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FOREWORD


I just wanted to take a moment to thank everyone who continues to support me and read my work. It’s you all who allows me to work my dream job. So from the bottom of my heart, thank you. I hope you enjoy the ride that is Dragon’s Archon.
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SECOND CHANCES


I’d never been a man with regrets. All it took was one poor decision and a loud bang to change my mind. This was supposed to be my time. The time I could play the hero and save the day. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t see the asshole’s buddy who was somewhere else inside the corner store.

I dropped when I heard the shot. I couldn’t move. My blood pooled underneath the shelving that looked like it hadn’t been swept in years, and a mouse scurried away from the gunshot with fat cheeks full of Reese’s Pieces. All I could remember was being pissed off that this was the end.

Your life flashing before your eyes is as real as a heart attack. Those seconds before my vision went black were filled with a rush of my past that I regretted: The overwhelming debt I accrued because I chose a Big Ten University over the free ride at my local community college. Then there were the countless nights I spent with my ex-roommate getting drunk together in her room. All the while I ignored the signals she tossed at me because of some twisted form of chivalry I had of not wanting to ruin our friendship. And don’t get me started on listening to my father lecture about focusing on a job instead of pursuing my passions. Listening to that advice just caused me to become another corporate worker bee, trying to climb out of the debt I’d accrued. Movies, video games, and books became my escape.

I blame all of that for my decision to react how I did. I just needed to feel something, anything, to break the monotony. It only took a few seconds from action to regret. And as I lay there dying, I prayed for a second chance.

I was never a religious man, but when I faced the end, I did whatever it took for everything not to be over. I went through the seven stages of grief in under a second. Acceptance came as my vision turned to darkness. But hope . . . hope came with a light at the end of the tunnel.

What felt like seconds later, my vision returned to me. Streaks of light zipped through my eyes like I was flying through the cosmos on the Millennium Falcon. Only to be reinforced instantly when they slithered into solid objects.

Islands floated in the sky with sharp brown rock bottoms topped with lush green peaks. Waterfalls gushed down the sides, creating small rainbows in their mist. Fluffy clouds that looked to be made of cotton weaved in between.

The largest island floated in the center. It was composed of two layers. Along the widest bottom were buildings composed of a tan stone that matched the base of each floating island. The ceilings were rounded at the top with no exterior walls, allowing the subtle breeze to flow through them.

Above them, an enormous castle twisted into the sky. Its walls and foundation wove into the stone itself, creating a naturalistic aesthetic. An endless number of towers and steeples ascended from its wide base. The largest waterfall fell from under it, splashing into a lake that the lower buildings stood above.

Is this heaven? I wondered.

It wasn’t until I continued to look at my surroundings that I realized my body was gone. There was nothing. If I was merely two eyeballs, I couldn’t tell. I was just floating over a separate meadow of bright green grass no bigger than a football field.

When I noticed I also couldn’t move, that’s when I realized this could be hell. Panic would have gripped my chest—if I had one. It took me right back to my death. Nothing physical, only locked away with emotional turmoil. Thankfully, it didn’t last long.

One of the most soothing voices I’d ever heard echoed around me. It reminded me of Mrs. Meadows, my second-grade teacher and first adult crush. It was equal parts maternal comfort and seduction.

“Shh, shh, shh, you’re okay,” the voice said. “No need to be concerned. You’re safe.”

“Is someone there?” I asked. “Who are you?”

A bright light illuminated before me. Like a desert’s mirage, a stunning figure came into view as the gleam dimmed. Long green hair fell past her shoulders, contrasting against her pink skin. Both shone flawlessly.

Four draconic horns protruded from the top of her head. Her light-blue eyes glowed with a divine radiance. A flowing white dress covered her most sensitive bits, accentuating her heavy breasts, wide hips, and thick bottom. She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

“My name is Heluna,” the woman said. “I’m the Dragon Goddess of Rebirth. It is I who brought you to my domain.”

The declaration filled me with more questions than answers. “Did you say dragon goddess? Is that a goddess who is a dragon or a goddess of dragons?”

Heluna raised a finger to her lips and giggled. “Both. I took the form before you because that is what I felt would make you the most comfortable. My typical form is more draconic in nature, with the wings, scales, and horns that you’re thinking about right now. I could be a goddess of dragons . . . but well . . . I’m not currently. That’s precisely why I’ve brought you here.”

The idea that she could read my thoughts filled me with even more concern than I had before. A feeling she was quick to attempt to repress.

“Please don’t take my knowledge of your thoughts as an intrusion for deception or manipulation. I have no interest in either. I’m hoping we can have a candid conversation about your future.”

“I . . . appreciate that,” I said hesitantly. “However, I’m a firm believer that actions speak louder than words. As you can surmise, things are a little topsy-turvy for me. The last thing I remember was . . . I think dying. Then I’m here.”

“It was your death that allowed me to bring you here.”

The bluntness of her answer hit me like a semi. I had assumed that I had died. Her confirmation left me unsure how to feel. If I died, that meant everything I’d left behind I’d never get to see again. Missing my friends and family hit me the hardest. But that was soon followed by an overwhelming sense of relief.

Could this be another chance? I wondered.

Heluna’s soft voice pulled my attention back to her as she asked, “Is there something I could do as a show of good faith?”

I took a moment. Each time I wanted to move, it brought with it a sense of unease that was difficult to shake and made it hard to think. Before I gave my answer, the goddess waved her hand, and I was standing in my old body, naked.

“Uh . . . could I get some clothes?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” Heluna said. With another wave of her hand, I was covered in what I could only describe as a fancy toga with metal accessories clasped down my arms and legs. It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but it, at least, covered my junk.

I stretched my arms and legs, ensuring I could feel everything. It felt real. For a final test, I slammed my fists together—a habit learned from my collegiate sports days that helped ready myself for my next match. When it made the same thud I was used to, I smiled.

“Thank you,” I said.

She gave me a smile that nearly melted my insides. “You’re welcome.”

“You dropped a bomb on me earlier. So, it’s true that I am dead?”

“Your physical form, yes. But your soul essence is still very much intact. The body I’ve given you is just an illusion until we complete your rebirth.”

I looked down at myself again. “Really? It feels so real.”

“That’s because your mind believes it to be, based on the spell I cast.”

Another wave of worry flashed over me. While I understood Heluna’s claim that she was a goddess, the power she wielded made it difficult to process whether I could trust her. The fact that she was telling me all of this could either be an effort to be truthful or push me deeper into a sea of manipulation.

As my mind rolled through my logic, I watched her brows furrow as she crossed her arms. Part of me felt bad, but growing up with a manipulative father and cheating exes left me with trust issues. But if I’m dead . . . what the hell do I have to lose? I thought.

“Your soul essence is the core of what makes you . . . well, you,” Heluna said. “If that were to be destroyed, you’d be nothing.”

“Sorry . . . I’m just dealing with whatever this is,” I said as I pointed my finger in the air and waved it around. “Why don’t we pick up where we left off earlier? I’m Devon Blackthorn.”

When I extended my hand, she floated toward me. My eyes widened as she got close. I didn’t realize how tall she was until she was standing in front of me. She towered over my six-two frame. I’d guessed she was somewhere around ten feet tall. However, she must have sensed my unease because when she gripped my hand, she shrank down to my eye level.

“It’s lovely to make your acquaintance, Devon,” Heluna said, handing me her draped fingers.

I almost took the sign for her expectation that I kiss the top of her hand, but that felt a little too awkward and forced for me. Instead, I squeezed them lightly and gave them a single shake. “It’s good to meet you, too, Heluna.” I turned and pointed out at the horizon. “You said this was your domain?”

“Yes, this is my home. Do you like it?”

“I do. It’s beautiful. The islands remind me of scoops of the Oregon coast back home.”

“It has its charm, although it does feel rather excessive just for me.”

I cocked my brow. “You’re the only person who lives here?”

“There are elemental servants here. But they roam mindlessly, catering to my needs should I require them, which I don’t. My father designed this domain for what he thought I’d like rather than soliciting my advice.”

“Why don’t you change it? I’m assuming you have the power to do so.”

“I feel it would upset him. He’s a kind soul, and I’d hate to do so needlessly, given everything that’s happened.”

It was clear there was more to her words than she said. But if she wanted to share, I figured she would. Instead, I decided to get to the heart of my presence.

“You stated earlier that my death allowed you to bring my spirit essence here,” I said before shrugging. “Why?”

Heluna turned and crossed her arms, pushing her breasts together. I couldn’t tell if she was doing so subconsciously or as a tactic in diplomacy. Either way, it worked. It was hard not to stare.

“I want you to become my Archon.”

“Archon?” I asked, leaning back. “Is that some kind of ruler?”

“In a sense. Each member of the pantheon has a designated leader, dubbed an Archon. The Elders have even more than one. The position itself is one of reverence on Talis. They are the ultimate representative of their divine’s tenets. They spread their word, educate their followers, and build favor for their god.”

“I’m guessing it’s through followers and favor that you gain power?”

“Your understanding surprises me,” Heluna said with a seductive smile. “Yes. That’s correct. Either through devout souls or those collected in my name shall I grow in power.”

I frowned. “Collected?”

“Let me be blunt so there is no misunderstanding. Talis is not a perfect world nor a peaceful one. Each sect fights on the field of battle and in the political theater. Some own entire kingdoms where hundreds of thousands of devotees worship a single dragon. And should a worshiper of one sect kill someone from another, that soul is claimed by the one left standing.”

“That sounds . . . intense. Is the world at constant war?”

“Not at all. Not everyone worships, and there are plenty of benefits to keeping the peace. War is expensive and can be costly to both sides. However, subterfuge and political machinations are an almost daily occurrence. Especially in the larger cities.”

“So what would I be working with? How many followers do you have?”

With a proud chest, she said, “Two.”

“Two?” I shouted, wide-eyed.

“Well . . . technically one. Head Priestess Yda’s bodyguard isn’t a follower. But with your acceptance, it would make it two.”

It took everything I had not to laugh in her face, but the smile still crept through. “Are you a new goddess or something?”

“No. I’m several hundred years old, thank you.”

“Then, how do you only have one follower?”

“It’s . . . complicated.”

“I’m listening,” I said, crossing my arms.

Heluna twisted her lips before sighing. “My mother and father are the Dragon Goddess of Life and the Dragon God of Death. They performed the ultimate anathema by having me. See, there are rules that everyone on the pantheon must follow, one of which is that the gods and goddesses are not supposed to breed with each other. The occasional fornication is allowed, and the members are more than welcome to sire mortal children. However, growing the divine pantheon is strictly forbidden unless voted on by all members. The numbers were exact to maintain equilibrium. Three Elders seated on top of the Council of Horns. Then there are the Four Primes who sit at the Table of Deliberation. They are supported by the Seven Siblings in the Under Pantheon.”

“What happened to them? Your parents, I mean.”

Heluna lowered her head. “They knew of the danger I posed but loved me dearly. They kept me hidden away here until a few years ago when they understood what they were doing to me. This home was a prison. I couldn’t leave. My power was stifled because I couldn’t recruit followers. And so, as a family, we stood in front of the pantheon to face judgment. The punishment was decisive and swift. My mother and father were banished to the deepest, darkest places inside a prison of Xenith’s design, where they remain captive.”

“Who is Xenith?”

“Sorry. He’s the Dragon of the Void, one of the three Elders.”

“So, they imprisoned your parents but left you alone?”

“Many of the Under Pantheon asked for me to be destroyed. However, it wasn’t their decision. The Table of Deliberation was split between what to do with me without my parents there. Dragarus, the Dragon of War, believed I should be destroyed, but Lezarial, the Dragon of Justice, believed I should live. So the decision went to the Elders. They decided I should live. I believe they pitied me since I did nothing wrong. But what really upset the Under Pantheon was they put me in the Table of Deliberation to make it five instead of four. This infuriated many of the members who believed one from the Under Pantheon should be moved up and I should take their place. However, the Elders’ decision was final.”

“I’m guessing you earned yourself a lot of enemies after that day.”

Heluna smirked. “That’s putting it lightly. After the Elders’ decisions, I retreated. For decades, I mourned my parents, but that sadness sparked a fire of determination that has fueled me these last few years. I knew that if I ever wanted to have a chance to see them again, it wouldn’t happen with me hiding away. I needed to put pieces on the board and build my power. Only then would I have the tools needed to see them again.”

“And that’s where I come in?”

“Exactly!” Heluna said brightly. “With you as my Archon, as long as you follow my tenets, you can mold and build the Sect of Rebirth how you see fit. With it established, you shall build our following, giving me the power to free my parents.”

I turned and stared out at the peaceful view. I was sympathetic to Heluna’s plight. However, it was far from an ideal situation. While the idea of getting in on the ground of my very own sect was appealing, the cards seemed stacked against us.

“What are your tenets?” I inquired.

“I’m glad you asked.” Heluna smiled and held up her index finger. With each swipe, the words appeared in the air.

“Thou shalt live life to the fullest.

Thou shalt pursue the best of one’s true self.

Thou shalt not seek despair in death.

Thou shalt revel in the beauty of life.

Thou shalt respect nature’s hand in the cycle of rebirth.”

I tilted my head. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“That seems rather . . . relaxed compared to the tenets or I guess I should say commandments that I know of. What about killing, stealing, adultery?”

“Death is part of the cycle. Killing someone is your active participation in that. I’m not asking you to create a sect of murderers. But one who pursues their love for the blade could be a useful addition when necessary. Same with the love of coin or of the flesh. As an Archon, you will be expected to take on many wives and sire many children.”

If I had water in my mouth, I would have spit. “You’re kidding.”

“About which part?”

“All of it . . . but I guess more of the latter.”

“Harem is the staple for the wealthy and powerful in Talis. As a leader of a sect, your members will be there to serve you in any method you should require. Whether that’s someone to fight for you, work for you, or take care of you. And as an Archon of the Dragon Goddess of Rebirth, it’s even more of an expectation.”

“So, I’m just supposed to go out there and screw my way across the land, killing and stealing on the way.”

Heluna failed to suppress a laugh. “If you so desire, but I’m not asking you to be such a ruffian. However, I do not plan to stifle your means of meeting our objectives unless you do not live by my tenets. If I feel like you are losing your way, then I will converse with you.”

As with any hot-blooded man, the idea of being an Archon grew more appealing by the second. However, it also came with significant risks. From the way she spoke, it sounded like we’d have several enemies at the onset. Their best bet was to crush us before we could get a foothold in the world. There would be a lot of running and hiding—something I wasn’t accustomed to. I’d been holding back my entire life, and the last thing I wanted to do was run.

I let out a sigh as I considered my options, only to be left with more questions. “What’s the technological level of Talis? From the context clues that I’ve picked up from our conversation thus far, my assumption is swords, shields, and magic.”

“You would be correct,” Heluna said.

I knew that if I didn’t want to run, I’d have to fight. With sword or magic in hand, that meant the fighting was likely brutal. I’d played enough medieval combat games and seen enough videos of swords slicing through pig carcasses to know the damage they could do. I wouldn’t know until I experienced the raw thing, but having a baseline of what I would be dealing with helped add clarity to my final decision. Acquiring souls was a suggested alternative to building followers which, in turn, would build favor. And that meant killing.

I gazed from the serene view and stared intently into Heluna’s glowing eyes. Up until that moment, I’d marked her as someone who was soft and sweet. But my initial impression was wrong. There was more to her than I realized. It stressed how much I really didn’t know her, which made the deal she offered harder to accept.

“This is all a lot to take in. I’m flattered you chose me, Heluna. Really I am. I’m always up for a challenge. But unless I’m missing something . . . this plan seems pretty far-fetched. It sounds like we already have a target on our back, and we’re starting from scratch with no resources. How am I supposed to build this against these colossal organizations?”

“That is part of the challenge, but I will not be sending you to Talis powerless,” Heluna said before snapping her fingers.

A hologram appeared in front of my face. It reminded me of a character creator I’d seen in many RPGs. The base screen had a third model of myself that moved with me. Next to it were my expected attributes of Strength, Perception, Endurance, Charisma, Intelligence, Agility, and Luck. However, instead of numbers, they all displayed the letter D.

“Part of your rebirth will come with an infusion of my power in the form of soul essence,” Heluna said. “I’m giving you everything I can spare to build the new you. Most Archons spend decades building favor with their god to earn a fraction of what I’m giving you. In addition to the soul essence, I have several artifacts that will help you along your journey.”

“What about information? This world is completely new to me. Will I be able to communicate with you on Talis?”

“While I’d love to be at your side during your journey, there are rules that limit our divine influence and presence on Talis. Each time we reach across the planes or visit requires an enormous amount of power. I was not lying when I said I am giving you everything I can. So, until you build followers or claim souls, our communication will be limited. However, fret not. Head Priestess Yda will help guide you along your journey.”

“I guess I didn’t realize how literal you were being. Are you going to be safe?”

Heluna smiled and nodded. “Yes. While my fellow kin would love to see me disappear, they would not dare go against the Elders or the other Primes by making a personal move on me.”

“Good. That’s one less attack vector I don’t have to consider for now.”

The goddess looked up at me with soft, sincere eyes. “I hope my methods show you my commitment to seeing you succeed. Make no mistake, the path ahead will likely be one of great conflict and burden. But I’m doing everything in my power that I can within the confines I’m given to ensure you succeed. I believe in you.”

Heluna’s declaration chipped away at my reservations. I knew I wouldn’t be able to tell if she was lying to me, but she was saying all the right things I wanted to hear. Her words felt genuine.

“Thank you,” I said with a slight grin. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had another’s faith in me. But I’ve got to ask the obvious question: Why me?”

“I understand why you’d ask, and it’s a good question. The simple answer is I wanted someone like you. I needed someone not of this world. Someone who could come in without the same reservations and prejudices experienced through a life on Talis. I need someone who has a vision of what could be. A dreamer.”

“Why not pull someone from your mother or father’s sect? It seems like starting over makes it that much harder.”

“With my parents’ imprisonment, all of their gifts to their followers faded. Chaos ensued. It was easy pickings for the other sects. Many didn’t have a choice. Either they could choose to worship another, get killed by paladins or inquisitors, or go into hiding. There may be those still loyal to my father and mother who you may be able to sway to your side. However, I’d recommend that you build a solid foundation and feel confident enough about your ability to defend from external attacks before going public with the sect.”

“I think you’re overselling me a bit.” I chuckled. “I’m nobody. Just look at me. My athletic years are long behind me. I got a general studies degree because nothing seemed to fit. Not to say my own questionable morals. You’re offering me a loaded gun, and I’m not sure if it would be safe for me to wield it.”

Heluna smiled, stepped forward, and rested her hand on my chest. “Worry not about the physical aspects. My power will make you stronger than any man. Neither should you be concerned about my impression of you. I know everything there is about you, Devon. I can tell you’re not a paragon of justice or a beacon of virtue. But you have a good heart. I chose you because I need someone like me. Someone who understands my desperation. I heard your call across the cosmos, and I answered. You wanted a second chance. Your anguish reflects my own, which is a boon in and of itself. I know that what I’m asking for is a lot. I’m honestly surprised with how well you’re taking everything. I see your resilience as a good omen.”

“It could be that the realization just hasn’t hit me yet. But I can’t deny that the offer to start again isn’t appealing. The potentials of power, prestige, and fortune . . . What man wouldn’t say yes?”

“With the power you’ll wield, Talis will be your sandbox. Remember my first tenet: live life to the fullest. The road ahead will be hard, but I want you to experience life’s pleasures. Do so in my name, and let us reap the fruits of your labor. Whatever you want will be possible should you will it. All you have to ask yourself is . . . what do you desire?”

Having Heluna this close to me left me with only one thing on my mind. I wanted her. My eyes dropped down to her thick lips, to her slender neck, and lower until they reached her cleavage that pressed into me. Even her warm breath smelled sweet, like strawberry syrup on a freshly made waffle.

When my eyes inched their way back to her own, she held a look that sent a spark across my skin. She draped her hand along my cheek and to my chin. “If I am what you desire, then prove to me your capability. Commit to me. Become the instrument of my will. My sword and scroll. Bring Talis to heel in my name. Do this, and I will submit myself to you.”

Heluna was a good saleswoman. Almost every part of me wanted to say yes. But there was still the voice in the back of my head that kept me from being completely wrapped around her finger. I didn’t want to become a pawn in a game I didn’t quite understand, so I still had my reservations.

“What if I don’t?” I asked, wrapping my hand around her waist and pulling her closer.

Her mouth dropped briefly as if she didn’t think that was even a consideration. “Then I’ll return your soul back from where I plucked it. You will float endlessly among the cosmos. You will not feel nor want. You will be at peace. But you will never taste the delicacies that Talis has to offer. You will not explore a new world nor bend it to your will. You will never touch another woman’s flesh nor feel the press of her soft lips. But most of all, you will prove that I was wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“That you were to be my Archon and my sect’s savior. That the universe wasn’t as cruel as I perceived it, and that hope still existed. That out of all the endless sparkles of dust, the souls in my reach, I picked the wrong man.”

My mind was already made up, and that last part made me feel like an asshole for even asking the question. She didn’t really give me a choice, but the choice that I had was between spending years in nothingness or getting a second chance to be who I really wanted to be. However, I felt if I didn’t ask the necessary questions up front, I would be rushing into this blindly. This was everything I’d prayed for, offered to me by the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. All I needed to do now was reach out and take it.

I smiled at Heluna and said, “You talk a mean game, my goddess.”

The horned beauty blinked rapidly and grinned from ear to ear. “Those words . . . Does that mean you accept?”

“Yeah. I will be your Archon. Now, how do we get started?”
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REBORN


With my fate sealed, Heluna pulled away from me and brought the floating hologram closer with a wave of her hand. “To start the process of your rebirth, you’ll need to craft the new you. There are a lot of options here, so I’d advise that you take the time to go through all of them and read through everything before you complete your selections. You can enable and disable options until you hit the Start Anew button at the end. I’ll be here should you have any questions.”

With a simple twist of her fingers, Heluna summoned an elegant wooden chair and took a seat while I perused the options in front of me. The hologram was easy to navigate with a simple tap of my fingers. It wasn’t long before I could scroll and select options with a single thought.

The first page focused on core attributes. But just like before, there was no number like I was used to in systems I’d played. They were all set to the letter D. Even when I clicked on the selection, nothing moved. It wasn’t until I hovered over Strength that a tooltip popped up.

Core attributes are defined by other selections such as class, race, and perks. Attributes will increase and decrease based on User’s selection.

Makes sense, I thought. The information only reinforced Heluna’s suggestion that I read through everything before I completed my selections. I hovered over each of the options to get a better understanding of how they would affect me.

Strength: Measures User’s muscle mass and physical prowess.

Perception: Measures User’s ability to see the surrounding world and hand-eye coordination.

Endurance: Measures User’s heartiness and stamina.

Charisma: Measures User’s personal magnetism, perceived appearance, and leadership skills.

Intelligence: Measures User’s ability to learn, reason, and solve complex problems.

Agility: Measures User’s reflexes and balance.

Luck: Measures the cosmos’ influence over User’s destiny.*

*Note a high Luck does not guarantee success. Influences are minor and rarely perceived.

The options were explained clearly enough. Although I was definitely intrigued by the last one. I made a mental note to ask about it later if the further options didn’t explain them better. With a simple thought, I clicked the Next button, which took me to the Race menu.

My jaw dropped at the number of the variety of races and subraces. It listed the typical fantasy races I expected: humans, elves, dwarves, orcs, and goblins. Each one had several subraces as well. However, where things got excessive was under the monsterkin race. There were dozens of subraces ranging from catkin and cowkin to the more exotic breeds, such as arachne and lamia.

Each race came with their own traits. Some of which were shared between various factions. They provided small boosts to individual attribute ratings and other small benefits, such as being able to see in the dark or having resistances to specific types of damage.

However, there was one that stood above all the rest. It was the first race offered to me and highlighted by a sparkling golden border like a legendary loot drop.

Dragon-Blooded Human (Rebirth Affinity)

Strength Bonus: ++

Charisma Bonus: ++

Draconic Senses: Enhanced Sight and Smell

Damage Resistance: Life Magic and Death Magic

Dragon Goddess Bonus: Additional Soul Essence

I flipped through a couple of the other screens. Sure enough, there were options highlighted in a shiny gold and a shiny pink color separate from the other choices.

“Heluna?” I asked, my gaze looking through the semitransparent menu. “Some of my choices are glowing. What’s that about?”

“Ah, an excellent question. The gold choices are unique selections based on you being an Archon. They should be selected by default for that category. They provide you with the best option in category benefits. The pink choices are unique options for being my Archon. Those options are available to you to select to your heart’s content. All other options are available to those blessed by a divine or they’ve enabled a class themselves through hard work, education, or some other means.”

“Got it. What if I didn’t want to be human? Could I be a Dragon-Blooded Orc, perhaps?”

Heluna tapped on her cheek for a moment before responding. “Yes, I could probably do that, but it would take away soul essence that you could use to spend on other things, such as perks. If you’d like to change your look down the line, you could always use magic.”

“That’s a good point. Something like a glamour spell?”

“Precisely.”

When I selected the race and hit Next, my displayed body changed immediately. My love handles disappeared and were replaced with visible muscle. My height grew, and my eyes changed to more reptilian golden slits. It was slightly odd to see what I could be but only fueled my excitement to push forward. The next menu was Class with another selection already highlighted for me.

Archon of Rebirth

Strength: ++++

Perception: ++

Endurance: ++++

Charisma: ++++

Intelligence: ++

Agility: ++++

Luck: ++

Rebirth Bonus Access: Life Magic, Death Magic, and Ero Perks

Archon Class Bonus Perks: Eternal Life

Divine Granted Bonus Perks: The Perfect Fit, Sexual Stallion, Waterfall, A Partner’s Desires, Tasty Fluids, Fertility Control, A Father’s Gift

I glanced over at Heluna with a deadpan face after I read the last part. She had the biggest shit-eating grin on her face. Her scrunched nose and toothy fangs drew me in.

“Really?” I asked, failing to be serious.

“What?” she asked, shrugging. “I am the Goddess of Rebirth.”

I laughed and shook my head as I turned back to the menus. With a final scroll, I looked through the classes once more to see how they compared. Most only had influence over two attributes. A knight only had points in Strength and Endurance, whereas a diplomat only had points in Charisma. That’s when I realized the core selection lacked a Skills section. Something I’d seen in most RPGs I’d played.

“I’ve got another question for you, Heluna,” I began. “I would have expected to see some kind of skill list that would define how good I am at things.”

Heluna gazed at me for a few seconds. I couldn’t tell for certain, but my guess was that she was reading my mind to better get an understanding of my perspective. When I thought back on one of my previous game nights, she gasped in recognition.

“Oh . . . I see. No, that’s not how this works. Everything is based on your attributes. So you don’t have a specific skill that defines it. Let’s say you need to get to a ledge above you. Someone with a high Strength may choose to use their powerful legs to jump on top of the ledge. However, someone with a higher Agility may choose to run up a side wall to get to it.”

“How does the attribute scaling work?”

“Each letter is averaged to the total population of Talis. D represents below average. C is average. B is above average. A is peak. S is the pinnacle. Like I spoke before, as you make your selections, these will adjust. With you being an Archon, you will always have a slight edge over someone with the same attribute score—except for other Archons.”

“I think I get it now,” I said, nodding. “Another question for you. How does Luck play into a scenario?”

“That’s . . . tricky. I think the only person who could answer that question is Xenith. He is the chief architect of the rules that govern our world. My best explanation, using the same analogy from before, would be to say the person running up the side wall doesn’t perceive that it has a weak spot. When they put their weight on it, they slip and don’t have enough momentum to reach the edge. If they had a maxed-out Luck, a cool breeze might come through to push them just far enough where they hit the ledge, allowing the strength user to pull them up.”

“If it doesn’t guarantee opportunities or the reward is small, it doesn’t seem like it would be worth concentrating on.”

“I would agree. It would be a waste of soul essence to only choose things for a high Luck stat. However, if you choose perks or powers that influence Luck, it’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

I nodded and selected the Archon class before hitting Next. Again, my model updated. My avatar gained a foot in height, and I looked like I put on several hundred pounds of lean muscle. My body became a beacon of strength and athleticism, as if carved from hardened stone.

The next menu was Perks and Powers. This was where I knew all of my time would go. Each selection cost soul essence, ranging from two to ten. Certain options also had further steps that increased the benefit the more points I spent. With my new life on the line, I was going to take every advantage I could. That meant finding any opportunities to min-max my soul essence.

Over the next hour, I read and reread each of the powers and perks. The lists were broken up into individual sections. Magic Powers covered all the various types of magic types and schools. However, while each selection was grossly expensive, there didn’t seem to be individual spells to unlock.

Through some helpful tooltips, I learned that each unlock gave me access to use the entire school right off the bat. However, I knew that I’d still have to train to learn the individual spells and train to use them. The training could be through experience, such as trial and error, or being taught. Once I understood the spell and how to use it, it would unlock permanently for use.

The next section was Core Powers. That covered everything to enhance my body and mind. I spent most of my time here. I’d always favored strong melee classes in my builds. Since I was already getting access to Life and Death Magic, I figured that would be sufficient to start. My goal at the beginning was to not die, and buffing my physical prowess seemed like the wisest choice while I figured out the magic system.

The final section was completely pink, implying this was a boon from being Heluna’s Archon. However, it was the most . . . unorthodox. Each of the choices was sexual in nature. They ranged from adjusting the size of my cock to increasing my potency. I couldn’t help but laugh as I read them.

Heluna didn’t help. Every time I laughed, she did, too. I caught glances from her, biting her lip as her fingers stroked the skin of her thighs. She seemed to feel my curiosity and subtle arousal, which seemed to play into her own.

While most of the perks in this section felt like they were completely meant for my own pleasure and fun, several stood as viable options for fucking my way to success, so to speak. Luckily for me, they were all included with my class.

When I thought about whether I could deselect them to gain additional soul essence, Heluna was quick with a sly smile. “Don’t forget my first tenet . . .”

I relented. But there were a ton of great options I just didn’t have enough essence to buy.

“If I don’t choose something now, could I get something later?” I asked.

“Yes . . . but what I’m giving you is pure soul essence. The amount to acquire additional perks, specifically, is going to require an exponentially higher number of souls for the same equivalent. Not to mention, they are supposed to be coming to me. You have a debt owed, and while I’m willing to be patient, I would like to see the favor coming in sooner rather than later.”

I huffed and shook my head. Stupidly, I’d assumed I accepted this agreement to get out of debt, only to realize I traded one form for another. At least this one comes with a beautiful goddess and magical powers, I thought.

I scoured over the list again as I contemplated my choices. “When it comes to favor, would you rather have followers or souls? Is there a difference in value?”

“Not technically. They both have their pros and cons. If you kill another for their soul, it is mine eternal until exhausted. A living soul can change their mind and devote another. However, if I may impart some wisdom, people have a herd mentality. Your hardest followers are going to be gained at the start. Once you have a larger following, it will be easier to gain more.”

“Hmm . . . good point. Then, I should prioritize Charisma besides my other physical attributes.”

“I would concur, but like I said, this is your decision. While I do have desires of my own for you, I do not want them to sway your prerogatives.”

“Like all the defaulted perks in Ero Magic?” I asked with a mischievous grin.

Heluna covered her mouth as she laughed. “I just want you to enjoy your time here. My mother always said a happy Archon is a productive Archon.”

“I’m sure this will feel like a dream rather than sitting behind a desk all day.”

“As someone who has been locked in here for centuries, I’m looking forward to seeing you get started.”

“Oh . . . uh . . . sorry if that was insensitive. I didn’t mean . . .”

“Oh, I didn’t take it that way at all,” Heluna said with a wave of her hand. “I only wanted to relate to that feeling. I’m looking forward to your accomplishments. Not to put more weight on your shoulders, but the sooner you get started, the sooner I’ll have the potential to leave this place.”

“And I’m looking forward to granting you that freedom.”

We both shared a smile that filled me with warmth. I was always a sucker for a woman in trouble. That’s what caused my death in the first place. Only this time I’d be given the tools to actually do something about it.

I glanced back at the list briefly before realizing I needed one more bit of information before I made my final selections. “Hey, Heluna, you said you also had artifacts for me? What are they? I need to understand their functions in case they overlap with any perks I want.”

“I promise they don’t,” the goddess said. “If possible, I’d like to wait until you’re ready for your rebirth. I wanted to give them as parting gifts.”

“That’s fine. As long as you’re certain.”

“I would never lie to you, Devon.”

I wanted to put my complete trust in the goddess. To my understanding, we shared a bond that few did. If we were to make this work, I needed her as much as she needed me. But I still had my reservations. I kept them to myself, and I finished my selections. When I hit Next, the screen confirmed my choices.

Life Magic Control:

Grants access to Life Magic. Charisma: ++

Death Magic Control

Grants access to Death Magic. Charisma: ++

Arcane Infusion

If User knows or has access to two or more schools of magic, they can imbue their body with that magic to enhance their physical prowess. Gain Goliath IV and Resilience IV instead but can’t expand beyond them until User removes this perk. Soul Essence will not be refunded. Charisma: +, Strength: ++, Endurance: ++

Goliath IV

Enhanced Strength. Weight-lift limit is increased to two thousand pounds overhead. Strength: ++++

Resilience IV

Enhanced Endurance. User’s body becomes more durable. Can withstand blows from Goliath IV wielders and lower. Also, gains poison, toxin, and disease immunity. Endurance: ++++

Relentless

User gains extremely strong regeneration powers. Limbs and organs regrow in seconds. Only way to be killed is by 90% or higher total body destruction. Endurance: +++++

Weapon Master

User can master any weapon after three days of training equal to the best professional. Strength: ++, Perception: ++, Agility: ++

Stalwart Beacon

User radiates an aura of leadership. Every ally within a five-hundred-foot radius gains Resilience I, immunity to fear effects, and immunity to enemy auras. Charisma: ++

Fast Learner

User can learn any type of magic. They can read entire tomes within minutes. Intelligence: +++

Everlasting

User no longer needs to eat or drink. They can still do it for enjoyment. Endurance: ++

Perfect Health

User will always be in peak physical shape no matter how much they eat or how little they exercise. Strength: +, Endurance: ++

Eternal Life

User does not age. Endurance: +++

The Perfect Fit

User’s penis will adjust to partner’s preference. Sexual pleasure from penial stimulation increased for both parties. Charisma: +

Sexual Stallion

User has no refractory period. Cum production increased. Charisma: +, Endurance: +

Waterfall

User’s partners’ and potential partners’ sexual fluids increase with their arousal. Charisma: +

A Partner’s Desires

User can look at someone and read their deepest sexual desires. Charisma: +

Tasty Fluids

User’s partners and potential partners all find User’s fluids to taste delicious according to their preferences. Charisma: +

Fertility Control

User can alter their fertility from completely sterile to guaranteed pregnancy. Charisma: +

A Father’s Gift

All children inherit User’s power at 50% capacity with randomly assigned perks. Mother’s class and perks influence the draw. Charisma: +

I read through the list once more. My thought process around my choices focused on being able to defend myself from the start. With increased strength, durability, and regeneration, my thought was that I could stand toe-to-toe with nearly anyone in a physical brawl.

However, it was the idea of fighting a stronger, magical-based foe that became a concern. Which was why I combined these with Perfect Health and Everlasting. My theory was that exhaustion came from energy expenditure. If my body never needed sustenance, it would always run a peak performance without needing to stop.

This meant as long as I could outlast my opponent, I would always end up on top. As they tired, I would hit them with the same fury and veracity as at the start, giving me an edge. But all of this was an untested theory. I wouldn’t know until I put it into practice if it actually worked.

My counter thoughts were that my energy recharge would be replaced with something else or I would have to constantly sleep. If it worked the way I wanted, it would be completely broken. But that’s what I needed. I had to game the system to give me every advantage at the start. I was starting at ground zero and had no idea how to start a sect.

The threat of having to sleep more was a large enough concern that had me searching back through the perk list. Once I found what I was looking for, I contemplated whether I wanted to make the change. It was expensive, so I would have to give up one or more perks as a replacement.

Fuck it, I thought.

Removed:

Weapon Master

User can master any weapon after three days of training equal to the best professional. Strength: ++, Perception: ++, Agility: ++

Stalwart Beacon

User radiates an aura of leadership. Every ally within a five-hundred-foot radius gains Resilience I, immunity to fear effects, and immunity to enemy auras. Charisma: ++

Added:

Bludgeoning Weapon Proficiency

User is adept at using weapons with the bludgeoning damage type. Strength: +

Untiring:

User does not have to sleep but can choose to. Endurance: +++

I leaned back, scanning everything as I thought, Yeah . . . I think that looks good. I should be able to find a club anywhere. Hell, I could pull off a tree branch if needed.

Magic was going to be my long-term plan. I knew I’d have to figure out the spells, then learn to control them and use them effectively. With Fast Learner, I hoped that during my downtime, I could spend it training or learning about the world.

Everything from the Ero Magic tree was a mix of fun and purpose. Breeding my way to a large congregation killed two birds with one stone. It sounded like a hell of a good time and would increase Heluna’s favor. I convinced myself it was her idea rather than mine.

The next tab was full of hundreds of sliders. They all adjusted various aspects of my appearance, from my eyebrow length to my beard hair color. Without hesitating, I skipped it completely and hit Next.

The physical changes my race, class, and perks made to my body pleased me. I also wasn’t sure if looking at a mirror and seeing an unfamiliar face would leave me with some unknown psychological issues. I’d had the same face for my entire existence, and this one was the best I’d ever looked.

The next screen displayed my final character sheet. It had an image of the future me in the upper right-hand part of the screen. I felt an overwhelming sense of pride and excitement that this was who I was going to become.

But my size was both a boon and a curse. I’d traveled overseas in my previous life, and depending on where I went, I towered above everyone else. This was the extreme. I was over seven feet tall with biceps the size of boulders and thighs the size of tree trunks. It would make it hard to stay incognito.

“Is it common for Archons to be so . . . big?” I asked.

“Yes,” Heluna said without hesitation. “Archons are apex beings on Talis. With that comes imposing presences enhanced through their anatomy. However, there are plenty of beasts that are larger.”

“Like what?”

“Wurms, wyverns, mammoths, various carnivorous plants, and aquatic species . . . Should I go on?”

“No, that was plenty thorough. I’m assuming they are a much greater threat outside of the major cities?”

“Your assumption is correct. Most major cities or towns will have some sort of walled defense or guards to help defend against the wildlife. Although, there are plenty of small villages that don’t have either.”

Internally, I was kicking myself for missing such a critical piece of information. The other races and sects had been such a focus that I hadn’t even considered there being mobs or beasts in this world, too. The new discovery didn’t change my plan for my build; however, it made me realize that I would have to take them into consideration going forward.

As I peered at my avatar, I couldn’t help but smile. Being big wasn’t all bad. The system did a great job stroking my ego with the adjustments below the belt. I wasn’t sure if that resulted from Heluna’s perks or the magic scaling everything to an appropriate portion. Either way, I wasn’t mad about it.

On the left of the sheet were all of my attribute scores, only now they were updated with a different letter, along with a description of text.

Strength: S

User is the pinnacle of humanoid strength. Can topple buildings with a single blow. Can crush steel in their bare hands.

Perception: C

User can perceive things slightly better than the average individual. Has a good general awareness of their surroundings. Can eavesdrop on a nearby conversation with concentration. Has a slightly above-average hand-eye coordination for ranged weapons.*

*Sight and Smell based at Draconic Bloodline. Can see up to one and a half miles away with concentration. Can smell up to a mile away depending on wind conditions.

Endurance: S

User is the pinnacle of humanoid conditioning. Can shrug off blows from the strongest foes. Has an endless amount of stamina. Can sprint for hundreds of miles without exhaustion.

Charisma: S

User is the pinnacle of confidence and beauty. Targets will find it impossible not to listen to or acknowledge User’s words or presence. Carries a radiance that fills hearts with hope or dread. Could influence a divine entity.

Intelligence: C

User thinks with a slightly above-average level of intellect and reason. Can solve complex problems with enough time and planning. Can identify different viewpoints from their own and build a foundation of understanding.

Agility: C

User moves with a slightly above-average dexterity, flexibility, and speed. Can balance on a thin ledge with enough concentration. Can run an eight-minute mile.

Luck: C

User lives with a slightly above-average luck. User might find a random copper on the ground, remember where they lost their boot, or notice a small piece of jerky at the bottom of their satchel.

Underneath it all were a list of my perks, along with the final button. It pulsed with the words Start Anew. My excitement was already immeasurable. There was so much I wanted to explore and experience. I couldn’t wait to take my first steps in this new world.

With a wide grin, I looked through the hologram at Heluna. “All right, I’m at the last screen.”

The blue-eyed goddess jumped to her feet and shuffled over toward me. She reached behind her back and pulled out a couple items: a pair of black metal gauntlets that looked like they were forged in hell itself and a red amulet on a silver chain.

“These were my mother and father’s,” the goddess began. “The gauntlets are part of my father’s personal armor. Before we left to meet with the other pantheon members, my father hid his armor around Talis. I assume he didn’t want the other pantheon members to find it. He left me instructions on how to find the next piece. I think he’d hoped one day I would find the strength to seek his armor out and use it to get him and Mother out. I know you will need time to get your bearings. However, I’m entrusting this quest to you. I understand how this must feel with your already colossal task. But completing the entire set will offer tremendous boons to you.”

“What do they do exactly?”

“Each piece will enhance your Death Magic by making existing spells more powerful and granting you unique ones. The gauntlets give you the power of Death’s Touch. Should you touch a less powerful mortal, you can sap their vitality and replenish your own.”

“That could come in handy.”

“That’s not all. The gem at the top of the left gauntlet will allow you to absorb your foes’ souls. You can either use them to fuel your own power or send them to me with a simple thought.”

“I was wondering how you would get them.”

Heluna raised the piece of jewelry. “And this is my mother’s. The stone is imbued with a teleport spell. It only maintains one charge and takes a few days before it can be used again. The spell will allow you to bring up to ten people with you, so don’t assume you can move an entire sect with it.”

“When I put these on, will I understand how to use them immediately, or will I need to figure it out?”

“The knowledge will fill your mind instantaneously.”

“Should I put them on?”

Heluna smiled and shook her head like I’d asked a stupid question. “No. These are just illusions. When you awake in your new body, Head Priestess Yda will have them. She’s been instructed to give them to you.”

“So you can commune with her?”

“Yes, just like you. However, as I stated previously, until you rebuild my reserves, you both will be on your own.”

“What’s Yda like?”

“Yda is a kind and gentle soul. She’s a young woman, a bit naïve but completely devoted to the cause. You both share something in common. When she needed a savior, I answered her prayer. I’ll allow her to tell you her story, for it’s not mine to tell. However, I ask that you take it easy with her. Show her the same kindness that I see in you, and she will be just as devoted to you. I chose her as my Head Priestess because I needed someone to balance what I needed for an Archon.”

“And what’s that?”

“I need an Archon who can lead. Someone who has the courage to do what needs to be done to see my name spread. I need a man who has the determination and will to tame Talis and defend our sect from the threats that already surround us. I need you, Devon.”

A fire lit inside of me that I was certain would burn a hole into their world. I’d never desired anything more. In the back of my mind, I contemplated the leader I was going to be.

I was going to be a fair but firm ruler. Diplomacy would come before action. However, should my hand be forced, I would not hesitate.

I was going to be the man to build the Sect of Rebirth in Heluna’s name. To spread it far and wide and defend those who pledged their loyalties to me and my goddess. And anyone who dared stand in my way would feel the full might of my wrath.

Heluna shuttered as goosebumps covered her shiny pink skin. “I can feel your conviction. Such purity. Such passion.” The items in her hand vanished, and she pressed her soft body into me. Her lips parted, inches from my face, as she whispered. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” I said. My body tingled with anticipation.

“Then, make your final selection and close your eyes.”

My eyes shot to the menu, and I pressed the button. A bright yellow light illuminated under my feet, and I closed my eyes. Heluna’s mouth pressed into mine. She kissed me tenderly but deeply. From her lips, a warmth poured into my whole body like drinking hot cocoa on a winter’s evening.

When her lips pulled away, she whispered to me for the final time: “Good luck, my Archon. The next time we shall speak shall be one of celebration. Make me proud.”

Her voice rang into my mind as I fell. My body disappeared, replaced with a numbness that annoyed me rather than tickled. I wasn’t sure how long I floated away. A feeling of coolness covered my entire backside.

A soft feminine voice gasped only a second later. “Cartha, quick, he’s here!”
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A NEW BEGINNING


Ididn’t open my eyes. Later I would come to think it was because part of me was scared of what I would see. Something deep down inside of me feared that all the time spent with Heluna was a cruel ruse before I started smelling sulfur and my body burst into flames. Luckily for me, it wasn’t my end. It was a new beginning.

“Look at him!” the bright voice shouted. “He’s here! He’s here.”

The second voice was feminine as well, but it was deeper and sounded like she couldn’t be bothered. “Huh . . .”

“That’s all you can say? After all that we’ve been through.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. How about . . . you were right, Yda. I’m sorry for doubting you, Yda. You’re not some crazed psycho, Yda.”

“I never thought you were crazy . . .”

Yda was clearly angry, but it caused her voice to reach an almost comical pitch. “Don’t lie to me! I can tell when you’re lying.”

“All right. I’m sorry. There. You feel better?”

“Yes,” Yda huffed. “As a matter of fact, I do.” The two shared a small laugh before turning their attention back to me. “Just look at him, Cartha. Isn’t he perfect?”

“He’s . . . uh . . . big. He’s built bigger than a minotaur. Definitely the biggest human I’ve ever seen.”

“Just like an Archon is supposed to be!”

“So, he’s here. What do we do now?”

“I assume we wake him.”

“And how do we do that?”

“I-I don’t know.”

Cartha let out a nefarious chuckle. “Why don’t you flick him in his balls? I bet that would get him up.”

“Cartha!” Yda shouted in disdain.

“What? I saw you staring at it.”

“I was not!”

“Now who’s the liar?”

As the two women argued back and forth, I realized two things. The first was that Cartha was an asshole. The second was that I was pretty confident I was naked again. And the thought of someone like Cartha deciding how to wake me up was enough for me to conclude my Oscar-winning performance as a coma patient.

I shifted my weight and raised my arms. I wanted to rub my eyes. Instead, I delivered a double punch that nearly left me dazed.

“Ow, fuck!” I shouted.

“My Archon, are you okay?” the acute voice asked.

My stomach sank, and I froze. For whatever reason, I’d expected the reincarnation into a new body to work flawlessly. That I could punch walls and leap over canyons with ease. As my arms jerked when I tried to raise them, I realized I was very wrong.

I concentrated on lowering them as slow as I could and looked up. My blurry vision focused on two pairs of eyes, one red and the other purple. I assumed the one to my right was Yda because the dress she wore was something that looked more like what a priestess would wear.

It was white and flowing. The top fabric connected from her neck, across her enormous breasts, and down to her waist. It split along the sides, exposing her wide hips. From how she was standing, I could tell she was short in height, no taller than my hip.

I could see why Heluna chose Yda as her Head Priestess. Her beauty was second to none. She had a soft, youthful face with perfectly tanned skin. Her white curly hair matched her dress. Two curved horns sprouted out of the sides of her head, giving her a sheepish look. A cute button nose complemented her warm smile.

Cartha had the look of a seasoned soldier or mercenary. Her armor was a mix of leather, fur, and steel. And although it completely covered her except for a small boob window above her chest, I could tell from the thickness of her arms and legs she was fit. A bandolier of knives hung from her belt.

Her skin was a dark blue that reminded me of moonlight reflecting off ocean waves. A white head of hair fell from her hooded cloak. Unlike the warmth from Yda, all I felt from her glowing, piercing purple eyes was coldness. She looked down at me with crossed arms and an uplifted nose. Her hand gripped tight around the hilt of her sword. I wasn’t sure what I did to deserve her scorn, but I ignored it for the time being.

I turned my gaze back to my contact. “Yda?”

The priestess nodded, eyes full of tears. She dove her head into my chest and sobbed. I wanted to comfort her, but I was so worried about hurting her that I decided it would be best if I didn’t move.

“Uh . . . are you okay?” I asked.

Yda sat up, voice squealing in between each heavy breath. “I’m just so happy. All the trials. All the hardships. You are proof that everything was real and that I am not some crazed blasphemer. Praise Heluna for all that is good.”

“Yes . . . praise be,” Cartha said sarcastically off into the distance.

“Don’t mind her,” Yda said, wiping the tears from her face. “She’s not quite a believer, but she means well.”

“It’s fine,” I said, smiling. “I’m sure my visit might have come as a surprise.”

“To be honest . . . yes. That’s not to say I’ve ever lost my faith, but we did not know your arrival. The last time the goddess spoke with me was over six months ago. She told me to keep faith. That your arrival was imminent. However, the last few weeks have been . . . challenging.”

“Well, I’m here now, and between the two of us, I’m sure we can turn things around.”

Yda giggled and nodded. “I believe you.”

There was a sparkle in her red eyes that wasn’t there before. I was confident there was an immediate attraction for us both. We stared into each other’s eyes for what felt like a full minute, only breaking our gaze when Cartha returned.

“Are you two just going to lie there or are you going to fuck?” the bodyguard asked.

Yda turned and shouted. “Cartha!”

“What? I don’t know how your sect works. I’ve heard some crazy stories about giant sect orgies.”

Yda froze. When she looked back down at me, her face was bright red. She crawled forward, her heavy breasts threatening to slip from the thin cloth of her dress. Her voice was barely above a whisper as she spoke. “Well . . . I’m here to serve you as needed, your Holiness. I’ll do whatever you require of me.”

Your Holiness, I thought. I could get used to that.

Before my demise, it’d been almost a year since my last relationship. And it was ugly enough that the year was something I needed. However, having such an attractive woman lying on top of me, basically offering herself to me, made Yda’s offer difficult to deny.

Everything inside of me wanted to say yes. However, the lack of control of my body was a major concern. I didn’t even know if I could do so without hurting her. Then there was the fact that Cartha was there, and I still had no idea where I was. There were too many variables against us. When I knew we were safe, then I swore I’d answer differently. For now, I had to let her down gently.

“Yda, you’re beautiful,” I said, watching her turn a shade brighter. “But I think for now, it would be best if we get to know each other better. Would you mind helping me up and assisting me in getting my bearings?”

“Oh, of course, your Holiness,” Yda said as she scrambled to her feet. “I’m so sorry. I feel so embarrassed. I just realized I haven’t even asked you your name.”

I chuckled as I tilted my head up. “It’s Devon Blackthorn. And no need to be embarrassed. If I can be honest, I’m having a little bit of a hard time controlling my body.”

“What did you say?” Cartha asked, sauntering over with a cocked brow.

“I said I’m having a hard time controlling my body. Heluna blessed me with a new form. Each movement is more exaggerated than I’m trying to do. I think it’s going to take me some time before I get used to it.”

“No . . . not that. Your name.”

“Devon?”

“Your family name.”

“Blackthorn.”

Cartha rolled her lips under her teeth and shook her head. “Nope. Nuh-uh. Yda, I don’t like this.”

“Hush, Cartha,” Yda said with a furrowed brow. “You’re embarrassing me.”

“Did you hear what he just said?” Cartha whispered loud enough to where I could hear her.

“Yes. Ignore it.”

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

Yda let out a nervous laugh. “No, not at all. Now, let’s help you up.” She turned to her companion. “Cartha, can you please come and help me?”

The bodyguard eyed me with a mixture of curiosity and fear. “What do you need me to do?”

“Help me lift him up.”

Yda and Cartha gripped around my wrist and pulled my arm taut. I slid my hand behind my back and prepared to push.

“Are you ready?” Yda asked.

“Yeah, just go slow,” I said.

“Okay, on three. One, two, three!”

Both women grunted as they struggled to lift my weight. I tried to push myself off the ground lightly, but like with every other movement, I pushed too hard. They both screamed as I barreled forward and fell on them.

“Get off me, you brute!” Cartha strained.

I shoved my hands into the ground, which sent me flying upward. With my arms braced behind me, I sat upright. The flex of my abdomen gave me the stability I needed to maintain sitting upright. Yda and Cartha coughed as they gathered their breath.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, worried I’d hurt them. “Are you both all right?”

“Is this a joke, Yda?” Cartha shouted as she jumped to her feet. “Out of all the Archons your goddess could have chosen, she gives us one who’s broken?”

I clenched my jaw as her words got underneath my skin. “I’m not broken. As I said, this is a new body. I just need some time to get acclimated.”

“You nearly crushed both of us! What happens when you try to shake someone’s hand and crush it?” Cartha turned to help her ally to her feet. “Yda, I know what I said before, but all of this just feels wrong. This isn’t it. We’ve been on the run since you made your declaration as Heluna’s High Priestess. I believed in you and still do, but I didn’t sign up to take care of two people.”

“I’ve always appreciated that you have protected me. From the bottom of my heart, I thank you. However, I did not ask you to.”

“If I didn’t, you’d be dead ten times over!”

Yda lowered her head briefly before stepping toward her friend and gripping her hand. “I know, and I thank you for it. But if you’re asking me to make some hypothetical choice between you and the Archon, you already know what my answer is going to be.”

Cartha’s eyes widened, and she jerked back. “So that’s it? You’re just going to throw our years of friendship away? Over him?”

“This isn’t just about him, Cartha. This is about my faith. I pledged my entire existence to my goddess. You know what I’ve been through. What I’ve had to endure. You may not see it yet, but with the Archon’s help, I will spread Heluna’s grace all over Talis. This is my destiny. One that I’d love for you to be a part of. However, I will not force you to stay.”

Cartha’s eyes darted from side to side before her lips curled over her pointed fangs. “Fine! If this is your choice, then I won’t stand in your way.”

The dark purple-skinned elf stomped her way back to a nearby pillar. She picked up a quiver, a bow, and a bag. After sorting them on her back, she marched toward a dark hallway on the farthest wall. She paused only a moment to look back. Her eyes were heavy with sorrow until they darted to mine. She snarled before ascending a set of stairs.

“Wow, she really didn’t like me,” I said. “I understand her concern with my sudden arrival and my current situation, but she seemed overly hostile.”

“Please don’t blame her, your Holiness. She and I have just been through a lot together. If I’m honest, that frustration had been building as of late. I think she just used you as an excuse to vent it all out and tell me how she really felt.”

“Do you think she’s really going to leave?”

“Maybe for a day or two, but she’ll be back. There was this one time in Muckbrooke that she left me in a tavern for a week. I was so worried I was going to get tossed out for not being able to pay for our stay. However, I learned later in the day that she paid while she left.”

“She sounds like a good friend.”

“She is. Cartha’s my best friend, which is why I know she’ll eventually be back. Now . . . how about I get you some warm clothes? You must be freezing sitting on that cold stone.”

“It’s actually not too bad, but I do feel a bit exposed here.” I laughed.

As Yda stepped off to the side, it finally gave me a chance to look around the room. I assumed we were underground somewhere, given the lack of windows and the stone arches that lined every ten feet. Lit candles sat in sconces mounted to the walls. Cobblestone lined the floor from end to end.

The furniture was minimal. I was sitting on some sort of gray stone altar the size of a king-size bed. Red curtains hung for a bit of privacy where Yda stood off to the side. A small pallet of blankets and pillows sat by a chest. The lit fireplace filled the room with warmth.

“Where are we, by the way?” I asked.

Yda answered as she continued to rummage in her things. “We’re in an abandoned temple of Abetha, the Dragon Goddess of Life. We’re minutes outside of Marcourt, a small farming town in the Dupont Holy Empire territory.”

“Is Abetha Heluna’s mother?”

Yda paused when she heard my question. When the Head Priestess turned around, she was holding folded green and gold clothes and a brown belt. She approached with a befuddled look on her face. “Yes, she is. Do you not know the members of the pantheon?”

“Not completely. Heluna and I didn’t get a lot of time to speak. I think she told me about Xenith and Dragarus. But that’s pretty much it. Heluna said that you could be my guide in helping me learn about this world.”

“You speak as though you are not from Talis.”

I paused before I opened my mouth again. Part of me wanted to tell her the truth. That I wasn’t from this world. However, I wasn’t sure how Yda would take it. After seeing her completely break down earlier, I erred on the side of caution.

“I think my ascension has caused some significant memory loss.”

“Huh. I’ve never heard that happening to an Archon before. This is . . . completely unorthodox. I don’t know of another Archon with such a unique condition. I should grab some parchment and document this for our historical records. Do you think you’ll be okay to dress yourself?”

“I’m honestly not sure.”

“I’ll assist you, then,” Yda said with a chipper beat. She set the clothes next to me and began separating them. “I want to apologize for the quality of the fabric. Given we are a new sect, we unfortunately lack the funds needed for anything deserving of your stature.”

“No need to apologize. That kind of stuff doesn’t matter to me at this moment. Heluna told me that we’re starting from the ground up. I want to focus on gaining capital quickly. If we want to build this sect into something large that rivals the others, we’re going to need money, and lots of it.”

“I agree. With you finally here, I feel like we can finally take the first steps into growing.”

“And we will. Together.”

We both shared another smile before she reached down and started tying knots into the clothes.

“What are you doing?” I asked, pointing to the fabric.

“Since I didn’t know how large you were going to be, I was limited in what I could buy for you. The bottom layer is a decent quality cotton with golden edging. I’m tying this together. You’ll loop this over your collar and then fold it around you. The top layer is a thick woolen cloak which you can tie around you with this leather woven belt.”

“Sounds perfect. I was also told you have Heluna’s gifts for me? A set of gauntlets and a necklace.”

“Of course!” Yda ran back to her nook before returning with the items. “Here they are.”

When I saw the gauntlets in person, I was concerned they wouldn’t fit. However, Yda extended them in front of my arms, and I concentrated on minimizing my movement as much as I could, holding my hands outward. As the armor inched closer to my fingertips, it expanded in size.

With a subtle thrust, my hands slipped easily inside. It was as Heluna said. My mind opened to the magic contained inside. I immediately became aware of the spell contained within and understood how to wield it. It was like a long-lost memory that I could suddenly recall at a moment’s notice. But that wasn’t the only effect.

Something about the armor also gave me a better understanding of my own body. I rotated my wrists and flexed my hands with ease and finesse. Unlike before, I had almost perfect control over my movements. The crystal on the top of my left hand glowed a crimson red.

Yda climbed on the altar behind me and secured the amulet around my neck. A tingling sensation rolled down the back of my neck as the spell flooded my mind. Every ounce of knowledge came with it, including the tools I needed to better understand my own magic, like a baker understanding what the result of combining certain ingredients would produce.

Yda stepped down to my side and glanced down at my clothing. “Do you think you’re ready to try to stand?”

“I think so,” I said.

Since I felt like I had better control over my upper body, I turned around and bent over as if I were going to do a pushup. I moved my legs underneath me to brace for my weight. With a soft press, I pushed myself upward.

The movement in my legs had the same delay I experienced before. As I fell backward, I tried to correct them quicker than I could react to. I stumbled backward until I crashed on the ground.

When I looked up, Yda stood over me, covering her mouth. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, more annoyed than anything. “Just give me a minute. I’m still trying to figure this out.”

I turned back over and tried to push myself up. Once I got to my knees, I looked down. The fibers in my thighs twitched with each micro-movement I was unaware I was doing. This was going to take some time to get used to. While I had better control over my upper half, my lower half still felt like I was piloting a video character that was connected to a server halfway on the other side of the world.

I glanced around the room, looking for anything that could help. Each archway had two pillars on each side. I figured I could use them to help stabilize myself. Unashamedly, I crawled on my hands and knees to the closest one.

I used my upper body to pull myself up as if I were climbing a rope. Once I was high enough to get my feet underneath me, I set my feet flat and tried to put some pressure on them. I had to use my upper body to restrict the power coming from my legs. They wanted to send me headfirst into the ceiling. Once I had my feet stable enough, I turned around and leaned on the pillar.

“You did it!” Yda shouted.

My smile hid the pain I felt in my pride. I pointed to the clothes. “Now let’s see if I can get some clothes on.”

Yda handed me the first knot. “Just slide this over your head.” After I did, she pulled up the ends around my feet and tied them around my waist. She returned with the cloak. I could tell it was thicker, but it was an odd sensation. I barely felt any weight, given my new strength. After I slipped it on, I pulled the sides tight across my chest and fastened the middle with the braided leather belt she gave me.

The hellish metal gauntlets looked out of place, paired with the robe and cloak, but it wasn’t terrible. I looked down at Yda. “So, how do I look?”

She tapped on her cheek. “Hmm . . . like a very tall human.”

I chuckled. “Well, that’s because I am a very tall human.”

“We definitely need to get you properly tailored clothes. Some that hug to your form and show your status as an Archon.”

“It sounds like you want to treat me as a showpiece.”

“That’s because you are. As the Archon, you should represent everything we have to offer. Women should desire to be with you, and men should desire to want to be you. You have the looks and the body. We just need to get the clothes to match.”

“And that requires money we don’t have. Speaking of, how much money do we have?”

“I’d have to double-check my coin purse, but maybe eight silver and a few pieces of copper? I’m not including anything Cartha would have. Her money is not mine to spend.”

“So little . . .” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “How much would that afford us to properly sustain ourselves for food and drink?”

“At the cheapest tavern, maybe a few weeks if we stretched it?”

“Only a few weeks is not enough. We need a way to earn a large sum of coin quickly. I also would like to find a place for information. Something like a library?”

“Then, we should probably head to a nearby kingdom. There are going to be more opportunities there. There are temples and merchants that would offer the information you seek.”

“I would assume cities pose a larger threat, though. Are there any cities where we might be safe?”

“Not completely. There are some kingdoms like Nubia that are a little more tolerant of other sects than others, but we’re always going to have a target on us.”

“But how would they know we’re from the Sect of Rebirth? Is there some magical way for them to tell who we are? I know I’m likely to stick out, but I could hunch and keep my head down.”

Yda fumbled with her hands. “Well . . . as the Head Priestess, I have to use every opportunity to spread Heluna’s tenets to those who would listen.”

“What does that mean? Would you just start shouting out her word into the streets?” When Yda nodded, I couldn’t help but snort. “But what if you . . . didn’t?”

Yda clutched her chest and shouted, “But that goes against my very existence!”

Her outburst felt a little overdramatic, but I tried to be sympathetic. “I’m not asking you to forgo doing it forever. But a bit of tact would go a long way. There are plenty of people who want to see us dead. It would behoove us to keep a low profile until we’re in a position where we can start to build.”

Yda lowered her head as her eyes darted back and forth. It was clear she was uncertain of my direction, but when she looked back up at me, she nodded. “I will do as you command, my Archon.”

“Thank you, Yda. Your assistance in this is greatly appreciated.”

Our shared smile was interrupted by frantic footsteps rushing down the stairs. Cartha stopped at the doorway, panting. Sweat matted her white hair.

“Yda, we have to go now!” the soldier shouted.

“Why?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Inquisitors!”


4


BECOMING SOMETHING ELSE


Ididn’t understand the implication at first, but it was clear by the way both women were frantically packing that this was the enemy. These were the people who hunted them. The ones they feared.

“Hurry up, Yda!” Cartha shouted. “Just grab what you can carry. They’re nearly up to the pass!”

“But the scriptures!” the priestess cried as she scooped papers into a backpack.

“Leave it! You can rewrite them.”

I shuffled around the pillar and watched as Yda readied her pack. She rolled her bedding and strapped it to the bottom, smashing everything else into the top. When she slung it over her back, she looked up at me wide-eyed.

“The Archon!” she yelled, realizing she’d forgotten about me in the brief moment of chaos.

Cartha grabbed her arm and pulled her to the doorway. “We have to go!”

“We can’t leave him!”

I held up my hand and spoke calmly. “Listen to her, Yda.” The elven soldier froze as if she didn’t expect me to agree with her. The brief window gave me the opportunity I was looking for. “Cartha, did you see the approaching forces?”

“Yeah, why?” she asked with a cocked brow.

“How many of them are there?”

“Eleven. A ten-infantry unit led by an inquisitor.”

“Do you know who they serve?”

“Does it matter? They’re coming to kill us! We need to get out of here.”

“It does, but if they are as close as you say, then I’ll ask them personally.”

Yda pulled away from Cartha and sprinted up to my waist. She gripped as tightly as she could around my thigh, failing to get a full grip. “You can’t stay, my Archon! The inquisitors will kill you.”

“Do you think so little of me, Yda?” I asked, pulling up one of her hands.

“N-no, your Holiness. It’s . . . it’s just you can barely walk.”

“I’ll be fine. I promise.” When I looked back at Cartha, she stared at me with twisted lips. I couldn’t tell if she believed I was lying to her or if I’d earned a few points of her respect. “Is there somewhere you could hide for safety where I could meet with you when all of this is over?”

Cartha stared off into the distance as she thought for a moment. “Ironcreek Bridge. It’s a half day’s journey from here.”

“How do I get there?”

“Follow the road from the temple until you reach a crossroads at the bottom of the hill. Go right. You’ll continue on that path until you reach another crossroads that runs along a river. Take a left until you come across a decommissioned bridge. After I get Yda to somewhere safe, I’ll wait for you there. If you do not show after the rise of the next moons, I’ll assume you’ve perished.”

“Fair enough.”

Cartha walked up behind the priestess and pulled on her shoulders. “Come on.”

Yda stared at me with tearful eyes. “Promise me that this won’t be the end.”

I smiled warmly. “I promise. We have so much to do. Do not worry.”

“I’ll pray for you!”

As Yda climbed up the stairs, Cartha paused and raced back. She pulled a knife from a belt holster and offered it to me. “Here. I have my bow.”

I held up my hand. “Thank you, but I don’t need it.”

“Are you certain?”

“I am.”

Cartha sheathed the weapon before tapping her finger into my chest. “You better keep your promise to her. Don’t just be another lie.”

I felt that was her way of saying good luck. I smiled and nodded with confidence. “I won’t let her or you down. You can be sure you will see me in less than a day.”

With a firm nod, the elven soldier sprinted through the room and up the stairs, disappearing into the shadows.

I let out a heavy sigh and leaned my head back against the pillar that supported me. My mind raced over the endless possibilities that were about to occur. The fight was going to be eleven against one. If I was a normal man, the odds were not in my favor.

So far, I felt like my luck was shit. I thought I would have had more time to figure things out. It had been less than an hour since I woke up, and I was about to see my first taste of combat.

I had been in a few scraps before, but they were over stupid shit: pride, jealousy, and the occasional wrong look. When I was young and chock-full of testosterone, I made a lot of stupid mistakes. However, it was nothing more than a few black eyes, and at worst, a broken nose. I’d never tried to kill anyone.

I shook my head and tried to push the thought out of my mind. The more I thought about it, the more I knew it would get to me, and the last thing I needed was to freeze in the middle of someone swinging a sword at my head. I was also completely confused about how my stats correlated to the reactions I’d received thus far.

I had assumed with a perfect body and a ton of charisma, I’d have both women throwing themselves at me. Yda definitely seemed interested, but it felt like she did it more out of position and duty rather than the raw desire for me. Cartha showed little to no interest at all. Only when I showed my willingness to fight for them did she show me any sort of respect. The offering of a blade was a welcomed gesture.

This led me to believe that the underlying system that influenced everything was subtle or still had a chance of failure. That it was an algorithm that combined each user’s actions plus additional bonuses to win over hearts and minds. Not only would that allow a greater sense of free will, but it also meant not everything was guaranteed.

The idea that those influences were more subtle left me feeling uneasy about how my perks worked. My lack of control over my body only reinforced this. For a moment, I felt myself question whether I’d made the right decisions. But the thought of failure burned a rage inside of me that I hadn’t felt in years. I’d always been a competitive person, and I wanted to win.

