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Pronoun Use
Within the world of Evorstrom’s cultures, there is no concept of gender. Therefore the author has chosen to use gender-neutral English pronouns throughout.
 
THEY • THEM • THEIR • YOU is always singular 
THEYZ • THEMZ • THEIRZ • YOUZ is always plural
 
 
Persona Dramatis 
Grothak Un’Dürbloo 
Sultan of the Muuyu’Hadeen 
Blood and Stone Sign, dwarf, granite caste 
 
Kalgror Un’Dürbloo 
Sultanii of the Muuyu’Hadeen
secondBorn and heir apparent 
Stone Sign, dwarf, granite caste
 
Anbriiy  
servant to the Sultan, messenger
Stone Sign, dwarf, salt caste
 
Zulfeloodii  
palace chef
Stone Sign, dwarf, marble class
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Grave Saant
There has never been a combination of Blood and Stone in any known person, plant or animal in all of recorded history. The red bloodSign is new to the world. What types of magic it engenders is only now being explored by those who wield it. On the other hand, stone is well documented and saant-level power of this signMark has the potential to literally shape continents.
 
 
Grothak 
WHEREIN WE MEET a DRAGON 
“It was always my fear that Muuyu’Hadeen civilization would rot from its own lethargy and complacency. I never imagined a doubleMark monster could emerge from our children’s most vivid stories to suck the very life from us like a caveWater deepLeach.”

quote from Sultan Grothfor  (Sultan Grothak’s birther) 
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We don’t have enough people left alive to mount any sort of meaningful defense,” Kalgror bemoaned vexedly as heavy impacts against the massive metal doors thundered across the entire throne room. The intricately carved stone walls did nothing to dampen the cacophony of reverberated sound. In fact, it only made things worse as the sound bounced off every hard surface like a flopping fish gasping for breath out of water. 
Grothak slumped even further into the soft, mossy fabric of their throne. “I have spelled the end for our entire civilization.”
Kalgror picked a loose stone off the floor, one that had probably fallen from the ceiling as the entire palace continued to be jarred by the witherBeast. Grothak watched as their sibling turned the stone over and over in the palm of their granite-like hand. The stone was jaspilite, a striated and gorgeous stone with orange, copper and rich brown lines curving across it. 
Grothak’s sibling hurled the stone at the gold-encrusted iron doors. Its impact coincided with the next collision of the witherBeast’s body against the heavily barricaded entryway, almost as if the thrown pebble had struck the beast itself.
Kalgror spat. “Oh mighty sibling sitting on your throne of sedimentary despair, you have indeed doomed us all.”
“Do you think any of the guards are still out there?” whispered Zulfeloodii. The chef, one of only four people in the massive throne room, was pressed up against the marble wall behind the throne. The white and brown coloring of the wall was not too dissimilar from the chef’s own skin patterns.
Kalgror’s brown eyes flared like magma as they whipped around to rage at the cook. “Have you been out there? The culverts, the canals, the very streets are littered with the bodies of our people. There’s no one left.”
Anbriiy the inelegant messenger servant, always willing to suckle favor at Kalgror’s teat, added, “If those tiny red demons haven’t sought out every last survivor to leach the life from themz, then that monstrosity outside the doors has crushed themz with its titanic tail. I’ve been out there in the middle of it for weeks. The horror is… horrific.” 
Kalgror whirled to face their sibling on the throne. “While you and this marbled foodMaker have huddled in the palace, we’ve been out there trying to save our people. My warriors have been systematically slain in the defense of your academic and anemic rule. The rest of your staff are likely nothing but rotting meat littering the halls of this very edifice. I’m happy your tablets of history and rock lore have kept you such safe company.”
Grothak still could not bring themself to say anything. I too have witnessed the demise of our people, Kalgror. You’ve never truly believed me when I say I can feel themz. All of themz, not just people nearby. Every single person who has been drained by these flitting red demons or by the titan itself has shared with me their final moments, their last heartbeats. I. Have. Felt. It. All. 
“When we were children, I told you your red hair and that blood-red birthmark on your hip were cursed,” Kalgror continued, seeming not to care if their vitriol hurt Grothak. “I knew all along you would be bad for the Muuyu’Hadeen. I should have been firstBorn, not you. I’m the warrior. I’m the one that bothers to talk to the salts and the granites. While all you do is sit in here, questing with your vaunted magic sense, for life deep in the rock below us. Guess what? You found it.”
“And now it’s killed us,” growled Anbriiy, with an approval-seeking glance at Kalgror.
That cracked it. Grothak was not about to let insolence from a saltCaste servant speak to them in such disparaging tones. “Be quiet, Anbriiy. You’re not benefiting the situation. I will ask for your thoughts if and when they prove to be valuable.”
However, Kalgror was not wrong, at least not entirely. My magic questing surely had nothing to do with the arrival of this dualMarked monster. It’s not the first one to show up in our realm, history is replete with themz. The profane colorMarks from whatever is left of the surface world still bleed all the way down here every so often. Just because I, too, am dualMarked with this red impurity is simply coincidence. I have no power to summon monsters.
