. Actually, only Nima does now. Sure, you know there’s a portal in the Weight’s Vault, but which one? There could be hundreds there. As long as I take these through-”

      “You?” Upala said, taking her arm off his shoulder. Her eyes were wide with surprise.

      “Yeah, you?” Nima added. “Why you?”

      Drew looked down at Nima’s annoyed expression. 

      “Well, little sister. It has to be one of us and-”

      “Of course it has to be one of us, but why you? What if you go through and you can’t get back? A lot of these portals end up closed on the other side. What about Upala? Don’t you want to be with her?”

      “I do!” Drew took a step back, turning to Upala. He took her hands in his own, looking into her eyes. “There’s nothing I want to do more. Whatever is on the other side of that portal, it’s not my home now. My home is wherever you are.”

      He looked back at the objects on the table, each of them a talisman for future evil and death. “Yet I have-”

      “You have someone who cares about you!” Nima reached up, pulling on his arm and turning him around. She poked him in the chest. “More than one someone! She loves you, and I love you, big brother. Why? Because you always want to take care of everyone. Well, now it’s time to let someone take care of you! And that’s going to be me!”

      Drew stood there, words jumbling in his brain as Nima’s fiery stare burned into him. She could be stubborn as a yak when she wanted to be, and it was clear she did not intend to back down.

      “Nima,” Drew said, lowering his voice in the hopes he could keep it from choking. “I appreciate what you want to do, but what about you? Do you want to spend the rest of your life there? What about finding adventure?”

      She shook her head, her dark hair swinging about as it framed her smiling face.

      “Your story is here, with Upala. It is a happy ending, one you deserve. Let me help give it to you. I carry my story with me. Wherever I go I will find it. There are plenty of hills back on our world I haven’t seen the top of. I don’t need Dragons and Yeti to find adventure.”

      “You cannot win this, Drew.” Merin laughed, putting her hands on Nima’s shoulders. “I have known this small one long enough to see that.”

      “No, I suppose I won’t,” Drew sighed. He then pulled Nima into as strong an embrace as his injuries would allow, kissing her head. Shame rose inside him, but he reassured it. It was all right. His friends loved him, and he did deserve this.

      “Well, if you’re going,” Lhamu’s voice came from behind them, “then I’m going too.”

      Drew released Nima, the pair of them turning to find Lhamu standing there, arms folded. The crystal in the center of her forehead glowed, shining like a small star in the room, matching the intensity of the young woman’s eyes.

      Drew watched as Nima became the one with the disapproving look leveled at her, caught without knowing what to say.

      “Is that even safe?” Drew asked, looking over at the Speaker. It was a legitimate question, but he also wanted to give Nima time to react.

      “She is stable, as you are,” the Yeti said. “Her trip from Sirapothi to Aroha Darad may have altered her age. A trip through a second portal will not cause this issue again.”

      Lhamu looked back at Drew with a smile, Drew half expecting her to stick her tongue out at him. Nima turned to face Lhamu, taking the girl’s hands in her own.

      “Don’t you want to go home?” she asked. “To Sirapothi? I thought that was where you wanted to be, that’s what you said before. That you shouldn’t be here.”

      Lhamu shook her head, her grin wide and her eyes sparkling nearly as brightly as her crystal. “That’s what I thought. But now I know. With you - that’s where I should be. Maybe … maybe you could call me ‘little sister’? The way Drew does with you.” 

      Drew could see Nima’s defenses breaking down. As much as he suspected Nima wanted to keep the Caenolan girl safe, it simply was not in Nima’s nature to tell someone they couldn’t do something that would make them happy. Lhamu clearly detected her wavering as well, the girl squeezing Nima’s hands tighter.

      “Besides,” Lhamu said. “You need me! And . . . you’re all the family I’ve ever known. Please?” Lhamu’s eyes were growing damp.

      Drew knew that if she started crying there was little chance Nima would be able to hold out.

      “I don’t know. . .” Nima said, a small grin crossing her face. “A little brother was a pain enough. A little sister too? Still, maybe you can help me torture Pasang. . .”

      Nima may have planned to say more, but she was cut off by Lhamu throwing her arms around her, the light coming from the girl nearly blinding. Drew had his worries about this, but it was in the end Nima’s decision.

      Nima released Lhamu, taking a moment to look at the items gathered on the table. Those were supposed to be my problem, Drew thought. Yet, perhaps this was better. Perhaps, as Nima said, letting someone else help might do him a little good.