This isn’t where I die, I told myself. Yda, Cartha, and Heluna are counting on me. The goddess wouldn’t have given me the power if I wasn’t capable. This is my time. My world, dammit!

I bent over and slammed my fists into my thighs. Something about the idea of beating my body into submission made sense at the time. Each blow sent a shockwave through my lower body. I didn’t stop until they ached.

“Now, move!” I growled.

With all my concentration, I lifted my leg and took a step. Then I took another. My movements were slow and purposeful. I made it halfway across the room before I slipped. With quick steps, I stumbled forward. I caught myself at the stairway opening. My gaze followed the twisting path upward.

The ceiling was too small for me to stand up completely. Instead, I crawled on my hands and feet, using the winding stone like a makeshift ladder. But as I ascended, and I entered total darkness, my vision changed.

It twisted into various shades of gray, with a subtle blue-and-purple tint around the edges. I continued up the stairs before stopping at a closed roof. A small button protruded from the wall next to it. When I pushed it, the stone slid away, giving me ample space to climb out.

A colossal statue of a draconic bust stood before me. I grabbed its claws and pulled myself the rest of the way out. Once I pulled my feet from the hole, I spun and sat on the statue’s hands. The hole slid closed a few seconds later.

The climb itself wasn’t physically exhausting, but the mental focus required to think through each movement—from bending my knee and lifting my foot to lowering it—left me feeling drained. It was nice to just lean back for a moment and let my mind rest.

Massive pillars and worn archways extended the length of the nave, giving the temple its height. The ceilings were hand-painted with Abetha’s history. Crowds of people bowed to the Dragon Goddess of Life.

Nature had reclaimed the building. Thin vines wove up the stonework, filling the room with lush greenery. Small mushrooms sprouted from worn pews. The stained-glass windows were cracked and full of holes, allowing for the night’s light to seep inside.

There was a serene beauty to it all, but I didn’t get a chance to bask in it. Loud thuds boomed from the front doors. Even though the towering double doors were nearly a hundred feet away, I watched them flex.

Each bang brought them closer. After flipping up my hood, I waited in the shadows. I slammed my fists together to psych myself up.

Remember who and what you are, I thought. You’re an Archon. They should fear you. You do not fear them. I smiled wickedly as my body flooded with adrenaline.

Wooden shrapnel flung from the doors as something heavy slammed into it. Four guards, split into two pairs, forced open the entryway. The other six marched inside with their swords drawn.

A mix of races was present. I saw furry tails and ears sprouting from their clothing. They varied in size, and each of the soldiers was heavily armored.

They wore metal cuirasses paired with bracers and greaves. Their helmets were open-faced, exposing their eyes and chins. The visage of a golden dragon surrounded by pedigree was stamped on the front in bright yellows and oranges that matched their underlayers.

A lone figure marched in from behind the rest. His armor was a lot more regal, with gold etching and shoulder guards. A shawl was draped over his shoulders, and fabric hung draped between his legs.

His bald head shined with an almost divine brilliance. I was confident he was the inquisitor, and, to my surprise, he was human. A massive war hammer rested on one of his shoulders. The ends of its head were square and large enough to crush a man’s skull.

He gazed around the room as he rolled his tongue over his teeth. When he spoke, his voice was full of confidence from years of command. “Tear this place apart. If the women we seek are here, I want them found and captured.”

“You’re wasting your time,” I said.

The soldiers spun on a dime and pointed their swords in my direction. A few squinted, while others sniffed the air. The inquisitor cocked his brow and took a step forward.

“Whoever you are, show yourself,” he commanded.

“I’m fine where I am.”

I soon got my chance to see magic used for the first time. After the inquisitor said a foreign-sounding phrase, three balls of light appeared above his outstretched palm. He pushed them toward the ceiling. They expanded down the length of the tall ceilings, illuminating every inch of the temple.

“You there, vagrant,” the inquisitor said. “By order of the Archon Emperor Dupont, I, Sir Leothold, Inquisitor of the Sect of Order, command you to identify yourself!”

I remembered how Cartha reacted to hearing my name, and so I answered him honestly. “I don’t see why it matters, but I shall answer you. My name is Devon Blackthorn.”

Murmurs rolled through the soldiers. They tightened their grips around their weapons and shuffled in place. The inquisitor took one look behind him before his men settled.

He lowered his weapon and ambled toward me. “Blackthorn, is it? Quite the name.”

“Yeah, well, you can blame my mother.”

“For what purpose do you inhabit an abandoned temple of Abetha?”

“It’s a roof over my head,” I jested.

“So you admit to unlawful loitering? In the king’s land, that commands a penalty of ten lashes.”

“Is that right? Well, I hope you don’t hold it against me. I’m not quite from around here.”

“Where are you from?”

“Somewhere very far away.”

Inquisitor Leothold stopped a few feet from me. He eyed my frame up and down, no doubt trying to get a read on my potential. Several of his soldiers flanked me on both sides, keeping their weapons pointed up.

I kept my head lowered just enough that the majority of my face would be hidden. For some reason, I thought it would add to the mystique. “Your men seem nervous. That’s a lot of swords for little ol’ me.”

“Not nervous, cautious,” Inquisitor Leothold said. “It pays to be so when you’re chasing criminals.”

“Criminals? What would criminals be doing all the way out here?”

“Spreading blasphemy. We received reports there was a woman who has been traveling the countryside preaching of a new sect. A false goddess.”

“I see . . .”

“You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

I’d been contemplating how this would all play out since the beginning. My mind weighed the various options, but there was something deep in my gut that I knew what was required of me. These men were after what was mine. They had to die.

While killing them would certainly bring about more suspicion, they were on our heels. I needed to buy us more time. Depending on the type of travel, I assumed it would take days or even weeks before they stopped reporting in and another detachment would be sent for them. Plenty of time for us to get away.

“Answer me when I speak to you!” Inquisitor Leothold shouted, spraying me with spittle.

I wiped my cheek as I looked up at him and smiled. “As a matter of fact, I do. I saw who you’re looking for.”

He cocked his brow and glanced at his men as if he didn’t expect me to answer honestly. “There are two of them. A small sheepkin woman and a voidelf. You saw them?”

“Yes.”

“How long ago? If you point us in their direction, I will show mercy and ignore your transgressions.”

“Mercy?” I asked before letting out a short laugh. “This place has no room for mercy, Inquisitor. You and your men burst in here, uninvited, so blind in your pursuit of your quarry that you do not see the danger you are in.”

I concentrated on my legs and leaned forward. When I stood at my full height, I towered over the surrounding men. Their armor rang throughout the room as they stumbled back.

“Who— What are you?” the inquisitor asked.

The words erupted through my body with a conviction I’d never felt before. “I am Devon Blackthorn. Archon for the Sect of Rebirth. And you, Inquisitor Leothold, you and your men will be the first souls I claim in my goddess’s honor.”

“Kill the heretic!” the inquisitor screamed.

I caught the inquisitor’s war hammer in the palm of my hand, and his jaw dropped when he realized his fate. I palmed his head like a basketball and triggered my first spell. His skin pulled taut across his bones as I absorbed the life out of him. All he could do was elicit a wailing moan as his body became nothing more than a thin husk.

The surrounding men shouted in horror as they watched their commander die in just a few seconds. A few trained well enough shoved their blades into my torso, and the metal rang with a dullness that sounded like they were hitting concrete. It felt as though I was being poked by nothing more than a child’s finger.

I flipped the hammer into my hands and pulled the head over my shoulder. With as much force as I could muster, I swung into the group. The head of the weapon crushed through a man’s breastplate with such force that it ripped through the metal like paper. A chunky mist sprayed from the wound as body parts flew across the room. The war hammer continued along its trajectory, showering me with a red rain as it connected with a second and then a third man.

By the time it connected with the fourth man, my velocity had slowed enough to merely cave his chest in and send him off his feet. Unfortunately for me, I still hadn’t quite mastered my balance. The swing twisted me completely around, and I fell to my hands and knees.

The six remaining soldiers peppered my back with their blades, and the sound of tearing fabric echoed throughout the temple. As my mind tried to process what to do next, I envisioned the Ringwraiths stabbing the pillows at the Prancing Pony Inn.

The combatants weren’t the brightest lot. They’d already stabbed me a dozen times and so far hadn’t punctured me once. I wasn’t sure if it was because they didn’t know what else to do or if the fear had completely gripped them and it was all they could do, but the games were over.

I reached out and wrapped my hand around a soldier’s greaves. When I squeezed, it felt like snapping a toothpick wrapped in Jello. I suppressed my urge to gag as I swung my arm to the side. I lifted two more soldiers off their feet, and their bodies hit the stone floor with heavy thuds—long enough for me to mount them and grip their heads.

With little more than a thought, the gauntlets triggered again. Their hands flailed and clawed up my arms as they tried to break free. It was hopeless. Once I’d absorbed their vitality, their gaping mouths and dilated eyes were all that remained of the people they once were.

Two blades clattered to the floor as the remaining men sprinted for the exit. I knew I couldn’t let them escape. Something primal took hold of me, and I lunged into the air.

I galloped forward like a starving bear, skirting and rolling with no intent on finesse, only a primal hunger to kill its prey. I pushed myself to move faster, trying to use my upper body to reset my path. The quicker I moved, the easier it became to control. And when I nearly reached my peak speed, I ran upright.

I launched into the men’s waists, tackling them to the ground. The metal skirted along the floor, quieted only by my foes’ screams. I pushed all of my weight and force on the back of their helmets, squeezing the contents out like packets full of jelly.

I rolled off the men’s bodies and looked back at the carnage behind me. A lone soldier met my eyes. He dug his elbows into the floor, trying to crawl his way to a nearby edge, and I acted without thinking.

Even though I wasn’t exhausted, my movements felt heavy. I didn’t even hear his shouts as I crawled on top of him. My subconscious mind rationalized that I was doing him a favor. I gripped his head and twisted. The sequence of pops and his elongated ears reminded me of breaking a rabbit’s neck after a successful hunt. However, this wasn’t an animal. This was a man.

I crawled to a nearby wall and rested my body against it. Everything felt numb as I tried to process what had just happened. I felt anger, sadness, and disgust. It was all over in less than a few minutes, yet eleven bodies and their pieces painted every surface red.

A heavy smell of iron lingered in the air. Excess saliva entered my mouth—my body’s signal I was about to hurl. I was angry at myself for being so weak.

I shouted, slamming my fists into the ground. “This is what you wanted! This is what you asked for!” At first, I thought I was yelling at Heluna; however, it quickly dawned on me that I was just yelling at myself.

Shards of stone flew around me as the ground cracked. I swallowed my spit and slumped to my knees. My eyes gravitated to the splatters of blood that decorated my clothes and hands. As I stared at each speck, something in my mind clicked or snapped. The disgust I held for my actions faded. I took a deep breath and held on to my logic.

If I hadn’t done this, they would have found Yda and Cartha, I told myself. They would have been killed. I saved them.

I looked down at the top of my gauntlet, its red gem swirling with energy. Pride replaced disgust. I’d done what I was reborn to do. With a thought, I sent the souls to Heluna. I imagined the excitement on her face as I sent her my first bounty. Her figurative smile helped pull me out of the hole my mind attempted to drag me down into.

But what scared me was what lingered in the shadows. There was the part of me that wanted to smile at what I’d done. It relished the power of taking those men’s lives so easily. I could see in my mind’s eye that my actions hadn’t satiated its thirst. It beckoned for more. More power. More blood.

I wasn’t sure how long I sat there among the bodies, locked away in my own internal struggles. But eventually, rays of light entered the windows, highlighting the dust that lingered in the air. I used my legs to shimmy my back up the wall.

A piece of gold shined in the light. It had fallen from a busted pouch that was tied to a soldier’s belt. I shuffled toward it. My waist jerked with each step like someone was spinning the world’s largest hula hoop as I struggled to walk. But I refused to crawl again.

I hesitated as I picked up the coin that rested in a pool of blood. Once I grabbed the first, the rest came easier. I scoured the other men, grabbing one of the free coin pouches and dumping everything into it that I could find. The inquisitor’s was the fullest and the largest, which I used to collect the rest.

I thought about taking someone’s boots, but none of them looked like they could fit me. Instead, I picked up the inquisitor’s war hammer before I exited the temple. With my hand over my brow, I shielded my eyes as they adjusted to the bright light.

An orange sun danced with fluffy white clouds among the perfectly blue sky. The horizon was littered with pockets of tall trees that extended in every direction. In between them were rolling hills of lush green grass and deep valleys. The temple was built high enough that I could see the roofs of a small town that I assumed was Muckbrooke. But my destination lay in the opposite direction.

I turned left and could see the route I had been given. With as confident a step as I could muster, I ventured forth to find my companions.
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CHOOSING A PATH


After my short victory, nothing was more humbling than failing to do something as basic as walking. At least the weather was nice. The vibrant blue sky illuminated Talis’s planetary rings, which emphasized that I really wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

After I fell the first time, I learned the lesson of keeping my head down and focused on my movement. The long stretches of rock-filled dirt road were like walking a minefield, each protrusion threatening to send me tumbling face-first to the ground. Each stumble was more frustrating than the last, and I soon found myself cursing my lack of foresight.

It took me a few hours before I managed to find a good groove. I used the inquisitor’s war hammer as a short crutch any time I needed extra stability. The benefit of my increased durability meant that every time I fell, at least it didn’t hurt.

I didn’t know where I was on this planet. I had a few names of towns and kingdoms, but all of that was meaningless without the understanding of the size of the planet and its surface. As the day went on and the suns rose, the day’s warmth increased exponentially. I didn’t quite understand how the perks affected my own biology, but even though I was warm, I wasn’t sweating, which took some getting used to.

I contemplated whether that had something to do with my draconic bloodline or the fact that, at least from a stat perspective, I didn’t expend any energy. However, it reinforced the feeling that this was a new me. A new body. And with a long walk ahead of me with little more than focusing on the road required, my mind wandered.

A lot of that time was spent trying to make sense of everything that had happened in the last few hours. It was a surreal feeling knowing that I had died but had been born again. Half of me was wondering when the curtain was going to open and reveal that this was a fantastic hallucination—or my dying mind’s attempt at trying to bring me some semblance of peace in my last moments.

The hardest part was when I thought about all the men I had just killed. Their shredded bodies lying spread across the broken stone floor that was now shades of green and red. I remembered their wide eyes and frightened faces as I pulled the very life from their bodies. It was a harrowing fate—one that they may or may not have deserved.

When I felt myself pull back into darkness, I reminded myself that they were just following orders, and at the end of the day, it was either them or me. I tried to find an answer. Some way to process that this was going to be the norm and what I was doing was justified. The faces of those that were now counting on me were enough to strengthen my resolve.

Then there was that dark part of me that wasn’t bothered at all. It was that same part of me that was competitive and wanted to win by any means necessary. The part that told me the ends justified the means. It was not like I could be surprised. From the very beginning, Heluna foretold me that this was a possibility. This was always an option for the path that I could take. Seeing the power I wielded only fueled my dark side’s desire to use it more.

I was an Archon. There were very few people on Talis who could match my strength. Which implied that as long as I played my cards right, kept my head down, and focused on my goals, I would be unstoppable.

With the remainder of my walk, I contemplated our next steps. I held two immediate goals. First, I needed to establish a foundation for which the sect would be built. That would require resources, people, and a good starting location.

I’d heard the inquisitor talk about King Archon Dupont. The thought of my sect establishing its own kingdom with its own set of laws, rules, and regulations was appealing. If I was to establish myself as a pinnacle Archon to earn the respect of both my followers and my peers, I needed to be able to back up the power that swirled within me. A quote from one of my all-time favorite movies popped into my head: first, you make the money, then you get the power, you get the women—all of which seemed like my calling.

However, no one would respect an Archon who couldn’t control his body enough to not stumble into their first meeting with him. I needed to find a way to better control my body so that I could establish my authority without question. This brought me to my second goal: finding the remainder of Heluna’s father’s armor.

From the moment I put on the gloves, there was a better understanding of not only the magic that was contained within but also my body, allowing me precise control. My mind settled on my immediate tasks: money and the armor. Wherever we decided to go from here, I knew I would need Yda and Cartha’s help to figure out the best path forward.

Wherever I was, I assumed it was deep in the countryside somewhere. During the hours I walked, I didn’t see another person. The only company I kept were the birds that chirped in the nearby trees and the small rodents scurrying in the fields. Seeing the creek Cartha had spoken of before she left filled me with exhilaration and a reassurance that I was on the right path.

As I walked, the day had become dusk, and then dusk turned into night. My eyes adjusted as they had done before, allowing me to see clearly as I continued on without daylight. When the broken stone bridge came into view, I smiled. I scoured about the high brush that surrounded the edge of the creek, looking for any sign of Cartha.

I didn’t see her at first. But then a waft smelling like tree sap pulled my attention across the creek. It was only then, when I focused up in the branches above, that I spotted her glowing blue eyes.

She had her bow fully drawn with a nocked arrow. Part of me wondered if she was going to shoot me, but after a moment of recognition, she relaxed and slung her bow back over her body. With the grace of an acrobat, she backflipped off the tree’s branch.

She ran up the broken side of the bridge and jumped to the cracked edge. After weaving through tall grass, she stepped onto the dirt path and sauntered toward me. What impressed me the most was how, through all of that, I didn’t hear a single sound.

Seeing her was a relief. I dropped to my bottom and took a moment to relax. The entire walk had required so much mental concentration to ensure that I didn’t fall it had left me feeling mentally exhausted. Having a horse or carriage would’ve been a godsend. It wasn’t until that moment that I thought taking the shorter route to Muckbrooke and having the potential to purchase one would have been a worthwhile detour. But I didn’t even know if those existed.

“So, you arrived,” Cartha said. “I’m honestly surprised.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Part of me didn’t believe that you were an Archon. It felt more logical that you would either die or be captured. But judging by the blood splattered all over your body and the torn clothes, I assume you were victorious?”

“I was,” I said, puffing out my chest a bit. “Honestly, walking here was harder.”

“That’s a bold claim. The empire’s soldiers and inquisitors shouldn’t be underestimated. Did you leave any survivors?”

“No. They would’ve killed me if I were just a simple man, but as we both know, that’s not what I am.”

“So it seems. However, I didn’t see the combat with my own eyes. You could have easily made an arrangement with the inquisitor and just cut up your clothes to make it look like you killed them.”

I looked up at Cartha with a firm brow. “Are you being serious right now? You think that I made a deal with them and, what, they covered me in pig’s blood?”

“Maybe.” She shrugged.

I clenched my jaw as I rose back to my feet. “What’s your problem? Ever since I arrived, you’ve been nothing but an asshole to me. Tell me. What did I do to deserve this?”

“It’s you and that damn cult of yours!” Cartha shouted. “Ever since Yda started hearing voices, she’s been completely different and obsessed. I thought she was going crazy. I pitied her. It was I who tried to keep her safe from herself. But she didn’t relent. At every opportune moment, she preached to those who would listen, and because of that, we’ve been on the run from inquisitors, town guards, and the other sects. I tried to get her to stop, but nothing matters to her anymore except this. It’s all she talks and cares about. It’s completely consumed her.”

It was pretty clear to me she wasn’t upset at me; it was more the whole situation. If it was as she described, she probably felt like she was losing a friend. I wasn’t going to say that for fear of upsetting her further, but I would not tolerate her unjustifiable negativity toward me.

“Look,” I said, holding out my hand, “whether or not you agree that I am an Archon, I don’t give a shit. If you don’t like me, fine. But I’ve got a job to do, and Yda is an important part of that job. It’s obvious that you care about her and that you want to see what’s best for her. I want the same thing.”

“How can you say that when the sect is what’s causing her to be hunted?”

“For now, yes. But it will not always be that way. We’re being hunted because we’re weak. Once we show we’re strong and we solidify ourselves in this world, there will be less of that.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because of what I just proved back there!” I shouted, pointing behind me. “I just killed eleven men after meeting the both of you for less than an hour. Anyone who threatens those I care about will have hell to pay.”

“Hell to pay?” Cartha asked, leaning back. “I don’t understand.”

Her lack of understanding nearly sent me to the ground. I hadn’t even realized there could be idiom differences when we both spoke English. “It just means I will make them regret it.”

“But you barely know us. How can I trust you? I don’t know you.”

“Don’t,” I said, shrugging. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t completely trust you either. All that I ask is that, for the time being, we come to a mutual understanding and respect for each other. For Yda’s sake?”

Cartha crossed her arms and looked off into the sky before nodding back toward me. “I won’t respect you because of your fancy title. But I respect your actions. If you killed the inquisitors and their soldiers, as you said you did, then that will be enough . . . for now.”

“I’ll take it,” I said with a smile.

“Come on then,” Cartha said, turning around and waving. “We have a bit of a hike until we get to the camp.”

“Odd question, but is there any chance that we could sprint toward it?” I asked. “It’s weird to say, but it’s actually easier for me to run at full speed than walk.”

Cartha cracked a smile as she looked back. “If you can keep up.”

I wasn’t ready for her speed. In less than a second, she had sprinted ten paces ahead of me. With a wicked grin, I launched off my heel and ran behind her. While I closed the gap, she distanced herself with her agility.

I tumbled to the ground as she turned on a dime and leaped to the other side of the creek. On all fours, I propelled myself off the ground, jumping higher than I’d ever jumped before. It took me a few seconds before I landed in thick brush.

Cartha laughed at my expense. She slowed down long enough to allow me to climb out of the twisted vines and crushed twigs. I double-checked that the coin pouch was still tied to my belt before lunging back into my stride. After a few more minutes of sprinting away from the road, we came across a rocky hill with sharp slate rock that protruded from the surface.

Cartha slowed down to a walk as we rounded the edge. On the other side, enormous pieces of rock formed a cave opening. With the surrounding trees providing shade from the stars and moons above, my eyes adjusted, allowing me to see perfectly inside the opening.

The cave was barely ten feet in diameter. Yda sat tucked behind her pack along the far-back wall. When she heard our footsteps, she lowered her head to make herself smaller.

“Yda, it’s me,” Cartha said as she entered.

“Did you find him?” the priestess asked, poking her head up.

“I’m here,” I said, leaning at the opening’s edge.

Yda jumped to her feet and sprinted toward me with outstretched arms. She wrapped her tiny self around my thigh, squeezing as hard as she could. “You made it! You made it! I was so worried.”

“Yeah . . . and I’m fine, too,” Cartha muttered under her breath.

I watched the jealous voidelf slump to the ground before I patted Yda’s back. “I promised, didn’t I?”

“You did,” she said with a big smile. “But your legs . . . I didn’t know if— Are they better?”

“Not really. I’m moving like an old person. But I got the job done.”

She let out a short laugh and scrunched her nose before her face soured. She sniffed my clothes and jerked back. “I smell blood. Are you hurt?”

“No, it’s not mine. I’m fine.”

She pulled at my tattered clothes. “They really tried to kill you, didn’t they?”

“They certainly tried. It’s a good thing you two left when you did. It got pretty messy.”

“We’re lucky we did so without them seeing us,” Cartha said before pushing on Yda’s arm. “When I say we’ve got to go, I mean it.”

“I agree,” I said. “Yda, the goddess and I need you. You’re as important a part of this as I am. If something were to happen to you, I don’t know what would happen. I appreciate what you were trying to do back there, but I can defend myself. So if things get bad again, I want you to listen to Cartha. If she says go, then go.”

Yda looked down and gave Cartha a hug. She whispered an apology as I moved to the other side of the cave and sat down. The priestess walked back to her bag and plopped in between us before speaking.

“I’m sorry if I endangered the both of you,” she said with glistening eyes. “This is all new to me, too. I just got so caught up in the moment that I wasn’t thinking about how it would affect either of you. I was scared, and I panicked.”

Cartha leaned back and let out a heavy sigh. “It’s . . . fine . . .”

“We’re all learning this as we go,” I said. “I’m sure there will be a few bumps along the way. But if we work together, I’m sure we’ll figure it out.”

“Speaking of,” Cartha said, pointing out the opening. “We should decide where we want to go from here. While it’s probably going to take a few days or so before the unit reports as missing, and then however long to send any replacements back out here, we shouldn’t stick around.”

Yda turned to me. “Your Holiness?”

“Do either of you have a map so I can get a better understanding of where we are?” I asked.

Cartha shook her head. “No. I know the area, though. Are you not from around here?”

When I glanced at Yda, the priestess attempted to soothe my unease. “It’s okay, you can tell her.”

“Tell me what?” Cartha asked.

I let out a sigh. “Let’s just make it easy and say I lost my memory upon my arrival. When it comes to everything about Talis . . . treat me as a newborn.”

Cartha furrowed her brow and glanced with suspicion between me and Yda. “Okay . . .”

“Would it be easy to get a map?”

“Not nearby. A large town might have one. But we’d probably need to go to one of the major cities.”

“What’s the closest?”

“Clearhill is to the immediate south of us, but we’re in Dupont territory, so I suggest we keep moving. We have Dunwihr to the east, which is the Bismark Kingdom’s capital. However, there’s no way we are getting in there without some sort of writ or agreement.”

“What’s that for? To say we can get into the city?”

“Something like that. Bismark is extremely closed off. The dwarves are a fairly prickly bunch about having the right paperwork for everything. If we were part of a guild or nobility, we could have someone vouch for us, but unless either of you knows someone inside, that’s probably going to be a long shot.”

“Is a fake ID a thing here?”

“ID?”

“Identification. Like something that looks legitimate but isn’t.”

Cartha and Yda shared a look before the elven soldier continued. “You’re talking about a forgery, right?”

“Yeah. Exactly.”

“I mean, sure . . . that exists here, but that’s not what I was suggesting. If we got caught with something like that, it’s straight to the city’s jail.”

“Hmm . . . that’s fair. We’d have to find someone first, and then it would probably cost a significant sum.”

Cartha shrugged. “I wouldn’t know, but I would guess so.”

“If Dunwihr isn’t an option, what’s next?” I asked.

“Well, the Bismark Kingdom is almost dead center on the continent. If we head east, we’re looking at Harkwood. To the north is Eimalon. Then to the south is the Kingdom of Nubia. But those are going to be weeks or longer depending on if we rode or walked.”

I fumbled with the amulet around my neck. There doesn’t seem to be a good option, I thought. We’re in a pinched state, on the run from one foe. Everywhere we could go would take weeks on the road. We could probably purchase some horses, but that could be money saved. If there is one location where we could freely rest, allow me to get the information needed, and come up with a plan. A month there would be better spent than on the road.

I looked up at the pair and said, “I need information and opportunity. My goal for us is to build the Sect of Rebirth into something that’s known far and wide. We have to stand above the other sects and make a name for ourselves. Hearing that Dupont has an Emperor Archon kind of makes me a little envious, and I think that we should have something similar.”

Yda gasped with excitement. “Like our own kingdom?”

“Yep! And before you roll your eyes, I understand how lofty of a goal it is. To accomplish something like that, we’re going to need a lot of coin, resources, and people. But before we can acquire enough capital, I need to figure out a way to control my body. No one will respect an Archon who is fumbling over himself everywhere he goes.”

“Should we seek a healer?”

“I’m not hurt, so I don’t think so. When I put on these gauntlets, I gained a better control and understanding of my body. I think I need to find more pieces of the armor.”

“Oh!” Yda shouted before fumbling with her pack. “I have the information from Heluna scribbled down somewhere.” When she pulled out a scroll, she handed it to me and said, “Here you go!”

I unraveled it and rolled my eyes when I realized it was a riddle. “Of course, it couldn’t be easy.”

“What does it say?” Cartha asked.

I cleared my throat before reading the passage.

“In a plane of Xenith’s home,

there lives unending towers of tomes.

Eight souls of a sacred Chalice,

guards that which contains Malice.”

I looked up at the two women sitting across from me. “Do either of you have any ideas?”

Both of them got lost in thought. Cartha rested her chin on her knees, while Yda recounted the saying in her head. I knew I wouldn’t be of help here since the context seemed to imply something that should be known. When Heluna said she had the location of the armor, I assumed she had all the locations with exact directions. I didn’t expect this to turn into some kind of treasure hunt.

“Xenith’s home . . .” Yda said. “He’s the Dragon God of the Void . . .”

“Yeah . . . and eight souls of a sacred chalice . . .” Cartha said. “That’s got to be important, right?”

Yda’s face lit up, and she raised a finger. “Oh! I think I’ve got it. The Chalice of Thorns!”

“Oh . . . yeah I guess I should have known it was going to be someone powerful.”

“Either of you want to clue me in?” I asked.

“The Chalice of Thorns is a group of powerful sorcerers and sorceresses. They act as an authority of the Star-Touched, who are those trained in the manipulation of magic not blessed by the gods and goddesses.”

“Oh, that’s a possibility?”

“Oh, yes. Albeit very rare. It’s quite a dangerous pursuit. Most initiates die during their tutelage. Only the strongest are able to learn and manipulate the winds of the void.”

“How do we find them?”

“Most of the major kingdoms have a representative. Most act as advisors to royalty.”

I leaned my head back and sighed. “So we’re right back where we were, with no clear direction. Is there any place that meets all our requirements, would have a member of the Chalice of Thorns, and be safe enough to stay in?”

Yda thought for several seconds before looking at Cartha. Immediately, Cartha shook her head. “No . . . we’re not going there, so don’t even ask.”

“What if I ask?” I said in a joking tone. Cartha looked at me with an expressionless glare that told me she was not amused. I decided to table that for now and ask Yda about it later.

The priestess offered another suggestion. “One of the cities in Marta?”

The elven soldier furled her lip. “Ugh, you want to go there?”

“What’s Marta?” I asked.

“It’s a large island chain. There’s one large island and a few smaller islands off the southern tip. It was primarily uninhibited wilds full of monsters. Part of it still is. However, about ten years ago, several prominent gang leaders banded together to found Liberty Bay. The rumor has it they were tired of living under the restrictions of nobility and earned enough to start their own thing.”

“I can respect that.”

“Don’t let the name fool you. It’s a haven of lowlifes, cutthroats, and criminals.”

“So, that sounds like it’s off the table.”

Cartha slapped Yda’s leg. “What about Nubia? It’s at least a little more civilized than Liberty Bay.”

“I don’t know which sorcerer would be there, but there’s an excellent chance that there is one.”

“What can we expect from Nubia?” I asked.

“Well, technically, the Kingdom of Nubia expands all across the Southern Sands, making it the largest kingdom on our continent. However, it’s so hot and dry most of it is inhibited except for the creatures that live in it. Nubia is a major trade city, so we should be able to get most of what we need supply-wise. It’s also fairly welcoming to various sects and businesses as long as you pay your dues.”

“So there is no major sect that would try to come after us there?”

“The prominent sect in Nubia is for Ikkala, the Dragon God of the Hoard. As long as we pay our respects and make a donation, we should be fine.”

“That sounds like our best option, then. Do you both agree?” When they both shrugged and nodded, I asked, “How long do we think it would take to travel there?”

Cartha rubbed her chin when Yda turned to her. “Depends on the pace. On foot, if we keep a fairly consistent pace, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four days. If we’re taking consistent breaks or move more sluggishly, it’s going to take longer.”

“I’m not as athletic as the both of you,” Yda said, glancing up before looking away. “Just keep that in mind.”

“Right,” I said, waving my finger in the air. “What about transportation? Like a horse or carriage?”

“It’d probably cut the time in half,” Cartha said. “But we’d have to find someone willing to sell us the mounts or carriage. We might get lucky with a nearby village or farm that would sell us one, but we’d most likely have to head to somewhere with a stable like a major city if we wanted to buy one. The hard part is finding a breed that would be strong enough for you to ride it. A carriage would probably work better for you since we could get multiple horses to pull you. I’ve also done some protection work for merchant caravans. There are multiple options.”

I appreciated what Cartha was trying to do. She was giving me all the options before us. However, as I contemplated, all I could think about was the amulet.

If the trip was going to take weeks, it would be much better suited to use it to transport us there. I assumed we’d be there long enough for the amulet to recharge, and I could hit the ground running. Without access to the information I sought, I would be wasting the boons of my gift, sitting around doing nothing. I really wanted a library where I could spend hours learning and reading.

“Have either of you been to Nubia?”

“I have,” Cartha said. “It’s been years, though.”

I unclasped the amulet around my neck and handed it to the elven soldier. “Here.”

She turned flush and pressed her back against the wall. “I— Uh . . . what are you doing?”

“It’s a teleportation amulet. My understanding is that it won’t work unless you’ve been there. So, since you have, it’s up to you to get us there.”

“Oh . . . right,” Cartha said, grabbing the jewelry.

I cocked my brow. “Why did you act that way? Did you think I was giving it to you?”

“Never mind!” Cartha said, jumping to her feet, eliciting a giggle from Yda. “Let’s just get a move on.”

We all stood and picked up our things. After exiting the cave, Cartha put the necklace on. I watched her pupils dilate as if triggered by her new understanding of the magic.

“Everyone ready?” When Yda and I nodded, Cartha grabbed our arms and closed her eyes. “Okay, here we go.”
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NUBIA


When I put on the gauntlets, my understanding of the magic within was instantaneous. It felt like someone had flipped a switch in my head. And wielding them felt as natural as throwing a baseball. However, when Cartha triggered the amulet to cast the teleportation spell, my whole body lit aflame.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the spell coated me in an uncomfortable heat, like someone had opened an oven that was a few hundred degrees too hot. I tried not to blink so I could get a better understanding of what was happening, but it all happened so fast.

The amulet turned red, and darkness expanded all around us within a microsecond. It pulled us inside, our bodies stretching and spinning in thin, unnatural tubes. By the time it retreated into the amulet, we were in the middle of the desert.

I stood petrified, unsure if I would fall apart if I moved a muscle. But my legs twitched, and I stumbled forward in the loose sands. I came out of it rather unscathed. Cartha and Yda stood hunched over, coughing and panting. Sweat dripped from their bodies.

“Are you two okay?” I asked.

“Get this thing off me,” Cartha groaned, pulling on the chain. She tried to snap it, but no matter how hard she tugged, it wouldn’t break.

“Here, let me,” I said, stepping behind her. Normally when I wore gloves, doing anything that required dexterity like taking off a necklace would be a problem. For a reason I assumed was magical, I didn’t have that same issue wearing the gauntlets. They felt as though they were an extension of myself.

After unclasping the amulet from Cartha’s neck, I hooked it around my own. The redness of the gem had muted, and I didn’t feel the same magical tingle from when Yda had put it on me prior.

As I waited for the pair to catch their breath, I tilted my head above. I’d always been fascinated by the stars. Something about the call of the adventure and the endless possibilities of what could be out there spoke to me. And this one was no different.

The beauty of the galaxy above was in full bloom. With the lack of any light pollution, I gazed at the cosmic clouds as they swirled in every color. Just from the absence of the Big Dipper and Orion’s Belt, staples of my own sky, I couldn’t deny I was on another world. If it wasn’t for our needed urgency, and the draw of completing my own goals, part of me wanted to just fall back into the sand and spend the night staring at the sky. But that would have to wait.

As I glanced everywhere around me, golden waves of sand crashed against each other, spreading endlessly in every direction. The reflection off the planet’s rings and moons above provided enough light to illuminate the sky with a soft blue.

After turning all the way around, I spotted our destination. Nubia felt both different and familiar at the same time. A city of the sands, I’d assumed I’d see giant pyramids and obelisks. However, there were none. What stood beyond me were massive walls, colossal statues, and buildings composed of sandstone. A lone blackened tower with sharp crowned points stuck out near the center.

The city sprawled in a vastness that surprised me. From my history classes, I’d recalled medieval civilizations and cities being on the smaller size with many having a population in the tens of thousands, at max the low hundreds. Nubia looked large enough to hold several hundred thousand and made me question whether the other cities on Talis were of a similar size. I could barely contain my excitement at wanting to go in.

“Are both of you ready to go?” I asked, looking back at my companions.

“I-I think so,” Yda said, shivering. “The sooner we get in, the better.”

It was clear from her quickened breath and flushed face that she was still feeling the effects of the spell. Her sweat in the desert’s coldness likely wasn’t helping either. I would have offered to carry her if I wasn’t worried about falling and dropping her. Instead, I ripped up my tattered cloak to create a makeshift blanket and draped it over her.

She looked up at me with a beaming smile and said, “Th-thank you, your Holiness. But what about you?”

“I’m fine,” I said, wrapping her as tight as I could with her pack in the way. “You look like you need it more than me.”

“I wasn’t expecting it to be so cold.”

“The desert nights always get like this,” Cartha said, straightening up. “We’ve got a bit of a walk until we get into the city. We should get a move on.”

“Is there anything I should know before we approach the city?” I asked.

“There will be guards stationed at the entrance. They will ask us questions about who we are and what we will do while we’re there. We’ll have to pay a fee to enter and exit the city.”

“We have to pay a fee to get in and leave?” I asked with a puzzled look. “Is that common?”

“For the majority of the kingdoms, yes. It’s another way for the kingdoms to control the populace.”

“Good to know. We should also keep things more casual. I want you both to call me Devon or sir.”

“What of your family name?” Cartha asked.

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask about that. You two seemed perturbed by it, and so did the inquisitors. Why is that?”

Yda and Cartha both glanced quickly at each other before the priestess let out a nervous laugh. “Why don’t we hurry and head inside? I’m freezing!”

Without waiting for a response, Yda marched forward. There was definitely something she wasn’t telling me, but for whatever reason she didn’t want to tell me, I knew I would coax it out of her eventually. Cartha and I followed closely behind.

The unevenness of the ground made it difficult to do anything other than concentrate on my steps. I’d thought walking on the dirt path was tough, but I wasn’t prepared for sand. It was like walking on a wet floor, each step threatening to send me face-first to the ground. After my first tumble, I reassured my companions not to worry about me as I slid to the bottom.

When we reached the pit of the current dune, I used the hammer as a walking stick, stabbing it into the ground and pulling my steps upward. My pride waned as my companions looked at me with pity and confusion. I didn’t blame them. It would be hard to look at someone in my situation flapping around on the ground and assume that’s supposed to be your ultimate protector.

Yda fell back with me as Cartha marched ahead of us, which gave me the perfect opportunity to ask a question of our other companion. “Hey, Yda, can I ask you something?”

“Of course, Your Holiness,” Yda said, trying not to shiver.

“When I gave Cartha the necklace, she turned a bright red. Like she was embarrassed by it. Do you know why?”

“Oh, that’s probably because of the voidelf customs of gift giving. It’s something super important in their culture. Gifting someone, especially when not asked, is a sign of affection. Especially jewelry, which is often a confession of love. If she’s blushing, she must like you.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“Cartha’s always been rather guarded. Don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll warm up to you eventually.”

As I was left with my thoughts, we continued our trek to the city. Thankfully, once we got close enough, the ground compacted, giving me a stable surface to walk on. I approached the city’s entrance like an old man hunched over his cane.

An arch of sandstone ascended above the towering walls, creating a gap for two stone doors with carved visages of half-snake humanoids crawling up their surfaces. The doors stood open with six soldiers guarding the entrance, standing near a lit pyre. When they saw us approaching, four of them split from the group and walked toward us.

A fine white cloth etched in gold wrapped their bodies in a thin underlayer. Shemaghs made from the same material donned their heads, only exposing their eyes. Their armor looked more decorative than protective.

It covered the upper half of their chests, leaving their stomachs exposed. Their lower half was more of a decorative skirt with stronger patterns of greens, blues, and gold. Metal greaves connected to leather-wrapped sandals protected their feet.

They slammed their spears in unison before the one with cow horns protruding from his head spoke. “By order of the serpent queen, Queen Sekhet, state your business.”

As I leaned up, I could see a half-dozen soldiers standing on the wall with bows ready to rain death down upon us should we give the wrong answer. When I glanced at my companions, they both looked to me to answer. I smiled, appreciating their trust.

Part of me wondered if I should straighten completely, revealing my height, or if I should stay hunched over. Without the cloak on, it was easier to see the full length of my body. The thought of walking around, hunched over, the entire time we were in the city wasn’t all that appealing. And seeing that the horned guard was nearly as tall as me left me feeling a bit better about forgoing the ruse.

Straightening to my full height, I said, “My companions and I are looking to enter the city. We wish to acquire lodging, visit the local market, and make an offering to Ikkala’s sect.”

“What are your professions?”

“I’m an explorer by trade. The beautiful woman next to me is my wife, Yda, and next to her is our bodyguard, Cartha.”

The priestess squealed and covered her mouth. Her cheeks were as bright as the nearby pyre. I let out a short laugh as I waited for the guard’s response.

“From where do you hail?”

My initial thought was Muckbrooke. But I didn’t want to say anything near where we’d last come from on the off chance we were already wanted and word had somehow gotten here this fast. I assumed neither of the guards would know every small town and village on Talis, so I thought a ruse was safe. I just needed to make sure there was enough truth in it so they wouldn’t pry too deep.

“Cherrywood,” I said. “It’s a small village near Harkwood.” For a reason I didn’t understand, both men glanced over at Cartha before the horned one nodded.

“Very well. You may enter the city pending you pay the defined toll.”

“And how much is that?”

Both men looked at each other before the one said, “One silver per person.”

I wanted to roll my eyes. Only a few hours in this world and I was already getting shaken down by guards. Talis was feeling too familiar to back home.

“One silver!” Cartha snapped. “That’s ridiculous! Last time I was here, it was a copper!”

The horned soldier glared at the elven soldier. “You can pay the toll or fuck off back to Cherrywood, elf.”

“Cartha,” I said, holding up my hand. “Please do not speak for me.” I turned back to the guards and pointed at my tattered clothes. “Now, gentlemen, as you can see by the wear on my clothes, I have been traveling quite a long time. I’m accustomed to many tithes and tolls all around Talis, including the city here. Never in my years have I seen such an exorbitant price to enter a kingdom. However, as a man of the people, I understand the long and arduous hours one sees as a guard. So, how about this⁠—”

I reached into my bag and pulled out two silver coins. “One silver for my companions and I to enter the city, and the other for you fine gentlemen to have your next meal on me.”

Both men glanced at each other. The creases along the edges of their eyes were telling enough of their smiles. After clearing his throat, the horned guard nodded. “Very well.”

I handed the soldier the coins, and they quickly pocketed one of them. They then waved us by and followed closely behind us as we walked forward. Flapping wings pulled my attention to the side.

Small buzzards fought over rotting bones that had morsels of flesh still attached. It was when I saw the bone that I noticed the hundreds that littered the outside walls. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was the fate of travelers who couldn’t afford the entrance fee.

When I stepped beyond the wall and into the city, I pulled at my face. It felt as if I’d walked through a spider’s web covered in static electricity. My whole body tickled as I walked through whatever it was. I turned and looked back but couldn’t see anything there. When I waved my hand in the same area, I couldn’t touch the strange film.

“Is something wrong?” Yda asked.

“Did you two feel that?” I asked, pointing over my shoulder.

“Feel what?”

I glanced back a moment before I walked forward and shook my head. “Never mind. Let’s head in.”

Behind the walls, the streets were cleared of any sand, leaving only flat stones. There was a lack of hills or unevenness, unlike the surrounding area. Each road and alley was meticulously aligned, allowing me to see for what felt like a mile down the principal thoroughfare.

The buildings all seemed perfectly constructed. The lines and edges of each one were smooth and sharp, as if cut with a laser. Multicolored fabric awnings hung above doorways. Exotic smells lingered in the air from burned incense that stood from wooden holders lying along windowsills. Names and images that represented the business were carved into the walls near the entrances.

Even in the late hours, people roamed the streets. Small shops with open exterior walls served patrons drinks and food as they sat on stone tables and benches out in front. Locals played board games carved from small rocks on a hex grid that reminded me of chess.

I didn’t think I’d ever smiled this wide as I looked at all the different species. There were men sliding around with snakelike bodies. There were women brushing their long fox tails. A group with cat, dog, and mouselike features all drank together while they soaked their feet in buckets of water. The variation and diversity were both exciting and intriguing. I’d never been one for photographs, but I wished I had my phone with me.

“Wow, can you believe all this?” I asked, pointing around me. “This place is awesome!”

“Awesome?” Yda asked, looking up at me with a pointed brow.

“Amazing!” I shouted.

“Oh.” Yda giggled. “Yes, I could see how it is . . . awesome.”

“There’s just so many people out and about.”

“That’s what Nubia is known for,” Cartha said in an almost annoyed tone. “It’s known as the kingdom where one day becomes many.”

“Do you mean where you lose track of time?” I asked.

“Yeah. Because of the heat, many people spend a good amount of time indoors. For the . . . services buildings, it’s not uncommon for their patrons to lose days inside.”

“When you say services, you mean what, exactly?”

“Lounge rooms, brothels, bathhouses . . . pretty much any vice.”

“I know what a brothel and a bathhouse is . . . is a lounge room used for smoking?”

“Yes, and for other drugs. Many have caretakers who will take you on hallucinogenic journeys. They also staff healers that specialize in detoxing your body should you push yourself too far.”

“Ah, I get it now. Not really my thing, but good to know.”

As we continued forward, the density of the buildings opened up right before we reached a perpendicular thoroughfare. Along the corners stood thin poles of stacked sandstone. Little icons and arrows pointed down the streets. I’d already noted a dozen places I wanted to peruse.

Before I could ask where they wanted to go, I turned and saw how far ahead of the pair I was. Even with my slow pace, I stood several feet ahead of Cartha, and Yda was even farther back. The heavy bags under their eyes and their slouched shoulders were telling enough that they were exhausted.

Once they caught up with me, I asked, “Where can we stay while we’re in the city?”

“It depends on how long we’re planning on staying,” Cartha said, adjusting her bag. “If we’re staying a few days or a few weeks, a tavern would probably be the best choice. If we’re going to stay longer, a bunkhouse would be a better option. If longer term, then it might be worth looking into leasing or purchasing a home.”

“Let’s do a tavern for now and see where things take us.”

Cartha pointed farther down the road. “Then, we should head into the trade and sage quarters. The lodgings will be better there.”

“It’s not that much farther, is it?” Yda asked with worried eyes.

“Just a ten-minute walk past the military and stockade area.”

“Okay . . .”

“I’d carry you if I could walk straight,” I said with a grin.

Yda giggled and blushed. “No need to debase yourself for me, your—sir. I’ll manage.”

The remainder of the trek was silent as I took the city in. We passed large warehouses full of stocked goods and supplies. Creatures that reminded me of bison with the twisting horns of goats pulled wagons transporting buckets and crates. Small formations of troops marched from their barracks with high knees and taut backs.

The streets opened up beyond the tall storerooms, revealing a street market. Dozens of stalls lined in multiple rows. Those that were open displayed their cheapest offerings on diagonal patterned rugs and their most expensive items behind glass lockboxes.

Everything was on sale. Vendors sold food, jewelry, handcrafted baskets, and even weapons. And just like every vacation I’d ever been on, the hagglers and hasslers were in full effect. Some enticed us with offers of the best prices in Nubia, while others whispered insults as we ignored them.

Beyond the street market, more established businesses took up residence in one of the many stone buildings. The shops in this area were spread farther apart, with many having multiple stories or their own walled yards behind them. They were also larger to accommodate front showrooms. Every interior was lit, allowing me to gawk at what they offered.

With Cartha in the lead, we passed what I assumed were several taverns because of the noise. Laughter, singing, and live music echoed out into the street from the open doors and windows. When the noise faded into the distance, Cartha entered our temporary residence, the Desert Pearl.

The layout of the tavern was about what I’d expected. The main floor was full of circular tables and chairs with booths running along the left side. Farther back, a small goblin woman stood behind a fully stocked bar that opened into a kitchen. To my right, a staircase led to a second floor, which I assumed was where the rooms were.

Few customers filled the room, with most sitting at the tables drinking or playing cards. Cartha weaved us through. The feeling of someone staring pulled my attention to the booths.

A woman with golden-blonde hair sipped out of a silver goblet. It wasn’t just the ornate, eyeless mask or fluffy fox tail that caused her to stand out. Her vibrant red, black, and gold dress with the feathered collar that extended from her shoulders around her back was unlike the Nubian clothing customs I’d passed along my way here.

I stumbled forward after tripping over an outstretched chair. When I looked up, I locked eyes with the goblin woman, who licked her hand and combed her thick black hair with it. She looked at me with a hunger in her eyes that both scared and slightly aroused me.

As I approached, she brushed off her white dress that was stained brown from all the spills and quickly wiped the counter. When she spoke, her voice was deep and throaty, like she’d spent the last twenty years smoking twelve packs of cigarettes a day.

“Welcome to the Desert Pearl, big un. Name’s Kissa. What can I do for you?”

“We’re looking to stay in one of your rooms.”

“How long?”

“Let’s start with a week.”

“I can fit you in one of the common bunks or set you in a private room.”

“What does a private room entail?”

“Two large beds, a pitcher of water and basin which we refresh daily, and a copper discount on meals.”

I glanced back at my companions, and they both nodded. “We’ll take the private room.”

“Eight silver a day for five days will be forty silver or four gold.”

Interesting, I thought as I reached into my pouch. I’ve been wondering if their weeks are the same as back home. But it seems like it’s five days instead of seven. I’ll need to make a mental note if anything is time-sensitive. Also, the conversion of currency seems to be what I’m used to. Ten lower coins were equal to one higher coin for a value of ten-to-one.

I pulled out four golds and set them on the counter. Kissa scooped them behind the counter into something before hopping off the stool she was standing on. She then pulled a key off a hook mounted on the wall behind her.

“Gretsch, watch the bar!” Kissa shouted. “I’m taking guests to their room!”

“All right!” a worn voice shouted from the kitchen.

We followed the goblin up the stairs and into a hall of doorways. The wooden doors did little to shield the noise from behind them. Muted snores and animalistic shrills echoed into the hallway. Kissa looked back and smiled at me when we passed the one where a couple was clearly having the night of their lives.

After unlocking a door with the metal key, our guide stepped to the side and allowed us inside. The room was rather small and basic. Two wooden beds with what looked to be fur- or cotton-stuffed mattresses sat against each wall. Two small dressers sat in between them. A basin and jug sat on top of one and a melted candle on the other.

Kissa entered the room and grabbed the empty jug before stopping at the doorway. “Breakfast is at dawn, and dinner is at dusk. If you want something in between, just come on by the bar. If there’s nothin’ else, I’ll be back with your water.”

“What about a bath?” Cartha asked.

“Bath’s down the hall that way,” Kissa said, pointing. “Just pay the fee at the bar, and we’ll set it up for you. It’s a copper for the bath. Three if you need a towel and soap. If you need an extra set of hands, it’s five copper per thirty minutes.”

The goblin elbowed me and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “But only three for you, big un.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, laughing.

“Well, I’ll let you to it, then. I’ll be back with your water should you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Yda said with a slight wave before closing the door when the goblin walked off. She and Cartha dropped the bags in front of a bed and began readying for bed.

While a part of me wanted to stay and watch, the other was too excited and wanted to explore the city. When they jumped in bed, fully exhausted and fully clothed, the second option won out.

“I think I’m going to go check out more of the city,” I said, pointing my thumb over my shoulder.

Yda groggily leaned up, her eyes already half closed. “What?”

“To be honest, I’m not tired at all. You two can stay and rest. I need to get my own supplies and a new set of clothes if we’re going to be traveling a lot, anyway. It will give me time to explore a bit and get more accustomed to things.”

“It’s not safe to travel alone at night,” Cartha said, not looking up from the arm that crossed her eyes.

“I can take care of myself, and here—” After counting ten gold pieces from my pouch, I dumped the remaining contents on the table. “I’ll leave the rest of our coin with you two in case something happens.”

“Okay . . . if you’re sure . . .” Yda said, sliding back to the pillow.

“Don’t go too far and get lost,” Cartha said, waving.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, opening the door. “I’ll be back before morning. You two sleep well.”

“Have fun,” Yda groaned.

As I closed the door behind me, my hands twitched with excitement. Only I didn’t realize this would be my first and last night at the Desert Pearl.
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THE WOMAN IN THE RED DRESS


After ensuring the door was completely shut, I shuffled my way back down the hall. Upon entering the main floor, I saw Kissa helping some other customers. When she locked eyes with me, she licked her lips and nodded to the side. I followed her direction to a shut door. When I glanced back over, she had a wicked smile and raised her eyebrows in quick succession.

I shook my head and laughed as I waved goodbye. Kissa wasn’t bad-looking. She had that rugged look of someone who’d spent the last twenty years behind a bar.

She’d seen some shit and experienced it all. And if I allowed her, she’d probably blow my mind in a single night. I wasn’t opposed to the advance; it was one reason I focused on my Charisma stat. But this was my first night in the city, and I had to get some much-needed shopping done before I could have any fun. If I was really looking for an immediate hookup, Yda had already shown an interest, and she was finer than 600 grit sandpaper.

When I stepped out into the street, shaking my legs like Elvis, I set my hammer down for a moment. The simple act of walking was beginning to frustrate me. But as I felt my blood begin to boil, I leaned back and took in the beautiful sky above. Every time I looked up, it took my breath away. It felt like I was the first man charting a new planet. I couldn’t help but smile.

As I gawked, a beautiful voice spoke with an accent I couldn’t quite place. The tone was mature, like a woman of extensive years, with each word chosen carefully for its effect. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

When I turned, it was the woman in the red dress that I had seen sitting in the booth when we arrived at the tavern. Her pointed ears flicked toward my direction when I looked at her. She stood with her spiked-heel thigh-high boots pressed up against the edge of the exterior wall. Her arms were wrapped underneath heavy breasts that threatened to spill out from the window in the front of her dress. She was dressed for both elegance and seduction.

I couldn’t deny her charm, but I twisted my lips with uncertainty. There was something about her that was off, and it wasn’t just her mask. I’d noticed her when I walked in, and I was certain she was waiting for me when I walked out. How she knew I would be here, I didn’t know. But if I wanted answers, I needed to play along.

“It is,” I said, smiling. “I love looking at it.”

The woman pushed off the wall and approached my side, looking up. “The Elders’ domain . . . So vast. Endless. I’d find it hard to believe one could not be in awe at the sheer scope and power.”

We both stared at the sky for a few heartbeats before I looked down, pressed my hand to my chest, and bowed. I wasn’t sure if that was the proper custom, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. “My name is Devon. And you are?”

“Ophelia,” the blonde woman said with a reciprocating bow.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” she said, looking up at me as if she were staring into my eyes.

I glanced back up and pointed toward the sky. “Are you a fan of the stars?”

“Definitely. I feel as though they are my second home.”

I cocked my brow. “Are you a follower of Xenith?”

The woman grinned and shook her head. “No. But I respect all the gods and goddesses. They created everything around us. Only a fool wouldn’t.”

“That sounds logical. And a reason I aim to pay my respects to Ikkala’s sect while I’m here.”

“A wise choice. Are you planning on heading to the temple this evening?”

“Not tonight, but most likely the first thing tomorrow. My companions and I just arrived, and our journey was long. They’re exhausted and needed rest.”

“But not you?”

I couldn’t contain my grin as I glanced at my surroundings. “No. This is my first time in Nubia, and I think the excitement is keeping me up.”

“That’s understandable. Many travel from all over the world to visit Nubia. It’s quite the jewel of the golden sands. Queen Sekhet does well to keep it the attraction that it is.”

“That’s what I have been told. So far, it’s lived up to the hype.”

The woman tilted her head. “Hype?”

“Er . . . the expectation.”

“Ah, yes. May I ask what brought you to Nubia?”

I crossed my arms as I took a moment to think. It wasn’t pertinent to tell her everything, but I saw no harm in telling her my current goal.

“Of course. Mainly leisure. I’ve heard great things about merchants here, and as you can see—” I froze, just realizing what I’d said to a woman who appeared like she may be blind. “I humbly apologize if that came across as insensitive.”

Ophelia covered her mouth and let out a short laugh. “I took no offense. It’s clear from your shredded robe that you’re in a bit of disrepair.”

“Very true,” I said, letting out my breath. “I apologize for assuming that you were blind. I saw the mask and didn’t expect it to be transparent.”

“No, no. You assumed correctly. In the traditional sense, I am. However, there are more ways to see than with your eyes.”

Her comment left me equal parts intrigued and wary of who this woman might be. I was concerned she could be a potential threat. But she had shown no sign of aggression yet.

I pointed down at her clothes. “Judging how your dress does not meet the local custom, is it safe to assume that you’re not from around here, either?”

The woman smiled, revealing her perfectly white teeth. “That would also be a correct assumption. However, I’ve been here the last eight months for work.”

“What do you do?”

“That’s a bit of a complicated answer. I perform many tasks that are required of me. Sometimes I may be a diplomat, other times a mediator, currently more of an advisor.”

“It sounds like a demanding but noble profession.”

“It keeps my life interesting. May I ask what you do?”

“Right now I’m an explorer.”

“An explorer?” Ophelia asked with a look that wasn’t subtle in her divulgence of not believing me. “How does one explore that which has already been explored?”

“Like this.” I cupped my hand over my brow, cleared my throat, and attempted my best David Attenborough impression as I pointed to a nearby man who was failing to hit on a woman. “The lack of awareness causes the male catkin, known as homeo cattacus, to attempt a mating advance. His drunken inhibition gives him a false sense of courage to attempt to seduce the female lamia, homeo lamita, who’s more than twice his size.”

“Homeo cattacus?” Ophelia snickered.

I shushed her playfully as I continued. “His impediment causes the male to dance in an unorthodox manner, and for a moment, the larger female seems amused.”

We both waited for the lamia woman to shake her head and slither away. “But alas, she was uninterested, and the catkin male slumps away, empty-handed. With his pride wounded, he will seek out a way to heal the insult unashamedly at the bottom of another bottle.”

As Ophelia laughed and clapped, I gave a slight bow. “Well done,” she said. “You’re quite the storyteller. Are you sure you’re not a professional minstrel or bard?”

“If exploring doesn’t work out, perhaps I’ll give that a shot?” I mused.

“And what was that about homeo cattacus? I’ve never heard of that before. Pray tell, what does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging and laughing. “I just made it up. That’s the nice thing about being an explorer. You can just make things up as you go.”

“Is that so?” Ophelia asked, trying to hide her grin.

“I’m the expert. I’d think I’d know.”

I knew Ophelia could tell I was fibbing, but it wasn’t like I was trying too hard to hide it.

“Is your plan to explore the city tonight?” she asked.

“Slightly. My immediate plan is to get some new clothes and supplies, given I’m a bit of a mess. Then I’ll see where the night takes me. You wouldn’t happen to have any recommendations, would you?”

Ophelia tapped her cheek as she thought for a moment. “Hmm . . . I’d recommend avoiding the bazaar. It’s full of cheapskates and scoundrels. Anything you buy from them is going to be of poor quality or a scam. Except for the food. I’d stick to the local craftsmen who have their own physical shops. Everyone’s well-established. But if you want a specific recommendation, I suggest you see the Djinn. He’s a bit more expensive, but he will always give you what you want, and you don’t have to wait for alterations.”

“Djinn? You mean like a genie?”

“I’ve never heard that term used before.”

“A guy who lives in a bound object, snaps his fingers, and grants wishes?”

Ophelia nodded from side to side. “He’s not powerful enough to grant wishes. But, yes. He is a powerful conjurer. With proper payment, he can create clothing, tools, and other items you could be looking for. If you’d like, I’d be more than happy to take you there.”

“I don’t want to trouble you.”

“Not at all. It seems that both of us are birds of the night. I wouldn’t mind the walk.”

“It’s just that I do not move very well. It might take me longer than you think.”

Ophelia frowned and looked down. “Are you injured?”

“Not . . . exactly. Let’s just say I had a rough day or two, and I’m a little stiff. I’m using this hammer more as a walking stick than a weapon.”

“That’s an awful walking stick. With your size, aren’t you hunching over a lot?”

“Yeah . . . it’s pretty awful.”

“Seems like another item to acquire when we meet the Djinn. Until then, why don’t you use me?”

“Use you?” I asked with a cocked brow.

The ruby-red-lipped beauty extended her arm out to me. “Yeah, grab on.”

I let out a short laugh. “Ophelia, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m twice your size. If I fall, it’s going to hurt.”

“I’m stronger than I look,” she said, tapping her thin arm.

I leaned back and eyed her up and down. This made little sense. She was pushing hard to stay with me, and I didn’t believe it was all due to my Charisma. There was more to her than she was letting on, and I wanted answers.

“Hold on a second,” I said, raising a hand. “Tell me why.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I may be so bold, you’re drop-dead gorgeous.”

“Thank you? I think?”

“I promise it’s a compliment. But you’re hanging at a bar below your station. I spotted you when I entered, and I’m fairly certain you waited for me outside. You just met me and are offering to take me around the city like a personal tour guide? All I’m seeing are a bunch of red flags.”

“Isn’t that what’s exciting about it? Jumping into the unknown? Not knowing the intent?”

“In certain circumstances, sure, it can be. But I don’t trust easily. I’ve been burned one too many times. And you . . . Ophelia, you seem as dangerous as you are beautiful.”

Ophelia gave a toothy grin. “Your instincts are correct, Devon. However, I mean you no harm.”

“Then, tell me what you’re doing here.”

She extended her arm once more. “Only if you allow me to come with you.”

She was right. The intrigue was exciting. In just the few seconds of meeting her, I wanted to know more about her.

But then again, I’d known some hellish manipulators in my life, and they were all radiant. As I thought about whether to take her hand, I felt confident that if she was planning to harm me, based on the eleven men I’d already killed earlier that day, being close to me put her in a terrible position. I weighed my options back and forth and decided the potential for answers was worth the risk.

With my free hand, I grabbed around the underside of her arm and counterbalanced my weight with the hammer on the other side. For a reason I didn’t understand, walking with her was easier. I didn’t need to concentrate nearly as much.

We walked in silence for a few minutes until I pressed her. “Are you going to tell me?”

“Before I do, I’d like to tell you a story,” Ophelia said. “Almost a century ago, a little girl was born into a well-respected family to a loving father and a powerful mother. Mighty expectations were put upon the girl, given the importance of her bloodline and, more specifically, her mother, who was a prominent member of society. She was given the best of everything. She learned from the best scholars and mentors. It was an intensity unlike any other. The stress, sometimes crippling. But in the moments of darkness, her father would sneak her out of her studies and whisk her away for sometimes weeks at a time. They would explore Talis’s mysteries, catalog rare species of plants, or sometimes just stare at the stars.”

“Sounds like a good father.”

Without responding, Ophelia continued, “Then, one year, something happened. The girl became a woman, and visions soon followed. The visions started small at first. Sometimes, she would predict the weather or a particular type of bird that would fly by. Sometimes, the visions would just be more like a dream and not happen at all. But as she grew older, the visions became more vivid and more real. One recurring one depicted an apocalyptic event, one that foretold that Talis would change forever. For the first time, her mother took an interest in her and assumed control of her training. It was unorthodox, taboo, and relentless. Things a mother should never put a child through.”

“What of the father?”

“He tried. He pushed back. But compared to the mother, he was a minnow fighting against a tsunami. Until one fateful night, he’d had enough. During a training session, the father stormed in and tried to stop all that was in motion. An error that caused him to lose his life. The girl lost control, and she and her mother fought to the death. The mother won, given her experience and power. The girl expected to die that day. But for the first time, her mother showed pity and sorrow. Rather than killing her, the mother renounced her child from that day forth. Tossing her out like a pisspot, and banishing her from their community.”

“That’s horrible.”

“Given the mother’s position, the community turned their back on the girl. Haunted by the death of her father, she searched endlessly for a way to bring him back. This sent her into the deepest, darkest places of the void. Researching that which should not be researched. Learning things that were forbidden. In desperation, she called out to the gods and goddesses, and they only responded in silence. But the hope kept her more motivated than she’d ever been before. Until she made a mistake that left her scarred forever. One of the side effects was that the visions stopped. It was a welcomed mercy. That is . . . until today, when the visions returned after decades.”

I looked at Ophelia’s mask. It was clear she was the little girl in the story. I almost felt compelled to say something reassuring to her, but I’d felt a similar pain like that before. There were no words that would comfort that.

“Why are you telling me this? Are you saying you saw a vision? A vision of me?”

She looked up and smiled before pointing forward. “Ah, we’re here.”

From Ophelia’s upselling, I’d assumed a lavish shop filled to the brim with an endless array of goods to choose from. But that wasn’t it. It looked more like a community garden with a large water fountain surrounded by lush, beautiful flowers.

“This is it?” I asked.

“You were expecting a shop?” Ophelia asked, on the verge of laughing. “The Djinn is a water djinn. His abode is the fountain in front of you.”

“How do I summon him?”

“Toss a coin into the fountain. But don’t worry, it will count toward your final total.”

After setting the hammer down, I reached into my coin pouch and did as she instructed. The water swirled into a rising tornado. From the swishing liquid, four arms and a head formed. Two glowing eyes hovered separately from the shape.

“You have come to the Djinn,” the creature said with a booming voice. “Open your mind and speak plainly. What you seek can be yours if you have the coin.”

I took a moment to make a mental note of my immediate needs before I rambled off my wish list. “I need two sets of fine clothes. They do not need to be of the Nubian style, but I do wish them to be recognizable as someone of reputable importance anywhere on Talis. Three pairs of travel clothing. I would like a pair of boots that I can cross great distances wearing. I would like seven pairs of undergarments that are formfitting. One cloak that would be good against rain and cold weather. A walking stick, and um . . . oh, do you perchance have a starting bundle for adventurers?”

“The Djinn can provide.”

“What comes in that?”

“A backpack, bedroll, inkwell and pen, flint and steel, fifty feet of rope, two weeks’ worth of cured meat and fruit, a bar of soap, towel, five torches, and a waterskin.”

“Perfect. I’ll take one of those. How much is that going to cost me?”

“Seven gold and seven silver.”

I clapped my hands and rubbed them together as I got the basic needs out of the way. “All right. Let’s add a good utility knife and a compass. Where am I at with that?”

“Eight gold and nine silver.”

I opened my bag and double-checked the amount. That left me with one gold and one silver. The least I was comfortable with in case of some unforeseen emergency.

“Okay, I’ll take all that. Would it be possible to replace the clothes I have on me with one of the traveling sets that I plan to purchase?”

“The Djinn can provide. Make your offering.”

I took out a single gold coin and dumped the rest into the water. With a snap of his four thumbs in an almost musical manner, I felt the same tingle across my body that I recognized as magic. When I looked down, I was wearing blue and brown clothes that were a mixture of leather, cotton, and linen.

The cloak clasped around my neck was made with a heavy wool. The boots were a comfortable fit. As I moved my arms around, nothing pinched or pulled. It was truly a perfectly tailored fit. A leather backpack full of all the gear and my walking stick rested at my feet. Inside my pouch, a single silver coin appeared next to my gold coin. I tied the pouch shut on my belt.

When I looked up with a wide smile, the Djinn spoke once more. “Are you satisfied?”

“I am. Thank you very much.”

It nodded before splashing down into the fountain as it said, “You are welcome, Devon Blackthorn. Always remember . . . the Djinn provides.”

“How did . . .” I shook my head, too busy to worry. I picked up the backpack, slid the hammer in two of the straps, and slung it over my shoulders. After retrieving my walking stick, I turned to my chauffeur. She stared up at me with a trembling lip.

“Your name is Blackthorn?”

“Yeah. Devon Blackthorn.”

Ophelia pulled away and froze. When she moved again, she held her chest and took in deep, controlled breaths.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yeah. At least I think so. I-I just have been waiting for this moment for so long, I didn’t know how I’d feel when it actually happened. From the visions, I’d assumed that’s who you were. It’s why I knew where you’d be. I saw the tattered robe. The elf and the sheepkin. I just never saw your face. Your body. All of that was a haze. And hearing you confirm it . . . it’s overwhelming.”