My inaction, the lassitude with which I allowed Kalgror to deal with the monster, is what has doomed us. I should have brought my power to bear weeks ago, but the rest of the Granite Counsel forced me to stay here for my own protection. Theyz assured me Kalgror and the Magnetrorks would handle it.
“You really should do better than speak to the last of your kind like that,” Kalgror muttered bitterly.
Grothak sat up straighter for the first time in hours. “There are still a few left alive out there. I have felt themz.”
“We should rescue themz,” said Anbriiy, fervently.
Kalgror turned to face the messenger. “And how do you propose we do that? I’m the only warrior here. You’re a swift runner but not much of a fighter. And what’s the cook going to do? Hurl fried mushrooms at the beast? Lean heavily against the doors to keep those flickering little red abominations from biting us?”
Anbriiy looked crestfallen at being berated by their idol.
Grothak knew what the servant had hoped — for Grothak to stand up and unveil immense power, to use it to shrivel the witherMonster and dispel the heinous swarms of tiny red spirits. Someone had coined a word — demon — for those little red killers that had shown up along with the titan. Perhaps releasing their magic would work, but Grothak had a sick feeling they would be unable to affect the beast in any significant way. It’s not as though there was anyone around to have taught them how to use the bizarre redMark magic; they were the first living thing to have displayed it in all underworld history.
The titanic creature was reportedly a giant lizard, not unlike ones found in the deep mantle pools, but this one was pure black with sickly red striations running like cracks across its flesh, rather similar to a marble pattern. Its thick tail was as long as ten people laying head to toe and was used to swipe and smash folkz and buildings alike. It too was marked with the red sigil, but unlike Grothak’s pairing of a redMark with the standard brownMark, the monster’s second sigil was obsidian-black and heretofore unknown.
Another titanic collision against the throne room doors. Gravel and body-sized chunks of stone plummeted to the marble floor fracturing the gem-inlaid stone, cracking it in a dozen places. Choking dust drifted lazily after.
The unwavering, pale blue bioluminescence of the lanterns revealed heavy dents in the metal doors, the massive crossbar holding themz closed was actually bent inward and looked ready to snap. Grothak casually, almost without awareness or thought, sent a wave of shaping into the dense metal of the door to smooth out the bigger depressions and to unbend the crossbar.
“We had better do something right now,” Anbriiy stated. “That thing will be in here after the next impact.” The messenger turned their light brown eyes to Grothak. The expectation of something grand and magical clear in their narrow gaze.
You desperate little turd, Anbriiy. If your pale saltCaste attitude wasn’t off-putting enough, your pallid fear is sure to make me ill. I don’t know how Kalgror spends so much time among the lower castes. Theyz have all the sophistication of flakey, dry lichen.
Chef Zulfeloodii was wringing their hands. Sweat glistening on their bald pate. It had even dripped down the sides of their head to collect in the hollow between neck and clavicle on one side. Too much longer and the sweat would overflow and pour into the cook’s marbled cleavage.
I feel like I’ve spent weeks exploring every whorl and path of Zulfe’s skin. The last thing I want to see is it covered in their own blood or splattered with mine. Do I dare use my redPower? I have so little idea of how it works or what it can do?
“Maybe we let the beast in and I drop the entire palace on its head,” Grothak suggested tentatively, wishing they were able to speak with greater conviction.
“We’ve already tried that,” Kalgror countered. “In fact, our first salvo against it was to lure it into the fungus gardens and cave it in.”
Obviously it hadn’t worked, but Grothak asked anyway. “Was it even hurt? I hope the loss of our realm’s primary food facility was worth the attempt.”
Kalgror shrugged. “We kept it trapped in there for ten pools. Two of our best rockShapers burned out their magic keeping pressure on the beast. They died when it finally burst forth, its black flesh having taken on the hardness of the stone itself.” Kalgror made no eye contact with Grothak during the explanation. Clearly, the warrior felt the loss of the people under their command. The Magnetrorks and the Core of Shapers were more like family to Kalgror than Grothak, despite the two siblings sharing the same parents. Their birther had been among the first to fall in the early days of the invasion.
Grothak glanced at the throne room’s water clock. The founder of the Core of Shapers had invented, generations ago, a way to measure time in the underworld since the Muuyu’Hadeen’s budding civilization could no longer rely upon he schedule of sunrise and sunset to delineate life schedules. A clever and precise closed system magically shaped out of rock contained a specific amount of water that trickled under magnetic influence at a steady rate into a bowl. When the bowl filled completely, it tipped itself into a colored crystalline jar beneath the bowl. Each of those jars was labeled with a number from one to twenty measuring out an entire day in even increments of time.
Theyz had been trapped in the throne room for the past three pools without contact with anyone else, without respite from the hammering against the metal doors. Strange, it’s been a moment since the monster’s last impact. Maybe it’s gone away?
As if the thought triggered a response, another thunderous collision hit the metal doors causing more dust and fine debris to sift down from the ceiling. Grothak pressed outward with their rockSense and could feel deep cracks spreading throughout the edifice.