      “It’s decided then,” Nima said. “Lhamu and I will take these things back and bury them somewhere no one will find them. If the Speaker is willing, we can leave tomorrow. Maybe in the morning?”

      “So soon?” Trillip asked. “The people here, the Rakhums of both cities, I am sure they’d like more time with you both. To thank you.”

      “Nima is likely right,” Upala said with a frown. “The longer these items are in this world, the more risk of them being used.”

      Drew couldn’t argue with that, even as the realization began to dawn on him that Nima leaving meant never seeing her again. For the second time. Still, more time here wasn’t likely to make that any easier.

      Merin clapped her hands together, drawing everyone’s attention.

      “If you are leaving, Nima and Lhamu, let my children and I cook you one meal before you go back to your world. We must give you a sample of true Rakhum cooking, to create a memory of us to take with you.”

      Drew saw Nima’s eyes light up, and he laughed. Nima had never been one to turn down an opportunity to try something new.

      The Speaker walked toward the door of the tent, Trillip close behind him.

      “Trillip, please join us,” Merin said. “Speaker, you too. If it is within your rocha.”

      “A meal sounds excellent,” Trillip said, nodding his agreement.

      The big Yeti paused for a moment, Drew noticing he leaned on one of the tables for support. The Speaker had been injured, as they all had, but Drew now wondered just how badly. 

      “My rocha?” the Speaker asked, pausing. “My rocha is unspecific in such matters. Yet I would be honored to join you and your clan.” He shambled slowly toward the door, taking care to avoid the support beams of the massive tent. Pushing the flap aside, he passed out into the night.

      Arm in arm, Nima and Lhamu moved toward the front of the tent to chase after the Yeti. Nima gave Drew a quick wink as she walked by Merin, headed into the street with Lhamu.

      Merin turned and looked at Drew and Upala expectantly, her eyebrow raised. “Are you two coming?”

      He supposed Merin understood all too well that he and Upala had much to talk about. Unlike Nima, he would be sticking around, so there would be time for meals with Merin’s family.

      Yet there would be no more meals with Nima. The realization made his stomach clench, a catch coming to his throat just thinking about it. He had only just gotten his little sister back, and now he would lose her again.

      He felt Upala’s arm come across his shoulder, as if she somehow knew what he had been thinking. He leaned into her smooth skin, savoring the warmth of her touch.

      It was a good reminder. He had gained something here as well. Something amazing.

      “We will be right along,” he said. Merin gave them both a smile, then turned and walked out into the moonlit evening. 

      Drew turned away from the entrance, finding Upala directly in front of him. He smiled, putting his hands on her waist and drawing her close. She looked at him, the fire light from the hung lanterns reflecting off her olive skin, her brown eyes squinting with her smile.

      “Well,” he said. “I guess you are stuck with me after all.”

      “I have suffered worse fates.” 

      She put her hands around his neck, leaning in to kiss him. It was warm and soft, like all their kisses had been, but Drew’s heart beat even faster than before. This was no rasi sakta, this was his new life. A good life. He was filled with a sense of safety and protection, of being needed and having needs met. 

      But what would that life be? 

      He broke off the kiss slowly, needing to put words to the questions in his mind. 

      “Any ideas then on what we should do with ourselves? I mean, you know. After dinner.”

      “I do have ideas,” she laughed. “Many of them. Some we can discuss tonight, others tomorrow. For now, I suggest we spend the evening in the company of our friends, while they are all still here.”

      Upala stepped back, taking his hand. Her fingers intertwined with his as she led him toward the cool night air and his future. 

      “That,” Drew said, “Sounds perfect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      Nima sat on a long rock that pushed through the snow, with Drew at her side. The entrance to the Vault of the Weight lay just behind them. The long corridor that led into the mountain looked very similar to the Vaults they had seen on other mountains, as did the huge red doors. These doors had been ripped from their hinges though, each of them appeared to have been tossed aside by whatever freed the Weight.

      The two of them had discussed the mystery of the doors while the Speaker slowly popped in and out during the day, bringing bag after bag of supplies. If Nima counted correctly, all the satchels had been delivered and now they were waiting for the Yeti to bring Lhamu and Upala up from the base of the mountain.