“I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”

Ophelia grabbed my wrist, the veins popping from her hand. “I need you to come with me. Right now.”

“To where?”

“To my home. And then to a meeting with the Chalice. They must see you!”

I gasped and pointed down at her. “You’re a sorceress. A member of the Chalice of Thorns.”

Ophelia shook her head with an almost manic smile. “No . . . at least not anymore. But you are proof that everything I foresaw was real. You are the Blackthorn!”

“Everyone keeps bringing up my name like it’s of some great importance, but they look fearful. Why?”

“If you come with me, I promise I will explain everything.”

I jerked my hand back. “No! I’m done with you stringing me along. You tell me now or I turn around and head back to the tavern.”

“Fine,” Ophelia huffed, crossing her arms. “That little girl in the story? That was me. I’m the one who had those visions.”

“Yeah, I pieced that together. But what does that have to do with me?”

“Those apocalyptic visions were a mess. It took me decades to sort things piece by piece. They showed the world burning, thousands dying, the end of civilization as we knew it. A lone figure of light and shadow, born not of this world.”

“Let me guess . . . the Blackthorn.”

Ophelia nodded. “When the Chalice wouldn’t listen to me, I made it my life’s work spreading the message of the Blackthorn to anyone who would listen. I beseeched kings, queens, archons, gods, and goddesses. Anyone who would listen. Now I may be an outcast, but I’m still a sorceress, and that’s enough for some to listen. Over the centuries, my word grew large enough to become legend.”

“If I’m some apocalyptic tyrant, why aren’t you trying to kill me?”

“It’s not my purpose,” Ophelia said, holding her hand to her chest. “I see myself as your herald, here to spread your word. I can see the power that’s inside of you. You are a geyser of radiant, magical energy. More than I have ever seen in one person in all of my life.”

I flinched as her speech sounded awfully familiar. “I hate to break this to you, Ophelia, but I kind of already have someone like that.”

Ophelia leaned back with a pointed lip. “What?”

“You know I’m an Archon, right?”

“An Archon? Of which sect?”

“The Sect of Rebirth.”

Ophelia lowered her chin and touched her lips. “So it’s true. Heluna has finally decided to take action.”

“That’s right. She’s the one who gave me this power. She brought me here to build her sect, gain followers, and claim souls in her honor.”

Ophelia looked up at me with a strong conviction. “It matters not. There’s nothing saying that the Blackthorn and an Archon couldn’t be one and the same. In fact, it only makes sense that someone so powerful would be backed by a goddess. If anything, it legitimizes who you are that much further. And if you are Heluna’s Archon, then you also seek Ninazu’s helm.”

My eyes widened as my mind filled with question after question. “Ninazu? First I’ve heard that name.”

Even though she probably didn’t mean it, the look Ophelia gave me made me feel like an idiot. “You don’t know of the Dragon God of Death? That’s Heluna’s father.”

“Ah… Heluna never mentioned his name.” I raised my gauntlets and continued. “You mentioned his helm, are you saying you know where the rest of his armor is? I was told that the Chalice knows.”

“It’s held in a pocket dimension known as the Orchard. It’s a safe place for the leaders of the Star-Touched to gather and discuss matters safely. If you wish to claim it, you must come with me. Only a member knows how to reach it.”

I didn’t have much of a choice. Everything she told me up till this point seemed to line up with what Yda knew, but I needed to set the stakes.

“I will go with you. But if you’re lying to me and this is some ruse, I will kill you and every member of the Chalice.”

Ophelia choked up before nodding. “I swear to you on my life this is not a trick.”

“Then, let’s go. The sooner I can claim the helm, the better.”
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THE CHALICE OF THORNS


With my new gear and clothes acquired, I followed Ophelia to her home. I should have known it was the black tower that I’d spotted before we entered the city. The massive wooden doors tall enough for a giant opened upon our approach.

Once I shuffled into the entrance, I felt the same pull across my body as I did when I passed into Nubia. Like walking through an invisible spider’s web. Instinctively, I spat and waved my hand across my face, but there was nothing to grab onto.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Pardon?” Ophelia asked, turning around.

“It’s like I passed through an invisible barrier. The same thing happened when I entered the city.”

“Oh, you’re passing through my detection spell. It lets me know if there’s anyone magical coming and going. I set them up anywhere I’m planning on spending a significant amount of time. It helps detect if there are any threats or anyone I should be aware of. For my abode, it’s great for detecting intruders.”

“Wouldn’t you want it to be hidden, though?”

“It is. The fact that you’re able to feel it means you’re highly magically attuned. Although . . .” Ophelia tilted her head. “I would have assumed you knew that. Aren’t you able to detect it and see it?”

I hesitated briefly. It suited me better that she assumed I was powerful in magic as well, although I had no perks in it outside of the access to Death and Life Magic. “My magic works differently than most, given my affinity to Heluna.”

“Interesting. You’ll have to explain it to me when we get the chance.”

With her buying my bluff, I could breathe a sigh of relief that allowed me to take in my surroundings. Before the doors closed behind me, I did a double take. The interior looked four times as wide as the exterior.

The blackened walls were perfectly smooth with no seams, as if cut from one singular piece of metal. White crystals floated above extruded arches equal distance from each other. Lit floating candles ascended into the ceilingless void above, reminding me of an infinity mirror.

The center of the room was a busy mess. Alchemical ingredients bubbled in swirling decanters. Stacks of books sat sprawled open with spent ink jars and dipped quills nearby. Blankets lying strewn across a lounge chair gave the impression of a temporary bed for someone who frequently got lost in their work.

“I apologize for the mess,” Ophelia said, turning around once we were inside. “I wasn’t expecting a guest.” With a clap of her hands, everything in the room moved at once. The books flew back into their spots on the shelves, the papers organized themselves into perfect piles, and the pillows fluffed themselves and rested on folded blankets.

“That’s a neat trick,” I said. “I could have used that back in college. With three other guys as roommates, we were all slobs. Not to mention the constant weekend parties. This place looked pristine in comparison.”

“College? Is that like an academy or apprenticeship?”

“Oh . . . er yeah.” I tried laughing it off as I was cursing myself for constantly forgetting my world was different.

“Wonderful. I did not know you were so well-educated. Even among Archons, it can be uncommon.”

“Is that so? I’d assumed they would all be highly educated.”

Ophelia paused and tilted her head. “You don’t know?”

I realized this was going to be a constant recurrence until I could learn more about the world. “Remember that whole thing about me being born not of this world?” I asked. “That’s literal. I’m not from Talis. I was reborn through Heluna’s magic. My original home is somewhere else across the stars. So, please treat me as if I know nothing of Talis.”

Ophelia gripped her forehead and smiled. “I should have known. My apologies. Sometimes you spend so much time rehearsing the same scripture that you can overthink the simplest interpretations. I’ll keep that in mind going forward.”

“No worries at all.”

“But back to your original question. It all depends on what their god requires of them. Untilles Bakas, the Archon for Dragarus, is little more than a drunken brute. However, he’s an excellent combatant built for war. He’s single-handedly turned the tide of wars because of his strength and prowess. Whereas someone like Eggart Triace, Ikkala’s Archon, is well educated in finance and mathematics.”

“One of my goals in coming to Nubia was to find an information source. It’s clear I’m hindered by my lack of current and historical knowledge.”

Ophelia extended her arms, pointing to the multiple bookshelves that lined the walls. “This is just a fraction of my collection. My library has the rest. Once we return, you’re more than welcome to peruse it to your heart’s content.”

I nodded in appreciation. “I would love that.”

Ophelia walked over to an arch. With a wave of her hands and a spoken incantation, the crystal spun. Once it was spinning so fast that it looked like it was barely moving, it glowed a bright yellow. The same light reflected underneath the arch until an entire wall of shimmering gold appeared.

When Ophelia finished casting the spell, she turned and pointed her thumb toward the portal. “Are you ready to go?”

While I’d realized stepping into an unknown portal with a woman I’d just met wasn’t the smartest of moves, when I looked into her eyes, I didn’t feel any maliciousness. My experience of disappointment after disappointment with relationships had trained me enough to be a good judge of character. While I could tell there she wasn’t tell me everything, her honesty and vulnerability with me earlier weighed into my decision to go. I’d accepted that if she betrayed me now, it was just a lesson to learn of how they do things on Talis.

“How long is this going to take?” I asked. “If we’re going to be gone a long time, I should inform the rest of my party.”

“I don’t see this taking long. We’re there to address the Chalice and claim Ninazu’s helm.”

“Okay. Then, I’m ready.”

I followed Ophelia through the portal. When I exited the other side, my jaw dropped. I now understood why Ophelia had mentioned that the stars were her second home. We were in space, floating above Talis. To my untrained eye, the planet looked significantly smaller than Earth.

I touched my chest, realizing I could still breathe. My assumption was magic. The stone platform we stood on had no walls. A solid wood door with the carving of a great chalice wrapped in thorns stood guarded by two suits of giant full-plate armor.

As I followed Ophelia to the center of the platform, the suits came to life. Glowing blue lights illuminated behind their visors. They moved with robotic synchrony. One stepped beyond the other and loomed over us both.

“Ophelia the Red, your presence is forbidden from the Orchard,” the guard said in a deep, menacing tone. “Turn back immediately or be vanquished.”

“Klug, Flug, it’s good to see you both.”

“Turn back⁠—”

Ophelia held up her hand. “I heard you the first time. I know I’m not welcome, but I wouldn’t have come without purpose.”

A commanding, throaty female voice echoed all around us. “You come uninvited and with an outsider in tow. You bring dishonor to everything we stand for.”

“Oh get over yourself, Moira.”

“I am your mother, and you shall address me as such!”

“You ceased being my mother when you disowned me, or have you already forgotten?” Ophelia shouted.

A few seconds passed before the voice returned. “Why have you come here?”

“Validation,” Ophelia said with a wide smile. “I’ve brought with me that which has been foretold. The Blackthorn.”

“Impossible. There is no such thing. Your visions were mere fallacies. Nothing more.”

“How dare you say that after everything you put me through! This isn’t some greenhorn I pulled randomly off the street. I know you can feel the power radiating from him, or perhaps you’ve grown decrepit in your old age.”

After nearly a minute passed, I looked over at Ophelia, who gave me a reassuring nod. The suits of armor returned to their stations when the doors opened. When we walked through the opening, Talis disappeared from view. I was certain we were in the middle of space somewhere, far away from everything else.

The platform we stood on now was wider, with a recessed middle. Half a dozen doors, just as large as the last one, stood closed. The farthest across from us closed behind a woman in an elaborate gold-and-white dress. A white crystal crown sat upon her head of braided golden hair.

My eyes widened when she got close. She was the spitting image of Ophelia. They would have looked like twins if it wasn’t for the different nose.

I did my best to maintain confidence as I concentrated on my walk. The walking staff helped, but my legs still shook with each step. I caught Moira’s scornful gaze before she focused on her daughter.

“This better not be some cheap parlor trick,” Moira said, crossing her arms.

Ophelia smirked. “Trust me. I’d much rather spend my time elsewhere than waste my breath on you. Look at him yourself. Surely, you can see I speak the truth.”

Moira’s eyes shifted to solid white when she glanced at me up and down. “He’s . . . gifted. But that means nothing.”

“Gifted? He’s absolutely bursting with excess. He’s a raging storm. It’s unlike anything I have ever seen.”

“I perceive Life and Death magic. It’s a twisted amalgamation that is the basis for his power. Yet he doesn’t seem to be drawing it from the void, so he’s not Star-Touched. That only leaves one other explanation. He’s been blessed by one of the divine.”

Ophelia and I shared a glance before she answered. “Yes. He’s an Archon.”

“Of Ninazu and Abetha?”

“Of their kin, Heluna.”

Moira brought her thumb to her chin as she thought for a moment. “So, Heluna finally places a piece on the board.” She let out a sigh and shrugged. “I don’t see the fuss. It was only a matter of time before the young goddess came into her own. A powerful Archon does not imply the fulfillment of some false prophecy.”

“But he fits all the markers,” Ophelia said before counting on her fingers. “He’s not from this world. He’s powerful. And he’s a figure of life and death. Not to mention that when he arrived, I started having visions again.”

For the first time since we’d arrived, Moira showed an interest and cocked her brow. “You’re having visions again?”

“Yes! That’s how I found him. I saw him and his companions. I knew where he was going to be. You must summon the other members to acknowledge the prophecy and decide the manner in which the Chalice shall respond.”

I stepped back and furrowed my brows. Is she implying what I think she’s implying? I wondered. Could she have brought me here under false pretense? I asked her before why, if I was some foretold beast that would destroy the world, she would help me. She gave good reasoning, but it sounds like her loyalties lie more with her fellow Chalice members.

Before I could question Ophelia, Moira turned and asked, “Tell me, Blackthorn. What is your desire for Talis?”

How Ophelia phrased her previous statement left me uneasy expressing my true desires. Garnering a powerful enemy like an organization of sorcerers was the last thing I needed. I played it safe.

“To be an extension of my goddess’s will. I aim to grow the Sect of Rebirth in her grace.”

Moira smiled. “Spoken like a true Archon.” She turned her back on her daughter and started to walk away. “There you have it. I don’t detect the world-ending threat that you exclaimed. I see a new Archon looking to please his goddess. As expected.”

“It’s not just about your interpretation. It’s about the whole community. Everyone should get a chance to observe and weigh in.”

Moira froze, spun, and marched to her daughter. “As the head sorceress, I am the Chalice! And I decide what’s worthy to bring to a session. I will not waste the other members’ time by bringing up the ramblings of a spoiled fruit that has fallen from the tree in some blind attempt at redemption.”

“You’re the one who is blind. So blind with your power and so full of your pride that you can’t see the truth standing right in front of you. This isn’t just about you or me. This involves the whole Chalice!”

“Which you are no longer a part of!”

“Because of you!” Ophelia shouted, throwing up her hands. “You banished me!”

“Because of what you did! Your assault on me was and is unforgivable. Do you not recall the scars you left upon me? So soon after your father⁠—”

“Don’t you dare speak of him!” Ophelia growled, raising her finger. “You have no right.”

Moira smiled wickedly. “Ah, yes . . . still holding on to the sentimentality. Pathetic.”

Ophelia’s hands lit with fire, and she pulled back. “Call the other members. Now.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll finish what I started.”

I could see why Ophelia felt the way she did about her mother. Ignoring all the history they shared, she didn’t even seem to want to entertain the notion that I could be the Blackthorn. She was a grade-A certifiable bitch and didn’t care whether her daughter had all the proof in the world. The resentment of each other was too strong. This was a dead end. But allowing them to kill each other with me in the middle would only make things worse. I had to stop it.

I stepped forward, slammed my stick into the ground, and shouted. “Enough! If you two want to kill each other, do so on your own time. I did not come here to listen to the family’s petty squabbles. I came here for Ninazu’s helm.”

Both women shared deadly glares before they relaxed. I turned toward Moira. “I was told by my head priestess that the Chalice is guarding it. Do you have it in your possession?”

“Yes.”

“Give it to me.”

Moira leaned back and smirked. “Do you believe you are ready to be judged worthy?”

“What are you talking about? I am Heluna’s Archon. It is my right to claim her father’s armor.”

Moira shook her head and glanced at her daughter. “You didn’t tell him?” When Ophelia didn’t immediately respond, the sorceress chortled.

I glanced between the pair. “Tell me what?”

“I haven’t been here, so I’ve only heard rumors,” Ophelia said. “You’ll have to tell him the truth.”

I rubbed my forehead. “Will one of you please explain . . .”

“From what we can tell, the helm is imbued with a dark entity,” Moira said. “We came to this conclusion from careful examination after several of our younger members perished.”

“What happened?”

“They absurdly assumed Ninazu gave us the helm as some sort of test to designate a new Archon. In an elaborate heist, the three in question snuck into our vault in a manner I shall not repeat, but is now impossible, and took turns attempting to wear the helm. What’s baffling is the second and third members still attempted to wear the helm after seeing their peers perish during the attempt. We found the three still locked in the vault, with one still wearing the helm.”

“So, this entity tries to kill anyone who attempts to wear it?” I asked before shrugging. “How is anyone supposed to claim it?”

“Our assumption is that the entity acts as some sort of safety mechanism inside the helm. Whoever wears it must either prove themselves worthy or bind the entity to their will.”

I just shook my head and laughed. Of course. It couldn’t be as simple as claiming each piece of the armor. It’s got a goddamn security system in it . . .

After a moment to weigh my options, I looked up at Moira and said, “Go get it.”

“Are you certain?” the sorceress asked with a creeping grin as if she was impressed.

I raised my gauntlets. “Do you see these? These are pieces of Ninazu’s armor. The helm is another. It is my right to claim it. I don’t care if there is an entity inside. I will do whatever needs to be done to retrieve it.”

“Very well.” Moira swirled her hands. Black smoke appeared in the surrounding air as if she were conjuring it from nothingness. It solidified into the bottom of the helm until the entire piece floated before them.

Its steel was as dark as night. Its nose slanted into a sharp point. The eye slits sloped at an angle, giving it a menacing look. Two draconic horns sprouted from the top. The black smoke radiated from the helm itself.

I reached out and grasped it. A voice speaking words I couldn’t understand whispered into my mind. Lines of glowing orange spread over the helm and down my gauntlets as if they rested in a blacksmith’s forge, but I felt no heat. It eventually cooled, returning to a solid black.

Ophelia tugged on my shirt, pulling my attention. “Are you sure about this?” she whispered, her voice not hiding her concern.

“I only have one choice, and that’s not to fail,” I said, turning the helm around. “Any advice before I plunge in?”

Ophelia’s lips twisted as she thought for a moment. “These entities are ruthless. Give them no quarter. No matter what it says, do not expect to be able to bargain with it. They only care about strength and power. Whatever you do, do not show weakness. You must either bend it to your will or destroy it.”

“No-holds-barred. Got it. After I am done, you and I are going to have a long chat about what just happened here.”

Ophelia nodded slowly. “I understand.”

The whispers pulled my focus back toward the helm. It seems like every step I take comes with the threat of death, I thought. I’ve already killed eleven. Time to add another.

With a clenched jaw, I put the helmet on. Just like the gauntlets, the steel fitted itself around my head. When I blinked, I was transported somewhere else.

I stood in complete darkness. When I looked down, I saw that I was completely naked except for my gauntlets with no sign of the helm. However, I smiled when I took my first step. My legs worked perfectly. I performed a few squats before leaping high into the air.

When I landed, I stood on a stone platform. Maniacal laughter echoed from the darkness all around me. I spun, scouring for any sign of my enemy.

A feminine voice spoke from every direction. “Another moth seeks to claim my flame. You will burn like the rest of them!”
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TRIALS OF MALICE


When I saw no one in the darkness, I shouted, “Whoever you are, show yourself!”

Burning chains erupted from the shadows, wrapping themselves around my arms and legs. They pulled me down until I kneeled on the platform. An hourglass figure rose from a circle of fire that swirled in the void in front of me.

Her face was soft and a grayish-black color. Her lips looked as if she’d colored them with charcoal. Long, pointed ears held back her fiery-red hair that dripped as if made from the core of the planet itself. From the neck down, her body was covered in hardened rock. It was shaped like armor, with the flexible parts glowing a bright orange-yellow like flowing lava. Two rocky antlers sprouted from her head.

The entity clicked her mouth in sequence before speaking. “You’ve made a grave mistake coming here. You’ve doomed yourself to a long and painful death.”

“I did not come here to die today,” I said, pulling at my chains. “I’m here to claim that which is rightfully mine!”

“Rightfully yours?” the woman said, growing more disdainful as she spoke. “I only have one master, and you are not him!”

I cocked my brow at the entity’s odd phrasing, as though implying I came for her. “I come for the helm. By Heluna’s grace, it is mine by divine right.”

“Heluna?” the woman asked with a tilted head. “Ninazu’s progeny?”

“I come as her Archon. She put me on the quest to acquire her father’s armor.”

“You lie! I will not listen to your blasphemy.”

I raised the gauntlets. “I do not. Here is my proof.”

The woman stalled, wide-eyed. A sly smile formed on her face. She waved her hand up and said, “Rise.”

My chains loosened but remained secured. I stood towering over her.

She circled me, eyeing me up and down like a bull breeder examining her new acquisition. “An Archon? A welcomed surprise from the previous fools who attempted to steal the helm. And I see you’re wearing my master’s gauntlets. Yes . . . he said this day may come.”

“Then, you know why I’m here.”

“To free my master of his wrongful imprisonment.”

“Not exactly. As Heluna’s Archon, it is through my conquest that I shall fuel her power. With that power, she will see her father and mother’s release.”

“This is . . . unexpected. By my master’s wishes, it should be Heluna to claim me. Not some mere mortal.”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you. I’m the one here, and I’m not leaving without claiming the helm.”

The chains pulled me back down to my knees as the entity spat, “You fool! You misunderstand your position. You are a worm speared on the hook. You do not make demands of me. You are in my domain and subject to my control. With but a simple desire, I could kill you.”

“Then do it!” I shouted. “I have no time for your games, entity. Either tell me what I must do to prove myself or I’ll rip these chains off and take it by force.”

The woman let out a howling laugh that pissed me off. She leaned forward and grabbed my chin. As she turned my neck, she eyed me from side to side. Her toothy grin exposed her long canines. “The fire within you burns hot,” she said. “I can feel your resolve. It’s much like my master’s. Unwavering. Tell me your name, Archon.”

“Devon Blackthorn.”

The entity grinned unnaturally wide. “Blackthorn? A most malevolent name. One of great power and destruction.”

“And you?” I asked.

“Malice.”

“It seems we share that in common.”

“Indeed, we do. Now what shall I do with you?” With the release of my chin, my captor turned around, walked a few paces, and then spun. “I’ve made up my mind. I’m not going to kill you, Devon Blackthorn.”

“Then, release me from these chains and give me what I came for.”

She shook her head. “No. I have a much better idea.”

The platform underneath me disappeared, and I fell. Waterfalls of lava spilled from the surrounding nothingness into a giant lake of swirling fire. Molten rocks rose like islands, creating a land bridge of stone buildings that led to an octangular platform of blackened rock in the center.

With a superhero-worthy thud, I landed on a floating rock. The heat radiated through the surface, threatening to cook my feet. Each pop of a nearby bubble sprayed sizzling liquid into the air.

I knew this couldn’t be real. I was likely still standing frozen in the middle of the Orchard. But from what Moira said, her initiates were killed. So the threat of death was real. I thought back to one of my guilty pleasure movies. If I die in here, I die in real life.

I stood straight. Three stone platforms floated on the river in front of me. A stone door with flames carved into it stood beyond it, mounted into a domed building.

“What is this?” I shouted. “Some kind of test?”

“Yes,” Malice called out from every direction. “Beneath the Mortughal Mountains, in the deepest depths under Talis’s surface, Ninazu rescued me from the dungeon of my creator. If you wish to prove your worth, you must repeat his steps. If you succeed, I’ll give you what you seek.”

She said it again, I thought. “You keep speaking as though you and the helm are one and the same.”

“That’s because I am the helm and the helm is me. The gauntlets you wear are shards of my body, as are the other pieces of Ninazu’s armor.”

That . . . complicates things, I thought. The option of killing her doesn’t seem viable. Doing so could destroy the helm and gauntlets. Then I’d be totally fucked.

“You said I need to repeat Ninazu’s steps to reclaim you,” I said. “What does that mean?”

“Pithomas the Bold, my creator, was a master craftsman and hunter. After besting me in combat, he took my remains and forged them into pieces of armor, binding my soul to each of them. Like all of his treasures, he placed me in a deadly dungeon that led to a vault, similar to the one you see before you. It was built to test an individual’s mind, body, and soul. He boasted no mortal could survive to claim his treasures within.”

“What about an Archon?”

“My creator’s dungeons were known throughout Talis for their complexity and brutality. Even the Archons of old dared not to tempt their fate.”

“Then, it seems Pithomas was right if it took Ninazu to claim you.”

“That’s very true. There were other bound souls among Pithomas’s treasures like me. We were prisoners locked away inside our own twisted bodies, unable to reach the void as we should. Ninazu took this as sacrilege and used his actions to teach Pithomas humility. After completing the dungeon, Ninazu then forced Pithomas to repeat the course himself, at which point he was killed by his own creation. His soul was then reaped and forced to watch as the God of Death destroyed everything he held dear.”

“If he destroyed everything, how do you still exist?”

“Unlike the others, I was content not to die as long as I had purpose. I offered myself to Ninazu to be his protector. For a reason unbeknownst to myself, he agreed.”

I clapped my hands and rubbed them together as I prepared myself. “All right. I think that’s enough of a history lesson. All I need to do is complete the course and claim the helm.”

“I will watch with excitement. Please don’t disappoint me. Otherwise, you’ll end up like the last men who wished to claim me and failed.”

“I won’t fail.”

“Oh . . . such determination. I love it.”

I eyed the small islands between me and the next building. They looked sturdy enough to hold my weight. However, I didn’t want to chance it by jumping from one to the next. Instead, the idea was to treat it like a Ninja Warrior course and use my forward momentum to step off each with an opposite foot, allowing my speed to carry me forward. But doing so would throw me directly into closed doors. The carvings didn’t look protruded enough to use as climbing hooks. There was only one option.

If I can’t go above it, I’ve got to go through it, I thought. I squatted in a sprinter’s stance and readied myself. I’ve only got one shot. I’ve got to make this count.

“Don’t slip,” Malice taunted.

I took in a few quick breaths and dashed forward. As I pushed off the ledge, the control of my strength in my legs was perfect. I landed exactly where I wanted.

However, the river of fire underneath the rock was more viscous than I predicted. The rock shifted forward with my weight and momentum, throwing me off balance.

“Fuck!” I shouted, pushing off as quickly as I could. With the finesse I needed, my whole body rotated forward, and I was on the verge of a very spicy dive into the boiling lake.

My eyes stared at the next rock. Everything slowed down around me. My body reacted on instinct.

When my foot contacted the back edge, the rock rotated toward me. I used my hand to push down like a panther, mid-leap, and I pressed as hard as I could with both appendages. I hurtled toward the closed door. I let out a barbaric shout as I pulled my fist back.

When I slammed my fist into the door, the stone crumbled. I collided with the fragments as my body continued to spin into the darkness. I hoped there wasn’t another pit of lava on the other side. When my shoulder hit the ground, I rolled and kicked myself up.

“You’re not the most dexterous person, are you?” Malice asked. “It must be all that weight between your legs. I was certain you were going to dive into the lake.”

I tilted my head at her directness. Is she flirting with me? I wondered. After brushing myself off, I quipped back, “I got the job done, and that’s all that matters.”

“True. I just have high hopes for you, Devon. I don’t wish to see you fail so soon.”

Inside the center of the dome, two platforms rose a few feet off the ground. The closest to me was empty. The farthest held a table and several potion bottles of different colors. In between them were two matching holes, no larger than my fist that were drilled out in the ceiling and floor.

Scribbled across the walls were hundreds of letters, like the world’s largest word search. Floating in the air were blank scraps of parchment. I spun on my heel and raised my fist when I heard something behind me. The stone fragments rolled back into position, sealing me inside.

My eyes dilated, and everything shifted to various shades of gray, blue, and purple.

As I walked around the room examining everything, Malice said, “To get started, step on the empty platform, and I’ll give you the instructions.”

“I will when I’m ready,” I said.

“Ugh. You’re taking too long and becoming a bit of a bore.”

“You never said there was a time limit, so I’m taking my time.”

“Maybe flex a little as you walk?”

I couldn’t help but let out a short laugh. “Leave me alone so I can concentrate.”

“I will . . . for now . . .”

As I examined the room, my mind raced with the possibilities of what the test would involve. The letters did not seem to be in any patterned order. It wasn’t a crossword. No matter which direction I looked, there were no lined words. However, in one section, there wasn’t a letter but a star. It was the only star on the entire wall. If I hadn’t taken the time to walk the entire dome, I could have easily missed it. With nothing else to see, I checked the table.

There were four bottles with cork tops. The contents were all different colors. When I picked them up, they each vibrated slightly, signaling to me their magical contents. I didn’t know how to detect one thing from another, so they might as well have been four different flavors of soda for all I knew.

With nothing else to look at, I assumed my position on the empty platform. “Okay, now I’m ready.”

Shackles appeared from nowhere and clasped around my hands and feet. They chained me to the pillar. My whole body tingled with a weakness I’d never felt before. I tried tugging at them as hard as I could. Nothing worked.

“What have you done?” I shouted.

Malice cackled. “This is all part of the first trial. Now, pay close attention because I will not repeat myself. When I finish speaking, the trial will begin. Floating above you are seven pieces of parchment. Each will present a clue to a letter that is on the wall. The combination of letters will give you the word that will unlock your bindings. Once your bindings are unlocked, you will proceed to the other platform, where you will need to determine which bottle contains your escape. But if you choose incorrectly, the poisons inside will spell your death in seconds.”

“What clues?” I asked, looking up at the parchment. “They’re completely blank.”

Malice never responded, but the bubbling lava that crept up through the hole in the floor told me that the trial had begun. I jerked up once more. Text appeared on each of the parchments as they spun. Each one began with a single direction. Underneath it was a mathematical equation.

I wouldn’t call myself a math wizard, but the PEMDAS method had been drilled into me since grade school. And from what I could tell, this was simple arithmetic. It might’ve been difficult for someone from Talis with no formal education, but I felt better about my chances.

“Up fifteen,” I said after solving the first one. I navigated back to the wall. If I hadn’t examined it earlier, knowing where to start would have been impossible to guess. However, there was only one star. From that point, I counted up fifteen spaces.

“E.” I had my first letter. With a smile, I glanced down at the lava pouring in. My satisfaction vanished as quickly as it came. The burning liquid wasn’t quick, but seeing it reach both pillars caused my chest to tighten. I still had six more to go.

The spinning parchment played against me. Only one side had the equation on it, and they spun every few seconds. I felt like I was back in grade school doing clocked times tables as fast as we could within five minutes. Only this time, a poor grade wasn’t the worst thing that could happen—it was burning alive.

E and R were the next two letters I solved. The heat filled the room as the lava now reached the walls of the dome. It was becoming an oven, threatening to cook me alive. Out of habit, I wiped the nonexistent sweat from my brow.

“Uh-oh,” Malice said. “The lava is getting close. Do you need a hint?”

“Don’t say anything,” I said. “I have to do this alone. Otherwise, how could you respect my victory?”

“Too true.”

By the time I got D and F, the lava was halfway up the platform. I gazed at the ceiling. Both of the remaining parchments had their backs turned to me.

“Come on, come on!” I shouted. I tried blowing air. It was a foolish attempt that had no effect. But it felt better than standing there waiting.

“That’s not going to work,” Malice said. “They’re magical . . .”

“I know! I know!”

“Just think about all the fun you’ll miss out on if you perish here.”

“You’re not helping!” I yelled.

When I looked up again, the pages had already turned halfway around. I panicked and tried to read through them. I’d never mathed so hard in my life. After counting, I claimed two more letters.

“E, E, R, D, F, M, O,” I said. “That doesn’t spell anything!”

My stomach sank. The idea that the star was the wrong place to start crept into my mind and nearly crushed me. A popping bubble sprayed burning rock over my leg. I cursed and looked down at the burned hair and red skin. After a few seconds, the scorched flesh slowly healed.

“Thank you, past me, for taking that perk,” I said. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate. “E, E, R, D, F, M, O . . . An anagram? Freedom!”

The shackles locking me to the pillar vanished. My strength immediately returned. I jumped to the other platform just in time for the lava to round the top of my own. Frantically, I climbed on top of the table.

The lava reached the bottom legs and lit them aflame. The weakened wood creaked under my weight. I was out of time. There was no way I could solve another puzzle before the river of fire ate through the table and me.

Let’s hope my other perks work in here, too, I thought as I picked up each bottle and downed the contents. The first three were definitely poisonous. They all tasted bitter and scorched my throat like I was drinking battery acid. The last one tasted like cantaloupe-flavored water.

“No!” Malice shouted. “Why would you do that? You’ve just guaranteed your death! What a waste.”

The table crumbled underneath me just in time for the potion to trigger. My entire body separated at the atomic level. It actually felt pleasant, as if the spell released all the pressures of weight and stress at once.

When I looked around, I saw myself as a floating mist. I glanced up at the hole in the ceiling where the rest of the heat and smoke escaped. After flying through the fist-sized opening, I exited the top.

A bridge extended from the top of the dome farther across to a flat stone arena. A giant cube sat motionless in the center of it. When I floated toward my next goal, I ran into an invisible wall. All the pieces of my body returned to their original places, and I once again stood as a man. I glanced down at my hands and body, ensuring everything was in its proper place.

“How!” Malice screamed. “You should be dead!”

“Are you sure you put poison in those bottles?” I asked with a smirk. “They tasted fine to me.”

Malice let out a short laugh. “Overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer, Blackthorn. While impressive, don’t forget, you’ve still got two more trials to go.”

I rolled my eyes and headed toward the bridge. When I reached it, I realized it was a trap. Each board looked to be made of the same rock that the rest of the complex was made out of. The center of each platform had a string pulled through it, which connected to two perpendicular ropes that stretched the entire length.

I tossed out the idea of sprinting fast enough or having enough balance to step off each board perfectly across the entire length of the bridge. Instead, I gripped along one side of the bridge’s rope and eased myself down the dome. When I was far enough down that I could stretch my full length, I hopped up and down. It held my weight, and I didn’t hear any stretching of the fibers. It was good enough for me to begin my trek across.

“Don’t fall,” Malice said.

Hand over hand, I swung my way across the rope. In my old body, I would have fallen after the first ten feet. But my new body made this effortless. With a slight sway of my hips, my momentum pushed me forward.

It wasn’t until I reached the halfway point that I froze. A column of fire blasted underneath the bridge. When I retreated back into the river, the center part was on fire. The bridge sagged as it burned. I panicked.

I swung forward and tried to grip as little as I could. The fire scorched my hands. The skin of my palm melted away with each grasp, but there was nothing I could do. I gritted my teeth and powered through.

I didn’t look back when I heard the snap. All I could do was scream. The bridge split, and I fell forward. I instinctively raised my legs as I got closer and closer to the impending river of fire. My shoulder slammed into the rocky wall that held up the platform.

The heat singeing my ass hair was enough of a motivator for me to climb as fast as I could. In a few seconds, I reached the top. I rolled myself over the edge and took a moment to catch my breath. However, the other entity that I shared the domain with had other ideas.

“You think you’re done?” Malice asked. “You’ve only just reached the second trial.”

I felt the ground shake underneath me. When I turned my head, the giant cube moved. Its surface stretched and twisted like there was something underneath its skin.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” I groaned as I pushed myself up.

The surface split like a knife tearing through paper. Wormlike strands twisted together to create thick muscle fibers. A torso and legs formed. Black hair grew from the flesh. By the time the transformation finished, a flesh giant loomed over me. Its red eyes glowed like a T-800 Terminator on its mouthless head.

With its transformation completed, the bands of muscle split, wiggling as if composed of hundreds of snakes. I covered my ears when it released a high-pitched screech. With a quick glance, I looked for any sign of a weapon. There was nothing.

Hopefully, the gauntlets still work the same, I thought.

I sprinted forward, rolling as the beast swung its log-sized arm at my head. Reaching my hand out, I grabbed a strand that composed its leg. My eyes widened.

The gauntlets didn’t trigger. Instantly, the knowledge flooded my mind. This wasn’t a living creature. Its body was a construct brought to life by the dungeon’s magic.

I didn’t see the blow. My body soared through the air before skirting along the stone. I had enough sense to dig my gauntlets into the rocky surface just in time to catch the ledge.

I glanced down at the boiling lava below me. Burning alive was the fate that lay before me should I fail. It was a stark motivator.

I pulled myself back over the ledge just in time for the giant to bring down his arm. With a millisecond to spare, I rolled to the side. With as much force as I could muster, I pulled my arm back and slammed my fist into the beast’s leg.

The tendrils exploded, spraying brown clay everywhere. The foe squealed as it dropped to its knee. It twisted its torso, swinging both elongated arms toward me. I was better prepared this time.

I raised my arms over my head to absorb the blow. It skirted me back a few feet but didn’t knock me over. With its head at eye level, I charged forward.

I threw a combination of punches one after another into the creature’s head. Each thud splattered more goo into the surrounding platform. The pressure of my strength sent shockwaves down its torso and down its back, shattering the twisted bands of claylike tissue.

The friction of my punches liquefied the creature’s flesh, a sludge dripping in between the cracks. Victorious, I thumped my chest and let out a bestial shout. “Is that all you’ve got, Malice?”

Malice’s laughter echoed throughout the dungeon. “Oh, you poor soul. This fight is far from over.”

My foe’s body moved, and before I could jump away, the strands wrapped tightly around my body. The oozing liquid slithered back into its form. Its wounds healed in seconds. I strained to break its grip; its strength proved more than capable.

It raised me like a doll and slammed me into the stone platform. It repeated the motion, knocking the air from my chest. Pain radiated through my back with each blow, my body’s healing effect trying to counteract it. After the third, fourth, or maybe the fifth time, it left me lying in the crater of broken stone.

As it raised both fists in the air to deliver another powerful strike, I kicked off my feet and rolled backward. The creature lunged forward like a wild cat chasing its prey. I slid in between its legs as it tumbled forward near the edge of the platform.

With its back facing me, I saw my opening. I dashed toward my foe and leaped into the air. Once my legs collided with its back, I pushed as hard as I could. The monstrosity stumbled forward over the edge.

When it hit the lake of lava below, it let out a horrendous squeal. The wormy strands of its body shriveled and separated. As they boiled in the heat, they slowly dissipated under the surface until there was nothing left.

I took a moment to recuperate. This was the first time I’d felt pain from combat. While my perks were my saving grace, it was eye-opening. I’d felt invincible up until that point. However, there were things in this world that could hurt me. I needed to be more careful and become a better fighter. I needed to train.

The sound of slow clapping echoed all around me. “Well done, Devon Blackthorn. For a moment, I thought you were done for, but you’ve proven yourself . . . durable. A necessary requirement for all beings of Talis, but even more so for a leader.”

“I told you I wouldn’t die here today.”

Malice let out a soft moan. “Mhmm . . . you did. And I eagerly await to see what you’ll do if you complete the third trial.”

A grinding sound of stone pulled my attention to the center of the platform. The square pieces recessed downward in small rings, creating a spiraling staircase that led down into the darkness. With nowhere else to go, I descended.

I couldn’t tell how long I continued down. The ring of light above me disappeared, and darkness surrounded me.

Eventually, I came to the bottom. Standing by themself were two doors. But they weren’t like the wooden or stone doors I recognized on Talis. They were metal-framed glass doors. Light shined through them, but I couldn’t see what was inside. I opened the doors and stepped through.

My jaw dropped at the sight before me. I was in my local gas station. The same store where I’d lost my life. The dark-haired cashier looked up from the magazine she read and nodded at me the same way she had done before.

I moved without thinking. After walking down the candy aisle, I stopped in front of the refrigerators in the back. I grabbed my favorite energy drink.

When the door shut, I froze after seeing my reflection. I was in my old body. Like the world’s worst case of déjà vu, the front door’s jingle rang. I turned around to see the same thug in his all-black ensemble pointing his Glock at the cashier.

I knew what was supposed to happen. After crouching up behind him, I’d take him by the throat, slam my fist on his arm to drop the weapon, then hear the second shot. This time I watched instead.

The second gunman walked in shortly after wearing nearly the same identical outfit. Their focus was so much on the money that they didn’t look back. They shouted obscenities to the cashier to hurry up. After cleaning out the cash register, the slam of the drawer spooked the first assailant.

I slapped my hands to my ears when they rang from the gunshot. The two men took off outside the door. I walked behind the front desk and found the cashier clutching her gut. Blood poured from her wound as she looked up at me, panting.

“Why?” she asked.

Her shallow breaths slowed until she took her last one.

When I blinked, I was walking back into the shop. The cashier stood alive, giving me the same nod as I entered. An overwhelming sense of determination filled me. The dungeon was giving me a second chance to stop my killers, and I was going to take full advantage of it.

I scoured the room, looking for any kind of weapon. When I saw a mop leaning in the room’s corner, I sprinted over to it and unscrewed the wooden handle from the head. With a weapon in hand, I waited for the first assailant. When he came in and turned his back to me, I attacked.

I swung the handle as hard as I could at his head. His body and gun skirted across the floor. I dropped the handle and lunged for the gun. Once I picked it up, I spun just in time for the door to open. I fired two shots. Blood splattered on the shattered glass door behind him. His body slumped motionless to the ground.

“Take that, you piece of shit!” I shouted. Until that moment, there was nothing more satisfying than killing my killer. I celebrated with a short victory dance while I waited for the next step.

My smile faded when the scenario reset, and I walked back into the store.

“What?” I asked. “But I did it. I stopped them both!”

I half expected a response from Malice, but no chiding remark came. In disbelief, I readied myself again and repeated the same moves, just in case it was a fluke. After the gunshots, both men lay on the ground, dead. I waited until I blinked again. Only to walk right back inside of the store.

“No, no, no!” I shouted. “This is it. This is the solution!” I attempted the same thing, again and again, until I lost count. I killed them with each gun, my fists, and a knife. When those didn’t work, I started getting creative by building elaborate traps like a twisted Home Alone spin-off involving string, motor oil, an ATM, and a lighter.

It was cathartic for a while, but the repetition built resentment. I tried leaving the store, only to walk right back inside. Frustrated, I took my anger out on the furniture. I kicked over the aisles and smashed the glass fridge doors. After wearing myself out, I poured myself a slushie and sipped on it while I thought about what to do. It took a few more cycles of the worst Groundhog Day episode before I realized what I was missing.

This was supposed to be a test of my spirit, I thought. If I kill them, then being here wouldn’t have happened. Heluna would have never recruited me. I never would have met Yda, Cartha, or Ophelia. And I wouldn’t have found the helm. But Ophelia said if I die in here, I die in the real world. But . . . if this is a test of spirit, perhaps accepting my death is the goal.

I was about sixty–forty on deciding whether this was a good idea. But my logic hadn’t failed me so far. Nor did I believe that this was the end of my journey.

When time reset and I walked through the door, I retraced my steps. I walked to the back, grabbed my drink, and waited for the jingle. When I heard it, I crouched down and snuck up at the thug. Using my drink as a weapon, I smacked him in the back of the head and wrapped my arm around the neck. When the door jingled, I closed my eyes and heard the shot.

When I opened them, I was back at the beginning of the dungeon, standing in total darkness. I looked down to see I had my new body back, wearing the helm and the gauntlets. Scorching chains erupted from the darkness underneath me, wrapping around my wrists and legs. They pulled tight, keeping me secured to the ground.

A volcanic fissure cracked along the bottomless floor in front of me, creating a pseudo-red carpet for my observer. She rose on a geyser of molten rock and flame, sitting on it like a throne.

“Well, well, well . . . I must say, I’m impressed,” Malice said with a conniving grin. “Never did I think a mere mortal could best my creator’s dungeon.”

“Yet I have,” I said. “I’ve completed your trials. Now, give me the helm.”

Malice smirked before lowering herself to the ground. She walked over to me, draping her finger across my body as she circled me. She stopped to glance down at my groin and then back up into my eyes. “I’ll admit, Devon Blackthorn, you do . . . intrigue me.”

She slid her hand across my chest. “Yet here you stand trapped in chains because I will it. I believe in strength overall. If you believe yourself to be who you are, then prove it to me. Show me you have the power to take what you desire!”

A burning fire lit inside of me. I let out a bestial shout as I pulled on the chains. When they didn’t budge, I wrapped them around my forearms for more leverage and pulled with everything I had. The metal groaned as it reached its breaking point. When they snapped, the bindings around my arms and legs disintegrated in a shower of sparks.

I stomped toward Malice and loomed over, still hulking in my rage. “Give me what I want,” I growled.

Chunks of stone fell off her body while the bright orange center dripped onto the ground below. What I’d assumed was her body was actually a type of protective shell. When it had all fallen off her, she stood completely nude.

Her skin was a grayish-black that sparkled as if coated in diamond dust. Her breasts stood perky with pitch-black centers. The bottoms of her feet, her palms, and her slit glowed with the same orange-yellow color as the lava that had dripped from her.

Malice swayed from side to side, biting her lip. “I do not give, Archon. Only the strong submit the weak.”

“Stop speaking in riddles! Tell me what you want.”

With a wave of her hand, cobblestone flooring rose. Four walls were erected around us. A wooden bed of fine silk sheets appeared in the center.

Malice backpedaled to the bed. She turned her wide hips and bent over. A small bead of liquid flowed from her slit down the inside of her leg. The scent of her arousal hit my nose like a lit firecracker. She looked back at me with her chaotic eyes in a display of flexibility.

“You still have one trial remaining,” Malice said. “One that will test your strength and stamina. Perform well, and you’ll claim your prize.”
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CLAIMING MALICE


Back home, there was a rule drilled into me since I’d become a man: don’t stick your dick in crazy. But it was a rule I’d always struggled with. Like some universal balance that had to be maintained, the craziest behavior always came with an equal amount of mind-blowing sex. One could not exist without the other.

If I hadn’t just fought for my life for the last half-hour, I probably would have been in the right mind to reject her offer and figure out an alternative plan. I wasn’t sure if it was because of my adrenaline, my perks, or something else that was making it hard to think of a reason not to. But when there was a drop-dead gorgeous woman presenting herself to me, asking me to take what I wanted from her, it made it hard to refuse.

I’m supposed to live by Heluna’s tenets, right? I thought. She seems to want me, and I need her. Without the helm, I’m going to have a much harder time surviving. And with the last battle presenting my flaws, I need every advantage I can get.

As I looked at Malice, she gave a mischievous smile and swayed her bottom. Her eyes swirled like a vortex of flame and seduction. Her gaze and smell drew me in. My cock bounced at the intoxicating concoction. She presented my meal to me, and I was starved for a taste.

“Let’s get a bit more comfortable, too, shall we?” Malice said before snapping her fingers. The gauntlets retreated from my hands, forming thick golden bracelets around my wrist. My helmet followed suit, changing its shape around my head. I tapped it with my fingers to get a sense of its new form. It was thin and hugged my forehead like a circlet.

I thought this would be the perfect time to use my A Partner’s Desires spell. As I stared at her, a few things popped into my head. Malice loved to be dominated to the point of being choked, and she really wanted me to shove my face between her legs. While I wasn’t ready to commit to such a forceful show of aggression toward her, given this was our first time together, I had no problem taking charge.

I approached her from behind and kneeled down to the ground. Her orange-and-yellow folds glowed like a beacon drawing me toward them. I slid my hands up the sides of her legs. Her skin was as smooth as silk.

I kissed and massaged her thighs, climbing higher with each peck. After reaching her cheeks, I playfully bit them, eliciting a short giggle from Malice. Once I reached the other side, I worked my way down before kissing slowly inward.

“Where are you going—oh!” Malice gasped.

I’d wondered if eating pussy was common on Talis. With my own historical knowledge, it depended on the repression of people and the time in history. I didn’t know how accurate Talis was to my world and if magic, their religion, or hygienic processes played any part in that. But from Malice spreading her legs wider, I could tell that she liked it.

Once I got the surface plenty wet, I moved inside. I slid in between her folds, lathering from point to point. With a wide tongue, I twisted my head and neck, making sure I covered every inch. I maximized my touch as I fluttered and suckled her bud.

Malice was my composer. Her moans were the sheet music to my beat. I shifted my technique until her echoes became almost constant.

“Gods, I love your tongue,” Malice moaned.

I couldn’t help but smile. I’d always loved pleasuring my partners. Hearing their desires was always a tremendous turn-on for me.

As I moved back toward the top, I penetrated her hole with my tongue. She covered my face with her fluids. While her scent was heavy, it was delightful, like a perfectly ripe honeydew melon. It tasted so good. I had a tough time wanting to stop.

I shoved my face in as tightly as I could, licking and lathering like it was my last meal. Malice responded in kind, rounding her back and grabbing my hair. In a surprising show of affection, my partner massaged the top of my head with her fingers until she reached her precipice. Once she was close, her hand squeezed my hair.

“Oh gods, keep going, don’t you dare stop!” Malice cried.

The red-haired vixen’s moans shifted into a high-pitched whimper. Her skinny thighs shook as she dropped forward. I silently laughed as I reveled in my work. Seeing such a confident and demanding woman shudder violently with aftershocks filled me with pride.

When Malice recovered, she looked back at me with heavy eyes. “You’re not done.”

“Was that a question or a statement?” I jested. She squinted her eyes and scrunched her nose. I found it cute. With a soft press, I pushed her on the bed and flipped her over.

With her legs spread wide, I kneeled back down and picked up where I’d left off. Before we started, Malice called this a trial, and I treated it as such. My new body came with large hands, which were useful for my next ploy. With one hand under her bottom for leverage, I used the other to apply pressure to her pelvic bone. Together with my tongue and thumb, I played her until she was almost in constant harmony.

In my old body, I’d always had to take a minute because my tongue would get sore or I’d get a crick in my neck. This new body had none of those problems. It was perfect for what I needed it for.

Malice’s legs squeezed my head like a vise. Even though they were thin, I could feel the power within them. I knew if I wasn’t so durable, she could easily crush my skull. Satisfied with another round, I pulled back and wiped my chin. She was a mess. Her orange-yellow fluid glowed across her grayish-black skin, highlighting the results of my good work.

“There,” I said confidently. “I’ve claimed you.”

Malice leaned up, panting. “That’s it? But you haven’t even properly fucked me. I expected a lot more from an Archon.”

“What did you just say?” I asked, glaring at her.

“Your trial is not over until I say it’s over.”

I climbed onto the bed and grabbed the outside of Malice’s legs, jerking her toward me. As I gripped the base of my shaft, I slid my cock in between her lower lips. I teased her clit with my tip, wetting it with her natural lubrication. Her heightened sensitivity was already in full bloom as her mouth opened with each slide.

When I was ready, I pulled back and eased it inside her. I watched her eyes roll into the back of her head as I pressed deeper and deeper. The Perfect Fit perk was in full effect as my cock disappeared inside her like some vanishing magician’s trick.

I had to stop and take a breath once I was fully inside her. I couldn’t tell if it was Malice’s insides or one of my perks, but she felt amazing. Everything was tight, wet, and had a ton of friction. It was as if she was specifically designed to milk every last drop from me.

I slowly slid out, trying my best to not become overwhelmed by the sensation. It had been months since I’d had sex, but this didn’t feel possible. This was the best fuck of my life, and I was going to enjoy every minute.

I pressed back into her and built up to a slow pace. With each thrust, I watched the wave of her breasts bounce. With how good the rest of her tasted, I leaned in.

With a deep breath, I lapped them with my tongue, sucking on her peak. I played with her hard nipple, suckling to my heart’s content. Malice’s groans echoed into the open ceiling of our room as I ensured I gave her other breast its equal time.

With a satisfactory pop, I pulled away as I looked down at her luscious curves. She glanced at me with a helpless gaze before turning away as if ashamed I had been in such a state. I ran my fingers through her viscous, flowing hair to turn her back to me. I wanted her to see me and know that it was I who claimed her.

Her vulnerable look fueled my desire. As we stared deeply into each other’s eyes, I thrust harder and faster. The added feeling of her body inside and out heightened my lust.

A heat radiated inside my core like I’d never felt before. My whole body grew warm as the impending climax approached. I slipped my hand down to the back of her neck and pulled forward. With frantic thrusts, I slammed into her with fervor.

The eruption was pure bliss. It was a supernova of orgasms. I came harder than I’d ever done before, and while the lingering sensitivity was there, there was no pain.

After a few heartbeats, I continued because I could. It was a moment of pure brilliance. I rode the orgasmic high and built up to my same speed. All Malice could do was scream with delight as I attempted what was once impossible.

With another few seconds of concentrated effort, the second explosion came, just as strong as the first. It was heaven. I fell forward, holding myself up on my elbows so as not to crush her. Each of Malice’s groans brought me great joy. Her body endlessly trembled as I held her trapped on my rod.

“Had enough yet?” I whispered.

“I—” was all that she could say until she caught her breath. “I’ll not be bested by a mere mortal.”

“Now you’re just lying,” I snorted. “You’re a complete mess.”

“Be silent and fuck me until I’m not breathing,” she said with a lopsided grin.

“You’re insane, you know that?”

Malice let out a mischievous giggle. “True. But just the right amount.”

“Be careful what you wish for.” In a single motion, I scooped her up and sat up.

“Oooh fuck,” Malice moaned as her weight slid her down my shaft. She wrapped her arms and legs around my body and leaned her head to my chest. Her body betrayed her as it quaked with delight.

With firm handfuls of her round bottom, I raised her up. I didn’t give her a moment of buildup and leveraged her weight to bring her back down. The mix of our fluids kept everything as smooth as an oil slick.

Malice scrambled forward, biting into my pec. It didn’t hide her squeals. Her lust dripped down my shaft with each passing second. Our heavy scents floated thick in the air.

After a few minutes at the same pace, I turned up the heat. I used my own thrusts as a counter to her weight. In the same motion, I swung Malice toward me. Our bodies slapped together, filling the room with our own musical symphony. After another surge of her orgasm, I pressed my advantage.

I kept a frantic pace as my passion built with my partner’s. Malice’s delightful screams became a calling for me to give her all I had. I wanted her to melt into my arms. This was my moment to claim her as mine.

Our salacious calls mirrored one another as we climbed toward another apex. With final thrusts, I poured everything I had into my partner. My cock throbbed with each wave of pleasure that sent goosebumps across my skin. Malice’s grasp loosened, and I held on to her limp body.

We both laughed as we reveled in each other’s sensitivity. Each quiver from one triggered the other. As delicately as I could, I lowered Malice to the bed. She bit her finger as her body recovered. I slid to her side and watched as she struggled to look at me.

“Was that enough?” I asked.

“There are moments when you shouldn’t speak,” Malice said, trying not to gasp through her frequent spasms.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

Malice swiped her hand across my chest playfully, and I laughed as I looked down at her. The intensity in her eyes was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Even stronger than Yda. She looked at me like I was the only thing that mattered.

“So what now?” I asked.

“I am yours, wholly and eternal,” Malice said.

“Until we rescue Ninazu, you mean?”

Malice shook her head. “No. By proving your worth and completing my trials, you claimed me. I served my god willingly. Under his guidance, he left me to be claimed by one worthy. I’d presumed it would be Heluna, but you . . . you’re a much better alternative.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked with a shit-eating grin.

Malice nodded as she scooted closer. “You and I are going to have a lot of fun together, Master Blackthorn.”

“Master?” I said with a cocked brow. “I like the sound of that.” While I knew what her implication was, I needed to better understand the extent of her commitment. “By claiming you, what does that mean?”

“I will follow you and serve you to the best of my ability. Whatever your desires or needs, if I am capable, then I will see to it.”

“That’s limited since you don’t have a physical body, correct?”

“Yes. And my soul is split among the shards. So do not expect me to clean your home or fold your clothes. However, all of my power is now yours.”

With a wave of her hand, warmth spread through my whole body. My hands tensed, and my jaw clenched as Malice’s power coursed through me. When I opened my eyes, a heads-up display appeared as a flurry of text scrolled across my vision.

Follower Claimed: Malice

Perk Acquired: Vision of Malice

While wearing Malice, User has access to basic information detectable through the Detect Mortal spell. Souls acquired plus follower count combined into an easily accessible total. Information displayed on subconscious request.

Perk Acquired: Armor of Malice

While wearing Malice, User may request her to change her form at will. Clothing will change with the semblance of a permanent transmutation spell. Current shard allocation grants protection equal to Resilience II* and Death’s Touch.

*Note does not stack if User’s Resilience is higher.

Perk Acquired: Ground Detection

While wearing Malice, User can detect any movement or vibrations on top of the ground and underground up to 100 feet.

Spell Acquired: Detect Mortal

Through a combination of User’s and Malice’s Perception and gathered or known information, User may scan an individual to present data in an easy-to-understand interface. Information includes Name, Class, and Race.

Spell Acquired: Magma Manipulation

Tapping into Malice’s power, User may create, shape, and manipulate magma and its variants (lava).

Spell Acquired: Magma Spray

Tapping into Malice’s power, User can shoot molten rock from their hands up to fifteen feet. Any material flammable at 2000 degrees Fahrenheit burns. User can extinguish magma or any lit materials with concentration.

“What the hell?” I said.

“Is something wrong?” Malice asked, leaning up.

“All this text just flashed in front of me. It reminded me of when I was with Heluna and I was choosing options for my new body.”

Malice let out a short laugh. “That’s because of the power I’ve granted you. My vision is a piece of the divine’s. A gift given to me by Ninazu.”

“That makes sense. One question, though: are our attributes combined together going forward?”

“No. We’re separate beings. You still have the same attributes as before. However, I am here to assist you. If I pick up on something you do not, I’ll alert you.”

“Thanks,” I said before focusing on the beauty lying next to me. In the same thought where I wondered what Malice was, a UI prompt appeared and listed her details.

Name: Malice

Class: Monster

Race: Living Object (Formerly Magma Elemental)

Seeing her class as Monster made me feel indifferent about sleeping with her. Not because of what she was, but if that had some sort of hidden meaning of her intentions. Our initial encounter was combative, and I didn’t know if she was just being manipulative to get what she wanted or if claiming her had any effect.

As I stared into her wild eyes, I couldn’t help but think, What if the manipulation was in the vision itself? What if she is showing me what she believes I want to see?

I shook my head and had to push that thought out of my mind. If I focused on it too much, I knew it would drive me crazy. Trust was always a rocky thing for me. But this was a new me. I needed to become a better man than my former self who had been betrayed by so many. And it warranted to give Malice the benefit of the doubt. Everyone deserved a shot.

I couldn’t risk having someone close to me be someone who could potentially betray me so early in my journey. The more devoted members I could acquire, the better for my long-term success. And I still had a long way to go.

When I sat up, Malice reached for my hand and frowned. “Where are you going?”

“While this was a lot of fun, we need to leave,” I said, draping my finger along her hip. “This world won’t conquer itself.”

“Oh, is that your plan?” Malice asked with a wide smile.

“Something like that. First, I need to establish myself and learn more about Talis. Once I do that, my focus will be on earning enough coin to establish a foothold somewhere for the Sect of Rebirth. From there, we will build a kingdom centered on Heluna’s tenets.”

“Ambitious goals. I knew it was wise to join you. But what did you mean that you needed to learn about Talis?”

Rather than telling her the long story, I kept it simple for now. “Let’s just say I have no knowledge of the world. I’m learning as I go.”

“Did something happen to make you lose your memory?”

“Something like that. I’ll explain it another time. For now, it’s time to go. There is plenty of work to be done. Speaking of . . .” I looked up and waved my finger. “How do we get out of here?”

“Just will it. This is all a mental illusion. Now that you’ve claimed me, you have the power to control it.”

“Are there any benefits to it?”

“Not really. It’s a place to come to if you want to free yourself from the burdens of the physical realm.” Malice rubbed her hand along my thigh. “Or . . . it’s somewhere you and I can be alone together.”

“You’ll always be in my head, won’t you?” I said with a half grin.

“Not completely. You’ll hear my thoughts in your mind, but it’s not like I can read yours.”

“Good to know.” I stood and offered my hand to Malice. “Are you ready to go?”

When Malice pulled herself up to her feet, molten rock formed over her legs and up to her neck. Once her transformation concluded, she stood wearing the armor I’d seen when I met her.

“I’m ready, Master Blackthorn.”
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AN EMPTY ROOM


After a few blinks, I found myself back in the Orchard. A crowd of people paced around the room, huddled in their own cliques. An elderly man with fluffy white eyebrows, curly white hair, and a vibrant blue robe leaned toward my face. He adjusted the monocle above his mutton chops.

When my eyes focused on him, he jerked back before yelling, “The Archon has returned!”

Ophelia pushed past the others and sprinted toward me with my walking stick. “Devon, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“I’m perfectly fine,” I said.

“So you vanquished the entity inside?” Moira asked, leading the band of others toward me.

“No. The helm is actually a living object. If I were to destroy her, I would have destroyed the artifacts themselves. She is Ninazu’s armor. I’m surprised you didn’t know.”

“That’s because I forbade the study of the helm after our initiates’ death. Ninazu is the God of Death, after all. We used only the most basic, unobtrusive spells.”

“Wise of you,” Malice said, her voice echoing from the helm. “If you were to try, I would have had to defend myself.”

“So it speaks?” Moira said, bringing her finger to her lip.

“I can do much more than that—as your initiates found out.”

“Yes . . . the fools got what they deserved.”

The elderly gentleman in blue turned and frowned. “Moira . . . those boys were initiates of our order. They deserve a bit more decency.”

“Don’t preach to me about decency, Otis,” Moira scoffed. “They broke the rules, broke into our vault, and tried to steal a powerful artifact we offered to protect.”

“Come now,” the sorcerer said with a smile. “I know of half a dozen incidents you alone did as an initiate that would put that story to shame. Besides, if they hadn’t, we wouldn’t have discovered the flaws in our own security.”

“It matters not now. The hole has been plugged.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said, holding up a hand, “but there are a lot of people in here now who weren’t here when I put this helmet on.”

“Allow me to introduce you, then,” Moira said pointing with her arm. “The man in front of you is Otis the Blue. The two elven women wearing the dresses made from leaves are Evelyn the Green and Clara the Orange. Our clean-shaven dwarven peer next to them is Borrisk the Brown. The two Chalice members not here with us are Sammael the Purple and Togo the Yellow.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” I said with a slight bow. “I’m Devon Blackthorn.”

Each of the members glanced nervously at each other before nodding and putting on fake smiles.

After a moment of awkwardness, I looked back at the woman in white. “I thought you weren’t going to assemble everyone?”

“I didn’t, at least not intentionally. But I did send the report. Over the last few days, everyone has gathered to see the new Archon.”

I froze. “Wait. How long was I gone?”

“Three and a half days.”

“What!” I shouted. “It was only a few hours at most.”

Otis ran his hands through his mutton chops. “Hmm . . . time can work differently depending on the dimension or plane.”

“Did you know about this?” I thought to Malice.

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation.

“And you didn’t think that I would want to know when you asked me to stay longer?”

“I wasn’t thinking of it. I apologize, master.”

I slid my hand down my face and sighed. “I need to get back to Nubia. Who knows what Yda and Cartha could be thinking? They probably think I abandoned them… or worse.”

“I can take you back whenever you’re ready,” Ophelia said before handing me my walking stick. At first, I thought about just launching it into the void of space, but with our lack of funds, anything I could resell was worth keeping.

As I turned, Moira stepped forward. “Before you leave, you should be aware of a few things, Your Holiness. While the Chalice of Thorns does not acknowledge Ophelia’s visions as prophecy, you bring about perturbation. You are a powerful enigma, created from what many of the gods and goddesses believe to result from a heretical union. And while the Chalice sees itself as a separate authority from that of the political powers that serve the divine, we still do advise many. Change is inevitable, but order must be maintained.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.

“Each of the members you see before you have lived through countless generations. Over time, you begin to see patterns. There are those who possess a burning gaze. One that pulls everyone’s attention when they enter a room. You share that same look. The pattern always splits into one of two paths: wondrous kings or brutal tyrants. Something to consider, Your Holiness, as you continue to take your first steps into your appointment.”

When I glanced at each of the surrounding sorcerers, gone were the fake smiles. Furrowed brows and stern glances stared at me. Moira’s words held a not-so-subtle threat that was hard to ignore.

I nodded slowly. “I shall. Thank you for sharing your wisdom.”

Moira gave a bemused grin and nodded. “Then, we will watch you with keen interest.”

When I turned and headed through the double doors, Malice said, “Don’t listen to the old hag. She has no idea what she speaks of. You will chart the path you see fit, and they will do nothing to stop you.”

While aggressive, her reassurance brought a smile to my face. When we reached the empty arch with the white crystal above it, Ophelia performed her spell once more. A wall of golden light appeared, and together, we stepped inside.

As we exited, we walked into the main floor of Ophelia’s tower. I looked down at my hands to see the same black gauntlets I had on before. The helmet matched, but it obscured my view. I wanted a look that matched my rugged adventurer’s ensemble.

“Malice, can you shift your form?” I asked in my mind.

“Of course, master. What would you like?”

“I was thinking a strip of cloth tied around my forehead for the helm and fingerless gloves that extended into leather and metal bracers. Could you do something like that?”

Without a response, the forms shifted. They reverted to the molten rock and lava that I recognized as Malice’s body before they hardened into the look that I desired. While they weren’t perfect replicas of what I had envisioned, they were close enough.

“Is this to your liking, master?” Malice asked.

“Yeah, this works,” I said, examining my arms.

“Would you like me to transform your clothing as well?”

“You can do that?”

“Yes. I can transmute your entire look.”

I raised my eyebrows in excitement at the possibilities. “Oh, I thought I’d need your other pieces for that.”

“No. Claiming my other shards will allow you to access the power within. While you wear the helm, I have full control over your clothing’s appearance.”

“That’s good to know,” I said after tightening the strap tighter against my head, “but I’m fine with what I’ve got now.”

“Don’t worry about me falling off. My inner layer adheres to your skin. So, I won’t be going anywhere.” As she spoke her next words, her voice oozed with seduction. “But . . . feel free to pull me as tight as you want.”

I snorted and shook my head as Ophelia turned around. She tilted her head and looked up at me. “The helm . . . it can transmute?”

“Yeah, into whatever I need,” I said.

“That’s convenient. I would love to have something similar⁠—”

I held up my hand to cut her off. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we need to talk about what happened back at the Orchard.”

“Oh . . . right,” Ophelia said before clearing her throat. “I remember you saying as such. Was there a concern?”

“Yeah, I have a concern. The whole thing about you needing to warn the Chalice about me? What the fuck was that about? I thought you were supposed to be my herald? On my side?”

“Well, it’s just⁠—”

“You understand why I’m upset, right? I’m in the middle of starting a new sect. I carry a name that many believe will bring about the end of the world, and you are trying to warn a bunch of powerful sorcerers about me like you’re more concerned for their safety than mine.”

“That’s because she is,” Malice growled. “She cannot be trusted.”

Ophelia lowered her head. “I humbly apologize, Your Holiness. You are more than in the right to be upset with me. It . . . was a moment of weakness⁠—”

“The Blackthorn has no time for weakness!” Malice hissed.

“Hold on. Let her finish,” I said.

“I was so caught up in my own validations that I spoke without thinking,” Ophelia said. “This was years of built-up frustration coming out all at once.”

“I don’t care for excuses,” I said bluntly.

“And you should not. Please allow me to atone for my grievous error. It shall not happen again. I will work diligently to prove that I am an asset to have at your side.”

“Ignore her words, master,” Malice whispered in my mind. “She has lost your faith once. She will lose it again.”

I focused on Ophelia. She seemed intentional about her words and actions. Especially with how she handled her mother. All of that was too real, a reflection of my own family. For now, I trusted her apology.

“She is a powerful sorceress,” I thought to Malice. “Having someone like her would be a boon. Even if she’s banished from the Chalice, her connections to the members could prove useful.”

“You’re going to forgive her?” Malice said before groaning like a disappointed child. “Ugh . . .”

“Everyone deserves a second chance. This will be hers.”

“Then, you should at least punish her.”

“I’m not a hateful person, Malice. Her shame of failure will be enough. And if it’s not, then I have no use for her.”

I pulled Ophelia’s chin up with my finger. “I will forgive you this once, Ophelia. However, I do not tolerate failure or incompetence. You have a long way to go to earn back my favor.”

Her face brightened. “Yes, Your Holiness. Thank you. I will live every day with it as my sole purpose.”

A notification appeared above Ophelia’s head.

Follower Claimed: Ophelia Yarrow

I maintained my focus on her to pull up the rest of her details.