“If the plan is to let it in here, we had better do it now,” Grothak warned. “One or two more hits, even if the doors hold with my magical reinforcement, I won’t have to use any power to bring the palace down. It’ll collapse all on its own.”
“Where are we going to run to?” Anbriiy whined as they whipped their head back and forth examining the other closed off exits to the throne room, none of which were safe as swarms of the red demons infested the rest of the palace.
“We’ll go down,” Grothak announced. They, too, were concerned about other breaches in the throne room edifice that might let those red demons in.
The other two looked confused while Kalgror’s eyes slowly widened at the implication. The throne room was the lowest Muuyu’Hadeen edifice in the entire sultanate shaped and built out of the planet’s very bedrock. The only places lower were deep mine shafts, but those were a five-pool walk from the palace. 
Kalgror grunted. “Do you mean to tell me the tales are true?”
“What tales?” asked Zulfeloodii, still wringing their hands.
Kalgror turned to face the chef. “Rumors in our family have existed, for generations probably, about a secret passage. A passage that only the Sultan knows about. It is said to lead in two directions.”
Judging by the blank stares and silence, neither of the two lower caste folkz appeared to grasp Kalgror’s inference. The quiet was interrupted by a low groan coming from the stonework overhead.
Grothak glanced up at the ceiling. “What my Sultanii sibling is alluding to, is a secret passage that goes both down deep into the core of the world and back up to the color-spoiled surface.”
Anbriiy looked horrified. “You can’t mean we should abandon our homeland? There’s nothing of value deep down.”
“You think we’d be better going up to the surface?” Zulfeloodii nearly shrieked. “No one’s been up to that wasteland in generations!”
Grothak quickly slid off the throne to put their arms around the panicking chef. Zulfe buried their face in Grothak’s chest. The Sultan could feel them quivering like an active fault line. “Sshhh, there, there. I will make sure to keep us safe. I think I know what I should do.”
The tepid reassurance did nothing to calm Zulfe or themself. It was time to carve out a facade of confidence and positivity.
Boom! The throne rooms doors screeched as the very metal tore asunder, the crossbar snapped and both halves flew into the cavernous room like spears.
Kalgror’s warrior training kicked in immediately. Their brownMark powers of magnetism simultaneously summoned the pieces of their plate armor to rise from where theyz lay on the floor and snap onto their muscular body while also deflecting the flying crossbar pieces to clang, bell-like, into either wall out of harms way.
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Trusting to the warrior to handle defense for the moment, Grothak kept Zulfe tightly held in their arms while focusing their own brownPower on the stone throne itself.
They caused the very granules of rock constituting the throne to melt away like water, revealing a flight of carved stairs and a dark tunnel underneath. As gently as possible, they pried Zulfe off their chest and sent them stumbling down the steps.
The witherBeast towered in the shattered doorway glaring into the throne room with glowing red eyes. Its long maw stretched wide to release a roar that rumbled the walls. Dust and rocks fell from the ceiling to clatter along its thick hide and onto the unprotected heads of Grothak and Anbriiy. Kalgror’s armor deflected the debris but the other two were left scraped and bruised from multiple impacts.
Anbriiy dashed for safety into the tunnel leading under and out of the fray. Grothak remained to witness as their sibling faced the monstrosity all alone. To the Sultan’s redSense the beast radiated a throbbing, angry energy hungering to sample every living thing in its reach. Grothak did not get the impression it wanted to ingest, necessarily,  though to be sure it needed food to maintain its monumental proportions. Instead, it seemed desirous to nurse upon the very energy of life. Grothak could almost taste the flavors the monster was craving as if they shared the same hunger.
“Kalgror! Come! You can do nothing more!” Grothak bellowed.
Their sibling glanced back over their armored shoulder at the awaiting exit before returning their focus to the beast. It sprang into sudden motion with speed unexpected from something so large.
Despite always outshining their sibling in the magnitude of all other brownPowers, Grothak’s skill with magnetism was a pebble compared to Kalgror’s. Knowing the young sultanii was about to sacrifice themself to the beast in a vain effort at defending their Sultan, Grothak took hold of the warrior’s metal armor from a distance and pulled. 
Kalgror was yanked off their sturdy feet with a yelp and hurled into the dark escape hole to clatter and roll down the stone stairway with curses and groans.
Grothak took no time to watch the titan lunge across the distance, they could feel its weight impact with the marble of the floor with every stride. They chucked themself headlong down the stairs behind their sibling and hastily sealed the hole behind them. There was no rockShaper alive who could match Grothak’s speed at molding stone. To be fair, there was almost no one left alive in the entire realm at all.
Sealed in the dark and breathing heavily, Grothak continued to fill in layer after layer after layer of sediments and metamorphic rock hoping to put as much hard earth between themz and the beast as they could. The sounds of the monster’s body hammering at the bare rock where its prey had stood but moments before rapidly dwindled to silence as the thickness prevented all sound from reaching themz.