      “Nima, I’m still worried about you bringing Lhamu,” Drew said. “I know the Speaker said she was stable, that it was safe for her to travel through the portal but . . . Nima, she’s blue! She has a crystal growing out of her head! People are going to notice that, and . . . well the people in our world are not used to all of this.”

      Nima nodded. Drew was only trying to help, and it was nothing she had not worried about herself. Yet she could not leave the girl behind, take away the first person she had ever known.

      Not to mention, Nima wanted Lhamu with her too. There was something comforting about having someone still be with her who had seen what she had seen, knew that these amazing things existed in this world. Lhamu also seemed to want the same experiences out of life as she did. To see, to explore.

      “I will have to make sacrifices,” Nima said. “Nepal is a big place, there are plenty of valleys and forests where we could live for years without seeing anyone else.” It would be an adventure of its own, she supposed. There would be some danger, but there was always danger in adventure. “I can’t make her stay here.”

      Drew sighed. “Sure, I know. I understand. I’m just worried. I’d tell you to be careful, but I know you’ll be careful enough.” 

      There was a pop of lavender light, and the Speaker materialized with Lhamu under one arm and Upala under the other. Lhamu looked a bit winded from the travel, but she was already smiling and shuffling through the snow toward Nima. Upala put her arms out, Drew and Nima helping her sit on the stone while she recovered her breath. 

      The Speaker took a moment to walk toward the entrance of the Vault, looking up at the huge opening that led inside. He then glanced at the two doors, one lying on the ground on each side. He turned back, looking at Drew and Nima.

      “I do not wish the knowledge of this path, so I will remain outside the Vault.”

      He strode past them, his limp as noticeable as it had been the day before. He stood before Lhamu, covering the girl in his shadow. The wind blew his white fur, revealing more of the crystals in the Yeti’s back. Several glowed a peaceful blue, which reminded Nima of the sky after a storm. Others appeared dark, emitting no light at all.

      He knelt before Lhamu, his head still higher than hers even when on his knees. He spoke, his voice somehow both deep and soft at the same time. 

      “Foretold, it has been my honor to accompany you. We have waited for you to come. Knowing you would help alter the world and our rocha. Through your example, we have learned that we have kept ourselves apart from the peoples of this world for too long. We should ‘help,’ as you say. Thus we have a new rocha, more complex, but perhaps one that will alter the Yeti further.”

      “I-I,” Lhamu stammered. “Thank you.”

      It was a small response, but Nima could not think of anything else she could have said. What could you say to that?

      The Speaker turned back to face Nima. 

      “Arrived. I wish you a fair and safe journey. Know that there is more of my kind on your world. Have the Foretold call to them, if you need them, and the Yeti will answer. They will be watching you, and watching over you.”

      Lhamu ran forward, practically climbing up the Speaker’s back as she placed her arms around his neck. The big Yeti held her for a moment, emitting a joyful noise that sounded a lot like a laugh to Nima. He then placed Lhamu gently back onto the snow and walked toward the edge of the small clearing they stood on.

      Nima got off the stone, looking at the collection of bags and packs that Upala had asked the Speaker to help them transport. She knew she could handle one of the packs on her back, and several of the bags had belts attached to them. She supposed she and Lhamu would manage, but it was hard to understand what could be inside them all.

      “Upala, this is a lot of bags. What is in all this?”

      “It is possible I have packed too much for you,” Upala said. “A tent for your arrival. On the Ish Rav Partha on your world. As many of Kater’s blink tubes as I could find, loaded with crystals. They should help you descend-”

      “Which you will do quickly,” Drew said. “This is still Everest in . . . what? December? Just being on the mountain is madness. Really, I still think you should wait-”

      “Which you two debated last night,” Upala said, gently taking Drew by the arm. “And into the morning. I have yet to see Nima fail to accomplish something she sets her mind to. But, to Drew’s point, there are also warming tubes, additional crystals, as much good rope as we could find, cloaks, rations, boots-”

      Nima interrupted Upala by hugging her. Upala stood frozen for a moment, and then wrapped her arms around the smaller Sherpa woman. 

      “I will miss you, Nima,” she said, wiping a tear. “You and Drew have brought us . . . brought me. . . a new chance. We will not forget it.”

      Nima relished the warmth of the woman’s embrace, realizing Upala was the last person of this world she would likely see. A road that had started when she had jumped through the portal on Everest to save her brother, and now she would return to him. 

      She stood on her tiptoes, whispering in Upala’s ear, “I know you will take good care of Drew. Try to keep him from worrying too much.” 