Name: Ophelia Yarrow

Class: Sorceress

Race: Foxkin

As it returned with what I’d expected, I nodded with satisfaction. “Good. Then come. We need to head back to the Desert Pearl to sync up with my head priestess and her guard. While we walk, you can tell me about everything that was discussed in the meeting of the other Chalice members that I need to be aware of.”

“Yes, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said.

As I approached the tower’s doors, they opened for us. The heat of the midday sun hit my face as if I’d walked into a raging bonfire. Instinctively, I raised my arm and shielded my eyes. As beads of sweat formed across my forehead and under my arms, I immediately regretted wearing so much clothing.

When the doors closed behind us, Ophelia followed and spoke. “Most of the conversations were generalized greetings in my presence. They were all careful to exclude me from anything important. All I can provide is their general sentiments observing you.”

“That’s better than nothing,” I said. “Please go ahead.”

Ophelia took a deep breath as she struggled to keep up with my long stride. “As you could probably tell from my mother’s sentiment, she acts as though you pose no threat; however, based on her multiple private conversations with the other members separate from me and the warning she gave you, she considers you to be one.”

“That seemed to be the general sentiment shared among the others.”

“Not necessarily. Uncle Otis has always been curious about new things. You seemed to intrigue him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he reaches out privately.”

“Uncle?”

Ophelia failed to suppress a smile. “He’s not my blood relative. But he’s the oldest Chalice member. Everyone calls him that. He rivals my mother in power but prefers to leave the politics to her. He cares more about the study of magic. If it weren’t for him being Star-Touched, he’d be a true child of Xenith. In fact, he believes the Star-Touched to be gifted by Xenith.”

“What of Xenith’s Archons?”

“There are none. None of the Elder dragons have Archons.”

“Interesting. Why do you think that is?”

Ophelia shrugged. “If I were to speculate, it’s probably because they have their hands full wrangling the other gods and managing their own affairs.”

“And what of the other members’ sentiments?”

“The elven sisters, Evelyn and Clara, seemed to spend a lot of time examining you, too. Likely to report back to Harkwood.”

“I’ve heard of that place before.”

“It’s the kingdom of the woodland elves, specifically. There are three different kingdoms ruled by elves, so it’s important to differentiate.”

“I really need to get a map.”

Ophelia pointed over her shoulder. “I have one back at the tower if you’d like me⁠—”

“No, I can wait until we reach Yda and Cartha,” I said, shaking my head. “Please continue.”

“Borrisk seemed to pay you no mind, but he’s also hard to read.”

“Does he advise the dwarven kingdom?”

“Yes, he’s King Bismark’s nephew and is extremely loyal to them. Most of the Chalice members are to their respective families or employers.”

“What of the other two, Sammael and Togo?”

“Sammael and Togo didn’t show, but that’s not surprising given everything that they’re dealing with.”

“What’s going on with them?”

“Sammael advises Queen Azera of the Azera Monarchy to the east. There have been rumors that her kingdom has been mobilizing for war in the last few months.”

“War with whom?”

“My guess is they plan to take the islands south of them. They’re currently inhabited by a settlement known as Werea, which is a community for those infected with wereism. That’s also where Liberty Bay resides.”

I tilted my head. “So were-creatures aren’t naturally occurring?”

“Oh . . . no . . . it’s a terrible disease. Those possessed lose complete control and turn into raging monstrosities. Most kingdoms will slaughter and burn anyone found with it because of the devastation they can cause. It can also spread like wildfire. All it takes is a single bite.”

“How can there be a community of infected if they are all rampaging monsters?”

“It’s not a constant thing. Usually, there is a trigger, like the smell of blood.”

“So, how do they sustain themselves?”

“Through farming. Many resort to fruit-and-vegetable-based diets to help control their desires.”

“Ugh, that sounds awful,” I groaned. “If that happened to me, I’d want you to just put me out of my misery. There’s no way I could live like that.”

“If that is your desire, master,” Malice said, almost too excitedly.

I rolled my eyes. “That was a joke . . .”

Malice let out a nefarious giggle before Ophelia continued. “Togo, on the other hand, spends most of his time roaming Ossein Island. He travels between the wild clans of the north, keeping an eye on them.”

“Are they some kind of threat?”

“They could be. The wild clans serve Rendira, the Dragon Goddess of Chaos. In service to their goddess, every generation readies themselves for a raid on the mainland, spreading destruction and mayhem as far as they can. From what I’ve heard, given the numbers at which the clans have reproduced this cycle, this next one is going to be challenging for the northern and western kingdoms.”

“Which kingdoms specifically?”

“The Dupont Holy Empire and Eimalon, home of the snow elves.”

I rubbed my chin as I thought for a moment. Dupont has been my enemy number one since they came after Yda and Cartha. An enemy of my enemy? Could be useful. I stored the information away should I need it in the future.

As we marched through the city, I did so in good spirits. It felt good not having to worry about something as basic as walking. From that day forward, I told myself I wouldn’t take for granted something so simple moving forward.

It wasn’t until we reached the market that the streets became crowded. All manner of races and creeds were represented. Centaur guards stood overlooking the busy bazaar searching for pickpockets. A pair of beekin peddled their honeyed goods. A crowd gathered around two sizable orcs locked in an arm-wrestling contest as bets exchanged hands.

As we passed through, Ophelia spoke almost out of breath, trying to keep up. “You’re moving a lot better, Your Holiness.”

“Yes, thanks to Malice’s gifts.”

“You’re most welcome, master,” the elemental purred.

“Once we find the head priestess and her bodyguard, what will be your next course of action?” Ophelia asked.

“If Yda hasn’t already, I was told it was important that we pay tribute to Ikkala. So that might be a priority. Once that’s done, I want to gather everyone together to decide our next moves. We desperately need money to fund any of our long-term plans.”

“All of my resources are at your disposal should you require them.”

I cocked my brow as I looked down at her. “Everything?”

“Everything. I’ve envisioned your arrival for the majority of my life. As your herald, it’s my duty to see your will be done. So whatever or however you need of me, just ask it.”

“That’s very kind of you, Ophelia. Thank you.”

For the first time since we’d returned, she smiled. I was always a sucker for a beautiful smile, and she had one of the best. It wasn’t like I wanted to punish her. But she needed to understand her mistake. I needed to keep her close but not too close so she could work toward my forgiveness. And this was a good start.

As we approached the Desert Pearl, the volume of the lunch crowd was apparent. Once we stepped inside, I saw each of the tables was full of patrons. Kissa stood behind the bar while several other goblin men and women weaved in between the tables. Any eyes that turned my way stared with a mix of curiosity and intrigue.

After I scoured the room for my other companions and didn’t find them, I walked to the second level. When I opened our room, my stomach sank. It was empty.
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Ilunged inside and searched the room. There were no bags. No note had been left. I leaned down and smelled the bedding. Their scents were gone, replaced by a soapy fragrance.

Did they think I left them? I wondered. Did they leave the city? Where would they have gone? How will I find them?

As a dozen questions raced through my mind, I backpedaled out of the door. I raced down the stairs before marching over to the bar.

When my shadow crossed Kissa, she turned to me and gave me a toothy grin. “Hey, big un. Good to see you’re back.”

“Kissa, have you seen Yda and Cartha?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The two women I originally arrived with.”

“Ah . . . the sweetheart and her gloomy shadow.”

“Yup, those two,” I said with a short laugh.

Kissa’s face soured. “You mean you didn’t hear?”

A feeling of dread washed over me. “Hear what?”

She waved me down and mumbled under the crowd as I leaned over the bar. “The two girls waited for you for a few days. After you’d left, that cutie-pie meandered down here every few hours asking if I’d seen you. Yesterday, they eventually packed up and left. Me being the goblin of gab that I am, I asked them where they were headed off to. They said they were headed to Ikkala’s temple to pay tribute. They were gone most of the day. Later on, there was a crowd gathered outside. When I went to see what the commotion was, I saw those two girls of yours surrounded by the queen’s guard. The buff one was on the ground in chains, cursing at the guards. They marched them off shortly thereafter.”

I lurched up wide-eyed. “Where would they have taken them?”

“It was the queen’s guard, so I assume they would have been taken to the palace.”

“Which way is it?”

Kissa raised her finger and pointed. “Just head down the principal thoroughfare there. It’s behind the interior walls. You can’t miss it.”

“Thanks,” I said before darting for the door.

“Be careful, big un!” Kissa shouted from behind.

Ophelia stood waiting by the exit. I grabbed her arm and pulled her with me out into the middle of the road.

“Ow,” she groaned. “What’s wrong?”

“The queen’s guard has taken Yda and Cartha,” I said frantically. “Do you have any idea why?”

“N-no. But the queen wouldn’t do something so drastic unless it was for a specific reason.”

“Do you think she would want to kill Yda?”

“Not without a severe reason. Especially if the queen knows what she is.”

“Yda and Cartha were on the run from Archon Emperor Dupont’s inquisitors when I arrived on Talis. Could the queen have something similar?”

“The queen doesn’t follow one specific deity. She pays patronage to all. Whereas Dupont is an Anstartus zealot.”

“I remember the inquisitors declared themselves as members of the Sect of Order.”

“Yes, Anstartus is the Dragon God of Order.”

“What about Ikkala? I thought the queen worshiped him?”

“While the Sect of the Hoard maintains its largest temple here, the queen does not play favorites. If she did in fact arrest your companions, it must be for some ulterior motive. Perhaps she did it to get your attention?”

“There are a lot better ways to get my attention,” I growled. “A simple invitation would have been sufficient.”

“Normally, that would have been true. But let’s not rush to judgment. Are you certain they were arrested?”

“Kissa, the owner, said she saw Cartha on the ground in chains.”

“And she is Yda’s bodyguard?”

“Correct.”

“Then, perhaps it was a misunderstanding? If Yda and Cartha were already pursued by other kingdom’s forces, perhaps Cartha acted in defense when she saw the guards approach, believing herself to be acting in the best interest of Yda?”

I paused and mulled it over for a bit. “Yeah . . . I could see that happening. But we won’t know until we find out for ourselves.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“What other choice do I have? The queen has my head priestess. Heluna would probably renounce me if she were to get killed and I didn’t protect her.”

“Can you not commune with her?”

I shook my head. “No, not until I claim enough followers or souls for her.”

“Then, we should storm the palace and reclaim Yda by force,” Malice said.

“Silence, fiend!” Ophelia said, failing to whisper. “Are you insane? You speak of treason. If someone were to hear you, we would be on the executioner’s block before sundown.”

“She’s right,” I said. “Malice, try to keep those thoughts between us.”

“My apologies, master. I only wish for others to see your true potential like I do.”

“Enough of this discussion. There’s no point in waiting around. Let’s head to the queen’s palace.”

“I can show you the way.”

I nodded and followed Ophelia. We returned to the principal thoroughfare and headed toward the center of the city. Thirty-foot walls surrounded the queen’s palace. A stone carving in the queen’s image decorated the walls that were open behind a closed metal gate. A group of guards stood at attention until we approached. One split from the group to meet us.

“Halt!” the guard said, holding up his hand. “Lady Yarrow and guest. What business do you have to approach Queen Sekhet’s palace? We were not told to expect your arrival.”

When Ophelia glanced up, I nodded, signaling that it was okay to answer for me. “I come with the Archon of Rebirth. It is our understanding that his head priestess, Yda, and her bodyguard, Cartha, were detained by the queen’s guard yesterday. We wish to meet with Queen Sekhet to understand their detainment.”

At the declaration that I was the Archon, each of the guards glanced in my direction.

“Ah, yes. We were told that the Archon may arrive. You and His Holiness are to head straight to the throne room. I’ll send a runner ahead to inform the queen of your arrival.”

As the guard turned, he shouted orders to his men, and the metal gate screeched as it ascended. I followed Ophelia onto the palace grounds. It was rectangular, with separate buildings connected with large vine-covered walkways, saving walkers from the directness of the sun. It sat on top of an oasis. Flowing waterways ladened with decorated blue tile surrounded lush plants and green flora. It was an exemplary display of wealth in such desolate surroundings.

The interior halls of the main building were massive, creating an echo chamber for our footsteps as we walked through. Tiled mosaics displayed ancient battles and historical rulers that stood over the people. The queen’s staff roamed and cared for every inch. Not one dared look away from their duties as we walked past.

Once we got farther in, I reached my hand across Ophelia’s chest and slowed down our walk. “Before we head into the throne room, I need you to give me a quick summary of the queen and how to address her.”

Without hesitation, Ophelia nodded and spoke. “Queen Sekhet is revered as a fair and firm queen. She’s well respected by her peers and loved by the people. She is known for being shrewd and cunning when it comes to political theater and trade. Personality-wise, she’s typically rather charming and cordial but is always looking two steps ahead. There are also moments where she can be rather blunt. When she’s upset or unhappy, she can be ruthless and unforgiving. She’s someone who expects respect and will give it in return unless you’ve fallen out of favor with her.”

Ophelia took a moment to think before she continued. “Physically, she’s imposing. I believe she’s the largest royal member out of any of the kingdoms. She’s a naga. Over fifty feet in length. And hails from the Gorgoros royal bloodline, so she is of the subspecies that has snakes for hair.”

“She doesn’t turn you into stone when you look her in the eyes, does she?” I asked, half joking.

Ophelia furrowed her brow and shook her head. “No. I’m not aware of her being magically gifted.”

“How should I greet her?”

“Her title would be Her Majesty or Queen Sekhet. As far as the approach, since we are her guests, a brief bow should suffice. She will likely offer her hand, in which case you should kiss it. A good sign is if she reciprocates it by kissing your cheek.”

“That’s good to know.”

“From that point forward, I’d advise you to be respectful. Choose your lies carefully. The queen has a keen eye for fallacies. Also, do not assume nefarious intent until we have an understanding of the full story of what happened. There is likely a reason she has brought Yda here. Most likely to bring you here. Since you are a new Archon, she is going to be judging you from the moment we walk in.”

“Should I have Malice change my outfit, then?”

Ophelia tapped her lip as she looked me up and down. “No. I don’t think so. I think the queen will find it charming that an Archon is not afraid to share the look of an adventurer. There are others I would advise the opposite.”

“Anything else?”

“Tell Malice to keep her mouth shut.”

“Do not speak⁠—”

“Both of you need to be quiet,” I said firmly. “Now is not the time for your bickering.”

“As you wish, master.”

“Apologies, Your Holiness.”

“Now, is there anything else I should be concerned with?”

Ophelia gave me one more look-over before extending her hand. “Give me the walking stick.”

When I handed it to her, Ophelia waved her hands and said an incantation that created a floating portal of darkness near her body. She stuck the walking stick inside. Once it was fully inside, she wiped the portal away with her hand.

“That may give the wrong impression,” Ophelia said, rubbing her hands together.

“Thanks. If that’s everything, let’s head in.”

Ophelia led us deeper into the building until we turned into a grand hall. Four guards waited for us at the entrance and marched with us as we entered. Rows of soldiers flanked us along the exterior walls.

Lit torches lined the walls, casting everything in an orange hue. A lush red carpet led to a raised platform in the center of the room where the queen lay curled. While Ophelia had told me the queen was fifty feet long, she didn’t quite explain how big she actually was.

Her body was as wide as mine, making her even more imposing than I’d imagined. The scales along her body were tan, with dark-brown spots peppering her length. Her dress was a little more than a few strands of cloth that covered her breasts and sat low where a human’s groin would be.

She wore an elaborate golden headdress that made her seem even taller than she was. The snakes she had for hair matched her color and slithered independently of each other. A half-dozen of her staff stood over her body, massaging her while she sipped from a golden goblet.

When she saw us with her sand-colored eyes, she clapped her hands, and her staff descended from the platform. They passed us on their way out, not looking up once. A separate woman stood at the bottom of the platform. Her dress was more regal, presenting her as a person of higher status.

Once we stopped and bowed, she announced our arrival. “My queen. I present to you Ophelia Yarrow and the Archon of Rebirth.”

“Ophelia!” Queen Sekhet said with wide arms. “It’s always great to have you at my court, and I see you’ve brought a friend.”

“It’s a pleasure to be here, Your Majesty,” Ophelia said. After exchanging greetings, Ophelia smiled and nodded toward me. “This is Devon Blackthorn, Archon of the goddess Heluna, Archon of Rebirth.”

The queen slithered in front of me. Her raised body caused me to have to lean back as she positioned herself above me. She cocked a brow but maintained a cordial grin. “Blackthorn? Is this the man that has inhabited your mind for so long, Ophelia?”

The sorceress hesitated before letting out a short laugh. “The very same, Your Majesty.”

The queen lowered herself and extended her hand. While I kissed it, she continued. “The legend of the Blackthorn is a being of great destruction and strife. Tell me, Your Holiness. Should I fear you?”

I bowed again before looking up and smiling. “I come to your court in peace, Your Majesty. The only people who should fear me are my enemies.”

“And who are your enemies?”

“Those who threaten to oppose me or my goddess, and those who threaten who I hold dearest.”

After a few more seconds, the queen nodded in understanding. She leaned back and snapped her fingers. “Please retrieve High Priestess Yda and her guard.”

Ophelia shot me a worried look as the queen turned around and slithered up her platform. I tried to reassure her with a nod, but the frown didn’t leave her face.

“I hope you believe me when I say I had no ill intent in bringing your high priestess and her protection here. I only did so in an effort to have a meeting with you. As you can imagine, the world has been abuzz with the announcement of a new goddess. It was only a matter of time before she announced her high priestess and Archon. When I heard from Triace that the high priestess visited his temple to offer tribute, I sent my men to extend an invitation.”

“May I ask who Triace is, Your Majesty?”

“He’s Ikkala’s Archon. Have you two not met?”

“That’s my fault, Your Majesty,” Ophelia said. “I pulled His Holiness away when my visions foretold his arrival. Upon meeting, I thought it important to bring him to the Chalice.”

“Understandable,” Queen Sekhet said. “I’m sure everyone would like an introduction. How did they welcome you, Your Holiness?”

“With skepticism and caution, Your Majesty,” I said.

“The Chalice has shared his arrival with their members,” Ophelia said. “However, they have chosen not to acknowledge His Holiness’s appointment as the validity of my prophecy of his arrival.”

“And how does that make you feel, Ophelia? I know we’ve shared many nights speaking of your visions.”

The sorceress struggled to maintain her smile. “I do not care what the Chalice believes, Your Majesty. I am but an outcast to them.”

“So they chose ignorance . . . Interesting,” Queen Sekhet said.

As the queen thought for a moment, Yda’s excited voice shouted throughout the hall. “Devon!”

When I turned, Yda and Cartha were being led by several guards. Yda was wearing a new dress that was little more than two pieces of white, shining fabric to cover her just enough so as not to expose herself. When I locked eyes with her, she sprinted over, impressing me with the garb’s ability to stay secured around her thick portions. As I kneeled, she jumped into my arms. I squeezed her tight as her tears flowed.

“You came back,” Yda cried.

“Of course I did. I told you I would.”

“I . . . I thought you abandoned us.”

“Shh,” I whispered while rubbing her back. “I would never abandon you.”

“This is your head priestess,” Malice groaned. “Pathetic.”

“Malice . . .” I groaned internally. “Now is not the time.”

Yda pulled back as she struggled to control her breath. “I thought I did something wrong. That I failed you.”

I kissed the top of her head and wiped her tears away. “That couldn’t be further from the truth. Are both of you okay?”

Yda sniffled and nodded. “Queen Sekhet has been a most generous and accommodating host.”

When I looked up at Cartha, she nodded as well. “I heard you two were arrested?”

Both women turned to the queen, but she flicked her hand at them. “Tell your Archon what happened. I’m sure he’d rather hear your interpretation than mine.”

Cartha sighed. “It was my fault. I took the guard’s approach as a threat. We’d just come back from the Sect of the Hoard’s temple, and a group of them shouted at us. We were exposed and couldn’t chance it, so we ran. They eventually caught up to us and cornered us, so I defended Yda.”

“I think I understand,” I said, standing. I turned to the queen and bowed deeply. “Queen Sekhet, I humbly apologize for the situation. I take full responsibility for Cartha’s actions. Please understand before my appointment, Yda and Cartha were both hunted by the Archon Emperor Dupont’s inquisitors. It’s where we came from before traveling to Nubia.”

“Rise, Your Holiness,” Queen Sekhet said. “The only damage done are bruised egos of my own guards being bested by your bodyguard. If my men had better conveyed their intent on their approach, we could have avoided this. Let’s consider this a misunderstanding on both sides and put this behind us.”

“Thank you for your kindness and understanding, Your Majesty.”

“You’re welcome, Your Holiness. Please allow me to show you a proper royal welcome for you and your company.” When the queen looked at the helper who stood nearby, the mousekin woman clapped her hands.

Soldiers brought in a long wooden table and benches. The queen’s helpers set the table with gold plates and cutlery. After the table was set, her servants placed platters of food and bottles of beverages all along the table.

Even though I neither hungered nor thirsted, I found the smells delicious. There were heavy smells of cooked meats slathered in what I presumed were various herbs and spices. Steam rose from bundles of freshly baked bread. A waft of cinnamon, honey, and alcohol hit my nose as a bottle was uncorked. I felt excited to try a bit of everything.

“Please have a seat and enjoy yourselves,” Queen Sekhet said, extending her hand to the table.

Ophelia and I took the seats closest to the queen. Yda sat next to me and Cartha on her side. The queen slithered to the end while her servants made her plate. A servant stood next to us waiting patiently for our orders. I waited and watched everyone else to ensure I wasn’t breaking any customs.

“Is something wrong, Your Holiness?” Queen Sekhet asked. “Is the food or drink not to your liking?”

“No, not at all, Your Majesty,” I said with a smile. “It’s just that there are so many options. I’m having a hard time choosing.”

“Oh, there’s no need to. Please fill your belly to your heart’s content. There is plenty more should you desire it.”

I nodded and turned to the mousekin man standing next to me and pointed at each of the trays that looked appetizing to me. It was then that I noticed that all the servants I’d passed and seen were mousekin. I couldn’t help but wonder if they were slaves or chosen for a specific purpose, just like they were the favored snack of snakes back home. The thought alone sent a shiver down my back at the possibility of being served an intelligent species like some sort of cannibalism.

“Malice?” I asked in my mind.

“Yes, master?” my hidden companion replied.

“Do you know what kind of meat this is? It’s not the same people that are serving us, is it?”

Malice’s laughter rang through my head. “What a funny joke, master.”

“It’s not a joke. I’m serious.”

“Oh . . . no. At least I don’t believe so. It’s probably a harvested sow or trison meat.”

“Is there a distinction between a mousekin and a mouse?”

“Of course. A mousekin is an intelligent humanoid that shares the features of a mouse. Hence the designation of mousekin. A mouse is a rodent. An animal.”

“Thank you for clarifying.”

“Only monsters or deranged beasts are known to eat others.”

“Like the weres Ophelia was talking about before.”

“Correct.”

I paused; thankful I wasn’t dealing with a world full of cannibals. “But when I saw your class, it listed you as a Monster, too.”

“Elementals are different. We exist by feeding off the environment around us or through siphoning magic.”

“So not all monsters, then.”

“Yes. I apologize for the confusion.”

“It’s fine. I just wanted to better understand.”

The meats were familiar with a different aftertaste. They tasted like baked pork and grilled beef. The paired beverage reflected its scent. It wasn’t overly alcoholic, and I found it soothing on my throat. The first few minutes we ate in silence until the queen spoke up.

“So tell me, Your Holiness,” Queen Sekhet said, “is this your first time in Nubia?”

“It is, Your Majesty,” I said, tapping my lips with the provided handkerchief.

“And how do you like it?”

“I’ve enjoyed my time thus far. I spent some time at the bazaar, where I was able to make a few purchases from the Djinn. We also stayed at the Desert Pearl and found the accommodations and staff welcoming. Although, I’ve found myself second-guessing my clothing choices during the day.”

“Ah, yes, the heat can be overbearing at times. But I hope the city’s amenities, attractions, and culture more than make up for it.”

“They have indeed. I’ve enjoyed walking the city streets at night. They have provided a lovely ambiance.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Do you plan on staying long? Perhaps to make Nubia a permanent residence for your new sect?”

I could see what the queen was doing. She was gathering information to make an assessment and get the upper hand in a deal should one be made. I knew I needed to be careful to appease her questions while not tipping my hand completely in the event it could prove costly down the road.

“Currently, I’m uncertain. We came to Nubia as a haven from Dupont’s inquisitors, as I spoke of earlier. We’re in the infancy of our sect and have been on the run since its inception, so we haven’t had a moment to sit down and make any long-term plans.”

“I’m sure you must have some idea?” Queen Sekhet pressed. “Five years from now, where would you like to see it be?”

I took a sip of my drink and smiled. “As with any Archon, I would love to see my sect grow. So, we’d obviously be looking to spread our goddess’s message throughout Talis. I would also like to see us established somewhere permanent and build a temple.”

“As expected from an Archon.” Queen Sekhet laughed. “Should you wish to have Yda or any other members spread your goddess’s word, please note it will require a permit from our city clerk. When you’re ready to locate somewhere permanent, come see me. We could discuss what Nubia can offer you.”

“I appreciate that, Your Majesty,” I said with a slight nod. “I will certainly keep that in mind.”

The queen smiled before raising her glass. “Let us toast to your sect’s good fortune.”

After we cheered, we all lifted our glasses. As I drank, I felt the queen’s piercing gaze on me. When I looked up, her eyes stared at me from above the edge of her goblet. I couldn’t quite place what it was.

Intrigue? I wondered. Attraction?

When she put down her glass, her smile revealed her excessively long fangs. “Your Holiness, would you mind answering a . . . personal question?”

“Uh—of course, Your Majesty.”

“Your name carries many assumptions, and your goddess adds even more. So, if I may, I’d like to know what kind of Archon you are.”

My lips twisted as I thought for a moment. I had a troubling suspicion that how I answered could completely warp the queen’s perception of me. She’d seemed cordial up to this point, and I thought having an ally like her could be useful.

With my mindset, I looked up at her with as strong a conviction as I could muster and said, “I’m strong-willed but considerate. I believe in a firm hand but compassion⁠—”

“No, no, Your Holiness,” Queen Sekhet said, waving her hand. “I do not wish to know what kind of man you are. I wish to know what kind of Archon you are.”

I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t understand how one differs from the other, Your Majesty.”

“Let me clarify. Triace is a wonderful man and a perfect Archon for Ikkala. The boons that she has blessed him with give him an excellent mind, able to calculate the treasury of every kingdom on Talis down to the copper. However, he spends his time locked away in his temple, surrounded by mountains of parchment. What I want to know is whether Heluna blessed you with powers that suit the name Blackthorn or not?”

In that split second, I decided I would not shy away from my name with her. “Yes, she has.”

“And what have you done with this power so far?”

“So far, I’ve defended Yda and Cartha from Dupont’s inquisitors and visited Nubia.”

“Dupont’s inquisitors . . . Did you kill them?”

“Without hesitation,” I said coldly.

Queen Sekhet nodded slowly. She took another sip of her drink, her vertically slit eyes not once looking away from me. When she set her goblet down, she slithered to my side and extended her hand. “Your Holiness, would you mind accompanying me? I’d like to speak privately.”

I glanced at Ophelia, who smiled and nodded. Leaning next to Yda, I whispered, “I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.”

She squeezed my pinky finger, holding on to it until she couldn’t. I stood and extended my arm to the queen. She lowered herself below me to grab it.

It proved she was posturing earlier to make herself taller. To see how I would react, I assumed. We exited the hall from where I’d entered earlier and continued into the palace.

“It’s a good thing you chose to visit Nubia after you left Dupont’s territory,” Queen Sekhet said.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“I have no love for Dupont. He’s a bigoted tyrant who’s only gotten where he is thanks to his power. If you’d gone anywhere else, they’d likely arrested you, imprisoned you, or worse, given there’s not a lot of love for Heluna among the other gods and goddesses.”

“When we were deciding where to go, this seemed like the only viable option. I thank you for being so welcoming.”

Queen Sekhet nodded, and we continued on. We ascended stairs and walked our way through corridors. Throughout the tour, the queen pointed out several pieces of artwork that were her favorites. We concluded the tour on a shaded balcony that overlooked the entire city. A resting pad and lounge chair sat waiting for us, along with several servants holding giant fans. We were served chilled beverages that tasted like spiced coffee—an enjoyable conclusion to a wonderful meal.

After taking our seats, the queen said, “This is one of my favorite places in the palace.”

“I can see why,” I said, pointing forward. “It’s got a beautiful view.”

“I come up here daily. It’s a great place for contemplation.”

“I bet it’s even better at night.”

“Do you enjoy looking at the sky, Your Holiness?”

“I do. Coming here, I found myself wanting to spend hours just gazing up.”

“The Elder’s creations are quite something. Even as a queen, gazing up at the expanse above makes me feel so insignificant. Like no matter what I do, it pales in comparison.”

“That’s one way to look at it. Another could be that we are rewarded with the time we are given, and those who spend it well are rewarded by living forever in the memories of those they leave behind and those who remember them.”

The queen leaned back with hooded eyes. “I like that.”

We clinked glasses and shared smiles. While it was nice to share her company, I knew there was a reason she brought me here. I shifted in my chair and turned toward her.

“I don’t mean to be rude, Your Majesty, especially given all the kindness you’ve shown me thus far. But I believe there must be a reason you brought me here. And it isn’t to discuss the stars.”

The queen licked the drink off her lips and set her cup down. “To business, then?”

“Please.”

“How familiar are you with the Free Cities of Marta?”

I cocked my brow. “Not overly, but it’s my understanding it’s ruled by a bunch of cutthroats and pirates who’ve sort of started their own kingdom.”

“Calling it a kingdom gives them undeserved authority.” Queen Sekhet scoffed. “It’s nothing more than a bunch of thugs and ruffians trying to play as rulers.”

“For it to get as large as I’ve heard, they must have been working on it for a while.”

“True. We’ve been monitoring it since my scouts first saw that someone was inhabiting the Isles of Marta. Initially, we thought nothing of it. The reason generations have left those islands alone is because they are filled with deadly vegetation and wild beasts. So we expected it to disappear in time.”

“But that didn’t happen.”

“Yes and no. Many have come and perished. Because of the difficulties. The expansion has taken them almost a decade to get where they are. I’ll say one thing: I respect their grit.”

“So, what seems to be the problem?”

“The problem is twofold. Our city runs on trade and tourism. Our location makes it so that anything coming through the south of Talis comes through us. We are open to all walks of life, so long as you can pay the tithe. However, we are not a coastal city. Liberty Bay is. Because of Dupont’s bigoted nature, Bismark’s expansion, and the giant wasteland that is the Corrupted Plains, travelers are finding it harder to get to Nubia.”

“My understanding is your kingdom expands all across the desert. What about building your own docks?”

“We are in the process of building a settlement on the coast with its own docks. However, by the time we finish, it’s my belief that the effort will be all for naught. They are farther north than we are. My fear is that many people traveling from the north by boat would rather take the shorter journey.”

“Makes sense. I always hated long drives or flights.”

“You can fly?” Queen Sekhet asked, wide-eyed. “Is that one of Heluna’s gifts?”

“No— I . . . My apologies. That was a poor choice of words. You were saying the problem was twofold?”

“Yes. The other is a more delicate matter. In my effort to get ahead of the problem, I sent an envoy several weeks ago, hoping to establish some sort of agreement with the leaders of Liberty Bay. However, instead of a cordial response, I received a ransom letter asking for one thousand gold per head.”

I sat up. “That’s . . . a dangerous move on their part.”

“But that’s not all . . . The envoy was composed of one ambassador and ten guards. The ambassador is my daughter.”

I nearly jumped out of my seat. “They have your daughter?”

“Yes. But they don’t know who she truly is. I’ve kept Khepri secluded her entire childhood. After losing my husband, I became obsessed with her protection. To the point of bordering on madness. Over time, she grew resentful. I did the best that I could, but I realized when she became a woman, I could no longer control her. She was already sneaking out of the palace almost daily. As an extension of goodwill, I gave her a position in my court. She always wanted to travel, so against my better judgment, I allowed her to become my ambassador. I figured it would be good for her to meet with other kingdoms so that when she takes my place, she would have a foundation of experience.”

“Let me guess. This was her first mission?”

Sorrow filled Queen Sekhet’s eyes as she slowly nodded.

I reached out my hand and set it on the queen’s scales. “I’m sorry. This must be very hard for you.”

I could see she wanted to break, but like the powerful queen she was, she suppressed any emotion. “Thank you, Your Holiness.”

“What do you want done?” I asked.

“Your major priority is to rescue my daughter. No one else is important. They already failed me in not protecting her.”

“And the others?”

“I want you to become the Blackthorn. Burn Liberty Bay to the ground. Make sure those who captured my daughter suffer.”

Listen to the queen, master, Malice whispered into my mind. She grants you the opportunity to see your true self. Destruction of this city will spread your name far and wide. Fear is a powerful tool.

I ignored Malice’s musings, as there was a more important question. “And the offer?”

“What offer could a mother place on their child’s life? Don’t worry, Your Holiness. If you bring my daughter safely to me, I will be in your debt.”

“I have to ask, Your Majesty, why me?”

“There are only a few individuals who I believe could pull this off. If I were to send my soldiers, she would be dead before they got off the boat. This needs an outsider. Someone with the power to see it through without complications. That’s why I asked you so many questions today.”

“You were seeing if I was capable.”

“I was. I’m not ashamed to admit it. You seem perfectly suited. No one knows who you are nor the power you wield. I believe you to be my best shot to see my daughter again.”

“But you just met me. How do you know you can trust me with this?”

“I’ve always been good at reading people, Your Holiness. I believe you are true to who you present yourself to be. And whether it’s by divine intervention, you remind me of my husband. And I’m taking that as a sign.”

I leaned back. “Your husband was human.”

Queen Sekhet beamed. “He was, and I think you two would have gotten along well.”

I stood from my seat and stared out at the city in front of me. The queen demanded a tall order. I had no idea if the daughter was alive or dead. If I came back with a corpse, she would resent me forever. However, the blank check she offered was an enticing proposal. Using Nubia as a foundation for our expansion would help kick-start our growth. I just needed to see how far the queen would go.

I turned around with a furrowed brow. “I am sympathetic to your plight, Queen Sekhet. However, I do not believe you fully understand what you ask. Once you enter this agreement with me, Devon Blackthorn, there will be no way to rescind it. My cost will be great, and I will expect you to honor your word.”

For the first time, I saw the queen waver. Her eyes darted and flashed with fear. She knew I meant it. After taking a drink, she leaned up at eye level and said, “I will.”

I grinned wildly. “Then, we have a deal.”
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ARRIVAL AT LIBERTY BAY


After concluding my meeting with the queen, I ventured back to the queen’s great hall with an armed escort. Yda, Cartha, and Ophelia were right where I’d left them. Seeing Ophelia and Yda sharing smiles at the tail end of a conversation filled me with a sigh of relief. Having two prickly pears on my team with one in my head was more drama than I needed.

“Your Holiness!” Yda shouted as I approached. “How was the meeting with the queen?”

“It went well,” I said, resting my fists on my hips. “My priorities have shifted a bit.”

“Oh?” Ophelia asked, tilting her head. “How so?”

“Not here,” I said, extending my hand to Yda. “Let’s depart. Ophelia, is it all right if we head back to your tower?”

“Certainly, Your Holiness.”

After the trio finished their drinks, we departed the queen’s palace. On our way through the city, Yda and Ophelia recalled what they’d discussed. They’d introduced themselves to save me the trouble. They also filled me in on the specifics of the time we were separated.

Yda and Cartha’s offering to Ikkala was rather uneventful. They met with Triace’s head priestess, who welcomed their hefty tribute that nearly brought us back to square one. Part of me wanted to shout, but Yda’s confidence in the matter made me realize it was the expected offering to the God of the Hoard.

I spoke of my trials with Malice and introduced her to Yda and Cartha. While curt, I was pleased the fire vixen did not express her true feelings about Yda as my head priestess. I had a feeling she felt she was best poised for the position, given her convictions of how I should do things.

When we stepped into Ophelia’s tower, Yda gasped. “Wow, Lady Yarrow, your home is wonderful.”

“Thank you, Mother Ansi,” Ophelia said. “It suits my needs. Please make yourself at home. Should you need something, do not hesitate to ask.”

I paused when I heard the name and title. “Mother . . . Ansi?”

“It’s the formal honorific for a head priestess with my family name,” Yda said before turning back to Ophelia. “Please do not feel like you have to be so formal with me, Lady Yarrow, given we both serve His Holiness.”

“Very well, Yda.”

The two shared a brief nod before Cartha spoke. “Same with me. If anyone here starts calling me Lady Orrawyn, we’re going to have problems.”

“Well, if everyone else is doing it,” I said. “Then, you all can call me⁠—”

“No!” Malice shouted. “I will not taint your position by calling you by your name. You are the Blackthorn! You demand our respect.”

“For once, I agree with Malice,” Ophelia said. “It’s fine for us because we are peers. You are our lord, our leader. Anything less would be a slight against you. Gods forbid we’re in a delegation with other Archons or royalty. If they were to hear us call you by your first name, it could be taken as a sign of weakness.”

“Huh. I guess I never thought about it like that. I only wanted you all to feel comfortable.”

Cartha strolled over to my side and tapped my arm. “Don’t you worry, Devon. I’ll call you by your first name.”

“Cartha!” Yda yelled.

“Oh stop.” The elven soldier waved. “It was just a joke.”

The horned priestess walked over and pressed herself into my leg. “Don’t worry about us, Your Holiness. We’re comfortable.”

I reached down and rolled my hand through Yda’s hair, who beamed with delight.

With a wave of her hands, Ophelia summoned several bottles and goblets. She filled them up and handed them out to everyone. I assumed it was wine, but it tasted sweet and tart, like fruit juice with alcohol in it.

As the others sipped on their drinks, I sat mine down and asked, “Ophelia, can you get that map?”

“Of course,” the sorceress said. She walked over to a bookshelf that was stuffed full of rolled-up scrolls. “I think I have one down here.” When she found it, she pulled it from the stack and set it down on the table. After unrolling it, she placed her goblet and wine bottle along the edges so it didn’t roll back up.

The world was smaller than I expected, with only one enormous landmass and a few different island chains. I assumed the void in between each of the marked masses was the ocean. The northern part of the planet also seemed to be steeped in high altitudes and mountains, while the farther south one went, the flatter the world got.

I found Nubia near the bottom and tapped it with my finger. “So we’re here.”

“Correct,” Ophelia said.

“And these islands to the right are the Free Cities of Marta.”

“That’s also correct. Do they have something to do with what the queen discussed with you?”

I double-checked that the doors were completely sealed behind us before continuing. “Yeah. As I discussed with each of you, my priority for us has been to build the sect. Ideally, I’d like to establish a location where we have full control so we can spread Heluna’s message free of any constraints. However, this is going to require a significant amount of capital. Not only are we going to have to find the land, but we’ll need to improve upon it and incentivize our followers to make the trek across Talis. But doing so will open us up to external threats. To defend ourselves, we’ll need defensive structures, an army, and supply stores.”

“But I’m still unclear what this has to do with the Free States of Marta?”

“I’m getting to that,” I said, holding up my hand. “The queen has offered us an opportunity to solve our capital problem. A few weeks ago, the queen sent a diplomatic envoy to Liberty Bay because she fears they are growing too fast, and it will impact the trade and tourism of Nubia. Unfortunately for her, the leaders of Liberty Bay imprisoned the envoy and are now trying to ransom them back to the queen.”

“The fools think they can try to ransom with Queen Sekhet?” Ophelia scoffed. “They’ve just guaranteed their deaths and everyone else on that island.”

“But there’s a problem. The diplomat that the queen sent with the envoy was her daughter.”

Ophelia gasped and cupped her mouth. “I wondered where the princess was!”

“That’s horrible,” Yda said, lowering her head.

“Yeah,” I said. “Which is why the queen hasn’t sent her army to storm Liberty Bay. She’s worried that by doing so, they’ll kill her.”

“They likely would if she’s not already dead,” Cartha said.

“Which is something that we’ll need to find out.”

Cartha hesitated and furrowed her brow. “Wait. You want us to rescue the princess?”

“Yes. Queen Sekhet asked me to.”

“Why would you accept that?”

“Because it solves our money problem. The queen has pretty much given me a blank promise of anything I ask for should we bring her daughter back. It’s my understanding that Queen Sekhet is extremely wealthy.”

“Easily one of the wealthiest rulers on Talis,” Ophelia said. “There’s a reason why Ikkala’s largest temple is here.”

“So, by bringing her daughter back safely, we’ve found ourselves a patron for our expansion,” I said with a bemused grin.

“What if she’s dead?” Cartha asked.

“Then, we’ll be right back where we are. I don’t think Queen Sekhet will be hostile to us, but I also don’t think she’ll want us sticking around. We’d probably have to find somewhere else to locate, but we’re going to be doing that anyway once we’ve identified the best location for our kingdom.”

“What about me?” Yda asked, looking up through her eyelashes. “I’m not a fighter.”

“I know,” I said with a warm smile. “But I think it’s better for you to stay with us after what just happened. I’m not planning on going in there and blowing up the place. At least not initially. We’ll need to do some information-gathering first. We can ensure someone is always here with you.”

“What is your plan?” Cartha asked.

“You’re an elven soldier, right?” I asked, pointing right back at her. “What if I were to ask you to hunt down the princess?”

“That’s not my purpose,” Cartha said, swiping her hand. “I’m here to protect Yda, not do your dirty work.”

“How dare you speak to the master that way!” Malice hissed. “I should boil you⁠—”

“Malice, it’s all right,” I said before addressing Cartha again. “You’ve heard my plan. Yda is coming with me. With your help, we can find the princess quicker and build a settlement to protect her.”

“She’s more than welcome to stay in the tower,” Ophelia said. “It’s one of the safest places to be. It’s magically protected from internal and external threats.”

“Leaving Yda by herself in Nubia is out of the question,” Cartha said.

“I didn’t imply we’d leave her here. We’ll take her with us.”

“How?”

Ophelia walked into the center of the room. As she raised her hand, a pylon ascended from a hidden door in the floor. It continued until it was parallel with the crystals that hung above the arches.

“You didn’t really think this tower was built here, did you?” the sorceress asked.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing to the metal cylinder.

“It’s an electrical transversal rod that’s built into the tower. All the Chalice ruling members have their own abodes built with similar instruments. Given our tasks require relocating for decades at a time, it’s beneficial to transport your entire home with you.”

“That’s efficient. So if we want to head to Liberty Bay, can you get us there immediately?”

“Yes. It would take about a minute for the ritual and just a few seconds for us to reach the settlement.”

“That saves us having to charter a boat.” I laughed. “How often can you move it?”

“Ideally, no more than once per day. The ritual and amount of power required weighs not only a heavy toll on the structure but also on me. Doing it more often would be negligent.”

“Good to know,” I said before turning to Cartha. “So we have a way to protect Yda and bring her along. Is that sufficient for you?”

Cartha crossed her arms and turned away.

The small, red-eyed priestess walked over to her friend and pulled on her arm. “Come on, Cartha . . . for me?”

The elven soldier glanced back at me before looking down at Yda. She groaned and turned back around. “I still don’t like this. What would you have me do?”

I paced back and forth as I thought about it. “What do we know of the people who run Liberty Bay?”

“They call themselves Liberty’s Trinity. There are three heads: Lady Florence, Venom Vedatori, and Brick “the Butcher” Elkhart. Lady Florence runs the brothel. She . . . acquires talent from all across Talis.”

“When you say ‘acquires,’ do you mean⁠—”

Cartha just nodded with a scowl as she continued. “Venom Vedatori is an alchemist famed for the creation of Phoenix Fire. It’s a recreational drug known for its intense out-of-body high. And Brick . . . well, I’m sure you can guess what he’s there for.”

“The muscle.”

“Yeah . . . his group of thugs keeps Liberty Bay running. But they’re known to shake down unlucky tourists and charge the locals exorbitant protection fees to maintain their businesses.”

“If it’s so bad, why do people stay?”

“Most people who are permanent residents are just as crooked as those three. They also don’t get taxed like most rulers. Sure, they may get shaken down or have to pay protection money, but people are stupid and see themselves free from royalty rule, only to exchange one leader for another.”

“The idea of burning the whole place down is becoming more and more appealing.”

“Yes!” Malice shouted. “The sooner we travel, the sooner you can reap more souls, and the sooner you can grow in power.”

“There will be a time for that later,” I said, holding up my hand. “Our priority needs to be finding the princess and gathering information. Once she’s safe, we can see about the rest.”

“You plan to destroy Liberty Bay?” Cartha asked with pointed brows.

“Yeah. It’s a request of Queen Sekhet’s. It’s a threat to Nubia. That was the second request. If we find her daughter dead, she wants it done as well.”

“Rescuing the princess, I understand. Even getting revenge on Liberty’s Trinity, I understand. But you’re seriously considering laying waste to the entire area? What of the civilians? Shopkeepers? Do they deserve to die?”

“You just said it yourself that the residents are just as crooked as those three.”

“Yeah . . . it’s just . . .”

While Cartha hesitated, Yda spoke up. “Death is part of the natural cycle, Cartha. And it is our duty to honor the cycle, whether or not we have a direct hand in it. And through these individual sacrifices, we fulfill our goddess’s mission. Do not weep for them, for they fulfill their purpose in the cycle.”

Cartha’s jaw dropped. “Yda . . . you can’t be serious. Back in Amonduin, you would have never advocated harming another.”

“I’m not the same girl as when we first met,” the priestess said sternly. “When I accepted Heluna in my heart, her mission became mine. I serve her divine vision for which the Archon is the architect.”

Cartha laughed as she paced back and forth before pointing her thumb at her chest. “Fine. If this is what you want, then I will help you find the princess. But don’t expect me to slaughter people just because your goddess deems it fair. I make my own choices. No one rules me.”

“No one is asking you to, Cartha,” I said calmly. “With your skills, I want you searching for her and gathering information.”

“Whatever,” the elven soldier said, turning away.

“Will the jump make a lot of noise?” I asked the sorceress.

“Oh, yes,” Ophelia said, smiling. “The tower rides a bolt of lightning. So that’s what it will sound like once we arrive. It will be startling if there is no rain.”

“Perfect!” I shouted.

“Perfect?” Cartha asked. “I thought our entire plan centered on infiltration?”

I took off my necklace and handed it to Cartha. “It is. This is for you.”

Just like before, Cartha hesitated and blushed before putting it around her neck and groaning. “Ugh, I hate this thing.”

“So, this is the plan. We’re going to attack this from two different angles. One direct and one from the shadows.” I pointed to the elven soldier. “Cartha, I want you to jump ahead of us using the amulet and start searching for the princess and gathering information. Some important things that would be helpful: How many men does the Butcher employ? Are there any known weaknesses we can exploit? Is there anything we should be cautious of, like formidable foes, defenses, or weapons? Are there any magic wielders?”

“That’s a lot to gather in a short amount of time,” Cartha said.

“Just do your best,” I said with a smile. “I’m not expecting a miracle. Some of the information may reveal itself with our intervention.”

“I’ll be surprised if there are any true sorcerers there,” Ophelia said. “The three heads of Liberty’s Trinity are the ones you’re most likely going to have to worry about.”

“What are you all going to be doing while I start?” Cartha asked.

“We’ll arrive shortly thereafter as the distraction,” I said. “I’ll pull all the attention on me as the Blackthorn, even playing it up a bit. When the Butcher’s men come to us, and I’m certain they will, I will demand an audience with Liberty’s Trinity.”

“Getting them together is wise, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said. “If I may join you, I could try to touch them or obtain an artifact of theirs. From that point forward, I will be able to perform a ritual to trace their steps. We could see where they travel.”

“How many can you do at once?” I asked.

“Just one. It requires my full concentration.”

“Got anything else you might find useful? You can’t just envision the princess’s location, can you?”

“No, unfortunately,” Ophelia said after a short laugh. “The visions are more of a burden than a boon.”

“Damn, that would have been useful.”

As the blonde bombshell and I shared a laugh, Cartha interjected. “What if the Butcher doesn’t send his men?”

“Then, it gives me more time to prepare,” I said before glancing back at Ophelia. “You said you had a full library here, correct?”

“Yes, I have three.”

“Can I get all the books and scrolls you have on combat and Death Magic?”

Ophelia tapped on her chin as she thought for a moment. “Hmmm . . . I don’t think I have a lot on those topics, given they are outside of my expertise. However, I’m sure I can scrounge something up.”

“How would you learn new magic?”

“Through reading and application.”

“So when you call yourself a sorcerer, you’re more like a wizard?”

Ophelia furrowed her brow and leaned back. “I’ve never heard such a term. All the Star-Touched are sorcerers, which gives us the ability to use the void to cast our magics. But to do so, we must learn the various spells and then apply those lessons through rigorous training.”

“Yeah, that sounds more like a wizard to me.”

As Ophelia shrugged, Yda asked, “What about me, Your Holiness? What shall I do?”

“That’s a great question,” I said. My eyes scoured the room before landing on the map. “Ah . . . why don’t you work on our future plans?”

“How so?”

I leaned forward and tapped on the map. “Leverage Ophelia’s library and find us a perfect location for our kingdom. We’ll want to find somewhere self-sustaining, with natural defenses, and somewhere either not claimed or where we could claim without issue. I’d also like you to work on plans for how we spread Heluna’s message throughout Talis. How do we get people to want to come to us? Does that make sense?”

Yda hopped with excitement. “Yes!”

“Good.”

“I can help you, too, Yda,” Ophelia said.

“I would welcome any assistance you could offer,” the horned priestess said.

As the two shared a smile, Cartha cleared her throat to pull our attention to her. “Well, I guess I should get going.”

“Be careful!” Yda called.

“Yes, please take care of yourself,” I added. “If you run into any trouble, do not hesitate to retreat to the tower. We will be behind you in just a few minutes. If things get out of our control, we’ll have Ophelia move us back to Nubia, and I’ll deal with the queen.”

With a firm nod, Cartha gripped her hand on the necklace. She took a few quick breaths before triggering the spell. The red rock glowed before a sphere of darkness surrounded her in an instant. It pulled her into itself, and she disappeared.

“Would you like me to gather your requested material first, or would you like us to follow?” Ophelia asked, pointing behind her.

“Let’s jump first, and then we’ll go.”

“As you command.”

As the sorceress waved her arms in the air and spouted an incantation, small sparks of electricity popped from the metal sphere on top of the rod. With each passing second, the electricity faded in and out of existence until it became constant.

Ophelia directed a bolt to each of the crystals that hovered on the walls, causing them to spin. A pulse of circular electricity ascended from each of the points into the endless void above. The state repeated until the ceiling was a constant cylinder of light.

The power presented astonished me. Loose papers flapped in the intensity, and static caused all of my hair to stand on end. The entire structure vibrated like a freight train.

“Get ready!” Ophelia shouted.

Yda wrapped herself around my leg and closed her eyes while I stared into the circle of light above. When the spell activated, the entire structure warped into a thin noodle. The speed was so fast I could barely follow its chaotic movements as it weaved toward our destination.

With a crackling boom of lightning, the tower slammed into the earth and shook. The winding discharge of the rod flickered before descending back into the floor. I gazed over at Ophelia, whose body was covered in sweat.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“Y-yes,” Ophelia said, taking in a deep breath. “Just give me a moment, and I should be fine.”

Once she caught her breath and straightened, I pointed upward. “Is it possible to get a view from the top of the tower?”

“Of course,” Ophelia said. She clutched her gut as she shuffled to one of the nearby arches. With a clenched jaw, she opened the golden portal at one of the walls. “P-please feel free to enter,” she groaned.

When I approached, a small bead of blood dripped from her nose. “You’re bleeding,” I said, grabbing a nearby handkerchief and wiping her nose. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Y-yeah. The spell just takes a lot of power. I’m going to take a seat and recuperate while you look around.”

After handing her the cloth, I nodded and walked with Yda into the portal. A gust of warm, humid air hit me in the face. The salty smell of the ocean weaved its way into my nose. Yda held on to me with a death grip as I walked to the tower’s unrailed edge.

Ophelia had landed our building on a small incline on the side of the island overlooking Liberty Bay. Tropical forests surrounded us except for the settlement. Seabird and wild animal calls filled the nearby area.

As I looked over the area below, I guessed there were more than a thousand different shacks, homes, and shops. The buildings were all composed of the same white wood as the trees they replaced. Those close to the shore stood on wooden columns. Thatched roofs and awnings provided protection from the sun. They huddled together for support, leaving small, winding alleyways perfect for ambushes.

The city was built around the docks that lined the nearby coast. Dozens of ships of all shapes and sizes waded in the local water. Sailors transported goods to and from the vessels.

As I continued to scour our surroundings, I saw the people exit the buildings like ants as they investigated our arrival. A loud horn echoed from the city, and I smiled.

“Looks like we got their attention.”
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LEARNING CONTROL


By the time we ventured back through the arch, Ophelia was nowhere to be seen. However, another portal was lit. Curiosity took hold, and I walked through with Yda close behind. After stepping through, we found ourselves in a library.

The main floor was full of wooden tables and chairs, and inkwells and blank parchment lay on their surfaces. Several lounge chairs covered in blankets provided a cozy area for relaxation.

As we stepped inside, the musty smell of old leather scratched my nose. Dozens of floating orbs of green light that reminded me of fireflies illuminated the room.

The room was cylindrical, just like the main floor. Tall bookshelves sat stacked on top of one another, only accessible by ladders on rails. A spiral staircase rose five levels, each sectioned off by a metal handrail.

As I glanced about the room, I found Ophelia dangling from the side of a ladder. She pulled out a book, and it floated onto a stack behind her. After sliding down, she descended the nearby steps.

“Hey, Ophelia,” I called.

“Oh good, you’re here,” the sorceress said.

“This is impressive. How many books do you have?”

“Not including scrolls, 157,221. And yes, I have them all memorized.”

“Is it all magic?”

“Oh no,” Ophelia said, shaking her head. “While the majority is academic, the remainder are stories, ballads, biographies, and history.”

“It’s a beautiful collection,” Yda said. “It makes me want to grab a book and crawl into a small nook.”

“By all means, feel free to. What’s mine is yours. You’re welcome to traverse the tower as you please.”

“How would I use the portals?”

“Can you cast magic?”

Yda lowered her head and shook it. “No. Most head priestesses are gifted magic by their divine. But for some reason, Heluna has not done so for me.”

I patted Yda on the back. “I’m sure it will only be a matter of time. She’s probably just testing you, and she will reward you for your dedication.”

“You’re probably right, Your Holiness,” the red-eyed cutie said with conviction.

I felt a little bad knowing full well that it was most likely because Heluna had given me all her available power upon my rebirth. I made a mental note to ask her about it once we’d claimed enough souls and followers for her to contact us.

As Ophelia approached us, she spun a circle with her finger, opening a portal of darkness. She pulled out a small crystal before handing it to the priestess. “This is for you.”

“What is it?” Yda asked, examining it.

“It’s a transportation crystal. It syncs with the ones above each arch. All you have to do is concentrate on where you want to go, and the portal will open. How about I take you both on a quick tour?”

“I’d love that.”

Before I could respond, a deep ring of bells echoed throughout the room.

“What was that?” I asked, pointing up in the air.

“It’s the alarm,” Ophelia said. “Someone is at the door.”

The sorceress reached into her pocket dimension and pulled out a crystal ball the size of a basketball. As she concentrated on the sphere, the cloudy surface cleared to reveal a group of a dozen armed men standing outside the tower door.

They all wore matching armbands bearing the image of a dagger on top of a sun. An assortment of leather and cloth armor covered their bodies, with some wearing none at all. A man with sharp-pointed, doglike ears led them. It was he who pounded on the door, with a sword drawn in his other hand.

“Looks like our arrival worked better than expected,” Ophelia said, pointing to the image.

“When Yda and I went to the top of the tower, we heard them blast some kind of alarm horn,” I said. “The whole area woke up like we’d kicked a beehive.”

“The tower’s arrival makes an entrance.”

“I’m going to go down there.”

“Do you want me to be with you?”

I shook my head. “No. You two stay up here and watch. Make sure the doors close behind me. I don’t want anyone slipping in.”

“They couldn’t if they tried. But I’ll do as you say and make sure the doors stay sealed.”

As I headed toward the portal, Yda shouted. “Be careful!”

I smirked as I waved and said, “I’ll think about it.”

When I stepped into the main floor, I headed for my bag. I picked up my hammer and spun it in my hands. While I didn’t necessarily want this encounter to end in bloodshed, I wanted to be prepared just in case. My goal was fear, and through it, manipulation.

“Malice, can you shift my clothing again?” I asked.

“Of course, master. What do you need?”

“I want to make a presence. Give me a full suit of black armor that would strike fear into anyone who laid their eyes upon me. Make me intimidating. Make me the Blackthorn.”

Malice let out a pure, evil cackle as my clothes shifted. “Yes, master! I will craft you a most intimidating form. You will be death incarnate. A walking mass of steel, smoke, and flame. A blackened tower that will burn fear into their hearts.”

By the time she finished, I was covered in a full suit of plate armor, and each of my steps rang with hellish purpose. Black smoke and small embers radiated from me. While I couldn’t see my reflection, what I could see put a wicked smile on my face.

As I approached the tower’s doors, they opened outward. I had to suppress my laughter as each of the men lurched back. Their eyes widened, and they cowered.

I waited until the doors were sealed shut before I put on my best villain voice, deep and booming as I yelled, “Who dares approach my home?”

All the men shot glances at the leader, but no one spoke. They just stared, their eyes darting and their bodies shaking.

“Answer me!” I shouted once more.

To the leader’s credit, he swallowed hard before stammering like a lost pup. “W-we are the Duskblade.”

“And why have you come to my door?”

“Y-you’re trespassing on land owned by Liberty’s Trinity. You cannot be here.”

I took a step forward and loomed over the man. “I go where I wish.”

“Our leaders require you to pay a fee.”

“You dare come to my home, slam on my door, and then try to command me to pay some tithe? I should kill you where you stand.” The man leaned back, almost parallel to the ground. I straightened and pointed at the city. “Go back to your masters. Tell them if they wish for me to pay, then I demand an audience.”

“Go!” the thug said, backpedaling with his men. “You heard him!”

The group of men scurried back down the hill, passing a growing crowd that gathered to see what the commotion was. All it took was one step forward from me before the crowd dispersed. The mounting feeling of authority and power was intoxicating.

“You should have killed one, master,” Malice whispered. “Make them witness your might. It could have led to a better deliberation with the worms that lead this worthless band of degenerates.”

“Perhaps,” I said. “But it could have also caused them to attack us immediately in force and send the settlement into chaos. We need to give Cartha time to gather information and to find the princess. I also need to increase my arsenal.”

“How so?”

“I need to become better. Grow in power. That’s why I asked for the books from Ophelia.”

“Obtaining souls is another way . . .”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah I know, but those are for Heluna. There are other, less violent ways of gaining power.”

“But not as fun . . .” Malice said, her smile clear in her voice.

I just shook my head. There wouldn’t be a way to win with Malice. Even though being feared felt good, I didn’t intend to become some evil lord. For situations like these, it was useful as a tool. I just needed to be careful not to let it go to my head, as I could already feel its influence weighing on my decisions.

I turned around and walked back inside. Once the doors closed behind me, I returned to the library where Ophelia and Yda were staring at the crystal ball. Upon entering the room, they both winced and cowered.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, stepping forward.

“Stay back!” Yda cried.

I froze.

“It’s your hatred,” Ophelia said, shielding her face. “It’s . . . overwhelming.”

“Malice, is this your doing?”

“It’s me and you, master,” the elemental purred. “I’m feeding off your Charisma stat and exerting it through the armor. You asked to be intimidating. You can stop it at any time.”

I looked down at my hands and concentrated. Like a key unlocking a door, the understanding of what Malice was doing flooded my mind. A scroll of text rolled across my vision.

Perk Acquired: Aura of Malice

While wearing Malice, User may trigger an aura of hatred. Everyone in a twenty-five-foot diameter must mentally resist the attack. If failed, Target becomes riddled with fear. If succeeded, Target becomes immune to the effect for one day.

With a subconscious thought, I deactivated the aura. The smoke and fire from my armor faded away. Ophelia and Yda fell to the ground panting. I sprinted over and kneeled in front of them.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know. Are you two okay?”

Yda’s sniffling eyes looked up at me as she nodded. When I reached out to her, she pulled away from me. “I’m fine.”

When I looked up at Ophelia, she wiped the sweat from her brow. “I know you didn’t.”

“I can’t say sorry enough. I’m still getting used to how magic works. Please know I would never intentionally harm either of you.”

“I’m surprised that you, of all people, aren’t in control. This is something initiates are trained for in their first year. Your power is massive. It’s extremely dangerous for someone like you to be walking around if you are not in control of it.”

I hung my head before standing. “When I was with Heluna and I was reborn, my focus was on my survivability. I didn’t focus on magic.”

Ophelia cocked her brow. “But your entire body is radiating with Death and Life Magic.”

“Yes, because it makes my body stronger and more resilient. I don’t actually know how to cast either. Apparently, I have access to it, but I don’t know any spells outside of what the gauntlets can do. That’s why I asked for the reading material. If I can read how to leverage it, I should be able to cast it.”

“So you’re attuned but have no idea how to cast it?” When I shook my head, Ophelia’s jaw dropped. “You do not know how powerful you really are, do you?”

“Physically, yeah, but magically? Not so much.”

Ophelia brought her thumb to her chin and twisted her lips. After a moment of thinking, she turned around and grabbed another book from her shelves before returning. The stacks of books she’d handpicked levitated behind her. I watched her shift the portal with a wave of her hand, turning it deep magenta.

“Come with me,” Ophelia said, waving me toward her.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“You’ll see.”

I glanced back at Yda, who curled into herself at my gaze. Whatever my aura did to her left a lasting impression. I figured it would be best to give her some space.

After Ophelia and I walked through the portal, we entered an empty room. The slick black metal of the tower’s walls covered everything. Torches sitting in sconces filled the room with a deep orange light.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“This is a training room,” Ophelia said. “I brought you here because, more than anything, you must learn control. It will help prevent accidents like the one experienced just moments before.”

“Yda would barely look at me. I feel awful.”

“The head priestess is weak,” Malice taunted. “If she were stronger, she could have resisted its effects.”

“How can you say that?” Ophelia asked in disbelief. “His Holiness is a powerful being. There are few that could resist such an attack.”

“Exactly! He is powerful. He should not have to suppress himself just because he is surrounded by lesser beings.”

“That’s enough, Malice,” I said sternly. “What happened was an accident. Just like I would never intentionally harm you, I did not mean harm to Yda or Ophelia.”

“You can be rough with me if you want…”

“Now is not the time for your jokes,” I stressed. “This is serious.”

“Apologies, master,” Malice whimpered.

Ophelia gripped my arm and looked up at me with a reassuring smile. “I know you didn’t mean what happened. And I’m sure Yda knows that, too. She may just need time.”

“What did I do to you both? What did the aura feel like?”

Ophelia turned away. “It would be hard for me to explain. We all feel it differently. But it feels as though you hate us and are punishing us. We perceive it as all the things we fear, with you being a catalyst for it. The unending dread of all our worries being brought to light. Anything we’ve thought of and haven’t. It was so powerful I could barely speak.”

“I’m sorry . . . if I’d known.”

“That’s precisely what we’re going to fix. Hopefully, after some training, you’ll have a better awareness of the power within you so that it will be easier to control and manipulate.”

“I’m ready when you are.”

Ophelia pulled on my arm and pointed to the center of the room. “I want you to kneel here.”

“Kneel?” Malice shouted. “You ask for him to kneel? The Blackthorn kneels for no one.”

Ophelia grabbed her head and let out a heavy sigh. “Not in the sense that you’re thinking, you annoying yapping hat.”

“Annoying? You’re lucky I don’t have my body; otherwise, I’d burn your spiteful tongue out of your mouth.”

“You couldn’t even if you tried.”

“Enough!” I shouted. “This is not getting us anywhere. Malice, please be silent. I need Ophelia’s help to improve my skills. And, Ophelia, please do not antagonize Malice.”

“Apologies, master,” Malice mumbled.

Ophelia lowered her head and bowed briefly. “Yes. My apologies, Your Holiness.”

I kneeled and asked, “What now?”

“Please close your eyes. What we’re going to do is go through a ritual meditation. I will watch over you and act as your guide. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, take deep breaths. Allow the air to fill your lungs fully, and then exhale them slowly. Let the world around you fade. Just concentrate on my voice.”

I followed Ophelia’s advice and controlled my breathing. Each breath helped calm me after the frustration of the pair’s bickering. It took a full minute before I felt relaxed.

“We, the gifted, those who are able to touch the void, beseech the Elder Gods on this journey,” Ophelia began. “We ask for your guidance, your patience, and your wisdom in understanding, thoughtfulness, and purpose. Through your divine blessings, we are able to wield the void: the magic that surrounds all of us, seeps through us, and guides us. What mysteries we discover, we do so because of your gifts.”

After a few seconds of silence, Ophelia asked, “Now, Devon Blackthorn, are you ready to take your first step?”

“I am,” I said.

“It’s important to know where magic comes from. It is Xenith’s gift. The void that surrounds us. It inhabits every being and every form. From the rock on the shore to the insect pollinating a flower. Its form shifts from one matter to the next. It can be water, ice, snow, and fog. It can take life or heal. It is the very essence of your being. Its touch is spread through your body. Now, look deep inside of you. Seek it. When you find it, reach out your hand and touch it.”

I felt a rush of air. When I opened my eyes, I was in a dark forest. Rain poured all around me. A muddied path lay before me.

I walked for hours, searching for anything. There was nothing. No animal calls, insect chirps, or sounds of the trees blowing. There was only rain and the dripping sludge of each of my muddied footsteps.

I was alone with my thoughts, trying desperately to understand the meaning of where I was. Soon the sounds faded to the thump-thump of my heartbeat. The change made me feel like I was on the right path. I kept walking. But after what felt like hours, I wanted to give up.

No, I can’t, I thought. My mind raced to solutions, eventually settling on the perks that I’d chosen. Arcane Infusion came to my mind, and I heard the heavy sound of wind.

The hair stood on the back of my neck, and I spun around. A powerful tornado, the largest I’d ever seen, spun toward me. Sparks of yellow pulled me from my feet and into its body. Electricity swirled around clouds of darkness as I spun. The powerful gusts pulled and twisted me in every direction. Soreness spread all over my body. I couldn’t tell which way was up or down.

When the pain grew to be too much, I shouted. “Ophelia, help!”

“Hold on!” she yelled, her voice distant and muted from the thundering wind and the crackling lightning. “This is it! This is your power. You must face it and control it!”

I struggled against the behemoth. With each jerk of my arms and legs, I fought to stay vertical. But with my growing frustration, the cascading darkness threw me even more violently.

“It’s too strong!” I shouted. “I can’t control it!”

“You must! Only through control can you learn to wield it. You must find your strength. Don’t forget, the power is within you. You are its source. By default, it cannot exist without you. Make it work for you. You and it are both one.”

My head spun. Each rotation made me want to vomit. I closed my eyes and focused. Rather than trying to fight it, I let it flow around me.

Only then did I feel the violent winds slow. It swayed in a recognizable pattern. The same for each of my breaths. As they slowed, so too did the wind. It relaxed until it blew with a constant breeze.

When I opened my eyes, I was back inside the training room. Crackling lightning and darkness exploded into the sky like a geyser of power. I gazed at my body and smiled. It was strangely beautiful.

With my newfound understanding, the darkness and lightning swirled into my nose with each breath. I concentrated on taking it all in until there was nothing left. The bolts tingled from my legs to the tips of my toes. My body pulsed with power. I could feel every grain of magic that was inside of me.