Grothak slowly became aware of their sibling’s grumbles and clatters as they got back on their feet. The labored breathing of the other two was audible. Anbriiy’s one and only brownPower was their ability to illuminate certain minerals by magically exciting theirz fluorescent components. A few moments later Grothak could see the haggard faces of their three subjects as dim, green light began to emanate from a stripe of geode-like crystal in the tunnel’s wall.
“Where do you suggest we go now, my wise and weary Sultan?” The tone of Kalgror’s voice made it clear they were bitter at having been deprived of a glorious end in battle, but also simultaneously not wanting to appear too despondent or belligerent in front of the low caste folkz.
Grothak took a few more moments to gather their thoughts and their breath. They touched the back of their head to see if it was bleeding, but the falling rock strike appeared to have only left a hearty lump. However, the ache in their left shoulder warned of a deep bruise, if not a cracked bone. The others appeared to be hale enough, though a small trickle of blood was visible on Anbriiy’s forehead.
“This tunnel, I’ve only followed it once right after I took the throne when I was but nine. We follow it to the Yawning Gorge.”
“But that’s forbidden,” Anbriiy declared.
Grothak narrowed their eyes in irritation. “Who has the power to forbid me anything?”
“Not like there’s anyone else anyway,” mumbled Kalgror.
Grothak ignored their sibling’s snide remark. “I am the Sultan. We go to the Gorge. This only goes that one place, so it’s not like we have any other options.”
“You could shape us a different tunnel,” Zulfe suggested, trepidation oozing from each word. Clearly, they feared going to the enormous crevasse in the planet, the gaping fracture through which wind eternally cycled, specks of light danced and a perpetual low groan never ceased. It was the hole through which their ancient ancestors descended from the contaminated surface world to found a livable realm in the hard depths of stone and underground rivers.
Grothak nodded. “I suppose I could, but there is something I want to see first. I want to make sure my childhood memory is as accurate as I recall.”
No one spoke so they took the silence as tacit agreement. Grothak gingerly took Zulfe’s marbled hand in one of their own. The cook still shook but at leas their breathing sounded even.
Before walking further, they sunk their hand into the glowing line of minerals in the wall to pull out four balls of rockLight, one for each person. “Anbriiy, if you would be so good as to keep these glowing, I would appreciate it.”
The messenger nodded softly. “Of course, my Sultan.”
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Theyz heard the Yawning Gorge long before theyz could see it. A sound, low and moaning, like an oldster struggling to get to their feet after sitting for too long, emanated from the dark distance to sit in theirz ears. That sound and the seemingly endless walk along the smooth tunnel was consistent with Grothak’s recollection of their previous journey here.
There was no way to tell for sure how long theyz had been walking, but judging by the ache in Grothak’s slippered feet and the haggard demeanor on both of the common folkz’ faces, it had been at least three pools of non-stop trudging.
Grothak was hungry and thirsty, but there was nothing to be done about either condition. Zulfe, for sure, was unused to such strenuous exertion. To be fair, so was Grothak. Kalgor’s disparaging assertion as to the Sultan’s academic lifestyle certainly was proving true now, though they firmly committed to pushing through their exhaustion to provide a semblance of unflagging certainty to the others.
Anbriiy’s hand trailed along the mostly smooth tunnel wall. Evidence of the youngster’s fatigue, the messenger had stumbled more than a few times even though the floor harbored no obstacles. The past week or two had them fulfilling their usual job by delivering messages back and forth between the warriors fighting the invading witherBeast and the palace. Who knows when they last had a real rest, let alone a proper meal. It was also likely the continued reinvigoration of the glowing minerals was taking its toll as well. Anbriiy was not a powerful magic-user and that small effort was surely taxing for the young messenger.
For their part, Kalgror bore up as a pinnacle of staunch Magnetrork vitality. They were the only one of the four to appear physically unaffected by the trek or emotionally distressed by the situation. Grothak had failed to notice when the change had come about their sibling’s demeanor, but the warrior presented nothing but the fortitude of a mobile stalagmite thrusting up into the world. The rhythmic clanking of their metal armor provided the only measurable sounds to the slog.
Eventually, as the Gorge’s namesake yawn grew loud enough to make Zulfe drop Grothak’s hand for the first time since escaping the throne room in order to cover their ears, theyz all noticed a gradually lightening. A very soft glow could been seen ahead as the tunnel came to an end opening into a gaping grey space, the opposite side of which shrouded by glimmering darkness. Theyz came to stand upon a precipice, the tunnel ending at a void in the world.
Air moved powerfully upward at such a sharp angle as to barely blow into the mouth of the tunnel. Grothak remembered thrusting their young hand out into the void to feel the gushing torrent of wind nearly take their arm off at the shoulder.
Anbriiy, resting their back against the tunnel wall, slowly slipped to sit on the floor with a moan showing no interest at the natural marvel before themz. Zulfe stared blankly out into the void transfixed by the thousands of tiny golden sparks dancing playfully in the gust, seemingly unaffected by the wind’s velocity. There was something about the globular motes that made Grothak feel dizzy, perhaps even slightly nauseous. They didn’t remember having that sensation during their first visit.
It was beautiful and unsettling all at the same time.