      She let Upala hold her for a minute longer, then stepped back. Lhamu had already donned her pack and had strapped one of the small bags around her waist, and now paced around by the entrance to the hallway. Nima understood how excited the girl must be. Her eyes fell on Drew as he accepted a kiss from Upala and also moved toward the large doorway.

      Nima let out a sigh, grabbing a pack and throwing it over her shoulder. Lhamu didn’t have the same goodbyes to say that she did. 
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        * * *

      

      The entry corridor of the Vault of the Weight was much shorter than the other Vaults Nima had been to, leading immediately into a large central chamber. It was circular, like the others. In the center of the room was a large, deep pit, deep enough that peeking over the side Nima could not see the bottom of it.

      Lhamu grabbed a loose stone from the floor, dropping it into the pit. Nima was able to count to ten before she heard the faint sound of the stone’s landing.

      “Where do we go from here?” Drew asked.

      On the far side of the chamber were four different passages, one right next to the other. All of them led deeper into the mountain, quickly disappearing into darkness. Nima thought back to the vision the Thread had placed in her mind, opening it like a book. 

      “Second from the left,” she pointed. “If the Thread’s image is correct, it shouldn’t be too far. There should be a room with a lot of portals in it, but I know which one to use.”

      Drew sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. Nima could feel an apprehension growing inside her, one she suspected Drew felt too. The goodbye was coming, and as much as she believed in what she had to do, she didn’t want that moment.

      “Drew, Lhamu and I. . .” she said, surprised as her voice broke. Her eyes were starting to water. As hard as she imagined this would be, it was already harder. She took a moment to steady her voice and tried again. “I’m going to walk Lhamu down to the portal. I’ll be right back.”

      Lhamu nodded, taking a moment to run over to Drew and give him a quick hug. 

      “Take care of her, kid,” Drew told her.

      Lhamu responded by making a fist in Drew’s direction, then putting her webbed thumb up and giving the man a wink. Drew’s laughter echoed in the chamber as Lhamu skipped over to the hallway. Her bright, head crystal lit her path, the girl stopping after a few moments. 

      “Take your time,” Drew called after Nima as she followed Lhamu down the hall. Nima tried to push the lump in her throat down as she walked into the hallway. She reminded herself that saying goodbye was hard, but there was much she was excited about to come. There was a whole world of her own to explore, just as she and her grandfather had often talked of doing. 

      Her vision from the Thread was very clear, and Nima only had to walk for a few minutes before reaching a long, rectangular room with more than a dozen portals in it. They were all inert, ebony ovals that looked painted onto the stone. Lhamu following her, she walked down the length of the room, stopping at the second-to-last portal.

      She knew what color crystal she needed to open it, everything was right there in her head. She put the pack down on the floor, the shadows from Lhamu’s light painting a large shadow-picture against the wall. Nima slipped the drawstring of her pack open, making sure the box, helm, and armor piece were all there.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder, turning to see Lhamu smiling.

      “Go and say goodbye to your friend,” she said. “Use all the time you need. I will be here.”

      Nima had gotten used to thinking of Lhamu as nearly a child, though she looked a teenager. The face that looked back at her now was mature, and understanding. It looked a lot like Val’s. Nima smiled back.

      “Thanks,” she said, turning back toward the hallway to the central chamber. The lump in her throat was even bigger now, it was all getting very real. 
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        * * *

      

      Drew sat at the edge of the dark pit, letting his legs dangle over the side, until he heard Nima’s approaching footsteps. He got back to his feet, seeing her silhouetted against the opening of the passage. Just as when he had first seen her, when the sun overhead had put most of her in shadow, her hand reaching into the crevasse to pull him out.

      “I guess this is it, huh?” he said. His words echoed, bouncing from one wall to the next. 

      “Yup.” 

      She stepped into the light of the chamber, her face wearing the same subtle smile he could feel on his own. He wasn’t happy they were saying goodbye, but he was happy they were both here. That they had lived in each other’s lives, helped each other get to this moment. A place in time where each could let the other one go, and know they would be safe.

      Before he lost his nerve, he shoved his hand into the pocket of his cloak, pulling out a folded piece of paper.

      He held it out to Nima and she reached for it. Right up until the moment the paper arrived in her outstretched hand, he wasn’t sure he wanted her to have it, but then it was done.

