Prologue

Faradhar slumped over the aged stone table, yearning for sleep. Wan, slender fingers clenched a sheet of pale parchment, tightening to tear the fragile sheet as his blood-shot eyes scanned the flowing script.

With a rueful sigh, he tossed the letter aside. Sifting through the clutter on the desktop, he found a clean sheet and pondered a response. Dark ink gleamed like fresh blood in the dancing light from the cave’s sole lantern as he began to write.

Master Zaleef,

Although much about the portal remains a mystery to me, my request for reinforcements still stands. I believe the cracking of the Seal indicates the magic used to create it is fading. I implore you to take my request before the Council. Better to err on the side of caution now, than rue a bad decision later.

Faradhar

He blew gently on the ink to dry it and wiped the quill-tip on the sleeve of his grey robes. Rolling the parchment, he secured it with a length of cord. Though it further drained his weary body, he cast a warding spell so only his Master, to whom it was intended, could open it without being consumed by the harnessed energies. Incanting another spell, he sent the letter to his Master’s office over two thousand miles away.

As the spell took effect and the parchment faded from sight, his skin tingled for several moments. Concerned something had gone wrong, as he had never encountered such a reaction, he passed it off as a result of the exhaustion that plagued him, as otherwise the spell seemed to have worked.

Just too damn tired!

He rose and collected his staff, blinking several times to force moisture to sleep-deprived eyes. Total darkness engulfed the chamber as he extinguished the lantern. Chanting softly, his eyes adjusted as the tip of his staff began to glow, building to a soft illumination.

Weary legs carried him down a short, roughly hewn passage linking his makeshift study with a vast, alien cavern. Two hundred feet high at its domed peak and twice that in diameter, its smooth stone walls were etched with carvings and symbols, the like of which he had never seen before.

Set against the sloping stone wall on his right was a raised dais. At its centre was a mound of what appeared to be melted stone. Perhaps it had once been a statue or chair, now worn away by time. Perhaps. Like many other things in this enigmatic place, it was best not to speculate too much.

Questioning looks greeted him as he entered their fire-lit camp in the centre of the chamber. He sat on his bedroll with his staff across his knees and let his gaze flicker about the camp. As had become his custom, he checked every detail, while striving to appear calm.

Against the stone wall to one side was a mountainous pile of firewood and beside it were stacked crates of provisions. Bedrolls encircled the fire, more for comfort than warmth. Those who were not on watch rested fitfully, as if plagued by nightmares. Weapons and shields lay within easy reach. Faradhar shuddered at the memories of his own dreams of late.

Smoke permeating from the fire did little to help his already stinging eyes. Whispering a curse, he peered up at the shadowed ceiling high above. A lattice of fissures helped collect the smoke and carry it from the chamber, although sometimes it didn’t seem to help very much.

Not even the smoke can escape this wretched place!

With a sigh he turned to look at the one thing which haunted both his waking and sleeping hours.

The dark Portal, striking from the smooth stone wall behind the dais, rose to the height of three men. Etched into its arched frame were silver runes and sigils. It was made of a material Faradhar had never seen before, a metallic substance which when touched, exuded a cold which was in no way natural. Even now, it seemed to swallow up the light from the fire and his staff, lending the chamber an eerie cast.

“Any luck?” came a voice at his side.

Faradhar jumped, and then gave a nervous chuckle, trying to hide the reaction as a young man sat down beside him.

“None,” whispered Faradhar. There was no need to let the others know just yet.

Drav was the military leader of the squad. The charismatic young warrior had a rapport with the others that Faradhar could never attain. It was he who kept their spirits up and made sure the warriors looked after their gear and trained regularly. While not clad in full battle attire, he still wore a heavy chain cuirass over a light leather suit.

“They didn’t train us to handle anything like this, did they?” said Drav with a wry chuckle.

Faradhar grinned in spite of his weariness. Drav defied the stereotype of a warrior, being both intelligent and articulate. He would have made an excellent addition to the ranks of Lorewielders had fate not led him down another path, though either way he served the Astral city.

“What are we really doing here?”

It wasn’t the first time the question had been asked of Faradhar. As a student of the Lore and wielder of magic, everyone assumed he knew most things, especially that which bordered on the arcane and mystical. In truth he knew little more than the rest of them in regards to the Portal.

“I don’t know, Drav. I might have said to appease an aeon-old tradition, but you are right. Something is happening here beyond our wildest imaginations.”

Drav was thoughtful for a time, yet Faradhar knew he had not finished. “Do you really think these Portals are gates to the Voids? I know our history, as do you. I know of the ‘War of Storms’ and the struggle between the Lorewielders and the Demon hosts. That was centuries ago. Surely Demons no longer exist.”