Kalgror clanked to a stop beside Grothak. “Well, well, well. It seems the myths, or at least this one myth, is true. I would not have believed you — even had you deigned to tell me when we were little. I must admit, there is something about this view I do not like. I am uncomforted by it.”
Grothak had not the energy to comment.
Kalgror sighed heavily.
“It’s the height, I should think,” whispered Zulfe, likely not heard over the roar by any of the others. “We can’t see where it ends. Or begins. Or anything, really, other than the unceasing sound and those awful dancing lights.”
Kalgror looked down at Anbriiy. The messenger had dropped their head, chin to chest, and closed their eyes. “Why do you not marvel at the scene?”
Anbriiy gave a small shrug. “I’ve seen it before, from a far different vantage point. I just want to rest. And find a drink of water.”
Grothak tore their gaze away from the gorge. They chose not to comment on the admission of having been to the off-limits Yawning Gorge. “Maybe I can help with one thing, at least.”
They placed a hand upon the wall before closing their eyes. Questing far into the bedrock with brownSense, they searched for the damp, telltale feel of water-soaked minerals, felt for the thin hollows in the stone carved out by eons of trickling water. It took some time, but they finally found a small rivulet coursing though the rock like blood in a vein.
They shaped a new opening, thread-thin at first then becoming finger-wide to redirect the flow toward the tunnel. They shaped an upward spout at the wall’s surface to let the water issue forth like a tiny fountain. The cold, clear liquid splashed merrily upon the stone floor before running toward the opening.
As soon as it reached the tunnel edge the wind blew it to mist sweeping the moisture up and away. Maybe someday it would reach the surface world and become raindrops, water that was said to naturally fall from open skies, as hard as that might be to believe.
Theyz took turns eagerly guzzling from the spigot before each taking a seat on the floor. Everyone, perhaps even Kalgror, seemed too weary to talk. The only sound was the near deafening roar of the wind rushing past the tunnel’s mouth.
Eventually Grothak’s sibling broached the subject theyz were all thinking. “What is your plan now?” For once, Kalgror’s inflection held no tone of disdain. Perhaps it was the need to nearly shout over the sound of the Gorge, but Grothak let themself believe it was something else. Hope, maybe? Faith that the Sultan would finally do something worthwhile even though they had let this monster ravage the entire Muuyu’Hadeen civilization?
Grothak reluctantly clambered to their feet. Every muscle from their back to their feet hurt and complained at the effort. They cleared their throat knowing it was going to take more vocal power than they wanted to expend to be heard over the roar. “I want to lure the creature here and drop it into the chasm. There is lava way down there. At the bottom.”
Kalgror stared slack-jawed at the Sultan. “I have… so many questions.”
Grothak peered across the tunnel to meet their sibling’s brown eyes. “What’s your first question?”
Kalgror straightened their back against the wall while draping both forearms across bent knees. “Firstly, how do you know there’s lava way down there, or that there’s a bottom at all? No one’s ever gone deep into the Gorge. Or if they have, they certainly haven’t returned to tell tale of their findings.”
“I can brownSense it,” Grothak replied plainly. “There is unending hot, molten rock so far down there nothing would survive the fall, let alone the fiery swim at the end.”
Kalgror’s eyes widened noticeably, as did the others’. “You can feel things that far away? That’s impossible, even for you.”
Grothak shrugged, a small gesture likely lost in the dimness. Maybe Zulfe had noticed it as they sat at Grothak’s feet. “Yes, I can feel stone and rock that far away. I can feel the skin of the world up above us, too. I don’t believe the surface of the planet is what our legends make it out to be.” Zulfe gently put one hand on Grothak’s thigh.
Kalgror shook their head, beard wagging like a tussled curtain. “Fine, even if that’s true, how do you propose to lure the witherBeast all the way down here? I’m the only fighter amongst us and I need a Magnetrork partner to use my weapons with any real efficacy. The monster will shrivel us in moments even if we can get it here.”
Grothak tentatively explored everyone else’s expressions before continuing. Maybe they hoped to find reassurance, at least in Zulfe’s face, but the other two looked as dubious as Kalgror.
“I think my redPower can attract it.”
Kalgror scoffed loudly. “That’s preposterous.”
Anbriiy spat onto the floor. “What do you mean? What’s redPower? Some kind of magic bestowed by your hair?”
Keeping their gaze focused directly upon their sibling in disregard of the messenger’s impudence, Grothak explained. “Not that the esteemed Sultanii, my younger sibling, would ever bother to admit it publicly, but I have more than mere brownPower. We all know there are people born every few generations that express blue or green, or very rarely even pale chalk magic.”
Trying to sound supportive, Zulfe spoke up hesitantly. “Some of those green ancestors, while reviled by many, were also responsible for all the wondrous brownPlants we grow in the garden districts. It’s what feeds the entire realm. If it hadn’t been for themz all that time ago, we’d be eating nothing but fish and mushrooms without a single seasoning or flavor outside of salt.”
Grothak shrugged again though immediately regretted the gesture. They needed to do better at projecting assurance and confidence. “My redSense is what ties my mind into the… the… I don’t even know what to call it. The life energy of living things? That’s how I can tell there are a few of our people still alive out there. The monster hasn’t slain everyone.”