      A weight left him, perhaps the last weight tying him to his other world, his other life.

      Nima didn’t unfold the paper, but she did hold it up to the light for a moment, squinting. He knew she didn’t want to invade his privacy, Nima was just . . . being Nima.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “A letter for my father. The address is written on the outside. If you could send it to him, I’d appreciate it. Don’t put a return address on it though, I don’t want him to come looking for me, or you.”

      “Sure,” she said, turning the paper over in her hands. “What’s it say?”

      “The truth,” Drew sighed. Not the truth about where he was, but about who he was. Finally. What Dad did with that information would be up to him.

      Nima shoved the paper into her pocket. He could see her eyes were getting damp again, as he knew his were.

      Jesus, this is hard. He took a deep breath, steeling himself. Better to get this over with. 

      He opened his arms, Nima nearly knocking him over as she jumped into his embrace. He held her for only a moment, knowing if he didn’t end this soon it was just going to get harder and harder. 

      He stepped back, looking down at her. Nima smiled up at him, that big goofy grin of hers, even with tears. The perfect image of her to remember. 

      “You . . . you be careful,” he said. “If you need me, I’ll find a way to get to you.”

      “I know you will! You did once already!” Nima laughed. “I know you are always on my rope. If I need you, I’ll give it a tug.”

      They both stood there for a moment, looking at each other. Drew could hear the wind outside faintly, tearing over the mountain. He knew Upala and the Speaker were waiting for him, just as Lhamu was waiting for her. Yet his feet felt nailed to the floor.

      “I don’t want to accept that this is it,” he said. “I can’t believe that I’ll never see you again.”

      Nima came closer to him, standing on her tip toes so she could kiss him on the cheek. “Then choose not to believe it,” she said, giving him a wink and a smile. She pointed to her forehead. “I plan to see you every day.”

      Nima turned away, walking slowly back toward the hallway, taking the initiative to end the goodbye. Breaking trail toward the next chapter of her story. He spoke to her one last time, one last thing that he needed to make sure was said.

      “I love you, little sister.”

      “And I love you, big brother.”

      Then there was nothing left to say. Drew turned and walked down the short passageway that led out of the Vault, for a moment still able to hear Nima’s footsteps as she went in the opposite direction. He slowed his pace, listening to her boots hit the stone as they grew softer and softer, until he could hear them no more.

      The light outside was dimming, bathing the hallway in an orange light. Outside, Upala waited for him, and beyond that a series of limitless possibilities. A world that was almost completely unknown to him, abilities he was still discovering and a lifetime that seemingly no longer had a limit. Before Everest, before entering the Under and meeting Upala, these prospects might have terrified him. Now, he had a guide, a partner, a companion.

      He began to walk again toward the sunlight outside. Nima was heading to her home and Drew smiled, realizing he was doing the same.
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        “It was better to be true, than to be strong.” - Maurice Herzog

        

      

      

      
        
        
        April 27, 1952

        Annapurna, Nepal

        5,200m above sea level

      

        

      

      Nima stamped her feet in the cold snow of Annapurna, noting the snow here seemed slightly flakier than Everest. The great mountain was several hundred kilometers to the east of the peaks she knew, but the same stars still graced the cold, early morning sky.

      She rubbed her gloved hands together, the heating tube she had shoved inside her coat still keeping her torso fairly warm. She was glad she had saved the heating magics Upala had sent with her through the past year, though as time passed it had become harder to think about her days on Aroha Darad without becoming sad.

      Nima pulled one breath into her lungs, relishing the freshness even if the oxygen content was low. She was proud that she was not very winded. Some of that was due to her Sherpa blood, but they had also used Kater’s blink tubes for much of the ascent, so she supposed that was a factor too. 

      The star-filled sky was perfectly clear and crisp, with a bright moon that competed with Lhamu’s head crystal. The girl looked back at her through her myriad of scarves and her goggles, pulling her mask off after a moment.

      “I can’t believe we are really here!” Lhamu said. “Annapurna!” 

      Lhamu had become obsessed with the mountain since reading a news report about the first ascent of an eight thousand meter peak the previous year. Nima had been amazed at how quickly Lhamu had picked up reading since coming to Earth, but she was surprising in many ways. Nima herself was reading now too, though she freely admitted to lagging behind the Caenolan.