With a flick of my wrist, I summoned an orb of light, and with my other hand, an orb of darkness. Both twisted effortlessly in my hands. As I released them, they dissipated.

“My gods,” Ophelia said before clearing her throat. “That was incredible. So much raw power. For a moment, I thought you were going to lose it, but you didn’t. You wrangled it to your will. For that much magic, it would have taken most sorcerers decades to learn to control it.”

“Of course he did,” Malice said confidently. “He’s the Blackthorn.”

Ophelia let out a quick breath and shook her head as if annoyed. “For a moment there, I thought we were both dead.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Many young initiates struggle with control. If they cannot master the control over their magic, it will inevitably destroy them. I’ve . . . learned that lesson once before.”

“Your eyes?”

Ophelia nodded. “I was lucky they were the only things I lost that day. But how do you feel?”

“Really good, actually,” I said with a smile. “Like I have a better sense of what’s going on inside of me.”

“That’s good.” With a wave of her hand, Ophelia dropped several thick books in front of me. “If you’re confident in your skills, then it might be time for you to study. Unfortunately, I’m not familiar with Life or Death Magic, so I don’t have many tomes on either subject. However, I’m hopeful that these will provide you with something you can learn from. If you require more, I can reach out to my peers and attempt to barter or purchase additional texts. Just note that many sorcerers are touchy about loaning books. Many keep their tomes private.”

“That’s good to know, thanks.” I picked up each of the books as I read the titles. “A Mortician’s Mystical Guide To Mortality. The Art of Combat: A Treatise of Talis Expertise. The Chalice of Thorn’s Manual for Initiates. And Oaths of the Damned. Looks like these are going to keep me busy for a while.”

“I’m happy to hear that. Shall I leave you to study?”

“Yes. I’m interested in digging into these. Just let me know if the situation outside changes or you hear from Cartha.”

“I will. Would you like me to summon a chair or something more comfortable?”

“No, I’m fine. I’ll just lean against the wall.”

“Very well, then. I’ll leave you to your studies. I’m going to go check on Yda and see if she needs anything.”

“Thanks, Ophelia, I really appreciate your help.”

The sorceress gave a slight bow and smiled. “It’s my pleasure, Your Holiness.”

I watched the sway of her hips as she exited the room. After picking up the first book, I cracked open the leather binding and scoured the first page.

“Let’s see what secrets you hold.”
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TESTING THEORIES


I’d always thought that reading was weird—in a good way. Not because there was anything wrong with it, but because of something my philosophy professors had said about it in college. We interpret little scribbles on the page and then begin to hallucinate vividly in our own understanding. The more we read, the better we get at it. And the better we get at it, the more we will enjoy the journey along the way.

It was something I agreed with and respected. The Fast-Learning perk took this idea and ramped it up to a thousand. I was flipping through a page every second. A thousand-page tome took me less than ten minutes.

Once I finished a page, all the knowledge, descriptions, and imagery burned into my mind. It was like watching a clear movie. I could reference anything I’d read with perfect accuracy, even pinpointing the exact page. My understanding was immediate and thorough.

In A Mortician’s Mystical Guide To Mortality, I was the one who was performing the experimentation and autopsies. It explained everything there was with the various subraces, which were shown from a physiological perspective.

I saw how some aquatic species like lizardkin had extra-thick subdermal layers giving them natural armor. Or how harpies had a humanlike physiology but a reproductive system to birth eggs. I found the minute differences fascinating.

It also spent a good section on the soul. It wasn’t overly biblical, instead rooting it in a pseudo-scientific eye by showing how it applied to the world of magic. How our souls and the surrounding magic were one and the same.

The Art of Combat: A Treatise of Talis Expertise was Talis’s own martial arts manual. It covered everything from basic hand-to-hand combat to combat theory, including the various fighting styles utilized on the planet. One thing I gathered rather quickly was how a lot of it applied to fighting someone with a knife. With so many races having pointed horns, razor claws, or sharp teeth, the starting rule was always to run if you could and to keep a weapon on you at all times.

I wasn’t a stranger to combat sports. I’d spent my high school and college years in wrestling. They taught you the various guards, sweeps, takedowns, and pins. All of which had a similar structure to the theory of what I’d read. Each time I read about a new move or position, it came with a step-by-step crude drawing of how to apply it.

After finishing both tomes, I found myself somewhat disappointed. I half expected something to unlock in my mind and give me access to new abilities. However, nothing happened. I had a better understanding of the context of each work but no immediate gains or unlocked power.

I received the same result after finishing The Chalice of Thorn’s Manual for Initiates. However, based on the book’s focus on beginners, I wasn’t all that surprised. Most of it was magical theory and how to best protect oneself from getting killed while utilizing rituals and spells. What it taught me was a hand gesture and code phrase to dispel any spell I cast.

Not quite what I wanted but helpful, nonetheless. It wasn’t until I finished it that I realized how important Ophelia’s crash course in managing my power was. There were countless stories of initiates blowing themselves up in the book, and they came with pictures for added effect.

When I flipped through Oaths of the Damned, a smile crested my face. The book discussed curses, specifically binding curses. They gave examples of how one person could subdue another and perform a ritual to bind them to a specific desire, want, or need.

Depending on how thorough and specific the curse was, it limited the target to what they could do. After finishing the book, there was no immediate notification of a new spell or assortment of curses I could employ. Instead, what it gave me was an idea.

After I jumped to my feet, Malice asked, “Where are we going, master?”

“Out,” I said. “I want to try something. Swap me to my explorer’s clothes, but give me a large cloak that covers my whole body.”

“As you wish.”

Malice’s transformation took a few seconds to complete. Instead of a helm, the hood of the cloak hung over the top of my head. I couldn’t pull it back, given that’s what she was connected to, but I didn’t want to charge into the room and scare Yda again either.

Upon stepping into the library, I found Ophelia and Yda sitting at the table with the map. Dozens of books were stacked on the opposite end and surrounded with freshly cut parchment and poured inkwells. When Yda glanced up at me, she gasped and gripped her chest until she recognized my face.

So much for not scaring her, I thought.

“You’ve changed again?” Ophelia asked, pointing to my garb.

“I’m planning on going out,” I said, stepping in. “I’d like you to stay here with Yda.”

“Are you going out to get supplies?”

I shook my head. “No. The books didn’t provide any new spells, but they did inspire me with an idea.”

“Yes, well, they weren’t spellbooks, so I’m not surprised. But it’s good to hear that you think you’ve learned something from them. Although, I’m not sure how I feel about you going out by yourself. There’s no doubt the Butcher’s men are keeping watch over the tower now. Going out alone could put you in danger.”

“That’s actually the plan,” I said with a smug grin. “I need to test a theory I have. If it works, it could produce a major benefit for us and our future.”

“Would you like to share what it is?”

“I’d rather keep this one quiet until I confirm I can actually do it.”

Ophelia twisted her lips before relenting. “Very well. Please be careful. I’d watch you from the tower, but the required components for the scrying spell are quite costly, and I’d rather save them for our future targets.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder. “Would you mind telling me how to get out of here?”

“Oh, let me show you.” Ophelia stood from her chair and walked with me to the arch. She gripped my wrist and raised it in sync with hers. “The teleportation crystals are activated by magic. But you don’t need to know a specific spell. It’s like opening a magical door. What you need to do is focus on them, envision where you want to go, and command them to open to the location you want. It differs from how someone like Yda has to use the crystal I gave her as she can’t cast magic. I’ve already attuned the tower to everyone’s presence, so they will respond to you all.”

I did as she instructed and concentrated on the spinning crystal above the arch. When I reached out, I could feel . . . something. Like falling sand being blown in the wind. When I touched it, the invisible magic inside solidified like a rope. I thought of the main level and pulled. The red color of the wall shifted from red to gold.

“Well done, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said, tapping my arm. “You’re a natural.”

“Thanks for the instruction,” I said, grinning. “I appreciate your guidance.”

“I’m happy to assist.”

Before I left, I waved at the button-nosed sheepkin. “Bye, Yda.”

The priestess looked up briefly, gave a brief smile and wave, then lowered her head.

That hurt.

Ever since my arrival on Talis, Yda had been completely devoted. She’d shown me such kindness and admiration. But now she could barely look at me. I believed what I’d done was an accident. However, at the end of the day, that didn’t matter. I’d hurt her. I knew a simple sorry wouldn’t fix this. I pushed it aside for the time being and exited the room.

As I entered the main hall, I grabbed my hammer. I knew I would need it for the test. Pulling the cloak around my body, I did my best to conceal myself and crouched.

While it was possible whoever they had watching the tower would assume it was me, given my width, I hoped that it would confuse them enough to wonder how many people we had inside the tower. Confusion would help keep my enemies on their toes. If they believed we had a platoon of soldiers inside, my assumption was that it could help us during our deliberations with Liberty’s Trinity and prevent them from attacking us directly.

When the tower’s door opened, I stayed low to the ground and crouch-walked as fast as I could to the nearby tree line. Once I broke through it, I stood and sprinted as fast as I could. I’d hoped to break the line of sight for any pursuers.

Running through the trees quickly taught me why Liberty’s Bay expanse was so slow. The jungle was thick with trees and brush, and vines threatened to trip me with every step. Large thorns scratched against my cloak and clothes. If it weren’t for Malice’s added durability, I would have been a walking pincushion.

The heavy humidity made it difficult to breathe. Scents of moisture and rot mixed with the sea air had me breathing through my mouth, only to leave a bitter taste in my spit. While I didn’t need to drink, I wished I’d brought my waterskin just to wash out my mouth.

But I continued on, and my body didn’t wane. I was just as fast ascending the steep island hills as running on flat ground. With each stride, my powerful legs wanted to send me airborne.

When I thought I’d gone far enough, I turned around and cupped my brow. Ophelia’s tower stood like a tiny black needle floating above a sea of green. Satisfied, I continued and marched along my path.

This gave me the perfect opportunity to use one of my new abilities: Ground Detection. I concentrated on the ground as I walked. The sudden sensory overload froze me.

I felt everything moving within a hundred feet around me and below me. I became aware of every snake, ant, and bird. It was like turning on music that was already set to full blast.

“Holy fuck!” I shouted, disabling the effect.

“Is something wrong, master?” Malice asked.

“I just wasn’t expecting to feel literally everything when I activated Ground Detection.”

“It’s as thorough as you want it to be. I’d advise tapering it back, depending on what you intend to use it for.”

“Yeah . . . I realize that now.”

As I extended my hand again, I triggered the ability. This time, I was prepared for the blast and quickly adjusted it to what I assumed was sufficient for humanoids or larger. I concentrated on maintaining it as I continued farther into the forest.

“Master?”

“Hmm?”

“May I ask what you’re looking for?”

“Cartha said these islands were littered with wild beasts. It was the reason it made it difficult to expand farther. Our goal is to find one and kill it so that I can test my theory.”

“What a wonderful surprise! I’ve longed for when I get to see you in actual combat. So many souls to reap for the harvest.”

I snorted and shook my head. “You really like killing, don’t you?”

“Of course! I spent years as an extension of Ninazu. I’ve seen every flavor of death. Natural, accidental, suicide, and murder. There is nothing more satisfying than watching those I serve take a life.”

“That’s . . . kind of fucked up.”

Malice purred. “You wish to fuck, master?”

I slapped my face. “No— Ugh . . . never mind.”

“Do not be upset with me, master,” she mumbled. “Even your own goddess exhibits her desire to see you maintain the cycle. You claim souls in her glory, do you not?”

“Yeah . . .”

“Death is an equal part of the cycle. You are its catalyst. By slaying for her, you both grow stronger. I believe that you are capable of being the strongest Archon on Talis. Otherwise, Ninazu would not have given you my shards, and I would not have allowed you to claim me.”

“It’s still messed up, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

“So you are not mad at me?”

“No. I’m not mad. I understand somewhat. It’s just an odd feeling that the goddess who I pledged myself to and the fire elemental in my head want me to go around killing. Back where I’m from, that’s not acceptable. Most of the gods, except maybe some of the older extinct ones, shun murder.”

Malice gasped. “Your gods became extinct? How?”

I shrugged. “Lack of worshipers, I guess? More prominent gods came in and took their place?”

“Interesting. I didn’t know that was possible. The new gods sound pitiful, though.”

“I mean . . . it’s a good thing that everyone isn’t just going around killing. That would be nothing but chaos.”

“Ninazu didn’t permit his Archons to go around killing everyone. They killed those who deserved it and needed killing. They killed with purpose. You’re doing the same.”

“Yeah . . . perhaps. Let’s just talk about something else.”

After a few minutes of walking, Malice whispered seductively in my ear. “You know . . . we are alone out here.”

I tried to ignore her obvious intent. “I know. We’re on a hunt.”

“We could . . . have a little fun before you find your mark. We’re far enough from civilization. It’s unlikely anyone will find us.”

I let out a short laugh and rolled my eyes. “And what happens if we’re not? Their scouts could be well trained.”

“You’d feel them approach.”

“I don’t even know what you’re suggesting. It’s not like your body is here for us to do anything. And I’m not going to sit next to a tree and go back into your mind domain.”

“You’re right, but if you wanted me to project my body from the object, all you’d need to do is claim my remaining shards . . .”

I cocked my brow and smiled smugly. “Is that so?”

“Mhmm.”

“Well, maybe I’ll up that on my priority list,” I teased.

“But that doesn’t mean we couldn’t have fun now.”

“I’m not even sure what you’re implying. How else would we have fun?”

“Like this . . .”

I stumbled forward, catching the trunk of a tree as I felt pressure below my waist. When I looked down, my trousers were tightening around my groin. I could only describe the intense feeling as dozens of tiny kisses tickled my balls while a makeshift hand squeezed the length of my cock.

“Okay, okay!” I shouted, on the verge of laughter. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Do you want me to stop?” Malice moped.

“Yes and no. Yes, because we’re not here to mess around. We’re here so I can test out spell theory that will improve my power and standing. But also no, because . . . well, that should be obvious.”

“So what should I do?”

“Let’s save it for later, okay? We’re deep in enemy territory right now.”

“But doesn’t that make it all the more exciting?”

“You’re a terrible influence, you know that?”

“I know!”

We both shared a laugh as I pushed off the tree and marched farther into the forest. I felt disheartened as my Ground Detection ability wasn’t coming up with anything. It wasn’t until the trees spread apart and we approached a clearing of tall grass that I felt my potential opportunity.

“Malice, did you feel that?” I thought to my passenger.

“I did! It feels . . . big.”

I crouched and shuffled to the edge of the clearing and waited. Several more thuds vibrated through the earth, too many for it to be just one animal. I peeked my head above the grass and squinted across the field. My eyes widened at the sight.

A herd of creatures walked into the grass. Their muscular hides were dark brown. They had large, long mouths with rows of square teeth except for two tusks that protruded from the tips. Thick horns protruded from their nose and forehead, giving them multiple weapons to pierce, slash, and crush. They reminded me of a mix of hippo, wild boar, and grizzly bear that was given every bottle of testosterone known to man.

I watched them for a few minutes as they grazed aimlessly. Based on the way they moved, I assumed their confidence came from the lack of predators. It signaled that I needed to be prepared. As I focused on the largest of the group, its information read across my vision.

Name: ???

Class: Monster

Race: Terror Scrofas

“Terror scrofas?” I whispered.

“Be careful, master. These are formidable beasts. They are harmless when left alone. But provoked, they could destroy a small village.”

“You don’t say . . . Will they all fight at once?”

“No. They travel in herds. At the first sign of danger, the alpha will face the threat as the rest scatter to safety.”

“And I’m guessing that the alpha is the big one in the front?” I asked, nodding toward it.

“Yes, master.”

“Any thoughts on how to best approach this?”

“If you can sneak up on it, you could deliver a killing blow quickly. Otherwise, I’d suggest a prepared direct approach.”

While stealth wasn’t quite in my repertoire, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to try. I crouched low into the grass and readied my hammer. With slow steps, I inched my way into the field.

I breathed slowly as the sweat dripped from my nose. The trapped heat was stifling and uncomfortable, but I tried to push it out of my mind to focus. As I got closer, I could smell them. Their bodies stunk like dirty farm animals.

I made it halfway across the clearing before I heard a deep groan. When I glanced to my right, a creature stared right at me, chomping on the tall grass in its mouth. It leaned back and roared. All the other heads popped up and turned to look in my direction.

“Well, there goes that plan,” I said, standing up.

The alpha positioned itself to face me. Its heavy snorts sounded like the mix between a bear’s growl and a pig’s squeal. It clawed at the ground like a raging bull. The rest of the herd turned tail and galloped into the thick brush, snapping twigs and knocking over thin trees.

The beast and I squared off. We circled each other in the grass, waiting for the right moment to strike. Each threatening growl sent drool into the air and put me on edge.

“Now, master, one thing you should know about terror scrofas is⁠—”

The beast lunged at me with such incredible force that I couldn’t react fast enough. It didn’t seem possible for something of that size. It barreled into me, and I fell backward.

I managed to raise my hammer just in time for its mouth to clamp down on it. Its jaws snapped inches from my face as I tried to hold it back from biting my head off. Its powerful claws pressed forward, digging my back into the ground like a backhoe clearing a road.

Dirt and spit flew in my face, making it hard to see. For a moment, I forgot who and what I was. I was completely on the defensive and felt out of my element.

The beast stopped pressing and gripped me with its sharp claws, tearing at my protective layer, tearing Malice. Even though I was in my leather and cloth armor, it sounded like it was clawing through hardened rock.

“Master, you have to fight back!” Malice shouted.

Malice’s frantic voice helped me focus. It wasn’t just me in there; it was the both of us. I kicked the beast as hard and as fast as I could. It was enough to get the animal to change tactics. It groaned as it bit down on the metal handle of my hammer and flung me over its head.

I flew through the air, trying to get my bearings. My back snapped branches as I careened through the forest’s canopy. It wasn’t until I hit a tree that I stopped moving, sliding all the way to the ground.

“I definitely felt that,” I groaned as I leaned up. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine!” Malice yelled. “Just kill it!”

“I’m trying to!”

“Don’t try, just do it.”

“Yes, Yoda,” I mumbled as I stood.

My Ground Detection alerted me that I was looking the wrong way. By the time I turned, the creature was charging at me at full speed. I jumped out of the way just in time for it to pummel through the tree I’d just hit.

It rolled to its side before scrambling to its feet, coming for another pass. It was so agile and quick for something as large as it was. I barely had time to get to my feet before it was on me again. I rolled once more. This time, I wasn’t fast enough.

Something hit me, sending me spinning along, end over end into the ground. When I stopped, it pounced on top of me. Its mouth clamped onto my shoulder, tearing into it like a rabid dog. I punched frantically, trying to get it off me.

A blow to the jaw got it to let go, only to clasp around my leg. The beast dragged me underneath it to claw and bite me again. Each wound sent a shockwave of pain throughout my body. Not only to me, but also to my companion. When Malice’s painful scream echoed in my mind, I lost control.

I gripped on to the beast’s head and shot raw magma across its face. It lurched back, squealing in horror as it tried to wipe it off. I suppressed the heat as the surrounding brush caught fire. After kicking myself up, I charged and tackled the beast. My powerful legs carried us through tree after tree.

When I dropped it, its upper legs kicked frantically as its hind legs fell limp. I grabbed both and swung it as hard as I could. Shards of wooden shrapnel exploded into the air as I cleaved the surrounding forest, and sharp tree branches pierced its back. When I opened my hands, the creature flew a few dozen feet before falling to the ground.

I waited to see if it’d get up. All it could do was whine. I scoured the surroundings for my hammer before noticing it caught in some nearby vines. After yanking it free, I marched toward my foe. It tried crawling away, doing all it could to survive.

I didn’t let that happen.

I stood over the creature and raised my hammer. With thunderous blows, I slammed it over and over, venting my frustrations and pain into the creature’s skull. By the time I finished, I’d painted the jungle with sludgy gore and bone fragments.

As I gathered myself, I watched the gauntlet absorb the whispery essence of the terror scrofas’s soul. The soul and follower counter popped up momentarily to increase by one.

Only one, I thought. But that was a pretty big one.

“Great job, master!” Malice shouted with excitement. “You slayed that fiend!”

My dread hit me like a truck, and I panicked. “Malice, are you okay?”

“Oh yeah, I’m completely fine.”

“But . . . your scream?”

“You were struggling a bit, so I thought it would be good motivation. You seemed to be concerned about hurting Ophelia and Yda, so I figured it would work with me as well.”

I threw down my hammer. “Are you kidding me? I thought you were hurt!”

“Nope! My form as your armor is durable. The only thing you would have to worry about is if something tried to magically destroy me or my shards. These kinds of physical attacks, while unpleasant, don’t bother me too much.”

I fell to my knees. “Fuck, you had me scared.”

“I’m sorry . . . but at least it helped?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess?”

“Are you going to seek the rest of the herd?”

“Hell no. One was enough. I’m only here to test the theory, anyway.”

When she spoke, I could hear the slight disappointment in her voice. “Well . . . at least you got the one.”

Trying my best to appreciate the almost Pyrrhic victory, I stared at the bloody corpse in front of me. I grabbed my hammer, stood back up, and readied myself for what was to come. With the creature’s soul claimed, I pulled it from the gem in the gauntlet.

It floated into my hand. I twisted the incarnation through my fingers. Warmth radiated from it. It had shape and purpose. The essence within it held so much power. It was clear why this fueled the universe. As I tightened my wrist, I pulled the soul back into the gem and sent it to Heluna.

I extended my other hand and compared that to the corpse. It felt cold, lifeless. But there was purpose. A purpose to be reborn through death.

I retracted my hand and shaped my Death Magic to match that of the soul claimed. It only took a split second. With the new form crafted, I filled the corpse with it.

A swirl of shadow spun around and penetrated the corpse. Its decaying meat and shattered bones shook and reformed. The brown in its hide faded to a ghastly white, and its eye sockets lit with a nightmarish black flame.

I knew I didn’t need to give a verbal component to complete the spell, but I felt compelled to on my first attempt. “Beast. I, Devon Blackthorn, command you in death. Rise as my minion, and become the instrument of my will!”

The swirling tornado of my power lifted the husk into the air. When the spell completed, the living dead terror scrofas fell with a heavy thud, but its legs held its weight. It snorted as if alive, blowing blackened ichor onto the ground. With long draws, it pawed at the ground, ready for my commands.

“Sit!” I shouted.

When it leaned back and sat like an overgrown dog, I shouted, “YES! It fucking worked!”

“Congratulations, master!” Malice shouted. “This is a wondrous achievement of your power. This beast will make a fine collection for your army.”

“My thoughts exactly. With a power like this, we wouldn’t even need to worry about an army. We could just head to the closest battle sight or graveyard and retrieve our own. Although, it will be interesting to see how durable he is.”

“May I ask what inspired this?”

“One thing I learned in the Mortician’s Mystical Guide To Mortality was their understanding that the body is just a vessel for the soul. The soul is filled with essence, just like magic. After learning from Oaths of the Damned that you could bind creatures to you through curses, I combined the two. I shaped my Death Magic into a replacement soul, pumped the body full of Death Magic so that it was stable, and then bound it to me to be commanded. Because it’s already dead, there’s no worry about it resisting.”

“Your creativity knows no bounds, master. I cannot wait to see what destruction it will bring.”

As soon as Malice finished speaking, the visual text rolled across my vision.

Spell Acquired: Animate Corpse

By imbuing a creature with Death Magic, User can animate a corpse, bringing it to life as a living dead creature. The size of the creature determines the amount of Death Magic investment and reservation from User. The living dead creature can be commanded through direct or subconscious thought as long as they are in visible range. Multiple living dead creatures can be commanded at the same time with the same order. If no command is issued, the living dead creature will follow User and defend itself and User against hostiles. Once a living dead creature is given a command, it will follow it until it’s complete. The spell lasts for as long as User’s magic is reserved and until it is dispelled or the living dead creature deteriorates beyond reasonable repair. If User perishes, the spell ends.

“Well, that’s good to know about the multiple corpses. That saves me the time of having to test that out.”

“What are we going to do now?” Malice inquired.

I gazed at the sky. It was a deep amber. I couldn’t see the sun, so I figured it was getting close to dark and didn’t want to be out in the wild then.

“I got what I wanted. Let’s head back to the tower and see if they’ve heard back from the Liberty’s Trinity or Cartha.”
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LIBERTY’S TRINITY


With my new murder beast in tow, I walked back toward the town. The lowering sun and thick canopy forced my eyes to shift to see in the low light. The trek took more than twice as long, and we didn’t get close until after dark.

On my way back, my thoughts roamed restlessly about Yda and Ophelia. My guilt weighed heavy on my conscience for what I’d accidentally done. I selfishly wanted everything to go back to how things were, but my past experience told me that was a long shot.

As I thought about how to make that happen, I noticed a beautiful bush of pink flowers with long yellow stems that reminded me of lilies. I stopped and picked out three different bundles.

“What are you doing, master?” Malice asked.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” I jested. “I’m picking flowers.”

“Why?”

“As a gift for Ophelia, Yda, and Cartha. I’m hoping it will help Ophelia and Yda forgive me for the mishap earlier. And I figured it would be rude of me not to bring back some for Cartha. Would you like some?”

“Why would I want flowers? They burn.”

“It’s more of the thought that counts. It’s a token of appreciation.”

“I have no need.”

“If I were to give you a gift, what would you like?”

“Well . . . I could think of one thing,” Malice said slyly.

I chuckled. “You can get that pretty much any time. I’m being serious. What would you really like?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never received a gift.”

I stood and cocked my brow. “Ninazu never gave you a gift?”

“No. I was his instrument. Would you give your hammer a gift?”

“I would if it was sentient.”

“Well, he didn’t.”

“And I’m not him. So tell me. What would you want?”

After leaving the bush, we marched through the forest for a few more minutes before Malice spoke again. “I . . . I could use some mitarium ingots.”

“What’s mitarium?”

“It’s a dwarven metal alloy. It’s supposedly stronger than wyvern scales. If you could get it for me, I could absorb it into my body and mold it into my transmutations for you, making us both stronger.”

“Are you sure that’s what you want?” I asked, looking up. “You don’t want something just for yourself?”

“Yes, this is what I want. It will make us both more powerful.”

“Is it hard to come by?”

“Yes, and I’m sure it would be expensive.”

“Then, I’ll keep an eye out.”

Malice didn’t respond, but I was certain I could feel her excitement through my clothes, as if they were vibrating. I couldn’t help but smile. She seemed easy to please, with her single-minded focus, which was important considering her rough edges with the rest of my party. We continued the remaining trek in silence.

Once I could see the tower above me, I ordered my minion to lie down. After dispelling my magic, I spent the next ten minutes grabbing nearby brush to cover him. The density of the forest already provided plenty of covering. However, I didn’t want a random scout to come by and notice him until I was ready to leverage him.

The potential smell also worried me. As soon as I pulled the Death Magic from the corpse’s body, a piece of flesh slipped from the bone. I hoped that I’d stashed him far enough away where the wind wouldn’t drag the smell to the city or, worse, the tower.

Resuming my hunched stance, I hurried back into the tower. I found Ophelia and Yda sitting at the main table. They’d brought the stacks of books and writing supplies to the central level. The remains of a late supper sat on plates nearby.

Upon hearing my arrival, both of my companions’ heads perked up. I waited until the door shut before commanding Malice to shift my hood back to my bandana. Once the transmutation was complete, I approached the pair with my hand held behind my back, waiting to be revealed.

“How was your test, Your Holiness?” Ophelia asked.

“Successful,” I said with a wide grin. “Very successful, in fact.”

“That’s exciting. What did you accomplish?”

“I was able to manipulate Death Magic to animate a corpse.”

“Of what? A snake, perhaps?”

“A terror scrofas.”

Ophelia’s jaw dropped. “You managed to raise a terror scrofas?”

“Yup.”

Ophelia and Yda shared a wide-eyed glance before the sorceress said, “That’s . . . impressive. Did you find it dead?”

I puffed up my chest, reveling in my pride. “No. Malice and I continued through the forest until I found something large enough to test my theory on. I want something my size or larger. The first thing we stumbled on was a herd of terror scrofases. I spooked the herd, got attacked by the alpha, and had to slay it.”

“Master was quite remarkable,” Malice said, stroking my ego.

“And it wasn’t wounded?”

I leaned back on my hip and frowned. “Not that I could tell. Why?”

Ophelia’s brows shot up. “Oh . . . it’s just, terror scrofases are known for their ferocity. An alpha could kill a few dozen soldiers before being taken down. I’m just surprised.”

I pointed over my shoulder. “If you want to go and take a look, it’s sitting about a hundred feet into the brush nearby.”

Ophelia raised her hands. “No, I believe you. I didn’t mean to insult your accomplishment, Your Holiness. I’m just astonished. Even a well-trained sorcerer would have a tough time subduing such a formidable beast.”

“Well, it should provide an excellent investment to help deal with the local forces should things get out of hand. But that wasn’t all I came back with.”

“Oh?”

I approached the table and pulled the flowers from behind my back. “I’m not sure if it’s the same here, but in my past life, a small gift for ones you care about are flowers. I know what happened earlier was horrible, and I truly apologize for what occurred. Please accept this as a small token of my deepest apologies.”

Both women looked at each other before covering their mouths, trying to suppress their laughter.

My grip tightened as I asked, “Is something funny?”

Yda choked as she attempted to speak. “It’s not you, Your Holiness. Do you know what those are?”

I looked down at the flowers. “Some kind of lilies?”

“Yes, but they are sunwasp lilies. They are covered in a wax that causes an intense rash.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me . . .” I groaned.

Both women burst into laughter. At first, I was upset, but their laughter became infectious. I couldn’t help but chuckle along at my own luck. By the time we finished, we were all wiping tears from our eyes.

“What should I do with these?” I asked.

“I’d hate for you to throw them out,” Ophelia said. “They are beautiful.” She glanced about the room before heading toward an arch. “Give me a moment. I’ll be right back.”

I watched her go before feeling a tug on my pant leg. When I looked down, Yda waved me toward her. I kneeled, and she leaned forward, kissing me on the cheek.

“Thank you for the gift,” she said, her cheeks glowing a bright red. “I appreciate you trying to make me feel better.”

“Of course,” I said. “I meant what I said. I would never intentionally harm you. I hope you know that.”

“I do,” Yda said before looking down. “It was just . . . The aura . . . I can’t begin to describe it. It was everything that I feared coming from you at once. It made me feel like you hated me. Heluna, too. You told me I’m worthless. That my devotion to Heluna was meaningless. That I’d wasted all this time running. And the worst part . . . that you were going to kill me.”

I dropped my hammer and flowers to pull the priestess into my arms. “My god . . . Yda. I would never. You are so important to me. Your devotion and happiness keep me going every minute. I had this hole in my gut after what’d happened. You and I are a team. I never want to see you upset, and I will never ever hurt you like that again.”

Yda pulled away until she was inches from my face. “You promise?”

“I promise.”

She bit her lip as she looked up at me. Her ruby-red eyes sparkled in the candlelight, matched by her soft rosy cheeks. The warmth of her breath caressed my chin as my eyes bounced at her trembling lip. My entire body was lit with excitement as we inched closer.

We both jerked back as several muted thumps echoed from the door, and the tower’s jingle alerted us that we had a visitor. Ophelia returned through a portal only seconds later. I picked up my hammer and asked Malice to shift into my armor. Once she’d completed the transformation, I instructed Ophelia to cover Yda while I opened the door.

To my surprise, after the doors opened, there was no one there. A bottle with a rolled-up piece of parchment in it lay on the ground instead. I picked it up, smashed the glass in my hand, and rolled out the parchment.

To the owner of the tower,

Come to the docks tonight, alone. Bring one thousand gold. Fail to do so and there will be consequences.

-Liberty’s Trinity

I conjured a thin layer of magma, burning the paper in my hand.

As the door closed behind me, Ophelia asked, “What did it say?”

“They want a thousand gold and for me to come alone,” I said.

“A thousand gold? That’s an enormously egregious amount for the plot of land that the tower inhabits. No doubt they are trying to send a message.”

“The dogs scratch at death’s door!” Malice hissed. “They do not know who they trifle with.”

Ophelia nodded. “I agree. They’re likely using it as a test. One to see how much financial resource we have and another to see if you’re confident or stupid enough to come alone.”

“They dare question master’s ability? Their slight against him will be their downfall.”

Ophelia let out an elongated sigh. “It does seem foolish on their part to threaten him. Maybe their capture of the princess has emboldened them?”

“Perhaps,” I said. “It does seem odd that they feel confident in dealing with us as a threat.”

“What do you want to do?”

I paced around the room, taking a moment to think. Not having Ophelia with me meant not being able to have her scry on the individuals. But I couldn’t leave Yda by herself.

Taking them both when asked not to would start everything on the wrong foot and put them in danger. I needed to play up being the Blackthorn while gathering more intel of the three in the event that Cartha hadn’t come up with anything. An idea popped into my head.

“Ophelia, can you scry only on people or objects, too?” I asked.

“I can scry on pretty much anything,” the sorceress said. “Why?”

“Do you have a thousand gold you can loan me? I’m confident we’ll get it back.”

“I do, but—” Her furrowed brow faded. She stood straight and smiled. “Ah, I think I know what you’re planning.”

“What?” Yda asked.

“You want me to scry on the gold to see where they take it, with the idea that they might take it to where they keep their stash. Which might be where they’re holding the princess.”

“Exactly!” I said, pointing my finger at her. “Even if it’s not where they are holding the princess, knowing where they keep their treasure would be beneficial.”

“What happens if they don’t take the gold to their stash?” Yda asked.

“Then, we’ll be out of a thousand gold, but we’ll have plenty more once we rescue the princess,” I said.

Ophelia pointed over her shoulder. “Shall I go and get the gold and the material components for the spell?”

I hesitated before nodding. Ophelia left through a portal and returned moments later. She carried a bag of gold, some gems, and a pouch of dust. After retrieving her crystal ball from her pocket dimension, she set everything on the table.

The red-dressed sorceress pulled out a single gold coin and set it aside. With a wave of her hands, she spoke an incantation. A ritual circle appeared underneath the coin and the material components. Fire erupted from the circle, melting the pixie dust and gems but not igniting the table. The coin glowed a bright white as Ophelia chanted. Upon completion, the coin returned to normal.

“Yda, can you shove the coin to the bottom of the bag for me, please?” Ophelia asked.

The small priestess rushed over, standing on her tiptoes as she reached for the coin and shuffled it around. “Okay, it’s done.”

“Your Holiness, the bag is ready for you. You can take it at any time.”

“How long will the spell last?” I asked after picking up the bag.

“I’ve readied the spell. I plan on waiting an hour before scrying the coin, given it’s going to take you some time to get there and for the meeting to start. Once I begin, I shall be able to maintain it for up to an hour. If it takes longer, I’ll need another infusion with material components, which Yda can help me with.”

“That works. I should probably get going, then.”

Yda squeezed herself around my leg before looking up. “Be careful, Your Holiness.”

“I’ll try,” I said with a smile. I ran my fingers through her curly hair before turning away.

Ophelia approached my side and gripped my plated arm. “Be mindful of Liberty’s Trinity. They did not get to their positions of power without cunning. If things turn chaotic, do not be afraid to retreat to the tower.”

“I’ll keep that in mind and be back as soon as I can.”

With a nod, she let go, and I marched out the door. It was a short trek down the steep incline to the settlement below. Even though it was the middle of the night, the roar of the town’s inhabitants was ever-present.

When I reached the closest road, four of the Duskblade soldiers stood waiting for me. I could tell they heard me before they saw me, based on their squinting eyes. As I came into view, they all drew their blades. I kept my hammer at my side as I approached slowly. Even without my aura activated, each of the men backpedaled, wide-eyed.

“I’ve accepted your commander’s offer,” I said in my deep, brooding voice. “I’m going to the docks.”

The men looked at each other before a grizzled man with bearlike ears stepped forward. “We’re to escort you.”

“I wasn’t told there would be an escort.”

“This is for your own protection. You’re an outsider, and the people don’t know you. It’s better this way.”

“Isn’t Liberty Bay known to take in outcasts?” I asked, calling his bluff.

The man grimaced and raised his weapon. “We’re not letting you into the city unless by escort. Boss’s rules. Either we go with you or you turn around.”

“How dare he raise his weapon at you, master!” Malice thought. “You should crush their skulls beneath your boot.”

My hand tightened around my hammer, and I glanced up. There were already dozens of onlookers sitting on their porches watching the events unfold. I took in a deep breath and exhaled.

Word must have gotten around, I thought. While I’d love nothing more than to go through these men, I need to keep calm.

I opened my mind to Malice. “No, I’m not going to kill them. We must maintain restraint unless they strike first. Pay attention to any incoming threat.”

“Yes, master,” my passenger said.

“Very well,” I said to the soldiers before pointing above them. “Lead on.”

Two of the men flanked me as the others walked forward. Liberty Bay lacked the refinement of Nubia. The streets were a mix of sand, dirt, and mud. Many of the buildings looked as though they would fall over if a strong enough wind blew across the island. They lacked complexity, with many being little more than single-room huts on stilts. Their inhabitants sat on their porches smoking and drinking.

The closer we got to the docks, the higher the wealth. Shops and services buildings were built with thicker logs and more robust platforms. Hand-painted signs hung over the doorways, showing what they provided. Stick fences circled their yards.

It was clear the residents of Liberty Bay also lacked the grace found in their sister city. Their clothes were all caked in sand with tattered edges. Many lacked shoes, their toes blackened from the buildup of recessed grime. The inebriated lay passed out in the nearby sand.

I kept my grip tight around my hammer as we continued on. Every head turned as I walked through the streets. Onlookers whispered to each other when I passed by. Those brave enough gripped the hilts of their weapons. I couldn’t complain. This is what I’d planned for but still needed to be ready.

After we reached the docks, we veered toward a nearby warehouse. It was one of the largest structures on the island. Its dark wood planks were not natural to the area. They were reinforced with weatherworn bricks on each corner. A cupola opened above the bottom gates.

Over a dozen Duskblades stood guarding the front. Another ten patrolled the surrounding area. With so much security, I assumed whatever was inside was important.

“Malice, before we go in here, I want you to practice restraint,” I thought to my companion. “If you feel the need to vent, do so to me. Not to anyone else. Is that understood?”

“Yes, master,” Malice said.

When the doors opened, I paused. The interior was completely empty except for an army of armed guards standing along the walls. Several bowmen stood in the rafters above with their weapons trained on me. Four chairs sat in the middle of the room, three of which were filled by who I assumed were Liberty’s Trinity members.

“Inside you go,” a guard said behind me.

I shuffled inside, glancing back when the doors shut. The three Liberty’s Trinity members stood from their chairs as I approached. Unlike their men, they each held their composure.

Lady Florence was the best dressed. She wore an elegant pink-and-white dress that matched her thin cat tail and pointed ears. Small flowers hung around her pointed ears like a crown. The crow’s feet around her eyes revealed older age, but otherwise, she held on to her beauty. As she smoked from a long cigarette holder, she gazed at me with a subtle smirk.

I couldn’t tell what Venom Vedatori was. His plague doctor mask, long jacket, and gloves covered every inch of his body. He was tall and thin. A row of vials of an assortment of colors hung from a bandolier across his chest and belt. He tilted his head in an almost birdlike fashion as he eyed me up and down.

The Butcher definitely lived up to his name. He was wide-bodied and thick-armed like a dwarf but as tall as a human. While he had no beard, his mutton chops were perfectly trimmed. He wore a bloodstained brown leather coverall over his clothes. The weapon he spun on its point matched his name. It looked like an elongated cleaver that was shaped into a sword. As I stepped into view, he spat on the ground in front of him.

“Shall we get started?” Venom asked, his voice muted behind his mask.

“No, we still have one more we’re waiting for,” Lady Florence said.

“Why?” the Butcher asked. “She’s not one of us.”

“Yes, she is. We all agreed.”

“You two did. Not me.”

“Be that as it may, she deserves to be here. Khepri may provide valuable insight into our . . . guest.” At the sound of the doors opening, Lady Florence raised her hand. “Ah, there she is.”

When I glanced over my shoulder, my eyes widened. It was the princess. It wasn’t just the hair full of golden snakes. She had the same sharp cheekbones and piercing eyes as her mother. But what was more shocking was she was not in chains nor being escorted like a prisoner. She strolled in with her chest held high, like she deserved to be there. When she took her station in front of the empty chair, everything clicked.

“It all makes sense,” I thought to Malice. “It was a stupid move from the start for Liberty’s Trinity to antagonize Queen Sekhet like they did. The princess must have talked the others into faking her kidnapping. But why would she do that?”

“Hate is a strong motivator, master,” Malice thought. “You heard it from the queen herself. She and the princess had been at odds for years. Time builds resentment.”

I thought about my own troubles with my family. Malice was right. While I’d never thought about doing anything as drastic as faking my own kidnapping, their scars transitioned lifetimes.

“Now can we get on with it?” the Butcher asked.

“Of course,” Lady Florence said. “As this is the first time we are all making acquaintances, I believe it is best to perform introductions.” As the brothel owner spoke, she extended a hand to each of her compatriots. “I am Lady Florence. To my right is Lady Amasi. To my left is Sir Vedatori, and next to him is Sir⁠—”

“I’m not a sir!” the Butcher shouted with a curled lip. “You can just call me Butcher, or the Butcher if you’re feeling generous.”

Odd, I thought. The princess is using a fake family name. Maybe she’s trying to hide her identity from the locals.

“And you, sir?” Lady Florence asked, extending her hand to me. “How may we address you?”

“You may call me Blackthorn,” I said.

The Butcher let out a bellowed laugh. “And I’m Dragarus.”

“Brick, please,” Lady Florence said, glaring before turning to the princess. “Khepri, are you familiar with this man?”

The snakes on her head all pointed to me, bobbing as they flicked their tongues. “I’ve never seen him before. Nor heard his voice.”

“Why don’t you take off that helmet of yours to allow the lady to get a better look at ya,” Brick said, pointing at me.

“No,” I said defiantly.

The Butcher’s smile faded. “If I tell you to take that damned thing off, you better do as I say.”

“It’s fine,” Khepri said. “I don’t know anyone his size. But I do have a question for you, Sir Blackthorn. Is that your tower out there?”

“It is.”

The snakes on Khepri’s head hissed as she shouted, “That I know is a lie! That’s Ophelia the Red’s tower.”

“And if you know of her, then you know Ophelia the Red is my herald. She is the one who foretold my arrival.”

Khepri leaned forward, her eyes frantically darting as if I’d just shattered her world. “He’s right.”

“What a load of dragon shit,” the Butcher said. “That is nothing but an urban legend.”

“No, it’s true! Ophelia was a member of the Chalice of Thorns before her visions told of the arrival of the Blackthorn. She was shunned because of what she’d seen.”

“That’s my point. They kicked her out because she’s crazy.”

“But she’s not. I’ve met her multiple times. She’s of a sound mind.”

“Bickering will get us nowhere,” Lady Florence said, raising her hand between the two. “We’re not here to discuss the validity of who he says he is. He could say he’s Queen Azera for all I care. We’re here because Sir Blackthorn teleported a damn tower into our city, and we’d like to know why.”

I tossed the gold back on the ground. “I’m here to stake my claim and establish a kingdom.”

The Butcher flipped his sword onto his shoulder and growled. “You’re out of luck, chum. These are our islands. Ain’t no one claiming anything except us.”

“Yet I was told there is a city east of here named Werea. So either you’re lying or just incompetent.”

As Malice’s cackling echoed into my mind, the Butcher clenched his teeth, took a step toward me, and pointed as he said, “Keep yapping your gums like that and you’ll find yourself as another slab on my table.”

“Brick, please,” Lady Florence said. “Now is not the time for violence. This is business.”

“There are several smaller islands to the west of us you could explore,” Venom said.

I shook my head. “They won’t do. They’re too small.”

“But they’re bigger than Liberty Bay.”

“A kingdom needs room to expand. The main island is much more suitable. I will found to the east of here.”

“That would be problematic. In the same vein, we own the land to the east of here and need it for our own expansion.”

“Then, it seems we are at an impasse.”

I waited as the group leaned in and whispered among themselves. It was clear the Butcher was in the minority. The veins in his forehead looked as if they were going to pop.

When they concluded, Lady Florence cleared her throat and spoke. “Sir Blackthorn, when you say kingdom, what are you envisioning? I assume you have some plans?”

It was an excellent question. I hadn’t completely thought it through. Instead, I allowed my ideas to flow on the spot.

“The jungle is thick and dangerous,” I said, pointing to the east. “I plan to clear it with flame. I will mark my territory with great walls and buildings made from molten earth. When all is finished, I will summon my glorious army to lay waste to my foes, starting with Archon Emperor Dupont.”

Murmurs rolled through the soldiers in the room, only to be silenced by Lady Florence’s shout. “Quiet, all of you! Show some discipline.” Once everyone settled down, the pink-furred woman continued. “That’s quite the declaration, Sir Blackthorn. And how do you plan on accomplishing all of that?”

“With this,” I said, conjuring an orb of dark energy. I heard the bowstrings pull back, and the swordsmen drew their weapons. It was worth it. They needed to understand the power I wielded.

The group huddled once more. I heard Venom say, “Ash makes for an excellent fertilizer,” before they whispered. The minutes ticked on as their discussion dragged out. The Butcher’s wild eyes and waving hands were a clear enough sign that whatever was being decided by the group, he was not happy about. As time went on, each member shifted to one side, all standing against the man with muttonchops.

“This is a mistake!” the Butcher shouted. “Mark my words, you’ll all regret this.” The barrel-chested man walked toward me and shoved his thick finger into my armor. “And you. Just give me one reason, and I’ll chop you down to the studs.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. My adversary was looking for a fight, but I was too interested to hear what the others had to say to give him one. As the Butcher left, most of the troops did so, too. Only the archers and a few loyal guards stayed back.

“We have a proposition,” Lady Florence said. “If you’ve spoken the truth about who you say you are and what you’re capable of, my colleagues and I see the benefit of a potential alliance. As a free city separate from kingdom rule, Liberty Bay is surrounded by enemies. While Sir Elkhart is good at what he does, he and his men are not suited to fight against any sizable assault from the surrounding kingdoms. Walls, an army: these are things we see as welcomed additions. If you could prove your capability to us, we’d be more than willing to share our land and even enter a similar agreement as that which we share with Sir Elkhart, paying a percentage of our earnings for your protection. However, this is not an agreement of fealty or to pay a tithe. You would work with us. You would not interrupt our business dealings. How does that sound?”

My jaw dropped. I’d never expected them to turn on one of their own so easily. Nor had I expected them to make such a generous offer.

Were they that easy to break? I wondered. Could this have been something growing over time due to the Butcher’s incompetence? Or perhaps they fear what I’m capable of. Or could this be an elaborate trap for me to do their dirty work only to betray me once it’s finished?

As I contemplated my response, no matter the answer, having the group fighting among each other only benefited me. I just needed to shift all the pieces in my favor.

“It may be agreeable,” I said. “But how do you wish for me to prove my capability?”

“Twofold. We’d like you to help build a lighthouse. There have been several shipwrecks in the west because of tidal fog and jagged rocks. Second, we want your help to clear the nearby forest. Just a few acres to start. Once you complete that, we can discuss options for your territory on the central and eastern parts of the island.”

The decision was simple to make. It offered me opportunities to exert and test my powers while also giving me more time to figure out my long-term plans. While I’d found the princess, the offer extended to me was equal parts unexpected and intriguing.

“Malice, is that something that could be possible?” I asked. “I’d assumed, given the way the Magma Manipulation perk read, I could shape the magma as I saw fit. When it cooled, it would be hard like rock?”

“Oh yes, master,” Malice said. “You’ll have full control over the flow, shape, and density.”

“Very well,” I said to the group. “Have one of your men meet me at dawn and take me to where you’d like the lighthouse built.”

“Thank you, Sir Blackthorn,” Lady Florence said with a brief bow. “We’re interested to see your results.”

I nodded before leaving the warehouse. As my escort led me back to the tower, my mind raced with my new opportunity.

What if I betrayed the queen?
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Once my escort left me at the edge of the village, I raced up the incline to the tower. I bounced on my toes as I waited for the doors to open.

“Come on, come on,” I muttered. Once they cracked open far enough, I squeezed through. “Ophelia, did you see her?” I shouted.

“A moment, Your Holiness,” the sorceress said, her hands hovering over the crystal ball.

When the doors shut behind me, I approached Yda’s side and watched the events unfold. Lady Florence held the coin bag. I assumed she was located in her brothel, given the gaudy decor and sounds of pleasure that emanated all around her. All went quiet when she walked into a new room.

It looked expansive and tidier than the place she’d come from. She passed a single desk that rested in the middle next to two chairs before venturing to a roaring fireplace. After taking a quick glance about the room, she pressed something that suppressed the fire and retracted the bricks.

“Is that a hidden door?” I asked.

“It looks like it,” Yda said.

Lady Florence grabbed a torch that glowed with an already-lit blue flame before descending a spiral staircase. The stairs opened up into a long hall with another sealed door with multiple locks. She pulled out a key ring and unlocked each of the locks in sequence. When the final lock clicked, mechanical grinding resonated from the door before it swung open.

The next room was dimly lit except for the brothel proprietor’s torch. Several chests sat on the floor next to a pedestal with an open book. Lady Florence retrieved an ink pen and scribbled as she muttered, “One thousand gold.”

With the entry complete, she returned the quill pen to the inkwell before opening the closest chest. My eyes widened at the mix of copper, silver, gold, and platinum coins inside. The chest was nearly full, and there were at least two more in the room that I could see. After Lady Florence dumped the bag of coins inside, Ophelia released the spell, and the crystal returned to a murky white.

“Looks like Lady Florence has a hidden stash like we expected,” Ophelia said with a smug grin.

“How much do you think she’s got in there?” I asked.

“Tens of thousands, at least. Potentially hundreds of thousands. She could be the one who handles the money for Liberty’s Trinity.”

“That would certainly be enough to jump-start a kingdom.”

“It would certainly be a good start, but depending on your grand plans, we’d need a strong income to supplement it. But we’ve got time before we get to that point. What was it that you were asking me about when you first came in?”

“Did you see the princess?”

Ophelia’s smile faded. “No, by the time I cast the spell, the meeting had already started. It was hard to tell who was who.”

“The princess wasn’t kidnapped. She planned this. She was with Liberty’s Trinity as an equal.”

Ophelia’s hand shot to her mouth. “No . . . Are you certain it was her?”

“I’m almost a hundred percent positive. Golden snakes for hair. Looks like a young Queen Sekhet. I’m pretty sure she was using a fake name, though. Lady Florence called her Khepri Amasi.”

Ophelia deflated as she stared off into the distance. “Amasi is an ancient Nubian name. One of her ancestors. Khepri is her first name . . . This just can’t be . . . Why would she do this?”

I took a seat at the table. “Queen Sekhet told me in private that she’d been hard on Khepri all her life. Over time, she said that her daughter even grew to hate her. More than anyone, given your conflict with your mother, I would have assumed you’d relate.”

Ophelia’s head popped up, and she scowled. “It’s not the same.”

“I didn’t mean any offense,” I said, raising my hands. “I know I can relate somewhat. When I was younger, I was hateful toward my parents for what they put me through. Once I turned eighteen, I tried cutting them completely out of my life. But for the two years prior, I’m sure I made their lives miserable.”

“How did I not see this?”

“Maybe it’s not so clear,” Yda said. “Maybe she’s putting on a facade to protect herself? Or maybe she is still in danger?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “When the deliberations started, she seemed like an equal part of the team. They seemed to trust her. Well, all except the Butcher. If she is playing a role, she’s trained-actress worthy, but . . . if her life is on the line, that would be good motivation.”

Ophelia stood from her chair and said, “If she isn’t a captive and can move freely, I should go to her and speak with her.”

“Woah, woah, woah,” I said, holding up my hand. “Let’s slow down. That’s not a good idea.”

“And why not?”

“Because if you go down there and someone sees you, they could assume the worst. The other leaders already know this is your tower because Khepri told them. If they find out you’re associated with the queen, they could arrest you, her, or worse. Right now, the leaders think I’m here to claim part of the island to set up my own kingdom. They want me to build them a lighthouse and clear out some land for them. By doing so, they’re willing to pay me to protect them with an army I don’t have.”

“Hold on,” Ophelia said, raising her hand before crossing her arms. “I understand your concerns about me not meeting with Khepri. But what’s this about building structures for Liberty Bay? What about the queen’s orders to destroy it?”

“I’m not completely sold on their idea, but I have to consider it. They asked me why I was here, and I just rattled off some things so it wouldn’t seem weird for us to be here. Also, I agreed to their request to give us more time here so we could plan our next moves. But the more that I was thinking about their offer, the more I could see a benefit.”

I scooted my chair back and pointed to the map. “This is what was going through my head. The islands have benefits to them. They’re secluded. If we cleared the land and put up some walls, it would make for a good, defensible location. We’d also have over a thousand inhabitants that we could spread Heluna’s message to. The Liberty’s Trinity leaders would also be paying us to keep them protected, meaning an immediate revenue stream for us. While we wouldn’t be collecting a tithe from those two, I’m sure we could squeeze it from the locals.”

Ophelia opened her mouth before closing it. After a few seconds, she leaned on the table. Her low-cut dress made it hard to concentrate. “Logically, it could be a path forward. There is no denying the Isles of Marta could be a good place for a kingdom. However, we would be separated from the main continent, where all the other kingdoms are. It would limit our trade routes to being by sea. Doing so would also make Queen Sekhet an enemy instead of a powerful ally. Given her connection with Ikkala’s sect, it could make it difficult to acquire funding legitimately.”

“Is Ikkala like the bank?”

“Yes, their temples act as such. They offer deposits and withdrawals, loans, and more.”

“I didn’t know that. That’s good info.”

Ophelia straightened and sighed. “Queen Sekhet also has her own enemies, which we could leverage if she were to attack us, but most favor gods and goddesses that would love nothing more than to see your sect burn. The gain would be immediate, but I’d be concerned about the long-term consequences of going down this path.”

“This is why I love having you around,” I said with a wide smile. “This wasn’t a decision I was leaning hard toward but one of consideration. It’s good to have everything on the table so we can make these kinds of decisions. I appreciate your counsel.”

Ophelia beamed, and she gave a slight bow before pointing a finger at our companion. “If you are considering us establishing a kingdom here, I think you should speak to Yda first. She’s been hard at work finding locales to settle. I think you might really like one in particular.”

“Oh yeah?” I said, placing my hand on the back of the bushy-tailed priestess.

Yda’s ears perked up. “I haven’t quite completed my study, but I’d be more than happy to share what I have so far.”

“Please do. I’m excited to see what you’ve found.”

Yda folded her legs under her bottom and pushed herself up onto the table as she pointed at the map. “Before I get into the locations, I have a strong recommendation.”

“What’s that?”

“I think it would be wise of us to start our sect in Nubia. Establishing a temple there will not only provide us with protection, but with our relationship hopefully well established with the queen, it will also provide us with a solid foundation for us to grow. We’ll have access to the city’s resources, trade, and a population of hundreds of thousands to pull our followers from. We also won’t have to worry so much about the other sects because of the queen’s rules of religious freedom. If we were to get attacked by a rival, we would have the authority to retaliate, not to mention the political pressure from the queen herself.”

“As long as we can figure out what to do about the princess and get her back to Queen Sekhet, I think that’s a great idea. However, in case things go wrong, I don’t want us to put all of our eggs in one basket.”

Yda frowned. “Where do the eggs come from? I’m sorry, I think I missed something, Your Holiness.”

“Sorry,” I chuckled. “That’s an old idiom. I just meant that I don’t want us solely focusing on that as our entire plan, in case things go wrong. We should be prepared for the second option without anyone’s support.”

“Oh, okay!” Yda shouted before scribbling something down on a spare piece of parchment. “This would be the ideal first phase. If we can’t do it, then we’ll move on to phase two, which is establishing the kingdom.”

“Sounds good.”

Yda scooted the map closer to me as she leaned over. “Now, I have four locations picked out. One that I think is the best, but I won’t tell you which one so you can have an unbiased opinion.”

“Makes sense.”

“The first option relies on us having goodwill with the queen. I figured since you’ve stipulated your cost was high with rescuing the princess, you could request the queen give up some of her lands to allow us to settle in her territory. The Southern Deserts are vast, giving us plenty of room to grow. However, the desert leaves a lot to be desired when it comes to resources.”

“That and I don’t think I could stand living in the heat day in and day out,” I said, letting out a short laugh. “It also makes it difficult to travel through. We’d need to have access to fresh water, so we’d have to find an oasis somewhere, too. But I like where your head’s at. Having a place with a lot of room to expand would be ideal.”

“Then, let us discuss the second option.”

“And that’s?”

“Here. The Isles of Marta offer plenty of space for expansion, and it’s secluded away from everything, providing us with natural protection. However, as you’ve already experienced, the island is one big jungle with fierce beasts. We’d have to go through the process of clearing it, which could take time and coin. Also, it being separated from the major continent means we will be limited to trade by sea. Since this is untamed territory, we also don’t know what kind of resources the island has. If we find out we’re limited on natural resources like iron, it would make it difficult to equip an army.”

“Not only that but to move a military the size I’m envisioning, we’d have to invest heavily into transport ships to move them. The more I think about it, the more I think it’s a bad idea.”

“That’s okay because we have other options,” Yda said, pointing to the next location. “To the north, there are the Corrupted Plains.”

I raised my brow and tilted my head. “That sounds . . . ominous.”

“True, but the reason I’m suggesting this is due to your affinity for Death and Life Magic. While everything around this area is dead and full of swamps, it offers a lot of potential. The pockets of Death Magic that linger mean that it has wonderful protection from intruders. It also takes up a sizable portion of the continent.” Yda’s finger circled in the center of the map. “All of this space here.”

“Wow, that entire area?”

“Uh-huh. Barely anyone travels through there because of the dangers that lurk in it. Much like the Isles of Marta, living dead beasts, spirits, and other abominations linger.”

“How did the Corrupted Plains become . . . well, corrupted?”

“I guess you could blame your predecessors,” Yda said, shrugging. “Before Ninazu and Abetha’s imprisonment, there were two kingdoms: Salaria and Morgus, the kingdoms of light and death, respectively.”

“Master!” Malice shouted. “That’s where my remaining shards are.”

“Salaria and Morgus?” I asked.

“Yes. The boots were left with the Archons in Salaria and the scythe with the Archons in Morgus.”

“That’s a problem,” Yda said.

“How so?” I asked.

“Both kingdoms are gone. When Abetha and Ninazu were imprisoned, their magic faded from Talis. Smelling weakness, Bismark, Amonduin, and Azera forces marched on the two kingdoms to claim them for their own divine glory. For eighty-four days, they held out, but it was only a matter of time before they fell. Their greatest defenders, their Archons, grew weaker with each passing minute. In a last act of defiance, they gathered together and performed a ritual that caused the destruction of this entire area. Armies were devastated. Hundreds of thousands were killed in an instant. And a permanent scar left upon Talis.”

I whistled. “Magic like that is almost unimaginable.”

“Magic is in everything,” Ophelia said. “Imagine igniting a spark that spreads from rock to water to air. That’s what those Archons did. It was completely reckless and abhorrent. We should all be thankful it didn’t spread farther.”

“I can see why your initiates spend so much time training their control.”

“Yes. I hope you can see why I was so adamant about it.”

I nodded my head before turning to Yda. “There’s one more, right?”

“Yes, right here,” she said, pointing to the top of the map. “This little strip of land is another spot.”

“Why there?” I asked, leaning back.

“That war that we were just talking about, the Eighty-Four Days War? Before it broke out, there was a massive wall and outpost known as the Bulwark. It was dually manned by Salaria and Morgus forces. This prevented western threats from flanking north and surrounding the two kingdoms. Because it’s built into a mountainside, the area is tough to traverse, but it’s traveled by merchants and settlers because the Corrupted Plains are even more of a concern than the strong winds and icy paths.”

“What about this giant body of water to the south of it? Can’t they just take a boat across?”

“While technically yes, that’s Lake Vaymar. Its currents are more likely to topple your boat than make it across.”

“And if by some miracle you don’t drown, the monsters that inhabit it will ensure you don’t last long,” Ophelia added.

“It does provide the location with an enormous source of freshwater,” Yda said.

“And fishing?” I asked.

“That, too. But most fishing is done from the sea side, given the dangers.”

“So, if I’m understanding you correctly, by having such a narrow passage, we could limit travel, force travelers to be taxed coming and going, and have the potential of new settlers?”

“Precisely!”

I leaned forward and rubbed my chin. It seemed like a suitable spot. Having opportunities for coin was also beneficial. Although, the thin area left little room for expansion.

“I am worried that we will outgrow such a small foothill. The other kingdoms sprawl across the continent.”

“True, but let me direct your eyes to the northeast,” Yda said, circling her finger over the location. “This area is open territory. It’s mostly inhabited by small towns and fishing settlements. The Azera Monarchy mainly inhabits the Itzan Mountains to the east. But they end just shy of this large pocket in between them and the Bulwark. I’m sure, technically, the Azera Monarchy would claim authority over these lands, but if you’re willing, we’d have plenty of room to expand eastward and stake our own claim.”

“But that would put us in contention with Azera . . . Hmm . . . What are the other pitfalls of this location? What about resources?”

“An additional pitfall would be Eimalon would most likely claim the Bulwark being in their territory. However, as far as both Ophelia and I are aware, they do not maintain their claim with troops.”

“The snow elves don’t travel that far east,” the sorceress said. “Their territory extends south, where it meets with Harkwood. But as you can see, the path to the Bulwark ventures to the northeast.”

“So we could have potential trouble with two kingdoms?” I asked.

“That’s correct, Your Holiness,” Yda said. “Eimalon by seizing the Bulwark, and the Azera Monarchy when we expand eastward. While our information on the Bulwark is lacking, it’s rumored that the Bulwark is infested with bandits and raiders. So, if we were to seize it, that’s something we have to contend with. Also, the western side of the Bulwark was damaged in the Eighty-Four Days’ War. It will need to be repaired.”

“I assume that’s how the travelers are getting through now?”

“I’m not completely certain, but that would be my assumption,” Yda said before glancing over at Ophelia.

“Don’t look at me,” the sorceress said, shaking her head. “The last time I was there, the walls were standing.”

“That shouldn’t be too big of a problem,” I said. “Neither should be clearing out the bandits. But what about the resources?”

“The mountains have been unmined, so we do not know what’s available there. But we’ll have access to fresh water and plenty of food. The settlements to the east are mostly composed of ranches and farms, which would also contribute food for our growth.”

“So we would have food, water, the potential to earn coin through the tolls, and immediate defenses.”

“Not to mention the existing structures within the Bulwark,” Ophelia said. “If they weren’t destroyed in the war, there was an entire city there supporting thousands of soldiers and civilians. That included docks, a keep, food stores, and the like.”

“That would come in handy. That way I wouldn’t have to spend the days building structures. Is there anything else I should know?”

Yda glanced back at Ophelia one last time, who shook her head. Yda followed and said, “No, that’s everything, Your Holiness.”

I stood from my seat and hovered over the map. “So we’ve got the Southern Sands, the Isles of Marta, the Corrupted Plains, and the Bulwark. The Southern Sands and the Corrupted Plains are immediately out. They are basically inhabitable. The other two both have their bonuses. I’m not sure if the island has fresh water, but they both have food through fishing. The island we would have to clear, and while large, there is a finite space available among the islands. We’re already clearing the locals. We have Werea to the north, and Azera is rumored to be pushing south, which would put us immediately into conflict with them.”

“Is that all?” Ophelia smirked.

I snorted before continuing. “The Bulwark gives us immediate defenses, potentially shelters, and access to the same resources. However, given it’s on the major continent, we have much more space for growth. Even if we pushed east, there’s nothing preventing us from pushing south into the Corrupted Plains as well. But we’d have to be concerned with two empires instead of one . . . Decisions, decisions.”

After a minute of mulling over my options, I pointed at both of my companions. “Which one would you both choose between those two options?”

Yda and Ophelia glanced at each other before the red-eyed priestess said, “Well, we didn’t want to suggest anything so as not to influence your decision.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said, waving my hand. “Good leaders take counsel from their advisors. That’s you two. I want to hear your thoughts.”

“We both believe the Bulwark is the best option,” Ophelia said. “One thing to consider is that Azera won’t be an issue until we’re ready to expand, and Eimalon may not be as big of an issue if we’re strategic about it.”

I sat up. “How so?”

“Eimalon is going to have all of their eyes on the impending invasion from Ossein Island. They will not want to fight a war from the north and the south. Should they come knocking and we perform a grand show of force, they’ll think twice about trying to take it back the hard way. With Queen Sekhet as a potential political connection, we could also force a meeting with King and Queen Freyjer.”

“Huh. You make a good point.” I slapped my thighs. “Well, I’m sold.”

“Are you sure?” Yda asked.

“Yeah, it seems like the best option. We’ll plan to travel to the Bulwark once we’ve finished everything here and established ourselves in Nubia.”

We all shared smiles before the button-nosed priestess let out an enormous yawn. “Oh, excuse me. I seem to be a bit exhausted.”

“Why don’t I show you both the sleeping quarters?” Ophelia said.

Yda groggily nodded and stood from her seat. I followed the pair to an arch, where Ophelia shifted the color to blue. When we passed through it, we stood in a long hallway. A red rug extended down its length. Ten door-sized arches that glowed a similar hue lined the corridor. Elaborate paintings of the Chalice of Thorns members were mounted in the space in between each door, except for a single one.

“Feel free to choose any, Yda,” Ophelia said, extending her hand down the hall. “They are all furnished with an enormous bed, armoire, chests, and a dimensional privy. Should you require anything else, just ask.”

“And what of you two?” Yda asked, twisting her dress flap in her hands.

“His Holiness will get the master bedroom. It’s accessed through the larger portals instead of these. I will take one of these rooms alongside you shortly.”

“And how do I lock the door?”

“Using your crystal, just think it. The portal will close on your command.”

“Thank you, Ophelia. I hope you both sleep well. May Heluna bless our dreams.” Yda bowed slightly before raising her crystal and disappearing inside.

“Come, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said, curling her finger. “I’ll show you to your chambers.”

We turned around and went through the archway, stepping into another room. The interior of this room felt a lot homier. The walls were smooth with plaster and had a ceiling made of a wooden dome.

The room was decorated in red and gold that matched Ophelia’s dress. Ornate patterns of the sun and stars lined the lush rugs and tapestries. A bed large enough to fit me and ten others took up most of the room. Red curtains were strewn across a top frame. Black lingerie hung from a foldable dressing screen. A lounge chair, plush pillows, and stacks of books sat in a corner. A dining table covered in fresh fruit and empty wine bottles sat across from the bed. Rows of hutches and chests covered the far wall.

“This looks lived in,” I said, pointing inside. “Is this your room?”

“It was, but now it’s yours,” Ophelia said entering the room. As she walked through the room, everything she touched disappeared. It made a comical popping noise, like the objects were all illusions made from balloons.

“You don’t have to do this. I can take another room.”

“Nonsense. You are the master of the tower now. You deserve the best room.” After finishing clearing out her personal things, she gasped. “I just realized you haven’t eaten dinner. How foolish of me. I humbly apologize, Your Holiness. I will make you something right away.”

I laughed and waved my hand from side to side. “I’m actually fine. No need.”

“But you have to eat. You must maintain your strength.”

“Actually, I don’t. One of Heluna’s benefits.”

Ophelia froze, and her mouth fell open. “But . . . I’ve seen you eat?”

“I can choose to, if I want. But it’s not required. Same thing with sleeping.”