Faradhar shrugged. “I can only go on what the High Master said. You heard him yourself: the Seal keeps the Portal closed, and we are here to make sure it remains that way.”

“But now the Seal is breaking, isn’t it?” It came out as an accusation more than a question.

With a sigh, Faradhar rubbed his face to fight the clutches of sleep. Drav was correct. Two days ago, they had discovered hairline fractures in the Seal.

“It may not be bad. Zaleef says the Seal may have no magical properties. We just have to wait and see.”

Drav ran a hand through his hair and stretched. “Doesn’t make the wait any easier.”

Faradhar silently agreed. He hated to admit it, but he was scared. When the council had offered him the assignment of leading the squad, he had considered quitting to find service as an adviser or personal envoy to someone in the nobility. The Masters had stipulated however, that after one year he would be free from the assignment and could return to his studies, or train further to become a teacher at the academy. With less than a year remaining on his studies, he had reluctantly agreed.

Ten squads had been picked. Faradhar’s had been sent south into the wastelands of Dak’mar. The maps referred to it as Mount Drac, a volcanic protrusion that dominated the blighted lands it towered over. Its exterior was forbidding enough, but once inside the weight of the dark mountain pressed down on them.

Seeing the Portal for the first time had been an awesome and fascinating moment for Faradhar. He did not have any talent as a Traveller, but the idea of a gate which crossed planes was a wondrous thing. 

“Faradhar!”

Drav clutched at his arm, drawing him from his thoughts. He became aware of the crackling of power and knew immediately what it signified. His blood ran cold.

Waves of pulsating light coruscated through the Portal, turning the stygian gate into a candescent pool of electrical energy. It blazed and dimmed like a beating heart, rhythmic... Hypnotic...

Slowly it gained intensity, stronger than a lantern, then brighter than the glow from Faradhar’s staff. It blazed like the Sun and became unbearable to look at.

Suddenly the Portal erupted with a deafening roar that shook the chamber. Faradhar found himself on his knees. He groaned as his body tingled and drained of energy. A painful high-pitched keening sliced through his mind, shattering his thoughts. Though his vision was blurred, he could see the others rising around him. Some rocked unsteadily, and most sported minor cuts and grazes.

Vision and awareness returned to him slowly. He turned to find the Portal was now azure in colour, still and reflective. Drav was at his side, barking orders for the warriors to form a defensive line.

Shakily, Faradhar stood, using his staff for support. Around them, small fires shot up where the glowing embers from the scattered fire caught on bedrolls and clothing. That was the least of his worries at the moment.

The Portal was active. Now he had to figure out what to do about it.

As his reeling mind tried to formulate a plan, two clawed hands pressed through the Portal, which rippled like the surface of a pool. Defined, powerful arms followed, then a leg. Wickedly curved claws clicked on the hard stone dais. Pale flame flickered off dark lava like skin. Shoulders appeared, followed by a muscular torso. 

Amid horrified silence, the Demon stepped free of the Portal. Around it, tiny appendages reached into the chamber as if smaller Demons sought to pull their way through.

It towered twice as tall as any man. Its appearance was warped by the fiery aura, though it was obviously humanoid with a muscular body and an elongated ursine head. It carried in its clawed right hand a huge sword, single edged and curved. The blade also flickered with its own darker flaming aura.

Intelligent black eyes regarded the armed men. A deep growl rumbled in its throat, menacing... Deadly... Suddenly its tooth lined maw parted and it bellowed a deafening roar which echoed like thunder through the chamber.

It was all Faradhar could do to not turn and flee.

“Defensive line!” barked Drav as the warriors visibly faltered. “Hold ground!”

Drawing courage from Drav’s sudden calm, Faradhar gathered himself. He raised his staff and chanted the arcane words of his most powerful destructive spell. Energy coursed through him. He became a conduit for the magic, at one with the life force around him.

A glittering ball of silver formed at the tip of his staff, like a globe of tiny stars. More and more sparks accumulated, and then shot away, targeting the Demon. Less than a heartbeat passed in flight, but in that instant the ball elongated into a bolt of lightning which struck the Demon with a concussive blast. Sparks erupted as the Demon writhed in agony and clawed at the air.

With its pained cry still echoing through the chamber, the Demon levelled its dark eyes on them and raised its sword. A ball of fire ten feet wide shot from the outstretched tip. Faradhar and his men had no time to react as it blasted into them. Bodies were tossed aside like dolls amid agonized cries and screams.

The heat launched Faradhar backwards as his skin seared, and pain clawed at him. Landing hard, the wind blasted from his lungs. He coughed and gasped for air and almost retched as the stench of burning hair and flesh assailed him. He barely had the strength to push himself to a sitting position as every muscle and nerve protested the effort.