      When the time had come to choose a place to bury ‘the artifacts’ as Lhamu always called them, the girl had begged to put them on Annapurna. Nima had initially resisted, given the mountain’s incredibly dangerous reputation. After seeing the picture in the news article Lhamu had showed her though she had relented. Something about the legendary peak just seemed right. 

      Her brother Pasang had argued in favor of Lhotse, or Ama Dablam. Both peaks were closer, but Nima always trusted her instincts, so Annapurna it was.

      They had planned to go the previous spring, but due to her father’s failing health she decided to wait until he had passed. This had allowed Nima more time with Lhamu, and more time with Awa. Most of the time wasn’t that good, he was old and weak and usually did not know she was there. Yet it seemed important to wait until he passed.

      She still recalled the strong embrace Pasang had given her when she departed. He had not asked Nima for her plans after this task was complete, he knew she did not have any. Yet he seemed to know, as much as she did, that she would not be returning.

      Awa was gone, and Pasang’s future was financially secure. There was nothing left for Nima back there.

      Now there was just this mountain, and the task at hand. Powerful items from that other world, the one that now existed on the other side of a cold, stone oval on Everest. Where Drew and Upala were, where Merin and the Speaker were.

      The last place she had seen magic.

      The shelf they stood on was about half way up Annapurna’s hostile north face, where it would be buffeted by chilling winds most of the year. The climb to reach this spot included a treacherous, ice covered rock wall, nearly vertical and dozens of meters high.

      If they had not possessed the ability to blink their way up the mountain, Nima was sure they never could have reached it.

      Given the frequency of the avalanches here and the mountain’s deadly reputation, it was as good a place as she could think of to protect such dangerous items.

      “I think this is a good spot,” Nima said. Lhamu nodded and dropped her pack. Nima did the same, she would be glad to be rid of the weight, physically and mentally. Lhamu fished a small shovel out and began digging into the snow.

      Nima laid the items on the ground one at a time—Kater’s helm, the shoulder piece of the Hero’s armor, and the heart of the Dragon Terminus. The heart used to be in a box, but once they had crossed back into their world it had shrunken and hardened, now looking like a small black stone. She watched as Lhamu continued to dig, thinking of the incredible journey these items represented.

      Memories of Kad and Merin, and their times in the Under, Kad being the first person from another world Nima had ever seen. Or so she had thought, until learning Carter had been Kater. The faces flashed before her, a spinning wheel of memories happy and sad. Vihrut and Jang. Upala and the Speaker. And especially Drew and Val. 

      The slight wisp of a cloud crossed in front of the large face of the moon. It would not be daylight for several hours, Nima judged that pre-dawn morning would be the only safe time on Annapurna’s avalanche-prone slopes. She felt no worries about the mountain, as they had plenty of time before dawn and the blink tubes would make the descent easy.

      What did make her uneasy was her uncertainty about what they would do when they arrived at the bottom of the mountain.

      Disposing of these items had been a task in front of her for more than a year. She had thought that she and Lhamu would roam the hills of Nepal and explore the Himalayas, yet it had not worked out that way.

      Part of the issue had been Awa, and part of it was the difficulties of keeping Lhamu secret. The ascent of Annapurna in 1950 by French climbers had triggered a worldwide interest in climbing Nepal’s great peaks, with more Western visitors arriving by the day. She might have tried to get her fellow Sherpa to understand or even accept Lhamu, but Westerners with their money and their cameras had made Nima too fearful of exposing her.

      There was more though. Coming back to Earth, she had felt changed. Like Pasang, she had retained her ability to understand anything said to her in any language, a skill Pasang was already putting to benefit as an interpreter for many of the new climbing expeditions.

      But the world that had once been sharp and full of mysteries seemed dulled now, like a knife that had been used too much. Outside of Everest itself, nothing seemed to have any magic about it like what she had seen in those other worlds.

      This world now seemed like paint that had been left out in the rain. The color was still there, but it was faded, muted.

      There was a hole in her life where excitement used to be, not unlike the one they had just finished digging.

      “How’s that?” Lhamu asked.

      Nima looked and nodded, impressed. The white light from Lhamu’s headcrystal illuminated a hole in the snow that was already about a meter deep. Lhamu had surprised both her and Pasang with how strong she was, and she had adapted to the high altitude and climbing with ease. 

      “That’s great, Lhamu.” Nima picked up the items one by one and tossed them into the hole, saving the Helm for last. She thought back to when she had worn it, wondering what had happened to the Thread and the other Dragons, to Merin and the Speaker. She hoped they were well, which was all she could do. 