The sorceress rested her hands on her hips. “You don’t have to sleep either?”

I shook my head. “Nope, but I can if I choose to.”

“How does that work?”

“Don’t know,” I said, chuckling. “I haven’t done it yet.”

“Then, perhaps a warm bath to relax? You’ve been on the go ever since arriving in Nubia.”

I nodded my head from side to side. “Yeah, I wouldn’t mind one. Is there a bathroom in the tower?”

“There is, but allow me to assist.”

Ophelia raised her thumb in front of me as if trying to measure my size. In a clearing on one side of the room, the sorceress said an incantation and slapped her hand to the floor. A wide tub rose from the floor, composed of the same black stone as the rest of the tower.

Once it settled, Ophelia summoned her pocket dimension and pulled out a pitcher. When she tipped it over, steaming hot water poured from it. It continued beyond what was capable of the object’s volume until the tub was full.

After she finished, Ophelia set the pitcher on a nearby table and turned to me with her hands clasped forward. “It’s ready for you, Your Holiness.”

“Great,” I said. “What about towels, shampoo, soap, and a washcloth?”

“I’m not sure what shampoo is,” Ophelia said, tilting her head.

“Like soap for your hair.”

Ophelia smiled and raised a finger. “Ah, I have a hair elixir to clean it, as well as a cologne for you, post-bath. I’ll grab those when you’re ready.”

I smiled and nodded. But when she didn’t move, I pointed down. “So, are you just going to stand there and watch?”

“Oh gods, no,” Ophelia said with a short laugh. “I’m going to clean you.”
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Iblinked rapidly. “You’re going to what?”

“I’m going to help bathe you.”

“I’m more than capable of doing that myself,” I said.

Ophelia hesitated, a slight smile still hovering over her thick, red lips. “Your Holiness, may I ask a personal question?”

“Of course.”

“Your time before your rebirth. You were not of a higher standing, were you?”

I crossed my arms and squinted. “What do you mean?”

“You were not of noble birth . . . a knight . . . or a family of some renown?”

Thinking about it depressed me. I was a nobody. My parents were liars and manipulators. The best thing I’d achieved was a college degree. And all that brought me was a job I hated and depression from years of no advancement.

I let out a heavy breath and shook my head. “No . . . I wasn’t.”

Ophelia strolled up to me, caressing her hand up my armored chest. “Let me remind you who you are. You are Devon Blackthorn. The Blackthorn and Archon of Rebirth. You are of the highest reputes, one that rivals that of queens and kings on Talis. Even a tavern guest can pay for a service that I’m offering to you. And someone of your position should expect it. I, Yda, and even Malice are here to serve you.”

“I agree, master,” Malice whispered. “You are a conqueror. You should not fear being praised. You should welcome it.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “I really do. I just don’t want any of you to feel like I’m taking advantage of you.”

“I have a good feeling that you wouldn’t,” Ophelia said with a wide smile. “We know you’re different. Very few kings would even think about apologizing with flowers.”

“Really?”

“Mhmm.”

“But you must be exhausted. You’ve been up as long as I have. I don’t want you to feel obligated if you’re tired.”

Ophelia pulled on my armor, pressing herself tighter toward me. Her voice hinted with frustration. “Do not worry about me, Your Holiness. Unlike you, I will sleep after this. But I want to do this for you because I want to give you everything. Serving you is my destiny. I’ve dreamed of you for years. This act of selflessness will bring me joy. And I’m confident I can speak for everyone under your tutelage, if we offer our labor, please accept it. Not doing so could be construed that we did something wrong and would leave us feeling disheartened.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to make you feel that way.”

“If it helps, you could think of it just like the flowers you so kindly brought us today.”

“All right,” I said with a firm nod. “I’ll do my best. But I may need some help to learn how to act like a king.”

Ophelia took a step back. “I’ll always be here to help you.”

“Me, too, master,” Malice purred.

As I eyed the tub, I reached for my armor, only to remember it wasn’t a traditional suit. “Malice, can you retract to the smallest forms? The circlet and golden bracelets are fine.”

“Of course, master.”

The armor slithered off my body into the jewelry, leaving me completely nude.

Even with the mask covering her eyes, I could see what Ophelia was staring at. With her head tilted forward, she bit on the edge of her nail. A wide grin crested her face.

“Problem?” I asked with a smug smile.

“Just admiring the view, Your Holiness. It seems Heluna blessed you with more than one gift, didn’t she?”

“She was generous,” I said. “How does that work, by the way?”

“How does what work?”

“Your sight. You said before that there were different ways to see. I’m intrigued at how it works.”

“I’ve spent many years interpreting how to perceive the essence in things all around us. Someone such as yourself who is full of magic is easier to see than the mundane. Looking at you, I can see you as a whole and even through you. Like an outline that’s overflowing with magical essence that’s harnessed in your core. This came through years of training, mind you. But now, I’d even go as far as to say that I can see better than I could before.”

“That’s fascinating,” I said before climbing into the tub. I let out a few quickened breaths as I lowered myself in. The tub was a perfect fit, allowing me to completely submerge myself before the tips of my feet hit the edge.

After a few seconds, I pulled myself up. I pushed my bottom to the back and wiped the water from my face. Ophelia’s heels clicked behind me, and I heard the grinding noise of a chair. Her hands trickled down my head to the top of my chest.

“Should I remove Malice?” Ophelia whispered.

As I hesitated, Malice shouted, “No, you shall not! Don’t you dare touch me!”

I leaned my head back and asked, “Why do you want to?”

“It would allow me to clean in those areas, and I figured we could use the privacy. But if you’re uncomfortable with it, I don’t mind if she stays.”

“I stay!” Malice yelled, on the verge of panic. “Master, please tell her I’m staying.”

“You know I’ll have trouble controlling my body,” I said, ignoring her.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.”

The mix of her seductive voice and warm breath on my ear sent goosebumps all over my body. As I went to pull the circlet off my head, it held firm.

“Malice,” I growled. “Let go.”

“No!” the elemental whined. “I won’t leave you alone with this witch!”

Ophelia gasped. “How dare you! You take that back!”

“Malice, stop this,” I said. “You can’t be with me all the time. You’re not going to be away from me for that long. Once we’re done, I’ll put you back on.”

“Fine!” she huffed. “But if you drown, I’m going to tell your corpse I told you so.”

I rolled my eyes as I pulled her off like a loose piece of duct tape. I felt my legs tingle before handing Malice to Ophelia. My arms swung at her, splashing once I pulled off one metal bracelet.

I’d returned to my helpless self. After my sorceress caretaker helped me pull the other off, she shook the water off both of them. She rounded the back of the tub, and I waited patiently as she walked across the room.

“Where are you taking me?” Malice asked.

“I’m putting you in a chest,” Ophelia said bluntly.

“No! Put me on the table so I can see.”

“No, I’m putting you in the chest. Otherwise, you’ll not leave us alone.”

“If you put me in there, I swear on all the gods and goddesses above that I’ll⁠—”

After a heavy thud, I heard a smack of the chest closing. Malice’s muted shouts thumped from inside. By the time Ophelia returned to the back of the tub, the elemental’s voice went silent.

“Now, with her out of the way, we can have a bit of privacy,” Ophelia said.

“Eh, she’s not so bad,” I teased. “Without her, I would be almost completely helpless. You should have seen my fight with the inquisitors. It was . . . something. I was more of a wild beast than a man.”

“A temporary setback that will be resolved in time. Once you claim enough followers and souls to where you can use the essence for yourself, I’m sure you’ll maintain a control over your body that won’t require Malice. I’m sure she knows that, which is why she was so adamant that she stay with you.”

“What, like she’s trying to manipulate me to keep her around?”

“I don’t think it’s so malicious, no pun intended. But I don’t know. She is a monster.”

The thought of her subtly manipulating me put a nasty taste in my mouth. She’d already done it once earlier in the day, but I kind of understood why. I needed it to kick me into gear. But I wondered . . . If she did it that once, she could be doing it more than I recognize.

Ophelia must have sensed my unease. She sat on the edge of the tub behind me, guiding my head back onto the smooth thickness of her thighs. With whispered seduction, she said, “Just sit back and relax, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, melting in the water.

After opening a bottle and pouring a rich liquid into her hands, Ophelia spread it through my thick hair. Goosebumps covered my skin as she scraped her nails across my scalp. I moaned with each pass, my neck becoming putty in her hands.

“Does that feel good?” Ophelia whispered.

“Oh yeah,” I said. “I could get used to this.”

“That’s what we want. The more comfortable you grow in your new position, the faster it will come naturally.”

“Am I that bad at it?”

“No . . . not at all,” Ophelia chuckled. “It’s mostly just tweaks with me and the rest of your followers. In your dealings with others, you protrude a strong and confident demeanor. Your interaction with Queen Sekhet was flawless. And everything went well with the Chalice members.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Like I said, just small things. And don’t feel like me discussing the flowers was a bad thing. We all appreciate your kindness. Especially Yda.”

“She seemed to like the flowers and opened up a bit more like when I first met her.”

“It was a sweet gesture for a sweet woman. I’m fond of her. You can tell she’s dedicated to the cause.”

“I’m glad I have someone like her.”

“I’m not surprised. She’ll make for a wonderful head priestess. A bit inexperienced, but I’m sure she’ll grow with you.”

“And you’re not so bad either.” I smirked.

“Not so bad, hmm?” Ophelia grabbed the water jug and dumped it on my head. She cleaned my hair, but I noticed the intent. We both shared a laugh after she finished. With a finger pointed to the other end of the tub, she said, “Lean forward.”

I did my best to move without jerking. It took seconds longer than it should have, but floating in the water helped a little. I hung my arms over the edge like anchors to keep me from moving too much.

After lathering up a cloth with a bar of soap, Ophelia got to work scrubbing. Her passes were physical. She put most of her weight into each swipe of the rag. Even with her intensity, I closed my eyes and reveled in the bliss.

One hand guided the other. She draped her fingers across my skin before the other hand scrubbed, ensuring no spot was missed. I couldn’t help but smile when she passed over the spots on my upper ribs where I was ticklish.

As my body relaxed, my mind rolled through all the work that still needed to be done. The discovery of the princess’s involvement in her plot flipped everything upside down. I needed to figure that out and also plan for how to handle Liberty’s Trinity.

“I know I’m supposed to be resting, but we didn’t quite finish our discussion about the princess,” I said.

“I know.” Ophelia sighed. “I’ve been trying not to let it weigh on my mind.”

“I think maybe you were right earlier about trying to talk to her.”

Ophelia paused scrubbing my arm and leaned back. “Oh? What changed your mind?”

“I’m just thinking about being in her shoes. Whatever led her to be in this situation, deep down, I think she’s scared. But we need to understand what situation she is in so we can make a move. If we think she’s in trouble and we try to rescue her, only to have her scream bloody murder, it could turn the whole village against us. And while I’m confident in my abilities to handle it, if we go down that path, there’s no going back.”

“What is holding you back?”

I snorted and shook my head. “Surprisingly, Cartha. I still hear her shock when discussing laying waste to this place. If she hadn’t said anything, I wouldn’t have thought twice about innocents here. I mean, this is a city. We even know that Lady Florence’s employees could be slaves . . . I don’t know. There are these two sides pulling at me. One that makes me feel like this reality is a dream and it’s all one big game. Then there’s the other that’s reminded that these are real people.”

“I can relate, somewhat.”

I furrowed my brow. “You can?”

“The visions I have. They can be so intense they feel real. Like I’m living two different lives. Even though they can predict what can happen, it doesn’t mean it will be what happens.”

“Yeah, that makes sense.”

Ophelia continued to watch as she spoke. “I agree with you, though. I think it makes sense to try to speak with her. But I also believe too direct an approach will cause suspicion. If we want to maintain a low profile for now, I think something more subtle would be ideal.”

“Got any ideas? You know her better than I do.”

“Perhaps a letter?”

“I mean, if I’m giving her a letter, I might as well just talk to her,” I said, chuckling. “We need a way for her to come to us.”

“I guess that’s true . . . Let me think about it for a minute.” After finishing the arm and swapping to the other side, Ophelia’s head perked up. “Oh! I’ve got it. Once we’re done, I’ll have to go and get something from a chest I moved to the other rooms.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a ring gifted to me by Khepri. It’s personal. She’ll recognize it immediately. And if she sees it and she wants to talk, she will. If she doesn’t, then we must assume her intentions are nefarious, and we may need to take a more aggressive approach.”

I wiggled my hands the best that I could. “Not sure a ring gifted to you would fit me.”

Ophelia let out a short laugh. “I’m sure Malice could furnish you a chain for your neck.”

“Then, I guess all I would have to do is wear it with her present. I’ll need to figure out how to get in front of her.”

“That doesn’t sound too difficult for you, does it?” Ophelia smirked. “I figured everything else out. Now you just have to figure out the hard part.”

“That’s fair,” I said, laughing.

Ophelia grabbed the jug and washed all the visible soap away. “Okay, your arms and shoulders are done. Now the front.” After setting the pitcher down, she cradled my head and helped me lean back.

I felt like an old man on his deathbed being taken care of by his trophy wife who’d married into the money. It was a test of trust. One that she was passing with flying colors.

After soaping the rag, Ophelia stretched across my arm and began rubbing my chest. She hovered inches from my face, her heavy breasts swinging with each press. The small veins crawling across the pale mounds hypnotized me.

A waft of her perfume filled my nose. It reminded me of a freshly baked cinnamon bun. I had to maintain restraint from wanting to shove my face in between her sweets and enjoying a late-night snack.

Ophelia played up the movements. Her breathing became more forceful as she scrubbed lower. Her grunts twisted into moans, only broken apart by a seductive bite of her lip. She knew what she was doing, and I was eating it up by the second.

“You know . . .” Ophelia whispered, her fluffy tail swiping across my face. “This would have been a lot easier if I were in here with you.”

“Hop in,” I muttered back, calling her bluff.

“I think that would get us into too much trouble.”

“With whom? You got a lover I don’t know about?”

Ophelia leaned back and let out a cute giggle. “Me? No . . . I don’t.”

“Why is that? You’re absolutely stunning. If we’d met in my previous life, I would have been slightly intimidated to come up and talk with you.”

“That’s sweet of you to say,” Ophelia said as she paused for a moment. “I’m sure there are multiple reasons. For starters, I’m obsessed with my duties. I set my mind on something and it completely consumes me until I feel as though I’ve accomplished it. My traveling leaves me constantly on the go, so I rarely have time to meet with people. Then there is the taint of being who I am.”

“And who’s that?”

“Ophelia the Red. The outcast of the Chalice of Thorns. The only member who reached the Orchard only to be cast out. The harbinger of the Blackthorn who preaches the end of Talis.”

I smugly said, “Well . . . when you put it like that, I . . . think I should go.” After Ophelia splashed water on my face, we both shared a small laugh. “I’m just teasing.”

“Are you?” Ophelia asked with a cocked brow and a slight grin. “When we met with the Chalice members, I messed things up in a glorious fashion. I was so focused on my own personal validation that I didn’t realize what kind of complications it could add to your plans, and that was only the first few hours.”

“That’s true, but I understood where you were coming from. You apologized, and I’d say you’ve been giving me your best. You got us here, gave me a thousand gold without hesitation, are providing excellent counsel, and are scrubbing me down. Back where I’m from, I don’t know of a single woman who would have that kind of selflessness.”

“Oh, are you saying I should stop?”

“Absolutely not,” I said, chuckling. “I’m just saying I appreciate it. So, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

We both shared a moment as she continued with her routine. As she reached lower, my whole body tingled with anticipation to see what she would do. I did my best trying not to make it known, but my body betrayed me.

When she slid across my lower abdomen, my cock shot up like a bottle rocket on the Fourth of July.

Feeling it slap the back of her hand, Ophelia jerked up, turned her head slightly to me, and burst into a laughing fit.

“What?” I asked, unnecessarily. “You can’t blame me.”

“Oh, I’m not upset,” Ophelia said, failing to hold back her laughter. “If anything, I’d feel rather self-conscious if you didn’t have some reaction.”

I almost fell further into the water. Ophelia had always held a certain level of confidence in herself that made it hard to believe. “What would you have anything to be self-conscious about?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said, adjusting her mask.

“That doesn’t bother me at all.”

The sorceress’s smile faded. “You don’t have to lie to make me feel better about it.”

I furrowed my brow and leaned up as best I could. “Hold on. First off, I wouldn’t lie to you. Second, I just said you’re gorgeous. That encompasses the complete package. I like the mask. It adds a bit of mystique to you.”

“It’s not about the mask. It’s about the scars behind them.”

“I mean, scars can be cool.”

“Not these.”

I could feel the conversation was spoiling the mood and decided not to press the issue. “Okay, I don’t mean to pry if it’s a sensitive subject.”

Ophelia’s head jerked up, and she let out a nervous laugh. “Oh . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for things to get so serious. I appreciate what you’re trying to say.”

“It’s fine. Think nothing of it.”

Ophelia slowly nodded before lifting my leg over the edge of the tub to scrub it. My bulge bobbed to the top, eliciting a few snickers as the sorceress tried to focus on my cleaning. But as she continued down my inner thigh, her hand grazed across my shaft.

At first, I took it as a simple accident, but when she spent more time closer to my groin, I knew she was being purposeful. Each swipe of the cloth came with a subtle touch of the back of her hand. Each stroke of the guiding hand caused a small finger to graze along my shaft.

Her teasing felt like pure torture. My cock was floating like a log down the Mississippi; it was that hard. Staring at Ophelia’s massive breasts made it that much worse. I thought about how good her cleavage would feel with a mix of her spit.

The longer she took, the more I wanted her. Her smug grin made it clear she knew it, too. However, the red-lipped vixen made no inclination that things would go further than that.

My desire burned with an intensity I’d never felt before. I knew that if I didn’t have some kind of release, I was in trouble. It was only reinforced when she continued with the bath, moving down to my feet.

“You’re not going to leave me like this, are you?” I asked.

“What do you mean this?” Ophelia asked, her lips twisting to hide her grin.

“You know exactly what I mean.”

“I said I would take care of you, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“So, sit back, relax, and let me do so.”

Electric sparks crawled across my skin at her declaration. I wanted nothing more than to allow her to take care of me. Images of what she was going to do flashed in my mind. My desire for her grew.

“Now, don’t get too worked up over this,” Ophelia said. “This is just to ensure you’re clean. Your . . . relief will come later.”

The sorceress lathered up the rag with soap before scooting closer. She leaned over the tub, her breasts threatening to get wet. With a soft grip, she pulled my cock from the water and lifted it straight up.

With gentle strokes, she cleaned every inch. Her free hand guided my tip like a joystick, ensuring no spot was left untouched. After several passes, she cleaned my member in the water. She glided her fingertips across it until there was no soap on me or her.

“Good. Now I’ve got you nice and clean,” Ophelia said. With a wave of her hand, the water retreated underneath me. I couldn’t see where it went, but I could feel the suction of the drain near my feet. Once the water was gone, she spent the next few minutes drying me off with a warm towel.

The lack of water made it difficult for me to move with precision. I had to concentrate with each inflection so as not to hurt her. Even still, she helped move me up and down so she could dry me to completion.

Ophelia tossed the towel down and wiped her damp brow. “There we go. All nice and dry. Now we just need to figure out how to get you out of there.”

“Do we need to grab Malice?” I asked.

“No, no. I will not have her spoil our moment. Now . . . let me see.” Ophelia set her fist under her chin as she looked about the room. “Ah! I think I have an idea. Just relax and don’t move.”

“Okay,” I said.

I watched the sorceress raise her hand and point it just above the bed. After shouting an incantation, a blue oval appeared. Before I could stop what was about to happen, Ophelia extended her free hand at me and shouted the same spell.

I cursed as I felt the floor give way. My stomach lurched into my chest before I bounced on the bed. When I looked up, I could see the ceiling above the tub through the portal before it disappeared.

“Are you okay?” Ophelia asked, running to my side.

I coughed before grinning. “Yeah. Just warn me next time before you do that, okay?”

“I will. I figured it would be easier than me trying to physically move you, given your size.”

“It didn’t hurt. I just wasn’t ready for it.”

“I promise I’ll make it worth it,” Ophelia said. She propped my head up with a pillow before disappearing out of view. Seconds later, she climbed onto the bed, holding a bottle. I figured out what it was going to be used for, and my grin spread from ear to ear.

After popping the cork off the bottle, the smell of jasmine filling the room, she poured the contents into her hands. She vigorously lathered them together before shifting in between my thighs.

I let out a moan once she gripped her hands around my cock. So much teasing. So much tension. And I was finally going to get my release.

Ophelia’s hands were as soft as silk. Her delicate fingers gently covered me in the oil, ensuring every inch of me glistened like the stars. Once I was nice and smooth, she slid her hands.

She started off slowly, lifting along the full length. When she reached my tip, she steadily lowered them. Each repetition sent a wave of pleasure throughout my groin.

I wasn’t sure if it was magic or the oil, but her hands felt warmer than they should have naturally been. But I wasn’t about to complain. The added temperature difference from the air made each touch even more sensitive.

“How’s this, Your Holiness?” Ophelia said with a bitten lip.

“Really good,” I groaned. Hearing my calls of pleasure put a smile on her face as she continued. After a few minutes of gentle tugging, she changed her movements. One hand twisted along my shaft while she concentrated on the top.

Ophelia draped her red-painted fingers around the head of my rod, always sliding one finger along the groove on the underside. My cock throbbed with each sway of her hands. My lust for her grew like a raging inferno.

“It’s bouncing so much,” the sorceress said. “Do you like the way I tease your cock?”

“You better be careful,” I grunted. “You’ll make me bounce on you.”

Ophelia let out a giggle as she continued. She folded her legs under her bottom to brace for leverage. Her grip tightened, and she pumped her hands like she was churning butter and this was the last of the year’s harvest.

My jaw clenched, and I gripped the sheets. The waves of pleasure compounded with each thrust. My sudden jerks only seemed to incentivize her fervor as she quickened by the second.

“You’re so hard,” Ophelia panted. “Are you getting close?” I couldn’t speak and could only nod. “Then, cum for me.”

In a quick move, she shifted one hand to my sack and the other on the underside of my tip. She massaged them both in a sequence that put me over the edge. My breathing became ragged gasps as an explosion erupted from within me. I threw my head back and moaned in delight. My whole body tensed as the euphoria consumed me.

Ophelia let out a playful gasp as I came. My reward sprayed up into the air and onto her. Heluna’s gifts were on full display as I just kept cumming and cumming, to the point of almost cartoonish excess. By the end of it, the sorceress was no longer Ophelia the Red but Ophelia the White.

“So . . . much . . .” she muttered, as if in shock.

I couldn’t help but laugh as I came down from orgasm. “Sorry about that.”

“No, it’s just . . . I’ve never seen or heard of someone producing so much.”

“Blame Heluna.” I laughed.

“It seems like we may both need another shower. But I must say I am much too exhausted for that.” With the snap of her fingers, Ophelia cleaned herself pristinely. She did the same for me, leaving no remains of our fun deed.

“Wait,” I said. “You’re telling me you could have done that from the start?”

Ophelia licked her finger. “Maybe. But where’s the fun in that?” She paused and licked them again. Her eyes widened. “This tastes like frosting.”

I cackled. Hearing Ophelia’s confession made me all that more enamored with her. She could have easily cleaned me with her magic, but the time she spent and the care she took ensuring I was clean was more than any woman I’d ever met had done. She was doing a great job of making up for her past mistake.

After clearing her hands of my residue, Ophelia pointed over her shoulder. “I guess I should let Malice out of her box.”

“You don’t have to go,” I said. “You could stay longer if you want.”

“No, I should go. Staying here longer could . . . complicate things.”

“Like what?”

“I—” Ophelia hesitated before she shook her head. “No, I should go. This was for you, Your Holiness. I hope you enjoyed yourself.”

“I did. Immensely.”

“Did I leave you satisfied?”

I wanted to tell her no, that I wanted so much more of her, but I also didn’t want to push things too far, given we’d just met. “Absolutely. You made my night.”

Ophelia swayed with a smile before pushing off of me and off the bed.

At the sound of the chest opening, Malice screamed. “You again! Get away from me! Where is the master?”

“He’s on the— Ow!” I heard something thump in the chest. “Do you want me to leave you in here?”

“You let me out right now!”

“Not if you’re going to burn me! I’ll shut this chest door and toss you into a pocket dimension.”

“No! Bring me to the master at once!”

“Are you going to burn me?”

“Not if you bring me to him.”

When Ophelia returned, she was holding the pieces of Malice in her hands.

“Master, are you okay?” the living object asked.

“I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? She could have cast a spell on you. Put me on so I can check.”

Ophelia rolled her eyes as she helped put the circlet and bracelets on. With Malice reconnected to me, my control was restored. I sat up on the bed and reached for the sorceress’s red-painted fingers.

I kissed the top of her hand. “Thank you for a wonderful evening.”

“You’re welcome, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said.

As Malice ranted about being locked in the chest, the sorceress’s wide hips captivated me. Their sway acted like a pendulum, putting me under the spell of her thick peach. Before she stepped through the portal, she looked back. We shared one last smile and a wave before she departed.
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THE PRINCESS’S CONUNDRUM


After listening to Malice vent and then calming her down, I spent the rest of my evening in the tower’s library. Reading seemed like my only escape from the constant dredge of silent boredom.

I spent more time walking the library flipping through various texts, reading a passage here and there, than actually reading a full book. While the study of Talis and its history was important, there was a reason why I coasted through those classes. I found it hard to care. Especially when I had the walking reference sheets that were my two advisors.

By the time of the morning rise, I had a full stack of books and scrolls that I’d pulled. My favorites were actually the scrolls that contained scripts of ballads. When I triggered the magic within, the bard’s voice sang as the music played in the background, like a medieval record player. Once I figured out how to loop them, I added that to the background ambiance as I read.

Before I realized it, the tower’s alarm rang through the hall. After having Malice activate my armor and retrieving my hammer, I silenced the scrolls and ventured down to the main level. I found Ophelia in a new dress that was more black than red and wearing a different mask that covered her eyes.

“Sleep well?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t mind an hour or two more,” Ophelia said.

“How’s Yda?”

“She was still sleeping when I checked on her before I came down. I think she slept through the alarm.”

“Hopefully, that means she’s feeling more comfortable and safe.”

“I hope so, too,” Ophelia said, smiling.

I pointed to the door. “Have you checked outside?”

“I did. You have a bit of a procession waiting for you.”

“Oh yeah? Anything I should be concerned about?”

“I don’t think so. The leaders are all waiting for you with a number of guards. If they were to assault the tower, I don’t think we would see Lady Florence or Khepri leading the pack.”

“All right. Why don’t you hang back so they don’t see you, and I’ll head out?”

“Oh, before you go, let me give you this.” Ophelia pulled a golden band with green gems off her finger and held it out to me. “This is the ring that Khepri gave to me. Here’s hoping she will notice it and give you an opportunity to speak with her.”

“Here’s hoping,” I said before holding the ring up to my neck. “Malice, can you create a chain to hold this?”

“Of course, master,” Malice said. Black steel-like strands protruded from the upper part of my armor and wrapped themselves around the ring. “Will this suffice?”

I lifted it up. Malice’s strands swung like string. “Yeah, that should be fine. It doesn’t have to be perfect, just something to get the point across.”

“Well, I should let you get to it‌,” Ophelia said before bowing briefly. “May Heluna guide you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m not sure how long the tower will take, but I’ll return once I’m finished.”

After Ophelia left through the interior portal, I headed for the exit. When the doors opened, I realized she wasn’t kidding about a procession. Lady Florence, Venom, the Butcher, and Khepri all stood beyond the tower’s doors. Behind them, an army of soldiers stood. At the snap of a twig, I checked my left. A dozen archers stood hidden in the tree line with their bows drawn.

“Careful, master,” Malice whispered into my mind. “They’ve got us surrounded.”

“They either fear me or are trying to make a statement,” I thought back.

“Should I prepare for a fight?”

“No, let’s see what they want first.”

I stepped down the short path to meet with the leaders. As I got close, several of the troops darted in front of me, gripping their hilts.

“What’s the meaning of this?” I shouted. “I said I would meet your man. I do not need an entire audience.”

“Just a precaution,” Lady Florence said with a diplomatic smile. “While we’re hopeful for your cooperation, you’re still an unknown, Sir Blackthorn. We mean to see you keep your word and witness your power.”

“And you need all of this just to watch me?”

“Didn’t you hear the lady?” the Butcher said with piercing eyes. “You’re an unknown. With all of us here, protection is warranted.”

So it’s fear, I thought as I smiled. “Then, take me to the site of the lighthouse. Let us be on with it.”

“Very well,” Lady Florence said. “The location is on the west end of the island. It’s a bit of a journey. We’d offer you a ride in our carriage, but I’m sad to say I don’t believe you’d fit.”

I looked beyond the trio to see the vehicle at the bottom of the hill. It was fully enclosed with a door mounted on the side. It sat on two axles suspended on four wood-and-metal wheels. Two enormous beasts were strapped in the front to pull. They had two eyes on each side of their heads, spiraled horns, and were as big as oxen.

“I do not need transport,” I growled before pointing over them. “Just lead the way.”

The trio turned around and descended the slope before climbing inside the wagon. The troops surrounded me and the caravan as we weaved through the tiny city streets. All of Liberty Bay’s inhabitants gathered to witness the commotion.

After exiting on the settlement’s western side, we traversed over rocky hills. The cleared path was thin, just barely wide enough for the wagon to wind through. Several times along the journey, a shout ahead stopped the caravan as several soldiers pushed out into the surrounding wilderness. Only to return moments later with nothing to show for it.

After reaching the top of the mountain, several men pointed out the destination for the site below. It was a long, rocky cliff that stood twenty feet over the ocean. Beyond it were tall and jagged rocks that stood above the crashing waves like a spike pit.

Once we reached the bottom, the wagon turned into a clearing, allowing for the passengers to disembark. Lady Florence led everyone onto the cliff. The pounding waves sprayed everyone who got too close to the edge.

Once she reached the halfway point, the brothel owner turned and extended her hand. “This is it, Sir Blackthorn. We’re calling this location Spearhead Ridge. We need the lighthouse built along this area to warn off any approaching ships, given the surrounding sea rocks.”

I walked past my audience, farther out onto the cliff’s edge. Thankfully, it looked flat enough. I didn’t know anything about construction or how to build a proper lighthouse. But my confidence in my abilities was at an all-time high. I was sure with Malice’s help, we could get it done.

I turned around and addressed the crowd. “Very well. I will begin.”

While I continued to survey the surrounding area, I noticed the guards setting up a small camp. They provided Khepri and Liberty’s Trinity with wooden seats they’d brought with them on the carriage. Several of the men worked on building a fire, while others took out wooden rods and fished off the cliffside.

As I eyed the best spot for the base of the tower, I flipped my hammer to my back. “Malice, can you hold this for me?”

“Certainly, master,” Malice said.

When I felt something grip it, I let go. I readied myself to begin by stepping back and extending my hands. Upon activating my Magma Spray ability, lines of liquid hot rock spewed from my palms. I dug my heels into the ground and concentrated on the force, directing it into a circle.

The initial base filled in quickly. I made it wide so that not only could I fit into it but also because I knew the design would taper when I reached the top. However, after a few minutes of constant casting, the base grew bigger and bigger. It wasn’t rising like I wanted it to. I tried pouring more molten rock into the center. But that just pushed the bottom out wider.

Unsatisfied, I stopped. All I’d done was make a big mess. The ground looked like a burnt pizza that had been cooked on a rack, with some of the edge spilling over into the ocean. There was no structure to the shape at all.

“What the hell is this?” the Butcher asked. When I turned around, he was pointing down at my work. “We didn’t ask for a pile of sludge. We asked for a damn lighthouse.”

As the soldiers laughed with their boss, I turned around and whispered, “Malice, a little help, please.”

“What’s the matter, master?” the elemental asked.

“Can’t you tell? All I’m doing is throwing liquid rock on top of liquid rock. How do I morph and shape it like the Magma Manipulation perk said? Normally, the answer would just pop into my head. But like with the aura, I don’t have the same understanding as when I put on the gloves.”

“Well, what are you trying to do?”

I slapped my hand to my head. “Build a lighthouse. We talked about this, if it was possible, remember?”

“Of course, my apologies. I can’t read your thoughts. But if you were to open them to me . . .”

I shook my head. “No, out of the question. Just teach me how to do it.”

“Are you talking to yourself over there?” the Butcher called before turning to the rest of the group. “Remember, you all decided to work with this guy. Not me.”

I clenched my jaw as I found the Butcher’s voice increasingly irritating. I groaned inside my head, “Malice . . .”

The elemental huffed. “Okay . . . let me see how I can explain this . . . Have you ever shaped a solid object before?”

“Like blacksmithing?”

“Kind of, but like a rock. Like how water can wither away the surface to make it smoother.”

“Can’t say I have. I think the closest thing I can think of is making clay pots in high school.”

“Yes!” Malice shouted excitedly. “Clay is of the ground. It’s a perfect substitute. Now imagine you have your clay. How would you shape it?”

I adjusted the helmet to scratch the back of my head. “Well, we’d pull a piece off, put it on a potter’s wheel, then shape it using tools and water.”

“Perfect. Now we’re going to do the same thing here. Imagine the magma as your clay. The liquidity already comes from the intense heat. Your tools are the magic that allows you to manipulate it. Don’t forget, you have the power to adjust it as necessary. That means temperature, solidity, and shape.”

“All right, I’ll give it a shot.”

I figured it would be best to try something small instead of something big. My idea was to craft a single block. A simple shape that wouldn’t be too daunting of a task. If I could manage that, then I could scale bigger.

Instead of using both hands for the Magma Spray, I reduced it to one. With my free hand, I pulled on the magic within and conjured it in my palm. I used the combination of both to spray the magma and then shape it like I’d done all those years ago. It took a few minutes, but after I had the shape, I cooled the liquid inside and hardened the surface. I smiled when I had my first stone block.

I turned around and tossed it in front of the audience. “That’s the first of many.”

The Butcher scowled and jumped from his seat. A red aura surrounded his blade as he raised it overhead. With a bestial shout, he swung at the block.

To mine and everyone’s surprise, his custom cleaver rang as it bounced back in the air. He chopped, again and‌ again, and small divots in the rock splattered up at his face. However, by the time he tired, there was nothing that showed any sign of structural weakness. Murmurs of excitement and disbelief rolled through the crowd.

“Satisfied?” I said, with a hint of pride in my voice.

The half-dwarf gritted his teeth and stomped back to his seat. However, when he reached the rest of the group, he whistled and swirled his finger in the air. “Come on, we’re leaving.”

Lady Florence jumped from her chair. “Where do you think you’re going?”

The Butcher spun on his heel and said, “I’m taking my men back to Liberty Bay. You all can sit around and wait for him to build the tower, but I have better things to do with my time.”

“We have to wait until it’s completed.”

“Either he does or doesn’t, Gretta. We don’t need to sit around and wait.”

The foxkin woman stammered as she failed to come up with an appropriate response. “W-well, well . . . you can’t leave us here!”

“Either you come now or you can find your own way back. It doesn’t matter to me, but I’m taking my men.”

Lady Florence turned to her companion. “Venom, darling, any help?”

The masked men strolled over to the block, picked it up, and asked me, “Can I keep this?”

“Yes,” I said with a stern nod.

Venom turned back around and returned to the group, not looking up. “Brick has a point, and I’d like to go back and examine this. Its hardness is marvelous.”

“If we’re all going, who is going to stay back and monitor his progress?”

“I can stay back,” Khepri said.

Jackpot! I thought. Hopefully, that’s a good sign that she noticed the necklace and wants to talk.

Lady Florence smiled and grabbed Khepri’s arm. “Dear, it’s not safe to be out here by yourself. You’re much too important to us to take that risk.”

“We either trust Sir Blackthorn or we don’t. If not, then there is no point in putting on the charade any longer, and we deal with him right now. We have him cornered. If we do, then I will be safe in his care until he completes the tower.”

She was right. I was up against the edge of the sea with nowhere to go. It would be me against close to fifty guards by my estimation, plus Liberty’s Trinity. If things resorted to violence, I didn’t know how bad it would get. Whatever Khepri’s plan was with this conversation, all I knew was that if things turned ugly, the sea would run red, and I’d likely lose her in the scrap.

Lady Florence looked me up and down before nodding. “Very well. But even with Sir Blackthorn, I will not leave both of you out here alone.” She spun and snapped her fingers. “Amelia, Cartha, Essel, and Harrietta, come here, please.”

My head perked up at the second name. Four archers came rushing out of the forest and stood in a line. Their facial features were all concealed by their hoods and masks, but when I focused in on the voidelf’s eyes, I knew it was her.

“You four will stay back and watch over Lady Amasi and Sir Blackthorn. Make sure they are both kept safe while the tower gets completed. Once it is, accompany them all back to Liberty Bay and return to me.”

“Yes, ma’am!” the guards shouted.

Lady Florence then turned to me and smiled. “We’ll await your completion of the tower, Sir Blackthorn. Please do not disappoint us.”

I nodded and watched as the Liberty’s Trinity members stepped into their wagon and ascended back up the hill. The guards gathered all of their gear and marched closely behind. Once they were out of earshot, I half expected Khepri to walk up and start talking. However, she sat back in the seat that was left for her and stared.

Maybe this is the smarter play? I wondered. Maybe she knows the guards are watching the both of us and will report anything that happens. I’ll just keep working and see what she does.

Over the next few hours, I cleaned up the base. I pulled all the misspent magma into a nice circular platform. After smoothing it out and ensuring it was flat, I started building up.

I planned to have the base be a small interior studio, so whoever was staying could have somewhere to live to maintain the lighthouse. The stairs would spiral up along the wall until it reached the top platform where the signal fire would be lit—or whatever they used for a light source.

The room didn’t take long. It was just ensuring the thickness of the walls matched what I was going for. Malice was a great helper. Any time I had questions regarding weight or load, she was quick to confirm if I needed to make something thicker or not. It was a far cry from her earlier arguing with Ophelia. She felt like a valuable part of my team.

As I continued, my control over the magma became more precise. I could weave and twist the flow of the Magma Spray into the finest shapes. With each passing hour, my efficiency increased tenfold. Stairs that were taking me minutes to complete eventually only took seconds. Near the end, I felt like a walking 3D printer.

When I reached the top, I widened it slightly, giving whoever was tasked with illuminating this plenty of space to work with. The stairs I closed with a thin door. It gave me the opportunity to test my skills. But as I pushed on, I found the flow of my Magma Spray begin to fade like a bent house. I tried to force more, but the same sputter came out.

“Malice, do you know what’s going on?” I asked. “Why is the Magma Spray slowing down?”

“I’m sorry, master,” Malice strained. “I’m getting worn down.”

My eyes widened, not having realized this was even a possibility. I built myself to have unlimited stamina, so I expected the same from my peer. However, she wasn’t me. It only made sense that there would be limits on the abilities I gained from her.

“I know you’re really tired, but we’re so very close. Do you think you can just hold out for me a little longer?”

“Yes, master,” Malice grunted. “I’ll try.”

When I reactivated the ability, the same flow came. I decided to focus on some of the smaller things to give her a bit of rest. After several attempts, I made screws, hinges, and a small nub to pull it up with. Once I pushed the screws in, I melted them permanently into the structure. While this would be awful for repairs, my goal was more to test my abilities rather than build for repairability.

Stone and metal came naturally to me. However, as I looked out at the covered awning, I was missing one critical piece: glass. All the lighthouses I’d seen growing up had the top section covered in large glass windows.

Like I did with the blocks, I started small with a piece no longer than my hand. I stretched it out, making it nice and thin. My initial attempt at just producing glass failed, but then I thought about things that were similar. When I envisioned what I wanted in my mind, the material solidified with a finished shine that was semitransparent.

“Huh, I made obsidian,” I said.

“Well done, master,” Malice said, stroking my ego.

I put that off to the side and made another attempt. This time forgoing strength for translucency. Each attempt got better and better until I finally produced my ideal result. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure if it was actual glass or crystal, but it was completely transparent and held the strength I expected.

I sprayed in more material, closing the gaps between the supports that held up the domed roof. Once it was completely closed, I concentrated and shifted the material until it was almost transparent. After a celebratory laugh at my success, I finished the remaining walls.

With the fundamental structure complete, I descended the stairs back into the central room. I furnished it with stone chairs and a table. Not because it was the expectation, but because I wanted to see if I could. I was on cloud nine. The belief that I could create anything out of stone, metal, or glass fueled my creativity. I had so many ideas and longed to get started on my kingdom.

The final touch was putting a swinging door on the front. I kept it shut with a simple latch, given I had no idea of the modern inner workings of a doorknob. With it secured, I clapped my hands together and marched to Khepri, who was staring off into the ocean, looking bored out of her mind.

“I’m finished,” I said, looming over her.

She stood and pointed to the lighthouse. “Then, I should inspect it. Come, show me what you’ve built.”

After opening the door and heading inside, Khepri shut the door behind us. She whispered quickly and directly, “You’re wearing that ring as a sign, yes?”

“Yes,” I whispered back.

“Why? Speak quickly as we have little time.”

I didn’t know how to respond. The only thing that came to mind was the truth. I knew that if she was in cahoots with Liberty’s Trinity and was really going against her mother, I’d have to drop her fast. With Cartha outside, I felt better about my chances, as we’d only have to kill the other three guards and could make it back easily to the tower. I took my shot.

“Because we needed to talk. I need to understand why you’re betraying Queen Sekhet.”

Khepri’s eyes darted from side to side before widening. “Mother sent you, didn’t she?” When I nodded slowly, she threw her hands into the air. “Oh, thank the gods.”

I tilted my head. “So you want to be rescued?”

“Yes! Of course I do!”

“Yet you mingle with Liberty’s Trinity like you’re working with them.”

“Because I’m trying not to die!” Khepri shouted in a hushed whisper. “Haven’t you ever heard of infiltrating the enemy?”

I crossed my arms and leaned back. “Explain.”

“When I came as part of the envoy to negotiate terms with Liberty Bay, I knew it was going to fail. My mother’s terms were basically a threat. Either give Nubia sixty-five percent of their earnings or face our wrath. What I needed was time. I needed to see the inner workings of Liberty’s Bay. To see what we could exploit or use to our advantage to give us a better path for negotiation. So when I landed, they took me inside, and I lied. I said I was there because I was not happy with my mother’s rule and wanted to escape.”

“So you tried to con the con artists? Bold move, Princess.”

“I mean, it wasn’t a complete lie. I was here trying to run away. I wanted any reason to get away from her. You don’t know Queen Sekhet like I do. She’s controlling, manipulative, overbearing . . .”

I knew exactly what she was going through. Her words resonated with my own past. But I wasn’t going to tell her that.

“So, they just accepted the truth?”

“Not at first. They seized me, took my men, and threw me in a cell for a few days.”

“How did you get out?”

“Eventually, they let me out. They came by and asked me multiple questions, prodding my story full of gaps. But because it wasn’t a complete lie, it held true.”

“Even still, that doesn’t explain how you managed to get into their inner circle so quickly.”

Khepri lowered her head. “I . . .” She pinched her brows and looked up at me. “Look, it doesn’t matter. Just know I gave them information I shouldn’t have. That will be addressed once we get back. My goal was to get in with them so we could gain information. Information we could take back to Nubia to use for our advantage in manipulating or destroying them. However, with my men gone, I had no way of getting back home. The only thing I could think of was the ransom ploy under the guise that we would be getting back at my mom.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter now. We just need to get you home. I’ll take care of the guards outside, we’ll race back to the tower, and we’ll be back before sundown.”

“We can’t!” Khepri shouted, her hair snakes hissing. “At least not yet.”

“Why not?”

“We need to rescue my men and all the women under Lady Florence’s employment.”

I palmed my helmet and let out a sigh. “The women that Lady Florence has captured . . . maybe. But your mom told me not to care about your men. That they didn’t deserve any sympathy for you getting captured.”

“Of course she did,” Khepri scoffed. “But I’m not my mother. I will not leave my men behind.”

“Do you even know where they are?”

“Somewhere on this godsforsaken island. I know they aren’t in the cells under the Butcher’s warehouse, because that’s where they kept me. And they obviously aren’t at Lady Florence’s.”

“Somewhere with Venom, then?”

“Could be. I heard he has a lair somewhere inland away from everything, but I don’t know where.”

I stepped away and paced about the room as I weighed my options. None of this was my mission. I was to get the princess safely home, and taking her now seemed like the best opportunity to do so.

“And what if I say no?” I asked.

“Then, you can go back and tell my mother why you failed to bring me home.” Khepri glared.

“I could just force you to come with me.”

“Not without a fight.”

I chuckled. “You’re kidding.”

“You may be bigger than me, but one bite from me or my snakes and you’re dead. And even if you manage to somehow get me back, I’ll tell my mother you put your hands on me. She’ll cut off those hands and feed them to you.”

I stared into her slitted golden eyes. As far as I could tell, she wasn’t kidding. While I wasn’t a hundred percent sure the queen would take such a stark reaction, I couldn’t take the chance. The whole point of taking this mission was the boons promised by the queen. But having her go back to Liberty Bay would be too much of a risk. I had to come up with something.

I raised my finger in the air. “How about . . . a compromise?”

Khepri crossed her arms. “What do you propose?”

“You will come with me back to Ophelia’s tower. You will provide me and my team with the information required to allow me to attempt the rescue of your allies and the women captured by Lady Florence. I give you my word that I will make every effort to see it done. However, my primary quest is your safety and bringing you back home. The secondary is the destruction of Liberty Bay, which I will do in tandem with the rescue of your peers. Those have to come first above everything.”

Khepri brought her thumb to her chin and thought for a moment. Her snakes settled as if adding to her brain power. When she finished, she looked up with a slight grin. “I agree.”

I pushed her to the side, away from the door. “Good. Now, stay in here until I give you the signal.”
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BURN THIS CITY


Igripped the handle of my hammer and pulled it from my back. To my surprise, Malice let go perfectly, allowing me to bring it around without any force. I held out my hand to Khepri to remind her to stay put. She nodded.

After opening the door, I marched across the cliff to meet with Lady Florence’s guards.

When I approached, one pointed behind me and asked, “Where is Lady Amasi?”

“She’s taking her time,” I groaned, trying to keep my stature and tone as casual as could be for a dark lord. “She’s on her way down.” I waited for the right moment for Cartha to look me in the eye.

Once she did, I widened them and nodded to the guards next to her. She tilted her head in confirmation, and I slowly signaled agreement. When her hand rested on the hilt of her blade, I knew she understood my intent.

Her speed was excellent and so much faster than mine. She jutted the edge of her dagger into the back of the neck of the first foe, the tip protruding from the front. As the guard dropped, holding her bloody throat, Cartha spun the knife and slammed it into the skull of the other.

I swung my hammer by the time the first two dropped. Just before I slammed my weapon into her chest, I caught the horrid look in the woman’s eyes. I felt the cracks of her ribcage rattle through my hammer as she flew off her feet. With a heavy thump, she slid to the ground, motionless.

With the combat done in less than a second, the guards’ souls swirled into my gauntlet.

“Took you long enough,” Cartha said with a momentary smile after pulling off the shroud around her head.

“Lady Florence’s guard?” I said in disbelief.

The elven soldier shrugged. “What? You told me to infiltrate and gather intel. That’s what I’ve been doing.”

“How did you manage to get in so quickly?”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve been here. People knew me and vouched for me. Easy as that.”

“Is that something I need to be concerned about if our job is to burn this place to the ground?”

“No. The only person I care that much about is in Ophelia’s tower. How’s she doing, by the way?”

“Yda’s fine. Ophelia’s been keeping an eye on her. She actually came up with a great place for us to set up after we get back to Nubia, but I’ll let her tell you everything when you see her.” As Cartha nodded, I cupped my hand to my mouth and shouted to the tower, “Princess. It’s safe to come out now.”

Khepri opened the door and strolled over. When she got near the bodies, she yelled back, “Are they all dead?”

“Yeah, they are.”

As Khepri tried to hold back her lunch, Cartha asked, “So what’s the plan? Get the princess back to the tower and head back to Nubia?”

“Hold on,” I said, holding up my hand. In a similar fashion to the terror scrofas, I conjured my Death Magic into my hand, shaping it into each of the former guards’ souls. I pushed it into each husk like a key into a lock before pumping them full of Death Magic to make them stable.

Their bones cracked into place as they shambled to their feet. Each hand gripped their bow like an expert archer. Black flames incinerated their eyes and illuminated their sockets.

When the spell completed, I pointed between my companions and my new troops. “Fan out into the wilderness but within striking distance. Protect them with your lives.”

“Yes . . . master,” my minions groaned in a whispery voice.

“What kind of monstrosity are those?” Cartha shouted, wide-eyed.

“Some additional protection while we walk,” I said.

“That’s . . . not natural,” Khepri mumbled as she moved behind me.

“Magic is natural. I just gave them some of my own.” I waved everyone to follow. “Come. We have a long walk, and the sun is dropping. We’ve made the first blow. It’s important to get back and strategize if we’re going to save them.”

“Wait,” Khepri said. “Why does your voice sound different?”

I chuckled when I realized I had forgotten I was no longer keeping up my bad-guy act. “This is my voice. My real one, anyway. The one you heard earlier is an act when I wear this armor. It’s just a facade that fits the terrifying, big, bad guy better.”

“So, this is your natural speaking voice?”

“Yes.”

As Khepri seemed to question her whole existence, Cartha jogged to my side. “Did you say ‘save them’ a second ago? I thought we were just coming for the princess?”

“You rubbed off on me,” I said.

“I what?” Cartha asked with raised brows and a pointed lip.

“You influenced me.” I laughed. “But you are correct. Our priority is to get the princess safe. We’re taking her straight to the tower with, hopefully, no witnesses. We’ll then be attacking the town, performing Mission Two. However, we’re going to see if we can rescue Lady Florence’s captives and the princess’s men in the process.”

“How are you going to manage all of that?”

“Not sure yet. I was hoping we could strategize back at the tower.”

“Then, we should hurry back. If we’re going to strike tonight, we need to do so before they find out the tower is done and we’re gone.”

“How quickly do you think you can get through the forest?”

Cartha gave me a smug look. “I’m a voidelf soldier. A Konyani. I spent my adolescent years weaving through the deadly undergroves of Amonduin. This is nothing.”

I turned back to the princess. “Khepri? First question. How should I address you? What’s the royal title for a princess?”

“You may call me Khepri or Royal Highness, if you would prefer to be formal.”

“Perfect, and second question. How would you feel about being carried through the forest?”

“You want to carry me?” she asked with a blushed grimace.

“Yeah, we need to make better time. I don’t mean to sound rude, but unless you’re great at sprinting up hills through rugged jungle, then you’re going to slow us down.”

“I mean . . . if you think it will be faster, I don’t mind.”

“Your hair won’t bite me, will it?”

“They won’t unless I feel threatened.”

I slapped my hammer to my back. “Malice, can you shift my armor to my explorer clothes?”

“Of course, master.”

“Who was that?” Khepri asked, pointing at my head.

“Malice is one of my companions,” I said. “She’s a living armor that I wear. Malice, say hello to Her Royal Highness.”

“Hello, Princess,” Malice groaned.

“Hello,” Khepri waved nervously as her eyes darted around, not sure where to look.

After my clothes shifted, I looked down at Khepri. “Better?”

Her eyes widened, and her snake hair all turned their heads, twisting among each other. “Y-yeah.”

“You okay?” I chuckled. When she nodded, I reached out my hand. “Shall we get going, then?”

Khepri grabbed my hand, and I lifted her into my arms. She wasn’t small like Yda or as curvy as Ophelia but was rather petite. To her word, her snakes refrained from biting me; instead, they flicked their tongues at me.

We sprinted through the jungle as fast as we could. Cartha had no problems keeping up. She darted from tree to tree, a sight to behold. Her speed and finesse allowed her to move while making little sound compared to my trudging footsteps. My living dead minions did well to keep close. Their bodies retained some dexterity of their former masters, enough to not be too far behind as we made our way home.

Once we got close enough to see the tower above the tree line, I slowed us down. “Okay, Ophelia’s is up ahead. We should flank around the upper side of the island and come back down to avoid being seen.”

“Do you think anyone will see us?” Khepri asked.

“Dusk and cloaks should cover us if we’re quick,” Cartha said. “The town is already illuminating their lanterns.”

“It’d be better if we went as one,” I said.

Cartha cocked her brow. “What are you suggesting?”

“Malice, can you make me a black cloak to fit everyone inside, something as big as you can make it?”

“Anything for you, master,” the elemental said. My clothes shifted and twisted until I was wearing an oversized cloak. Only an oversized cloak. It wasn’t until I saw Cartha’s wide eyes and waving finger that I felt the cool breeze between my naked legs.

I glanced down and shouted in a hushed whisper, “Malice!”

“Yes, master?” the elemental purred.

“Oh goodness,” Khepri gasped as she glanced down at my body.

“Why did you— Give me some freaking pants.”

“But, master, you said to make the biggest one I could make, and I only have so much of myself.”

“Okay . . . make the cloak one size smaller and cover my groin, for gods’ sake.” After the thread shrank by an inch, implying she knew what she was doing, I waved Cartha to me. “I’ll hunker down. You walk in front, wrap the cloak in front of you.”

“Do I really have to?” the elven soldier groaned.

“Quit messing around and get in here.”

Cartha rolled her eyes but motioned in front of me. I dispelled my minions, hoping we wouldn’t be gone long enough for them to be seen. After checking that everyone was ready, we sprinted down to the tower and inside.

I shut the doors as quickly as I could before letting Khepri down. Ophelia and Yda ran from the portals only seconds later. Both women sprinted up to their friends, sharing hugs and smiles.

I gave them a moment before clearing my throat to pull everyone’s attention. “I’m sorry to break this up, but we’re short on time. We’ve killed members of Lady Florence’s guard to get Khepri safe. They’re likely to discover we’ve completed the tower and moved on soon. So we need to act fast.”

Ophelia stepped into the middle of the room. “Then, let us be gone. I’ll⁠—”

“We can’t leave yet,” I said, holding up my hand. “Her Royal Highness has asked us to rescue Lady Florence’s captives and search for her soldiers.”

“Yes, both are equally important,” Khepri said. “If my men are still alive, they must be rescued.”

I moved to the table and grabbed a large piece of parchment. After retrieving a quill pen from an inkwell, I scribbled a crude map of the island. When I finished, I looked over at the elven soldier. “Cartha, do you have any idea where they might keep the princess’s men?”

Cartha paced back and forth as she thought for a moment. “Maybe the Butcher’s cells? I’ve heard he’s got jails under his warehouse. Everyone they bring in off the ships gets stowed away down there first.”

I shook my head. “No, Khepri already said they weren’t stowed there.”

“They’re not in Liberty Bay, then. I would have seen them by now.”

“They’ve got to be somewhere!” Khepri shouted, throwing her hands up. “I’m not leaving until I see a body.”

“Have you seen any signs of them since you arrived?” Cartha asked.

“No. Not since I was jailed.”

“I heard about that. There were some rumblings down in the watering hole. People were questioning your loyalty, and it seems rightly so.”

“I don’t care what those . . . those ruffians think!”

“Nor should you,” Cartha said, shrugging. “But I haven’t seen any Nubians around here that weren’t face down in the sand, high on Phoenix Fire.”

“And there’s no other place they could be?” I asked.

Cartha scratched her cheek before straightening and raising her finger. “Actually . . . There were a few rumors about Venom having his own lair somewhere farther inland. I heard it was in a cavern he’d converted into his own workshop, just north of his xyrol fields.”

“Xyrol?”

“It’s the primary plant used to make Phoenix Fire. They cleared vast fields of jungle where they’ve grown the plant.”

“Ah . . . that must be why when I suggested setting up our kingdom here, he didn’t want us to expand east. He said they were already doing so.”

“Phoenix Fire is how they built Liberty’s Bay,” Khepri said. “It’s how they earn eighty percent of their income. The rest comes from Lady Florence’s exploits.”

“And the Butcher?” I asked.

“He just provides protection.”

I pointed to the map and glanced over at the purple-eyed elven soldier. “Can you mark where you think his hideout might be?”

Cartha took the quill pen and scribbled as she spoke. “The fields are here, here, and here. Those that I know of. The cove has to be somewhere along the northern beach . . . here. I’d imagine there to be a small dock, perhaps even a ship or two. It should be easy to spot once you’re on the beach.”

I stared at the map, twisting my lips as I thought about what we needed to do. “We don’t have enough manpower to do everything at once.” I glanced up at the snake-haired princess. “Your Royal Highness, correct me if I’m wrong, but I assume the women trapped here are more valuable than your men’s lives.”

Khepri stroked her snakes as she stared at the paper, deciding her answer. “Y-yes. My men would sacrifice themselves for the good of others.”

“Then, I think that should be our first priority,” I said, leaning over the table. “My concern is that by fighting our way through the city, the women could get injured or worse.”

“Lady Florence wouldn’t kill them unless it was a last resort,” Khepri said. “She sees them as her product.”

“That’s good to know, but violence is messy. I don’t know what the Butcher’s men would do if he saw us trying to save them.”

“He’d kill them without question. He’s a brute and lives off the pain of others.”

“I agree,” Cartha said. “So would Lady Florence’s guards.”

“And how many are those?” I asked.

“Half a dozen now.”

“The Butcher has a lot more men. He’s the much larger threat. If we’re going to get them out safely, we need a way to pull them away.”

Ophelia’s heels clicked toward the table, and she tapped on Cartha’s drawing. “What about the xyrol?”

I tilted my head. “What about it?”

“Khepri just said it accounts for eighty percent of their earnings. That’s got to mean if something were to happen to it, they’d come running.”

I nodded and smiled. “Like setting it ablaze.”

“You do that and they’ll send everything they have at you,” Cartha said.

“Which would give you and Ophelia time to rescue the women?”

“Me?” Ophelia asked, holding her hand to her chest.

“Remember that portal thing you did to me last night?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, trying to hold back her smile.

“Could you… say… put a portal on the wall in here, and then put a portal inside the brothel? Which would allow you to just move the girls in here without traversing through the city?”

“Theoretically. If it’s close enough. It has to be within twelve hundred feet.”

“Oh, it’s easily within that,” Cartha said.

“It wouldn’t be difficult, then,” Ophelia said, tilting up her nose. “However, I would have to concentrate on maintaining the spell, leaving me somewhat vulnerable.”

“I could get the guards I . . . procured outside to assist you,” I said.

“That could work,” Cartha said. “We wait until all of the Butcher’s men are out of the city. I’ll assault the brothel with your guards in tow to clear the way for Ophelia. We’ll bring her in, get the girls out, then wait for you to finish. The only thing I do not like about this is leaving Yda and Khepri alone.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said, rubbing my chin.

“I know that I’ve already told you all this,” Ophelia said, raising her hands. “But this tower is the best place they could be. It will defend them from any outside threats. And even if someone somehow managed to get inside, they could not traverse the portals. Yda and Khepri would just need to move to one of the other rooms to be safe.”

“Do not worry about us,” Yda said, pulling on Cartha’s bracer. “I can tell Heluna has brought these women here for a purpose. With our guidance, they will be reborn anew. Do whatever you can to rescue them.”

“Then, it sounds like we have a plan,” I said, hovering over the table. “I will go out east and set the fields ablaze. I’ll deal with the Butcher and his men. At the same time, Cartha and Ophelia will assault Lady Florence’s brothel and rescue the working girls.”

“What about my men?” Khepri asked.

“Right,” I said, tapping on my cheek. “I’m heading toward the beach right after. I’ll do my best to scour the location for them. But please know your safety and the safety of the others is paramount. So if I don’t find anything, I’m coming back to lay waste to the city, and we’re leaving.”

“That’s agreeable,” Khepri said with a firm nod.

I stood and addressed the group once more. “Anyone have any other questions or concerns? Or are we doing this?”

“I’ll take Khepri upstairs with me before you depart,” the spiraled-horned beauty said.

“Thank you, Yda,” I said. “I want you both to be safe. Do not come down for anything. We will come to you.”

“We will not.”

“Anything else?”

“May I offer a prayer?”

I smiled and nodded. “I think that would be fitting. Anyone else have a problem with that?”

When the room shook their heads, Yda clasped her hands together and spoke. “Goddess of Rebirth, hear my prayer. Please grant them your divine love, light, and protection as they face the evils of this day. Please guide their weapons so that they may strike true in your name. Please allow them all to come back to us unscathed. In your most glorious name, amen.”

I’d never been a religious man, but when a goddess resurrected me from the dead to be her Archon, I had to accept it. Yda’s words filled me with a vigor to take on an army. I was ready for what was to come. This would be the night I showed Heluna that she made the right choice.

“That was beautiful, Yda,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Your Holiness,” the lovely sheepkin said with a brimming smile.

“Now, if everyone’s ready, let’s burn this city.”
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STANDING IN FLAMES


By the time we exited the tower, the sun had passed the horizon. Darkness provided us with the cover we needed. I unclasped my hammer and led the group into the shadowy wilderness. Once we reached our position, we waited for a few minutes to ensure we weren’t being followed.

With no one in sight, I raised the three guards with my Death Magic. I ordered them to safeguard Ophelia and Cartha with their lives and to follow any orders they gave. I wasn’t sure if that later command would work before I issued it, but when they groaned in compliance, I felt better about leaving my allies under their protection.

“Be safe,” I whispered to the sorceress and elven soldier. “Wait until you see the flames and the Butcher’s men leave. If they don’t take the bait, pull back and wait for me at the tower. I don’t want you two needlessly risking your lives. I can deal with any blowback from the princess.”

“Got it,” Cartha said. She took one step away and stopped. “And . . . uh . . . you be safe, too.”

Even though she said it without looking at me, I knew she meant it. I rounded my way to where I’d left the terror scrofas. It wasn’t hard to find.

I followed my nose to the smell of decay. Thousands of insects crawled across the carcass, chomping away at the rotting flesh. I poured my magic into the beast and rose it from the ground. Once it was stable, I commanded it to follow me.

The more I used my Death Magic to raise minions, the more I had to reserve it. I could feel there was an eventual cap, but I was so far from it, I wasn’t concerned. I was intrigued to see how many I could hold at one point. Hundreds? Thousands? Millions? It felt exciting to contemplate while I trudged through the thick brush.

“Master?” Malice asked, her voice elated.

“Yeah?” I replied.

“I just want to say that my body is lit with anticipation.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, knowing well by now what she was likely to say.

“The night’s harvest approaches! So many souls will be claimed through the destruction of Liberty’s Bay. You will reap the weak. Their useless lives converted into essence to fuel your will. Through their deaths, you will grow in power. Coming ever closer to reaching your goal. Seeing such a sight at the foundation of your glory is truly a once-in-a-lifetime event. I’m overwhelmed with joy to share it with you.”

“That would be super cute if it weren’t so macabre,” I chuckled. “But I’m glad to have you with me, Malice. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have gotten this far.”

My armor shivered, and I felt the warmth of metallic lips caress my cheek as I ran forward. The time for stealth was over. With the terror scrofas at my back, it might as well have been a Tyrannosaurus rex, and I was the Jeep it was chasing. Each gallop of its thick legs and wide body shook the trees, snapped twigs, and quaked the ground.

When I reached the first field and found a group of guards investigating the noise, it didn’t surprise me. They all gasped in fear as I burst from the shadows. Their weapons bounced off my armor as I barreled through them like bowling pins.

I slid to a halt. As I turned, I shouldered my weapon and pointed at the bodies that scrambled from the ground. “Kill them all!” I shouted.

The towering beast of tooth and claw burst through the tree line like a wrecking ball. It speared the closest soldier on its horns. The man seized as blood dripped from his mouth. His eyes darted side to side as if still trying to process what was happening. They didn’t stop moving until the animal tore him in two with its thick claws.

The remaining soldiers screamed in terror. The monster pounced on the next one, ripping his flesh into meaty chunks, painting its head red. Two brave men swiped their swords at its hind legs. Their weapons effortlessly slipped through the decayed flesh before scraping the bone.

But the creature seemed unaffected. It bucked its back legs, sending the soldiers airborne. After spinning in place, it lowered its head and darted toward both men. It pierced one and batted the other to the ground. Muffled cries for help sounded in the air as the terror scrofas mauled them with its claws and teeth. By the time it finished, twisted intestines dangled from its horns like a grisly crown. The two men left dropped their weapons and sprinted into the brush.

“Go after them,” I said, pointing to the men. “We can’t leave any alive. Come back when you’re finished.”

My minion raced into the surrounding forest. Yells and snapping wood echoed nearby for a few seconds. The silence that followed felt unnatural, as if all the creatures of the forest were terrified of what we’d just done. As my gauntlet absorbed the souls, I surveyed my surroundings.

The field was wider than a football field but just as long. The xyrol plants that inhabited the area stood up to my chest. Their long green stalks gave them their height, but it was the red-and-orange glistening buds that were their defining feature.

After I snapped one off its base, I twisted it in my hand. I hesitated to take a big whiff of it, not knowing if my immunity to disease and poison also made me immune to drugs, and this was not the time to test that theory. A sudden realization hit me that I planned on burning the field. I wasn’t a drug connoisseur, but I was familiar with the effects of secondhand smoke.

Nothing I can do about that now, I thought.

When the terror scofas returned to me, I pushed the thought aside and marched forward. Once we got halfway through the field, I heard shouts from men off into the distance.

“Must be more guards coming to investigate the noise,” I said.

“You and your beast are anything but subtle, master,” Malice said with a hint of a smile in her voice.

“There are supposed to be multiple fields. If they’re coming from that way, then they must be further inland. I don’t want to start the burn until we reach the farthest one. I shouted “With me!” as I worked up to a jog. When the shouting got closer, I readied my hammer. Thanks to my fully dilated eyes, I saw my foes before they saw me.

I pulled my hammer back and swung. The first head head exploded in a showering mist as I cleaved it through a tree. I spun, tripping the next foe. As my hammer followed through the momentum, I brought it down on the soldier’s back. A thick crunch popped into the surroundings.

Something glanced off my shoulder. I turned and spotted four archers off in the distance. They rained arrows down on me as I instinctively raised my forearm to protect the eye slit of my helmet.

With but a subconscious thought, I directed the terror scrofas at them. They lowered their bows and screamed as it charged after them. I didn’t need to watch the carnage to know my minion had executed his order. Hearing the archers’ ghastly wails was enough.

The final men shouted as they sprinted at me with spears in hand. I twisted my torso as I swung; the metal tips of their weapons sparked off my plate. Both bodies flipped head over feet as my hammer connected. Their bodies folded motionlessly in half once they hit the ground. I spun on my heel when I heard a horn blow farther inland. The alarm from Liberty’s Bay followed soon after.

“So much for waiting,” I said.

“Liberty Bay’s forces will no doubt be on their way, master,” Malice said. “We must press on.”

As the swirling wind of the souls twisted their way into my gauntlet, I sprinted through the row of jungle that separated the fields. I found the terror scrofas surrounded by a group of soldiers. Even in the distance, the beast’s large size made it easy to spot them.

Several archers shot rope arrows into the beast, piercing its remaining thick hide. Four groups grabbed the ends, sliding in the soil as they struggled to pull it to the ground. A half-plated man, wielding a metal-and-wooden shield, directed the others with skill while he held the animal’s attention. The soldiers were so preoccupied with the threat in front of them that they didn’t hear me coming.

The leader turned as I stormed their position, raising his shield just in time for my hammer to shatter through it. The head of my weapon continued forward, caving the man’s face inward, his lower jaw the only reminder of the man he was.

I turned my focus to the archers. They struggled to nock their arrows as I raced forward. Each swing silenced their cries of fear, replacing them with the cracks of shattered bones. With those threats dealt with, I engaged the remaining soldiers.