“It’s only a matter of time,” Kalgror mumbled, though the comment was still loud enough to be heard over the wind.
Anbriiy stood up to get another drink. “The monster is gigantic. It won’t fit in this tunnel, even if you do have some way to get its attention.”
“I will shape a new tunnel for it,” Grothak announced. Inwardly pretending to possess decisive clarity, they choose  action. Perhaps it was the implied chastisement in the saltCaste messenger’s inflection that drove the Sultan to find confidence. Maybe it was as simple as wanting to look powerful and efficacious in front of Zulfe. 
The cook groaned as they stood up to shift their one hand from Grothak’s leg to their broad shoulder. “I have faith in you,” they loudly whispered with a glance at the yawning chasm a few feet away. “I trust in all your powers. You will be the one to save us.”
Us, perhaps. But not my people. My torpid inactivity has destroyed us. I trusted Kalgror and our warriors to deal with the problem. The Magnetrorks had never failed us in the past, but I obviously put too much trust in themz.
“We’ve never faced a situation like this. In all our history beneath the world, never has a thing of such dire proportions ever beset us,” Zulfe continued. They embraced Grothak with both arms from behind. The other two wisely turned theirz gaze elsewhere and kept quiet.
Grothak rarely bothered to give much attention to people not of granite caste, especially not a middling marble caste cook, until Zulfe came to work in the palace. Perhaps it was their cooking, or the obvious passion with which they described meals from the most basic ingredients to the elaborate and loving processes undertaken to prepare themz. Grothak loved a good meal and had made sure to advance Zulfe's career even when their birther, the widowed Sultana, had advised Grothak to get a new cook. Zulfe exhibited doting, improper and unbecoming behavior toward the Muuyu’Hadeen sovereign.
Grothak turned around, still inside Zulfe’s arms to keep theirz faces close together. “Your confidence in me, or at least in my abilities, is much appreciated. Thank you. I will end this nightmare. Now.”
Without allowing any further doubts to sift into their mind, Grothak closed their eyes sending their redSense questing out through the bedrock of the realm, through the very bones of the world. Further and further behind themz, they could almost see — as if with eyes residing in their mind — the red, gargantuan, pulsing blot of life that was the witherBeast. It still remained inside the throne room. Why it had not gone after the score of shivering, huddled people hiding in remote cracks of the Muuyu’Hadeen realm was a mystery.
They also sensed a cloud of tiny little red specks hovering all about the massive stain of the monster. Grothak presumed those to be a swarm of the little red demons. Theyz were clearly linked to redPower in the same way Grothak was, but maybe theyz were fragmented manifestations of it? Or perhaps theyz were mutated creatures, insects or something else winged, from the surface world that had been infused with redMagic? Surely Grothak had not somehow inadvertently created themz? That was no more a possibility than Grothak having summoned the witherBeast from the depths of the world.
“This may be easier than I expected,” Grothak said quietly to Zulfe. “The monster is still in the throne room. I think I will actually do what Anbriiy joked about. I will simply open and widen this tunnel so it can make its way here.”
Zulfeloodii’s eyes darted desperately around the tunnel. “There’s nowhere for us to go. We’ll be driven into the Gorge!”
Grothaksmiled softly as they created—with brownPower — a new room off the side of the tunnel about twenty paces back. They shaped a couple of benches and even a small balcony hanging out into the Gorge itself. That way, Zulfe and Anbriiy could get fresh air and even have a viewpoint from which to watch the monster’s fate.
“Zulfeloodii, my dear,” Grothak said with a magnanimous sweeping gesture toward the new space. “If you would be so good as to take yourself and Anbriiy in there, I will seal it up behind you.”
“Are you expecting the Sultanii to stay out here with you?” Anbriiy asked insolently.
For once, Grothak’s sibling stood up for the Sultan. “Salts do not address granites in that tone of voice, Anbriiy. And no one speaks to the Sultan like that. Shut your mouth and get in there. Now.”
The pale messenger looked crestfallen. They shuffled away with head bowed. Grothak wanted to say thank you to Kalgror, but decided it might appear undignified. 
Zulfe’s hands lingered a bit longer upon Grothak. “Please, Zulfe. Go. You will be perfectly safe in there. The monster won’t be able to smash through that much rock. Not before Kalgror and I are able to deal with it.”
When the two lower caste Muuyu’Hadeen were safely sealed and ensconced in the room, Grothak turned their attention to Kalgror. “Do you have any idea how we can attack the beast when it gets here?”
The warrior was inspecting their armor making sure it was hale. “If your magnet training wasn’t so far in the past, I’d say you and I could trap between us to saw it to pieces by slinging my blade back and forth. Despite the sheer volume of your magic, I’m not sure I can trust you to wield the finesse we’d need. If you had drilled to be a full Magnetrork, like the last five Sultans, maybe we’d have a chance.”