      She knelt, pushing the excess powder into the hole while Lhamu did the same with her shovel.

      As the white snow fell upon these last connections with the amazing worlds she had seen, her eyes began to blur with tears, her memories taking her back to all she been through.

      Despite the cold of the mountain, she could feel the heat of the damp forests of Sirapothi, running from a grun with Tanira and Val, laughing on an adventure with a knight.

      Though she wore gloves to protect her from the mountain’s bitter cold, somehow Nima could still sense the warm touch of Val’s hand. The bright crimson glow of his headcrystal still shone in her memories like a sun. She could almost feel the press of his lips on hers, the promise of a future that never came to pass.

      She closed her eyes her tears froze upon her cheeks, her mind showing her mushrooms and caverns, walls of shining portals that led to a thousand worlds, all the amazing vistas of the Under. She saw Kad’s broad smile, recalled the strong bravery of Merin and Wanda’s fierce sacrifice, her last words to Nima in her ears even now.

      What will do you, Nima?

      She did not know to do, and now had no one to ask.

      The person who would know was not here. The man who had become the friend, the advisor, the big brother she had always needed was a hundred worlds away. Finally happy, finally free of the guilt that had weighed him down since the day they had met.

      An arm came around her shoulder, and she leaned into Lhamu as she allowed herself a few more tears. She felt the touch of snowfall on her skin, Chomolungma perhaps giving her a blessing.

      Nima’s task was done. Her adventure was over, but it had been one her grandfather would have been proud of. That was more than she ever thought she would have, and it would have to be enough.

      Silently, she and Lhamu began to push the remaining snow into the hole with their gloves. In moments, there was little evidence the mountain had ever been disturbed. Nima knew that the first good avalanche would likely bury the items further, sealing them off from ever being found.

      “Well, that’s that, I guess,” Nima said, smiling wistfully at Lhamu. She had no idea what to do now but descend, and even less idea of what to do after they did. She turned, about to look down the mountain to gauge their descent route when Lhamu’s voice rang through the cold morning.

      “What is that?” she cried, pointing above them.

      Nima turned and followed the girl’s gloved finger to a spot a few hundred meters farther up the mountain. For a moment, she saw nothing but the darkness and the snow that blew from Annapurna’s constant wind. Then, her eyes picked out the slightest tint of color. 

      Just a spark, a flickering hint of green, like a firefly somehow up on the mountain. Nima blinked and it was gone, but it was replaced seconds later by a quick flash of red. Then blue.

      “Please tell me we are going to find out what that is,” Lhamu said. She had already pulled her pack back on and was looking up the side of the peak. 

      Nima smiled. “How could we not? We’re here after all!” She felt that little fire light inside her, the one she had been missing. Something was here, here on the mountain. Maybe this was why she had been so drawn to it.

      She looked up the side of Annapurna, catching another flash of light above her, this one yellow. There was some sort of ledge above them, maybe fifty meters she guessed. It was blocking whatever was causing the colors, but there was a clear route to it. 

      “Come on!” she said, clipping her rope to Lhamu’s belt and pulling her oxygen mask back on. She briefly considered using one of their remaining blink tubes but decided against it. As excited as she was, this could be nothing. Even a shared hallucination she supposed. They needed those tubes for the trip down or they’d be caught on the mountain when the sun came up.

      She dug her ice ax into the angled route before her, feeling her crampons catch into the hard surface with ease. With steady movements, she ascended the hardened wall of ice, Lhamu close behind. She felt powered by some new energy, something beyond adrenaline. It was as if she were communing with the mountain, rushing up its side with the peak’s blessing. 

      After only a few minutes she pulled even with the small plateau, planting her ax hard into its flat surface and pulling herself up. Nima stood, facing a new wall of ice that seemed to stretch at least another hundred meters straight up the side of Annapurna. She pulled her goggles off and looked around the landing just as Lhamu arrived.

      There was nothing.

      Nothing but a plain, flat area of snow about ten meters across and a solid wall of ice. There were no sparks or energy, no magic. No reds or blues, no greens or yellows. No colors except the black of the sky, no sounds except her breath inside her oxygen mask.

      Nima pulled her mask off as she heard the clink of Lhamu unclipping her rope from her belt, the girl’s boots crunching in the icy snow as she came to stand beside her.