Once a few of the men dropped the ropes, the terror scrofas swung the remainder in the air like kites. It caught one in its claws and clamped onto his skull. Even with the metal helmet, it popped like a watermelon, splashing brain matter as it chomped down.

With their leader and allies dead, the remaining men scrambled to their feet and rushed away, but I wasn’t about to let anyone escape. I dropped my hammer and extended both hands. With as much force as I could muster, I sprayed fire and liquid earth from my palms. It arched through the air and clung to their bodies.

They shrilled and tumbled over as the heat cooked them in their armor. I picked up my weapon and navigated to each one still alive. With an overhead slam, I put them out of their misery, absorbing their soul in the process. In just a few minutes, the number of souls I had claimed for my goddess nearly tripled, and the night still had a long way to go.

When I turned around, I watched the fire spread through the field. The plants almost seemed incendiary by how quickly the flames consumed them. I waited until the entire field burned.

I didn’t pause my breathing. Instead, I breathed deep, waiting for any sign that it would affect me. When I felt nothing but the heat, I smiled.

I directed the terror scrofas beyond the field before it, too, became a walking inferno. Without concern, I marched through the fire, retrieving my hammer along the way. While I could feel that I was surrounded by severe heat, Malice’s Fire Resistance protected me as I proceeded to the final field.

As I assumed, there were no more soldiers, only more red-and-yellow flowers. I set the field on fire with more Magma Spray before returning to the first field and repeating the ability. It was there I waited. I glanced to my side to ensure I could see my minion waiting for me in the brush. Should I need its help, I wanted it to be ready.

The roaring fire made it difficult to hear. Each pop of a bug pulled my attention. I knew the Butcher and his army were coming, but the wait drudged on, making it unbearable.

I became anxious, wanting for this to be over, to prove I was the better. Deep down, I knew this would be a test. One of strength and conviction. This would be my moment to show that I was here to stay. That this was the beginning of my conquest and the story of the Blackthorn. That was why when I saw his army halt at the edge of the burning field, I smiled.

I tightened my grip around my hammer and readied myself. With each passing second, more soldiers lined up along the tree line. The flames reflected in their armor and weapons, dancing in the night.

A high-pitched whistle signaled for the gathered guards to part. Three men rode up on trisons. Two were fully adorned in a hodgepodge of plate armor that looked like the pieces had been stolen from various dead soldiers. The Butcher sat in the middle, shouldering his cleaver.

With a wave of my hand, I vanquished the fire. I wanted them close.

The Butcher laughed as he looked down at me. “Why am I not surprised? I told them they shouldn’t trust you. You and that snake-haired bitch of a princess. Ever since you both showed up, you’ve done nothing but make a mess of things. But I can’t fault them. Lady Florence . . . Venom . . . both of them built this small shithole and are too scared to let it go. They probably thought the only way of getting out of this safely was to make a deal with you. One they hoped you would honor. Because deep down they and I know the truth.”

“What’s that?” I asked with my deep brooding voice.

The Butcher smiled wildly. “That you’re a killer. Just like me. It’s why I brought all of my men here. I came here for a good scrap. Not any scrap. Oh no, I came here for a proper fight. The ones that only the survivors live to tell about.”

The Butcher raised his weapon and pointed it at me. “And for that, Sir Blackthorn, I genuinely thank you. For you will be the one to grant me my legend as I cut you down. I will no longer be just the Butcher. I will become the Butcher of the Blackthorn.”

The army marched as their leader led them forward.

However, the Butcher raised his hand, halting their advance as my chuckle built into a howling laugh. “You . . . believe you’re going to survive this?

“You’re more insane than I am if you think otherwise,” the Butcher growled. “You’re surrounded by thirty swordsmen, twenty archers, and three Slayers, including me. You are alone in the middle of the field, behind enemy lines. There’s only one man I know of that could survive something like this, and you are not him.”

I tilted my head at the sudden revelation. I focused intently on the three men riding the beasts in front of me.

Name: ???

Class: Slayer

Race: Cowkin

Name: The Butcher

Class: Slayer

Race: Half-Dwarf, Half-Human

Name: ???

Class: Slayer

Race: Lizardkin

So they are Slayers, I thought. But I’m more intrigued by the other morsel the Butcher gave. “Who is such a man who could defeat this?” I asked.

“Quit stalling!” the Butcher spat. “Raise your weapon and fight!”

I readied my weapon. “Fine, but just know you overestimate yourself, Butcher. I’m not surrounded by fifty-three soldiers. I’m surrounded by fifty-three dead men!”

The Butcher snarled and charged. “The person who brings me his head gets ten thousand gold!”

I sprinted forward and activated my Aura of Malice. Each of the trisons hastened toward me, their riders brandishing their weapons. They raced shoulder to shoulder, leaving me only one place to go.

As I jumped, I swung my hammer in a circle, crushingit into the first two before falling into the Butcher. We slammed into the ground with a heavy thud before he sent me airborne with a kick. I rolled into the air and slid in the earth, clawing at the ground to stop my momentum.

The shouting army that raced toward me pulled my attention. I spun, spraying my magma in a circle. The first line of advance fell to the ground, clutching their smoldering faces and bodies. Those behind them stumbled over their fallen comrades, giving me a moment to breathe. I called my minion into the fray, concentrating on the archers who currently stood idle, waiting for a moment to shoot. This split the attention of the backline, who halted, allowing me to press forward.

I gripped my hammer and lunged into the crowd. I swung as hard and as fast as I could muster. Each blow sent a handful of men flying and littered the ground with their body parts.

As the bodies piled and the soldiers scampered to escape, I let out a barbaric shout as I pressed my advantage. I swung one-handed, splattering a man’s head into his chest. On the backhand, I severed his comrade’s leg from his body.

“Yes, master, yes!” Malice shouted with glee. “Kill! Kill them all!”

A lone soldier stood in fear, shaking his head as I ran toward him. I palmed his head, sucking the life out of him while I swung my weapon. The unlucky soul to catch the head of my hammer flipped backward over the crowd, opening me up to three more dead men.

I dropped the body in my hand, gripped my handle, and swung around me. Each of the bodies smashed into each other before throwing them into a group of soldiers. I jumped into the air and slammed as hard as I could into the group. A wave of blood splashed over the front of me.

My vision turned red. I paid no mind to the clank of blades, spears, and arrows that glanced off my armor. Nothing could pierce Malice, leaving me to my bloodlust. My whole body lit aflame as I swung, again and again. The screams of the dying and wounded fed my need to silence them. They were the monsters that I was cleansing this world of.

As I rushed toward my next victim, a chain wrapped around my neck and pulled me off my feet. More pissed than hurt, I quickly rolled over and lunged in the other direction. A Slayer held the end of the chain whip.

I grabbed the middle of it and triggered the Magma Spray in my hand. It melted through the steel as I dashed toward him. He dropped the weapon and pulled two daggers just in time to meet the swing of my hammer. The blow glanced off him, and he slid backward. When the dust settled, he stood wide-eyed, staring at his fractured and bleeding hands.

“Impressive,” I said. “That blow would have killed your compatriots.” I raced forward. “But it was a mistake to try to parry my strength!”

The man screamed as I swung my hammer overhead. His neck snapped backward before his body buckled.

“Cassius!” a voice called out. When I turned around, the other Slayer charged forward wielding a flail and a shield. I dodged the first swing, only to have the spiked ball rotate back around and connect with my helmet. The blow rang my bell.

I leaped backward and tried to shake it off, but my foe was relentless. He swung wildly, too fast for me to catch him off guard. I sprayed my magma at him, only to have it slide off his shield as he pushed forward.

With repeated blows, he swung overhead. They smacked into my helmet, blurring my vision.

“Master, you have to do something!” Malice shouted. “I’m growing weak!”

“I’m fucking trying!” I shouted.

In a last-ditch effort, I dropped my hammer and grabbed the shield. I kicked him as I jerked it away. He fell back as I threw it away but continued charging forward, swinging like a madman.

I rushed toward him and speared him to the ground. We rolled around in the viscera of the battlefield; a mix of blood and mud covered us. Our metal armor clanked as we scraped against each other, fighting for leverage.

After I landed a few punches, he turned, exposing his back. I jumped on top of him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He grunted as I squeezed as hard as I could.

I jerked and twisted. His helmet caved before I felt his jaw and neck shatter. His body slumped to the ground, giving me a moment to breathe. I wanted to collect myself, but the screams echoing from every direction reminded me I was on a battlefield.

I rolled and pushed myself to my feet. I felt a sudden surge of Dark Magic free from my capacity. When I glanced to my right, the Butcher stood on top of the terror scrofas panting and bloody. We locked eyes. He pulled his blade from the now-dead corpse as I retrieved my hammer.

We were all that was left. The only souls still alive were the ones screaming for their mothers. I ignored that noise to give my rival my full attention.

Only one of his arms was working. The other hung lifelessly from his shoulder. His face and eye bled from a fresh wound. Judging by the claw marks, I assumed it was a final parting gift from my minion.

“I’m rightly messed up,” the Butcher said, spitting before laughing. “And you don’t look like you have a scratch on you. Figures. Seems like you weren’t alone, after all.”

“That was your first mistake,” I said, squaring off. “I could have brought more, but I figured you’d want a fair fight.”

“I asked you for a proper fight, and you gave me one. I’ll give you that.”

“You’re done, Butcher. Throw down your weapon, and I’ll grant you a merciful death.”

“Oh, we both know that ain’t happening. I’m still breathing, so I’m not done yet. Let’s see what this bastard cooked up.”

The Butcher pulled out a vial from a bag on his belt. He popped the top and downed the contents. The open wounds on his body sealed shut, and his arm popped back into place. He rotated his shoulder and stood, cracking his neck.

“Ah, that feels much better. I’ll give it to Venom: he makes one hell of a potion.” The Butcher raised his blade. “Now, it’s about time we⁠—”

The half-dwarf groaned. He gripped his stomach as it gurgled. As he covered his mouth, black ichor spewed between his fingers. A darkness spread through his veins, covering his whole body.

“What is this?” the Butcher groaned, his voice completely distorted and deep. “What’s happening to me?”

The muscles along the half-dwarf’s arms pulsed; his veins expanded. Each appendage grew at an alarming rate, doubling with each heartbeat. He buckled forward onto his hands and knees as his flesh tore like fabric.

By the time the transformation finished, he was no longer a man. He was an amalgamation of raw flesh and thick, twisted muscle. Small tufts of hair and his torn clothes were the only remains of who he once was. A brooding growl echoed through its animalistic panting.

I’d seen this movie before and charged forward. I shot my Magma Spray as I pulled my hammer back. The beast squealed and swung its giant arm. It was fast for its size, too fast. It sent me tumbling through the air before slamming into the ground.

By the time I stood up, the Butcher pushed itself up to its feet, stumbling backward as its smaller legs tried to compensate with its overdeveloped torso. It leaned forward like a gorilla before letting out a harrowing squeal.

We hurtled toward each other. I let out a bloodcurdling shout as I pulled my hammer back. When I swung, the behemoth caught the head and swung me around, throwing me until I collided with the top of a tree. I tumbled to the ground, snapping branches as I fell. When I hit the ground, I scrambled to my feet, only to see the beast descending above me.

I jumped out of the way as its massive fists left a crater where I’d just been lying. With a spinning swing, my hammer collided with the beast’s side. I felt a crunch. It howled, gripping the wound. I dashed forward, slamming the head into its chest.

Its giant claws gripped around my weapon and tore it from my hands. It slammed the hammer down as it swung with its massive arm, throwing me backward, and I rolled into the base of a massive tree.

My foe charged forward, galloping on its swollen forearms. I caught one of its arms and swung it around, backing it into the tree, before I threw a quick combination in its abdomen. The shockwaves of my blows shook the surrounding canopy.

But the hulking mass of muscle seemed almost unaffected. It grabbed me in its large hands and rammed me headfirst into the trunk. Wooden shrapnel exploded into my helmet before it tossed me back into the air.

My eyes watered, and my ears rang as I hit the ground, sliding to a halt. The beast’s roar kept me mobile. I triggered my Ground Detection, giving me additional information on the incoming threat. After shaking my head, I jumped to my feet. I sprinted forward, picking up my weapon along the way.

As the Butcher raised its massive arms, I jumped into the air, plowing my hammer into its chest. My momentum pushed it, stumbling it backward. It howled as I swung at it, over and over. It wrapped its hands around me and tossed me to the ground, and I tumbled until the thick pile of dead bodies stopped me.

I pushed myself up to my feet as the beast touched its bloodied and bruised chest. Its muscles bulged even larger as it let out a horrific shout, and it doubled in size before hurtling toward me with deadly intent.

It caught me mid-swing before plunging me into the ground, dragging me until my back and shoulders felt like they were on fire. Dirt and blood spilled through my armor, clouding my vision. I couldn’t see where I was. But from the sickening feeling in my stomach and loss of my Ground Detection, I knew I was airborne again.

The pain that followed was indescribable. The beast crushed me in its grip while pummeling me over and over into the earth. The pounding blows crumpled my flesh and bones. Malice’s armor pierced me as my body struggled to repair the damage.

“Master, please, fight back!” Malice shouted.

Just like before, Malice’s cries fueled my hate. She was a part of me, and I was failing her. But I needed help. I couldn’t save us while getting pressed into the earth. If I didn’t do anything, I was going to join the dead around me.

The dead around me! I thought.

I gritted my bloody teeth as I raised my arms to shield myself from the blows. With my Ground Detection, I felt the corpses that littered the field. I spread my Death Magic from my body, activating every minion that I could sense with my spells. When they all activated, I targeted them all to the same threat.

When the blows suddenly stopped, I knew it had worked. As I lowered my arms and my vision returned, I saw my living army of the dead crawling over the Butcher like ants. They frantically bit and clawed at its flesh. The beast did well killing them in waves, but it didn’t matter. My goal wasn’t to kill it with them, I just needed to buy myself time.

I spilled my Magma Spray around me, filling the divot. As I rose from the burning rock, I manipulated it into a new hammer. Its handle was longer, its head colossal. It was a weapon better scaled to my frame and mass and more fitting for the giant I fought.

“Now I’m going to crush every bone in your fucking body!” I spat.

I sprinted forward, holding my weapon low. The Butcher noticed me and raced to meet me head-on, flinging my minions away in its stride. I met its swing with all the strength I had left. The bound muscle in its arm tore, and the bone snapped.

The Butcher reared back before it came down, only to have the wounded appendage fold like paper. I swung again at the same arm. The flesh tore at the forearm, creating a small pool of blood on the ground. My minions attacked his wound, unrelenting in their assault. The creature rolled on the ground crushing them, trying to get them off.

With the monster distracted, I aimed for its other arm. This time I collided with its shoulder, knocking it loose from its socket. Its body tumbled to the earth.

With its head back to my level, I took aim and leaped. The Butcher’s head splattered under my force. A final groan was all that remained. As I claimed my final soul of the battle, I let out a sigh of relief.

“You did it, master!” Malice shouted with glee. “You did it!”

“Your screams were genuine this time, weren’t they?” I asked.

“Yeah . . . you had me worried. But you persevered like I knew you would.”

“Yeah . . . it wasn’t looking good.” I sighed. “Thanks, Malice. You helped pull me back.”

“Of course, master. I’ll always be here for you.”

Soreness radiated through my entire body. I took deep breaths, allowing my Relentless ability to heal my body as I scanned the battlefield. Everything that wasn’t painted in blood was charred black from the fire. My minions shambled in place, waiting for their next order. I used my foot to prod the Butcher’s corpse.

“What the hell did he turn into?” I asked. “What was that stuff he drank beforehand?”

“I don’t know,” Malice said. “But whatever it was, it wasn’t good.”

As I examined the body, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Someone was watching me. I spun and scoured the surroundings.

“What is it, master?” Malice asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, squinting. I caught a glimpse of a masked shadow moving in the distance. “Venom!”

As I raced to follow, I felt my Death Magic return to me. It rose by one soul and then another. My stomach sank when I turned and realized it wasn’t an additional threat in the field.

“The girls!”
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“Master, what’s wrong?” Malice shouted.

“It’s Cartha and Ophelia,” I said as I ran through the field. “They’re in trouble.”

“Master, wait, you have your mission!”

“But I felt some of my minions die. I need to check on our allies.”

“All of them?”

“What?”

“Are all of your minions dead?”

I slowed down to a jog, realizing the reason for the question. “No . . . there’s still one alive.”

“Then, they’ve likely just entered combat. If there is still one alive, then I would think it’s safe to assume so are Cartha and Ophelia. You instructed the dead to defend them with their lives, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“So, they’re likely fighting with Lady Florence’s guards. It’s only a matter of time before they transport everyone out of there.”

“Assumptions could get people killed. They could be hurt or worse.”

“True. But they have their missions, and you have yours. While I do not care for Ophelia, there’s no doubt she is a powerful sorceress. And I’ve seen Cartha kill. She knows what she’s doing.”

I glanced into the darkness of the jungle before looking back to where I saw the masked shadow. The decision split me in half. I wanted to trust them, but the fear of one of them getting hurt or injured was hard to shake.

“Dammit!” I shouted, turning around. “Khepri’s guards better still be alive.” I pointed to my band of living dead. “You all follow me.”

I jogged toward where I’d thought I’d seen Venom. The slope down the terrain made it easy to traverse, but I descended it slowly so as not to tumble. When I got close to the ocean, I used the sound of the cascading waves to guide me to the beach.

The white sands were as fine and as soft as powder. When I glanced in both directions, I didn’t see any landmarks to help direct me to my eventual destination. There were no caves or coves in either direction. My only hope was a few dark rocks that protruded in the sea farther inland.

As I trod down the beach, I pointed down at the ground and said, “Malice, keep a lookout for any footprints.”

“Yes, master!” she replied sternly.

The order to my elemental companion gave me another idea. I spun to the army that stumbled down the hill behind me. “Do any of you know where Venom Vedatori’s hidden base is?” I shouted.

The husks all glanced at each other. Many scratched and shook their heads. But two archers shuffled forward. One was missing his jaw, the other missing an arm.

“Yes, master,” the armless one groaned.

“Take me there immediately,” I commanded.

The two marched as fast as they could with their decaying bodies. We continued along the beach for what felt like another mile. In that time, Malice called out a set of footsteps in the sand that appeared to head in the same direction we were going. I wasn’t skilled enough to know if those were Venom’s, but it didn’t matter.

After rounding a bend, the sand gave way to dark, porous rock. It scaled over a hill, leaving an opening for a cave. In front of it sat a small wooden dock only large enough for a ship’s dinghy. A lone door attached to a makeshift wall that led inside.

As I marched toward the door, I heard a bell ring from out at sea. I spun on my heel and squinted. A heavy fog lingered on the waves. Among it sailed a large ship. It was much too far out to catch up to. But as I focused more, zooming into the stern, Venom Vedatori stood staring at me. He tipped his hat at me just before the ship disappeared into the mist.

“Fuck,” I growled.

“What’s the matter, master?” Malice asked.

“There’s a ship out at sea. I’m confident I saw Venom. It seems in my haste to save the others, I may have allowed him to escape.”

“Are you certain you saw him in the forest? Perhaps you just assumed it was him? I doubt he was able to run from there to the ship and sail in the time we reached here. He isn’t magically inclined, is he?”

“I don’t think so. But maybe he’s not just the simple drug dealer that I thought he was. He could be a more capable alchemist than we initially believed.”

“What do you want to do now?”

I turned back to the cave’s front door. “We’re already here. We should at least look around and see if Khepri’s men are still alive, but I highly doubt they are.” I turned to my minions. “Wait here for me.” They groaned in acknowledgment as I walked to the entrance.

Upon approaching the door, I pulled it open, ripping it off its hinges. I tossed it to the side and ventured in. The walls were smoother than I expected. There was no sign of tools that had chipped away at the rock. It looked like someone had carved the place out with a large ice cream scoop, making a smooth oval cavern with no signs of seams.

The first room I entered was a warehouse. Wood shelving lined the walls with stacks of crates organized by letter. A piece of parchment was nailed onto each box, indicating what was inside.

On the opposite side of the room sat rows of large cages. Piles of straw covered the floor of each. Bloodstained shackles rested on top of it. A heavy smell of iron and feces lingered inside.

“This must be where he kept them,” I said. “But no one’s here.”

“Perhaps they’re deeper inside?” Malice suggested.

“Maybe.”

I walked near the wooden containers and cracked a few open. The phosphorus crate hit me with a whiff of garlic. When I cracked open the salt one, it was full of thick white crystals. As I looked at the dozens of boxes in the room, I assumed they were all full.

“It looks like he left in a hurry,” I said. “Each one of these is full.”

“Anything of value?”

“Maybe to the right buyer, but it’s all various chemical compounds. Most likely for his alchemy. Half of this shit, I don’t even know what it is. Cockatrice tongue? Harpy eggs? Those can’t be literal, can they?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they are. All the other crates seem literal, yes?”

“I guess.”

“You can check.”

“No, I’m good. There’s nothing here for us. Let’s keep searching.”

I walked farther inside. The subtle drip of water echoed through the tight corridor. My chest tightened as I felt an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia as I squeezed through the halls. I hunched down and shuffled slowly, pressing ever deeper into the darkness.

The hall opened up into a large room that reminded me of a medieval drug lab. Long wooden tables lined the length of the room. Cut buds from the xyrol plant sat in mortar and pestles.

Farther down the line, glass jars filled with the red powder sat in rows with wooden spoons sticking out of the top. Next to them, helpings of the same red powder sat on scales. At the end of the table, hundreds of small parchment pouches with PF labeled on them were stacked in wooden chests.

“This must be where they prepared the drug,” I said.

“A filthy habit for lowlifes,” Malice growled.

“You shouldn’t rush to judge. Heluna preaches the pursuit of happiness. I’d imagine this would be covered from one person’s point of view.”

“A high is temporary, leaving them immediately unsatisfied afterward. They spiral into their own addiction. That’s not true happiness.”

“You’re probably not wrong,” I said. I didn’t want to get into the philosophical arguments of the tenets I barely knew. As I continued farther into the room, I realized there was nowhere else to go.

“This can’t be it,” I said, glancing around. I activated my Ground Detection. Along the farthest wall was a hidden door. A long hall extended beyond it.

“There’s a door here,” I said before raising my weapon. I smashed through it, clearing the fragments of rubble out of the doorway. This path was longer than the last. When I got close to the end, a green light emanated from the opening. As I stepped inside, the walls opened up to reveal a laboratory.

Stacked shelves of vials sat organized neatly along the wall. Various body parts floated in sealed glass. Bubbly flasks of mysterious liquids filled the room with a heavy, acrid stench. Corked tubes were filled with mysterious powders. Endless tomes and scrolls littered the tables with scribbled notes and complex formulas.

A rusted operating table sat in the center of the room. Its leather straps were stained with the blood of their previous hosts. An array of saws, scalpels, and needles rested on a nearby tray.

“What the hell is this?” I asked. “This is some Dr. Frankenstein shit.”

“Doctor who?” Malice asked.

“Never mind. This must be his hidden lab. Still no bodies, though.”

I flipped through the books and scrolls, looking for information. Most of it was ineligible, containing the scribbles of a madman. The others that made sense were mostly shipment orders but had no originating information. It was worthless.

I understand leaving in a hurry, but why leave all of this? I wondered. This looks like a lot of equipment and drugs. It can’t be cheap to leave all of this. Is he also that confident I won’t find anything?

After concluding my search, I didn’t see any other exits from here. I approached the operating table and noticed the pooled stains below. I followed their trail to the farthest wall. The drips disappeared underneath it.

I activated my Ground Detection once again. Beyond the wall, I could see there was another hall. I pulled back my hammer and smashed through it just like before. Rock shrapnel littered the floor.

I followed the trail of blood down the hall, grimacing as a strong smell of death filled my nose. The walkway opened into a massive chamber. Humanoid-sized containers full of bubbling green liquid contained twisted bodies of horrific creatures.

As I walked through the room, the stench got stronger. The first container had a sludge of muscle and bone that floated like a balloon. A more humanoid body with bones sticking out in all the wrong places, like every bone grew spines, drifted in the next one. The third held a mass of mouths and teeth along thin strands of muscle that exploded out of a torso like a jack-in-the-box full of snakes.

I reached out with my Death Magic and concentrated on the amalgamations. They were all dead, with gaping holes inside their bodies where their souls used to be.

At least they found peace, I thought.

With my Ground Detection, I walked through the dwelling. There were dozens of containers. Each monstrosity contained inside was more twisted than the last. In the middle of the room was another table full of books and scrolls. I flipped through them. My frustration built as I found nothing of value inside.

“None of this makes any sense,” I said. “What’s he trying to do? Make the perfect monster? For what purpose?”

“To create his masterpiece?” Malice asked.

“Yeah . . . but I feel like there is a larger intent here . . .”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at all of this equipment. The organization. The hidden walls. This was set up to be a permanent spot for Venom from the beginning. Maybe I’m wrong, but have his drugs sold well enough to fund all of this plus the city? I know drugs are big business, but he’s leaving everything behind. Khepri said he provided eighty percent of the business. But what if that eighty percent wasn’t just from the drug sales?”

“A master pulls the strings . . .”

“Exactly. This guy seems too well-funded. But there will be plenty of time for theories later. Let’s see how deep this place really goes.”

As the idea rattled around my brain, I continued deeper into the room, passing the seemingly endless number of liquid chambers. With my Ground Detection activated, it wasn’t until I reached the end that I found a wooden door recessed into the wall. When I opened the door, I found a perfectly tight bed, an armoire, a nightstand with a candle on top, and a small shrine with two dragon statues standing side by side.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing to the shrine.

“Hmmm . . .” Malice said. “It looks like Anstartus and Rendira?”

“Wait.” I tilted my head. “Aren’t those the gods of order and chaos?”

“Precisely, master.”

“Chaos I get . . . but order? Why?”

“Perhaps he worships both.”

“Wouldn’t that be . . . I don’t know . . . sacrilegious?”

“I’m unsure of the anathemas of their religions. Perhaps you can ask Yda.”

“Yeah . . . remind me to do that when we get back.”

“Certainly, master.”

When I took a step inside the room, I felt something tug at my leg. I heard a snap. When I looked down, a metal wire stretched across my ankle.

I spun when I heard the first explosion. Rock and dust rained from the ceiling. The pounding thuds grew closer, like an impending freight train. There was nowhere to go.

I saw the fireball before I felt the blast. The force knocked me off my feet and into the far wall. Crumbling rock rained down on top of me. The crushing weight packed on more and more. All I could do was hold on until it was over.

By the time the hail of stone stopped, I strained to breathe. I couldn’t move my arms or my legs. The weight pinned my head backward.

“Master, are you okay?” Malice frantically shouted.

“Y-yeah,” I groaned. “But I can’t move and can barely breathe.”

Malice groaned as my armor pushed outward. It gave me an extra inch. “Is that better?”

I let out a short laugh. “It is. Thanks, Malice.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Just give me a moment to think.”

My mind rattled through my options. I knew I didn’t have that long. Even with all my spells and perks, I still needed to breathe.

I couldn’t call my minions to dig me out. Based on the spell, I needed to be in visual range. My strength was limited in such a confined space. But then I remembered my Magma Spray and Magma Manipulation.

The spell should melt the rock, I thought. Maybe I can tunnel my way out.

“Malice?” I said.

“Yes, master?”

“Can you inflate my suit as much as you can and then seal it?”

“Seal it? What do you mean?”

“I’m going to try to tunnel out using the Magma Spray. But I don’t want it spilling into the armor. Make sure there are no gaps where it could spill in.”

“I can certainly do that.” Malice grunted as she expanded the metal from my skin, pressing against the hardened rock. I felt the armor become more rigid around my elbows and knees but still had a little flexibility. When the eye slits on my helmet closed completely, I activated my Ground Detection.

“I’m all done,” Malice said in a rather excited tone.

Now I just need to figure out which way to go, I thought.

The Ground Detection showed me a wireframe of the destruction farther in. Massive volcanic boulders crushed anything inside. Loose dirt and shale rock filled the gaps between. I could still hear rocks tumbling in the distance.

The air gaps in between, while potentially helpful, filled me with concern. If I was going to crawl my way out of here, I’d have the instability to deal with, potentially crushing me further or worse. Whereas the ground behind me was packed firm, providing me with a more stable base to carve my way out. Thankfully, I could see the ground was just shy of a hundred feet above the cavern, allowing me to make sure I was climbing up instead of tunneling down.

Without a moment to lose, I started spraying magma from my hands. It spilled all around me, filling any gap. I felt the rock around me softening and the ground above loosening.

When it got down near my feet, I manipulated it to seal myself into a makeshift box. I kept filling it to put pressure on the earth and rock above me to give me the mobility to move. As it rose, I increased the volume of the box in an effort to give me more room. When the liquid pushed high enough, I twisted my body around and brought my arms above my head.

The extreme heat and pressure did the work for me. It found the best gap to start from. Foot by foot, I crawled upward and solidified my surroundings to create a metal tube. My goal was to allow the magma from my hands to weaken the rock above me while still building pressure from below me.

Once I found my groove, I swam and crawled my way out. As the pressure built to its peak, I didn’t even need to move. I exploded from the surface, shooting out like a geyser. With a heavy thud, I hit the ground.

“Malice, unseal the suit,” I said.

“Yes, master.”

When the armor opened, a wave of cool air twisted itself through the gaps. With a deep breath, I took a moment to rest. I’d come too close to death within minutes of each other. If it weren’t for my perks, I knew I would have died. But I couldn’t dwell on that now. I still had a city to destroy.

“There didn’t seem to be any of Khepri’s men inside,” I said. “Either they were used for experimentation, sold, or killed. My bet’s on the former.”

“It seems this was a dead end, master,” Malice said.

“Yeah, but we did learn Venom is more capable than he seems. Someone we should be mindful of if we encounter him in the future.”

I shuffled my way to the sound of the ocean, stopping just above the cove. As I peered over the entrance, I glanced down upon the army that I’d left. They shuffled mindlessly, awaiting their orders.

The high elevation let me see even farther out to sea, but the heavy fog limited my view. There was no sign of Venom’s ship. I tightened my fist. The thought of him getting one over me pissed me off. It was a hard but important lesson to learn that I needed to not act so carelessly.

My powers can’t be a crutch, I thought. I need to be smarter, wiser, and better prepared. I need to fill my gaps with others who are better at all the things I lack.

With another objective added to my list, I descended the slope and gathered my minions. I marched with them onto Liberty Bay. With an army of dead at my back, I was ready to end everything and everyone still left in this shithole.

Once we got into visual range, I stopped and pointed to the city. “Kill everyone. Burn all the buildings and docked ships to the ground. Once you’re finished, bring any coin or valuables to the tower.”

My minions raced through the sands until they entered the city’s streets. Shrills and monstrous shouts echoed from the closest shacks as the living dead claimed their first victims. I conjured and forged another hammer in my hand as I sauntered my way into the city.

It was chaos.

I watched one of my minions chomp at a man’s neck as they ran out of a burning shack, completely covered in flame. In the middle of the road, a pair of undead pulled the arms off a man before beating his face in with them. A sailor sprinted down the docks and jumped into a rowboat, only to be tackled by four of the dead into the water. The only thing left of him were bloody bubbles that rose to the surface seconds later.

It felt fitting for the townsfolk to be killed by the men who once protected them. Most of the people left in the city were too drunk or too high to defend themselves. The few who could didn’t last long against the horde. I lost only a few of my minions before the screams finally died down. As I headed for my destination, my gauntlet absorbed the endless number of souls that drifted toward me like small tornadoes. My follower and souls counter ascended like a slot machine.

I only had one place I wanted to go: the brothel. By the time I reached it, I found the dead guards littered out front. No doubt from Cartha and Ophelia’s arrival. Their bodies were punctured full of arrows.

When I entered the main floor, the entire building was empty. Plush pillows and mats littered the floor. Still-lit hookahs smoked on top of tables. Empty wine bottles and empty cups sat on dividing ledges. I had no need for any of it. My quarry was upstairs.

The bedrooms were upstairs. A heavy musk of sex lingered in the air. Stained sheets and bedding were strewn on the floor. Glass sex toys, collars, and chains were displayed next to wooden sex platforms built into the rooms. The thought of what the women held her were subjected to made me sick to my stomach.

When I entered Lady Florence’s office, I’d expected to see a body. All I found were little droplets of blood and some overturned furniture. Since I hadn’t found any bodies so far, I felt better about the earlier decision I made. Ophelia and Cartha’s mission seemed to be successful, allowing me to relax a little.

I proceeded to the hidden wall. After hitting the recessed button, the lit fireplace dissipated, and the back wall opened up. Securing my weapon to my back, I descended the stairs. My pauldrons scraped along the tight stone walls.

If it weren’t for my desire for the coin at the bottom, it would have been too soon to be in such a tight space after what had just happened. When I reached the bottom, I built up into a slight jog toward the locked door. With a firm kick, I blasted through the metal, snapping it off the hinges.

I picked up the twisted door and threw it behind me. Four shin-high chests sat against the wall with the familiar ledger I’d seen in Ophelia’s crystal ball. None of them were locked. After flipping up the latches, I opened each one. They were all filled to the brim with a mixture of copper, silver, gold, and platinum.

I couldn’t contain my laughter as I looked at all the money. “Fuck, yes . . . Now this is what I call loot.”

“I’ll never understand the populace’s infatuation with minted metal,” Malice muttered.

“Money makes the world go round. This will help build us the kingdom we need.”

I threw the ledger in a chest before closing it and heading upstairs. As I ascended the stairs, smoke itched my nose. Once I reached Lady Ophelia’s office, I saw half of the building was already on fire.

“Dammit!” I shouted. “I should have told them not to burn the brothel.”

Over the next few minutes, I sprinted in and out of the building, carrying each of the remaining chests out. With all of them safe, I directed a group of minions to collect the other three and follow me up to the tower. By the time I reached the top, there was a small pile of jewels and coins in the dirt waiting for me. I tossed them into my chest before opening the front door of the tower.

Over a dozen women, with disheveled hair and wearing matching robes, all screamed when they saw me. They scrambled to the back wall. Their elongated jaws and eyes made me double-check that I didn’t have my aura activated.

Yda climbed on top of a chair and held up her hands as she shouted, “Ladies, please! This is the master of the tower. His Holiness of Rebirth, Master Blackthorn. Your savior. You have nothing to fear.”

I directed Malice to shift my ensemble to my explorers’ clothes. Each of the women glanced at each other before settling down. Seeing my face seemed to calm them.

As I stepped inside, I heard a loud buzzing from behind me. When I glanced over my shoulder, shards of lightning shot out from the doorway, creating an electrical net. The dead minions that attempted to follow shook until disintegrating in a puff of black ash. The chests dropped on the floor with heavy thuds.

“Huh,” I mused. “I guess Ophelia wasn’t lying about saying no one could enter the tower.”

I dropped the first chest and brought in the remaining three before returning to the entrance. A black torrent of smoke rose into the sky as the city burned. The ships in the harbor cracked and sank as the fire flickered in the reflection of the waves. The last few minions gathered in front of the tower, their mission complete.

With the tower’s defenses active, there was no way I could bring them with me. I wasn’t sure if there was a way for Ophelia to turn it off, but I didn’t want to spend any moment longer trying to fiddle with it. I was ready to return to Nubia and claim my prize.

I knew, if needed, I could always come back to reclaim them for service. However, I wasn’t concerned with finding more dead on Talis. In the days I’d been on the planet, I’d seen more death with my two eyes than I’d ever seen in my previous life.

I extended my hand and released my hold over them. As each corpse dropped into a pile of decayed flesh and bone, the strands of darkness twisted into the air and returned to my body, my Death Magic pool now freed completely.

With my ultimate act on the island completed, I stood over the burning remains of Liberty Bay and felt a sense of pride. I’d claimed over a thousand souls that night, accomplished my mission for Queen Sekhet, and looted enough coin to kick-start the founding of my empire. While Venom’s escape was regrettable, the positives outweighed the negatives. And something deep down in my gut told me this would not be the last time I’d see the masked man.

After entering the tower and closing the doors, I found Ophelia, Khepri, Cartha, and Yda waiting for me in the main living area.

“Our work here is done,” I said with a smile. “Let’s go see the queen.”
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THE REWARDS OF RESCUING A PRINCESS


Cartha nodded to the crates. “Are those what I think they are?”

“Yeah,” I said. “All full. We’ll need to get someone to give us a full total of their contents.”

“We can have a priest of Ikkala help us once we arrive back in Nubia,” Ophelia said.

“Is that where we’re going?” a random voice in the back asked.

Ophelia turned around and smiled warmly. “Yes, we’ll be heading to Nubia on His Holiness’s orders.”

“And we’ll be freed?” another asked from the crowd.

Ophelia turned to look at me, reserving the answer for me.

I stepped forward and did my best to ease them with a reassuring grin. “I do not dare attempt to understand everything you all have been through. You have my sympathy and sorrow. As I’m sure my subordinates have shown, you will be offered all the comforts of the Sect of Rebirth’s hospitality.”

I looked back and extended a hand to Ophelia. “Lady Yarrow speaks the truth. We will depart here for Nubia soon. Once we arrive, I’d ask you all to stay, temporarily, so that we may ensure you are properly prepared for your journey. However, we will not keep you here. If you wish to leave, no one will keep you from doing so. Until then, you will be given food and water and access to our baths and rooms. Does anyone have any questions?”

None of the women said anything. In fact, they barely looked at me. Outside of a few glances, most kept their heads down, their hands clasped together. A learned behavior that saddened me.

“Ophelia, would you mind taking them up to their rooms?”

“Of course, Your Holiness,” the pointed-eared sorceress said. “Come, ladies, please follow me.”

After they all disappeared through the portal, I let out a heavy breath. “They all seemed to have it rough.”

“Can you blame them?” Cartha asked. “They’ve been forced into slavery for who knows how long. And that’s not all of them. There are three times as many upstairs.”

“You’re kidding.” When she shook her head, I reached out and hugged her.

“What are you⁠—”

“Thanks for being the voice of empathy,” I said before glancing at Khepri. “Both of you. I’m glad we were able to do something good for them.”

When I let go, Cartha’s purple face was beet red. She cleared her throat and gave an awkward smile. “Uh . . . yeah, sure.”

“You’re welcome, but what about my men?” Khepri asked.

“Let’s wait for Ophelia to return,” I said. “There’s a lot to discuss.”

Once the sorceress returned, I updated everyone on what had happened. I explained the Butcher’s transformation, Venom’s lair and his escape, and the ultimate destruction of the city.

All the color vanished from Khepri’s face as she lowered her head. “I . . . I knew it. I didn’t want to believe it. But somehow I knew it. I’m . . . sorry for forcing you to go.”

“I would have done the same thing,” I said, rubbing her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.” When she looked up, she grinned through her sorrow and nodded.

“Master?” Malice said.

“Yeah?”

“You wanted me to remind you about the statues.”

“That’s right,” I said, snapping my fingers before kneeling next to Yda. “Do you know why Venom would have a shrine to Anstartus and Rendira?”

“To both?” the button-nosed girl asked. She gripped her chin as she thought for a moment. “Hmm . . . both sects would consider this an anathema against the other. The gods themselves would likely be displeased. They all are rather selfish, especially those in the Underpantheon. He could be confused. Perhaps he’s been a follower of one and is being coerced into another. But why he would worship both is beyond me. They are mortal enemies.”

“Hmm . . . that just adds more questions than answers,” I said.

“Is his escape something we should be concerned about?” Ophelia asked.

I nodded. “I’d imagine so. He’s clever, and his alchemy is far more advanced than I’d imagined. What concerns me even more is that I believe he has a benefactor. Someone powerful. The amount of advanced equipment, resources, and technology I saw down there was more than I would have expected from a simple drug lord.”

“Drug lord?” Cartha snorted. “You make him sound like royalty.”

“In my past life, there were some who could be considered royalty,” I said. “They used political puppets to control entire continents while they directed everything from the shadows. They were so powerful, millions feared them.”

“Although I only interacted with him briefly, I don’t think that drove him,” Khepri said. “He was always rather quiet and calculating. He spoke only when he needed to. Any kind of social interaction I attempted, he pushed off like it wasn’t worth his time. Any decisions to be made were left with Lady Florence.”

“Whatever his motivations, we’ll need to be careful. Speaking of Lady Florence, I didn’t see a body. What happened to her?”

Cartha poured herself a drink and set her feet on a table. “Oh, she’s downstairs in the dungeon.”

“You captured her?”

“She surrendered as soon as we burst into the room. She knew there was no option for escape.”

“Knowing my mother, she’ll take the offering well,” Khepri said.

“Then, we’ll hand her over to your court, Your Royal Highness. We don’t have a need for her.”

“With everything done here, what’s next?” Cartha asked.

I looked up at the hot-red lips of the sorceress. “Are you going to be okay to jump us back tonight?”

“Most certainly, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said with a brief bow. “The portals only took concentration, not a lot of magic.”

“Your Holiness?” Khepri said. “Why do you keep calling him that?” Her hair stood up. “Wait. Are you an Archon?”

“Yes,” I chuckled.

“Why haven’t I heard of you?”

“I’m the Archon for the Sect of Rebirth. We follow Heluna. Yda is my head priestess.”

“The blasphemer? The spawn of Abetha and Ninazu?”

“Rude. But, yes.”

“My apologies,” Khepri said, bowing with her snakes. “I didn’t mean any offense. It was a slip of the commoner’s tongue.”

“No harm done,” I said, waving my hand. “That seems to be what most believe.”

“So that’s why you took the job? You were hoping for a reward to help you build your sect.”

“You can’t build a kingdom from nothing.”

“A kingdom?”

I glanced at my companions before nodding. “Yes. I plan to claim land where we can build our foundation. I took this job because I intend to ask your mother to not only back it from a political stance but also invest in it. I also want her approval to build a land in Nubia. Why do you ask?”

Khepri’s shoulders rounded forward. A wave of sadness crashed over her face briefly before she pressed her lips tightly together and shrugged. “I was just curious about your motivations. Thank you for being honest.”

“You’re welcome.”

“So are we going to get out of here or what?” Cartha asked.

“Before we depart, I’d like to know our plans with the women upstairs,” Ophelia asked, pointing a finger up. “Your words to them . . . it sounded like you had more intentions of just freeing them?”

“I promise nothing nefarious,” I said, swiping my hands in the air. “I just hoped that we could help each other.”

“Meaning?”

“Well, if Queen Sekhet approves our temple in Nubia, I assume we’re going to need priestesses to staff it, yes?”

“That’s true, Your Holiness,” Yda said.

“Then, what I’d like to do is give them a choice. When we arrive in Nubia and everyone is rested, I’d like Yda and Cartha to take some coin and purchase bags, clothes, hygienic supplies, pretty much everything a person would need for a fresh start. Buy one for everyone staying with us. Additionally, they will be given a hundred gold or the equivalent in coins.”

Khepri blinked rapidly. “A hundred gold? You’re serious?”

“Yes. They deserve a fresh start after what they’ve been through. All that we’ll ask in return is to spread our story. That it was the Sect of Rebirth who came to their aid and saved them.”

When I finished speaking, I heard Malice groan in my mind. It was a clear sign of how she felt about how I was spending my newly acquired coin. But she was kind enough not to say anything.

“I thought we were trying to keep our heads down?” Cartha asked with a cocked brow.

“It will take time for word to spread from Nubia, but our time for secrecy is over. Our enemies failed to strike us down at our weakest. Our deeds today have given us the opportunity to grow. It’s time we make ourselves known to the world.”

“But what choice do the women have to make?” Ophelia asked.

“They either stay and train under Yda’s tutelage and commit themselves to Heluna, or they’re free to go. Either way, they get to keep the equipment and gold.”

“I knew Heluna put us on the path to help these women,” Yda said, clasping her hands together. “It’s through your action and her glory that these women are given a second chance.”

“I think that’s a completely acceptable offer,” Ophelia said. “One that I think they’ll all appreciate.”

“You’ll want to remind them all not to speak of the amount they carry,” Khepri said. “A hundred gold is almost seven months’ salary for a tradesman. While Nubia is rather safe, I’d hate to hear what would happen should word get out that these women are carrying such sums.”

“That’s a good point. Yda, can you make sure to cover that with them once you make the announcements?”

“Of course, Your Holiness. But don’t you want to hand out the gifts so they know it’s coming from you?”

“I want you to take care of it. Once we get back to Nubia, I’m going to take Khepri and Lady Florence to the queen. Once I conclude all of that, I think I’m going to be too preoccupied building our temple to focus on anything else.”

“Of course, Your Holiness.”

As a silence befell the room, I glanced up at the sorceress. “Ophelia? Would you mind taking us back?”

“Absolutely,” she said before sliding her hand down the head priestess’s back. “Yda, would you be a dear and inform the ladies upstairs what’s about to happen? I don’t want to frighten them any more than they already are.”

“I’d love to.”

“Your Royal Highness, you might want to take a seat,” Ophelia said as she raised the metal rod in the center of the room. After giving Yda a few minutes to ready our guests, the sorceress began the ritual.

Just like before, as the sorceress waved her arms in the air and spouted an incantation, small sparks of electricity popped from the metal sphere on top of the rod. With each passing second, the electricity faded in and out of existence until it became constant.

Ophelia directed a bolt to each of the crystals that hovered on the walls, causing them to spin. A pulse of circular electricity ascended from each of the points into the endless void above. The state repeated until the ceiling was a constant cylinder of light.

The entire building vibrated and hummed as the power built within its structure. I pressed my weight on the table to help prevent it from moving.

A loud boom preceded the large release of energy. I felt a shockwave roll through the floor when the tower resettled. A high-pitched ring whined down as the spell completed.

Ophelia stood in the center, sweaty and panting. I poured her something to drink and offered it to her. She gulped the beverage down before handing me the empty cup.

“Thank you,” she said, gripping on to my arm for support.

“Are you all right?” I asked, leaning down.

“Yes. It’s just been a while since I’ve had two jumps so close together like that. After we meet with the queen, I’ll need to take some time to rest.”

“You don’t have to go to the palace with me.”

Ophelia leaned in and whispered, “I do. It’s important for appearances. The queen would find it odd for me not to be there with you.”

“As long as you’re okay.”

She groaned and stepped closer, smiling through her exhaustion. “I will be as long as you’re there to give me an arm to rest on.” I extended my arm to her, and she wrapped herself around it. “Come. Let’s grab Lady Florence and head to the palace.”

I followed Ophelia through one of the side portals. The dungeon was exactly as I expected. It was a simple room with nothing but cells. A stone bed and stone chair with a hole to use for the restroom were all they contained.

Upon our approach, Lady Florence stood from the bed and shuffled toward the bars. Her hair was disheveled and her dress torn. She looked up with a furrowed brow when she saw me.

“Sir Blackthorn?” she said.

“Not what you expected?”

“No, not at all. You’re . . . human.”

“As human as I could be, I guess.”

She shook her head as if removing a spell cast on her. “What happened to my companions? Venom and Brick?”

“I think you have much more to worry about than your companions, Lady Florence.”

The elderly woman clutched her chest; her eyes watered. “Are you here to kill me?”

“No. Although it’s what you deserve, seeing what you did to those poor women.”

She pointed her nose up. “If I hadn’t done it, someone else would have. I treated them as well as I could.”

“Don’t try to justify your actions to me,” I spat. “I could give two shits about what you did and what you didn’t do. It doesn’t matter. You made the mistake of trying to blackmail Queen Sekhet, and now you’re going to pay.”

“It was that stupid brat’s idea!” Lady Florence cried, gripping the bars. “She put us up to it. She should be the one punished!”

“Open the cage,” I growled.

When the bars opened, Lady Florence scrambled to the other end of the cell. “No, please! I’ll do anything!”

I marched forward and grabbed her arm. She screamed and begged as I dragged her out. I felt like an adult pulling their tantrum-throwing toddler who had been told they couldn’t get the toy from the store they wanted. By the time we retrieved Khepri and left, Lady Florence had accepted her fate and straightened.

The cool desert air hit me in the face when the doors opened. Even in the late hour, dozens of passersby stood waiting outside the door. Many smiled, gasped, and waved when they saw the princess. Several guards rushed over soon after, and Khepri was quick to instruct them to take Lady Florence into custody while we strolled to the palace.

A runner was sent ahead to inform us of our approach. By the time we reached the palace’s walls, the queen was waiting at the entrance. She wore a white-and-gold nightgown, and her massive headdress was missing.

Her body towered over her guards as she used her thick, scaled lower half to prop herself up for a better view. When she saw us coming, Queen Sekhet darted through her men, knocking several over. She lifted Khepri into her arms and squeezed her tight.

“My baby,” the queen sobbed. “My beautiful baby.” After nearly a minute of kissing and squeezing, she finally lowered her to the ground. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Mother,” Khepri groaned.

“Let me have a look at you. You’re looking skinnier. Did they starve you?”

“Yes and no . . . Mother, please. There’s a lot to discuss.”

“I’m certain there is. Come inside. Let’s get you bathed, fed, and in some new clothes.”

“Your Majesty,” a guard called out. “The princess has brought a captive. What should we do with her?”

“Your Majesty, if I may,” Lady Florence said, holding up a finger.

“Silence!” a guard shouted, elbowing her in the gut.

Queen Sekhet slithered in front of the woman as she gasped for air. She gripped her by the throat and loomed over her. “How dare you think that you can speak to me, you pathetic measly rodent! I know not why you’re still alive, but I promise you, you will be dead come sunrise.” The queen swiped her hand across the woman’s face. Small beads of blood dripped from the wounds. She pointed to her guard and commanded, “Take her to the city dungeons. In the morning, hang her from the city walls and post notice that anyone who dares cross Nubia will suffer the same fate.”

“My Queen, please have mercy!” Lady Florence cried. “We did not kidnap your daughter. It was⁠—”

Several punches by the guards silenced the foxkin’s words. She dropped limp to the ground, only to be pummeled further. When they tired of beating her bloody and blue, four of them carried her by an appendage each as they disappeared down a perpendicular street.

“Your Holiness?” Ophelia said, lightly pulling on my arm.

When I turned around, the queen and Khepri were already climbing the hill toward the palace. I nodded my thanks and began my ascent. As the massive stone doors closed behind me, I felt conflicted.

For some reason I couldn’t explain, I felt sorry for Lady Florence. That pity turned to anger, as I couldn’t understand why. I knew what she’d done to the women of the tower. It was abhorrent. She was a leader of a criminal organization that had preyed on the weak. Yet seeing her helpless, beaten to a pulp by the guards . . . left me feeling more upset with them than her.

In my past life, if that had happened, it would be all over the news. By morning, there would be riots. Yet here no one paid any mind, leaving me to wonder if, instead of being aghast, the public would cheer. Or even treat it as a spectacle like the hangings of the Old West.

All of this reminded me I was in an entirely new world. Those who held the power were the ones who issued the justice. If I was going to run things how I saw fit, I needed to solidify my own.

I couldn’t let the old me define the new me. Yda and Ophelia had reminded me multiple times already that I wasn’t acting like a ruler would. Perhaps that could be an advantage to me, but it also could be a weakness. Either way, I knew what I wanted, and I would let nothing get in my way. Even if that meant becoming someone the old me wouldn’t recognize.

I’d been on autopilot since entering the grounds. When I reached the throne room, I found two of the queen’s servants waiting for us.

I furrowed my brow and looked around. “Where are the queen and the princess?”

“The queen has asked you to wait for her in her lounge,” the servant said. “We’ll take you there.”

“I’m assuming Khepri and she have a lot to discuss,” Ophelia whispered.

“Yeah . . . I wonder how the queen’s going to react?” I muttered back.

“We’ll find out soon enough.”

“Please, lead the way,” I said, extending my hand.

We followed the two mousekin deeper into the palace until we reached two large wooden doors. They both tugged at the circular handles, grunting to pull it open. The lounge reminded me of an open sunroom.

Long vines covered the three open doorways. Colorful semitransparent glass filled the dome ceiling above. A circular seating area covered in blankets and lush pillows was recessed in the floor. A firepit sat in the center, which the servants promptly lit, filling the area with warmth.

I helped ease Ophelia down before sitting next to her. She promptly covered herself in a blanket. The servants offered us steaming beverages that tasted like hot cider, heavy with cinnamon. After taking a sip, Ophelia shivered.

“Cold?” I asked, wrapping my arm around her.

“Not anymore,” Ophelia said, looking up and smiling. She nuzzled into my chest as we waited for the queen. “Now that you’ve rescued the princess, what are you going to ask for? Money?”

“That was my thought. Plus, allowing the queen for us to build a temple here, but she seemed on board with that from the start as long as we paid for the license, so that seemed like a small ask. Is there anything you can think of that would help us establish our kingdom that perhaps only the queen could provide?”

“Hmm . . .” Ophelia said before taking a few seconds to answer. “Well . . . to build a kingdom, we need a few things. First, we need a location.”

“The Bulwark.”

“Yes. With plans to expand east. We need resources and subjects. At the start, our coin will help with the resources. More coin will provide us with more time until we build up a steady income from trade routes and subjects. On the latter point, it will be important that we build up the loyalty of our subjects either through love or fear. And finally, once we’re established, we need recognition.”

“Recognition?” I asked, leaning back. “What do you mean by that?”

“This territory we’re claiming, we’re doing so through conquest. It’s technically controlled by Eimalon. Conquest is a suitable means for claim, but it will always be in contention unless we can get the snow elves to relent or acknowledge our ownership, which is going to make them look weak in the process.”

“Their people wouldn’t respect them if they see us take their territory and then they just give it over.”

“Exactly. It would be political suicide if word got out about that. Which could give us a political advantage if we strategize how we want to assume control. But what we need is recognition by other powerful figures on Talis. That includes other kingdoms, Archons, the Chalice, and so on. Now, you already have some, being an Archon. However, you do not have history, and history is important.”

“Why?”

“History sets precedent. It gives authority, and it gives power. By getting recognition from the people I just mentioned, we’ll have a much stronger claim to our territory. Others will be much more likely to follow suit.”

“So how do I get that? Do I just ask Queen Sekhet to recognize our claim?”

“That’s one possibility . . .”

I cocked my brow as I looked down at the beautiful blonde head of hair. “Is there another?”

Ophelia twisted her lips before tilting her head up. “Marriage.”

“Marriage?” I said, almost on the verge of laughter. “How would that help?”

“Marrying into a powerful bloodline would solve a lot of problems. We’d have history, a firm foundation to stand on, and support from the family.”

I scooted back. “Wait. You’re actually serious?”

“Of course. As your closest advisor, it only makes sense. Do you know how Emperor Archon Dupont came into power?”

“No.”

“The western hills where his kingdom inhabits were largely composed of dozens of small fiefdoms. The area was full of constant infighting and war. Dupont was one of such nobles but held the largest military out of them all. He prayed to Anstartus and asked for the power to bring order to his land, and promised that when he succeeded, he would make it the only religion allowed in his territory. And so Anstartus granted him the power. Dupont then conquered each of the fiefdoms, one by one. And when he did, after killing the kings, he wed and bed all of their queens. He knew it was important to have that history there. People do not look fondly on a conqueror, but if they respect their customs and improve the lives of the people, it can be successful.”

“Are you saying that I should ask for the queen to marry me?” I asked. “I hardly know her.”

“You could, but I was thinking of someone else.”

“Who?”

“Khepri.”

“The princess?” I said, wide-eyed. “Why her?”

“Queen Sekhet is old.”

“She sure doesn’t look it.”

“Sorry.” Ophelia laughed. “Not physically. I meant more in soul and conviction. She’s an imposing personality. She’s been a queen of Nubia for decades and would come with strong feelings about how to rule a kingdom, which may conflict with your own. This is her kingdom. You would just be inheriting it but have no proper authority.”

“I’m not looking to become some showpiece.”

“That’s what I figured. It would be a quick way to assume control over a kingdom, but it would be performative. You’d have no actual control over major decisions. You would want for nothing. The queen is an excellent lover. But she is controlling and jealous, limiting any aspirations for a harem, if that’s what you desire.”

“Well, there goes that idea.”

“As I’d figured based on your interactions with your women. Fret not, though. It’s rare for nobility to be as monogamous as Queen Sekhet and her husband were.”

“And I have a feeling that she’s not quite over the loss of her husband. She’d probably compare me to him like she has already done so.”

“Which is why becoming betrothed to Khepri would be a better option. She’s young, inexperienced, and would be a better partner for your aspirations.”

“How so?”

“You could mold her into the queen you want and need. She comes from a strong and respected bloodline, which is a boon. The princess wishes to see more of the world and get away from her mother’s clutches. We plan on founding a kingdom in a part of the world that she’s never been to. You’d be offering her a way out. Plus, Khepri is the queen’s only daughter. She would inherit Nubia upon her mother’s eventual death.”

“I’m not going to force her into a relationship with me. I’m not interested in an arranged marriage. Hell . . . I don’t even know if I like her well enough to want to marry her.”

“You could take it slow. There’s no need to rush this. Ask the queen for permission to court her daughter. We’re likely going to be in Nubia for weeks as you and Yda build the temple and the foundation of the sect. You can use that time to get to know each other better, and when it’s time to leave, if that spark is there, ask her to come with us.”

As I stared into the flames contemplating the option, the door creaked open behind us. Queen Sekhet slithered in and around the fire before settling a foot from me. She’d changed into a plush robe.

After accepting a filled goblet from one of her servants, the queen took a sip and leaned on her fist as she stared at me with a devilish smile. “It seems I am in your debt, Your Holiness. You brought my daughter back home to me just like I’d asked.”

“It wasn’t just me,” I said before nodding to my companion. “Ophelia and the other members of my team all played a part in it.”

“Yes, but it is you they follow. Isn’t that correct, Ophelia?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the sorceress said, placing her hand on my chest. “His Holiness planned and executed the rescue flawlessly.”

“And I was told Liberty Bay burns, just like I’d asked,” Queen Sekhet said.

I nodded firmly. “It’s nothing but a pile of charred wood and ash, Your Majesty.”

The queen took another sip of her drink, her vertical eyes widening as she looked at me over the top of her glass. “I like a man who can get things done. Especially one who keeps his word.”

“It’s my pleasure to see you happy, Your Majesty,” I said with a brief bow.

The queen slid forward. She leaned her arm over the top of mine, caressing my forearm with her long nails. Her hair snakes twisted among each other, slowly hissing as she whispered. “Such dedication should be rewarded. When we previously spoke, you said the reward would be great. Pray tell, Archon of Rebirth, what desires can I fulfill for you?”

The queen’s implication was anything but subtle. It was clear if I asked for it, I could have her right there, with no concern of Ophelia watching. Her seductive whisper and forwardness made me hard. But this was a negotiation, and the queen had played her hand early.

“I’m asking for three things,” I said with a slight smile as I gazed into her eyes.

The queen scooted closer and smirked. “Careful, Archon. Avarice leads many down a path of corruption. But go on, I’m interested to know what it is you want.”

“The first is I’m requesting a site in Nubia to build our temple. We want Nubia to be the home of our first location. We’d like your permission to preach Heluna’s tenets here.”

“As I’d expected,” Queen Sekhet whispered, her snakes’ tongues tickling my ear. “I’ve already prepared the perfect space for you. It will be located just a few blocks from the palace. You will be expected to follow the same guidelines that all the other sects follow. But as long as you do, you have my blessing.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Her hand slid up my shoulder and around my neck. She slowly massaged as she spoke. “And what other desire could I grant you?”

“What I’m about to tell you, I’d like to keep confidential.”

“Oh . . . a secret. I love secrets.” As I haughtily glared at her, she rolled her eyes and smiled. “You have my word.”

“Once we establish the temple in Nubia, I plan to head north and claim land for myself.”

Queen Sekhet furrowed her brow and tilted her head slightly, but she still held her smile. “You mean you’re going to seize land?”

“Yes,” I said bluntly. “I plan to establish my own kingdom, and I’m going to need funding. I want you to be a financial sponsor for the plan.”

The queen leaned back and covered her mouth as she laughed. “Oh, Your Holiness. I did not know you were such a jester.”

I shook my head. “I’m not kidding, Your Majesty. I plan on seizing the Bulwark, and I want your help.”

The smile on the queen’s face faded. “That’s a bold and dangerous declaration. What of Eimalon?”

“Our information states that the area is infested with bandits. So Eimalon does not seem to be protecting their own territory or does not consider it to be part of theirs. Once we clear the thugs from the area, I’m going to repair the walls and seize control. Hopefully, we can deal with things peacefully, given Ossein Island will be invading the continent soon.”

“Smart to use a moment of their vulnerability for your advantage. But what you’re discussing could be seen as an act of war. If anyone found out that I loaned you the money, it would bring ire to my kingdom. And while Eimalon is not the largest of my trading partners, many of their nobility love to visit our lands when they tire of the snow.”

“Understandable. If you would not like to get involved, I will take one lump sum for rescuing your daughter.”

“That I can do,” Queen Sekhet said, her seductive smile returning. “How does . . . twenty-five thousand platinum sound?”

It took me a second to do the mental gymnastics. It seemed like a lot, but I didn’t know how much that would buy us in the world. I glanced back at Ophelia, who nodded in agreement.

“That sounds more than acceptable. Thank you.”

“I will speak with the Temple of Ikkala in the morning and get the amount delivered to your tower.”

“That would be most appreciated, Your Majesty. Thank you.”

The queen leaned forward again, draping her hand down my chest as she whispered, “I must say, Your Holiness. Hearing you speaking so casually of your nefarious intent has me . . . excited. I will be watching you with great interest. Speaking of . . . I can’t wait to hear what else you have in store for me.”

I hesitated. The queen had already shown herself to be very protective. The fact that her daughter wasn’t here was a big enough sign. However, since I wasn’t getting the queen as a financial partner, having her daughter in my corner would give me the royal support I desperately needed. The idea of a political marriage wasn’t appealing, but the benefits were great.

“My final request is about Khepri,” I said.

Queen Sekhet jerked back. All the teasing and seduction left her face. She stared at me with deadly intent. “What about her?”

“Our time together in Liberty Bay was brief. However, I’ve grown fond of her. With your permission⁠—”

“Stop right there,” Queen Sekhet said, holding up her finger. “Before you finish that statement, let me be clear. Khepri is my little girl. She means more to me than anything else in this world. If you’re about to ask me . . . what I think you’re about to ask me, let me tell you something. Anyone who makes her sad or breaks her heart, no matter who they are, I would make them disappear. And the Southern Sands have a lot of places to hide a body. Do you understand me, Your Holiness?”

“I do,” I said without hesitation.

The queen leaned back and flicked her hand at me. “Then, go on.”

“I’d like to court your daughter.”

“And what makes you think I would agree to that after what you just told me?”

“Because I know she resents you. She resents being locked away in this castle. She’ll do anything to escape here. It’s only a matter of time before she does. I don’t believe that’s something that you want. You and I know I can protect her. I’ve already proven myself capable. There’s a reason you see your husband in me. That can’t be a coincidence. I will treat the princess with kindness and respect. And if she doesn’t feel the same, then I’ll end things immediately.”

Queen Sekhet stared into the fire with her arms crossed for what felt like a full minute before turning back. She looked me up and down once more and sighed. “Very well. I will allow you to court my daughter.” She leaned forward with furrowed brows and stuck her finger in my face. “However, remember my promise.”

“I will, Your Majesty.”

The queen kissed me on the cheek before whispering in my ear with a seductive smile. “Don’t disappoint me or her.”

“You have my word,” I said, failing to hold back my grin.

“Then, we are done here,” she said, slithering over the chair and toward the door. “You both are more than welcome to stay in one of the palace guest rooms.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” we both said in unison.

As the doors shut, Ophelia slapped my thigh. “That went extremely well, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yeah,” I said, chuckling. “We didn’t get the sponsor, but we got a nice lump sum. Do you think it will be enough?”

“If not, it’s the best start we could hope for. With it and the chests we pulled from Lady Florence, we should have a nice treasury. We should consider hiring a treasurer before we leave Nubia. This is probably the best place to find one among the followers of Ikkala.”

“We’ll need to build a group of advisors, won’t we?”

“Yes, but there is no need to worry about that now. That will come in time. For now, we can spend the moment enjoying our small victory.”

“It’s been so go-go-go that we haven’t really had a moment to do so, have we?”

“No, we haven’t, and we should. It’s small moments like this, cuddling by a warm fire, enjoying a warm drink, that make everything worth doing.” Ophelia snuggled further into me.

“Do you wish to head to one of the rooms?”

She let out an enormous yawn. “Can we stay? I’d like to linger here just a little longer.”

I wrapped her up tight and brushed her tail. “Whatever you wish.”
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TEMPLE OF REBIRTH


When the fire died down, I picked up Ophelia and carried her home. I set her on my bed and covered her before disappearing into the library. After activating one of the musical scrolls, I grabbed several inkwells, a pen, and a lot of parchment.

“Master, what are you doing?” Malice asked.

“I’m making notes,” I said. “I’m going to outline everything I’ve discussed about our next phase. We’ve got the temple and the kingdom. For the temple, we’ve secured the land and license. I’ll obviously need to build it. But I’m going to need Yda’s help to plan its layout. I’m sure we’ll need a ton of supplies and furniture. Not to mention all the training we’ll need to do for the staff.”

I let out a heavy sigh. Hearing my own words left me a little disheartened. I wanted to start work on the kingdom. Part of me was already ready to leave.

I wanted to jump to the Bulwark the next day. However, I knew I couldn’t leave Yda here alone. Even though Nubia was likely the safest place we could establish our sect, we still had plenty of enemies who’d love to see us dead.

Instead, I put my free time and energy into planning. If I wasn’t going to be able to start the kingdom for months, I wanted to be as ready as we could. My plan was to hit the ground sprinting once we departed.

With no windows and an endless loop of music, it was easy to lose track of time. My only indicators were the times Yda would come to work. After she and Cartha handed out all the coin and supplies to the captive women, we wished them well on their journey. Out of the forty-three hostages, only six decided to take Yda’s offer to become Acolytes of Rebirth.

They stayed with us in the tower, learning from Yda. While it wasn’t much, obtaining our first official followers outside of my immediate companions lifted both of our spirits. I saw a spark of determination light inside of my head priestess after the women took their vows. Much like me, she absorbed herself in her duties. The time when she wasn’t training her acolytes, she spent it with me, drawing up plans for the temple.

It took us longer to get anything done. Like high schoolers having class with their crush, we spent more time talking, laughing, and sharing glances. The sexual tension in the room was so thick you could cut it with a knife.

We eventually put together a solid drawing of what we wanted. Our only restriction was height, required by the queen, given no other structure built could be taller than the palace on the hill. Ophelia’s tower was the exception, given it wasn’t built there. Looking at the other temples in Nubia, it was clear they all still matched the local aesthetic of white sandstone with pastel mosaics. Given I was no artist, we planned to match it.

While everyone else slept, I spent my evenings walking around the city. It gave me an opportunity to see the new plot for our temple. The queen had ordered several buildings to be reduced to rubble and cleared. It was amazing to see how fast the crews worked around the clock to prepare the spot for our initial foundation. I spent hours just watching, relaxing, and staring at the stars.

Several days after our return, an alarm rang through the tower. Yda pranced into the library, full of excitement. “Your Holiness, it’s ready!”

I looked up from the endless scribbles of parchment. “What’s ready?”

Yda rushed over and threw herself into my arms. “Our land! They’re ready for us to build!”

“That’s wonderful!” We both laughed, swung, and danced.

When we came down from our victory high, she wrapped her arms around my neck and squeezed tightly. When she pulled away, her eyes glanced between my eyes and lips. Her cheeks turned a slight pink.