Knowing full well how little confidence Kalgror had in them, Grothak let out a long sigh, a sound lost in the Gorge’s gale. “How about this? I shape us a couple of hidey-holes on either side of the tunnel and when the monster passes us by, we step out behind it. I’ll then shape a thick wall and slowly move it to the precipice like a wave on a pool’s surface. I’ll shove the beast right out into the Gorge.”
Kalgror gave an uncommitted shrug. “It’s worth a try. We lost most of the Core of Shapers to similar efforts in the past couple of days. Theyz tried crushing it between two rolling walls. We dropped a cavern on its head. We hurled stalactites at it and the Magnetrorks tried sawing it to slivers with our winging blades. It seems to adapt to all our magic no matter what we try. But I guess your plan is as good as any. I certainly have no better ideas.”
Grothak gave a small nod, not trusting their voice to say anything that wouldn’t sound weak.
Wondering if it would work, but having no other option, Grothak set themself intensely aglow with redPower. They squeezed their eyes shut imagining they were illuminated like a red hot brazier. They sent long, silent pulses of red down the tunnel in the direction of the throne room.
It took a few moments, but there was a sharp change in how they perceived the far away blot of life energy that was the witherBeast. Somehow, Grothak knew that the monster sensed the kindred redness of Grothak’s esoteric magic.
Immediately, Grothak sent a pulse of brownPower along the surface of the stone tunnel to open a yawning gap in the throne room granting access to the monster. The red blot instantly plunged into Grothak’s trap moving fdown the tunnel aster than the Sultan thought possible.
Even with their prodigious skill and speed at shaping rock, Grothak was barely able to widen the tunnel fast enough to keep ahead of the beast.
“Um… Grothak,” Kalgror intoned, worriedly. “You forgot to make hidey-holes for us.”
Cracks and crumbles, I’m an idiot! It was all they could do to create two shallow depressions in the walls while maintaining the rate of their long distance efforts.
In only a fraction of the time it had taken the Muuyu’Hadeen to make the trek, they heard the pounding footfalls of the gigantic beast in the distance. When the siblings could discern the monster’s heavy breathing, Grothak cut off the redPulse to focus only on stoneShaping.
Anbriiy had left enough glowing minerals in the tunnel for the two to witness the rock melting away like soft pudding just hand-widths in front of the slavering titan. The glowing red marks along the monster’s flesh served as further illumination when it came into view.
It stopped. Its breathing was deep and sonorous. If it was winded, Grothak could not tell. The witherBeast’s red eyes fixated on the Sultan who dared a quick glance away making sure their sibling had hidden themself. Grothak had forgotten to do so.
The Muuyu’Hadeen sovereign and the invading behemoth stared at each other, unmoving.
Without any warning, the monster lunged forward almost faster than Grothak’s mind could process the attack. Out of sheer instinct and desperation for survival, they opened a hole underneath their own feet and dropped into the tunnel floor. The monster pounded overhead with a deafening roar of frustration. It’s massive jaw snapped shut, teeth clacking together like heat-cracking rocks.
Grothak raised themself from the hole just far enough to witness Kalgror burst from their hiding spot, their long metal blade hovering in the air before them, glinting in the phosphorescent mineral light.
With a scream, the Magnetrork sent the razor blade slicing into the thick, obsidian hide of the monster. Dark red blood, nearly black in the dim tunnel, splashed onto the floor from a gash in the creature’s haunch.
Normally, another magnet warrior would be positioned opposite Kalgror, on the other side of theirz target. The two magic fighters would alternate the push and pull effects of their magnetic fields in order to add velocity and force to the shared blade making the sharp weapon zing back and forth carving theirz enemy to ribbons.
Kalgror had no such partner now. They had to yank the blade back all on their own. Grothak trusted in their sibling’s skill to quickly switch the magnetic forces fast enough, but there would be a resulting loss of efficacy.
The monster was too big to turn itself around as Grothak had not widened this last stretch of the tunnel all that much. The creature’s lizard-like head nearly poked out into the void.
Kalgror had pulled the blade back to hover in front of them, the return trip having left another long slash along the titan’s back. Before the warrior could send the blade winging once again, things went unexpectedly wrong.
Grothak felt the very weight of their body, perhaps even the immense density of the world’s bedrock all around them, increase with such intensity it was nearly audible, like the bones of the planet groaning.
The sovereign’s brownPower felt as if it was being pulled from within them, their body releasing the innate magic like gas from a volcanic heat vent. If they didn’t know better, Grothak would have said the witherBeast was sucking the magic into its own immense frame. The titan went still once more, as if gathering its wits.
Kalgror’s blade clanged to the floor as the warrior dropped to their knees. “What’s…. happening? I can… barely… move!”
It was all Grothak could do to silently shake their head. Somehow, they remained on their feet despite the downward strain pressing on them like a thick blanket of lead. If their brownSense had not informed them otherwise, the sovereign’s eyes lead them to believe the monster was shrinking. It slowly turned around to face the Muuyu’Hadeen siblings.
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The tunnel’s walls were actually stretching outward and away with a sound like the grinding of grain, if grain were the size of fists and made of calcite. The witherBeast must somehow be shaping the rock! How was that even possible? The gashes in its flesh had sealed up, the skin itself looking as hard as the rock of the walls surround themz. Rigid, obsidian-like spikes emerged all down the monster’s spine, some of themz glowing red.