A quick look confirmed two of his men would not rise again. Both were mercifully unrecognisable masses of charred flesh, having caught the full force of the fireball. The others warriors doggedly rose to re-form before Faradhar. Oozing flesh and scorched skin showed beneath burned clothing and armour. A hand clutched Faradhar’s arm as Drav helped him rise. The fear in the young warrior’s dark eyes was unmistakable. 

With the words of another powerful spell all but spoken, Faradhar faltered as the Demon moved. With a single leap it spanned the twenty-foot gap to land before them, its clawed feet gouging deep furrows in the stone floor. Another spell replaced the one Faradhar had been about to cast as he desperately formed a protective ring against the heat emanating from the Demon’s body. Shielded, the men were able to stand against the looming creature without shying away.

Led by Drav, the warriors surrounded the Demon. Swords and axes lashed out against it in concerted attacks, only to recoil as if they were striking stone. Enchantments cast upon each blade ensured they were sharp enough to cut through most material.

Stunned horror gripped Faradhar as the towering creature exploded into motion. The fiery sword blurred as it sliced one warrior in half, the cauterized body segments toppling before the warrior could even scream.

In the face of death, the men fought with all the skill and courage of heroes. Many were descendants of proud warriors and kings, and they did them no dishonour in the face of impending doom.

Yet one by one they fell, victim to the fiery blade.

Faradhar unleashed his arsenal of offensive spells against the Demon. Drained both physically and emotionally, only through sheer determination and will to survive did he keep going, far beyond the normally safe limit.

His attacks seemed only to infuriate the creature from the Void.

Drav was the last warrior to fall, pierced through the chest by the Demon’s blade as he swung in a vain attempt to wound the fiend. In a rage, Faradhar threw the last vestiges of his energy into another bolt of lightning. It struck the Demon as it turned towards him. Sparks showered the corpses at its feet and the Demon howled in pain.

To Faradhar’s horror, the howls turned to laughter as the demons infernal gaze descended upon him. With a whimper, he crumpled to his knees. His staff clattered to the stone as it slipped from powerless fingers.

“You have no power to fight me,” mocked the Demon in a voice both powerful and compelling. “Your powers and those of your people are weak, unchanged from an age long past.”

The Demon looked around the chamber with what could only be described as rapture. Mocking laughter echoed through the cavern, assailing Faradhar. His reeling mind could not concentrate, could not focus enough to piece together what was happening and what it meant.

His thoughts turned to agony as the Demon loomed over him. Its intense heat crushed his waning magical defences and engulfed him. He neither saw nor heard the blade’s descent, but his last thought before oblivion was a silent prayer for the people of Kil’Tar.

Chapter 1

The horse-drawn wagon clattered along the dirt trail, gouged with potholes and furrows from a recent downpour. Riding slightly ahead on his horse, Valdieron turned occasionally to warn his father of particularly uneven areas.

The twisting trip into town was about two miles, with the trail following roughly the same course as the stream which wound down from the north-western slopes. 

“Damn this road,” cursed Garrik as one wheel struck a deep crevasse. “If we didn’t have to pick up the colt, I would say damn the council meeting and stay home.”

Valdieron agreed. Although it was good to get away from the farm, the last thing they needed was a buckled wheel or snapped axle. There was more than enough to do around the farm already. The transition from summer to autumn was always a busy time for them.

When they reached the outskirts of the village, the streets teemed with activity. Here the compact ground was more level, yet where ditches gave way, running children and dogs took over. This made progress just as slow as youngsters and animals capered around the wagon, oblivious to the danger. Amazingly there were no accidents as Garrik stopped and started the wagon when necessary. He cursed softly under his breath each time and waved the children away, though his beard could not hide his smile.

Valdieron was also forced to pull his horse to a halt each time a child passed perilously close under hoof.

“Shakk, stop that!” he scolded, as the horse resisted the restraining pull on the reins. Shakk turned a belligerent gaze to Valdieron, as if to assure him he was only playing.

The children seemed to realise this, which brought a stream of tormenting youngsters sauntering across their path, daring the big stallion, who enjoyed the game as much as any of them.

“Simple things....” mumbled Valdieron, laughing at his immature mount.

They followed the road as it circled the centre of the village, eventually drawing to a halt behind the Inn. The large building was built from chiselled grey rock and dark mortar. Its thatched roof was worn and faded in more places than not. A weathered barn lay in its shadow. The huge building sat at the edge of what the villagers called the Oval, an open grassy field by the stream. A large wooden bridge spanned the stream, allowing access from one side to the other. 

Garrik pulled the wagon to a halt and tied off the reins. He stepped down as two men emerged from the Inn.