Yda lunged for my mouth with pursed lips. When she connected, she sat there unmoving. I couldn’t help but feel I was her first romantic kiss. As not to overwhelm her, I took it slow.

I slid my hand up her back and around her head, pressing her tighter. Her taste was intoxicating. Our lips folded over one another. She elicited a short, cute moan as I suckled the bottom.

The buildup of everything we’d worked for, finally within our grasp, came rushing through our lips. I had to control myself. There was so much that I wanted from her, but her innocence kept me from pushing further.

When our lips parted, we stared into each other’s eyes and smiled.

“Ugh . . . finally,” Malice groaned. “I was wondering when this was going to happen. The long hours in the library watching you two stare at each other while I waited for one of you to do something about it was driving me crazy.”

“Malice . . .” I said sternly. While Yda giggled, I asked, “What brought that on?”

She coiled back and frowned. “D-did you not like it?”

I cupped her cheek and kissed her again. This time, I bent her backward and didn’t hold back. I caressed her lips with my tongue. When her mouth invited me in, I massaged and suckled to my heart’s content. Her arms pulled back. Each kiss brought small whimpers as we leaned into our lust.

Her breathing grew heavy as she pressed harder into my lips.

When I pulled away, her wide eyes sparkled. She stared at me like I was the most important thing to her. Her hands softly stroked my hair as we shared a smile.

“Does that answer your question?” I teased.

She nodded quickly. “Yes, Your Holiness.”

“Should we go see the plot?”

She nodded once again, speaking in between each embrace. “Yes. But let me. Kiss. Your lips. Some more.”

I could help but laugh in between each peck. It seemed with the dam of her reservations broken, the small, rounded-horned girl was insatiable. Once she had her fill, I set her back down.

I grabbed my stack of plans for the temple before extending my hand to Yda. She grasped two of my fingers, and we walked into the portal. Ophelia, Cartha, and the acolytes all stood waiting for us.

We ventured through the city together in one big, cheerful bunch. Seeing everyone’s spirits high filled me with a joy that I couldn’t describe. They all joked and giggled. Even Cartha cracked a smile or two.

When we turned onto the last street, we passed the last cart of stone that was hauled away from our temple’s new home. Yda tugged on my hand and shouted. “Come on, we’re almost there!”

We raced to the eventual sight of our temple. Once we reached the smooth plot of land, we slid to a halt. Everyone stood gawking at the lone table and chair that sat in between the wide area of nothingness.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Yda asked.

“This is it?” Cartha asked, pointing to the ground.

“What do you mean, this is it?”

“I don’t mean to sour the mood. I knew you said the queen was clearing the buildings, but I’d assumed they were leaving something here.”

“Just like everything with our sect, we’re literally starting from the ground up,” I said, grinning. “Malice and I will be spending many nights here building until it’s done.”

“I’m looking forward to it, master,” the elemental purred.

“It’s not just a blank lot, Cartha,” Yda said, extending her arms. “It’s more about what this means for all of us than just the land. It’s the first step toward a new beginning. No more running. No more hiding. This will be the first permanent spot where we can spread Heluna’s word. The first planted seed for our tree to grow. The point of our foundation.”

“I get it,” Cartha said. “I’m happy for you all.”

“We wouldn’t have been able to do this without you, Cartha,” I said, reaching out and resting my hand on her shoulder. “You’re just a major part of this as anyone else. Thank you for everything you’ve done.”

Cartha gave a slight smile and waved her hand. “Yeah, yeah. No need to get all emotional on me.”

After we all shared a chuckle, I turned to the group. “I guess I should get started.”

“Is there anything you need from us?” Ophelia asked.

I shook my head. “Not really. Maybe something cool to drink every once in a while would be nice. But other than that, it will just be Malice and me working until she gets tired.”

“How long do you think it’s going to take you?”

I leaned over and pointed at the plans. “Malice and I were able to construct the lighthouse in a day, but I pushed her hard to get it done. The temple is probably going to be as wide as eight of those and nearly as tall, judging by the six columns that will run the length of the interior. Most of the space is going to be open, but we have the residence building connected off the side as well. Then I’ll have to craft Heluna’s statue.”

“It sounds like a lot,” Cartha said.

I shrugged. “It all depends on how quickly Malice can recharge. We’ll start with four hours on, four hours off, and see how things go. If we can keep that pace, it should only take a few days. Otherwise, we’re probably looking at a week or longer.”

“I’ll do my best for you, master,” the elemental said.

“I know you will, Malice,” I said, rubbing the end of my bandana. “But we have plenty of time. There’s no need to rush.”

“Since it sounds like you’re planning on staying here for the majority of the time, I’d like to set up a small rest station for you,” Ophelia said. “I could acquire a tent large enough to house all of us and any guests that might visit. I’ll furnish it with chairs, blankets, and pillows. It should provide a much-needed reprieve from the sun if you get too exhausted.”

“That sounds amazing. I’d love that. Oh . . . but somewhat related, did we ever receive the delivery from Queen Sekhet? I never heard the alarm except for today.”

“Yes, we did. I was at the Temple of Ikkala getting our coin counted when I met with a priestess who was preparing our delivery of the queen’s payment. They delivered it under armed guard yesterday.”

“So, how are we looking?”

“Pardon?”

I chuckled. “How much money do we have?”

“Oh! As of this moment, we have twenty-eight thousand and two hundred platinum, ninety-seven thousand eight hundred and thirty gold, eight silver, and seventy-three copper. I had the bank round the lower coins up to gold for ease of spending.”

I nodded my head from side to side. “So . . . about three hundred and eighty thousand gold?”

“That’s correct, Your Holiness. I also have my savings should you require that as well.”

“No, we shouldn’t need that any further. Now that we have a treasury, I want us to start calculating and setting aside funds for payment to those we employ.”

Cartha slapped her hands together and rubbed them. “I like the sound of that. I also wouldn’t mind getting paid back what I spent carrying Yda around.”

“Hey, I thought we were friends!” Yda huffed.

“We are.” Cartha crossed her arms and shrugged. “I said I wouldn’t mind. I still have to eat.”

“I’ll make sure you are well compensated for everything you’ve done, Cartha,” I said, chuckling. “Just let Ophelia know how much we owe you, and she can get you paid out.”

“I don’t mind issuing these one-time payouts,” the sorceress said. “But finance is not my expertise, Your Holiness. As more comes under your fold, it’s going to be ever more imperative that we find a suitable treasurer.”

“Have you found anyone yet?”

“Not yet. I asked for some referrals at the Temple of Ikkala and sent inquiries, but I haven’t received any responses yet.”

“How do most places handle job openings?”

“Depends on the position, but most people put up signs, ask around, or seek out someone specifically.”

“And if someone is handling all of our coin, I definitely want someone we can trust implicitly.”

“That’s why I suggest we find a follower of Ikkala. Stealing would be sacrilegious to them.”

I glanced between Ophelia and Yda. “It wouldn’t be a problem for a follower of Ikkala to work for another sect, would it?”

“It shouldn’t,” Yda said confidently. “Ikkala gets along well with all the other gods and goddesses. Mostly because they keep to themselves and their horde.”

“Most of the royals that I know all employ followers of Ikkala as their treasurers,” Ophelia said. “The Chalice does, too.”

“Very well,” I said, nodding. “I guess we’ll just have to be patient. In the meantime, I want us to focus on our grand opening and plan for that.”

“Did you have ideas, Your Holiness?” Yda asked.

I scratched my chin as I took a moment to think. My eyes navigated to the bundle of parchment I had in my hand. A smile crested my lips as the spark of an idea took hold.

“Why don’t we do flyers?” I asked. “We want a big showing for our grand opening of the temple, don’t we? We’ll plan for a large celebration with food and drinks, all provided by the sect.”

“The acolytes and I would love that, wouldn’t we?” Yda asked, turning to the girls. When they all nodded with glee, the head priestess pointed over her shoulder. “We can head back to the tower and get started. Oh! We could also begin preaching Heluna’s word during the permitted hours, starting tomorrow.”

“I think that’s a wonderful idea, Yda.”

Yda rushed up and hugged my thigh. “Yay! I’m so glad you think so.” When she let go, she waved for her peers to follow. “Come on, my acolytes. Let’s go prepare the pamphlets.”

As the priestesses started off down the street, Cartha backpedaled after them. “I’ll go keep an eye on them.”

“Please do,” I said, chuckling.

“I should go, too,” Ophelia said. “I’m going to go purchase the tent and supplies. Should I also coordinate with a local inn to help with the food and drink?”

“That would be great,” I said. “Let’s do something bulk and affordable. I don’t want to spend all the hard-earned coin we’ve acquired to have the city bankrupt us trying to feed them.”

“You’ll definitely win the locals through their stomachs,” Ophelia said, laughing. “But I understand. I have someone in mind who has done big meals like this before. It might be short notice, but they owe me a favor. I’ll also swing by the Temple of the Hoard and see if there are any other recommendations.”

“Thank you, Ophelia. I really appreciate it.” With a slight curtsy, the sorceress departed, leaving me and Malice to our lonesome. “Well, should we get to work?”

“I’m ready when you are, master,” Malice said.

I walked toward the table and chair that sat in the middle of the yard. I picked them up and brought them to the edge of our land. Once I set them down, I laid out our plans on top of the surface.

“Okay,” I said, grabbing two rocks to set on the unraveled parchment. “I think we should carve out the undercroft. We’ll need to build up the walls for support, along with the columns for the primary structure.”

“If we’re going to keep the same aesthetic, can you give me a piece of the sandstone?” Malice asked. “A piece the size of your fist would do.”

After grabbing a sizable chunk of stone, I held it in my hand. The Magma Spray triggered, and I watched the rock melt and absorb into my palm. Even before Malice spoke, I had a keen understanding of the density, shape, and structure of the material.

“Okay, we should be able to manipulate the magma to form that same kind of rock now,” my lava-haired companion said. “If you need any guidance, just ask me.”

“Thanks, I will,” I said.

Over the next few hours, I sprayed molten rock all over the ground. My goal was to create a soupy mix to make the ground more malleable and easier to carve out. The ground was devoid of any moisture, making it extremely hard and compact.

I started with a ten-by-ten section to make sure my idea worked well enough. After that was successful, I expanded that down fifteen feet to give people like myself plenty of headroom, then spread outward.

I lost myself in my work. The only breaks I took were to stop, see where I was according to the plan, and then carve the next area. Breaking the job up into smaller chunks made it more manageable. I had tons of short little wins that would end up with a beautiful final product.

As I carved out the ground, I put the extra molten rock and earth back into the walls and the massive columns that would hold up the structure. By the time we reached our first break, we’d cleared out the entire basement, built all the underground walls, and formed the base of each column.

To my surprise, I found a small crowd gathered nearby, watching me work. Most were elderly and small children. My guess was that seeing magic was a spectacle for all those without powers.

While I had been focused on my work, Ophelia had returned and set up the tent on the corner of our land. She, along with Yda and the acolytes, stood speaking with the onlookers, informing them of our sect and handing out flyers. I left them to their job as I rested from mine.

As I entered the tent and took a seat on the plush floor, I immediately recognized the investment was well worth it. The shift in temperature was noticeable. I poured myself a drink, chugged the first one, then poured myself another. The cool liquid coating my throat was a welcome reprieve from all the dust and heat.

“Great job, Malice,” I said, sipping on my beverage. “We got a lot done.”

“Thank you, master,” Malice heaved as if out of breath.

“Are you okay?”

“I am. I’m just exhausted. I’ll be good in a few hours.”

“Take all the time you need. We don’t need to rush this.”

“Thank you, master. I will.”

I lay for as long as I could before I started getting stir-crazy. I found that the lack of tiredness was both a boon and a curse. Since I couldn’t go to sleep and then wake myself up, I found myself not wanting to waste my time.

I got up and joined the others, mingling with the commoners who approached. When I introduced myself as the sect’s Archon, the crowd surrounded me. Random hands touched and prodded my body as if confirming I was real.

The mob shouted questions about my magic, wanting to know how it worked. I kept my answers vague to what they’d seen, given I didn’t know who was listening or asking. When I’d had my fill, I waved goodbye and headed back into the pit.

Over the next few days, my work became my routine. Malice and I worked for four hours, took four hours of rest, and then began again. The crowd grew larger and larger, only waning in the late hours of the night. However, there were always at least a few people gathered, watching.

Once Malice and I finished the basement, we built the stairs and covered the floor. From there, we built up, adding size and weight to the columns before starting on the exterior walls. I shaped the walls smooth and colored the sandstone as white as I could make it.

The structure was boxy in its design, with a triangular point above the front entrance that was cut in the middle to give it a unique aesthetic. We built the roof with enormous domes that extended down its length. Once those were finished, I had Ophelia hire painters to color them turquoise and gold to match the local customs. For added flair, I molded small draconic gargoyles to sit perched on the roof around the building.

With the exterior done, I focused my work on the interior and residential building. Inside the sanctuary, I shaped long pews for seating that we covered with cushions for comfort. The living quarters for the staff and priestesses were as comfortable as I could make them. With everyone’s help, we fully furnished the kitchen and a private bedroom each.

My last task was to craft the statue of Heluna. It took me almost an entire day in and of itself. While I was doing it mostly from the memory of the brief hours spent with her, by the time I finished, I stood in pride with my ultimate creation.

I welcomed everyone to visit for our final walkthrough and inspection of everything. We used the occasion to move in the acolytes. I felt uneasy leaving them alone but had to remind myself that was always the intention. We’d stay long enough for Yda to train them, but eventually, we’d be moving to the Bulwark to found our kingdom.

At least this will give us plenty of time to see how they do, I thought.

We concluded the evening, gathering in the sanctuary under Heluna’s statue. Yda led us in prayer, blessing the location. When she finished, we feasted, laughed, and enjoyed each other’s company. It was the last celebration before the big day.

Tomorrow was our grand opening.
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THE FOUNDING


Today was the day. The grand opening of the Temple of Rebirth. It was only a few weeks ago that Heluna had given me a second chance. A fresh start to truly become the man I wanted to be. I was powerful, respected, and had the money and women to go with it.

But I wasn’t done. Our grand opening was just the first step of my conquest. A landmark from where Heluna’s word could spread all over Talis. I was determined to see our sect rival those of our peers. The kingdom was next. An inherent desire boiled in me to see it done. Nothing was going to stand in our way.

After our pre-celebration from the night prior, we all turned in to get an early start toward the day. I had Malice shift my clothes into something more ceremonial to fit the occasion. We arrived at the temple before sunup to meet with the caterers. While Yda and the acolytes cleaned the sanctuary, I manipulated the floors, removing all the stone pews and replacing them with tables for eating and drinking.

Even though I wasn’t hungry, the food smelled delicious. The caterers carted in large tubs of meat and vegetable stew, thousands of freshly baked rolls, and kegs of drink. It was enough to feed a small army or half the city. We stationed them in front of Heluna’s altar, wanting to give the impression that this was a gift from the goddess herself.

Once the sun crested over the horizon, I gathered all of my companions and the acolytes in the center of the room and rallied them with a speech. “This is it. This is the moment we’ve all worked so hard for over the many days and weeks that led us here. Heluna has brought us together for a reason. So that we may spread her word across all of Talis. This is the very first day it begins. This is our time. Many of you have sacrificed so much to get here, but through unity and determination, you have risen above the challenges so that we may share the good word with those who come to us in need. From the bottom of my heart, know that I am proud of every one of you. Now, before we welcome Nubia’s people into our new home and show them‌ the goddess’s grace, I ask for our head priestess to lead us in prayer.”

Yda took a step forward, lowered her head, and clasped her hands together. “Our goddess, whose existence permeates our world, who fills our hearts with purpose and love, bless us on this day as we strive to spread your word to those lost souls who come to us. Bless the meals that they receive as an offering of your graciousness and selflessness. Through the food they partake, allow them to be filled with your holy essence and find purpose through your guidance. Bless us, your vessels, so that we see your vision fulfilled. And thank you for bringing us His Holiness. For his protection, his kindness, and his empathy. It’s through his actions we stand here today in your glory.”

When the button-nosed sheepkin finished, she looked up at me with her red cheeks and longing gaze. I extended my hand to her and asked, “Shall we open together?”

Yda shuffled forward and held out her delicate hand. I gripped it fully, covering it in my own, and we walked to the entrance. When we reached the massive stone doors, I pulled on the moon-shaped handles. Once I’d fully opened them, Yda gasped in excitement.

A line of Nubian citizens extended down the road and wrapped around the corner. I glanced down at the priestesses. Each of them had a smile as wide as the sun and a sparkle in their eyes I would never forget. They laughed and whispered to each other as they waited for my orders.

I cleared my throat before boasting to the crowd, “I, Devon Blackthorn, Archon of Rebirth, welcome you to our day of foundation. By Heluna’s grace, food and drink are offered on the far-back wall. If you would like to partake, please keep in an orderly fashion and form a line. If you wish to learn more about our sect, our goddess, or our tenets, please speak to one of our wonderful priestesses, who you can see standing next to me. Other than that, come inside and enjoy yourselves.”

While most of the crowd rushed straight for the food, there were several elders and families that took their time exploring the sanctuary. Yda and the acolytes acted almost like tour guides, answering any question asked. They’d prepared more parchments with information about the sect, Heluna, and her tenets to hand out to those who showed interest.

I stood as a mix between greeter and bouncer as the crowd funneled in. Even as the hours passed by, the line seemed endless. It wasn’t until the sun reached its peak and the day became the hottest that the crowd waned long enough for me to take a break.

After retrieving something to drink, I scanned the room. Ophelia was helping keep things organized for the caterer, while Yda and the acolytes spoke to those who waited in line. When I saw Cartha leaning casually on one of the pillars, I grabbed a second drink for her and shuffled to her side.

“How are you doing?” I asked, extending her the beverage.

She glanced at the drink, blushed, and hesitantly took it. “Fine. Well, not fine. I’m bored out of my mind.”

“Do you want me to find you something to do?” I asked, half joking. “I’m sure I could think of something.”

Cartha rolled her eyes and smirked. “Do you want me to toss this drink on you?”

“And get these fine robes dirty? No thanks.”

“You look ridiculous by the way. You know that, right?”

I pulled on my outfit. “You don’t like my holy look?”

“No, not at all.” Cartha chuckled. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“Oh yeah? What does?”

“Mmm . . . your explorer garb or armor does. You’re a fighter like me. Not a politician.”

“I could be both.”

“A general king, sure. But I have a feeling you feel more comfortable out on the battlefield than in here, mingling with the common folk.”

I sighed. “Well, you’re not wrong there. It does feel a bit awkward. Everyone comes up to me asking me about my powers and magic. They want me to show it to them. I feel like a . . . what’s an equivalent . . . a jester or something.”

“People are fascinated by that which is rare or unexplainable. You Archons are the rarest things on Talis. You can do things that no one else can. Might as well be gods yourselves. They can’t help it.”

“You certainly don’t act that way.”

“I’ve spent enough time sucking up to royalty. Multiple lifetimes for many of the other races. I told myself I’d never go back to that life.”

I saw the hatred and pain in the voidelf’s eyes. Whatever it was left a scar. I wanted to know more, but I didn’t want to sour the mood of the day.

I shoved my shoulder into hers. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that with me.”

Cartha smirked. “You’re all right, Devon.”

“You are, too, Cartha.”

We both leaned back, sipping on our drinks as we watched the mob. After a few minutes, Cartha nodded to Yda. “She seems happy, doesn’t she?”

“Who, Yda?” I asked, confirming her nod with my own. “Yeah, she’s finally seeing her dream realized.”

“It’s a shame I won’t be around to see it come true.”

I turned and frowned. “What? Why?”

“Don’t tell her,” Cartha said, turning toward me and raising her finger. “Promise me.”

“I’m not going to promise that. Are you leaving?”

She sighed, crossed her arms, and leaned in to whisper. “Ophelia paid me what I was owed. I’m planning on leaving tomorrow.”

“Why? Are you unhappy here?”

“Kind of? It’s just . . . Now that she’s got you in the picture, there’s no reason for me to stick around.”

I leaned back. “Wait. Are you in love with her?”

Cartha’s eyes went wide. “What? No. She’s my friend. I’m not—not like that. I meant now that she’s got you to protect her.”

“Oh . . . got it.”

Cartha slapped my chest, and we both shared a laugh. “Asshole.”

“Sorry. It just came across that way. But seriously, why are you wanting to go? No one’s forcing you to. Yda would be devastated if you go.”

“I know,” Cartha groaned. “It’s just she has all of this. She has you. The sect. When we left Amonduin, I had a purpose. To protect Yda. But now, I feel that I don’t really have that. I’ve seen your power. You could summon an army with the snap of your finger. She’ll be safe with you. I feel like I need to find my own path.”

I leaned forward and grabbed Cartha’s shoulder. “Trust me, I know that feeling. I’ve been lost before, stumbling my way through life trying to find my purpose. It wasn’t until Heluna brought me here that I truly found mine. The same way Yda found hers. I know it may not feel that way now, but I promise you, if you stick with me, you will find it. We’re about to build an entire kingdom. There will be positions that need to be filled with people who I trust. And I trust you, Cartha.”

“But you barely know me.”

“Then, let me. Lower your guard a bit. And even if you don’t want to, I won’t hold it against you. The fact that Yda trusts you is good enough for me. But I promise, if you stick around, I’ll help you find that purpose.”

Cartha lowered her head. Her eyes darted side to side as she considered my offer. When she made up her mind, she looked me in the eye and firmly nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay.”

I laughed and pulled her into my arms. “Hell yeah. I’m so glad to hear it.”

“Gods, you’re strong,” Cartha wheezed.

“Oh, sorry.”

When I let her go, the purple-eyed elven soldier rubbed her neck and briefly grinned. We stared into each other’s gaze longer than expected. Her glowing blue eyes dilated slightly before she quickly looked away. Cartha cleared her throat and pointed across the room. “I’ma . . . get some food.”

“I’ll be here.”

As I leaned against the column, the devil on my shoulder spoke into my mind. “I’m glad you convinced her to stick around, master.”

“Really?” I said. “I figured you’d be against it.”

“Why? Cartha’s one of the few that offers something of value to you. She’s cunning, brave, and an excellent fighter. She also is someone who will always be honest with you, no matter the consequence. You need people like her.”

“I’m glad you feel so. I thought the same. It’s a shame she feels lost. But I’m sure she will prove valuable once we find the right place for her.”

“Even if she does not have a position now, you could always bed her.”

I nearly spat out my drink as I took a sip. “Cartha? You’re serious.”

“Yes. You and her would foster strong warrior children. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed the way she blushes when you give her things or when you touch her. She’s interested, but she’s holding back her desire. Be it her training or something deeper.”

“That may be true. But it’s best not to complicate matters with her. It’s clear she’s dealing with a lot as is. Until we get to the Bulwark, it’s best to keep things professional.”

“Yes, master. I guess that leaves us more time to play.”

As I felt the inside of my robe glide along my shaft, I snickered. “Hey! Stop that. Now is not that time.”

“Awww, fine,” Malice huffed. “It’s been too long since our last time alone. I request your attention soon.”

I couldn’t hold back my wide grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure there’s plenty of time for us both.”

A blast of horns pulled my attention outside. The crowd rushed to the entrance, and I jogged closely behind. A line of soldiers shouted and pushed the citizens back as a handful of mousekin servants marched down the street holding a shrouded seating platform on their shoulders. It was clear by the golden accents and vibrant semitransparent cloth it was royalty.

When the men halted in front of the entrance, a lone soldier pulled back the veil to reveal Khepri. She was wearing the same ceremonial dress her mother wore: a gold-plated top that extended from her neck to her breasts, an elaborate headdress stuck in between her snakes, and airy bottoms that exposed her hips.

She took the soldier’s hands and spun off the plush pillows. In her grip, she held a purple velvet cloth. I pushed through the crowd, and the guards moved to the side to allow me to enter.

“Your Royal Highness!” I shouted and waved. “What a wonderful surprise.” I bowed once I approached, and she responded the same.

“It’s been a while, Your Holiness, has it not?” Khepri said.

“It has, and I’m delighted to see you,” I said. “I must say you’re looking quite ravishing.”

The princess lowered her head and grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you. One must keep up appearances. I see you’ve dressed for the occasion as well.”

I pulled on my robes and did a quick spin. “What do you think?”

Khepri looked me up and down, twisting her lips. “I think your armor suits you better.”

“You know, you’re the second person to tell me that today. I think if I wore that instead, I would have had people running for the hills.”

“That may be true.” She laughed.

“You know, I haven’t seen you since we returned to Nubia. How have you been?”

Khepri quickly breathed through her teeth. “An unfortunate consequence of my actions, I’m afraid.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said before turning and extending my arm toward the entrance. “Would you like to come in and see the interior?”

Khepri looked both ways and stepped close as she whispered, “I’d love to, but I can’t. I was only granted leave to come and drop off our gift.”

“Your mom?” I mumbled back. When Khepri nodded, I saw an opportunity. I leaned over her shoulder and close to her ear. “Well, if it’s difficult to come see me, how about I come see you? What if I could convince the queen to allow me to visit? Perhaps I could even convince her to allow me to escort you away from the palace for a change?”

Khepri leaned back with furrowed brows. “How? After what I did . . . she’d never . . .”

“I have my ways,” I said with a sly grin.

“I don’t want you to get on her bad side. She can be . . . scornful.”

“I don’t think that will happen. At least let me try. The worst thing she could do is say no.”

Khepri stroked several of her snakes with her fingers as she stared off into the distance. Once she decided, the golden-eyed girl looked up with an enamored smile. “Okay, you can try. But you have to promise me not to get on her bad side.”

“Pinky swear,” I said, holding up my finger. When she didn’t understand my implication, I raised her hand and curled hers around mine. “This is my promise.”

“Pinky swear,” she responded. As we held each other’s gaze, her snakes twisted as they swayed. She beamed with hopefulness, which left me feeling slightly guilty that I knew I’d already worked this out with her mother. But that vanished when I reminded myself that this was as much for her benefit as mine.

“I, uh . . . should get going,” Khepri said. “Mother’s going to worry if I stay out too long.”

“Should I take that off your hands?” I asked, nodding to the cloth.

“Oh, yes!” she shouted, wide-eyed, before laughing. “I almost forgot. This is the banner of Nubia with the queen’s crest. These are given to friends of the royal house.”

“What a thoughtful gift. Now I’ll have to figure out where to hang it.”

“Most hang it somewhere it can be seen.”

“Yeah, I’m thinking I’ll hang it on one of the first columns in the sanctuary.”

“Then, I shall leave you to it.” With the help of her guard, Khepri climbed back into the litter. Once she settled, the princess waved. “I look forward to our next meeting, Your Holiness.”

I bowed. “As do I, Your Royal Highness.”

We both waved as her servants turned around and marched back to the palace. When the guards left, some of the crowd followed, trying to get a look at the princess. Those who stayed back returned to the orderly line to wait for their meal.

After I hung the banner, the rest of the evening went by quickly. I had a fun time playing a game with Yda where I’d count how many times I caught her looking at me from across the room. And when she wasn’t with someone, we’d make faces at each other and share a laugh. It was childish but fun.

We received a second rush of new visitors as the sun set. Most came by for supper. I noticed several repeats who’d visited earlier in the day. However, I relented. We were there to feed those in need. It was a small price to pay for the goodwill of the citizens.

Once the day turned to night, I thought it was time to wrap things up. Yda and the acolytes were doing their best to maintain their smiles and chipper attitudes as they spoke of Heluna’s word. But I could see the weariness in their eyes, their slumped backs, and their heavy steps.

The caterer leaving helped slow things down. Many of the people who visited late turned immediately around once they saw there was no more food. When the last visitor had been half an hour ago, I closed the temple’s doors.

While the acolytes retired to their rooms exhausted, I led everyone into the common room of the residential building and started a fire in the fireplace. We sat in chairs, eating the food that remained. The warmth from the heat and their full bellies put everyone in a relaxed stupor.

“You all did well today,” I said. “There weren’t any issues at all. I’m sure Heluna is proud.”

“We served almost three thousand meals today,” Ophelia said. “That’s an achievement in itself.”

“Make sure to give a bonus to the caterer. They definitely deserve it. I don’t think the line slowed once thanks to them.”

“They are the same locals who the queen uses for her festivals. They’re used to serving the whole city. So this was small for them. But I’m sure they won’t say no to more money.”

“I bet they won’t,” I chuckled before glancing over to Yda. “How did you and the acolytes fare?”

The head priestess sat up in her chair. “Based on the final count that I received with the others, we had sixty-four people take the oath to worship the goddess.”

“Already?” I shouted. “That’s fantastic!”

“Many of them were former followers of Abetha and Ninazu. With both of them gone, they only felt right to follow their child.”

“Makes sense. I wonder if this is something we can capitalize on? They both had two kingdoms, so there’s got to be thousands around Talis who would feel the same.”

“Ninazu’s followers would no doubt rally under your banner should you grant them revenge for what happened to their kingdom,” Malice said. “I’d imagine Abetha’s followers would do the same.”

“And when we take the Bulwark, they’ll have a new place they could call home,” Ophelia said.

“We’d just need to get the word out,” I said. “Hopefully, the founding of our temple and the deeds of our actions in Liberty Bay help spread the word of the rise of Heluna.”

“Word can spread quickly, especially if whispered in the right ears,” Cartha said, digging gunk out of her nails with her dagger.

I cocked my brow. “It sounds like you have some ideas?”

“Maybe. But it’s been a long time since I’ve spoken to those contacts. I’m not sure if they’re even still alive. But I do think that waiting until we have a permanent home would be ideal. People are willing to travel for what they presume is a promised land.”

“We have quite a while until we reach that point. The acolytes have only just begun the training. I will not leave them here to flounder. The plan is still to stay until Yda is confident at least one of them is ready for priestesshood.”

“They are smart and determined, but yes, it will take them time,” Yda said. “At the earliest, a few months, at the latest, six or more.”

“I guess we’ll have to get used to these hot days and cold nights,” Cartha said before yawning. She stood up from her chair and stretched. “This fire is going to put me to sleep if I don’t get up.”

“You’re welcome to stay in the guest beds so you don’t have to head back to the tower,” I said, pointing up.

“Nah . . . I prefer to sleep in my own bed if I have the option. Are you all staying?”

“If you’re leaving, I’ll walk with you,” Ophelia said after pushing herself to her feet.

“I brought a bag with me,” Yda said. “I’m planning to stay at least for the first few nights to be with the acolytes. They’re still easing into things, so I think it would be best to see a familiar face when they awake.”

“What about you, Your Holiness?” Ophelia asked.

Before I could answer, Yda interjected. “We’d welcome it if His Holiness stayed with us!” The curly-haired priestess let out a nervous laugh and cleared her throat, no doubt realizing her overzealousness. “I mean, if you want to.”

“I’m more than happy to stay,” I said, trying to hold back my laugh. “It’s probably wise to do so anyway, given this is our first week.”

“Fair enough,” Cartha said, clicking her teeth. “I’ll be back in the morning, then.”

“As will I,” Ophelia added. “You two sleep well.”

“We will,” Yda and I said in unison. The spiral-horned maiden giggled as she watched the rest of our party leave. When the doors shut behind them, she jumped from her seat and hopped into my lap, lunging for my mouth.

“I. Couldn’t Wait,” she said, speaking in between each frantic kiss. “All. I’ve been able to think about. All day. Are your beautiful lips.”

Initially, I was taken aback by Yda’s forwardness, but that faded as fast as each embrace came. Our lips parted just long enough for me to say, “Then let me show you them.”

She whimpered as I pulled her in tighter. Our tongues twisted with the movement of our bodies. Her taste electrified my tongue. Each fold of her lips fanned my growing lust for the woman in my arms.

All the glances. The rushed smooches when we thought no one else was looking. All of it had slowly built to this final moment when everything we’d worked so hard for was finally realized, leaving us alone with only each other to focus on.

I worked my way down from her lips to her chin and down to the inside of her neck. I sucked softly and deeply. Each of her gasps incentivized me to continue. My hands found their way inside her dress, squeezing on her plump bottom before inching their way to the inside of her thighs.

“Wait!” Yda shouted, pulling away.

I stopped and leaned back. “Is something wrong? I didn’t push you too fast, did I?”

“No . . .” she said before tugging on my robe. “I want this. Just not like this. I’m disgusting.”

I snorted, trying my best not to laugh at her absurd declaration. “What?”

“We’ve been working all day. I’m sweaty, and I stink.”

“Yda, I love your smell.”

“Really?” she asked with a scrunched nose and toothy smile.

“Of course. You could have been rolling around in the mud and I’ll still desire you. You’re absolutely gorgeous, and I want every inch of you.”

Yda smothered me with her mouth as we embraced once more. When she pulled away she said, “Thank you for saying so. But . . . I want this to be perfect.”

“What’s . . . this?” I asked with a smug grin.

Yda hopped off of my lap and pointed down the hall. “Just give me a few minutes to freshen up, then meet in my room, okay?”

“Which one?”

“The third on the left. It should give us plenty of privacy since all the acolytes are staying on the upper floors.”

“I’ll be there.”

Yda batted her eyelashes and swayed her hips, her fluffy white tail wagging with excitement. She stared at me with an expression that I assumed was her attempt at seduction, like someone who read what guys liked was attempting it for the first time. As she backpedaled, she stumbled into one of the chairs, breaking her concentration only for a moment as she continued her act. I found it adorably cute.

When she disappeared down the hall, I brushed off my robe and cupped my hand, smelling my breath. It wasn’t terrible, but I wished I had a mint or something to freshen up myself. Knowing she was getting herself clean made me self-conscious.

I raced into the kitchen and did my best to wipe my body down with a wet cloth and soap. It was in that moment I wished I’d known the spell Ophelia cast on herself in our earlier time together. After doing the best that I could to make sure I didn’t smell, I returned to my chair.

“The sheepkin seems to be building up confidence,” Malice said, as if impressed.

“Yeah, I’m honestly surprised,” I said.

She let out a heavy sigh. “What I would give to have my body. I’d love to make her squirm.”

I chuckled. “You better keep your hands to yourself. I have no idea how she would feel with you involved. That’s something we’ll have to discuss at a much later time.”

“Don’t worry, master. I wouldn’t dare ruin your evening.”

I’d never been a patient man. And the waiting was killing me. My knee tapped a million miles a minute as I wondered whether it’d been long enough. Each pop from the fireplace acted like the gun of a sprinter’s race, nearly sending me flying off the chair. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I sprang up and marched down the hall.
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AN UNFORGETTABLE NIGHT


Istopped in front of the door, cleared my throat, and lightly knocked. “Yda? Is it okay to come in?”

“You can come in,” she called through the door.

I opened the door slowly. Lit candles were spread about the room, sitting on the desks and chests, filling the room with a soft orange glow. They led to the bed where Yda sat on her knees.

She was completely naked. Her skin glistened as if covered in oil. A heavy fragrance of lavender lingered in the room.

The red-eyed beauty extended a small hand to me, her nerves radiating through her delicate voice. “Please come and sit with me.”

I closed the door behind me and approached the side of the bed. The plush furs and feather mattress forced me to ease onto it. When I shuffled into the center, Yda lowered her arm, exposing her beautiful bosoms.

She grabbed my fingers and shimmied in between my legs. After lowering her head, she took a deep breath and whispered, “Come on, Yda, you can do this.” Watching her build up her confidence enamored me even more.

When she raised her head, there was an equal look of determination and longing in her eyes. “I apologize if this is a bit unorthodox, but I’d like to share something with you.”

“You have my full attention,” I said, rolling my lips over my teeth in an effort to be serious.

Yda’s scrunching nose paired with her smile nearly melted me. Once she got her giggling under control, she gripped my fingers tighter and spoke from her heart. “When Heluna chose me as her head priestess, I was equal parts scared, excited, and overwhelmed. This is all I ever wanted. To give my life, my soul, my everything to one of the divine. When she told me of your arrival, I felt the same way. The Archons are an extension of who they serve. In the weeks leading up to your arrival, I dreamed about what you’d look like. What kind of person you would be.”

“Was I what you imagined?” I asked.

Yda covered her mouth as she tried to hold back her laugh. “You’re nothing like what I imagined. But everything that I wanted.”

I reached down and kissed the top of her hand before she continued. “These last few weeks have been nothing but frightening but also exhilarating. But no matter how scared I was, I always felt safe with you around.”

“I’ll always protect you, Yda,” I said, cupping her cheek.

She kissed the palm of my hand before saying, “I know you will. Then there was the moment we shared our first kiss. Since that day, I’ve desired nothing more than to be by your side, wanting to taste your lips. To caress your beautiful body. It’s lust, I know. But then I watched you the last few days. From the earth, you built this beautiful temple. Not just for me or Heluna. But for all of us. Even those who do not yet know they need Heluna’s guidance. You give and you give and you give. And all I can think of is how would I repay such kindness?”

“Yda, you don’t have to⁠—”

“No!” Yda yelled, shaking her head. “I have no money. I have no resources.” She grabbed both of my hands and slammed them on her chest. “This is all I have to give you. My flesh. My love.”

I didn’t want to disappoint her, but I felt conflicted. I wanted her to be with me because she wanted to be. Not because she felt she owed me. I slid my hands up her neck and around her head. I pulled her close as I whispered, “Yda, I care for you. A lot. I do not wish for you to feel like this is something you’re compelled to do because of your position. I remember the first night we met you said you were willing to lay with me. I don’t want that. I only want it if that’s what you truly want as well. Not because I’m the Archon and because you’re my head priestess. But because I’m Devon and you’re Yda.”

Her eyes glistened in the candlelight as she nuzzled into my hand. “I want this more than anything, Devon.”

We both shared a smile as I pulled her close. As our tongues danced across our lips, I felt Malice shift my clothes until I was completely nude. The softness of Yda’s oiled skin smushed into mine, sharing her warmth. It was the only time I’d wished she was bigger, as I selfishly wanted to feel her all over me all at once.

Yda pulled back and leaned her head on my cheek. “Before we begin, there’s something you should know. Something . . . I’m rather self-conscious about.”

“Whatever it is, you can tell me,” I said.

“You promise you won’t laugh?” she asked, raising her eyes and her brow.

“I promise,” I said, holding my hand to my heart.

She bit her lip in a way that made me want to remove all of her worries forever. “I’ve . . . never been with a man before.”

“Really? What about a woman?”

“No. I know. It’s shameful to think a head priestess of Rebirth has never had sex before. It’s one of the many reasons why I was so surprised that Heluna chose me.”

“That’s quite all right. I don’t find it shameful at all.”

“You don’t?”

“Not at all.”

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you!” Yda said, smothering me with kisses. “I was so worried you’d be upset.”

“Why would I be upset?” I chuckled as I happily weathered the onslaught. “If anything, it’s endearing that you want me to be the one to give yourself to.”

“I don’t know. I think I just got in my head.”

“Have you done anything?”

“I’ve . . . kissed you.”

“Gods, you’re so sweet and innocent,” I said, squeezing her in my arms. “We’re going to have so much fun together. Since I have a bit more experience, how would you feel if I took the lead? I promise we’ll go slow, and if you ever feel uncomfortable, we can take a break or stop. All you’d need to do is say so, okay?”

“I’d really like that.”

Yda yelped as I spun her around and hovered over her. Her eyes scoured my arms, and her hands soon followed. “You’re so big. So strong. I just want to touch you.”

“You can do so any time,” I said, smiling. I leaned into the warmth of her body and lips. Our mouths connected, twisting into our sin. Our tongues danced with no inhibition, trying to savor each other’s taste.

My hands caressed her smooth olive skin, reaching for every inch. It took me some getting used to, given I couldn’t put my full weight on top of her. But my core strength kept me suspended, allowing me to focus only on her.

When our lips parted for a breath, I moved my way down her body. I kissed her chin, down to her neck and her chest. Her blessed breasts were so soft. I couldn’t help but squeeze my head in between them as I licked every inch.

Yda let out a playful giggle. “I love the way you kiss me.” She whimpered when I reached the first of her hardened peaks. I lightly teased her nipple with my tongue, flicking the tip until I slathered it with my width. Each squeeze and suck came with a gasp from my companion. I massaged and kneaded the other as I toyed between the two.

But once I finished with the first, I made sure to give plenty of attention to the second. The heavy scent of lavender across her skin was good enough to want to eat her up. With a heavy breath, I sucked even harder and playfully bit, just to see how fragile she really was. I was rewarded with a gasping moan that foretold we were going to have a great time.

“I want to feel your lips all over my body, Devon,” Yda declared. “Please don’t stop.”

Her wish was my command. I pecked my way down farther, stopping momentarily at her stomach. Her frantic giggling was enough to put a smile on my face as I teased her. I only relented when the scent of her lower musk made me hunger for my next meal.

I continued down farther, kissing over her hairless mound, until I reached her forbidden fruit. With light pecks, I draped my tongue across her lower lips. Her smell made my mouth water, making it hard to resist diving in. But I wanted to make her experience one of a kind, and that came with plenty of buildup.

After covering every inch of the outside of her lips with mine, it was time to go further. I spread Yda’s legs wide and scooped her plump bottom with one hand, propping her up for easier access. With a heavy breath, I dove in with my tongue, sliding over every inch.

Yda gasped and squeezed my hair. Her breath quickened, passing in between each moan.

“Goddess, I love your tongue.”

I twisted through her folds with every pass, only pausing to suck on her bud. And when I thought she couldn’t handle it anymore, I pressed my tongue deep into her pussy.

Yda’s thick legs squeezed my head. The action only fueled my desire to push her further. Once I found the combination to her lock, I played the sequence like a xylophone.

“Don’t stop! Please don’t stop,” she begged.

As I continued the twisting of my tongue, she rewarded me with a shaking whimper. Her whole body convulsed. Warmth spread down my smiling chin, covering me in her sweet scent.

But I wasn’t done, and I didn’t relent. I wanted this to be a night she would never forget. With unlimited jaw stamina and an endless supply of spit, I tongue-fucked her until I lost count of the number of orgasms she had. After the last one, I pushed myself up and hovered over her, smiling at my work. The sway of her breasts as she took each breath captivated me. I wanted to stare at them forever.

I watched the beads of sweat fall across the spiral-horned beauty’s skin. Her heavy red eyes looked up at me full of bliss and love. She smiled and reached for my face, which I lowered. Her shaking hands weakly pulled me close to her, allowing her to softly kiss me. When we pulled apart, a small strand of saliva connected our lips.

“That tongue of yours is . . . really something,” she breathed.

After kissing her soft lips once more, I pushed myself up and walked toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Yda asked, sitting up with raised brows.

“To get you something to drink,” I said. “Don’t worry. We’re far from finished.”

She smiled and plopped back to the bed. Given I was nude, I glanced down the hall both ways before sprinting to the kitchen. My rock-hard cock swung in the wind like a baseball bat. I retrieved a pitcher, filled it from a barrel of water we had stored in the pantry, and grabbed two cups.

After returning to the room, I poured Yda a drink before handing it to her. She chugged the water, gasping when she finished. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, setting everything on the side table. I climbed back on top of her, assaulting her neck before working my way to her mouth. My hand slid across her thighs, squeezing her tightly before moving to her slit. It was still soaking wet, ready and waiting for me.

I slid the base of my cock in between her lips. With a single motion, I glided from end to end. Yda pulled back and looked down. Her eyes widened at the sight of my member.

“It’s so big,” she said, rubbing her hand along the top. “And so warm.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” I said with a smug grin.

“Is . . . is that going to fit in me?”

“It should. With Heluna’s blessing, it should fit perfectly.”

“How? It goes past my stomach.”

“Uh . . . magic?” I said, half joking and half serious. “But if you’re concerned about it, we don’t have to do this. I want you to feel safe and comfortable.”

Yda twisted her lips as she looked at it with determination in her eye. “I . . . I want to try it.”

“Are you sure?”

She grabbed my cheeks and gazed into my eyes as she nodded. “I trust you.”

I wrapped my hand around her neck and pulled her to my lips. We kissed passionately and deeply. When we parted, we both glanced down, watching the magic unfold. I wetted the tip of my dick with her lust and slowly eased it into her. She bit her lip and whimpered.

“Are you okay?” I whispered.

“Mhmm,” she mumbled. “It’s okay. You can keep going.”

I slowly continued forward until I felt something give. I double-checked with Yda, who only nodded to continue. I stared into her vibrant red eyes until I reached the base of my shaft.

When I stopped, we both looked down and smiled. I didn’t know how it worked, but by the goddess’s grace, she took all of me, and I felt all of her. Her tightness. Her warmth. Her wetness. My whole body shuddered from the sensation.

“Did you just cum?” Yda asked.

“No.” I laughed. “But you feel amazing. It sent a whole shockwave throughout my body.”

“You do, too. I feel so full.”

As our lips embraced once more, I slid my hands through Yda’s fingers. I raised her arms to the side of her head as I braced my hips. “Are you ready?”

“Uh-huh,” Yda said, her soft voice warming my heart.

I slowly pulled away; Yda’s inner walls held on to me like they never wanted to see me go. It was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. She was tight. Oh so tight. It was so hard to hold restraint. But the vulnerable look in her eyes kept me centered.

Each plunge sent a shockwave through her body. The ripples rolled along her soft stomach and her heavy mounds, leading back up to those ruby-red eyes. She looked at me like I was her everything. That at this moment, nothing mattered except us. We were one.

It reminded me that this was her ultimate gift. She had nothing of value except herself. My heart swelled for her. I’d never felt such a connection before. All the barriers of past relationships crumbled as I looked into those beautiful eyes of hers. I smiled, and so did she.

“You feel so good, Devon,” Yda moaned.

I rocked my hips more, picking up speed. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as she let out a soft groan. Her fingers squeezed my hand as her lust slowly consumed her.

I kept a constant motion, knowing my steady approach would be rewarded in time. Yda’s breath quickened. Her mouth opened, and she looked up at me through her raised brows.

Her calls of pleasure became a shout. Her breasts bounced as she shook violently. She jerked her arms, trying to free her pinned hands. I smiled and granted her wish, only to have her bite on her finger and plunge her nails into my forearm.

“That one was so much stronger.” Yda laughed through heavy breaths. “I want this night to last forever.”

“Me, too,” I said before kissing her.

The two sides of me tussled. With each press, my lust increased, giving way to the side that wanted more. It didn’t want to protect her; it wanted to destroy her. To make her scream my name as she begged me for my cock.

My thrusts sped up. I rammed harder and faster. Yda’s hands clawed into my arms as she held on for dear life.

I closed my eyes, only focusing on her tight wet hole. Every inch of it slid along my shaft, throbbing with her heartbeat. With each orgasm, she screamed and convulsed.

“Gods, you’re so deep.” Yda panted. “You’re stretching me so much. I love it. I love every inch of it.”

Her warmth consumed me. I wanted to feel all of her, and the growing frustration of the position built. I needed to be fully inside of her. I wanted her closer.

The animal inside of me gave way to all reservations. I scooped Yda up in my arms and lifted her into my lap. I stared at her wide eyes and gasping mouth as her weight slid down the length of my shaft. When she stopped, she leaned into my chest, trying to reach for anything to hold on to.

“Oh, gods, yes.” The beauty shook in pleasure.

I waited until her jolts slowed down. I couldn’t help but smile knowing that I pleased her. But soon my own desires took hold. I gripped both cheeks and lifted her up, allowing her to slide back down.

The position offered me everything I wanted. I could feel every inch of her along my body. Her legs flapped helplessly under my control. There was so much more warmth, closeness, and friction.

I repeated the process until Yda’s breaths became as frequent as the motion. Each warm exhale tickled my chest. The scent of her sex compounded my senses, pushing me closer to my climax.

“Goddess, I’m so close. You’re going to make me cum again.”

“So am I,” I whispered.

“You’re going to cum?” Yda asked, as if surprised. She quickly begged. “Please cum for me. I want us to cum together.”

Yda’s words were enough to push me over the edge. With an arm around her body and a hand on her bottom, I thrust as hard and as fast as I could. My climax exploded. Sparkles filled my vision as my whole body shook, again and again. As we shouted together, our lust spilled all over us.

We held on to each other, our soaking wet bodies sliding with each heavy breath. Each aftershock triggered the other, sending us into a giggle fit as we came down from our blissful high.

In our final kiss, I pulled myself from Yda, spilling the contents of our desire onto the bed. I flipped around, allowing her to lay across my chest.

“We really made a mess, didn’t we?” Yda asked, out of breath.

“That we did,” I said with satisfaction.

“Do you think we were too loud? That the acolytes heard us?”

“I’m sure they’ll tell you in the morning if so.”

Yda giggled. “That’s true.” She let out a soft yawn as I stroked her hair and then down her back. I brushed my fingers along her small white tail. As she nuzzled further into my chest, I pulled the blanket over us.

I kissed the top of her head as I whispered, “Goodnight, sweet priestess.”

I closed my eyes and readied myself for sleep, only to have a familiar soft voice whisper in my ear. “Devon.”

As I opened my eyes, I turned my head to see my draconic goddess lying next to me. I sat up a little bit and blinked rapidly to ensure she was real. “Heluna?”

The pink-skinned beauty brought her finger to her lips and said, “Shhh. No need to wake the little one. It seems you both have had quite the evening.”

I tilted my head and looked down at Yda. She was out cold. I smiled. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

Heluna draped her finger across her cheek. “She’s so beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she is. She’s wonderful.”

“So pure and innocent. A perfect head priestess to complement you. I’m so happy to see you both have bonded.”

“I am, too,” I said before furrowing my brow. “But um . . . I don’t mean to be rude, but what are you doing here? Are you back to full power?”

Heluna smiled and shook her head. “No. We still have a long way to go until that point. But you have done well, my Archon, and given me enough power to visit briefly. I wanted to congratulate you on a job well done. You’ve far exceeded my expectations.”

“Thank you. It’s uh . . . honestly hasn’t been easy. There’ve been a few close calls, but we’ve gotten through it.”

“Indeed. I told you the road would not be an easy one, but you’ve persevered where many would have failed. It seems like I made the right choice.”

Hearing Heluna’s words filled me with a higher sense of accomplishment than anything before. I’d wanted to prove to her that I could do this, and hearing her say so was the cherry on top of an already unforgettable night.

But then she lowered her head and frowned. “However, while I want nothing more than to shower your praises, I do not have a lot of time and must leave you with a warning.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, scooting up.

“Something is happening among the other gods and goddesses. There is a rumbling of renegades taking actions that have formerly been considered taboo and resulted in banishments like with what happened with my parents. It seems my own existence has caused others to question the rules that bind us all.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t have all the answers. The Elders seem keen on keeping everyone in line, but I fear what might be coming. I just want to leave you with a warning to be vigilant and be prepared. I don’t know what the others are planning, but nothing good ever happens when the gods scheme.”

“I’ll take your words to heart, my goddess.”

Heluna cupped my cheek before planting a kiss with her dark purple lips. “Be well, my Archon. I’ll be watching.”

I watched her body fade until she was gone. As her words lingered on my mind, I slumped my head to my pillow and tried to get some rest. But after nearly an hour of restlessness, my eyes shot back open.

Whatever Heluna cautioned, I needed to be ready.


EPILOGUE


Archon Emperor Emile Dupont III stood over his war table, examining the pieces on the board that spread over a map of Talis. His advisors surrounded it, waiting for him to begin the morning’s meeting.

“Steward, how are our food stores?” he asked.

Cristia rolled her hand through her raven-black hair. “This year’s harvest bodes well. We have an increase in production of twenty-three percent, thanks to Viggo’s efforts. We’ll have more than double what we’ll need this year, especially if we continue with our plans. If we have one of our court sorcerers cast Suspension on them, they’ll last us until we need them.”

“Excellent. General, how do our forces fare?”

Alex stepped forward, his full plate armor ringing throughout the room. “Well armed and motivated, Your Imperial Majesty. We’ve marched all of our forces to the north. We’ve set up encampments and fortifications that stretch from the Eiburun Mountains to the north in Eimalon territory to the Gredgewald Mountains to our west. Our supply lines are well-established and secured. We’ve never been more prepared for Ossein Island’s assault.”

“And Eimalon?”

“The snow elves have reaffirmed they’re ready to take the brunt of the assault, just like decades past.”

“And do our spies confirm this?”

Hira pulled down her shroud, revealing her many rows of pointed teeth. “We do, Your Imperial Majesty. Eimalon forces have always been well-armed. What they lack in numbers, they make up with armaments and magic. Lezarial’s Archons are leading their defenses.”

“Justice always prevails, does she not?” Emile muttered.

“If history repeats itself, yes.”

“Very well. Anything else of note?”

“T-that’s everything from my report, Your Imperial Majesty,” Alex said.

Emile frowned and looked up. He caught the hesitation in his son’s voice. He was lying.

“Something tells me that’s not everything.”

Mythias coughed in his fist and adjusted his priestly robe. “There was an incident, Your Imperial Majesty.”

“Incident?” Emile asked, straightening.

“The new sect. The one founded by the heretical spawn of Abetha and Ninazu⁠—”

“The one that shouldn’t exist by now, as I told you and the general both to send a strong force to take care of? There was an incident with that?”

Alex and Mythias glared at each other before the head priest spoke again, “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. We sent a force of ten foot soldiers led by one of my best inquisitors.”

“Ten?” Emile laughed as he shook his head. “You sent ten soldiers and an inquisitor to deal with an entire sect.”

“Well, Hira’s information had stated⁠—”

“I don’t care what our intelligence said!” Emile shouted, slamming his hands on the table and shattering the wood. “I told you to send a strong force to take care of it. Am I so surrounded by incompetence that I need to be clear on what a strong force is?”

Mythias lowered his head. “No, Father.”

“I am not your father right now! I am your Archon Emperor.”

“Apologies, Your Imperial Majesty.”

Alex puffed up his chest. “If you’d allowed me full control of the operation from the start⁠—”

“Don’t you dare start with that petty childhood squabbling,” Emile said, raising his finger. “You two were supposed to work together. You both are responsible for this gigantic pile of trison shit that we’re now going to have to clean up. So get on with the rest of it. What happened?”

“When the squad failed to meet their scheduled report, I sent a force of a hundred men to investigate.”

“And a dozen inquisitors,” Mythias added.

“The original group had tracked the sect to an abandoned temple of Abetha. When our secondary forces arrived, they found all eleven men dead. They were torn to shreds, like they’d been locked inside with a wild animal. Whatever fought them was strong. Their bodies were cracked and hewn, left in small craters in thick stone.”

“There were also several bodies that looked like husks. They had been completely sapped of their essence. There were traces of Death Magic.”

“Anstartus, help me,” Emile said, rubbing his brow. “Then, it stands to reason the sect has found their Archon, which is exactly why I wanted a strong force sent in the first place. If you both just sent the secondary group in the first place, all of this could have been avoided. Now we have a wild sect with a new Archon wreaking havoc in our lands. If any of the other sects or kingdoms find out about this, it’s going to make us look weak.”

Emile clasped his hands behind his back and paced around the room. They’d lost the element of surprise. He knew whoever the Archon was would likely hold a grudge, as he would do the same. Time was against them. The longer they waited to strike, the more powerful the threat could become, and once it reached an inflection point, they would lose their advantage.

“Are our men still in pursuit?” Emile asked.

“They tracked them into a nearby forest, and then the trail went cold,” Mythias said. “It could be a result of some kind of transportation magic. Flight. Teleportation. That kind of thing.”

“Great. So they could be anywhere in Talis right now.” Emile let out a heavy sigh before glancing up at his spymaster. “Spymaster, send word to your flock. I want everyone on the lookout for this sect. That includes all of our informants and third parties. Pay them well so they take it seriously.”

“I will see it done, Your Imperial Majesty,” Hira said with a small nod. In a puff of smoke, she disappeared.

“General, Head Priest, I want three small elite teams composed of our best knights and inquisitors ready at a moment’s notice. If Hira finds them before the Archon has a chance to mobilize a significant force, then I want them ready to kill him and their head priestess.” The Archon Emperor pointed his finger at both. “I’m giving you both a second chance. Don’t screw this up.”

“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty,” both men said in unison. They marched away together, whispering insults as the enormous wooden doors closed behind them.

“Is there anything else for me, Your Imperial Majesty?” Cristia asked.

“Not at this time, darling,” Emile said, smiling at his favorite child. “Thank you for your hard work.”

“You’re welcome,” she said with a brief bow. “Don’t forget that you have your meeting with Master Barrenheimer this afternoon to discuss the expansion of the southeastern walls.”

“That’s right. Thank you for the reminder. I’ll be there.”

“And I’ll be there to remind you just in case.”

“You’re a wonderful daughter, Cristia. Just like your mother.”

“I know.” The blonde-haired girl beamed. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“See you then.”

With no one else in the war room, Emile extended his hand in front of the shattered wood. He cast Repair and watched as the shrapnel returned to its original place and solidified. He pressed on the wood with his weight to ensure it was fixed. As he returned each of the little pieces to the board, a knock came from the door.

“Come in,” Emile shouted. When the door opened, the Archon Emperor glanced over his shoulder. His son, Viggo, stood idle wearing an all-black ensemble with a brimmed hat and a white mask shaped like a beak.

Emile spun around, leaned back on the table, and scratched his horns. “It seems like when it rains, it pours. You’re not supposed to be here for another three months. Which means something either went really well or went really poorly.”

“It’s the latter,” Viggo said.

“Take that mask off. I can’t speak with you while you wear it.”

Viggo clasped the leather straps in the back. When he pulled it off, he revealed his acid-burned face and filed-down horns.

“I see you still haven’t fixed your wounds.”

“They’re a constant reminder that mistakes have consequences.”

“That they do. I wish your siblings understood that. So tell me, why have you returned home?”

“Liberty Bay was destroyed along with my lab.”

“What?” Emile said, standing up. “How? Was it Nubia?”

“I believe the queen had some hand in it, given the sequence of events. However, a lone soul was responsible. He called himself Blackthorn.”

“Blackthorn? Like that old Chalice legend?”

“Yes.”

“But you think the queen was involved as well?”

“I can’t completely confirm, but I believe so.”

Emile leaned back. “Start from the beginning.”

“Several weeks ago, the queen’s daughter arrived, claiming to be on the run from her mother. Naturally, we thought this was a ploy, so we locked her away in our dungeon for a week. During that time, I, along with others, interrogated her extensively. I used one of my cocktails to derive the truth from her. And she maintained the story she arrived with. So either she’s extremely capable and resistant to alchemical manipulation or she was telling the truth.”

“Is that the same serum you used for the Azeran spies?”

“It was.”

Emile rested his chin on his fist. “Hmm . . . then it should have worked.”

“Which is why we let her out. Lady Florence took a liking to her immediately. It benefited me because both Brick and Lady Florence had started to become curious about my lab. I needed the time as I was close to making a breakthrough on the Titan serum.”

“Which was the whole point of funding this escapade of yours.”

“That and the Phoenix Fire catalyst.”

“That’s nothing more than a failed experiment. The only thing the drug has proven good at is creating worthless inhabitants who become mindless drones. I wanted something that kept the people controlled but still have their wits about them.”

“Which will come through iterations. Alchemy is just as much an art as a science.”

Emile flicked his hand. “I’m not interested in getting into another prophetical debate with you. Just continue with what happened.”

“Lady Florence and the queen’s daughter devised a plan to blackmail Queen Sekhet. I was indifferent to the idea, but Lady Florence pushed hard to do it. I believe she saw greed and was jealous of the money Phoenix Fire brought in.”

“Why would you allow Lady Florence to dictate such a plan? You’re smarter than that.”

“Because I saw the clash with Queen Sekhet as inevitable. We were taking away from her business. We knew this, and so did she. I’d received reports from Hira that she was building a dock in the Martan channels. And it would have been months before it finished. I’d hoped to be further along with the Titan serum by that point to use the eventual conflict as a test with Brick’s forces against the queen’s army. A perfect opportunity, really. However, the Blackthorn arrived several weeks later. An unknown variable that caused a miscalculation on my part.”

“Where did he come from? From the north?”

“He arrived by tower. A Chalice member accompanied him.”

“Who?”

“I do not know. I’d never seen that tower before. But they’re the only ones with the teleportation towers.”

Emile snapped his fingers. “Who was the member that foretold the arrival of Blackthorn? Her name starts with an O, I think.”

“Ophelia the Red.”

“That’s the one. Was it her?”

“Could be. I couldn’t confirm. I never saw her. I only interfaced with Blackthorn.”

“Continue.”

“Initially, he arrived under the pretense of coming to claim the main island for himself. He wanted to use that as a staging area for his kingdom. Lady Florence handled the negotiations while I observed. He was to build a lighthouse and help clear the forest for expansion. If he did those, we would negotiate further to allow him to carve out his own section.”

“Makes sense. But what doesn’t is how it went from that to him destroying the settlement in your lab?”

“To be honest, I’m not quite sure how it did, either. I watched him build part of the lighthouse and saw that he completed it upon my leave. But in between those two points, he burned our xyrol crops, killed all of Brick’s men, and burned the settlement to the ground. When I returned a day later, he, Lady Florence, her people, and the queen’s daughter were all gone. My lab was destroyed due to the security measures put in place. So I ventured back home.”

Emile cocked his brow. “Do you think Lady Florence betrayed you?”

“No. She doesn’t possess the gall. Most likely, she was taken prisoner along with her women and the queen’s daughter.”

“So the man comes in, destroys everything, and we’re left with nothing. Please tell me this wasn’t just a waste of time and resources.”

“It wasn’t. It provided many breakthroughs.”

“Meaning?”

“In Blackthorn’s fight with the Butcher, the latter was wounded. I’d given him an experimental variant of the Titan serum and told him it was a health potion.”

“And? Did it work?”

“It did. The Titan variant of the Butcher nearly destroyed Blackthorn in one-on-one combat. His strength could have rivaled your own.”

“That sounds promising. Were there any side effects?”

“Yes. He exhibited a lot of rapid mutation, and he regressed mentally to more of that of a beast than man. But the data and tissue samples I gathered will prove invaluable to the next stage. With enough time, we’ll be one step closer to seeing our soldiers be the dominant force on Talis.”

“These projects of yours are a bane on the treasury. Your sister complains daily about the withdrawals and why I won’t tell her about them.”

“Progress never comes cheap.”

“But part of the purpose of Phoenix Fire is to allow you to become self-sustaining. I can’t keep funding⁠—”

Viggo took a step forward, clenching his fist. “Before we started down this path, you agreed you would do whatever it takes to see this done.”

“But I require results!” Emile shouted. “So far, you’ve given me nothing. Just empty promises of future advancement. I can’t keep funding your exploits with nothing to show for it.”

Viggo hesitated before reaching into his bag. He pulled out a sealed vial with a red mist inside. “If you need results, then here.”

Emile tilted his head as he eyed the container. “What is it?”

“This is the first project you had me work on. I’m calling it Ninazu’s Breath. It’s an alchemical weapon. I’ve perfected the formula for airborne delivery. It spreads easily from person to person, starting out as a sneeze and cough. After five minutes, it attacks the internal organs. By an hour, it will liquefy bones, skin, and even teeth. I tested this on the Nubian guards that came with the princess, and it worked flawlessly.”

“It’s funny how something so small could contain so much power,” Emile said with a slight grin. “With this, we could spread it to Ossein Island and finally wipe out those fanatics once and for all. No more invasions. Can it be cured?”

Viggo reached into his bag and pulled out a second green vial. “This is the antidote. It must be administered within the first minute of contraction; otherwise, the dose would be fatal.”

“If we use this, would Ossein Island become uninhabitable?”

“No, the alchemical structure is too weak to hold its bonds for too long. It will break down in about twenty-four hours. I’d recommend having our fliers be the delivery method. They’ll have the best chance of survival if they climb high enough.”

“Can you make more?”

“Yes, but I will need another lab with all the equipment as I had before.”

Emile smiled and rotated around the table. He grabbed an ink pen and parchment. After scribbling down his instructions, he sealed it with his symbol in wax.

“Hand this to Master Aemon,” the Archon Emperor said. “It’s got instructions to give you what you need. I’ll cover the expenses like last time.” When Viggo reached for the letter, Emile pulled it back. “Just remember that I expect results.”

“And you shall have them, Your Imperial Majesty,” Viggo said with a clenched jaw.

“Good,” Emile said, handing him the letter. His son snatched it from his hand and shoved the letter in his bag.

“Where am I to set up my new lab?” Viggo asked.

Emile shrugged with a smug smile. “It’s not my job to figure everything out for you. Figure it out yourself. Show me that you’re capable.”

The alchemist secured his mask to his face before reaching for the door. When he gripped it, his father called him once more.

“Viggo, before you go, you said that you observed this . . . Blackthorn,” Emile said. “What did you learn about him?”

Viggo sighed and turned around. “He wears a suit of all-black full plate that exudes flame and smoke. I never saw his facial features, so I do not know what race he is. His voice is deep and brooding. He exudes confidence and determination. Physically, I’d imagine he rivals you in strength. However, his magical arsenal seems limited.”

Emile cocked his brow. “How so?”

“From what I observed, he mostly relies on his strength rather than magic in combat, which is typical for someone who is not a skilled caster. He can control liquid rock and metal, which he used to build the lighthouse near Liberty Bay. It’s some of the strongest rock I’ve ever tested and would make excellent fortifications better than our own. But greater than anything else, he wields Death Magic, giving him the ability to control the dead.”

“Did you say Death Magic?”

“Yes. He defeated the Titan variant of the Butcher by raising the men he slayed earlier. It distracted the Butcher long enough for him to deal a killing blow.”

Emile’s cackle slowly built to obnoxious laughter. When he calmed down, he shook his head. “What are the chances . . . The gods truly have a sick sense of humor.” He glanced up at his son. “And you’re certain you have no idea where he went.”

“The tower was gone by the time I returned. He could be anywhere.”

“Very well. You can go.”

Once the door shut behind Viggo, Emile stared at his war table. His blood boiled knowing the same man they’d chased cost him months of planning and thousands of gold. The Archon Emperor gripped the table and lifted it overhead. With as much might as he could muster, Emile tossed it out of the window of his keep like a thrown javelin as he screamed, “Worthless idiots!”

As he watched it crash through a nearby roof, he took in a few deep breaths and patted down his jacket. He cast a Message spell as he said, “Hira. Return to me in the keep.”

A few seconds later, his daughter appeared in a puff of smoke. “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty?”

“I want you to send your flock south to all the major cities. I also want them to fan out across the border around the Islands of Marta with a number headed for Nubia.”

“What’s the reason for this sudden change, Your Imperial Majesty?”

“I think our Archon has finally revealed himself.”
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A NOTE FROM AJAX


Thank you so much for reading Dragon’s Archon Book 1. If you enjoyed this book, Book 2 is releasing next month, March ’25, and already on preorder. Go check it out HERE. Book 3 will be releasing a month after in April ’25. I also kindly ask to review the book and consider following my Amazon author page.

If you’d like to continue to supporting me, get access to early chapters of my work, see fun art of the various characters, and get access to early previews, consider checking out my Patreon below. Otherwise, connect with me on social media and sign up for my newsletter to get notified of my next releases.

Patreon:https://patreon.com/ajaxlygan

Newsletter:https://newsletter.ajaxlygan.com

Discord:https://discord.gg/ET54Bz9

Facebook:https://facebook.com/groups/ajaxlyganfangroup
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Supplying Supers


IMPORTANT LINKS


For more Haremlit, LITRPG, and Monster Girl content, consider checking out the following links:

	https://facebook.com/groups/haremlit 

	https://facebook.com/groups/haremlitaudiobooks 

	https://facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks 

	https://facebook.com/groups/monstergirlbooks 

	https://facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem 

	https://facebook.com/groups/monstergirlfiction 

	https://facebook.com/groups/haremgamelit 

	https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 

	https://facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum 

	https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases 

	https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 

	https://reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels 

	https://reddit.com/r/litrpg 
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