The mouth of the tunnel swelled cavernous proportions, revealing the hiding room Grothak had made for Zulfe and Anbriiy. The two lower caste Muuyu’Hadeen stared in silent shock as the scene unveiled before theirz eyes.
With room now to maneuver, the witherBeast lashed its long tail from side to side. Something about the shape of the new cavern allowed the howling pit wind to blow into the tunnel whipping Grothak’s hair and beard. Even some of the ethereal, dancing, yellow glow balls drifted into the  area, released from theirz dense cage of ever upward-moving air.
One of those tail lashes caught Zulfe unawares. It unexpectedly had the reach to hit the chef, even though the monster’s attention remained fixed on Grothak.
“Nooooo!” Grothak screamed over the Yawning Gorge’s gale. Pinned in place by invisible magical weight, there was nothing the Sultan could do but watch as Zulfe’s body bonelessly impacted against the rock wall then drop to the floor. 
Real stillness.
Imagined silence.
Grothak’s world became static.
Their magicSense clarified. They could see a turbulent, agitated, swirling blackness, almost like a mist, mixed with red and brown — almost alive — inside the witherBeast. The brownPower definitely had the flavor of both Grothak’s magical essence and of Kalgror’s. The monster had, indeed, sucked power directly from the two royal Muuyu’Hadeen and was using it like a malign parasite.
With a scream of pure, unadulterated rage, Grothak wrenched all the brownPower contained inside the titan, even that belonging to Kalgror and used it to shrug off the unseen weight being exerted over themz. It felt like shattering invisible crystal.
The beast roared its displeasure, muscles bunching to lunge forward once more.
Grothak gestured to the floor shaping a massive hand and arm from the stone itself. It rose out of the bedrock to surge forward impacting against the monster’s chest with a boulder-like clash.
The witherBeast’s claws dug into the floor, holding the monster’s position with sheer leg strength. The Sultan continued to yell at the top of their lungs. A stalemate between the two forces, one a short but thick Muuyu’Hadeen, one a gargantuan monster from the depths of the world.
Grothak had to stop to inhale. They released the pressure of the rock hand from the monster’s chest. The magic hand pulled back with casual indifference. The searing red eyes of the beast locked onto Grothak’s.
“You go no further.” The Sultan’s whispered.
The rock-hand’s middle finger and thumb curled together. The finger flicked out faster than the eye could follow colliding with the titan. It was sent hurtling backward into the chasm without so much as a yelp.
Kalgror, able to move again, raced to the lip of the tunnel to watch the invader quickly vanish into darkness. Even the bobbing yellow glow balls seemed to avoid touching the witherBeast as it plummeted to its death.
Feeling bizarrely casual, Grothak slowly walked over to Zulfeloodii’s corpse. They knew it was a corpse as no hint of red emanated from the chef. Their life force was gone.
Grothak dropped to their knees beside the body. They vainly quested out with redSense to see if there might be a tiny sliver of Zulfe’s essence hovering around its former housing. There was nothing. Just the glows from Anbriiy and Kalgror. Zulfe’s  face was remarkably untouched from the impact against the wall, though clearly, a dozen or more bones in their body had been shattered.
“I am sorry for your loss,” came Kalgror’s voice over the howling of the wind. “I know you had… feelings for them. I will miss their meals for sure.”
Anbriiy had moved out into the wide tunnel. They pointed back in the direction of the throne room as they said something. Grothak saw the messenger’s mouth moving but the Gorge’s wind swept the words away.
“We can’t hear you!” Kalgror yelled. “What are you saying?”
Anbriiy dashed over to themz. “We have a new problem. I saw red glows coming down the tunnel. I think it’s some of those tiny, flying redThings.”
Kalgror actually looked scared. “I don’t think I can protect us. My blade can’t kill those little shit stains fast enough. They’ll swarm us.”
Grothak breathed slowly as they calmly watched the red glow increase in brightness. Soon there was a swirling mass of two dozen tiny creatures hovering a short distance away.  The other two Muuyu’Hadeen braced themzelves, ready to fight as best theyz could.
The Sultan had a different idea.
The little winged creatures appeared, at least to Grothak’s magic senses, to be made up almost entirely of redPower. What theirz bodies were made from, was a mystery, perhaps something from the surface world or from way down in the bowels of the planet, but theyz were, for sure, alive.
Before the things got any closer, Grothak serenely took hold of theirz redness to withdraw if from theirz tiny bodies. Whether it was visible to the other two or not, Grothak had no idea, but they suspended a small, puffy bundle of redPower in the air as little bodies dropped lifelessly to the floor.
They softly brought the redCloud closer ushering it with a whisper into Zulfe’s corpse.
Nothing happened. Kalgror and Anbriiy stared uncomprehendingly at theirz sultan. Grothak looked up at themz, tears in their eyes.
“I don’t know what I was hoping for.” Grothak spoke to themself, not caring if the others could hear.
Then Zulfeloodii took a deep breath.
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