      “I don’t. . . I don’t understand,” Lhamu said, her own mask now in her hand. “I thought-”

      Nima felt like she had been kicked in the stomach, all the energy she had gained during her sprint up to this ledge now washed out of her. She had been sure there would be some exciting something here. Something to lead her on, something to give her a new hill to climb. A new spark.

      She turned back, looking out over the star-filled sky. Below in the darkness was the same Nepal she had lived in all her life, the Nepal she had returned to after her adventures. A Nepal that was part of a world with metal wars and atom bombs, a world of money and the people who wanted it. A world where the questions were getting less interesting. A world with no Dragons, no magic.

      She sighed. Their job was done, they had completed their task. There was nothing left to do but descend the mountain and try to decide what was next. 

      She picked up one foot, then heard a sound behind her. A crack, faint but clear, like ice breaking.

      She whirled as the colors began to show from behind the wall of ice, a myriad of red and blues, greens and yellows. There was a second crack, and a third. Small trickles of water now ran down the rapidly disintegrating, frozen surface, revealing an oval of mist, a swirling rainbow of color.

       ”A portal?” Lhamu gasped. ”Where does it go?”

      Nima nodded, a grin forming on her face so fierce it almost hurt. A portal! Somehow here on Annapurna, a portal!

      She had no idea where it might lead, but she knew what was on the other side. Magic. Surprises. The impossible. The colors she’d been missing from her life this past year. She looked over at Lhamu, who grinned back at her, the rainbow of lights from the portal reflecting on her face.

      “Should we?” Lhamu asked, her body visibly tensing with the same excitement as Nima. “Can we?”

      Nima laughed, the sound bouncing off the side of the mountain. Even Drew might have questioned this decision, but fate had provided her with the one companion who wanted to make this leap of faith as much as she did. 

      Nima slapped Lhamu on the shoulder. “Why wouldn’t we, little sister?” 

      Together they walked toward the shimmering oval of light, little arcs of colored lightning dancing around its edges. Its misty interior gave no hints to where it might lead. Revealing none of its secrets.

      Perfect.

      She ran now, her boots pounding onto the mountain’s surface. The portal was only a few steps away, Lhamu matching her stride.

      Nima pushed her boot into the snow before tensing for her leap, knowing it was likely the last time her body would ever touch the Earth. She left the ground as she jumped for the portal, Lhamu right beside her. In front of her was the swirling colored mist and on the other side would be the unknown. 

      Mystery and adventure.

      Nima grinned, her heart singing as she passed through the magical gateway, knowing at last she was finally home.
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      At last, the summit is reached. Yet like any good expedition, it took the hard work, love and support of many people to help put me in the position where I might be able to compete this trilogy.
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      Additionally, I’d like to thank my friends and family for their support during the two years it took to get these three books into the world.

      

      Most of all, I need to thank all of the wonderful readers I have met during this first year. Thank you so much for taking a chance on an unknown, independent author and his (admittedly) unusual take on a fantasy trilogy. If you enjoyed these stories, if they made you smile or gave you a few hours where you got to exist in another place – then I’ve accomplished what I set out to do.

      

      But of course, we’re not done.

      

      I have more mountains and magic planned for 2019, both within the Fractured Everest world and without. Dragons, portals, Yeti, volcanos, a trip to an alternate Mediterranean island and maybe even a few returning friends from our own world as well.

      

      Stay tuned to my website and newsletter for updates, but I can promise a commitment to the same fun, magical stories featuring characters I enjoy writing about. I hope we can go on many more adventures together.

      

      Keep Climbing,

      

      D.H. Dunn

      January 2019
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      If you’d like to learn more about me, you can visit me at www.dhdunn.com. You can also follow me on Facebook or Twitter.

      I hope to see you there and thank you very much for your interest in my writing.
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      If you enjoyed Nima’s and Drew’s story and would like to stay up-to-date on their continuing adventures, my latest book releases, fun promotions, bonus content and giveaways―all of this can be found by signing up for my mailing list at DHDUNN.COM

      Just for signing up you will receive “Cracks and Crevasses,” a prequel short that tells the story of Nima’s and Drew’s first meeting.

      Your email address will never be shared with anyone and you may unsubscribe at any time.

      Reviews are the life blood of the self-publishing industry. If you enjoyed Dragons of Everest please consider leaving a short review on Amazon or Goodreads with your thoughts.
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